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    ONE -Children of the Moons I



    


    “A tower symbolizes the law of purification and represents Personality, the structure built to support your vanity.”—Zadore, The Volah Transmissions


    


    It was a day like any other; which is to say it began with upsetting Brother Dedemus and ended on the cold stone floor of the punishment cell. Sarannan of Ar, known to his classmates as Pip, crouched in the lonely darkness, feeling a chill creeping through his shoes and crawling up his spine. He had to sit on the floor because the cell was just an empty box. The only light there was bled through the crack at the bottom of the door.


    His back ached and stung from Brother Dedemus’s cane; so it was best to stay very still to stop the shirt chafing the cuts. It wasn’t fair. All he ever did was ask questions, and the Brother always beat him for it!


    So much for life in the Brotherhood of the Tor’s Novice School. Pip hoped, but without much optimism, that the Brotherhood Enclave where the men lived would be nicer. He could feel a headache coming on and a burning throbbing behind his eyes. The raging fires of hunger in his stomach told him that he’d been in the cell much longer than usual. His stomach said unerringly: You’ve missed your lunch and now you’re going without your dinner.


    But the brain said: Try not to think about this. Think about … outside.


    ‘Outside’ meant Lark.


    Lark was Pip’s friend. She lived out there, somewhere in the wide world that was denied to him. He wasn’t sure where or how she lived; he only ever saw her face and felt her presence, and apart from thinking her name was Lark – but he didn’t know how he knew this – they talked together in a wordless way made up of feelings and pictures. So, while Lark belonged to the ‘outside’ she also belonged to the ‘inside’ – the world inside Pip’s mind.


    He had never told anyone about her. If he did, what would they say? After they’d stopped laughing? Pip is crazy; he believes he talks to invisible girls!


    All right. Your back hurts and you feel light-headed … just think about Lark.


    Fly away…


    Even though it was dark in the cell he still shut his eyes to see her. First the lights came twirling on the screen of his inner vision and blossoming into spheres pulsing with bright colours: white-light and gold; blue and green; red and violet-silver; orange and flame. The spheres transformed into people’s faces: the other faces that he saw, although he only talked with Lark. He knew the faces as one does a memory from long ago, and guessed they were people from his early childhood – those sunny days on the ‘outside’ before the grey walls of the Brotherhood swallowed him whole.


    Lark came.


    She was all lights for him, rolled into one. She was a candle in the dark. Her face swam towards him, and it comforted him.


    Today though, Lark had something wrong, too. She was … unhappy. Possibly unhappier than he was.


    *


    Lark crossed the field of waving grasses to the knoll above the cliffs. From the height she could see the ocean heaving like the back of a vast white whale. Except for the sea, the hill and the glimmer of the afternoon sky, this was all.


    All.


    Stormover was the other side of nowhere. On this windblown hill they had buried her grandmother, facing the east so that Granny’s spirit could look over the waters and watch the moons rise. At the head of Granny’s grave they had placed a round stone with a hole in the centre. It was taller than Lark and was a sign that here rested a moon-seer whose watching eyes might still give good luck to the village.


    Lark placed a posy of dry wildflowers and herbs at the foot of the stone. She flung herself across the grave and pressed her cheek into the cool damp soil. With her eyes squeezed shut, she left the hill behind and concentrated on a face in her mind—


    —Pip, I’m so sad—


    ‘Lark!’


    The wind carried the cry from the edge of the knoll. Lark’s mother plodded up the slope. By the time Eva reached the grave, her breathing was harsh and her cheeks nearly redder than the roses on the print scarf she wore over her hair.


    ‘Up here again?’ she said when she got her breath back. ‘Why must you make me come after you? You know how it wears me out.’


    ‘Sorry, Mummy.’ Shame heated Lark’s face. ‘I would have been home by dinnertime.’


    ‘Uncle Krisse has arrived,’ Eva told her. ‘I know … he’s three days early. He wants to be away on tomorrow morning’s tide.’


    Lark had never met her father’s brother from Ness. ‘Tomorrow? Why did he come so early? I don’t want to leave Stormover.’


    Eva sighed. ‘How many times must we argue this? We can’t stay here any longer. I can’t look after the house and you. I’m just not up to it.’ She began to walk down the knoll.


    Lark hung back by the grave. ‘I can look after the house. I’ll do it. If I leave Granny she’ll be lonely.’


    Eva turned. ‘Child … Granny’s gone. What’s under that pile of dirt isn’t her. Her spirit has flown away and she won’t miss you.’


    ‘The villagers say her spirit is in the stone,’ Lark persisted. ‘They think she’s looking after them.’


    ‘Then they think nonsense, and I’m sure you know it. Your granny wouldn’t want to be imprisoned in a stone, would she?’


    Secretly, in her heart, Lark agreed. Guilt overwhelmed her when she looked at her mother’s flushed face. ‘No. Granny would want to be free.’


    ‘And she is,’ said Eva with a sad smile. ‘And it’s for us to make another life as best we can. I know you’re only nine, but you’re grown up enough to understand that.’ She held out her hand. ‘Come on. Uncle Krisse is waiting.’


    Lark took her mother’s hand. ‘What’s he like? Is he nice like Daddy was?’


    Her mother’s pause and her silence felt ominous. ‘Well, he’s not like Daddy was, but a lot older. And he is being very generous in helping us out.’


    ‘But is he nice?’


    ‘He seems all right.’ Eva’s voice sounded flat. ‘A serious type of man. I only met him once before. Though …’ she halted, ‘Lark, you must never tell him or Aunt Sely about your “friends” – you know … Pip and the others.’


    Lark’s ‘friends’. All her short life she’d talked to other beings. Birds, frogs, bees, crabs, lobsters, cows, mice, sheep, fish – she talked to them all. She’d talked to rocks, too, and then the other children in the village found out and jeered: ‘Larkie’s got rocks in her head!’ She never expected her ‘friends’ to answer like a human did, but they always answered her in their own special ways, showing her how they lived and what they ate and why they did what they did. Even the rocks had taught her that rocks love the sun because it makes them wake up. On a sunny day they were lovely and warm; but when it was cold and cloudy and the wind blew off the wintry sea, the rocks would go to sleep.


    And then, one day, she saw the faces for the first time. The people; their feelings, happy and sad. She might be seeing them inside her head, passing like ships on the horizon, but she knew they were real and that they needed her to talk to them, too. And so she did. They didn’t have names, except for the one who was her earliest friend and her favourite by far. She’d called him Pip.


    ‘Don’t aunt and uncle know about things like that?’ she asked, in some dismay. ‘That’s funny.’


    ‘It’s nothing to laugh about,’ said Eva stiffly.


    ‘No, mummy, I didn’t mean funny ha-ha. I meant it’s odd.’


    ‘Nothing odd about it,’ Eva corrected. ‘Aunt and Uncle never had children of their own, so they’re not used to the things children talk about. And another thing, never tell them you’re a moon-seer. They wouldn’t understand at all.’


    Lark lifted an astonished face to her mother. ‘Why? How do they know when Moontide is coming? How can they be prepared for the storms, if a moon-seer doesn’t tell them?’


    ‘They don’t need a moon-seer in Ness,’ said Eva. ‘The Brotherhood of the Tor warns everybody before the moons go into conjunction. They announce it and then they have Curfew.’


    ‘What’s Curfew?’


    ‘That’s what they call staying indoors during Moontide – the way we do when it happens.’


    Lark nodded. It was dangerous to go outside at Moontide. On Stormover, as the in rest of the Far Isles, people lashed their boats to stout pylons in the harbour and boarded up their windows. When the moons danced together in the sky, the storms came, sometimes causing lots of damage. And Lark had been told that bad things would happen to people who watched the moons dance. She wasn’t sure what the bad things were … none of the grownups would describe them to little girls and boys. So her imagination and the imaginations of the other village children supplied their own gruesome pictures. Largely these consisted of having bits of you fall off. Legs, for example, and noses were very popular. Why noses? Well, nobody wanted to go through life without a nose, did they?


    But she hadn’t heard much about the Brotherhood of the Tor except that it shared power with the Lords of the Domains, which were the big lands to the east and north. Ness was the nearest Domain country to the Far Isles; but the Brotherhood never bothered with the small group of tiny islands because they were too far away and nobody interesting lived on them.


    ‘Are the Brothers moon-seers?’ Lark asked her mother.


    ‘No. Only the Tor Lord is a moon-seer. And people in Ness don’t say “moon-seers”. No one outside the Far Isles says that any more.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘Well, before we go down to the village I’d better explain something to you.’ Eva stood still on the edge of the windy hill, her skirt whipping around her shivering legs. ‘We are going into a world that has forgotten the Old Ways. The modern people of Ness and other places would say that moon-seers were witches and that foretelling Moontide isn’t possible—’


    ‘But the Tor Lord—’


    ‘Oh, he foretells it. He has a gift from their god that lets him.’ Eva sniffed. ‘Anyway, once upon a time there were priests – it was before the Brothers – and they didn’t like the mages and moon-seers, and tried to get rid of them. People who were mages or moon-seers had to run away or they’d be killed. Our family always had moon-seers born into it, on Granny’s side, and so they came to the Far Isles, where they’d be safe. Nowadays the Brotherhood doesn’t do those bad things to people, but I still believe it’s better if no one knows about you, Lark. They wouldn’t understand someone like you.’


    


    The uncle from Ness was standing stiffly in the front room sucking a lemon. Well, he looked as if he was sucking a lemon. His eyebrows were straggly overgrown hedges, and when the eyes stared down from under them some instinct for self preservation made Lark step back.


    Then Uncle Krisse made his first mistake. He looked right over Lark’s head and said: ‘Lark? What a peculiar name.’


    Lark glared fiercely. Of course, the glare would have had some impact if he was paying her any attention. ‘It’s a bird,’ she snapped. What sort of farmer was he not to know that?


    Eva coughed anxiously. ‘Martin chose it.’


    The hedges shifted upwards. ‘Right. Eva, we should have supper and go to bed early. At dawn tomorrow the ship that brought me here will leave and we must leave with it. There is a lot of work to be done on my farm and it won’t wait.’


    Lark stared gloomily out the window. Oh…


    *


    Pip wished for the light and to be warm. Just as he thought it, the door squeaked and its line of light flared to a dazzling rectangle. He squinted, his eyes stinging and watering in the glare.


    A hunched darkness filled the rectangle.


    ‘Out,’ Brother Dedemus growled.


    Pip’s legs were refusing to work properly, and that made the Brother impatient. A big hand hauled him into the corridor and propped him against the wall. Brother Dedemus looked at the watery eyes and came to the wrong conclusion.


    ‘Cry baby! You make me sick,’ he said.


    I’m not a cry baby!


    Pip glared back as hard as he dared. You … Dead Mess! The boys called Brother Dedemus this behind his back. No one liked him, not even the other teachers. He’d been Head Novice Master for nearly five months since Brother Lionel died, and in that short time he’d managed to make life a misery for everybody. When Brother Lionel was Head, boys who misbehaved received a kindly lecture in the old weary voice. Brother Lionel hadn’t believed in corporal punishment, but Dead Mess seemed to enjoy inflicting pain.


    Dead Mess held Pip at arm’s length as though he was something horrible and sticky. ‘Now I’m finally getting rid of you,’ he said. ‘Follow me and don’t dawdle, or you will feel the pain of my displeasure again.’


    Pip followed the hulk of darkness. What did ‘I’m getting rid of you’ mean? It was now evening and the halls glowed softly under the flicker of their oil lamps. Pip heard the clattering of cutlery and crockery, and it was the sound of dishes being washed and put away. His stomach groaned its disappointment.


    Where was the Brother taking him? Not towards the dormitory, where he’d expected to be sent without his dinner.


    ‘Please sir, where am I going?’


    ‘Away. You are leaving us.’


    Leaving? Novices didn’t leave the school; but were they sending Pip home to his mother? Oh, he hoped it was true. His heart trembled with the hope, and then he remembered his father.


    Dead Mess turned. ‘Finally out of questions? No questions about the most deciding moment of your miserable little life?’


    Pip cringed from the malevolence.


    The big face above him sneered. ‘Well, you are about to cross the bridge.’


    A hole opened inside Pip. Cross the bridge? You only did that when you turned fifteen. You crossed the bridge to enter the Enclave and become a Junior Brother. Pip wasn’t even ten yet.


    ‘Hurry,’ Dead Mess snarled.


    They reached a gate of iron bars. Dead Mess pushed a big key in the lock then swung the gate wide. He shoved Pip through the exit, and closed the gate, with a clang, behind him.


    ‘Over you go,’ he said.


    Pip stared at the bridge that connected the school buildings with the Enclave. It was built of hard forged metal and had two handrails. But tales of its sturdiness gave him no comfort. The bridge spanned a windy chasm between the walls and was two storeys above the ground.


    He swung round. ‘Please…’


    Dead Mess watched him through the bars. ‘You’ll freeze if you stand there, but it’s all the same to me,’ he said, twisting the key in the lock. Then he stalked off.


    Pip listened to the footsteps getting further away until there was only silence. He peered through the bars. The halls were empty and he was alone. Wind howled through the chasm, crying like something alive. His nose started to run. He wiped his sleeve across it and inhaled a shuddering snivel.


    You’re not going to cry, are you? said a voice in his head.


    ‘No, I’m not,’ he said aloud. ‘Dead Mess wants me to, but I won’t.’ Balling his hands into fists, he glared defiantly at nothing in particular and at everything in general. ‘I won’t!’ he shouted.


    The shout bounced off the walls, its echoes redoubling the defiance: I won’t! … won’t! … won’t!


    All around him night had fallen. Domris, Azrath’s biggest moon, was stealing the stars from the sky. It hung over the chasm like a lantern above a well, and into this well of light stepped Pip. He set his quivering foot upon the metal; he was on the bridge…


    With both hands clamped on the cold iron rails, he inched his way across – keep moving and don’t look down! His eyes riveted on the door at the other side of the chasm; it seemed so far away. At the centre of the arch his legs turned to jelly. He clung tighter and breathed slowly and then forced himself to move again. His forehead kept sweating and the headache had got worse.


    The moment he reached the end of the bridge he rushed into the porch then collapsed to his knees. When he’d stopped shaking he studied the dim closed door. It had no handle, only a brass bell fixed to the centre with a long knotted cord for a puller.


    After everything so far, it seemed such a small thing to ring a bell. But, once he did, what was going to happen? He reached out and swatted feebly at the cord.


    The bell tinkled, making hardly a sound. Pip stood rigid, fighting back tears.


    Where is your grit? the inner voice challenged. Pip bit his lip and gave the cord one mighty tug.


    The bell rocked: Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!


    Then – clunk – a screw fell out, and the bell was hanging, lop-sided, off the door.


    Sweat poured off him while he tried to fix the bell. He’d just got the screw into its hole again when the door squeaked. He patted the bell hastily, telling it to hold, and stepped back.


    The door opened, and a black-skinned hand holding a small lamp appeared. A light grey shirtsleeve followed, and after this the hand’s owner, a man in the uniform of a Lower Brother. A man so tall that he towered over Pip, who nervously raised his eyes up and up to meet the calm eyes looking down.


    ‘Sarannan of Ar,’ said a deep musical voice. The dark eyes seemed to be searching for something behind Pip, and looked surprised when they didn’t find it. ‘Are you alone?’ the Brother said. ‘Didn’t anyone escort you across the bridge?’


    ‘No, sir. I had to come by myself.’


    The Brother frowned. ‘Well, follow me, please.’


    Relieved, Pip followed; the Brother hadn’t noticed the bell. As the door closed behind them Pip heard a clunk and the tinkle of a falling screw.


    ‘What was that?’ said the Brother, turning.


    All innocence, Pip shrugged. His forehead felt cold and sticky, and the shirt scraped his raw back. ‘What, sir?’


    ‘I don’t know … a noise. Didn’t you hear anything?’


    ‘No, sir!’


    ‘Oh, well … come on.’


    Pip followed his guide down the curving flight of a narrow staircase. With every step his fear of the unknown increased while his pace slowed until he trailed by three stairs. The Brother stopped suddenly, turned, and stared at him. ‘What – dragging your feet?’ he said. With one huge stride he had bounded back up the stairs. He bent low to look into Pip’s face. Against his dark skin, his eyeballs gleamed white in the lamplight. ‘What, lad, are you frightened of me? No need. My name’s Rom and I promise not to eat you.’ When this failed to have the cheering effect intended, he sighed and said: ‘Come on, little brother. The Father is waiting.’


    Again, Pip’s forehead broke out in a cold sweat. He looked dolefully at Brother Rom.


    ‘Hm …’ Rom smiled, showing fine white teeth, and thrust out his huge hand to engulf Pip’s small one in a comradely clasp. ‘By heaven, your hand’s like ice! Come on … no need to be afraid.’


    How was it possible not to be afraid? They finished the stairs and entered the first of many corridors, walking for so long that Pip’s legs were aching by the time they halted in front of some large double doors. Brother Rom tapped one lightly. ‘These are Father Parvano’s chambers.’


    A voice called ‘Enter’. Brother Rom opened the door and ushered Pip through in front of him. After the dreary hall the room came as an agreeable surprise. Coloured tapestries covered the walls and a glowing hearth sent warm dancing lights across ceiling and floor. Pip gawked at a table laden with food. Such things there were on it, such rich, delicious looking things.


    ‘Ah, Rom,’ said a figure sitting in a purple shadow behind the table. The figure stood up. It was an elderly man – the Brotherhood Father, who was in charge of everything.


    Father Parvano was as slender as a boy and not much taller than one. His long grey hair fell around a fine thin face that was crinkled and rather pleasant. As all the Brothers did, he went clean-shaven, and he wore the grey shirt, black trousers and black tabard of a Higher Brother.


    ‘This is Ar, Father.’ Brother Rom nudged Pip to go nearer. It was a very gentle nudge in the back, but the cane cuts screamed objection. Pip suppressed a yelp of pain.


    ‘Go on, it’s all right,’ the Brother whispered behind him. He tapped Pip’s shoulder. ‘Nothing to be frightened of.’


    Pip recoiled from the hurt. He couldn’t move; his feet were glued to the floor. He shivered and sweated. Now the firelight seemed too bright, and the flickering shadows it cast too dark. And the room was much too hot. He peered around, feeling his mouth dry up. His stinging, watering eyes lit on the laden table, and although his belly ached with hunger, somehow the smell and sight of so much food did nothing but make him feel ill. The firelight wavered in front of him; the tapestries danced on the walls. Then the room and everything in it corkscrewed into the dark.


    *


    Lark had never been on a ship before. The Flying Fish was a trader sailing from Undavorn province on the Arlanda mainland. It visited the Far Isles every few months and then went on to Ness. Lark had often watched it dock and unload. She’d talked to some of the sailors, even though her mother had warned her against talking to strangers.


    Vassery was the Flying Fish’s first mate and he wasn’t strange, he was nice. He had a granddaughter in Snug Harbour, in Undavorn, and talked to Lark in the way that Granny used to, with the respect that adults often forgot to show children.


    ‘Delighted t’ have you aboard, Miss Lark,’ he said heartily, when he saw her following her mother and Uncle Krisse to the passengers’ cabin. ‘Oh, you’re not so delighted?’ he added, in response to her watery, half-hearted smile.


    ‘I have to leave Stormover,’ she whispered. ‘For always.’


    He winked at her. ‘No such thing as always, Miss Lark. One day you’ll be all grown up and then you can go anywhere you please.’


    Lark brightened up. One day she would go where she pleased.


    As the ship sailed from the tiny harbour, she held her mother’s hand and watched the only home she had ever known recede. The little stone houses, clamped together like limpets on a rock, were dear to her heart. She would never forget them. When the ship entered open water, she lifted her gaze high, waiting breathlessly for the knoll on the hill. There – was that early morning sunlight sparking off the stone on Granny’s grave? The restless hands of the long blond grasses blew around it, waving their goodbyes.


    At this point, unable to help herself, she cried.


    ‘Come on, cheer up,’ Vassery said later, when he had time to spare for chatting. ‘Mind if I smoke m’ pipe?’


    ‘No; it smells friendly.’ Lark climbed onto a barrel. She had to admit that her long face was not entirely her and that the inside Lark was as curious and excited about travel as the outside Lark was despondent about leaving home.


    ‘Mr Vassery, is Undavorn nice?’


    He puffed lazily. ‘Well, I like it. It’s the second smallest province in the Domains. The people are mostly sea-folk, ‘cept for them that live near the mountains.’


    ‘What’s on the other side of the mountains?’


    ‘Drye Province. Not a nice place. You wouldn’t want to go there.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘Desert and bandits, Miss Lark. A man’d be lucky to escape Drye with all his skin.’


    Lark wondered what this meant. She thought of that forbidden subject: Moontide.


    ‘Do the Brotherhood priests go there?’ she said.


    ‘Not priests, love, Brothers,’ Vassery corrected her kindly. His brows knitted and he bit down on his pipe. ‘Brotherhood goes anywhere it wants.’


    ‘They don’t want to come to Stormover,’ said Lark. ‘Have you sailed to other places? Not just around here I mean.’


    The strange expression on his face cleared. ‘Far and wide, Miss Lark. In my time I’ve sailed half a world away, even to Vrost and Novrost.’


    ‘Where’s that?’


    ‘Ever seen a map of the Domains?’ he asked.


    ‘No. I don’t know what the world looks like,’ she replied, embarrassed by her ignorance.


    ‘Well, I’ll try t’ describe it for you,’ he said. ‘Pardon me, though, if it’s a bit rough.’


    Lark sat and listened to him opening the world like a book in front of her delighted mind.


    ‘Vrost and Novrost are two parts of an island much bigger than Ness,’ he said. ‘Four times bigger, at a guess. T’is a long, narrow place. Vrost is ver’ cold, with deep valleys filled with the sea, and the people dress up like bears—’


    Lark’s eyes opened wide. ‘Bears?’


    ‘All smelly and furry …’ he leaned forward with a conspiratorial grin. ‘Aaarghgrwwl gr-rowll! Gobble you up!’


    She swayed back, startled for a second. Then she laughed.


    He grinned again. ‘Novrost is the north part and not so cold, with big, dark forests. Vrost and Novrost are all the way on the other side of Arlanda, far as you can go—’


    ‘Arlanda is the really, really big place?’


    ‘Aye. The continent. Seven provinces divide it—’


    ‘I know which ones,’ said Lark, proud that she could contribute something. ‘Undavorn, where you live; Drye, that you said is a desert; Ar; Marchia; Kadesh; Oran and Losa Marco – that’s a funny name. My daddy taught me them,’ she added.


    Vassery nodded approval. ‘And right he was. So, Miss Lark, then there’s another island divided in two, but much bigger than Vrost and co. And the sunniest land you ever did see—’


    ‘But I didn’t,’ she said, misunderstanding him. ‘Where is it?’


    He laughed. ‘Why, t’is Vox, in the far north. Ardnor and Arguta.’ He puffed dreamily on the pipe. ‘Sunshine there, all the time, and water clear as green glass and beaches sprinkled with gold. The Voxini have skins like black satin, though some are brown like a nut.’


    Lark was fascinated. She’d never seen a person with black skin, although the old grandfathers on Stormover had skin so dark and weather-beaten that they might have been nut-brown Voxini instead of Isles-men. ‘I think I’d like to go there,’ she said. ‘Mr Vassery, which is the biggest province?’


    ‘That’d be Ar,’ he replied, giving his pipe another puff. ‘Biggest and oldest. The original place. Ar and Arlanda, see?’


    Lark nodded. ‘Have you been to where the Brotherhood is?’ she said.


    ‘That’s in Ar, in the big city of Mazdala.’ He shook his head. ‘Never been there; t’is up-river.’


    ‘What river?’


    ‘The River Ar.’ He looked at her thoughtfully, over his pipe. ‘You seem t’ have a powerful interest in the Brotherhood. You got a relation there – a family member?’


    ‘No. I don’t think I’d want to.’


    He nodded. ‘Aye, I know what it’s like. I had a brother three years older’n me. Brotherhood came to Undavorn, in quest of new recruits, and he left with ‘em. Never seen him since. He was seven: the age they take ‘em.’


    Big-eyed, Lark stared. ‘Did he want to go?’


    A shadow passed across Vassery’s face. ‘Don’t know. Great honour to be chosen, so they say. I wept big tears is all I remember.’


    That was so sad. And Vassery looked sad. Lark decided to talk about something else. ‘Can you tell me what Ness is like?’ she said.


    ‘Bits of it, yes.’ He blew out a little cloud of smoke which flew behind them in the breeze. ‘A pretty place, if I’m any judge. Pretty countryside – I think you’ll like it. The towns are interesting – Nessians have some quaint ways.’


    ‘What quaint ways?’ said Lark, mentally trying out the unknown word. She thought ‘quaint’ might mean ‘crooked’ or maybe ‘square’.


    Vassery chuckled. ‘Patience, Miss Lark. As soon as you get to Chent, you’ll find out.’


    


    Lark didn’t like waiting. The voyage that had begun in calm seas, struck rough weather a day before it ended, and Lark had grown thoroughly fed up with the rolling waves by the time the seagulls – the first sign of land – visited the ship. She watched them flying, silvery where the light touched their wings and how they dressed in blue shadow when they swooped. And then, suddenly, Ness was on the horizon.


    She stared as, slowly, the land came into proper view. What a strange place! Bands of clean, bright colours painted the cliffs. Like a picture she might have painted when she was three years old.


    ‘What is it, Mummy? Why are the cliffs pink and blue and yellow and purple and green and red? And why are there all those black holes?’


    ‘It’s the port of Chent,’ said Eva. ‘And they’re not cliffs, they’re buildings. Very tall buildings. Houses and things. The holes are the windows.’


    ‘People live in those colours?’


    ‘Oh, yes. It’s a city. People live like that in a city. On top of one another and everything.’


    Lark could scarcely believe it. Up close the houses were five and six storeys high and all joined together in a rainbow. A forest of ships’ masts filled the harbour: so many ships and so many things to look at that Lark’s saucer eyes never stopped their wandering.


    ‘This is a new world,’ she whispered, surprised to find that the idea dismayed her hardly at all, at least much less than she had expected it would.


    She didn’t get to see much more of the new world, however. After Uncle Krisse begrudgingly paid the man who had been minding his farm cart while he was away, they climbed onto it and off they jolted to start another life.


    *


    Pip woke in an unfamiliar place, surrounded by lime-washed walls. A thin arched window let in an arrow of sunshine that darted across the clean white covers of the bed. What bed was it and why was he alone in this white room? A carafe of water and a mug were on a small table next to him. He licked his dry lips.


    Before he could sit up a door opened and a man in a Higher Brother’s uniform entered. ‘Ah, awake. How are you feeling?’ the man said, with a smile.


    ‘Thirsty.’ Pip’s voice sounded like a frog croaking.


    ‘Of course.’ The man poured some water into the mug and bent to help Pip drink. ‘Easy now,’ he advised when Pip tried to sit up. ‘Your back will heal nicely as long as you don’t fidget.’


    Pip swallowed the water gratefully. ‘Sir, where am I?’


    ‘In the Enclave Infirmary. I’m Brother Emery, Chief Physician.’


    Brother Emery had a kind face. ‘Do you remember what happened to you?’ he asked.


    Pip nodded. ‘Is the Father angry with me?’


    ‘What?’ Brother Emery looked astonished. ‘No. Of course not!’


    ‘He never got to talk to me last night.’


    ‘Never mind,’ said the physician, resting his hand gently on Pip’s head. ‘You were very ill and your back was a mess. We had to bathe you, shirt and all, to unstick it from the cuts. But now you’ve slept for a night and the best part of a day, you’ll be fine. Except I’m sure you’re hungry.’


    Hungry was an inadequate word for the way Pip’s stomach felt. But he didn’t tell the physician that he hadn’t eaten for close on thirty-six hours. You never complained in school. Complaining was for little whiners.


    Brother Emery smiled. ‘You will eat then rest. And you will keep eating and resting until you’re well again. I’ll go now and fetch you something.’


    After a short time he reappeared with a dish of eggs and toast and a mug of milk. While Pip tried not to bolt down the food like a starved dog, the Brother sat quietly by the bed, watching.


    ‘You know it’s an especial pleasure for me to meet you, young man,’ he said, then.


    Pip looked up. ‘Is it, sir?’


    ‘Oh yes. And, please, I’d like you to call me Emery.’


    Pip had never been on first name terms with an adult before. ‘I’m Sarannan,’ he said shyly.


    ‘Of course.’ The physician smiled. ‘Sarannan, son of Sarna of Ar. Do you know what your name means?’


    Pip couldn’t understand what Brother Emery was getting at. ‘Sarna is my father’s name,’ he said.


    ‘Yes. And Sarna means “Lion”, but Sarannan means “Young Lion”. I thought a clever boy like you would have known that.’


    ‘No one ever told me,’ said Pip, wincing.


    ‘Well, no matter,’ said Brother Emery. ‘I only know this because I’m your father’s uncle. And that makes me your great-uncle.’ He grinned. ‘Great-uncle Emery.’


    Pip stared. He’d known that somewhere in the Enclave was a relative. So it was nice that he should be this friendly-faced man. He returned the smile. ‘Have you ever met my father?’


    ‘Once or twice.’ Emery picked up the empty dish. ‘Nephew, time for more rest and I must be on my rounds. There’s one broken arm to check on – Brother Raymond tripped over a rake, silly fellow – and we’ve eleven brothers laid-up with sore throats and sniffles – it’s going around. I’ll come back later to see how you’re doing. In the meantime I’ll get someone to bring you a bowl of fruit. Do you like bananas?’


    ‘Oh, yes.’


    ‘Splendid.’


    Pip lay in the peaceful white emptiness of the room. It didn’t seem so bad here and he was well away from old Dead Mess and his cane. But he knew that this time of grace was only a temporary delay before the return of whatever waited for him in the dark.


    And return it did, after three more days. During those days Brother Rom had paid Pip many visits, often bringing the gift of a book, or board games that they would play together. Brother Rom held a Grade Four, the most senior rank in the Lowers. This was the same level as the Novice School masters, excluding old Dead Mess. There weren’t many Grade Fours overall, but the Voxini’s warm and open nature came without a trace of self-importance. He told Pip to call him Rom, and Pip decided that he liked him better than he’d ever liked anyone, even Great-uncle Emery.


    On the third morning Rom said: ‘You’re getting out of here tomorrow and the Father is coming to see you this evening.’


    Pip’s fragile happiness burst like a pricked balloon. He’d been trying not to think about things like this. ‘What … what’s going to happen?’ he said.


    ‘The Father will talk to you about your future.’


    Oh … that. Pip wasn’t sure he had one.


    ‘I think you’re afraid,’ said Rom. ‘Don’t be. The Father will do only what’s best for you.’


    ‘But I don’t know what that is,’ said Pip. ‘Do you?’


    Rom looked at him kindly. ‘It’s not my place to speak before the Father does. One thing I’m able to tell you, though, Brother Dedemus is no longer a teacher. The Father returned him to the Enclave.’


    ‘He sacked him?’ said Pip, unable to conceal his delight. ‘Wow!’


    After dinner Pip waited for the promised visit. As the time ticked by, his anxiety grew. He sat on the edge of the bed and thought about school. At least Dead Mess was finished, so something good had come out of everything. He wondered what sort of job the vicious man was doing now, wishing it was something like cleaning every toilet in the Enclave. But he knew it wouldn’t be that, because Dead Mess was a Higher.


    At the sound of the door opening he jumped up and stood still with his hands folded over his chest in the gesture of respect that one must show the Brotherhood Father.


    Father Parvano walked in, a kindly smile crinkling his old eyes. ‘Well, little one, you look quite jaunty. Much better than when we last met.’


    Pip nodded stiffly. ‘Yes, thank you, Father.’


    Father Parvano sat in the chair. ‘Don’t be anxious, child. No need. Here, sit on the bed, next to me, and relax while I tell you what I’ve been doing.’


    ‘I’ve been busy with an investigation,’ he explained. ‘Brother Dedemus’ violent ways are at an end. I must tell you that he wrote me a complaining letter about you. It says you make many rebellious statements and call into question everything you are told in class. Brother Dedemus claims this is disruptive to the other boys and is doubt-making for them, to the detriment of the Brotherhood.’


    The Father pressed his palms together and held them at his chin. ‘So I spoke with your other teachers, and they say you have a very enquiring mind. But they also agree that your constant questions are disruptive. Brother Silvio is of the opinion that you find class work boring because it isn’t challenging enough. Is that a correct assessment?’ He looked Pip straight in the eye to say that he expected an equally straight answer.


    Pip’s face was starting to burn. ‘Yes, Father,’ he said. He hated classroom lessons, they were so slow. Ten minutes into a particular subject and he was ready to go further; but the rest of the class was still struggling with the basics.


    ‘And so you ask questions to liven things up and push them along?’


    It sounded as if no one approved of those tactics. Pip nodded – just barely.


    ‘And therein lies the difficulty for your classmates,’ said the Father. ‘Conceivably, we could promote you to a higher grade; however, Brother Silvio foresees problems with the older boys, and I’m inclined to agree that you shouldn’t be put at risk.’


    Yes, thought Pip. They’d hate me for it; they’d beat me up—


    ‘Father, are you going to send me away?’ he burst out.


    Father Parvano looked shocked. ‘Good heavens, no! I’d never do that.’ He got up, and walked to the window. ‘Come … look at this.’


    He pointed first at the stars that had begun to burn in the sky, then down to the city glowing with the light of thousands of lamps. ‘Child, out there is the great world, but in here is that world’s centre,’ he said. ‘Sarannan, you are destined to be a Higher Brother, and that is an important position. Your father is the most excellent of the lords, and I would not shame him by expelling his son from the Brotherhood of the Tor.’


    Pip nodded in reluctant agreement. But what use was it being the son of a lord when you weren’t free? Deep inside he knew he was a bitter person. Without his consent a life had been chosen for him, and he was not free to make his own path. Freedom: he wanted it badly even while he wasn’t sure what it meant.


    There was a moment of pained silence. Then Father Parvano said in a low voice that sounded as though he was talking to himself: ‘I – expel a boy for asking questions?’


    He turned, and looked again into Pip’s eyes. ‘Sarannan, I’ve thought long and hard about what to do. Brother Silvio suggests that a personal tutor would serve you better, so I’ve decided to bring you into the Enclave. But not to live among the Brothers, you are too young. You will live in my domain and be tutored by Brother Rom.’ The old eyes twinkled. ‘Rom is very clever and a great fellow. I think you will get on well together.’


    Tongue-tied, Pip nodded helplessly. Under the circumstances, this was the best outcome he could hope for.

  


  
    


    TWO -Children of the Moons II



    


    Time passed in a rhythm of growing up. The seasons danced their dance of change. It was winter, and above the mountains of central Ness the sky lay calm and quiet, as seamless as a polished blue tile. Piled up like thick whipped cream, the twinkling snow hid rocks and furrows, filled chasms, and smoothed the edges of cliffs. The snow made everything look soft and safe.


    But that was a lie.


    Lark’s attic bedroom had one squat window. She forced open the shutter and it sagged on its hinges. Never mind the cold; she had to let in the light. Had to prove to herself that the world was more than darkness and tragedy, as it seemed.


    From that square of light she looked over the empty fields. Silence brooded heavy as the snow banked in drifts against the stone walls, heavy as the sadness in her heart. The eyes of her mind travelled away from Ness, south-west to that nearly-imaginary somewhere: Stormover floating in a foam-flecked sea. How vague and tenuous the memories were becoming. Perhaps Stormover had forgotten her by now, as, in some ways, she had forgotten it.


    A door slammed downstairs.


    ‘Where is the girl?’ said Uncle Krisse’s strident voice.


    ‘In her room,’ said Aunt Sely’s voice. ‘Hush, she might hear you.’


    ‘Don’t hush me,’ Uncle Krisse barked. ‘I won’t be hushed in my own house.’


    ‘Sorry,’ said the aunt in her timid way. ‘I was only thinking of Lark. She must be upset about her mother.’


    Lark clamped her hands over her ears. When the smell of pipe smoke curled up the staircase she closed her door then flopped onto the bed. Her eyes burned as she stared at the black timbers in the ceiling. Why couldn’t she cry?


    Stiff and silent, she lay very still, staring into nothing. Then there came a rap on the door, and Aunt Sely’s voice said softly: ‘Lark, may I come in?’


    Lark sighed. ‘Yes.’


    The aunt had brought soup and bread. ‘Supper. You must be hungry,’ she said. ‘Goodness, what a cold draught! Why is that shutter open?’ She closed it quickly. ‘You could catch your death—’ her voice caught in her throat, ‘oh, I am sorry. What a fool I am sometimes.’


    ‘No, Aunty, you’re not,’ Lark said.


    Aunt Sely sank onto the bed but hid her tortured face in a shadow. Her worn fingers played with the folds of her apron. ‘I’m sorry about Eva,’ she whispered. ‘But you knew she was ill, even when you came from Stormover. That was why she brought you here; she realised she didn’t have long to live and you’d need a home.’


    ‘Yes, Aunty.’


    Lark looked down at the beans swimming in the bowl of rich brown broth. She couldn’t see them properly. It was as if she had to peer at the world through a mass of cobwebs. Mummy never let on. She never let me guess she was so desperately ill.


    And so it had been a terrible, terrible secret kept from Lark. But four years had gradually revealed the truth, each season stealing more of Eva’s fragile strength. The end had come softly for Eva, but for Lark it brought only bitterness.


    Aunt Sely had run out of words, as she often did. She was still trying to get used to being a surrogate parent. It wasn’t as though she’d ever had any children of her own to practise on. ‘I must go,’ she murmured. ‘Uncle will be wanting his supper.’


    The door closed behind her and the room fell into darkness. Lark lit the oil lamp then took her crust of bread to the window and pulled aside the shutter. Night was creeping into the sky. The snow banks lay blue and silent, like shadowy pools. One by one, out came the winter stars, burning bright and steadily in the icy air. Then, in the east, they slowly disappeared as the moon Domris toiled up the ladder of the sky.


    Lark liked the moons, regardless of their evil reputation. Domris was big and paler than a meadow flower. Era was smaller and red-ripe as a snowberry. Riie glowed like a little pearl. As she watched, Era tipped the horizon and was soon followed by Riie. Lark felt a tingle of heat above her eyebrows and there was a sensation of light behind her eyes. Moontide was on its way.


    Anyway, they don’t need moon-seers to warn them here, she thought. They have a Tor Lord for that. But, oh dear, now we have to put up with silly Curfew, and I hate it.


    Only the bitterness of the cold night air made her close the shutter. She killed the lamp – wasting oil made the veins bulge in Uncle Krisse’s forehead. In bed, under the warmth of the fleeces, she lay in quiet desperation; the desolation of her life felt overwhelming.


    Now I am alone. Well, almost alone, if it wasn’t for Pip.


    She touched her suddenly burning cheeks. Surprised. This embarrassment was something new and unexpected. I’m embarrassed because my best friend is a person in my mind? That had never bothered her before. Pip has been part of her life ever since she could remember, and Mummy and Daddy and Granny always treated him and the other friends as normal and never said they didn’t exist. But was it normal to have invisible friends?


    If this is what growing up does, I don’t like it. Anyway, I know Pip is real and he lives somewhere in the world.


    She closed her eyes and his face appeared in her mind, brighter than either the sun or the moons. The sight of it made her sigh. Pip, I just wish you were realer and that you lived here with me.


    Outside, the snow fell in a quiet, steady stream and the world turned white in the moonslight. Lark turned onto her side and went to sleep.


    She entered another world, then. Not Pip’s world, but the Flying Fish sailing the restless rolling sea – she was sailing to Stormover, to her island home. The ship docked in the tiny deep-water harbour. The quay was empty of people and the little town’s streets were ghost streets, with a strange grey veil over everything, like squinting through cobwebs. She drifted up the long steep way, over cobbles, making no sound. At the front door of her house she paused, afraid of opening the door to find only ghosts and empty greyness. But her hand reached out by itself, fingers touching the timber without the sensation of touch. The door swung open and she stepped inside…


    … and burst into warmth and light. Colour. A smell of herbs and baking. Granny working at the glowing stove. Eva sewing by candlelight. Martin seated at the table, writing something in a book. Grandmother, mother and father – all alive.


    Three warm faces looked at Lark and smiled.


    ‘Hello, darling,’ said Eva.


    ‘That’s our Lark! She soon comes home when she smells the dinner cooking,’ Granny joked.


    ‘Sit by me, my little bird,’ said Martin, patting the bench seat. ‘Look, I’m writing you another story.’


    Lark cuddled up to him happily. ‘Is is about the sea, Daddy?’


    ‘Not so much,’ he said. ‘It’s about a man who lives in a lighthouse with his wife and two children, a little girl and a little boy.’ He turned back a page. ‘See, I’ve even drawn a picture of them waving to you from the top.’


    The lighthouse was a tall tapering tower with a light on top. Light glowed all around the tower, against a black sea and a blustery night sky, illumining four small figures waving their hands. Lark peered at them closely then pointed to the children. ‘That’s me and that’s Pip,’ she said. And then, in front of her eyes, her father’s picture came to life.


    The waves crashed on the rocks beneath the lighthouse; the salty wind blew in her face and ruffled her hair. And the people waved and waved, and she was happy…


    Lark turned under the cosy fleeces and woke up. The smell of salt was really a smell of lanolin, and a deep snowy silence had stilled the sea. But she was in no doubt about the taste of salt in her mouth. It was the healing taste of tears.


    *


    One night Pip had a strange dream. It was of the Tor, where the Tor Lord lived; but nothing in the dream resembled the real thing. He’d never seen the actual Tor, only pictures of the tall black ancient tower. And those had failed to show the golden light-rings coiling around the outside. Nor, he supposed, would the real Tor have a deep black pit inside it, filled with smashed machines.


    The next night he dreamt of it again. He stood near the light-ringed Tor, watching the three moons race across an inkblot sky. He knew the moons were going to move into conjunction, but never saw it happen. Dawn stepped through his window and opened his eyes.


    As he lay in bed, thinking about the dream, a strange sadness settled over his heart. He felt that the dream was the cause, though he didn’t know why. The sadness lingered, heavy as a brick, and later that day he had a headache, or something like one at least. It was really only a tingling above the eyes and a sensation of light shining inside his head, but it still bothered him.


    Rom caught him massaging his forehead. ‘Are you ill?’ he said.


    ‘Funny head, that’s all.’


    ‘Infirmary,’ said Rom. ‘You look peaky to me.’


    Pip followed him reluctantly to see Emery. His great-uncle couldn’t find anything wrong with him but seemed inordinately fascinated by the peculiar symptoms. He asked a load of questions, such as how often had this happened to Pip and when was the last time it did. Pip answered the best he could, admitting that, yes, the light and the tingling weren’t new to him. But the strange heavy sadness? He didn’t mention this or the dreams.


    A day later Emery sent for him to come to his office. Pip was surprised to see Father Parvano sitting there expectantly. He looked from one man to the other. ‘Is something wrong?’ he said.


    ‘You know I’ve been doing some research?’ said Emery.


    Pip tried not to smile; Emery was always doing research of one kind or another. He worked all day as a doctor and then, to relax, he studied old texts and manuals on healing. Pip thought this was taking the job a bit too far.


    ‘What about?’ said Pip.


    ‘The rare phenomenon of moon-sensitivity.’


    ‘Oh, what’s that?’ Pip glanced out of the corner of his eye at the Father. For some reason the old man seemed abnormally tense.


    ‘Around the time of Moontide certain individuals react to the pull of the moons,’ said Emery, his face red and excited. ‘It’s been documented throughout history. Not many people experience it, but those who do are able to sense the coming of a conjunction—’


    ‘You mean they can predict Moontide?’ said Pip. He hadn’t realised yet where this was going, but was dogged by a feeling of unease. ‘Why are you telling me this?’ he added.


    ‘Because the symptoms you are experiencing—you’re still having them, aren’t you?’ said Emery.


    ‘Yes, but it’s not annoying me any more, I’m getting used to it.’


    Emery’s eyes lit up. ‘They are the exact symptoms of a moon-sensitive as described, and from what you told me of the last time you experienced them, that was also just before Moontide was due.’


    ‘You think I am—?’


    ‘I believe you might be.’


    Pip turned his head. ‘Father?’


    ‘It’s possible,’ said the Father. ‘Only this morning the Tor Lord sent us his warning of Moontide’s approach.’


    And, now, the unease gained a focus. Pip wished it hadn’t; however, the shocking truth was staring him in the face.


    ‘But I thought only the Tor Lord could predict Moontide. That’s what we’re told,’ he said, leaving the uncomfortable paradox hanging in plain sight.


    ‘Ah …’ said Emery. ‘Assuredly, Lord Roland predicts it.’


    ‘Is he a moon-sensitive?’


    Father Parvano gave Pip a long assessing look. ‘No. He is not.’


    Pip thought: O-kay…


    ‘So, God doesn’t give him the power, then?’ he said with sour irony. Blatant rudeness had never been his way. Even when the fallacies and inconsistencies of formal doctrine were so obvious that they drove him wild, he always kept his questions polite. But this … this lie … or half-truth; this official tall story or whatever – propaganda had its own recognisable stink.


    He shouldn’t be rude to Father Parvano, though. The man had never shown him anything but love and kindness. Pip hung his head. ‘Sorry, Father…’


    ‘No, Sarannan,’ said the Father calmly. ‘You’ve come on your own this far out along the branch, so the best I can do for you is see that it doesn’t snap off. There’s a scientific system of prediction and all tor lords learn it. No tor lord in history has ever been a moon-sensitive.’


    ‘None? Who worked out the system?’ said Pip.


    ‘First Lord Zend. He called it The Equation.’


    ‘Right!’ Pip forgot all his criticisms. Lord Zend, the first lord of the Tor, had been the great genius of his time. Indeed, from what Pip had read of him, the First Lord was the great genius of all times including this one. The greatest mind on Azrath, Then and Now, so various authors asserted.


    ‘You know it wouldn’t be wise to tell anyone about this,’ Emery advised.


    ‘The Equation?’ Pip was suddenly disappointed in his great-uncle.


    ‘No, I mean your moon-sensitivity. If that’s what it is,’ said Emery. ‘People wouldn’t understand. They’d most likely make fun of you.’


    What people? I hardly ever meet anyone.


    ‘Rom wouldn’t,’ said Pip.


    ‘Silence is best, nevertheless,’ Emery insisted, and Father Parvano nodded.


    ‘All right, I won’t,’ Pip agreed. Disconsolate, he wandered off. The world felt so heavy, weighing him down with its lies.


    *


    Moontide Curfew could be unbearable enough, but this Moontide was the hardest Lark ever had to endure. Stuck in the stuffy shuttered farmhouse, sharing the gloomy atmosphere with the Master of Gloom himself, Uncle Krisse; watching him bully Aunt Sely and constantly putting her down; suffering his chiding, his complaints, his bad temper and his nauseating pessimism. The pessimism was probably the worst; it depressed your spirits and even wormed its way into your thoughts. And, because of Curfew, you couldn’t escape. And there was no Eva, no happiness and, so it felt to Lark, no future.


    The winter was also unbearable this year. Snow drifts everywhere, banked up so high on both sides of the lanes that you walked from one farmstead to another, or down to the tiny village of Dray, through a blue-lit tunnel. That is, when the roads and lanes weren’t totally impassable. Lark missed those trips away from the farm. They were her chance to meet the other children in the valley – one or two she counted as friends, after spending the years getting to know them – but Uncle Krisse didn’t like social visits, and so she had to take her chances when she could, during harvest season when the valley’s population gathered together, or when a travelling Fair came to the village. At first she hadn’t thought she would fit into this new world; but the country people were, on the whole, open and approachable, and apart from being teased about her accent by some of the boys, she found herself turning native quite easily.


    And had learnt most of what she thought interesting and valuable from the unruly, free-wheeling children of Dray. They’d taught her a host of colourful swear words that she’d never dare use in her uncle’s house. But she thought them; oh, she thought them, all the time.


    Curfew and the winter had put a temporary end to those visits. Chafed by the farmhouse’s heavy, unnatural silence, Lark let her mind dwell on better days.


    On Stormover, at the best of times, Curfew days were steady and industrious. The women would use them to get ahead with their spinning and carding, and their fishermen husbands would knit themselves warm bulky pullovers with the wool. Granny spent the time preparing new healing tinctures, and Martin would lay down his knitting for the moment to take up his pen and write a new story.


    But now was not the best of times. Far from it.


    Lark sighed when, after an hour’s moaning on about the weather, the sheep, the poor prices he was going to get at the spring markets, and again the weather, Uncle Krisse lifted the lid of the wooden box where he kept his Oranite Book of Holy Writ. Oh no, they were in for another tedious reading of passages full of sanctimonious ranting and raving. The smiting of Unbelievers, the glories waiting in Heaven for the Blessed Believer – all absolute drivel, in Lark’s opinion. The Oranite God was a jealous God of Righteousness with a vicious homicidal personality. Not the sort you’d want to meet in a back lane on a dark night. God of Self-righteousness, if Uncle Krisse was anything to go by, Lark thought often, wondering when and where her uncle had got religion with such a vengeance and, in particular, how he’d got the Oranite kind when he’d never lived anywhere but Ness.


    Aunty Sely certainly wasn’t pious, except when she pretended so not to inflame her husband’s suspicion. Lark was sure that her aunt didn’t believe in the Oranite god; the poor woman was just too afraid to say so. Blasphemy was a terrible sin, and terrible punishments would befall the blasphemer, especially if they were female. Somehow – Lark couldn’t see the logic of it – a woman who blasphemed was ten times the sinner than a man who did. So, she thought, the illogic of it is that their God is a He, and the he’s rule the roost, especially in this farmhouse.


    She was thankful she’d been brought up in ‘heathen lands’, which was how Uncle Krisse referred to the Far Isles. Isles people were not god worshippers. Oh, they had their superstitions and there was always the sea. If power and mightiness were what you looked up to and feared, the sea was god enough. It gave life and it took life; but it was never vicious.


    It surprised her, though, how the words of a holy sham could still suck the breath out of her lungs and congeal her blood to frozen jelly. She guessed that was what they were meant to do. Steal away the spirit, suck away the life; make you feel small and worthless and that all the natural lovely things were inferior to the God. The Oranite aim was to totally ruin your joy in living and turn you into an Uncle Krisse.


    She set her face in conscious imitation of Aunt Sely, who’d practised a lot of pretending over the years and was good at it. The trick was to appear to be listening to Uncle Krisse droning on while you let your mind go somewhere else. Resting the chin on your folded hands and focusing the eyes on the table was a good way; not only did it stop your head drooping from boredom, it also gave you that concentrated, attentive and thoughtful posture. He couldn’t see where you really were, and all you had to do was glance up now and then and appear engrossed. And he’d never catch you out because he never asked questions. He didn’t value anyone’s opinions but his, nor cared if you understood the nonsense or not. All he really wanted to do was preach at you.


    Lark drifted away to find Pip. It took her a little while – sometimes it happened that way – and when she found him he seemed preoccupied, upset. The rather lovely smile of his flashed briefly then faded, and she sensed … she tried to understand the feeling … disappointment?


    Something wasn’t … fair … right … honest, and he felt let down and defeated. Well, Lark knew when things weren’t right … they weren’t right, now, in this farmhouse.


    Join the club, Pip.


    She sent him what help she could give. She, who had her own problems. So the world wasn’t what either of them wanted; but perhaps, one day, it would be.


    Pip, I love you. Don’t give up.


    ‘Ah-hhh-hemm!’ Uncle Krisse coughed. Lark jerked back to the gloomy farmhouse and made her face look interested.


    ‘I have decided,’ he announced, leaning over the Book like a Prophet of Doom. ‘From today on we will share the Holy readings. We will each read a passage or several passages aloud. And you, Lark, will have the honour of being first.’


    Lark’s mouth fell open.


    Bugger!


    *


    Pip felt as though that day with Emery and the Father had brought an end to his childhood. After all, once a child starts seeing gaping holes in the foundations of its world, insecurity sets in and innocence dies. It seemed apt, then that, shortly afterwards, Father Parvano started Pip in the adult studies of the Order two years before the normal time. Pip, being Pip, just had to ask the Father why. The only reason he was given was that he was considered ready. As an explanation this sounded plausible enough; however, to Pip, the sudden change to his daily life appeared to be related to Emery’s discovery.


    How was it related? The question bothered him continually; but no matter how often he puzzled over the mystery, he always failed to make a logical connection.


    The tutor for his first adult studies did not please him. Nor, he suspected, did he please the tutor. The Master Historian was a sour-faced crotchety old stick as desiccated as his history books, whose answer to every question was to point a withered finger at paragraphs three pages long.


    Lessons with Rom used to be fun. Now, the lesson hours were full of tension. The Master Historian brought out the worst in Pip, and Pip often ended the day with the urge to punch something. Three times that morning the old dry stick had scolded him for inattention. At the fourth, the Master Historian’s patience snapped. For punishment he set an essay on the Rules of Conduct for the Higher and Lower Orders of the Brotherhood, to be completed during the lunch break.


    Pip began the essay in a fury, taking a second or two to snatch a sandwich and cram the bits into his mouth. While his teeth chewed, his hand scribbled – a black mark coming up for sloppy handwriting no doubt – and soon the sandwiches lay forgotten on the plate. Despite all expectation, the Rules of Conduct, when written down and really looked at, proved illuminating. They gave Pip a head full of ideas.


    ‘Humph,’ said The Master Historian when he looked the essay over and couldn’t find any fault with its construction. Astigmatic eyes swimming behind thick lenses, like two goldfish in a bowl of water, he peered at Pip over the edge of the paper. ‘Pray tell, are we training to becoming a physician?’


    ‘Pardon, sir?’


    ‘The nearly indecipherable scrawl, boy.’


    I’m ignoring that, thought Pip. But I’m going to get you in a minute.


    ‘Brother Penn, sir,’ he said politely. ‘Can you tell me why the Brotherhood needs Highers and Lowers?’


    The old man gave him a look that said: are you a simpleton? ‘That is how the Brotherhood is structured for the smooth and efficient running of the Order,’ he replied.


    Pip nodded. ‘But … Highers and Lowers? Shouldn’t anyone be able to rise to high office according to his intelligence and skills, rather than his family background?’


    The swimming eyes narrowed. ‘How old are you, boy?’


    ‘Thirteen-and-a-half, sir.’


    Brother Penn’s mouth tightened to a reptilian slit. ‘Humph – Ar’s puppy.’


    A retort like that was so unexpected it took the wind out of Pip’s sails. All he could manage for reply was a strangled ‘What?’


    ‘It is hard to believe that the noble tree of Ar could sprout such a twig,’ Brother Penn went on. ‘To put forward this scurrilous proposition is a betrayal of your roots. Whippet, do I have to teach you what generations of our ruling families have known? Lowers can’t rule. You can never place power in the hands of common men; they are incapable of using it wisely. Under them, the world would fall into chaos.’


    What unmitigated bigotry! Pip had never heard anything like it. Even at his worst, Brother Dedemus hadn’t come out with such biased nonsense. Pip didn’t know whether to laugh or fight back.


    ‘Here—’ The Master Historian thrust a fat book at his face. ‘This is on loan from the Tor Great Library, so take care of it. In it you will learn about your noble house and the other eleven that rule the Domains. Read chapters five, six and seven, and on the final pages are written the lists of lordly ancestors, ending two hundred years ago, their names, birth and death dates. Memorise those that pertain to you and repeat them to me, without error, tomorrow morning. I will question you to see if you have read the chapters.’


    Pip sighed, a defeated man.


    The Master Historian looked at him narrowly. ‘Since the thought pains you so much, you can memorise Father Parvano’s antecedents also. He is from Marchia.’


    


    Pip cursed all the way to his room. He slammed the door behind him and threw the book on the floor. When it hit the tiles a faint cloud of dust and a smell of mildewed leather wafted from the pages. But a few minutes later he was squatting guiltily next to it, knowing that if he didn’t show it some respect, worse punishments than this would follow.


    The book’s cover was hand-tooled cowhide, richly carved and stiff with age. It had a lining of parchment, frail and ragged, and mould had added a coat of fur. In places around the edges, where the parchment had come unglued, Pip could see a yellowed padding. Carefully he turned the pages. They weren’t as old as the cover. At some later date someone must have stitched them to a strip of leather then glued this to the spine.


    Pip read the title page: ‘Under Three Moons’ – Being Histories of the Troubled Lands or The Forging of the Domains by Helonius, the Scholar – Twentieth Tor Lord of Azrath.’


    A book written by a tor lord! Immediately intrigued, Pip forgot his grumpiness. But after one chapter he was groaning. Trust the old torturer to make him read the most boring book on Azrath. Still, he had to finish the reading, which turned out to be twenty-three dry reports of battles for territory and power in Arlanda.


    Left open at chapter seven, the book’s heavy pages fell by their own weight, revealing a later chapter. Pip’s eyes glimpsed a name that instantly drew his attention: Zend. Interested now, he took up the book again…


    In remembrance of Zend, who was the second son of his father, it had been decided that the twelve noble families of the Domains would dedicate their second-born sons to the Brotherhood. The first-born son inherited his father’s title of Province Lord, but the second was lost to the Enclave.


    Pain stabbed at Pip’s heart. He recalled his older brother only as a loud, hot-tempered boy who towered over him. A sister, too, older still, and her face was a blurred memory. He shuddered, not sure if he was angry or sad.


    Then, suddenly, he saw it all: the purpose of the design. Sons of lords became lords, and sons of lords joined the Brotherhood Highers. Between them, lords and Higher Brothers ruled the world. Power never left the circle and the circle remained closed.


    He sat for a while with his head in his hands. Finally remembering that he was supposed to memorise names and dates, he turned the heavy book onto its front and opened the back cover. Dreary lists of tiny cramped spidery writing filled the last big page.


    While he read, his finger idly stroked the fragile parchment lining. In horror he heard a loud r-r-rip! No! He’d torn the book. Now he was in real trouble. If he couldn’t fix that tear…


    Rom had a pot of glue in his office, and to Pip’s good fortune Rom wasn’t there. Back in his room he knelt on the floor, with the book open in front of him. To get enough glue underneath the tear he’d need to lift the parchment from the leather. As he tried, the parchment ripped again and some of the padding bulged out.


    Panicking, he tried to push it back inside. But it seemed alive and was too slippery to manage. It was cloth, which seemed a peculiar thing to stuff a cover with. Curious, he opened the front cover then scratched one of the other bits of exposed padding with his fingernail. Wadded paper not cloth.


    Slowly, thoughtfully, he drew the cloth from the tear. It slid out like a snake, cascading over his hands, a length of pale silk the colour of straw. The silk had a picture painted on it. Pip held it up to the window, staring at a painted tower ringed by golden coils. There was grass at the bottom of the tower, sketched in black flourishes to look as if the wind was blowing across it. He gasped. The Tor of his dream!


    Spreading the silk over his bed, he smoothed it with his hand. Surely this was a veil. With a border of fine lace and the name Alinn embroidered in fine stitches of white cotton in one corner, it had to be a woman’s head veil.


    What woman, hundreds of years ago, could have hidden her veil in a Brotherhood book? And how – how – had Pip dreamt of the same kind of tower?


    He jumped at a sudden knock on his door. Hastily he stuffed the veil under his pillow. A voice called: ‘Sarannan, are you there?’


    ‘Come in, Rom,’ said Pip before he thought. But it was too late.


    Rom’s dark eyes went straight to the book and pot of glue. Then to Pip’s red face. ‘Got a problem?’


    Pip stood between him and the bed. ‘Er … a bit of a one. Brother Penn gave me that book to study. He told me to look after it, but it’s so old and fragile and I accidentally tore the lining.’


    ‘Is this mine?’ Rom picked up the glue pot. He laid the book on Pip’s desk. ‘So you thought you’d do a quick fix?’


    ‘I have to, or Brother Penn’ll kill me.’


    With one finger Rom tried to lift the tear. ‘Look, my fingers are too big. You lift it and I’ll do the glue.’


    Pip held the tear open as wide as it would safely go for the glue brush to dab around inside. ‘Brother Penn hates me, Rom. He hates how I think.’


    ‘You and everybody else.’ Rom pressed the parchment flat while the glue cured. ‘You’re not the first to upset him and you won’t be the last.’


    ‘But he called me a whippet!’ said Pip, still injured in his pride.


    ‘Small sleek racing dog not as big as a greyhound but very fast?’ Rom’s laughter bounced around the walls.


    In spite of himself Pip grinned. ‘He said I betrayed my roots.’


    Rom’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Did he? What for?’


    Pip explained. ‘Now I understand what it’s all about,’ he added at the finish. ‘It’s so the same families can keep control of the Domains and no one else can get their hand in.’


    A shadow passed across Rom’s kindly face; but however intense his thoughts were, he didn’t express them. He simply said: ‘Ah … well.’


    Pip didn’t feel so calm about the things he couldn’t change; but what should he say? The Enclave walls, which had once seemed to him so hard and indomitable, were crumbling daily before his eyes. What would he do when they turned to dust?

  


  
    


    THREE -Circles of Light, Circles of Dark



    


    As winter crept across Ness another person died. This time the death didn’t mean anything to Lark. It was the old Lord of Ness and now there was a new one.


    That didn’t mean anything to her either until, near the end of summer a messenger in livery came to the villages and farms of her valley, bringing news of a travelling festival – a celebration of the new Lord of Ness and the Small Isles. Uncle Krisse refused to attend; but the messenger said attendance was compulsory. Lark wished he hadn’t. A statement like that one would be good for a week’s serious moaning at least.


    However, here they were, two weeks later, in the town of Danes Ford – uncle, aunt and niece – surrounded by unfamiliar scenes of merriment. Uncle Krisse scowled, and would have none of it. Aunt Sely’s hungry eyes devoured everything they looked on. Lark, as hungry as her aunt for stimulation, was eager to see what a lord and lady were like.


    She soon got her wish. Everybody had to appear in front of Lord Radorka and Lady Alynne, to bow and show their respect. A long slow-moving line plodded past the silk pavilion where the great ones rested on makeshift thrones. Lark and the uncle and aunt joined the tail-end of the line, Uncle Krisse muttering to himself about pompous asses. Every now and then the line would stall as the lord or lady spoke a short word to someone. During one of the pauses, Lark heard a woman say that surely the lord and lady must be tired of travelling, because Danes Ford was their final stop before they went home.


    When she saw them Lark didn’t think they seemed tired. Lord Radorka was big, energetic-looking, and handsome in a tough leathery sort of way. Lady Alynne was so beautiful that Lark wished achingly: Why can’t I be that gorgeous? Her envious gaze took in the long black hair falling straight under a lacy veil, the almond eyes and pencilled brows, and the fair satiny skin of the lady’s hands and her flawless face. How could anyone be so perfect?


    So dazzled, it took her a while to notice the other two: the girl and boy sitting on chairs behind the lord and lady. First she studied the girl, obviously the daughter, who appeared tense and prickly in her expensive clothes. She was almost the mirror image of her mother—almost. The son had dark brown hair and an open, good natured face, although it was crossed by boredom. Lark thought him rather good-looking, and guessed he was about the same age as she was.


    The line progressed. Uncle Krisse bowed stiffly and unwillingly. Then Aunt Sely nearly fell over performing a nervous, exaggerated curtsy, and Lark bent her head quickly to stifle unkind laughter, and promptly forgot to do anything else. When she raised her head again, Lady Alynne was staring at her.


    The lady waved a smooth white hand. ‘You, lass, come here.’


    Oh, pig-poo, I’m in trouble for not curtseying. Lark moved forward reluctantly.


    Lady Alynne smiled. ‘What is your name and how old are you?’ she said.


    ‘Lark Bowmaker, madam. I’m fourteen.’


    ‘Oh? I thought you were older,’ the lady said.


    People always thought Lark was older. This was mainly because she was tall; although, at present, her womanly bits were rapidly developing, making her awkward and self conscious and afraid of getting fat. She fought back the blush that was threatening to spread and gazed politely at the lady.


    The beautiful woman nodded her veiled head towards the aunt and uncle. ‘And those are your parents?’


    ‘No, madam. My parents are dead. That is my uncle and aunt who have care of me.’


    ‘Ah. Where do you live, Lark Bowmaker?’


    ‘On a farm, near Dray.’


    ‘Do you work on the farm?’


    ‘Yes, madam. I look after the sheep.’


    ‘A shepherdess? Do you like being a shepherdess?’


    Lark heard grumbling at her back. The line had stopped moving and the crowd was getting restless. But no one could move a step until Lady Alynne let them. Lark hesitated. ‘Um … I like the countryside and the lambs.’


    One of Lord Radorka’s black eyebrows had shot up. ‘What is this, my lady – a conversation?’ he said to his wife.


    ‘The lass interests me, sir,’ said Lady Alynne, giving him a beautiful smile. ‘If she would agree …’ the almond eyes shifted to Lark, ‘to come into my service, I would be pleased.’


    That smile could have melted a will of iron, and it seemed to work meltingly on Lord Radorka. ‘If that is what you want,’ he said. ‘Lass, what do you say?’


    Lark didn’t have a clue what to say. She threw a helpless glance at her uncle and aunt. Aunt Sely looked dismayed, but Uncle Krisse’s face was dark with outrage. What did his angry expression mean? She recalled how, season after season, he would crow about honouring the obligation to his dead brother then, straight away, he’d complain about having an extra mouth to feed.


    And now he was moving forward of the line, with his cap in his hands, indignant and obsequious at the same time. ‘Lordship,’ he said. ‘I have guardianship of this girl. I feed and clothe her at my expense. If I lose her presence on my farm, I will be hard pressed at harvest time.’


    Lord Radorka assessed him briefly. ‘If it’s a matter of finances, farmer, you will be recompensed. Speak with my steward, over there, and sort it out. Now step from the line, sir, you and yours, you are holding us up.’


    In wonder, Lark listened to her uncle bargaining with the steward, making certain of his ‘recompense’. Aunt Sely, with a face like agony, twisted her handkerchief into knots and stared at something far across the park. I’m being haggled over like a sheep at market, thought Lark. She turned a hostile gaze to the tent and saw that the Lady of Ness had turned also, to watch her. The lady nodded once. Then smiled so sweetly that Lark found herself nodding and smiling back.


    I must be insane, she thought. Here I am, I’ve just been sold, and I’m smiling about it!


    Later, in a cold, cold silence, Lark and the uncle and aunt returned to the farm. Lark couldn’t look at Aunt Sely’s despairing face and was glad when, early next morning, the coach that had been sent to collect her arrived.


    Waiting inside it was a young woman in her early twenties. ‘Good morning, Miss Bowmaker,’ she said. ‘I’m Marianne, Lady Alynne’s personal maid.’


    ‘Please, call me Lark,’ said Lark.


    ‘Fine … Lark.’


    The coach rattled down the dirt road. Marianne waved her face with a lace-edged hanky. ‘Dusty, isn’t it? You know, Milady is very taken with you. She loves your hair.’


    ‘Oh?’ Lark tried not to show her nervousness. Was this what you called Lady Alynne – Milady?


    ‘Oh yes,’ Marianne went on. ‘Milady’s mother was a blonde – I’ve seen a portrait of her. Her hair was the same colour as yours and those same wriggly curls.’


    Lark nodded shyly. ‘Er … what will be expected of me?’ Her ideas of what maids did for a living were vague enough to be non-existent, although she had visions of standing around holding Milady’s hairpins.


    Marianne grinned. ‘Ah-ha, I can guess what she wants you for.’


    Was there a nasty gleam in the woman’s eye? Lark gulped.


    ‘Hehehe. She wants a companion for Lillia,’ Marianne continued. ‘Hehehe. Rather you than me.’


    This didn’t sound good.


    ‘Oh, don’t get me wrong,’ the maid went on, ‘Lady Alynne is lovely. But Lillia is her blind spot. She believes the little minx’s tantrums are just “nerves”.’


    This sounded … dreadful.


    ‘Who’s Lillia?’ Lark managed.


    ‘You don’t know?’ Marianne fanned herself with the handkerchief. ‘She’s Milady’s daughter.’


    After this, Lark spent the remainder of the journey to Danes Ford wondering what she was getting herself into. At the town she didn’t see the lord and lady or their children, but continued on in the same carriage with the addition of other members of the Great House staff. When the carriage pulled up in front of the Great House it was already evening and still she didn’t see them. She stared in awe at the huge mansion. This is where I’m going to live? The place must have hundreds of rooms!


    


    It was two days before Lark met Lillia. A sulkier face she’d never seen, even on a Fairground Aunt Sally that just had its head knocked off by a stick. Lillia possessed the physical beauty of her mother then marred it with sourness that turned down the mouth and narrowed the eyes. She was sixteen, but so small and finely built that it made her appear much younger. Standing next to the girl’s doll-like delicacy, Lark felt like the world’s biggest cart horse.


    It didn’t take long to discover why Lillia had ‘nerves’. She was afraid of Lord Radorka. She jumped at her father’s loud voice, and if he happened to come into a room where she was sitting, she’d find a reason to be somewhere else. ‘Nerves’, though, were not an excuse to be nasty to everybody. And Lillia was nasty to everybody.


    Today, I’ll try to like her, Lark would resolve, each morning. After twenty minutes of honest struggle the resolution always broke down. Lark would have asked Lady Alynne to let her leave the Great House— if it hadn’t been for Revlan.


    Revlan was the son and heir. Three months older than Lark, he was likeable, affable, totally unaffected by his high status, and more fun than anyone she’d ever known. During the dwindling summer she saw him less than she wished; he was often riding around the estates with his father and sometimes they were away for days at a time. But when autumn turned the world orange and gold, much to Lark’s delight he stayed at home.


    An early cold snap tore the shrivelling leaves from the trees and there was a sudden fall of thick snow. From a sitting room window Lark watched the labourers shovelling it off the garden paths. I used to do that, she thought. And look at me now, in satin slippers.


    ‘Tweet, tweet, larky Lark,’ said a voice at her shoulder. ‘You promised to tell me about your father. I know he was a fisherman and drowned at sea when you were four, but what was he like?’


    She turned, meeting Revlan’s warm brown eyes on a level with her own. ‘Stop with that silly “tweet, tweet” nonsense and then I will.’


    He laughed. ‘Okay.’


    ‘Good. Well, my father was kind and funny. He loved telling jokes and he played a flute.’ She wished she could remember more. ‘Um … he used to write stories about the sea and draw the pictures.’


    ‘Great! Were the stories good?’


    ‘I think so …’ she blushed self-consciously. ‘I’ve still got the book with them in.’


    ‘Could I read them?’


    Lark wasn’t sure. Revlan saw her hesitate. ‘I’ll swap you for one of mine,’ he said. ‘One about pirates.’


    ‘Pirates?’


    ‘Don’t like pirates?’ He grinned. ‘Only like girly books, do you?’


    What was a ‘girly’ book?


    ‘Don’t know; I’ve never read any,’ she said. ‘On the farm we read passages from my uncle’s Book of Holy Writ, out loud, once a week. Before that I used to read a lot, but then—’ She cringed inside; her formal education had ceased after Eva’s death, and somehow – she never found out how – all Eva’s and Martin’s books went missing. Only the book of sea stories had survived because she kept it safe amongst her things and Uncle Krisse didn’t know about it.


    Revlan rolled his eyes. ‘Boring religious stuff? Why do they make people read it?’


    ‘It’s supposed to be good for you, Revie,’ Lillia put in. She had positioned her tapestry frame so close to the fireplace that her dainty feet were practically on the fender.


    ‘Sure … if it didn’t bore me to death first,’ he said.


    ‘No,’ said Lark. ‘Not the normal religion. It was the Oranite Book of Holy Writ.’


    ‘Sheesh!’ Revlan straddled a chair. ‘And that was all you got to read? It’s a miracle you didn’t go barmy.’ He glanced at Lillia, who bent diligently over her sewing. ‘Why hasn’t my sister given you something of hers to read?’


    Lark said nothing. Lillia only read fashion magazines which she kept in her room and guarded jealously.


    ‘Anyway, you can read any of mine,’ said Revlan. ‘I’ve got lots, and they’re not all blood’n’guts.’ He laughed. ‘But blood’n’guts is what I like best.’


    He was right. The books were not all blood’n’guts, and Lark discovered a new joy. Revlan kept bringing her books: adventure, stories, poetry, history and geography: she devoured them all. She loved reading tales of far off lands and had soon learned much about the Domains.


    ‘I’d like to go to Vox; it’s sunny all the time,’ she said to Revlan. They were playing checkers at a little table beside the fire. Lillia had arranged herself on a footstool next to them, with her sketchbook balanced across her knees. She was drawing stick-thin girls in party dresses.


    ‘Hah, got you!’ Revlan cheered. ‘That’s three games to me. You’re not concentrating, Lark.’


    ‘She’s too busy thinking of being warm,’ said Lillia.


    Revlan rested his chin on his hand and stared into space. ‘I’m sick of this weather. Father says I have to go to Mazdala next summer, to study the laws. But I don’t want to spend my summer in a rotten old school.’


    ‘You will if Father says so,’ Lillia insisted.


    ‘It’s such a bore.’ Revlan made faces at Lark over the checkerboard. ‘Want to be lucky-red this time?’


    He was going away? Lark groaned silently. ‘I suppose so,’ she said, sighing. ‘Not that luck has anything to do with it; you’re just too good at this game. But what’s this study – the laws?’


    ‘The Laws of Azrath, silly,’ said Lillia. ‘Don’t you know?’


    What Lark knew was that Azrath was the planet – the world – whereas the Domains were only a part of that world. Places like Har, Marud, and the wild lands of the distant south were beyond the grasping hands of the Brotherhood and Lords and, presumably, their fabulous Laws. Even the Far Isles community had its own simple system of rules and justice that owed nothing to the Domains.


    ‘The laws that govern the provinces of the Domains,’ Revlan explained. ‘Father says I have to study them for when I become Lord of Ness after him. I’ll have to know all the laws and rules so I can take my place on the High Council.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Lillia. ‘You’ll have to be clever and know everything, Revie, because the lords of Ness have always been important in the High Council.’


    He stared at her. ‘How would you know?’


    ‘Mother told me.’ Lillia pointed her nose at the air just above Lark’s head. ‘Ness was a very great land once. A proper civilised country when the rest of the world was running around like savages.’


    Lark hoped her face looked suitably impressed. ‘Really?’


    ‘Yes, really.’ The nose pointed higher. ‘Our family has the purest line of all, purer than anyone else. The other lords are descended only from common chieftains, but we go back to the High Kings of Ness. The most famous king ever was our ancestor, Rozian the Good.’


    ‘The priests didn’t think he was good; they didn’t like him,’ said Revlan. ‘They probably called him Rozian the Annoying,’ he guffawed, ‘or Rozian the Right Royal Pain in the—’


    ‘Revie!’ Lillia snapped. ‘That doesn’t count, you know it doesn’t. Lots of people disliked the priests. Mother says they were always plotting and interfering in politics, trying to tell the High Kings what to do.’


    ‘People always try to tell other people what to do,’ said Revlan. ‘And some people make a profession out of it.’ His hand grabbed a pine cone from the basket and tossed it into the fire. ‘But what does it matter now? All that … well, it’s over … long gone.’


    ‘Of course it matters.’ Lillia sniffed. ‘You should be proud of your ancestors, Revie. They were great men.’


    ‘Suppose they were. But it’s no use, is it? Ness isn’t a kingdom any more; it’s just another province.’ Revlan pouted. ‘And I’d rather go fishing or riding on Thunderbolt than study rotten old laws.’


    Lark bent over the checkerboard to hide a smile – Revlan might be older than her but he was still such a boy. ‘If you go to Mazdala will you see the Tor Lord?’ she said.


    Lillia snorted. ‘See the Tor Lord? Lark, don’t you know anything? No one sees the Tor Lord. He lives in the Tor and no one is allowed there.’ She started to draw a picture of a tower, frowned at it, scribbled over it, and bit the end of her pencil. ‘The Tor Lord is— what is he, Revie?’


    ‘Consecrated,’ said Revlan, after some thought. ‘You know … untouchable, infallible and all that. He’s God’s representative and people can’t go near him. Your move first, Lark.’


    Lark shifted a red counter one space forward. ‘Didn’t you tell me once that the lords of the provinces meet with him every year?’


    ‘Yes, they do, at High Council meetings. But they’re the only ones, except for the Brothers who are on the High Council. Oh, and the servants, I guess.’


    ‘I suppose somebody has to cook his supper and fetch his slippers sort of thing,’ said Lark, smirking. ‘So … the Tor Lord is just a man, isn’t he?’


    Lillia nearly swallowed the pencil. ‘Aargh! Don’t say those things!’


    Revlan stared thoughtfully at the board. ‘He’s just a man until he’s consecrated. Then he’s more. I asked Father once and he said the Tor Lord is a very great man because he knows when Moontide is coming and has power over the winds and storms, and so protects us all.’


    ‘Is that so?’ said Lark.


    She turned her sceptical face to the fire, pretending to watch the great logs burn. In the hiss and crackle of the flames she heard her mother’s words: ‘Remember, Lark, don’t ever tell anyone about you…’


    *


    Change, it was said, was as good as a holiday. Pip didn’t know anything about holidays, but it was with a huge sense of relief that he said goodbye to the Master Historian to take up new lessons with the Chief Advocate. He felt he was off the hook at last, having worried himself sick lest Brother Penn should discover the roughly repaired parchment in the old book. It never happened. Minus some padding, the book went back to the Tor Great Library, and Pip was able to breathe again.


    His fascination with the silk veil increased every time he took it out of the drawer. He’d hidden it underneath his clothes – the only place he could hide stolen property. He’d never thieved anything before, but for some incomprehensible reason he didn’t feel like a thief. Sometimes he tried to imagine the woman who’d embroidered her name, and she must have painted the picture, too. How had she seen the same Tor as he had, if only in a dream?


    He wondered: does Lark know how to embroider? That’s what women and girls do, isn’t it? His sporadic contact with her came in bouts of feeling, usually when either of them was feeling stressed or joyous. Joy was not a familiar experience for Pip. Lark had her moments, though, and he sensed that someone in her life was responsible for them. Then he knew what jealousy and envy felt like.


    One dusky winter afternoon he received a call to Father Parvano’s chambers. He rushed there eagerly because it was teatime and teatime with the Father was the best.


    ‘Could I force you to have one more cake with your cup?’ Father Parvano smiled ironically. ‘Honestly, Sarannan, I don’t know where you can possibly put it all; you must have hollow legs.’


    ‘That’s what Rom says,’ Pip replied, hand reaching out for a custard tart. ‘He says I’d better enjoy being thin while I’m able to, because one day it’s all going to catch up with me.’


    ‘He’s just jealous.’ The Father chuckled. ‘Although I know for a fact that he works hard to keep in shape. Still, he’s Voxini, so it’s not too difficult for him; they’re basically a tall, slender race. Sarannan, how do you feel about your studies with Brother Milo?’


    The sudden question, tacked on as it was to the small talk, gave Pip a start. It sounded casual, but he knew it wasn’t. ‘Um, I like them,’ he said.


    ‘And you don’t find them difficult or … tedious?’


    Pip hesitated before answering. Tedious was an apt word for describing the law. He’d managed to find a way around that problem, though. ‘I don’t have any trouble with them,’ he said, carefully.


    ‘Indeed, Brother Milo tells me you have a natural grasp of everything he teaches you,’ said the Father. ‘He has ambitions to train you to be our future Chief Advocate. What do you say to that?’


    After the Brotherhood Father, the Chief Advocate was the highest position in the Order. He was the Father’s deputy and owned the second Brotherhood place on the High Council.


    Pip thought about it. ‘Um, I think I’d like to follow Emery and be a physician.’


    Father Parvano looked astonished. ‘You’d prefer a physician’s role in the Brotherhood to a place on the High Council?’


    ‘Yes, I think so.’ Pip sat there, staring gloomily into the crackling fire. What I’d really prefer is any old job in the outside world. Anything … to get out of the Enclave.


    ‘Ah well, we’ll see,’ said Father Parvano with uncharacteristic vagueness. He bent forward and poured himself another cup of tea, taking some time over spooning in the sugar and stirring it half to death. Then he prodded the fire with the poker. Then slowly sipped his tea. Pip was getting the distinct impression that the old man was trying to work out how to say something more and that it was a problem for him. The thought dampened the desire for more cake, and he sat there, curious and watchful, waiting to see how the Father would deal with it.


    Some minutes went by. Father Parvano put down his teacup.


    ‘Sarannan, I’ve been talking to someone about you, and … and I would like to take you—no—no—I have to take you—’


    Father Parvano tense and stumbling over his words? This wasn’t normal. ‘Where, Father?’ Pip said, worried now.


    The old man folded his hands on the table. ‘To the Tor Lord. He has ordered me to bring you to the Tor.’


    


    Winter made little difference to Mazdala. Its moving tide of human bodies, coaches, carts, grunting and bellowing animals swept through the city streets, trampling the frost into submission before it had time to settle. Pip’s fingers were nevertheless quite numb gripping the edge of the carriage window. Scarcely noticing the cold he watched the world pass by.


    To be out of the Enclave – it was like a miracle! He wished the carriage would stop so he could join the crowds. No such luck. Novices weren’t allowed to run around town; they’d only get into mischief. And, well, he was on another errand …


    The shock of being summoned to the Tor hadn’t worn off yet, and contrary to normal behaviour he hadn’t yet questioned what it all might mean. A faint notion that the Tor Lord was going to tell him off for damaging a book flitted through his mind, but he dismissed this as completely silly.


    Faster than he wanted it to the city fell behind. The carriage began its climb up a steep corkscrew road leading to the plain where the Tor was situated. He watched the landscape change. Big trees disappeared and small stunted ones took their place. Everything that grew leaned in the one direction, bent by the prevailing wind. Where the wind didn’t reach, in bends and hollows, frost glittered like icicles on an old man’s beard.


    At one turn in the road he saw smoke curling up from the rim of a hill. On the next turn he saw the chimneys that coughed the smoke into the sky. A huddle of white houses clung to the edge of a barren slope, and the road passed on by.


    ‘That’s the village of Splent,’ Father Parvano told him. ‘The only village hereabouts.’


    ‘How do the people live? I don’t see farms or anything,’ said Pip.


    ‘Splent folk are traditionally the civilian workers employed at the Tor. And look, Sarannan, there it is.’


    Pip looked up at the Tor.


    ‘It’s not just a tower, is it Father, like I thought it would be?’ he said. He could see the tower rising above a great rambling palace. It was obvious that only about two-fifths of the tower was visible and that the rest was hidden by what surrounded it.


    


    ‘No,’ said Father Parvano. ‘Those vast buildings you can see make up the Outer Tor which is the administrative section. The Inner Tor, where we’ll be going today, is the part that contains the tower.’


    And the part that has the light rings, thought Pip. Awed by the sight, he watched the golden streamers writhing around the black tower.


    So they’re real!


    ‘What are those lights around the tower, Father?’


    Father Parvano peered out the window. ‘What lights? I don’t see any lights.’


    Pip looked again. The golden light rings were definitely present. He wondered how anyone could miss them. ‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ he said. ‘I expect it’s just the sun shining on the stones.’


    The carriage trundled up a long curving road, between banks of brown bracken fern. Hills, their rounded tops sheared to the bone by the winter, sloped gently away from the road, on either side. Stark white against an ice-blue crystal sky – it was beautiful but cold. Pip tried to imagine how it would look in springtime or in summer, but couldn’t.


    Father Parvano said the Outer Tor was built from a white marble called ‘whitestone’, and the walls surrounding it were grey granite. They stopped at a set of huge iron gates that slowly swung apart. Men wearing red and black uniforms saluted the carriage as it passed through.


    ‘What are those soldiers at the gate?’ said Pip.


    ‘The Tor Lord’s Hundred. You have heard all about them.’


    ‘Oh, them? Yes. They guard the Tor.’


    Father Parvano shook his head. ‘Not strictly, no. They guard the Tor Lord himself. They have dedicated their lives to protecting Lord Roland.’


    What does he need protecting from? thought Pip. Or is it who?


    With a jerk, the carriage pulled to a halt in front of wide steps leading up to a grandiose portico. Pip and Father Parvano climbed out.


    The Father put his hand on Pip’s arm. ‘Now, a word before we go inside,’ he said. ‘When Lord Roland speaks to you be formal and polite. Address him as “Eminence” the first time, as “Lord” the second time, and say “Sir” after that. Answer him honestly and openly.’


    Pip looked up at the vast entry and his mind sickened with a brush of inexplicable fear. ‘What things will he ask me?’


    ‘No need to be worried.’ The old man tightened his hand. ‘He’ll ask you about your sensitivity to the moons.’


    Ah, thought Pip, so that’s what this is all about. I should have guessed.


    They entered a gilded painted foyer the size of two big rooms put together. Here they were met by the Tor Master, Higher Brother Fortinas, who was a Voxini. He walked with them along halls as heavily covered in gilt as the foyer to a huge bronze door, where he bowed then left them. Two guards of the Hundred opened the door, and Pip and the Father stepped into a bright space open to the sky. On the other side of it was another wall with tall windows and a door, this time a gold one. Pip thought this was all very strange, and said so to the Father.


    ‘The Inner Tor is a separate building, the original building which is much older than the one we’ve just left,’ the Father explained. ‘By crossing this atrium we leave the Outer Tor and enter the Inner Tor through the gold door. This is the Tor Lord’s private residence and only he and his servants live here. One can only enter it by invitation.’


    Father Parvano raised his hand to a lion’s head doorknocker and rapped twice. After a short wait the door opened and Pip was facing what appeared to be the oldest man in the world. The ancient Lower Brother’s knees creaked when he bowed. At tortoise speed, he shuffled away down a long hall, with them following, Pip struggling to keep his footsteps tiny lest he overtake. Even the Father seemed to be finding it difficult to walk so slowly.


    The tortoise halted at another huge door, opened it then doddered away.


    ‘The Great Library,’ Father Parvano whispered.


    Where the book came from; I hope nobody noticed, thought Pip. He looked up. And up. And up. The Library soared into a distant haze where dust motes danced in the air, catching sparks of colour from windows of stained glass. Shelves, lined with books, crept up the walls to dizzying heights. They were served by ladders, rickety and tall, on alarming looking wheels. Something about the ladders nudged a feeling to the surface of Pip’s consciousness, a strange feeling that he had been here, in this great room, before.


    Dwarfed by his room of books but nonetheless impressive for his sheer bulk, the Tor Lord spilled over the edges of a vast armchair. He was wearing a quilted dressing gown and slippers. Pip masked his surprise; he’d been expecting someone regal and elegant; not this at-home-looking overweight man.


    ‘Parvano, good to see you,’ said the Tor Lord, in a reedy voice. ‘Take a chair … rest yourself.’ He gave Pip a cursory inspection. ‘This is our young lion of Ar, is it? Come here, boy, so I can look at you.’


    Pip crept reluctantly closer. Where was the legendary greatness of the one who ruled the world? This mystical Voice of God – in dressing gown and slippers? What profound words would he say? Then again, Pip knew about Brotherhood lies.


    The Voice of God peered at him. ‘Still a sprig. Some bone lengthening needed yet, eh?’


    ‘Yes, Eminence,’ Pip agreed helplessly.


    Lord Roland smiled. ‘Father Parvano told me all about you, and I know everything from go to whoa. You’re too smart for your britches, so I hear.’


    Pip had no idea what to say – how to answer. None of this was as his imagination had painted it. All this sense of being at the Centre of the World, and here he stood, in dumb show, bewildered and teased by a fat man.


    Lord Roland took pity on him. ‘All right, we’ll get down to business,’ he said. ‘You are sensitive to the moons?’


    Pip hesitated. ‘Um, Brother Emery thinks I am, Lord.’


    ‘And what about you?’


    ‘I – I’m not sure, Sir.’


    ‘That’s honest at least,’ said Lord Roland. ‘Explain to me what happened to you before the last conjunction, during it and afterwards.’


    Lord Roland’s rows of chins wobbled while he listened. ‘All right, Sarannan, good,’ he said. ‘As you already know we have our own system of prediction here. I would like you to report to Father Parvano from the moment you begin sensing something again, no matter how slight. Understand?’


    ‘Yes, Sir,’ said Pip, shy yet brimming over with curiosity. ‘Does that mean another conjunction is coming soon?’


    Lord Roland laughed a little, setting his chins in motion again. ‘You just do as you’re told and keep the Father informed.’


    ‘Yes, Sir. Is this a test?’


    The chins wobbled. ‘It is.’


    ‘What if I fail it, Sir?’


    ‘Do you think you will?’


    ‘I don’t know.’


    ‘“I don’t know” he says,’ mocked Lord Roland. He turned his bulk towards the Father. ‘I like the honesty, Parvano. Will you accelerate his studies in the Laws? I’m sure he’s up to it.’


    Grunting with the effort of turning twice, he faced Pip. ‘Boy, I have high expectations of you so don’t disappoint me. Study hard; there’s a great deal of work ahead, but we’ll reap the rewards in the end.’


    What did that mean? Pip had no chance to think about it, because the old tortoise Brother came into the room pushing a small table on squeaky wheels.


    ‘Ah …’ Lord Roland smacked his lips. ‘Time for the feast.’


    And they feasted like kings. No wonder Lord Roland is overweight, thought Pip. After the lunch Lord Roland showed him his collection of antique clocks and lent him a book of poetry. Everything was done in such a pleasant and friendly manner that Pip ought to have felt reassured.


    Why, then, did he feel afraid? It wasn’t Lord Roland who caused the fear – Pip quite liked him and decided he was a decent sort of fellow. No. There was something else, here in the Tor, something lurking behind the glossy riches and gilded paintwork. As though something was waiting to pounce, like a cat watching a mouse.


    I can see a shadow of a thing, Pip thought nervously. But the thing itself is hiding from me, and I think I’m the mouse.


    


    Later, when he and the Father left the Tor and walked out into the crisp winter afternoon, he felt the strange oppression lifting from his spirits. It’s the place – the Tor itself, he decided. There’s wrongness in it somewhere.


    In the carriage he twitched like someone with a disease, and to take his mind off the troubling thoughts, asked Father Parvano: ‘Why does Lord Roland want to accelerate my studies?’


    Before answering, the Father paused for a second or two. ‘He has faith in you, Sarannan. He knows you are capable of much,’ he said.


    How does he know? thought Pip. ‘Why did you tell him about me?’ he said.


    ‘I tell him about every boy who shows potential,’ said the Father. ‘Between us, Lord Roland and I assess our promising juniors for their future roles.’


    Pip fell silent, all his questions spent, like so many pennies, on what seemed, to him, to be quite worthless. He watched the wilderness sweep by the window – the wilderness without walls. And above all this, the sky – the wildest of the wilderness – the thing most free above the flaming world.


    Too much freedom for someone who couldn’t share in it. Pip dragged his resentful eyes away from the scene.


    ‘So, you and Lord Roland decide what we will be?’ he said, aware that he was being rude and that it wouldn’t end there, because he couldn’t stop himself. ‘Do you intend to make me Chief Advocate even if I don’t want it?’


    Father Parvano pressed his hands together. ‘You’re angry with me.’


    Pip twisted to the window and stared blindly at nothing.


    ‘Child …’ Father Parvano’s voice wobbled, ‘will you look at me?’


    I don’t want to, thought Pip. But, reluctantly, he turned, and glared.


    ‘Sarannan,’ said the Father. ‘You’re angry because life won’t give you what you think you want. But when we are old we look back on our lives and see the road travelled and then we understand why we needed to take a particular turning, whether at the time we wished to or not.’ He sighed as though weary. ‘I know you admire Emery and see his work as somethingyou’d—’


    ‘I can’t see what’s wrong with wanting to help sick people.’


    ‘Of course not. It’s a noble calling. But sometimes we’re meant for other things than those we imagine. Lord Roland has greater hopes of you.’


    ‘What could be greater than—?’


    ‘Sarannan, please …’ Father Parvano held up a hand. ‘I want you to be quiet and listen to me. It’s not really my place to speak at this time, but I will because I know that you’ll fret and fret until it makes you ill.’


    The old hooded eyes looked so dreadfully sad that Pip pulled the glare off his face immediately. ‘I’m listening.’


    ‘Good.’ The Father studied his hands for a moment. ‘Now, you must not tell anyone what I tell you; this is in strict confidence. Lord Roland has already decided what he wants of you, and nothing I do or say will change his mind. Sarannan, he wants you to follow him.’


    ‘To where?’


    ‘Sorry … you don’t understand. Oh, I didn’t do that well.’ Father Parvano had a devastated air. ‘I meant “succeed him” – become the Tor Lord, after him.’


    Had the world stopped turning? Had a chasm opened underneath Pip’s feet? He felt he was falling, falling, falling into a deep dark pit.


    The carriage lurched and his stomach with it. ‘Father, stop the coach!’ he gasped. ‘I want to be sick!’


    Seconds later he banged the door open and tumbled down the stair. He stood on the road, doubled-over and retching, until he heard the Father come concernedly to the door. Then raced to the verge, and threw up.


    Father Parvano’s worried eyes burned into him. The driver was watching him, too. To escape, he stumbled into the roadside ditch and knelt on the ground, underneath the ribs of arching bracken. When the sickness had passed and he knew there was no scrap left of Lord Roland’s kingly feast, he stayed on his knees, hidden. Let them think he was still vomiting, and leave him alone.


    It wasn’t silent in the bracken. Small birds chattered – winter wrens he thought they were – darting through the crisp brown fronds. The birds were tiny – he could have hidden one in a cupped hand – and yet their presence comforted him. They were uncomplicated and they were here. They were life. Real life.


    Whereas—


    The wrens scattered; the bracken shivered. Pip heard a whoosh and glanced up. Directly above him a falcon balanced on the air, wings spread and trembling like sails. It pierced him with its amber eye, pierced him to the heart.


    Like a boy in a dream, he rose slowly to his feet, lifting his arm. The bird watched him, rocking gently, then dropped down as though to land on his wrist.


    Yelling and waving his arms, Father Parvano’s driver hurtled through the bracken. The falcon let out a harsh cry and flew away. ‘That thing nearly attacked you,’ the driver exclaimed. ‘Quickly, come back to the coach. The Father is upset.’


    ‘It wasn’t going to attack!’ Pip shouted.


    He turned his eyes to the sky, to the bird sailing high above the plain.


    Why is that not me?


    


    *


    After enjoying Revlan’s delightful company during the winter and spring, the moment that Lark dreaded arrived. Revlan went off to summer school in Mazdala and she was left with tiresome Lillia.


    Lark had passed through disliking Lillia and out the other side. The dislike had metamorphosed into stoic toleration of Lillia’s sulks and tantrums, and perhaps there were worse things in life. Being a companion to a lady was actually very boring. Lark was used to work; ladies didn’t work. Lark had spent her summers running barefoot across the fields; ladies didn’t run in fields and they certainly didn’t get their feet dirty. She went through all the phases of a companion’s daily round: tapestry, embroidery, watercolour painting (which was okay), and flower arranging (which wasn’t), with her face set falsely in a tight-lipped smile. Lillia gave it back to her just as falsely; that is, when she wasn’t curling a contemptuous top lip or playing the sour critic.


    So I’m learning what it means to be a ‘lady’, Lark thought, and I don’t think I like it. She found herself returning, in daydreams, to the Far Isles, to talk to Granny; but wishing she could remember so many forgotten things. With this in mind she sorted through Revlan’s book chest – the dear boy had given her his key – for books with information on herbs. She didn’t find any – Revlan wasn’t into botany. Then, during a ‘ladylike stroll’ to the rose garden to smell the flowers she dallied while Lillia wandered ahead, and got chatting with the second under-gardener, discovering that he was in charge of tending a little burgeoning herbarium, down behind the glasshouses.


    It seemed like a miracle – one secret visit to the herbarium while Lillia was resting after an attack of ‘nerves’, and parts of Granny’s tincture recipes began flowing through Lark’s head. She coaxed her memory gently and brought the recipes, piece by piece, herb by herb, back to life.


    The only thing Lark and Lillia had in common was that they were female. They had oblique one-sided battles because Lark wouldn’t fight back for fear of losing her position. The job was hair-tearing frustration most of the time, but she couldn’t leave the Great House. It would mean not seeing Revlan again, and that was unthinkable.


    ‘Ladies have small dainty feet, not big country clodhoppers,’ Lillia stated one day, with a pointed stare at Lark’s shoes.


    ‘I suppose that’s true,’ said Lark.


    The mild reply only infuriated Lillia, pushing her further up the cruelty slope. ‘They have tiny little waists and hourglass figures,’ she said, twirling to make her dress curve out around her like an umbrella. ‘Isn’t my waist tiny? At least I don’t look like a flour bag tied in the middle.’


    Smarting, Lark sought out Marianne. ‘Do you think I’ve got fat since I came here?’ she asked the maid uncertainly.


    ‘Fat? No! Well not really,’ said Marianne. ‘I mean … over the last year you’ve rounded out more. But it’s only natural—’


    ‘How … natural?’


    ‘Natural development,’ Marianne explained, though she looked a bit uncomfortable saying it. ‘Maybe you’re going to be a big girl – naturally.’


    Lark sagged. Was it true, then? ‘Lillia says I look like a sack of flour tied in the middle.’


    ‘What nonsense, you have a good figure. Well balanced.’ Marianne laughed humourlessly. ‘Ha! Miss ought to talk. Have you seen what she looks like when she’s undressed?’


    ‘Er, no!’ said Lark, surprised now that she hadn’t.


    ‘Yes, she takes care that no one does,’ Marianne sneered. ‘She’s a stick, that’s what she is, and those bumps on her chest aren’t real—’


    Lark stared. ‘Not—?


    ‘Padding. Brassiere stuffed with cotton,’ Marianne explained triumphantly. ‘Miss is seventeen and she’s still got the bosom of a thirteen-year-old. Don’t listen to her, Lark. When a skeleton calls a normal person fat, nobody should take any notice.’


    That night, in her bedroom, Lark studied herself in the full length mirror. No, I’m not fat … yet. But I will be if I don’t get some proper exercise soon. Curse Lillia and her ladylike pig-poo!


    The bedroom lamp burned late into the night while she tried to think up ways of exerting herself beyond wielding the heaviest embroidery needle she could get her hands on or choosing really big flowers to arrange. Bugger! It was all so hopeless without Revlan there. Winter had been fun: lots of snow fights and running around in the cleared snow lanes; tobogganing. Lillia, of course, wouldn’t go outside in case she got dirty or wet, and that had made it even better. Then, in the spring, Revlan had taken Lark riding; admittedly they were gentle jogs on a pony around the grounds, because Lark’s only previous riding experience was sitting astride Uncle Krisse’s slow old broad-backed cart horse.


    Revlan’s absence depressed her spirits. I mustn’t keep thinking about him. It makes it so hard to keep going, she thought. So I’ll think about Pip.


    Allowing her mind to open a channel, she turned silently to Pip. Immediately, thought and feeling flowed. After all these years of practice, the art of contact was as easy and natural for her as breathing. Pip’s face would blazon in her mind, and instantly he would be with her and a part of her, as much as her own self.


    And, in that instant – this night – she felt his sorrow and fear. The cause of it she didn’t know, only that he needed a shoulder to cry on. But a warm, solid, flesh and blood shoulder, she decided. Not an invisible one like mine.


    At that moment she felt herself miserably alone, and longed for Revlan again.


    *


    All through what remained of the winter, Pip kept the dreadful secret of his destiny. On the day he was made a Junior Brother – his fifteenth birthday – the pressure of the secret would have burst the dam if he hadn’t disobeyed the Father’s instructions and confessed the secret to Rom.


    A Voxini could hardly turn pale, but somehow Rom looked as though he had.


    ‘Moonsblast, Sarannan!’


    ‘I know,’ said Pip. ‘Blasted is how it feels.’


    By now, the shock of Lord Roland’s decision had dulled like an old bruise and he could even think about that day without throwing up. The fear of the Tor was something altogether different, though. It was dark and growing like a stain creeping up from a pit, into his belly, and swarming across the light.


    Is it, he thought, because the Tor Lord is chained to the Tor? He can’t leave; he has to stay there. I know he’s the most powerful man in the Domains; but what good is it if he can’t go anywhere else or do anything else? No, I don’t want to end up like that.


    I hope Lord Roland lives to be a hundred— but then I’ll be sixty-five years old. I’ll have spent most of my life waiting to become a prisoner in a tower.


    Rom shook his head. ‘You’re too young! Why couldn’t the fellow have waited?’


    ‘Lord Roland?’ said Pip. ‘That fellow is the Voice of God, Rom— or don’t you believe it?’


    ‘I’ve always had a problem with the idea of God,’ Rom admitted. He thought for a bit. ‘But perhaps we’re making an undue fuss here. Lord Roland’s only fifty. He has years in him yet.’


    ‘Huh! Tell me about it! I’ll still have to go up there. Eventually.’


    ‘When you’re a grown man and equal to the task,’ said Rom. Pip knew he was trying to sound positive, but it didn’t help. It wasn’t so much the when as the actual going that he hated.


    ‘Well don’t fret over it,’ said Rom. ‘Did you know it’s custom for a new Tor Lord to choose who he wants with him at the Tor?’


    ‘Is it?’


    ‘Yes. So when the time comes, I’ll go with you.’ Rom’s worried eyes searched Pip’s face. ‘If you want, of course. And if I’m still alive by then. Lord Roland might have another fifty years left in him.’


    ‘So might you,’ said Pip. ‘But what about the Father? You’ve been his secretary for twenty years.’


    Rom nodded. ‘I like working for him, but he can always find another secretary. Don’t forget, though, it probably won’t be an issue, because he’s only got four more years until he retires.’


    *


    Bearing gifts, Revlan came home. A satin shawl for his mother; a lace mantilla for Lillia. Lark didn’t want gifts; she was just so very glad to see him and his return was gift enough.


    As soon as he and she were alone, he said: ‘Don’t think I forgot you,’ and took something from his tunic pocket. ‘This is for you.’


    It was a small silk purse. Lark held it reverently in her hands. ‘Oh, Revie, what a lovely present. Thank you.’


    He burst out laughing. ‘No, silly! The gift isn’t the purse! Untie it.’


    Red-faced, Lark undid the ribbon. A pair of silver earrings – hoops with three little dangling moons – slid into her palm.


    Revlan danced around her. ‘Do you like them? Go on, put them on! I want to see how they look.’


    She ran to the nearest mirror, tucked back her hair, removed the plain circles she always wore in her ears, and fitted the new earrings.


    ‘Pretty – the silver against your hair,’ he said with a satisfied smile. ‘Silver and gold. I thought they’d look good on you.’


    ‘Oh, thank you! They’re wonderful!’ said Lark. ‘You know, nobody outside my family has ever given me a present until now. Where did you get them?’


    ‘From a jewellery shop in Mazdala. I snuck out of school with some of the fellows in my class, during the lunch break. We weren’t supposed to; but we did anyway. That’s when I bought you those.’


    ‘What was the school like?’ Lark asked. Her concept of ‘school’ was dim and unformed, having never been to one, not even in Dray.


    ‘Just a bunch of fellows and a lot of rules we were supposed to obey. The Brothers were strict about everything and were pretty boring teachers.’


    ‘A Brotherhood school?’ said Lark, shuddering. In spite of her mother’s assurance, she still half wondered what people like that might do to a moon-seer.


    ‘Yes. It’s sort of attached to the Enclave but not inside. It’s just for civilians.’


    ‘What’s it like in Mazdala, Revie?’


    ‘Oh, great.’ He threw his arms wide. ‘It’s huge you know. Huger than Chent. And everyone in the world seems to be there – people from every province. The place is simply chokka.’


    ‘What’s “chokka”?’


    ‘It’s Voxini for “so crowded you can only move sideways”— No, seriously, that’s what it means. Well, more or less,’ he said to her sceptical face. ‘I learned it from a kid named Caleb.’


    ‘What about the stuff you had to learn? Your studies?’ she said. Too late she realised that she’d hit a nerve; Revlan’s shoulders drooped.


    ‘No good. I failed my class. Father’s furious. He says I’m a disgrace – a duffer.’


    Lark felt mortally offended for him. ‘No, that’s not true. I think you’re very bright.’


    ‘Really?’ he said. ‘You mean that honestly?’ His face lit up when she nodded. Then his shoulders sagged again. ‘Then you’re the only one who believes in me,’ he said. ‘Mother’s unhappy because I failed, and Lillia … well she’s always sneering old Lillia. Maybe I am a bit of a duffer, really. I must be. I tried to learn the laws, but I couldn’t seem to keep them in my head. They’re so complicated. So many ifs and thereins and hereinafters … I just couldn’t make sense of it.’


    ‘Sounds absolutely dreadful,’ said Lark sympathetically. ‘Isn’t there some way you could understand it?’


    Revlan shrugged. ‘Who knows? Father says I have to go back there next spring, for tutoring, so I don’t put him to shame again in the summer class. I’d rather stay home, but he’ll make me go.’


    Lark’s happiness dissolved in gloom. Months and months alone with Lillia again. ‘Oh no, I’ll miss you, Revie. It’s not the same here without you.’


    ‘Really?’ His eyes filled with smiling lights. ‘I’ll miss you, too.’


    A few days later Lillia spied the earrings for the first time. She narrowed her eyes. ‘Where did you get those?’


    Lark touched one lightly. ‘Revlan gave them to me. He bought them in Mazdala.’


    ‘Oh—’ Lillia’s pencilled eyebrows arched. ‘I didn’t know he bought you a gift. They’re … nice.’ She turned away quickly to hide the rage twisting her face into an ugly mask. But she wasn’t quick enough.


    The next afternoon Lillia had a seizure. The physician from Chent diagnosed ‘nervous hysteria cause unknown’; but Lark knew the earrings were to blame. Although Lillia was only sick for a week, she managed to spin out the convalescent stage for another three, with the aim of gathering more sympathy for herself, and only got ‘better’ when Lady Alynne made Lord Radorka get her a puppy. For Lark that month was bliss: a month without a single ladylike amusement and time alone with Revlan.


    Summer slipped quickly into autumn. There were brisk walks through crisp fallen leaves, under pumpkin coloured trees and solid blue skies. My favourite season, Lark thought, following Revlan and a tribe of bouncing dogs down the long path to the stables. He was taking her riding. She dropped back to watch the way he walked, loose-limbed and striding. There was something of his father’s manner in the striding, as if he unconsciously imitated Radorka’s lordly stalk.


    Revlan probably wouldn’t like to know that, though, she thought. He’s a very different person from his father – Thank the Moons.


    Then he turned, and grinned at her. ‘Come on, tortoise. We haven’t got all day.’


    Blushing foolishly, Lark hurried to catch up. Revlan got taller and more handsome every time she looked at him.


    *


    A year had passed since Pip told Rom the Big Secret. Apart from not wanting to feel so desperately alone, he’d hoped that sharing the secret might somehow lessen its weight.


    This hadn’t worked.


    So he’d decided to bury it. Or, more accurately, to bury himself in work.


    This wasn’t too difficult. Whether he was Higher or Lower, a Junior Brother spent the first two years of his life in the Enclave performing the most menial tasks: kitchen duty; cleaning the toilets and bathrooms; scrubbing floors; sweeping up; and hard manual labour in the food gardens. Pip liked the gardening best. Sweating over a shovel pushed everything else into the background and absorbed all his negativity. By the time evening and law studies arrived, he was too worn out to waste what was left of his energy on future troubles.


    Life was orderly, repetitive, peaceful and predictable. Every day identical to the one before. You could call it boring, and it was certainly dull. Pip, though, preferred the dullness to what might have been had he crossed paths with Brother Dedemus again. But he’d been saved from that terror. A year after Father Parvano dismissed him as Novice School Head, Brother Dedemus had walked one day down to the city, on some private errand, and that was the last anyone saw of him. His departure caused shockwaves and a scandal – he was Lord Undavorn’s third-cousin, and these things just did not happen! But it did, thought ten-year-old Pip at the time, and had old Dead Mess escaped? Or had some misfortune befallen him? Pip shrugged briefly and then thought about something more interesting.


    


    Another day blossomed, promising the same quiet immersion. On his way to breakfast in the refectory Pip met the Chief Advocate’s secretary, who handed him a note.


    It read: Sarannan, after you have breakfasted, please come directly to my office – Brother Milo.


    ‘I have a job for you,’ said Brother Milo. ‘In the Civilian Annexe you will find a young man who needs tutoring in the Laws. I’m sorry to say he might prove a difficult case. He’s easily bored by study and perhaps not terribly bright, but I’m sure you’ll make the best of it. Begin him with the First Laws and go on from there, as you see fit.’


    ‘Me?’ said Pip – Junior Brothers weren’t allowed contact with the outside world, on the grounds that they’d still be like naughty children and misbehave.


    ‘Why me, sir?’


    ‘Because, although this is a lord’s son, I am busy with High Council,’ said Brother Milo. ‘And I think the lad might respond better to someone intelligent of his own age.’ He peered over the rim of his glasses. ‘I trust you to have the good sense not to step across the line of right behaviour. The boy is Lord Ness’s son. You will call him Ness and yourself Ar, and stay strictly within the protocol. Understood?’


    ‘Oh yes,’ said Pip, not listening. A boy from the outside! Oh yes!


    He ran all the way to the Annexe, where Brother-Doorkeeper led him to a small sunlit room. The waiting boy was sitting, with his knees drawn up, on the wide ledge of the window, staring into the garden. Pip dropped his books on the desk. The boy swung round.


    ‘You must be Ness,’ said Pip. ‘I’m Ar – here to tutor you.’


    The boy stared. ‘But you’re … a kid!’


    ‘I’m sixteen—’


    ‘Same as me.’ Ness leapt off the ledge. He was nearly half a head taller than Pip and bigger built, with strong, square shoulders. Pip was still waiting, without much hope, for a miracle of nature to turn him into Mr Universe. He stared back enviously.


    Ness’s broad hands played nervously with the border of his jacket. ‘This is a turn-up. I was expecting the old chap with the silver eyebrows.’


    ‘Brother Milo?’ Pip grinned. ‘He’s busy with High Council.’ He sat down at the desk and opened a book of the First Laws, the most basic of the studies. ‘Will we get to work?’


    ‘Suppose so.’ Ness made a face as he scraped the spare chair across the floor. ‘Not that it’ll do much good.’


    ‘We’ll see,’ said Pip. ‘All right, show me what you know. Tell me what you understand about Laws One and Two.’


    Ness stumbled his way through several pages. ‘You must think me a fool,’ he said, after a minute. ‘I couldn’t understand it last summer and I’m not going to understand it now.’


    ‘I don’t think that,’ said Pip. ‘What was your biggest problem with it last time?’


    Ness rolled his eyes. ‘The teacher. He was so boring … my mind kept wandering.’


    ‘I know what you mean,’ said Pip, keeping as straight a face as he could manage under the circumstances. ‘Most of the Brothers generally use law classes to catch up on lost sleep.’


    Ness slapped the desk, and his laughter echoed around the room. Pip grinned, waited a moment …


    ‘The way the laws are written – the words – are they a problem for you, too?’ he went on.


    ‘Yes! How did you know?’


    ‘Because they are for everybody. The men who wrote the laws used ten fancy words where three simple ones would do. They liked it overblown and pompous.’


    ‘Why do you reckon that was?’


    ‘To impress people. Or to confuse them.’


    ‘Well it worked – the confusion I mean,’ said Ness. He tapped the side of his face. ‘I expect they wanted to be the only ones who could understand the damn things so then they could stay in control.’


    Pip gave him an appraising look. Brother Milo had assessed this boy as ‘not terribly bright’? What a mistake. ‘I think you’re right,’ he said.


    ‘Someone ought to re-write the laws in plain language, so we can understand them,’ said Ness.


    ‘Exactly,’ said Pip. On a sheet of paper he wrote out one of the long-winded laws then crossed out every flowery phrase and substituted a simple one. ‘This is how I learned it, and so can you.’


    They studied together for an hour, taking each overblown law and hacking it to pieces. After a while Ness grabbed the pen and wielded it like a sword. ‘Whew, that’s cut the devil to ribbons.’ He grinned. ‘You know what you’re doing. How did you get to be so smart?’


    ‘It’s just practise,’ said Pip. ‘I’ve been at this for quite a while.’


    Ness jumped to his feet. ‘You know I wasn’t looking forward to this morning. My name is Revlan. What’s yours?’


    Pip smiled at the bright friendly face. ‘Sarannan. If you don’t mind, can we keep the first name thing between ourselves?’


    ‘Yes, I know … the rules.’ Revlan rolled his eyes again. ‘The Brothers nagged us about them all last summer. My father’s the same: obey his damn rules or else.’


    ‘Or else what?’


    ‘I don’t know; I haven’t crossed him yet.’ Revlan shrugged. ‘One day I’m bound to find out, and then—’


    The boys abandoned their study to talk about other things. It took Pip all of ten minutes to realise that stout grey walls were only one sort of prison. Revlan’s father exerted strict controls over his life, and he was as much the captive of his heritage as Pip was.


    After their first lesson Pip looked forward eagerly to the next one. They met every morning, and Revlan was soon able to grab a fistful of laws and throttle them into submission. He was rather proud of this, and soon expressed his own opinions.


    One morning he said: ‘It seems to me that the common people have few rights in the Domains. I think we have an unfair legal system.’


    ‘I agree,’ said Pip. ‘But you’re the first person I ever heard admit it.’


    ‘Really?’ Revlan had a smile like a burst of sunshine. ‘How’d you like to go to town? No one ever checks on us and it’s easy to get out of the Annexe. I’ve done it before.’


    Pip hesitated. Was this wise? ‘If I tried to go outside, wearing this uniform, they’d catch me,’ he said.


    ‘The trousers are all right.’ Revlan looked him up and down. ‘I’ll bring you a coloured shirt and something else for the top. We’ll do it tomorrow.’


    


    The clothes Revlan brought next morning could have pleased a prince. Pip changed into them and hid his uniform under the desk lid. Revlan threw a long hooded cloak over Pip’s shoulders and another around his own. He opened the door to the empty hall.


    ‘Keep your hood up,’ he whispered, ‘and don’t just walk. Stalk. As if you own the place.’


    Pip’s heart drummed in his chest. They hadn’t got far down the hallway when a Lower Brother came towards them.


    ‘Stalk,’ Revlan hissed out of the side of his mouth. Pip thrust out his chest, turned his hooded head at a haughty angle away from the Brother, and took wide steps. Revlan strode with lordly arrogance in between him and the Brother, and they gained the outer portal, slipping, unchallenged, into the street.


    ‘Keep stalking until we’re out of range.’ Revlan’s voice sounded strangled and Pip wondered what was wrong with him. Keeping his steps large and exaggerated, he swaggered down the hill. Revlan’s shoulders were shaking like jellies, and the second they reached the first shops he collapsed in convulsions of laughter. ‘I said stalk, not prance!’ he spluttered.


    This time Mazdala wasn’t just a world moving past Pip’s eyes; the city was all around him and he could touch it and be a part of it. He peered into shop windows, ogling the items in the displays, the fact that he could go inside to buy something not occurring to him until Revlan dragged him through the door and paid good coin to the shopkeeper. It was an education. After several shops Pip had a stiletto dagger, a small model of a sailing ship, a brass compass in a leather case, a hand-knitted red and blue scarf that dangled to his knees, and a small silver egg-timer. He looked lovingly at his purchases, particularly pleased with the dagger because its handle and scabbard were wrought in bronze and silver with the figure of a lion.


    ‘That’s what my name means,’ he told Revlan.


    ‘Does it?’ Revlan held his heaving sides. ‘I’ve never seen anyone shop like you do. Now, I can understand the ship; it’ll look nice in your room. And the scarf might come in handy when it gets cold. And the compass – well, conceivably, you might get lost at some time in your life.But an egg-timer? And who are you going to stab with that dagger?’


    ‘No one, I hope.’ Pip had been thinking of using the dagger as a paper knife. ‘I just liked it because of the lion.’


    In their fine clothes the boys attracted some attention from girls who smiled and giggled as they walked past. Pip kept turning, following the girls with his eyes. He asked Revlan: ‘Do you know many girls?’


    ‘Lots.’ Revlan put his hands on his hips. ‘Even kissed some.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Sure.’ Revlan frowned. ‘One I haven’t kissed, though, my sister’s companion. I think I will when I get back home.’ He sighed. ‘I might just be in love.’


    What did being in love feel like? Pip knew what loving felt like. He loved Rom as a friend and Father Parvano almost as a real father. He loved the memory of his mother, and he loved Lark as a warm impulse the same as his own being. But what did it mean to be in love?


    ‘She must be nice,’ he said.


    ‘She’s great,’ said Revlan. ‘Would you like a drink in that alehouse?’


    Pip’s dreams of love turned to smoke. ‘You mean … drink ale?’


    ‘Well I wasn’t talking about lemonade.’


    ‘Ale,’ Pip mused. ‘Okay.’


    He soon found out that he liked ale. After two foaming jugs of it, though, he concluded that ale didn’t like him. Wiping the froth from his upper lip, he blinked. Everything in the room, including Revlan, had blurred edges. Oblivious, Revlan chattered on about a hundred different subjects, all interesting because they were so new to Pip.


    Revlan pointed to the egg-timer. ‘Serious … us … slee, what d’you want with that?’


    Slumped against the bench, Pip twirled the thing and watched the sand pouring from one bulb to the other. ‘Saw a giant one of these once.’ He threw his arms wide apart. ‘Massive … ah … thing.’


    ‘Where?’


    ‘In—’ Pip chomped on his thick tongue. The egg-timer was a miniature version of one of Lord Roland’s antique clocks. ‘Li … libr’y … inna book.’ The alehouse walls, tables, benches and people seemed to be in one swaying world and Pip in another. ‘Revlan, I feel strange.’


    ‘Me too. Should leave.’ Revlan let a silver coin fall onto the table. He hiccuped. ‘Need food … soak up ale.’


    On unsteady legs they wove through the crowds. There was an overpowering smell of cauliflower and manure, and what seemed to be the entire population of the Domains, plus their animals, all in this one place.


    ‘Where’s here?’ Pip wanted to know muzzily.


    ‘Domris Plaza.’ Revlan flapped his hand at the canvas-covered stalls. ‘Farmers’ … um … market.’


    They blundered to a food stall, where Revlan bought bread rolls and sticks of skewered meat slathered in sauce. They devoured a bowl of soup each and sugared cones of syrup-covered ice cream. The food worked wonders on their legs and the lopsided world.


    ‘Delicious.’ Pip wiped sticky fingers on his trousers and pointed to the centre of the busy plaza. ‘Revlan, what’s that used for? You know?’


    ‘What? Oh that? It’s a speaking platform. For making speeches to the crowds.’


    ‘Looks like a big shell. Why?’


    ‘Don’t know.’ Revlan licked the corners of his mouth. ‘Over there’s the Province building. And that other one with the columns is the Court for Petitioners. We learned about them in summer class.’


    Pip nodded. ‘I know what—’


    Revlan seized his arm, nearly jerking him off his feet. ‘Quick!’ he said, dragging Pip behind one of the tents.


    ‘What is it?’


    ‘We have to hide.’ Revlan leaned to one side to let Pip peer around the corner of the tent. ‘My father’s over there. He mustn’t spot me.’


    Pip watched four men stroll down the steps of the Province building towards a row of carriages. ‘Which is Lord Ness?’ he said. ‘And who are the others?’


    ‘The big man in the blue cloak’s him,’ said Revlan. ‘The others are Losa Marco, Marchia and Ar—’ he turned his head ‘—your father!’


    ‘Which one is he?’ Pip groaned. I don’t remember! I’ve forgotten what he looks like! I’ve forgotten him!


    Revlan gave him a bewildered look. ‘The one dressed all in black, with the short beard.’


    ‘Oh,’ said Pip weakly.


    He filled his eyes with his father’s form and face.


    


    At the close of spring Revlan joined the summer class. Pip found the parting hard. A great friendship had grown up between the boys and it was painful to let go. There’d been other trips to town, yet none had the same impact on Pip as the first. Seeing his father like that had conjured recollections of the past, but they were few and mostly of his mother, who was no longer alive. How easily his father’s face had faded in memory. Perhaps, though, the face of eleven years ago hadn’t worn a beard.


    He doesn’t know what I look like, does he? thought Pip. And does he even care?


    It was back to normal life. Garden duty and the rest. In the garden he grew a fresh crop of blisters and spent a lot of his work time deep in thought. He and Revlan had talked for hours about what was wrong with the world. They believed in the same things; they were young; they were rebellious; they scorned all the tired old traditions and wanted everything to change. Revlan had no idea that Pip was going to the Tor. At times Pip had felt tempted to tell him, but he held off because of Father Parvano. Now, he wished he hadn’t been so dutiful.


    He leant on his shovel, in the sunshine. One day Revlan and I will be on the High Council. Then see what we’ll do—


    Er, that is, if by then we’re not too old to do it.


    *


    Lark was perched on the high garden wall watching the road that wound between the rows of golden oaks that lined the grand entry to the Great House. The hills on either side were aflame and the sky a flawless, unbroken blue. A faint haze had risen from the road, a wispy brown cloud —


    Dust.


    ‘They’re here!’ Lark shouted, unable to suppress her excitement.


    ‘Get down off there,’ said Lillia, from the garden seat.


    They’re coming! Lark was all of a joy. Revlan is coming! She smiled happily at the moving column of dust. Revlan is coming!


    Ignored, Lillia clenched her white-gloved hands. ‘I said get down!’ She stamped her foot. ‘I’m telling you, not asking!’


    Lark didn’t care about Lillia’s petulant demands; she wanted to be ready for Revlan. Lowering herself down the wall, she dropped the final distance, landing with one foot in the flowerbed.


    ‘Mind those carnations; you nearly squashed one,’ Lillia snapped. ‘You’re such a clumsy thing. You’ll never be a lady.’


    Lark shook dirt off her shoe then stepped nimbly over the flowers. ‘I’ve never pretended to be one,’ she said, archly, to imply that never being a lady was so far from important that it wasn’t worth thinking about. But it was important. She was only too aware of the chasm between her social status and Revlan’s.


    ‘Farm girl,’ said Lillia, brushing an insect from her silk-covered knee. ‘I suppose you’re waiting for Revlan. You always did like him better than me.’


    Lark hid her smarting face out of Lillia’s line of sight. ‘I’d be careful if I was you,’ she said. ‘That was a bee you brushed.’


    ‘Ooh!’ Lillia leapt to her feet, swivelling her head in panic and flapping her hands. ‘I hate the nasty things.’


    ‘They’re not nasty, they’re just bees,’ said Lark. Now that her red cheeks had calmed down, she offered Lillia a curious stare. ‘You hate everything. Why?’


    Lillia glowered. ‘Now you’re being impertinent. You should know your place better.’


    Hoof-beats clattered on the other side of the wall. Lark rushed to the garden gate, with Lillia trying desperately to beat her there. Lord Radorka and his troop of horse cantered into the yard. Revlan was riding his father’s grey; Radorka rode in on a big white stallion. The white horse was a new one, and what a beauty.


    The lord slid gracefully from the saddle, saw the girls, and nodded at Lillia, who immediately shrank back. A pained expression fleeted across Radorka’s face. He turned away, and strode off to the house, slapping his whip against his boot and shouting for a servant to attend him.


    Eyes alight, Revlan leapt to the ground. ‘L— Lilli!’


    Pushing Lark to one side, Lillia wriggled in front of her. ‘Good heavens, Revie, you’ve grown so much you’re taller than a tree!’ she gushed.


    Indeed, the top of Lillia’s head now came only up to Revlan’s shoulder. ‘How did it go in Mazdala?’ she said, almost snapping her little neck in half to look up at him.


    ‘Good. I had a great time,’ he said.


    ‘Don’t tell me you actually passed your class?’ she went on.


    Lark thought: Actually?


    He didn’t appear to notice. In fact, he appeared to swell with pride. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I did better than that, I came top.’


    ‘How wonderful,’ Lark breathed.


    Revlan glanced across his sister’s head to smile at her. She felt there was something different about him. When Lillia turned to go indoors, he winked.


    After lunch Lillia disappeared into her room for the nap she always took – her ‘beauty rest’ she called it, although, in Lark’s opinion, a pleasant smile or two would have worked wonders. Revlan winked at Lark and sidled over to her.


    ‘Come for a walk. I want to tell you about Mazdala.’


    ‘Yes,’ she said eager to be alone with him. ‘I want to hear about your triumph.’


    He gave her the most lop-sided of grins.


    


    Revlan had saved his laughter for outside. When it subsided, Lark put her hands on her hips. ‘All right, what’s the joke?’


    ‘You said my “triumph”.’ He grinned at her. ‘But it wasn’t mine, it was the tutor’s. He made the laws so easy to understand that I had no problems when summer school came around.’


    ‘He was a good teacher?’ She was surprised. ‘Last year, if I remember rightly, you called the Brothers “boring old stuff-shirts”.’


    ‘They are boring old stuff-shirts.’ Revlan bent close, like a conspirator. ‘But the tutor’s not. You won’t believe this, he’s the same age as you and me.’


    Revlan was right, she didn’t believe it. ‘That seems ridiculously young for a law tutor.’


    ‘Maybe,’ he conceded. ‘But it’s true. Sarannan is very smart.’


    ‘Sarannan?’


    ‘Yes. He’s a nice fellow. His father is Lord Ar.’


    Lark frowned. Here was a puzzle. ‘Oh? I thought your tutor would be a Brother.’


    They’d stopped by the lilac pool. Bees hummed deliriously in the blossoms and little gusts of pollen drifted like golden rain across the water.


    ‘Oh, he’s a Brother, all right.’ Revlan knelt down and gathered a handful of smooth flat pebbles.


    ‘I don’t understand,’ said Lark. ‘Why is a lord’s son in the Brotherhood?’


    A pebble arced across the pool then sank with a plop. Revlan tried another, skimming it this time. It bounced lightly on the water. He skimmed a third stone.


    ‘Don’t you know how the Brotherhood works?’ he said.


    ‘No.’ She shuddered. ‘All I know is what they do to ordinary families. They take poor little children away when they’re seven. I suppose I never wanted to hear any more about it.’


    A moody look gathered like a dark cloud on Revlan’s face. ‘I know they do,’ he said. ‘But the second sons of lords are given to the Brotherhood when they turn five. They join the Higher Order, and some of them end up on the High Council. The Tor Lord always comes from their ranks.’


    Five? Lark felt sick. Something about Revlan’s face reminded her of Vassery. ‘Revie, you don’t have a brother, do you?’ she said, watching him carefully for signs of distress.


    He turned his head quickly away. ‘I did. He was the eldest – two years older than Lilli – so I was the son who was supposed to end up in that place. But Orvan – that was his name – died when I was three.’


    With a savage fling he hurled a pebble into the pool. ‘Father says that since both he and grandfather failed to provide sons for the Brotherhood, it’s going to be up to me.’ He hunched over, one fist clenched, white-knuckled, around the pebbles. His other hand brushed his eyes. Lark suspected he was trying not to cry.


    He jerked round to face her. ‘Do you think it’s right if I was a father of two little boys I’d have to give one away?’


    ‘No.’ She hesitated. ‘It’s horrible.’


    ‘But that’s how it is,’ he snarled, staring around in a distracted manner. ‘I took Sarannan into town for a bit of fun; he never has any otherwise. They don’t let juniors outside, so we had to sneak out. The first time, we were in Domris Plaza and I saw my father. Thank the Moons he didn’t see me. He was with three other lords and one of them was Lord Ar. You know, Sarannan couldn’t pick his father out; he wasn’t sure which one he was. Now that’s what I call horrible.’


    ‘It’s very sad.’


    ‘Yes, it is. I saw the look on his face when he asked me which one was Ar. He tried to hide it, but I saw.’


    Revlan flung the handful of pebbles into the pool. ‘Can’t say I’m fond of mine all that much, but at least I know him when I see him.’


    Dear Revlan. Lark rested her hand on his arm while they stared at the water. Their faces stared back through the ripples made by the tossed pebbles, distorted like reflections in a carnival hall of mirrors.


    ‘I made a good friend,’ said Revlan sadly. ‘Sarannan is someone I’ll always like, but I’ll probably never see him again.’


    The ripples spread in golden rings until they met and overlapped. Where they mingled they formed new patterns, bringing new rhythms of light into the world.


    ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Lark. ‘I think we meet certain people for a reason. If he’s your friend now, he’s your friend for always. A friend is a friend, wherever either of you are.’


    Revlan’s eyes searched her face. ‘You think so? Honestly?’


    Lark gazed into the pool. Behind hers and Revlan’s fluttering reflections, she saw more faces, invisible to Revlan. One of them was Pip’s. Every face was an expanding ripple, touching every other face, light threads woven together in a tapestry of life.


    ‘Yes, Revie, honestly,’ she assured him. ‘Because I know we’re all connected. We’re all together, even when it appears that we’re apart.’


    


    They were together, she and Revlan, and for a time Lark was happy. Jealous of their friendship, Lillia tried to spoil as many of their moments as she could with catty remarks and scornful comments. Revlan had grown up, though, and wouldn’t take it any more. Somewhere along the line he’d developed a mental sophistication – Lark didn’t know where and she hadn’t seen it coming – that left the callow boy behind. Now he had a way of cutting his sister dead with a word.


    The ill feeling this caused smouldered in Lillia like a banked fire and showed itself in poisonous glances. Lark disregarded the warning signs, more interested in the change in Revlan. He was still the same good company, still funny and full of mischief; but sometimes he would swap the games for a preoccupied silence. Once she asked him what he was thinking about so intensely. His smile was shy and he only said: ‘Oh, a lot of things.’


    Cold winter winds brought sickness to the hills and valleys, and an end to the happy times. In the Great House the fever chose its victims at random, without fear or favour, taking down cooks and kitchen boys, maids and gardeners. Lillia succumbed. Then Marianne. They were sick for weeks, and were only just on the mend when Lady Alynne, too, fell ill.


    After the doctor from Chent had paid his obligatory visit, Lark was left to administer the medicines and nurse Milady. Things weren’t going well. Lady Alynne spent many hours asleep, and breathing in a way that reminded Lark of Eva at the end of her short life. She raided the herbarium, in the hope of replicating Granny’s healing tinctures; but the trouble was Lady Alynne’s illness called for a remedy beyond anything she could remember, and the herbarium was still too new to be useful. How she wished Granny was here. Granny would have known what to do. Lark said nothing about this to Revlan; he was distraught enough. Every time he visited his mother he came away in tears.


    Sometimes Lady Alynne seemed to rally. Then she liked to talk. One morning she was staring out the window at the sleety sky when suddenly she turned her pale, washed-out face to Lark.


    ‘Bring my jewellery casket from the armoire, will you, dear?’ she said.


    Lark carried the heavy casket to the bed. Lady Alynne sifted thoughtfully through the pieces of jewellery. A silver chain holding a pendant dangled from her fingers. ‘Isn’t this a lovely thing?’


    ‘Oh, yes,’ said Lark. ‘Do you want to wear it now?’


    ‘No.’ Lady Alynne spread the necklace on the quilt. ‘Tell me, what do you see when you look at this gem?’


    Lark didn’t even hesitate. ‘It’s a little moon.’


    ‘That’s right,’ said Lady Alynne. ‘People call these lovely gems “moonstones”. But where I come from, they call them “Tears of Riie”. Now, look …’ she picked up the chain and twirled the stone. Blue lights flashed as it spun.


    ‘Ooh…’ said Lark.


    ‘You like it?’


    ‘Yes. I think it’s wonderful.’


    ‘Good.’ Lady Alynne locked her fingers around the chain, lifted her dark shadowed eyes, and smiled. ‘Then it’s yours.’


    Lark thought she was hearing things. ‘Pardon, my lady?’


    ‘I want you to have it. I’m giving it to you.’


    ‘But … but it’s one of your … jewels.’


    ‘Yes. And mine to give to whoever I chose.’ Lady Alynne nodded at the swinging chain and the stone darting blue lights across the whiteness of her pillow. ‘Don’t worry; I’m not parting with any of my lord’s treasury,’ she said. ‘This has been handed down through generations of my family, and I received it in my fifteenth year.’ She smiled in an abstracted way. ‘I wore it for a while until I neglected it for fancier baubles. I offered it to Lillia when she turned fifteen, but she said it was “too clunky” and didn’t want it.’ The necklace slid onto the quilt. Lady Alynne explored the pendant with her fingers. ‘Granted the silver work is most unusual and probably not everyone’s cup of tea.’


    It is unusual, thought Lark. And I like it.


    ‘Put it on, so I can see what it looks like on you,’ said Lady Alynne. With trembling fingers, Lark fixed the chain around her neck. Lady Alynne seemed satisfied and happy. ‘Ah, it suits you, dear. It looks nice. I’ll be pleased if you’ll wear it in remembrance of me.’


    Lark’s stomach turned over. ‘Oh, my Lady, you say that as if—’


    ‘I say what I know.’ The wonderful shadowed eyes turned to the window. ‘I won’t be here to see the spring. Such a pity; I do love the blossoms after the snow.’


    In agony, Lark sat by the bed, watching Lady Alynne drift off to sleep. Was it true she was going to die? Lark had never questioned Granny’s foresight or predictions any more than she would doubt her own sensitivity to the moons or her inner contact with Pip. So, when Lady Alynne said she would not see the spring, Lark heard the knowing in the words. Animals always knew when their body’s end was near, so why shouldn’t people?


    Her hand went to the pendant. She felt strangely happy because it was hers. Strange – no, stranger than strange, as though she’d always been meant to own it. Before she went downstairs, she took care to slip the pendant underneath her dress. No point in tempting fate with Lillia.


    Revlan was slumped in a big wing armchair, beside the fire. ‘I’ve been keeping some cocoa hot for you,’ he said. ‘Is Mother asleep?’


    ‘Yes.’ Lark couldn’t look him in the eye. Poor Revlan; he was going to be devastated. She subsided into the other chair, glad of its protruding wing to hide behind, and sipped miserably at the drink.


    Presently Lillia came into the room. ‘How is my mother doing?’ she demanded.


    Lark glowered. Nice if you went up there to find out, she thought. Even though Lillia had recovered from her own illness, she hadn’t visited her mother for several days. The girl seemed to be without tender feelings for anybody.


    ‘She’s resting, but there’s no change,’ said Lark, catching the look of pain and worry on Revlan’s face. Her heart went out to him. If only she could say what he wanted to hear.


    Lillia’s sharp eyes spied the chain around Lark’s neck. ‘What’s that you’re wearing?’


    ‘A chain.’


    ‘I know it’s a chain. But there’s something on it. I can see the bump under your dress.’


    Lark shrugged.


    ‘Show me what it is.’


    ‘For heaven’s sake!’ Revlan snapped.


    ‘No,’ said Lillia. ‘Lark has to show me, or I’ll get mad.’


    Revlan groaned and slid deeper into the chair.


    Lark had never been more reluctant to agree to something, yet she drew out the pendant. She couldn’t endure another one of the girl’s tantrums. Not today.


    Lillia’s eyes bulged. ‘Mother’s moonstone!’


    Lark nodded. ‘Lady Alynne gave it to me.’


    ‘No!’ Lillia screeched. ‘You stole it!’


    ‘I did not!’


    ‘Moonsblast. Put a sock in it, Lilli,’ Revlan hissed.


    The little doll-like body jerked like an enraged marionette. ‘I’m going to tell Mother!’


    ‘Not now …’ Lark jumped up, ‘she’s sleeping—’


    —Lillia was already running into the hall.


    ‘Sorry,’ Revlan groaned and ran his hand through his hair. ‘Sorry about her. I don’t think she cares a fig about Mother, and now she does this.’ He groaned again. ‘She makes me ashamed.’


    ‘Don’t apologise, Revie, it’s not your fault.’ Lark slipped the pendant back under her dress. ‘Lady Alynne did give it to me, though, and that’s the truth.’


    ‘I’m sure she did.’ Revlan’s cheeks burned scarlet and he turned away.


    Not ten minutes had passed before Lillia returned, white-faced, with a pinched mouth.


    ‘So, you woke Mother up just to prove a point,’ said Revlan bitterly. One eyebrow rose in unconscious imitation of his father’s bleak stare. ‘And what did she say?’


    ‘All right.’ Lillia huffed. ‘All right! She gave it to her. But what do I care? It’s so unfashionable; no self-respecting lady of style would want to wear it.’ She stalked from the room, swinging her skirts.


    Revlan said in a whisper to the empty doorway: ‘You sourpuss, Lilli. I hate you.’


    After this he refused to talk to his sister for any reason, and the frosty silence between them grew dark and bitter. Then this was swept away by bigger things. Only three days into the spring, Lady Alynne died.


    Mourning hung like winter fog over the Great House. The death affected everybody, for Lady Alynne was well loved and respected. Lord Radorka seemed frozen but also angry in his isolated grief, so that Lillia, afraid of his black forehead, locked herself in her rooms with her little lap dog. Revlan, in some ways his father’s son, went wandering alone out of doors for hours at a time.


    As for Lark, she cried every time she saw a tree breaking out in blossom. She also kept a watchful eye on Revlan.


    There he was now, a lonely figure standing forlornly in his mother’s rose garden. Concerned, she went out to him.


    By the bitter twist of his face, she knew he was crying on the inside but denying it on the outside. I did that when Eva died, she thought. She touched him gently in the way that she’d wanted someone to touch her at the time, but it had never happened. The important thing was not to feel alone.


    ‘Revie,’ she said. ‘I know. I know what it feels like.’


    Shaking, he held his head in his hands. Lark put her arms around him. She looked up. At a third storey window, in the shadowy front of the Great House, there stood Lillia, with the lap dog in her arms and hatred on her face.

  


  
    


    FOUR -Revelation and Lies



    


    Pip couldn’t believe that a year had passed since he’d met Revlan. His worst nightmare, worse than being locked up in the Tor, was of the day that Lord Roland would proclaim his successor to the Enclave. Rom didn’t help by telling Pip: ‘I know some Highers who are going to be very disappointed when they hear.’


    ‘Because Lord Roland chose me?’ said Pip.


    ‘Yes and no. Mainly because he didn’t choose them.’


    ‘They want the job that much? I’d gladly give it away if I could.’


    ‘I wish you could. I’m afraid those Highers will hate you for it.’


    ‘Hate me?’ said Pip. ‘You mean really hate me? But it’s not my fault.’


    Rom sighed. ‘When did things like that ever matter? I’m talking about ambition and the desire for power. I mean there are men waiting for Lord Roland to die so their hand can be the one holding the Tor Lord’s Rod of Destiny.’


    Waiting for someone to die – Pip was disgusted. ‘How many men?’ he asked. ‘Tell me their names.’


    ‘All right,’ said Rom. ‘Vraitch, Henri, Simarony and Brax. They all want it. You just give them as wide a berth as you can.’


    Avoiding the four jealous men was easier said than done, especially since Brother Henri was Brother in Charge of Juniors. Pip waited in dread for the Day of Proclamation, and when it arrived it proved as awful as expected. ‘Lord Roland must be out of his mind’ seemed to be the general consensus amongst the Highers.


    Humiliated, Pip thought he’d never be able to endure the coming weeks much less the years stretching ahead into a dim, dark, hazy future. Indeed, someone else must have thought so, too. Three days after the announcement he was sent to the Tor at the order of Lord Roland, who wished him to spend two months of the spring there.


    


    In the early morning light the Tor cast a long black shadow across the grounds, reaching as far as the great gates. Pip wondered what the soldiers standing guard in that chilly umbra thought of the Tor, if they thought anything about it at all. Not like him. The last time he’d stood here he had been a boy of fourteen, afraid and not understanding why or what he feared. Was it so different now? Nothing seemed to have changed, in him or the Tor. It loomed over him, and he shivered from head to toe.


    Lord Roland was another story altogether. They met in the Great Library and the Tor Lord welcomed him with a warm friendly smile. ‘Good to have you at the Tor, lad,’ he said. ‘We need some young energy to liven up this dull old place and give it a bit of sparkle.’


    Pip stared dumbly at the soaring cliffs of dusty books. Is this what I’m supposed to be – a distraction from dullness?


    ‘So,’ the Tor Lord said. ‘We must make your stay a profitable one. Do you know why you’re here?’


    ‘No, Eminence.’


    ‘To learn the system of prediction.’ Lord Roland waved a hand. ‘Yes, I know someone like you doesn’t necessarily need it, but the Equation is a valuable thing and must be respected.’


    ‘Will it take me two months to learn, Lord?’ Pip asked shyly.


    The fat chins quivered as Lord Roland laughed. ‘With your brains? I doubt it. No, there’s plenty else here to instruct you, starting with a Grand Tour of the Inner Tor.’


    Which took place at the speed of a snail with rheumatism. For Lord Roland walking of any sort was severe exertion. Pip crept alongside him in the Tor Lords’ Gallery, where they ‘admired’ the portraits of stiff old figures and ancient beards and some surprisingly much younger faces. Pip observed how the official costume and regalia had carried on down, with very little alteration, through hundreds of years, and noted that each tor lord carried a long black rod surmounted by a sparkling stone. A diamond, he decided.


    ‘Sir, is that the Rod of Destiny?’ he asked.


    ‘It surely is,’ said Lord Roland.


    ‘They’re all holding it, so it’s very old, isn’t it? Did someone make it especially?’


    Lord Roland looked up at the portrait in front of him. ‘No, it pre-dates the office by several hundred years. I believe it was a priestly relic. Who told you about the Rod?’


    ‘Brother Rom, Sir.’


    ‘Ah, yes, Parvano’s secretary. Good lad that one.’


    Pip grinned behind his hand. Some ‘lad’ – Rom wasn’t all that much younger than Lord Roland.


    ‘Now, it’s upstairs we go,’ said the Tor Lord, panting slightly. Pip didn’t know how the fat man would manage to make it up the grand curving staircase. Lord Roland ushered him to where a Lower Brother stood waiting beside a strange looking door made of solid shiny steel.


    ‘Brother Zak, would you be so kind…?’ he said.


    The Brother pressed a button on the wall, and the door slid across to reveal a small boxy room only large enough for four or five people. Pip followed Lord Roland, and Brother Zak came in behind them. He pressed another button and the door hissed shut. Brother Zak then proceeded to pull on a rope of metal threads that hung down through a hole in the ceiling. Pip steadied himself as the box jumped and started to rise, grinding and groaning like a beast in agony.


    ‘This is a mechanical elevator, isn’t it, Sir?’ he said.


    Lord Roland appeared surprised. ‘It certainly is. How did you know?’


    ‘It’s similar to the dumb waiters at the Enclave, except that it’s designed to carry people not trays of food.’


    ‘Correct,’ said Lord Roland. ‘I don’t suppose you can tell me how the contraption works?’


    ‘Well, yes Sir, briefly,’ said Pip. ‘It uses counterweights to make it rise and descend and a system of pulleys operated by that rope. It’s quite a clever invention, really.’


    ‘Certainly ingenious,’ Lord Roland said, giving Pip an interested appraisal. ‘Did you know … the earliest design for an elevator was made by First Lord Zend?’


    That was interesting, considering that Lord Zend lived in what historians liked to call ‘The Age of Ignorance’. Pip shifted to keep his balance. ‘I didn’t know that, Sir. Er, where are we actually going?’


    ‘To the roof, lad. Up there we have the Observatory.’


    ‘Ooh …’ Pip jiggled with excitement. ‘Sir, are there also stairs to the roof?’


    Lord Roland wheezed. ‘Oh yes, from the second floor. But it’s been years since I could manage them.’


    The Observatory was like a bubble, its panels of membranous glass stretching between curved veins of steel. Lord Roland walked Pip around the outside, pointing out the deer herd, the lake with swans, and the forest grove that stretched as far as the high perimeter wall. Pip looked down on the wall-ringed world: how small it was in the hollow silence of the plain; how dwarfed by the distant hills and the far off mountains of Ar.


    ‘You’ll be free to wander in the grounds and enjoy the fresh air,’ Lord Roland told him. He sighed wearily. ‘I used to go every day, but these days I’m not up to it. Now, see over to the south – that fenced clearing half-hidden in the grove? That’s the cemetery.’


    ‘Who’s buried in it, Sir?’


    ‘Every Tor Lord, in his time.’


    Oh…


    ‘Lord Zend, Sir?’


    ‘Actually no. And that’s a mystery. No one knows where the First Lord lies, if it be somewhere here or in another place.’


    ‘I’ve never seen a picture of him either. He wasn’t in the gallery.’


    ‘True. And I’ve always thought this strange. Such a great man, and himself a talented painter. We have his illuminated books in the Library. Now, we’ll look at the telescope.’


    The only other time Pip had seen such a magnificent object was as a picture in a book. The telescope was fashioned of brass and green enamelled steel and mounted on a six-wheeled platform. Lord Roland showed him how to swivel it and use the different dials. He showed him how to crank open those of the glass panels that were moveable, so it could be pointed at land or sky.


    ‘Fortunately, the moons are visible, so we’ll give them a try,’ said Lord Roland. ‘Although they’re not as impressive as at night. Here, have a look.’


    Pip focused the telescope on the moons. Even in daytime he could see mountains, valleys and strange long ripples like waves on their pale colourless faces. They looked like chalk drawings on blue paper.


    ‘First Lord Zend is responsible for the telescope, also,’ Lord Roland told him. ‘That is, he drew up the plans for both telescope and observatory; however, they weren’t built until a century ago.’


    ‘Why not, Sir?’


    ‘We didn’t have the technology.’ Lord Roland sighed. ‘In so many ways Lord Zend was ahead of his time.’


    The elevator groaned down again, and they returned to the Great Library. Lord Roland didn’t go to sit in his chair but tapped his silver-handled walking stick against the floor and said: ‘Follow me.’


    All the walls in the Library, except the one with the stained glass windows and where the fireplace stood, were shod, tier upon tier, with books. On the long inside wall the shelves grew around and above a door. Lord Roland unlocked this door with a huge key, and Pip followed him into a dark panelled passageway. It was narrow and short, and at the end of it Lord Roland opened another door.


    Now where were they? Two oil lamps, one on each side of the door, shed the only light into a dim, dark, circular space built of raw stone. When Pip’s eyes adjusted to the dimness a glow came slowly into focus in the centre of the room. At first it was faint and insubstantial. As he stood there, feeling the glow more than seeing it, it waxed clearer and became more defined. And it was a light.


    I’m inside the tower, he thought. His gaze followed the coiling golden rings until they were a whirling haze lost in a great height. He sucked in a sharp breath. Then felt the Tor Lord’s eyes upon him.


    ‘The true and only Tor,’ said Lord Roland. ‘The original construction, built by First Lord Zend. Then, it stood alone on the windy plain. A couple of years later he built the building around it that we have now and call the Inner Tor. High tower, isn’t it?’


    ‘Yes, Sir. I can’t see to the top,’ said Pip. He followed the golden rings back down to where they coiled out of a deep black pit in the floor. He sucked in another shocked breath: I dreamt about this pit! Have I been here before? Somehow?


    ‘What was the Tor built for, Sir?’ he said, hearing his voice shake. ‘I read that towers were once built as observatories; but how do you climb this one? Did something happen to the stairs?’


    ‘No. This one never had stairs. This tower is a symbol of mankind’s desire to reach to the Infinite, to the heavens. For that alone it was built.’


    Surely not, thought Pip. The longer he stayed in the Tor-room, the brighter its golden energies became. Tower, black pit and light-coils interwove, and there must be a reason.


    He would have made the observation that there might be another purpose to the Tor, only he knew without asking that Lord Roland couldn’t see the coiling lights. Just as, years before, Father Parvano had failed to notice them. And yet, being Pip, he couldn’t let the matter rest there; he just had to ask the question…


    ‘Sir, what is that pit for?’


    ‘You mean the Well?’ said Lord Roland, as an expression of faint puzzlement crossed his face. ‘The same reason: to complete the symbology – underworld versus the heavens. Haven’t you covered Symbology in your studies?’


    ‘Yes, Sir. And that ladder going down into it – what’s that for?’


    ‘Simply for the safety of the builders.’ Lord Roland tapped the top bar with his stick. It rang like a chime. ‘After all these years the thing is probably unsafe. I should have it dismantled.’


    ‘Is there anything at the bottom of the well, Sir?’


    Lord Roland smiled indulgently. ‘No … nothing down that well … I’m sure.’


    But he wasn’t sure; Pip could see the uncertainty on his face. He wasn’t sure because, in all his time at the Tor, he’d never bothered to climb down there.


    They left the Tor-room and its mysterious well. Lord Roland showed Pip the system of prediction – The Equation, as it was called. It proved to be a mathematical formula. ‘First Lord Zend devised it,’ he said. ‘He was a first-rate thinker and a great man. Of course, you will have an advantage over the rest of us, Sarannan, with your sensitivity to the moons.’


    ‘Um … yes, Sir.’ Pip’s head buzzed with questions about what he had seen. They all had to do with Lord Zend, but also he wondered how he, Pip, could dream of something long before he saw it. The answer was frantically jumping up and down and begging to be noticed, except that it was too fantastic and only aroused another flurry of mind-boggling questions which, at the moment, he didn’t have time for.


    ‘Now …’ Lord Roland took two leather-covered books from the same gilded casket where he kept the Equation. He pulled on a pair of white cotton gloves. ‘These are the illuminated works of Zend,’ he said. ‘I think you’ll like this.’


    One by one, the pages unfolded in front of Pip – the illuminations – little paintings of animals and plants. Dominating the animal pictures were those of falcons: falcons hovering; falcons with their wings stretched in full flight; falcons perched, upright and proud, on a rock.


    ‘Sir, Lord Zend must have loved falcons; he did so many,’ said Pip.


    ‘It seems so,’ Lord Roland agreed. ‘Perhaps because his name means “Falcon.”’ He opened the second book. ‘Now, this lot are mostly rustic scenes and people at their trades, all beautifully painted, signed, and dated.’


    Yes, they were beautiful: the glowing colours, the flowing lines. More than this, Pip recognised the style and the First Lord’s signature scribbled beneath each scene – Zend – in a flourish like blades of windblown grass.


    Like the scribble of grass underneath a tower. A tower painted on a veil of silk…


    Pip suppressed a gasp.


    Whoever Alinn was, she hadn’t painted the picture on her veil. Lord Zend wouldn’t have done the embroidery, though, would he? It wasn’t the sort of thing men did in those days, or even now. He must have known Alinn very well. Were they related or was she his girlfriend? Ever since Revlan’s talk of the girls he’d kissed, the fantasy of having a girlfriend had been flitting around like a butterfly in Pip’s mind.


    *


    Each time Lark thought of Pip she felt restless and disturbed. She’d started to wonder about his life, and the wondering became an ache to know.


    He was all she had left to cling to, now that Revlan had gone away. Following Lady Alynne’s funeral, Lord Radorka had sent Revlan to work for a time on a big estate that bred the famous Nessian mountain ponies. Lark felt so lonely and miserable. With Revlan absent, Lillia sank to new depths of nastiness and found new ways to make life hell for everyone who had the misfortune to come near her. She screamed at the servants; she screamed at Lark; she screamed at the tribe of dogs. But she took great care not to raise her voice if Lord Radorka was in earshot. When he was around, Lillia squeaked like a frightened little mouse.


    It was natural to look for an escape, and the idea of Pip and where he might live took hold of Lark’s mind. At first, trying to guess, she poured over Revlan’s geography books and maps. Her finger followed the painted roads and river valleys; her imagination scaled mountain ranges and toiled across deserts. She sailed to Vox – so, this wasn’t necessary, but she’d always wanted to go there. All she knew about Pip she had gathered from his face and feelings. He couldn’t be Voxini because he was white, and he had black curly hair and dark blue eyes. He was often sad and troubled, burdened somehow; but when he smiled the sun came out, even in the night.


    The maps didn’t help at all. If anything they were a distraction, separating Lark from her inner contact. Rationalising doesn’t work, she told herself. You have to let go … let it happen.


    During the night she woke up suddenly to moonslight streaming through the window. All three moons shining prettily, the sky wearing them like gems. She reached under her pillow for the moonstone. Since Lillia had turned completely foul, Lark never let the moonstone out of her sight; she didn’t trust that spiteful girl. Clutching the pendant in her hand like a talisman, she got out of bed and trod silently to the window. Her room was on the second storey, not quite a servant’s room but at the back of the Great House, away from the main rooms occupied by the family. It overlooked the glasshouses and the herbarium. She looked out and down. Moonslight glittered on the glasshouse roof. The shadows around the herbarium stalked like intruders through the strange cold light.


    But what light was that, playing across the lawn? A golden light alien to the moons; a coil of light spiralling upward in golden sparks, spiralling around a darker shape: a figure.


    A figure clothed in golden light. It was Pip. She knew it because he turned and looked at her.


    And then he wasn’t there, and neither was she. She was standing with him, on a high place, above a city’s fluttering lights. A very great city with a wide snaking river; the greatest city in the world – Mazdala.


    The vision slowly faded. Lark closed her fingers around the moonstone.


    Pip – so this is where you are.


    *


    It was a lovely spring morning on the high plain and Pip’s first chance to explore the gardens and grounds of the Outer Tor. He looked around at the strange little world, a world all of its own, a mini-universe detached from everyone and everything outside.


    Where should he investigate first? He trotted down a brick path. Vast green lawns spread out on either side dotted with flowerbeds in bloom. He saw that the path went past the stables, ending at the barracks of the Hundred. Should he go near the barracks? Self-consciousness about his somewhat awkward status – the guards of the Hundred had been told why he was here – he stopped in front of the stables.


    There was something attractive about stables, especially large ones. The cool air, tangy with the scent of fresh lucerne hay; the way the cobbled floors rang with the notes of horses’ iron shoes; the rows of big friendly faces watching you come in; the anticipation they displayed. Pip always liked visiting the Enclave stables. They were home to only twelve carriage horses, but these stables were home to a hundred.


    As Pip walked down the wide central aisle, the horses came to the front of their stalls and stuck their long necks over the doors. He stopped and patted one, and it responded by affectionately nibbling his hair. A guard, in shirtsleeves and braces, strode, whistling, through the carriage arch. Pip stepped back from the stall. The guard saw Pip and instantly snapped to attention.


    ‘Sah!’


    ‘Hello,’ said Pip, wincing – being called ‘sir’ was going to take some getting used to.


    ‘Sir,’ said the guardsman, stiff and straight as a poker.


    ‘You don’t have to do that, you know,’ said Pip.


    ‘… sir?’


    ‘Stand to attention,’ Pip explained. ‘I’m not— well, I’m not going to be anyone you have to stand to attention for yet.’


    The guard had red hair and looked very young. The faintest glimmer of a smile lit up his pale blue eyes. He relaxed slightly. ‘Right, sir,’ he said.


    ‘What’s your name?’ Pip asked.


    ‘Darius, sir.’


    ‘When did you join the Guards?’


    ‘Three years ago, sir. When I turned eighteen, sir.’


    Pip was impressed. The Guards of the Hundred were the elite of Domains soldiery, and to become one was difficult. A young man needed an impeccable character and to have achieved high marks at school and during training. He also needed to be able to ride like the wind…


    ‘Great horses you have here. This one’s very friendly …’ Pip fielded the earnest velvety muzzle that was still reaching out for his hair, ‘very friendly!’


    ‘Sorry sir.’ Darius grabbed the horse’s halter. ‘He’s mine, sir, and his name’s Gentleman.’ He wagged a finger at the big innocent-eyed face. ‘Here you; behave like one,’ he scolded.


    Pip grinned amiably. ‘Don’t apologise. I like being around horses; they’re honest, and you know where you are with them.’


    ‘Yes, sir, I agree,’ said Darius. His face failed to reveal whether he read anything more into Pip’s remark, but he added: ‘And horses always know who they can trust.’


    Pip and Darius parted company. Feeling cheered by the new acquaintance, Pip walked down to the edge of the woodland grove to see if the branches of its big old trees reached over the perimeter wall. No. A mowed grass lane separated woodland from wall so that intruders couldn’t climb into the grounds. It also kept people from climbing out – unfortunately.


    Grey shapes behind the tree trunks proved to be rows of marble tombs. The Tor Lord cemetery. Each tomb sprouted a statue: bears, horses, bulls, stags, eagles and one man, amongst many others. After some thought Pip guessed that the meaning of a tor lord’s name, in the language or dialect of his home province, was expressed by his statue. And every statue wore wings, as if to say that dead tor lords never die, they only fly away. Finding the tomb of Helonius, who’d written the heavy historical tome where the veil had been hidden, he looked thoughtfully at its statue. ‘Helonius’ must mean ‘unicorn’ in somebody’s lingo. What a colourful name for someone so dull. He wondered which province the old scholar had hailed from. Could it even have been Ar? At least some of these mouldering long dead lords, lying in state in the fusty darkness, were Pip’s distant relatives.


    Deeper he wandered, into a tree-riddled, moss-covered gloom. Here, at the farthest edge of the cemetery, the largest most ancient trees smothered the oldest tombs. Tombs from the earliest days of the Tor, beginning with Serkovan, the Second. His statue appeared to be of a kneeling man. Or was it a monkey, or merely a decaying blob? Crumbling, moss-eaten, its contours eroded and all detail lost to the centuries – it was hard to tell what.


    Odd that there should be no tomb for the First, even though they’d have had nothing to inter in it. The tombs were memorials of a sort, and even a statue by itself would have been a nice gesture to Zend. The statue of a falcon, he thought.


    But death and the dead were depressing, and Pip beat a hurried retreat from the dismal shadows. Near the cemetery gate, where the newer tombs stood, he passed a very clean looking tomb that had no statue. He stopped to look at it. Unlike the others it had pair of doors with polished silver handles. Pip glanced along the rows. All the tombs but this one had their doors cemented shut.


    The sudden realisation hit him like a bucket of cold water: An empty tomb … in waiting for Lord Roland.


    How horrible is that? he thought. Then, when another even more horrible thought occurred, he sprinted out of the grove as if a swarm of wasps was chasing him.


    The Tor Lord looked up as Pip entered the Library. ‘What a red face you have, lad. In a bit of a hurry to get back, were you?’


    ‘Jogging for fitness, Sir,’ Pip lied with false jollity. ‘Sir, would it be possible for me to learn to ride a horse while I’m here?’


    ‘Well yes, I suppose so. Why not? Damn good exercise, riding. I used to go out riding a bit myself, in the old days. We’ll have to get Tor Master Fortinas to find someone to teach you.’


    ‘I already know who I want, Sir,’ said Pip. ‘I met him this morning. His name is Darius.’


    *


    Revlan had been gone for two weeks. To Lark it felt like two years. One morning, at eight o’clock, Lord Radorka summoned her to his office and thanked her for giving good service to Lady Alynne. ‘However, as your services are no longer needed here, I’m giving you your severance payment of forty silver sovereigns,’ he said, pushing a purse across the desk.


    Stunned, Lark stared at him; but already his head bent busily over a sheaf of papers. He didn’t even look up when she picked up the purse.


    Angry and bitter, she tried not to slam the door behind her on the way out. In the hall, Lillia was standing, holding her lapdog and smiling a little.


    Lark rounded on her. ‘This was your doing, wasn’t it?


    Lillia shrugged her thin shoulders. ‘Mother brought you to this house not I.’


    ‘Sure,’ Lark hissed. ‘And Revlan doesn’t know what you’ve done.’


    ‘Revlan has nothing to do with the management of the house; I am its mistress now,’ said Lillia, two pink spots appearing in her alabaster cheeks. ‘You’ll never be a lady, Lark, and you don’t even have the manners of a servant.’


    ‘And I’ll never understand you no matter how long I live,’ said Lark. ‘You had your mother’s love, you have riches and privilege and leisure, and yet you hate so much. Is there anything you don’t hate, including your brother?’


    The pink spots vanished under an avalanche of white-hot rage. Lillia’s top lip curled. ‘Get out, farm girl, and never ever come back!’


    Lark forced her feet to make a dignified retreat up the staircase to her room. Working like someone in a trance, she packed her book of sea stories and as many of her clothes as would squash into the carpetbag brought from the farm. The farm: I’m not going back there, she thought. Not after three years away. Though, if I did, Revlan would know where to find me. If Lord Radorka would let him.


    She pictured Uncle Krisse with his sour stare and frowning hedgerow eyebrows, and this was enough – No, I can’t go back. It would be a disaster.


    In a swift decision she pulled the sea stories out of the bag, found a pencil, and wrote on the inside of the cover: Revlan, I’m going to Mazdala – your good friend, Lark. For a moment, sadness overwhelmed her at the thought of leaving her father’s precious book behind. ‘I’m sorry, Daddy, but I think you’d understand why,’ she said softly. ‘And I know Revlan will take good care of you.’


    Fighting back tears she sped upstairs, ran like hell through the halls to Revlan’s rooms, unlocked his book chest with the key he’d lent her, and laid her father’s book on top of the others. She locked the chest again and put the key in the drawer of his bedside table where he usually kept it.


    ‘You’ll find it and know,’ she whispered. ‘And then—’


    Until now the furious activity had kept her tears at bay. Until now, in Revlan’s room, with the feeling of him all around…


    She wiped her wet face with her handkerchief then blew her nose.


    The yapping of Lillia’s lapdog, somewhere in the distance but coming nearer, sent her racing back the way she’d come. She went down the back stairs, to leave the Great House via the kitchens rather than see Lillia again and have to endure her gloating. Marianne was there, talking to the cook. Her eyes took in the bulging carpetbag and Lark’s travelling cloak, all without surprise.


    ‘Given you the sack has he?’ she said.


    ‘Yes,’ said Lark bitterly. ‘Thank you and goodbye, you’re fired. Just like that!’


    ‘Me too.’


    ‘You?’


    The maid nodded. ‘New broom in the house,’ she said. ‘Miss never liked me either. Are you going back to your uncle’s farm?’


    ‘No way!’ Lark hissed. ‘I’m off to have a new life on my own.’


    ‘Where?’


    ‘Um, Mazdala. But first I have to get to Chent … somehow.’


    ‘That’s where I’m going. My family’s there,’ Marianne told her. ‘Jacob’s taking me in the cart. He’s just loading my stuff into the back. You can come with us, Lark.’


    The journey to Chent took two hours. Marianne filled them up with chatter and gossip and rude criticism of Lillia. Jacob listened mostly in silence, though with an occasional grunt of agreement – Lillia had no fans in the Great House. Lark said nothing and let her mind wander. Try to look at this positively, she told herself. This is the start of a grand adventure. Of course, she knew she was only telling herself a lie to help her deal with the loss of Revlan.


    Chent was as she remembered it, a bustling, energetic city smelling of seaweed, spices and fish. She recalled how Uncle Krisse had moaned on about the slowness of the journey from the Far Isles and that he’d visited the Port Office to complain. It had been somewhere near the busy quay and she and Eva had waited outside the building while he went inside to moan some more at other people.


    ‘I’ll come with you. Save you having to hunt for it,’ Marianne offered kindly. ‘But are you sure you want to do this? You could stay with me for a bit; my parents won’t mind.’


    ‘I’m sure,’ said Lark, wondering now if she really was. Yes, I’m going to Mazdala to find Pip.


    The Port Office sold tickets for every passenger ship that left Chent for the mainland. There was a map on the wall showing the sea lanes and the major port towns along the coast from Undavorn to Losa Marco. Lark knew the place names: Crozet, Vince, Tolle, Cipri, Levoro, Olvera: names full of romance out of Revlan’s books. As she studied the list of ships bound for those fabulous ports, the first of her new life’s realities kicked in. Forty silver sovereigns couldn’t buy that much romance; and forty silver sovereigns was all she had.


    A shorter voyage then, costing five sovereigns, to Undavorn, which was only across the Nessian Strait. The passenger ship Freshet was sailing on this afternoon’s tide and would arrive in Snug Harbour at noon on the following day.


    Marianne took her back to the family home; it was on the fifth floor of one of the rainbow-hued tenements that the nine-year-old Lark had thought were coloured cliffs. The parents gave her lunch; they were nice people. Then Marianne went with her to the quay to see her off on her new adventure.


    Lark stood on the deck of the Freshet, fluttering her handkerchief at Marianne.


    And suddenly—


    —she was a little girl again, leaving Stormover … kneeling in the grass by Granny’s grave … holding her mother’s hand … the stone houses vanishing out of her life.


    Then … all the grief and heartache of missing Revlan and thinking of a future that might have been…


    No. That future was only an illusion…


    ‘I know,’ said a warm voice next to her. ‘I feel just the same.’


    Startled, Lark glanced aside. She nearly said ‘Granny’ to the elderly woman wiping her watery wrinkled eyes. ‘It’s always sad to say goodbye. I always cry, too,’ said the woman, with a wan smile.


    Gulping, Lark put her hand up to her own face; her cheeks were rivers of salty tears.


    *


    It was peaceful in the hush of the Great Library, but the huge room was not at peace. The atmosphere felt strange and watchful, as if the books were a bunch of nosy neighbours curious about who you were, what you did, and where you’d come from.


    Lord Roland was reading and so was Pip. They had different styles. Lord Roland inhabited his stout fireside chair as though he’d been made for it and not the other way round. Square spectacles balanced on the end of his nose and his pudgy hands dwarfed the slim book he was holding in front of the lenses. Pip sat midway of the vast library table, books stretched out on either side of him, all of them bristling with leather bookmarks or laying open. A lot of the books had not been touched for years or maybe even centuries, if the dust drifting off them was anything to judge by. Occasionally Pip sneezed.


    Perhaps the sneezing disturbed Lord Roland’s relaxation, because after a while he stood up.


    This wasn’t done all at once. Standing was a major effort for such an obese man. He achieved it in phases accompanied by grunts. He’d lean forward and rest a moment on his stick; then with his other hand heavily gripping the chair arm he’d heave himself by degrees onto his feet. After that he’d have to stand there for a minute to get his breath back.


    He waddled to the table and stood looking over Pip’s shoulder, wheezing gently. ‘What an original manner of reading you have, Sarannan. And you work so hard. Are you searching for something?’


    Pip didn’t dare meet those curious eyes. His head was on fire with the things that he and Revlan had talked about, last spring. He had the idea that any weakness in the Laws would lie in their history, and if he could learn how they were made he should be able to see what they were made to do and who they benefited.


    You couldn’t not answer the Tor Lord when he asked you a question. The difficulty lay in knowing how to answer.


    Maybe I should try the truth, Pip thought. Or … sort of the truth.


    ‘Sir, yes,’ he said. ‘I want to learn about the making of the Laws.’


    ‘This is laudable diligence. As long as you don’t forget that plenty of exercise and fresh air are what young people need,’ said Lord Roland. ‘Why the Laws?’


    Oh heck…


    ‘Um, well Sir, I think, Sir, that some of the Laws are …’ Pip paused, looking up into the intent watchful eyes peering at him from within a mass of rosy flesh, ‘er … not good.’


    Lord Roland didn’t even blink. ‘You mean you think they’re bad Laws.’


    It wasn’t a question. ‘Some of them, Sir,’ said Pip nervously, looking down again, waiting for the axe to fall.


    A hand squeezed his shoulder in a vice-like grip. Pip shut his eyes.


    ‘Very well, my boy,’ said Lord Roland. ‘Carry on.’


    *


    Forty sovereigns, minus five for the ship, and now half a sovereign for bed and breakfast at an inn with the reassuring name of The Pot & Kettle and a view overlooking Snug Harbour. It didn’t take much imagination to see that the money was going to run out faster than water in a sieve.


    Lark spent a restless night in a semi-comfortable bed then wasted the following day in worried idleness, wandering the narrow corkscrew streets of Snug Harbour on the feeble chance of meeting the old sailor, Vassery. She gazed upon tanned lined faces that wouldn’t look out of place in the Far Isles. She looked at squat cottages hunching under their low slate roofs. They were so like those of Stormover that she felt homesick and too much alone.


    But she had to keep going; she couldn’t just give up because of weakness. She’d find Pip, no matter how long it took. This was the hope she clung to and the hope that would find a way.


    I haven’t forgotten how to do farm work and there’ll be lots of it, on the journey, she thought. Summer harvests and lambs to look after; surely I’ll be able to find enough jobs to keep me going. Lillia called me ‘farm girl’, and now I’m glad of it.


    The next day, cheered a bit and feeling more confident, she looked with greater intelligence at the town. It was small but busy and a sort of crossroad to other places. North, the road went up to Marchia; south, down to Kadesh. There was a caravanserai at the beginning of the eastern road, where the overland merchants gathered their goods and supplies for a trek across the mountains of the Vorn to Drent, in Drye Province.


    Lark preferred a seagoing route, at least for the start. If, for a modest sum, she could take passage on one of the small coast-hopping traders, in three days she should be able to reach Crozet, in Marchia.


    She walked down to the harbour to look at the ships. On the pebbly shore four men were repairing a longboat. It was a true Isles craft with a broad blue hull and eyes painted on the prow. Lark listened with pleasure to the accents of the Isles, a music she hadn’t heard in many years. Her attention shattered when she saw, at the distant end of the quay, two men in the uniform of Lord Radorka’s troopers. They were hammering a paper onto a shop door.


    Overcome by a sudden dark feeling of dread, she waited until the guards had marched off and disappeared into the town, then hurried to the shop. The paper fluttered in the wind, so she held it down to read what was written on it.


    It was something she had never expected to see…


    


    WANTED


    For the theft of a necklace.


    Lark Bowmaker, aged 17.


    Tall, long curly yellow hair, green eyes.


    Believed to be travelling by way of the coast.


    A reward for any information leading to


    this person’s arrest.


    [Signed] Radorka, Lord of Ness


    


    She read it twice because she couldn’t believe it. No! Why would Radorka accuse her of theft?


    The answer wasn’t long in coming: Lillia! Angrily she ripped the poster off the nail and screwed it into a ball. Then fled the quay, running back up the hill to The Pot & Kettle. In her room she forced herself to sit very still in spite of the panic that made her tremble all over. Radorka would never believe her truth over Lillia’s poisonous lie, and Revlan wasn’t there to exonerate her.


    Radorka’s troopers would post more wanted notices around the town and most likely in other towns along the coastline. How had he known she’d come to Undavorn except by interviewing the Port Office clerk, in Chent? Why, though, did he assume she’d travel on by ship or along the mainland coast roads? Had he interrogated Marianne? Lark smoothed out the crinkled paper. No mention of Mazdala. And Marianne would never betray her because she’d always known that the necklace was Lady Alynne’s gift, and knew well what a liar Lillia was.


    The answer became clear when Lark calmed her pounding heart. For a girl or young woman journeying alone there was no safe option but coastal travel. In Undavorn at least. The inland route to Drye was for men and those people who belonged to the desperate class – she’d seen them at the caravanserai: poor folk, with scanty luggage, waiting in line at the ramshackle office to buy their ticket on the next convoy out; their women, who scarcely resembled anything female, with their dirty clothes and sad downtrodden expressions.


    Well, this girl on the wanted poster, with her long curly yellow – how dare Lillia call it ‘yellow’! – hair and green eyes, was practically a princess by comparison. No point in imagining a girl like that trying to make it to Drye.


    Lark shivered. I can’t do anything about my eyes, but the hair has got to go—


    Snip, snip went the scissors from her sewing kit. Curls filled the wash basin and overflowed. Lark’s neck felt cold and draughty. Her arm hung down, dangling the scissors regretfully, and she stared at the savage creature staring back at her from the mirror on the wardrobe door. Its head appeared to have been attacked by angry moths.


    I hate you, Lillia, you spiteful little witch.


    She threw on her cloak and hood, gathered the fallen curls up in a scarf, and hurried downstairs and into the streets. After dumping the hair in a rubbish bin behind a blacksmith’s yard she sought out the nearest second-hand clothing shop. An hour later she was back in her room at the inn, parading in front of the mirror, in deep embarrassment.


    What a costume! But this was what the women of the poor folk wore: a shabby coarse woollen dress that reached to the calf, thick heavy trousers, like their men wore, underneath the dress, and boots you could kick down a door with. Imagine Lillia’s disgust if she saw these shapeless clothes. It took everything Lark had not to be disgusted herself by the thought that she’d be wearing them from now on. The only good thing she could say about them was that the owner of the second-hand shop had a policy of refusing to pass on clothing that wasn’t spotlessly clean.


    She pulled off the trousers and boots and hid them in her bag then enveloped herself in her big cloak to completely cover the terrible dress, pulling the hood up to hide her cropped head from the innkeeper. In an empty alley, near to where she’d dumped her hair, she dragged on the trousers, tied on the boots, and glancing about self-consciously rushed off to the caravanserai.


    The ragged line of travellers had disappeared from the dirty yard. Fearing that she’d missed out she stepped nervously into the office. However, it was all right. All it took was some haggling with the man there, and out she came a few sovereigns lighter but triumphant. All she had to do now was remove the boots and trousers and, securely cloaked, make her way back to inn for the night. Tomorrow, at dawn, she’d go through it all again, and this scruffy ragtag creature would be on its way to Drent.


    *


    Although The Equation stood on the shoulders of hundreds of years of recorded astronomical observations, it had a simple purity. Pip didn’t see it as difficult mathematics even though Lord Roland made quite a big deal about it when he set Pip the task of calculating the next conjunction of the moons.


    ‘I have calculated the time. So let’s see how good you are,’ he said. He wagged at finger in front of Pip’s nose. ‘But no relying on that moon-sensitivity of yours. I want you to use only the mathematics, for a proper test.’


    ‘Yes, Sir,’ said Pip, a little shamefaced. Moontide was already beginning to affect his head. And yet, the signal this time seemed so much weaker. So gentle, the tingling in his forehead, and the light flickering like a failing candle. He wondered why. Was he gradually losing the ability to sense it?


    That night he tossed in bed, worrying about life and praying that Lord Roland would live to be older than Brother Tortoise. He sent his worried thoughts to Lark, and fell into a dream of her and him walking together down a long road.


    Then he dreamt of a conjunction— except that the moons—


    Bolted awake, he sat up and stared into the bedroom’s shadow-filled corners.


    Was it real – his dream? Was it true?

  


  
    


    FIVE -Dust and Moonslight



    


    Never in all her daydreams could Lark have imagined this journey. In the mountains between Undavorn and Drye, spring was still only a memory from last year. Ice in slabs and great chunks spun down the rivers. The air was so cold she had to wrap a scarf around her face so her nose and lips wouldn’t freeze. Scraping the wagons against the ice cliffs of the mountain passes, the convoy pushed between snowdrifts taller than the mules. Lark was no stranger to snow; but this was ridiculous.


    Two freezing days it took, camping each night in hastily constructed igloos, huddled around a fitfully burning spirit stove with a bowl of the camp cook’s amazingly hot, steaming stew. The igloos, lined with furs, were also surprisingly warm, but this was the only part of the journey that didn’t hurt.


    Her nose hurt, her fingers hurt, her toes hurt. Even her brain hurt. Mountains were supposed to be beautiful – well they were – except that it’s hard to look around and sigh at the scenery when you’re stuck in a drift waiting to be pulled out before your feet turn to solid ice.


    And then they came down the mountain leaving the winter behind.


    But entering Drye was a case of stepping out of one bad dream into another. The landscape blistered like a sore. Dust and heat bred flies in swarms. The mules plodded along swatting their tufted tails at the flies; the travellers sweated and grumbled. Lark suffered in silence, imagining she might die if the journey didn’t end soon.


    Towards noon on the third sweating day square hillocks appeared on the horizon. That was Drent, a town built entirely of dust, or so it seemed. Nothing in Drent looked clean or fresh; everything, including its inhabitants, looked exhausted by the dirt and heat.


    The convoy way station was a long low mud building with glassless windows opening into the goods yard. Some of the poor travellers had gone off to wherever they were going, and the few that remained had to bunk down for the night on camp beds in a dark corner. Lark had read some lovely stories about romantic foreign destinations. They mostly starred voluptuous young women meeting exotic handsome strangers with moonlit villas and then never going home again. Squeezed in between the hard timber supports of a narrow bed, arms and legs folded stiffly like a corpse and bottom sunk into the sagging canvas, she wondered where on Azrath those destinations and beautiful people could be.


    


    The only road out of Drent went to Taraq, the capital of Drye Province, crossing a wilderness to get there. At Taraq began the highway that crossed the country without pause all the way to Mazdala. ‘Yer can buy a ride on one a’ the desert caravans,’ the convoy cook told Lark. ‘But go soon while it’s still cool. Don’ wait t’summer.’


    ‘Cool?’ she said. Was he joking? ‘You call this weather here cool?’


    ‘Compared to hellfire.’


    ‘Where’s Hellfire?’ she said, still caught up in thoughts of foreign places.


    He smirked at her. ‘I meant Drye in summer is hotter’n’hell. Get yerself a hat, girl.’


    Lark fingered the floppy boy’s cap that she’d bought from the second-hand. ‘I’ve already got one.’


    ‘That’s not a hat,’ he scoffed. ‘This is a hat.’


    Lark looked at the stained and battered object on his head. ‘Object’ was a generous word to describe the thing he was never seen without, even when flat out and snoring. ‘Big brim’s what yer need if yer don’t want to fry yer head,’ he said. ‘Yer’ll find one at the miners’ store, up the street.’


    The hat cost only five cents and looked like it. When Lark complained about chew holes in the brim, although fortunately they were at the back, the store owner assured her that it was only a very small rat that was to blame. She paid for it philosophically, rat holes and all – who could afford to waste money on a hat? – and went to buy a ticket for the caravan to Taraq. This set her back four sovereigns, which was a high price to pay for dented eating and cooking utensils and a hard, hot, bouncing seat in a covered wagon.


    


    Of the travellers who’d come from Undavorn and were journeying on, five also joined the caravan. They were two men, their wives, and one small boy about three years old, all gloomy silent folk, and Lark didn’t know anything about them. Trying without much success to find a comfortable position on the merciless plank, she hugged her carpetbag close to her chest. Silence was probably safer in any case. Lonelier but safer.


    Nothing grew in the open wilderness except a type of thorn bush. The caravan followed a nearly dry riverbed, stopping at oases which had sprung up around tired brown pools. Every afternoon the caravaneers drew the wagons into a circle, and set their camp at the centre. They lit the cooking fires for an early dinner, but doused them well before the dusk. When Lark asked one man why they did this, when the desert nights were so cold, he said: ‘Bandits might see our fires.’


    No fire for warmth, nothing soft to sleep on, and no way to get clean. Was this travel? Was this adventure? Lark’s cosseted lifestyle of the last three years hadn’t prepared her for this. Nor had her daydreams.


    When the next day’s oasis provided four well-spaced pools, she chose the one most distant for a wash, in private. A nest of high boulders made an arc of shade and the pool was rimmed by yellow clay. She pulled off her boots and waded in, clothes and all, and soaked herself for a blissful few minutes.


    The water was lukewarm and a dense thick brown, like milky tea. Wondering if she was coming out dirtier than when she went in, she climbed from the pool, her toes squelching in the muddy clay. On the drier clay, now baked to almost brick hardness by the sun, was a boot print she’d failed to notice before. Not her boot; a very big boot almost twice the size of her foot. The print hadn’t dried out completely; there was a damp spot at the heel.


    But I was the first to come here from the caravan, she thought, and her heart jumped anxiously. Suddenly everything about the pool felt threatening. The boulders loomed, and what did they hide? As she snatched up her boots and bag, ready to fly back to the wagons, loud shots rang out.


    The sounds of gunfire didn’t worry her. She was used to the caravaneers hunting at regular intervals. More shots exploded, but screams punctuated these followed by fierce clangs of metal against metal, and tramping horses’ hooves. She froze. Something terrible was happening in the camp.


    A terrifying minute later she unfroze long enough to hide between two boulders. She cowered in the narrow gap, with her hands over her ears and her eyes squeezed shut. She’d never been so frightened in her life. How long could she stay like this? It felt like an age before the muffled noises died away. When she dropped her hands all she could hear was a long eerie silence pierced only by the wind. Heavy and sick, she huddled between the rocks. She knew what had happened out there, but couldn’t bring herself to admit it.


    Only a scorpion crawling past her foot pushed her to action. Tugging on her boots, she peered around the boulders. What she saw was total devastation: smashed wagons, no horses, no apparent signs of life. A thin reed of smoke wavered in the air, the only thing that moved in the utter silence…


    


    Lark wandered around the camp site in a shocked daze, hardly aware of what she was doing. Nothing felt real – except it was real. The bandits had looted every wagon, and what they couldn’t carry away they’d smashed. She turned her eyes from the humps on the ground – the bodies – but looked again and forced herself to count them. The wagon master, his men, and the poor travellers – all killed—


    No. Not all killed. Her heart fluttered. There was one body missing.


    Lark threw up.


    It took her a while to recover, to forget about herself and the horror that her eyes were trying not to see and go searching for the travellers’ child. Fighting tears and nausea she groped through the wreckage, tossing aside the broken wood, clawing at it frantically. Where was the little boy? Had the bandits carried him off? She found a barrel of salted meat and a calico bag of dried peaches. But no child.


    She sat in the dirt and howled like a baby.


    Something must have heard her howls, because something whimpered in reply. Lark leapt up. The whimper had come from over there – a box under some torn canvas. When she swept the canvas aside a little face looked up at her. For a moment it froze in a grimace of terror; then the child recognised her.


    He lifted his arms.


    Lark carried him from the wreckage, skirting the place where his parents lay and keeping her arm over his face so he wouldn’t see. She felt, though, that he knew the truth about them. Perhaps he’d even witnessed their killing. On the other side of the trashed camp she set him on his feet, pointed towards the boulders and the other pool, and said, as firmly as she could: ‘We’re going over there. Right?’


    A pair of huge brown eyes stared up at her. The boy nodded. Lark took hold of his hand.


    ‘Will you watch my bag here while I get some food?’ she said when they reached the boulders.


    For a second he looked panicky, but nodded again. Lark sped off, returned with the barrel and bag of peaches, and asked him to wait some more. After six trips for splintered wood, and to drag the big empty box across the ground, she told him: ‘Now we’ll set up our camp.’


    They needed a fire; without one they’d freeze and they had to boil water and cook food. With bandits in the vicinity it was risky to light a fire; but the distant screech of a koark, the wild lion of the desert, made Lark choose that risk over another nightmare. After a tasteless stew of meat and peaches she built a shelter out of the canvas and box, and then she and the boy – his name, she discovered, was Juda – squeezed under the meagre protection.


    Now began the most terrible night of Lark’s life. Juda slept as only a little child can, but she never closed her eyes. Koarks screeched and yowled in the distance, making her blood run cold. The screeches grew louder, nearer. She stiffened. The koarks were so close she could hear them snarling and snapping, squabbling amongst themselves. When she realised why, her stomach turned over.


    Go away, you things. Finish what you’re doing, and don’t come here.


    An hour or so before the dawn she must have fallen asleep, because the inconsiderate sun came leaping over the horizon and startled her awake. She stared around at the bleak landscape: the wilderness, with its harsh black shadows and unrelenting light: the hugeness of the emptiness that she and Juda would have to face alone.


    The child stirred, looking up with those big brown eyes like a puppy’s. Lark knew she mustn’t let him see her fear. ‘Will you wait while I go back to the caravan site to see if I can find anything else we can use?’ she asked him. ‘You’ll be safe if you stay in the box.’


    ‘Yes,’ he whispered. His first word since the horror.


    Why had she believed she was capable of facing what was out there? She hadn’t got very far before the sight of carrion birds hopping through the devastation, their great black wings stretched out like ragged sleeves, forced her to turn back.


    ‘Aieeeh!’


    The scream froze the blood in her veins. She sprinted across the sand as Juda screamed again. He was pressed up against a boulder, a small scruffy koark pacing in front of him. It was a moth-eaten bag of bones, its tail twitching uselessly at flies. It looked hungry and bewildered by the screaming. She snatched a smouldering plank out of the fire and threw herself at the mangy beast. It twisted, snarling, and lashed out with its claws. She flailed again, clumsily; wood thudded into flesh; there was a stink of burning hair and skin. The koark screeched then fled, yelping and yowling, into the desert. Lark stood still with her fists clenched around the plank, waiting until it was out of sight, willing it not to come back.


    She heard sobbing, and turned. ‘It’s gone now, the scary thing,’ she said to the child.


    Silent now, Juda came to her. He touched her on the arm then stared at his bloody fingers. Stunned, she looked at her shredded sleeve. ‘Goodness, I didn’t even— Ow! Now it’s hurting. Bugger!’


    His face solemn with concentration, Juda helped her wash the wound and bandage it with the strip of torn sleeve. Lark had begun to shake all over – it was the shock. But when the shakes refused to go away, and her head felt as if it was on fire, she panicked. No, she must not get sick! But, steadily, a mist began clouding her sight. The desert heat scorched the air and made it hard to breathe. She forced herself to build up the fire then showed Juda how to soak the meat and peaches and boil the water carefully without burning his fingers. She made him do every step by himself, resisting the temptation to help when his small hands faltered. She didn’t tell him why; he probably wouldn’t understand anyway. She was sick, and soon he might have to survive without her. How, though? How could this child survive alone? He was only a very little boy. In her heart of hearts she knew that the wilderness would take them both.


    If only … if I can rest long enough … she thought desperately. Let the poison leave my body…


    The mist thickened. A veil covered her eyes. Having no strength to fight it, she slipped away. And fell into a deep dark pit, where the fires burned and the dead cried out for her to save them.


    If only she could.


    *


    Had the dream been a true one? Most dreams were like a collection of jigsaw puzzles, all mixed together. No coherent messages and the small unimportant shreds of the day dispensed with at random. Then, thought Pip, along comes a Real Dream, and you know at once that it means something.


    I dreamt it like I dreamt about the golden lights around the Tor, he mused. And that proved to be true. I think I’m going to have to watch Moontide when the time comes.


    You’ll be breaking Curfew, and that’s against the law, the voice of well trained, conditioned thinking reminded him. He hadn’t listened to this voice in a long while. It was a voice of irrational obedience, a voice driven by fear of punishment or ridicule: the voice of school.


    I’ll risk it, he decided. I have to know if what I dreamt was fantasy or fact.


    Nevertheless, a shiver ran up and down his backbone—


    Break Curfew!


    Here!


    At the Tor!


    *


    Hours later, or was it sooner? – Lark had no way of telling in the confused darkness – she sat down to dinner in Granny’s kitchen. Granny had made stew. Lark could smell the simmering meat. Then a horse snorted, which made no sense at all.


    Her eyes flew open. Where was she? The first things she saw were four tall brown legs with hooves as big as soup bowls. Higher up, a rump with a tail swatting at flies. No … four rumps and four tails swatting at flies. And that made sixteen legs in all. She started to giggle – what next in this crazy dream?


    Her nose twitched. A fly was sitting on it. She flicked it away. I’m not dreaming, am I?


    Whoever the horses belonged to they had their noses deep in the pool and, by the sound of all that slurping, were trying to drink it dry. And it wasn’t Granny’s stew that smelled so delicious, it was someone else’s. The tantalising aroma wafted from a soot-blackened can hanging at the end of a stick placed over the coals of Lark’s fire.


    She lay on the ground, with a plaid woollen bedroll between her and the dirt. To one side, asleep, his thumb in his mouth, Juda was rolled up in a blanket, a grub in a blue cocoon. Before Lark could sit up, a big man wearing a wide-brimmed hat came around one of the boulders.


    He squinted down at her. ‘Ah … awake,’ he said.


    Lark stared up at the tanned unshaven face, at the faded shirt and dusty leathers. Tucked unto his belt were a huge knife and an old handgun.


    He crouched by the fire, using his hat to fan the coals. He had a shaggy grey-maned head. He accepted Lark’s stare until it obviously annoyed him.


    ‘Something wrong with me is there?’ he said.


    ‘I …’ Lark croaked. Her throat felt so dry and rusty she could barely get the words out. ‘Ban … dits.’


    ‘Ah … saw the mess,’ he said solemnly. ‘But they follow the caravans and they’re long gone now.’


    Slowly, painfully, Lark sat up. Her arm had been cleaned and properly bandaged, but her body felt as if a wagon had driven over it, crunch, crunch, back and forward, over her bones.


    ‘I thought—’


    ‘I was a bandit?’ His scrubby moustache twitched. He had lined eyes of china blue. ‘No. I’m a horse trader. Name of Flint.’


    Juda whimpered in his cocoon. Lark patted him gently, wincing at the pain of moving her arm. ‘My name’s Lark and he’s Juda,’ she said. ‘Thank you for helping us.’


    ‘No way of avoiding it.’ He winked, and the china blue eyes twinkled. ‘Lark? Like the songbird? Your boy already told me his name.’


    ‘Oh, he’s not mine,’ Lark hastened to say. Fancy that! She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘The bandits killed his parents. I found him hiding in a box.’


    ‘Seems attached to you; I had trouble prising him loose,’ said Flint. ‘How did the bandits miss you?’


    She told him. His grizzled eyebrows raised and he wanted to know why she was travelling the wilderness.


    ‘Trying to get to Taraq, if possible,’ she said.


    ‘Hm,’ he said while taste-testing the stew with a huge spoon. ‘What’s waiting for you there?’


    Lark was at a loss. ‘Er…’


    He added a bit more salt to the pot. ‘Suppose my next question is: what are you running from?’ he said bluntly.


    ‘How do you know I’m running?’ Her words dried up in her mouth. Of course he knows, she thought. Just look at the way he’s staring at my head. Nobody who wasn’t running would choose to look like I do.


    ‘Because you’re a puzzle,’ he said. ‘You appear to be an itinerant labourer, but your hands are soft as a baby’s. You sound like a toff, but with an Isles accent. And I’ve seen better haircuts on a scarecrow.’


    He was a stranger in a desert. But he’d saved her and Juda, and he had a trustworthy face. ‘I’m not a toff,’ she said. Her bottom lip trembled, and then her story came tumbling out.


    ‘So, with the Lord of Ness after you, where are you running to?’ he said when she’d finished.


    ‘Mazdala. But first I have to get to Taraq. Can you take me there?’


    He shook his head and dished out three bowls of stew. ‘Marchia’s where I’m headed and then Losa Marco. Wake the little fellow.’


    They sat around the fire, spooning and munching in silence. Juda couldn’t chew the hard bread, so Flint broke it into small pieces and soaked it in the bowl. The boy looked at him in much the same way as Lark had looked at Ness Mountain when she saw it for the first time, wondering how it got to be so big. Juda’s stare didn’t seem to bother Flint as hers had done; he accepted it with a slow smile.


    He must have been thinking about Mazdala because he said to her: ‘Why do you want to go to that city?’


    ‘Mazdala?’


    ‘Yes. Why go there?’


    She felt her face grow hot. ‘Um, I know someone—’


    ‘To help you hide out? Think you’d be safe in a big city?’


    He sounded so scathing. Lark wished she hadn’t told him. ‘Um, oh, I don’t know.’


    ‘If you think the Lord of Ness won’t go all out to get his little necklace back, you’re wrong,’ said Flint. ‘The lords don’t mind taking from anybody; but what they have they keep.’


    ‘But it isn’t his,’ she protested. ‘It’s mine. His wife gave it to me and it was hers to give.’


    ‘Doesn’t matter. Won’t make any difference,’ said Flint. ‘Let me tell you something about these province lords…’


    When Flint was a boy his father had his house and land stolen by the Lord of Oran. The Tor Lord of that time was a relative of Lord Oran, and conspired with him to cheat a bunch of landholders out of their property. Flint hated the lords and the Brotherhood.


    Revlan will be a lord one day, thought Lark. ‘I can’t believe they’re all bad,’ she said. ‘They’re just people like us.’


    Flint gave her a stare drier than desert dust. ‘Are they? Lot of things in this world I don’t believe either.’ He unfolded his long body and stood up. ‘Sorry, but we have to pack up and ride. I know the koark attack made you sick, but this is still bandit country. I hope you’re up to the long haul to get out of here.’


    Ride? Lark suspected that when Flint said ‘ride’ he wasn’t talking about the kind of gentle equestrian experience she’d enjoyed in Ness.


    ‘I’ll have to be, then, won’t I?’ she said weakly.


    *


    Carrying his shoes, Pip padded along the deserted second-storey hall, his feet making not so much as a whisper on the thick carpet. A hollow silence sucked every sound into the funnel of the past. In the days before there was an Outer Tor, this second-floor would have been busy and alive. Now, it was home only to history and its ghosts.


    He shouldn’t have thought about ghosts. He still felt haunted by the Tor. The shadows were hiding something and seemed to be watching all the time. Watching him now, and wondering why he was sneaking through the halls like some sort of criminal. Well, breaking Curfew was officially an illegal act, so why didn’t he feel like a lawbreaker?


    The candle flame lit a wobbly path up the flight of stairs to the roof. When Pip eased the door open a draught of chilly plains air rushed at him. Across the Outer Tor the roof tiles glittered under a skin of frost. Pip ducked, as pale ghostly wings flapped past his head. Crouching, he turned to look. The owl had landed on a chimney pot and was watching him with an almost human expression in its saucer eyes.


    He stamped his feet and blew on his hands. The moons sailed across the midnight sky, bathing the world in their strange cold light. Pip could see everything, all the way to the hills.


    Almost like seeing by daylight, except that it wasn’t. Moonslight was a different sort of light, queer and mysterious, giving the land a dreamlike dimension. The world’s colours were not quite there, but were a suggestion of shadows tinted in different ways.


    The moons approached one another. Era cut above the top of Domris and, for a short while, Riie sat like a drop of water to the left of Era and slightly higher. Then they danced away, following their separate paths. Pip hugged his arms and slid shivering down underneath the parapet. No wonder he was sensing Moontide less and less. It wasn’t him, it was the moons. The moons didn’t dance together! There was no conjunction!


    How long had this non-event been going on? Maybe Pip’s entire life and all he’d ever sensed was their nearness but never a full conjunction? And was this nearness changing year-by-year as the gap between the moons widened? Or had there been a sudden radical shift – perhaps quite recently?


    Did Lord Roland know this or suspect it? No. As far as Pip could tell, Lord Roland was an honest man who never talked of Moontide in any way but as a solid fact.


    Pip thought about the people in the outside world. Some of them might disobey the curfew or watch Moontide accidentally. Then they’d know it wasn’t happening. What could they do about it? Everywhere in the Domains, breaking Curfew was considered a serious offence. Nobody would dare to admit they’d watched.


    He clutched his frozen hands together. A yawning hollow, like the windy chasm between the Enclave and the school, opened inside him. He was standing on the bridge again, in the grip of the same cold fear, staring down at the stones below.


    And this time he was going to fall.


    *


    A week and a painful crop of saddle sores later, Lark left the bandit-riddled wilderness behind and escaped into brown blowing grassland.


    ‘Marchia,’ said Flint, waving his arm wide to say that they’d crossed the border. Lark wondered how he could tell one blade of grass from another. Since he didn’t explain, she had to take it on trust that they were getting somewhere. She’d like to be getting to Mazdala, and wondered how far away it was by horse. No amount of maps or journeys of the imagination could have prepared her for the vastness of Arlanda, or what it meant to slog, day by day, across a landscape that seemed wider and more infinite every time she looked up.


    Moontide was coming. Fever and sickness had interfered with the warning signs, but now Lark was healthy again and saw the light and felt the pressure in her forehead. They didn’t seem to be as strong as before other Moontides. Perhaps the sun and heat and the koark wound had permanently affected her head.


    Out of habit, she said nothing to Flint, but asked him: ‘When you were travelling did you ever watch Moontide accidentally?’


    The question didn’t seem to disturb him. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen the moons come in spitting distance of one another, but that’s all.’


    ‘Do you think it’s true that if a person sees the conjunction it can harm them or cause disasters?’ she went on.


    ‘No.’ Flint topped up his mug of coffee. ‘Dubious idea at best. A real old fairytale that.’


    She smiled. ‘The children in my village used to believe their noses would fall off. Well I did, too.’


    ‘Kids think funny things,’ he said, gazing down at the sleeping Juda.


    ‘Only because adults won’t tell them the truth. So they have to make it up for themselves.’


    ‘If adults know it either.’ Flint touched the boy’s hair gently. ‘People don’t give kids enough credit.’


    She nodded. ‘So you wouldn’t be worried about watching a conjunction?’


    He gave her a searching look. ‘No.’


    ‘Then why are other people afraid to? Why do they obey the curfew?’


    Flint grunted. ‘Because they’ve been told it is dangerous, and they believe what they’re told. They’ve believed it for centuries, and old beliefs die hard.’ He took a sip of coffee. ‘Beliefs are like traditions; they last.’


    ‘But what if traditions are wrong? Or even bad for people?’ said Lark. ‘Shouldn’t we be able to let those go?’


    ‘Tradition’s a pretty strong anchor to the world,’ said Flint thoughtfully. ‘People want an anchor, even if it’s an illusion. They like keeping everything as it is. As long as everything stays the same, they’re happy— well, they’re undisturbed at least.’


    Lark knew what she’d like to change. ‘But that’s … deadness!’ she protested. ‘That’s not being alive and … and thinking!’


    His blue eyes twinkled over the mug. ‘You’re right; it’s not. Generally people prefer tradition and don’t like thinking for themselves over-much; it only upsets their apple cart.’


    Lark would have said ‘hay wagon’, but she understood what Flint meant. Uncle Krisse used tradition, along with religion, as a weapon against Aunt Sely. The aunt had to live out her traditional role of browbeaten housewife and wasn’t allowed to do anything different, because that was how the Oranite God and his world had ordained it.


    Well they can all keep their deadness and deserve it! Lark thought hotly. I’m not buying into that. I’m damn well going to watch this next conjunction!


    And when the moment of Moontide arrived she was stunned to see the moons come only into Flint’s ‘spitting distance’. Puzzled, she shook her head at their bright round faces: I was sure you were going to dance together. I was certain! How did I get it wrong this time?


    *


    Pip’s discovery about the moons closed around him in a fist, crumbling his world to dust. One day they would make him Tor Lord, supreme ruler of the Domains. A tor lord’s existence stood, like the Tor, on the bedrock of one simple thing: the prediction of Moontide.


    The Tor Lord predicted Moontide so that everyone would be safe. The world depended on him – this was his power over the people. Or the power of the Brotherhood of the Tor that created him. Pip was in no doubt now that the squabbles and wars of the past had been fought to ensure this.


    And now the moons no longer danced together. Moontide was nothing any more. Fears of the conjunction were unfounded. It was a fact that huge storms and quakes and volcanic eruptions used to occur during Moontide; there were records of those times. However, for centuries, nothing exceptionally disastrous had been recorded. Was this because the moons had been gradually moving apart? – because their power was lessening?


    Yet who claimed the credit for all the peace and silence? The Brotherhood. Everybody believed the Tor Lord had a gift from God and, with that gift, he kept the world safe.


    I don’t want this to be my world. I don’t! Pip thought. The Brotherhood of the Tor is a sham.


    The end of his two month stay at the Tor arrived. Hoping against hope that the fuss surrounding Lord Roland’s decree had died down, Pip returned to the Enclave. To his relief he found that it had, although Rom said some of the Higher Brothers were as angry as ever.


    ‘Lord Roland ruined their hopes,’ he explained. ‘It’s going to take them a while to get over the disappointment. I’m afraid you’ll just have to deal with their resentment.’


    ‘How, Rom?’


    ‘Ignore it. Don’t get drawn in. That’s all I can suggest.’


    Pip tried to do as Rom advised. He never bit back when someone slyly made an acid comment. It wasn’t easy; sometimes his fists bunched automatically. Still, it was easier than thinking about the moons and being afraid all the time. Far easier.

  


  
    


    SIX -Twelve Bells



    


    Flint bought horses to train and sell. He visited farms and stopped at fairs all over Marchia. Four horses became a string of twelve. He sold some of these and bought others. One, a sweet sorrel filly named Cress he kept so that Lark would have a horse of her own to ride.


    She and Juda trailed after Flint like sheep following their shepherd; they had little choice otherwise. Lark thought of Revlan and Mazdala nearly every day; at the moment, however, life was mostly about horses.


    Three weeks ago they’d left Marchia, passing into Losa Marco, and were now travelling north towards the coast, to Vanesa, an inland town overlooking a great river delta on the other side of which was the mystic city of Olvera. Flint was heading home. He lived near Vanesa, on his daughter’s farm. Lark had discovered he was grandfather to two little boys, which explained his winning way with Juda and his almost saintly patience when dealing with the child. Her respect for him had grown into an indefatigable affection; though, shy and embarrassed, she refused to let it show.


    Ahead was a flat-topped hill with a windbreak of silver pines. Behind the trees a red-brown gravel road ran down to a house built of yellow sandstone. There was a barn with a red roof and stables with pens of post-and-rail. In the sharp light the colours glowed against the deep blue sky. Lark saw the expression of pleasure on Flint’s face: he loved coming home.


    He reined-in his horse, Qibu, and opened the gate to a pen. Drawing the string of horses into a knot, he let Qibu herd them through. That done, he dismounted then lifted Juda from his seat on the packhorse. He looked up at Lark.


    ‘Are you getting down? Aren’t you sick and tired of life up there?’


    She blushed; he already knew her too well. Her anxious eyes turned to the house. ‘What will your daughter say about us?’


    Flint took Juda’s hand. ‘Don’t worry so much. Andrea won’t.’


    Before they reached the front door it flew open and out dashed a small figure, shouting ‘Grandad!’ The boy, a sturdy brown haired child of six or seven, pulled up short when he saw Juda and Lark. Flint picked him up and whirled him through the air.


    ‘This is Beni,’ he said when he set the laughing boy on his feet. ‘Beni, meet two friends of mine, Juda and Lark.’


    Beni gave them a friendly stare. ‘Hullo.’


    ‘Hello,’ Lark said.


    ‘Where’s your brother?’ Flint asked.


    ‘With Dad, in town.’ Beni’s spellbound eyes fixed on Juda, who was hiding behind Flint, clutching his trouser leg. ‘Raynald’s getting new boots. His feet are too big.’


    Flint winked at Lark. ‘Ah … Raynald Bigfoot. So where’s your mum?’


    ‘Here I am!’ A tall, stout woman rushed from the house and threw herself into Flint’s open arms. She peeped round him at Juda and Lark. ‘Dad,’ she said breathlessly, ‘what next?’ To Lark the question sounded an odd one.


    ‘Mum just made a fruitcake and a chocolate cake,’ Beni offered.


    ‘She must have known I was coming,’ said Flint, picking up Juda to free his leg from the child’s grasp. He followed Andrea and Lark inside, with Beni dancing along beside them.


    ‘Dad always brings me something from his travels, but you two are the most unusual yet,’ said Andrea, laughing, as they were sipping hot tea in the farmhouse kitchen. Lark watched her bending over Juda to wipe chocolate off his chin. He looked up at her and smiled shyly; he still hadn’t uttered a word. ‘Isn’t he a sweetie?’ she said.


    The husband’s name was Rolf. Beni’s brother Raynald was nine. It was a cheerful, noisy household, and Lark rather enjoyed the bustle of a larger family; it was so different to her experience. After a hesitant start, Juda fitted right in. Lark watched the trauma of the bandit attack gradually fading from his consciousness. Had his dirt-poor parents loved him? Had he loved them? She’d never noticed much affection being shown to the child during the wilderness crossing. Perhaps it didn’t matter now. Juda had found a new family, a home.


    The three boys idolised Flint, and followed him everywhere, often getting in his way. Lark watched him patiently supervising three small pairs of enthusiastic hands mixing oats and lucerne chaff with molasses to put in the horses’ food bins.


    ‘Flint, what will you do with these horses?’ she said.


    ‘Find buyers at the Festival, in Vanesa,’ he said. ‘Beni, don’t lick your fingers … Juda is copying.’


    ‘Grandad and Qibu are going in the big race,’ said Raynald. ‘Wait till you see, Lark.’


    ‘When is the Festival?’ she said. ‘Because I’m—’


    ‘First day of summer,’ said Flint. His blue eyes regarded her gently. ‘Don’t leave us too soon, Lark.’


    Overwhelmed by a sudden warm feeling, she nodded. Juda wasn’t the only one who’d come home. She needed to belong to something warm and enveloping, even for a short time.


    ‘Qibu’s going to win isn’t he, Grandad?’ said Raynald, eagerly. ‘And you’ll get a hundred gold sovereigns. That’s a lot!’


    ‘That’s a fortune,’ said Lark. ‘Who would put up such a prize?’


    ‘Lord of Losa Marco,’ said Flint. He winked. ‘Who knows, we might get something out of those lordly devils at last.’


    *


    On the second-last day of spring something happened that brought all Pip’s fears to a head. He was throwing his dagger at a drawing of the Master Historian, pinned to the bedroom door, when there was a knock.


    ‘Who’s there?’ he called out.


    ‘It’s only me,’ Rom’s voice replied.


    Pip opened the door.


    Showing their whites, Rom’s eyes slid sideways to the dagger quivering in the wood, right by his nose. ‘Good grief, Sarannan!’ With one eye still on the dagger, he stepped gingerly into the room. ‘Isn’t that Brother Penn?’ he said.


    ‘Does it look like him?’


    ‘Extremely like. All these years, and I never knew you were such an artist. You’ve been hiding that light from us, my lad.’


    Pip shrugged his shoulders.


    Rom sat down on one of the room’s two battered chairs and heaved a tremendous sigh. He had an air of strange dejection, rather as if a storm cloud hovered above his head.


    ‘Something the matter?’ said Pip.


    Rom looked up. ‘Yes. I think you’d better sit down, as well.’


    ‘Why?’ Pip was wary. When people asked you to sit down before they told you something, it was because they didn’t want you to faint and fall over, for whatever reason: bad news or exciting news.


    Which was it?


    ‘Sit down. Please…’ said Rom.


    Oho … bad news. Pip heard it in Rom’s voice and saw it plain on his face. He dropped onto the other chair.


    ‘You’re not going to like this…’ Rom began.


    Obviously, thought Pip. Oh no, is it about Moontide? Has someone found out I watched?


    Rom rubbed the side of his head. He seemed to be having trouble getting the words out. ‘Sarannan … it’s … Lord Roland. He had a heart attack—’


    ‘No!’ Pip gasped. ‘Is he all right?’ What a stupid question, he realised afterwards.


    ‘No,’ said Rom, staring blankly down at the floor rug. ‘I’m sorry, Sarannan … he died.’


    


    It had happened quite suddenly, and it was a natural death they said. If you could call being so seriously overweight that your heart couldn’t take the strain any longer, ‘natural’. What they really meant, without admitting so, was there hadn’t been any of the old, out-dated though traditional hanky-panky with crossbows or exotic mushrooms, or falling down steep sets of stairs etc.


    Deeply upset, Pip paced his room, wringing his hands. Sad for Lord Roland. He’d really liked the man. This, however, was only the half of what made him ache inside…


    A cold wind was blowing through the Enclave, and only he could feel it. Hear it, too, wailing like something alive. Wailing the words: Too soon … too soon … too soon…


    ‘Why did he have to go and die?’ Pip moaned. ‘I’m not ready for this. I’ll never be ready … if I live to be a hundred.’


    The Tor waited, gathering its shadows into every corner. The darkness – waiting for him.


    He was wearing a hole in the carpet. Why had Lord Roland chosen him? He could find no answer to the question.


    Someone rapped lightly on the door. It was Rom.


    He stood there, blinking. ‘Sorry, Sarannan, it’s early and I wasn’t sure if you’d be awake yet. But—’


    ‘I hardly slept a wink last night.’


    ‘Me neither. I’ve been worrying about you. Are you all right?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Pip, flopping onto his rumpled bed.


    Rom subsided onto Pip’s desk chair and leaned his elbows on the desktop. ‘None of us ever expected this. I think I’m getting a headache.’ With the tips of his long slender fingers he massaged the skin above his eyebrows. ‘I’ve been up half the night, with the Father. He was in shock, and still is a bit. But he’d like you to attend a breakfast meeting with him.’


    Pip nodded. Better than breakfast in the refectory, where he’d have to run the gauntlet of hundreds of staring eyes.


    ‘Thing is though …’ Rom shifted the massage to his temples, ‘there’s something else—’


    ‘What?’


    ‘This is me interfering where I’m not welcome … but the Highers are having a meeting in the Father’s downstairs office, in five minutes time. A “crisis meeting” they’re calling it.’


    ‘Am I supposed to go to it?’ said Pip.


    ‘No. It’s about you. You’re not meant to know.’


    Pip’s heart dropped into his stomach.


    ‘It’s those jealous Highers,’ Rom explained, full of misery. ‘I don’t think they should—’


    Anger set fire to Pip’s blood. ‘I want to know what people are saying behind my back,’ he growled. ‘It’s not right.’


    ‘I know. And this is why I had to tell you,’ said Rom.


    Pip jumped to his feet. ‘I’m going down there.’


    ‘But you can’t just barge into the office!’ Rom leapt up. ‘Do you want me to come with you?’


    Hand already turning the door handle, Pip spun round angrily. ‘And have you getting into trouble? No! I’m not going to barge in, but I’m damn well going to find out what they’re saying about me!’ What made him even angrier was the feeling of being pushed into a corner, where all he had were the childish defences of listening at doors and spying on the grownups.


    


    The downstairs offices had been cleared of Lower Brothers and the Father’s office door was ajar to let air into the crowded room. Pip sidled resentfully along the outside wall until he was near enough to hear everything but still hidden from those inside. The polite word for this was ‘eavesdropping’ and the implication was that you were clandestinely listening-in on what someone else wanted to keep secret. Except, in the case of this ‘crisis meeting’, Pip could easily have eavesdropped from a long way down the hall.


    A voice was shouting: ‘He’s too damned young! When have we ever had a teenager for a Tor Lord? It’s insane!’


    That’s Brother Brax, thought Pip. Rom said he really wanted the job.


    ‘Tassaly the Sixteenth was only twenty-two,’ replied another voice, more calmly.


    ‘He was Bardally the Fifteenth’s nephew and it was political,’ said a dry old voice. Pip recognised Brother Penn.


    ‘Tassaly was dead before he turned twenty-five,’ said someone else. ‘His enemies paid his mistress to murder him. I believe she put a venomous snake in his bath.’


    There was some embarrassed coughing.


    ‘They were at war with Vox, and needed the strength of continuity,’ continued Brother Penn on his one-way track, as if no one had mentioned an intriguing homicidal mistress.


    ‘Nepotism!’ another snapped, presumably at the Master Historian. ‘Keeping the power where it was wanted. We all understand how that works. Why has there never been a Voxini Tor Lord, hmm? Or one from Vrost or Novrost or the smaller provinces?’


    Ah… thought Pip, that’s Brother Ambrew.


    ‘Orville the Twelfth was from Ness,’ countered Brother Penn in the dry-as-leaf, pedantic voice of his that drove hot-blooded people such as Ambrew mad.


    ‘Ahem, gentleman, aren’t we losing the point here?’ an oily voice intruded. ‘Which is, that seventeen is a great deal younger than twenty-two and we can’t have a boy in the job. It’s patently ridiculous; it will make us look like fools.’


    ‘It’s what your Tor Lord decided, Vraitch,’ said the voice of Brother Milo. ‘Lord Roland recognised Sarannan’s intellect, and I would say that the lad’s grasp of the Laws is equal to any man’s here, if not better. Except mine, of course.’


    Moons Almighty! Pip rolled his eyes. How to win friends and influence people!


    ‘Humph … the Laws,’ scoffed Brax. ‘There’s more to life than laws.’


    ‘Yes, there’s experience,’ said Vraitch. ‘A grown man’s experience. How will this child deal with the lords? They won’t respect him. They’ll see his youth as an excuse to manipulate him.’


    ‘For goodness sake!’ said the exasperated voice of Brother Emery.


    Other voices rumbled what sounded like agreement with Vraitch. But others argued angrily against him. Pip thought how strange the political system had become. Every Higher Brother was, in some way, a blood relation of the lords. Emery was Lord Ar’s uncle; Father Parvano was Lord Marchia’s great-uncle; Lord Roland had been the lord of Losa Marco’s brother; crotchety old Brother Penn was Lord Oran’s second-cousin; and Vraitch himself was the nephew of Kadesh. All because of the need to keep power in the hands of the same noble families, and yet, these men – Brothers and lords – were so distanced from one another that they shared no familial feelings. Time and a system had put a wall between them.


    The disputes rattled on until someone must have signalled for silence, because all argument came to an abrupt halt.


    ‘No, I think Brother Vraitch has a valid point,’ said the mild voice of Father Parvano. ‘One that also concerns me. Sarannan is young and inexperienced, and it’s more than likely that the lords will think they have the advantage over him. But this is all the more reason for us to guide and help him in every way we can and give him our full support.’


    There was a pause; then the Father continued in the same conciliatory tone: ‘You are all intelligent men and every one of you has a worthy skill to put to the service of a new Tor Lord. This is our tradition. We accept the chosen one and dedicate ourselves to helping him adjust to his new role. Whether he’s a man in his prime, an old man or a very young one, it doesn’t matter. The task is the same. As Brotherhood Father, I’ll be doing everything in my power to serve my Tor Lord, and I expect all my Higher Brothers to do likewise.’


    Total silence followed this speech. It seemed that no one wanted to argue with something so level-headed and fair-minded. They knew that, if they did, they would only look and sound like petulant fools.


    Pip edged back along the wall. Then he ran away. Anger rolled through him and out the other side, to where fear waited. What if Brother Vraitch was right?


    *


    For the festival, Lark put on her very plain green dress and picked up the pretty embroidered holiday shawl Andrea had lent her. Weeks of fast growth since Snug Harbour had resulted in her hair standing out around her head like a fiery golden nimbus. Flint said this was an improvement on the scarecrow look and now she only looked like a startled dandelion.


    Hah! What a charmer! Lark folded the shawl into a triangle and covered her hair with it. She was nervous about going out in public, still worrying about that wanted poster.


    ‘It’ll be okay,’ Andrea said. ‘You’ll be in a family group and there’s always a big crowd and everyone’s concentrating on having fun.’


    ‘I’m worried about my hair. People always seem to notice it, for some strange reason. And most people in Losa Marco have dark hair.’


    ‘Don’t worry. We get loads of visitors to the festival from everywhere. You’ll just be one more pretty girl enjoying herself.’


    ‘Do you really think I’m pretty?’ Lark said, derailed for a moment by vanity.


    ‘As a picture.’


    


    Festival was about welcoming in the summer. Happy revellers thronged the streets, playing on string instruments and pipes. There was a parade of men, women and children dressed in fanciful costumes: feathers, flowers, sequins, outrageous masks, and hats as tall as towers. The three little boys stared with saucer eyes, awed by the excitement and noise.


    Flint sold four of his horses within the first two hours. He said this was a record worth celebrating before the race. ‘With ice cream!’ Raynald and Beni shouted. On the way from the ice cream stall, Lark saw uniformed troopers amongst the crowd. She shrank back into Flint’s big shadow.


    ‘Only Losa Marco’s men,’ he reassured.


    Even as he spoke, a man in Nessian livery walked right past them. Lark clutched Flint’s sleeve. ‘That belongs to Radorka. Is he here?’


    ‘The lords often come to this festival for the horse race,’ Rolf told her. ‘It’s famous in the west.’


    ‘I’ll have to leave,’ she said. ‘If he sees—’


    ‘Just keep your head covered,’ Andrea advised. ‘Too many people here for him to notice you.’


    The family found a place close to the race track’s finishing post, where the crowd was thickest. Lark noticed a lot of money changing hands, and a few men whom Flint knew called out to wish him luck. She wondered how many of them had placed bets to win on Qibu.


    ‘Better go,’ he said, handing his hat to Rolf. He led Qibu away to the start. The big horse looked magnificent – Flint and the little boys had spent an age getting him ready, and his deep bay coat gleamed and shone as if oiled.


    ‘Grandad’s gonna beat ‘em all,’ said Raynald, as if it was a foregone conclusion. The other two boys fidgeted and jumped, certain that Raynald knew what he was talking about. Andrea warned them not to get too excited.


    Lark couldn’t keep her mind on the race. Her eyes leapt to the canopied platform, where the Lord of Losa Marco sat with his family and guests. Where, taking a seat beside him, were Lord Radorka and … Revlan.


    Her heart thrilled. Revlan was so handsome that girls standing near her in the crowd were talking about him and saying catty, envious things about the richly dressed young woman by his side. She wasn’t Lillia. Where was Lillia? Revlan would have told his father about his sister’s lie—


    —That means I’m safe! I don’t have to hide any more!


    A shout rose up. In a blur of heat and steam the horses flew around the circular track. The little boys were jumping up and down chanting ‘Grandad … Grandad … Grandad!’ Even Juda.


    Around the track for the third and final time the horses thundered, kicking up thick clouds of choking dust. Flint was riding like a demon, and Qibu, his great muscles working up a lathery sweat, outstripped them all. When he charged past the post, well ahead of the rest, the little boys screamed with delight.


    ‘Oh, great heavens!’ Andrea fanned her face with the end of her shawl. ‘He did it, he did it! Oh, well done, Dad!’


    Flint led his horse to the platform to receive the prize from the Lord of Losa Marco. Lark had a side view of Flint’s dusty face; it was stern and unimpressed. She saw him turn a hard stare briefly on Radorka, who only gave him a blank look. Then the crowd rushed forward to congratulate him, catching her in the surge and sweeping her close to the platform. In hope she gazed up at Revlan, but he was staring distantly across the heads of the crowd, and didn’t see her.


    He’s different, she thought. He looks cold and aloof. Her stomach twisted – I can whip off the shawl and call out to him! He’ll see me … oh, it will be grand!


    At that moment the richly dressed girl put her hand over Revlan’s and leaned close, whispering. Her face had an adoring look. Revlan bent his head to her and gave her one of his charming smiles – the smile Lark remembered so well as the one he used to reserve for herself.


    She groaned. Stupid, stupid! He’s a lord and you’re a farm girl; you know you’ll never be good enough for him. She pushed her way back to Andrea, who was trying to calm the children. They jumped up and down, wanting their grandfather.


    Leading Qibu, Flint wove his way through the bodies to his excited family. ‘Yours,’ he said, putting the heavy purse of sovereigns into Andrea’s hand. She tried to give it back. ‘No. For the boys,’ He insisted.


    Everybody jumped in fright when a single loud toll boomed from the bell tower above the square. A man in black and grey livery strode to the platform and, in words too quietly spoken to hear, said something to the seated lords.


    A hush fell over the crowd. Lark felt something ominous in it.


    ‘What’s happening?’ she whispered to Flint.


    ‘He’s a Brotherhood emissary,’ he said softly. ‘I think it’s time we went home.’


    What did this sudden urge to leave town mean? She had no time to ask, and followed him out of the square. Before she got too far, she turned for a last look at Revlan.


    ‘Goodbye, Revie,’ she whispered, heart sore. ‘I hope you’ll be happy … with her.’


    Flint had turned, too. ‘Coming?’ he said.


    She hung her head.


    He rested his hand gently on her shoulder. ‘It’s better this way, love. Only unhappiness down that road.’


    ‘I—’ she began, but the bell tolled again, sounding heavy and sombre on the air. It didn’t stop at one resounding chime, tolling on and on, in mournful waves. When all the harsh sound had ended, Flint looked thoughtful.


    ‘Twelve bells,’ he said. ‘Twelve bells for the death of a tor lord.’


    *


    For twelve days following Lord Roland’s death the bells of Mazdala tolled twelve times each morning, noon and at sunset. Pip sat alone in Father Parvano’s study listening to the racket. Even the Enclave stones seemed to vibrate with the noise.


    He had a headache, not from bells but from too much information. Father Parvano had been doing his best to prepare him for the task ahead. Now his brain had reached its saturation point, and any more details of protocol would go no further than his ears.


    Thankfully, after the Tor Lord’s funeral tomorrow, the bells would fall silent. Not for very long, though. They’d be shattering everybody’s hearing yet again, once the new Tor Lord had undergone his consecration. Mine, thought Pip dismally.


    ‘Roland was a good person,’ Father Parvano had said yesterday. ‘During his twenty years at the Tor he succeeded in removing five outmoded laws. He would have achieved more, but convincing the High Council that change is a good thing is much easier said than done.’


    Five laws in twenty years! – And I hoped I could change an entire system, thought Pip dismally. Did I really imagine I could do it just like that? Was I so stupid?


    Well, he was young and, as everybody was only too quick to point out, inexperienced. He winced. The Highers who were against him would be eagerly waiting for his first mistake.


    He sank deeper into the armchair—


    —And Time fell away and Lord Roland appeared.


    ‘I wish you hadn’t died,’ said Pip.


    The Tor Lord smiled. ‘But, lad, that’s life.’


    ‘I know … but it’s going to be … difficult.’


    ‘Anything worthwhile is,’ said Lord Roland. ‘And you have a choice.’


    ‘Between what?’ said Pip.


    ‘You can stay awake and give them all a good kicking. Or you can give up and go to sleep.’


    Lord Roland rested a comradely hand on Pip’s shoulder. ‘Carry on.’


    


    At the funeral Pip stood at the back, behind a wall of black-robed Highers, glad of their stout well-fed figures that hid him from sight. The Enclave Great Hall whispered with the shuffling feet of Lowers filing into their rows. The lords of the provinces followed, striding. Pip peered furtively between two fat bodies. There was Lord Ar, dressed in funereal black, his stern rather handsome face wearing the blank expression of someone enduring a public occasion. Pip saw Revlan’s father, but gave him scant attention. He was more interested in his own.


    There wasn’t much you could deduce from stony, immobile features except that Lord Ar must have considerable self-control. Other men fidgeted throughout the weary hour, scratching their noses or pulling at their stiff frilled collars, or in the case of many of the Lowers examining their hands or spots on the ceiling and floor. The Highers, unused to long periods of standing, shifted from foot to foot. But Lord Ar never moved, and only changed his expression when Father Parvano spoke the Final Farewell to Roland. Then a look of genuine sadness settled over his face.


    The tiresome hour came to an end. Lord Roland’s embalmed body boarded the hearse, and made its way to the Tor. Only Higher Brothers and the Hundred made this journey, but Pip wasn’t going. He had begged Father Parvano to let him stay behind, claiming he felt unwell. This wasn’t a lie; it was a half-truth. He was sick with dread of the coming days.


    The other half of the truth was that he didn’t want to watch them seal Lord Roland in his tomb. They’d take away the silver handles and apply the wet cement, and this would be the finish of a good man.


    *


    Flint had been absent for a week, delivering the horses to his customers. Lark wished she’d gone with him; she could have used the distraction. Seeing Revlan again, so near and yet so far, had been unbearable.


    To ease the ache she turned to Pip, guilt-ridden because she’d neglected him for such a long time. The desert of Drye had interrupted their contact; indeed the desert had almost wiped it out. There’d been little time for distant friends; surviving the wilderness was the number one priority.


    Then, travelling overland with Flint and Juda every step was an adventure – total absorption in the moment. Flint was an exceptional being, an instinctive teacher, and he’d taught her so much about the natural world. He’s sort of the male equivalent to my granny, only bigger, she decided.


    Like Revlan, Pip had changed. Grown up. His feelings were no longer a child’s feelings, although sometimes he regressed to childish fears. Lark understood this. No one was grown up all the time. She had her moments when something would remind her of Eva or Granny and Stormover would come tumbling back, with all its heart-churning emotion. And then it was all she could do to stop the tears.


    Most of the time Pip’s thought-images had lead weights hanging off them. Lark could never wholly work them out. She got the impression that he was trying to carry the world all by himself. And this was very strange. Too strange to understand.


    While Flint was away the Brotherhood Choosers came to Vanesa. Lark remembered Vassery talking about them; they’d taken his brother. Every boy of the age of seven had to present himself at the Town Hall for the Ceremony of Choosing. And Beni was seven.


    ‘We’ll hide him from them!’ said Andrea, frantic. ‘And when Dad comes back he can take him off to Marchia or somewhere!’


    Rolf shook his head sadly. ‘Love, they know Beni exists; he’s registered. And they won’t let it go. Remember what happened when Silas Broadmeadow kept his son from the Choosing? He couldn’t pay the fine and ended up in prison.’


    ‘We’ve got all that prize money,’ Andrea countered desperately. ‘We’d have enough to pay it. That is if we got caught.’


    Rolf sighed. ‘But have you forgotten how the Brotherhood found out what Silas did? One of his neighbours dobbed him in because they’d sent their son to the Choosing and didn’t like the idea of someone else getting away with it.’


    Listening, Lark put her hand over her mouth.


    ‘Even if we paid the fine they wouldn’t let it go at that,’ Rolf continued. ‘They’d hunt your father down, and when they found him they’d put him in prison. I can’t have that, no. Prison would kill a man like Flint.’


    Andrea started to cry.


    Rolf put his arms around her. ‘Look, the Choosing’s only a game of chance, and in this area there’s what – a hundred or so seven-year-olds? There’s no reason Beni should be the one, and they only take one. And if no boy from Vanesa chooses the black stone, they move on to the next town.’


    


    A game of chance – is that what this dreadful Ceremony of Choosing is? thought Lark bitterly. There was a solid wooden box with a slot in the lid, and inside the box were many small white stones plus a single black stone. She’d watched twenty-three boys walk trembling to the box, push their small hands through the slot and bring out a white stone each.


    The atmosphere in the hall crackled with tension. The Chooser looked impatient and disgruntled. Four more boys made the terrible approach; four white stones rattled into the Chooser’s dish. He frowned.


    Beni walked to the box, and before reaching into it glanced back at his parents. His hand plunged into the slot; he pulled it out, but kept it closed around his choice.


    ‘Open your hand,’ said the Chooser.


    Beni opened his hand. His palm was dark.


    Andrea fainted.


    


    The family waited in fear for Flint’s return. Lark set herself to be the first one to meet him, waiting for him out of doors. The house had such a pall of sorrow over it that it was more than she could bear.


    Long before she saw Qibu she heard his hooves clattering on the road. He galloped into the yard, and Flint vaulted from his back. The speed with which they arrived and one look at Flint’s face told her he already knew the worst. She covered her mouth with her hands.


    ‘I heard in town,’ he said, pushing past her. She followed him timidly to the house, feeling weaker and more helpless than at any other time in her life. Even being sick in the desert of Drye wasn’t as bad as this horrible moment.


    The walls vibrated with his anger. Ornaments wobbled. Lark cringed as he raged at Rolf and Andrea. Raynald hid behind his father, biting his fingernails. Big-eyed and bewildered, Juda burst into tears then ran outside.


    Lark went after him. He seemed to have disappeared. She heard sobs coming from the stable, and found him cowering behind a feed bin. She took him in her arms.


    ‘Don’t cry, sweetheart, he’s not angry with you. He’s upset because Beni went away.’


    Flint’s foamed and winded horse stamped the ground outside. Lark wiped Juda’s face with her handkerchief and made him blow his nose. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘Flint’s so upset he’s forgotten about poor Qibu. Let’s look after him.’


    They led the exhausted horse into the stable. Lark heaved the big saddle from his shuddering back and rubbed down his sweaty flanks with a piece of sacking. Grunting, and red in the face from the effort, Juda dragged a bag of lucerne hay bigger than himself across the floor.


    He held a handful of hay up to the horse. ‘He’s hungry, Lark. Look at him eat.’


    ‘Yes, and thirsty, too,’ she said. ‘I’ll get—’


    ‘I’ve got it,’ said Flint softly, at the door. He carried a bucket into the stable, slopping the water carelessly on the straw. His face looked sad and old and his eyes were red and puffed up. Lark was shocked – he had been crying.


    ‘Doing my job for me, you two,’ he said huskily. ‘You make me ashamed. Because of my anger I neglected my horse.’


    ‘No,’ said Lark. ‘Because of your grief.’


    ‘Whatever…’ He gave his left eye a surreptitious swipe with his hand before kneeling down in front of Juda.


    ‘I frightened you, lad. I’m sorry I was so loud. I didn’t mean it,’ he said.


    Juda put his arms around Flint’s neck. Their foreheads touched. ‘Fint, when will Beni come home?’ said the child.


    ‘As soon as I fetch him, lad,’ Flint murmured.


    Lark listened in dismay. ‘Oh, don’t promise him things you can’t—’


    ‘I’m not.’ Grim-faced, he stood up. He rubbed his hands over Qibu’s neck and head. ‘Lark, do you still have a mind to go to Mazdala?’


    ‘Er … yes … sometime…’


    ‘No time for delays,’ he said darkly. ‘We’ll leave right away. I’m going to get my grandson back.’


    ‘You’re going after Beni? How will…?’


    Flint covered the horse with a blanket from the stall. ‘Don’t ask me what I don’t know yet. Whatever it takes I’ll do. That Brotherhood has stolen enough, and this is the final monstrosity. There’s going to be an end … of them or of me.’

  


  
    


    SEVEN -Thirty-third Lord



    


    Insides coiled tighter than a spring Pip stumbled after Brother Fortinas. The Tor Master’s satin ceremonial robe rustled as its hem brushed the floor. Other than this, Pip could hear three more things: a muffled monotonous chanting, the shrieking of the wind outside, and a distant rumble of thunder.


    The chanting swelled when the Tor Master opened a narrow door. He took Pip’s elbow in a gentle grip, and they joined the tail end of a procession led by Father Parvano down the central aisle of the Enclave Great Hall.


    That this great hall was the same great hall in which they’d held Lord Roland’s funeral seemed almost impossible tonight. This hall seemed like another world, a dream built of shifting swirling fog. The smoke of a thousand beeswax candles suffused the air and wormed into the domed ceiling. Heavy shadows outlined watching eyes in disembodied faces. The row of Higher Brothers, the graded ranks of Lower Brothers, the twelve Lords of the Provinces, and the Hundred: all watched and waited. What any of them thought was shrouded in mystery. Pip pushed speculation aside, and stood where he was placed by the Tor Master, trying to keep himself at a distance from the ceremony.


    Trying to hold on to the simple idea of himself in this elaborate game.


    In ritual they took away his identity as a Brother, and stripped him of his Brother’s formal robes. Clad only in the loose white linen robe he’d been wearing underneath, he knelt on the cold tiles while they tapped his head and shoulders three times with a switch of goldenrod. Father Parvano had warned him earlier about all this tiresome play-acting.


    He sat on a silk-draped throne, under a canopy of gold. The Tor Master called for silence although no one had made a sound, not so much as a cough or clearing of the throat. Rituals didn’t have to make sense; they just had to impress the audience. At this point in the play the candle snuffers did their work and the hall plunged into darkness followed by a suffocating stink of smoke. Now, traditionally, God was supposed to give the new Tor Lord the gift of predicting Moontide and make him His Voice. Pip stared blindly into the ink-black nothing expecting the nothing it gave.


    Lies. Everything in this world is lies.


    A gong rang out three times, harsh and shattering. Pip trembled from shock. There was a muffled fumbling and scraping in the dark as the candles were re-lit; then the hall emerged through the billows of smoke. Pip’s nose itched. Hastily, he rubbed it. Sneezes were not an acceptable part of these elaborate theatrics.


    Weak-kneed, he stood still while the Tor Master belted a golden cord about his waist and mantled him with a cloak of black satin and silver. Father Parvano placed a blood-red Stole around his neck. Then the Chain of Insignia. Then, onto the middle finger of his left hand, a ring, his Official Seal.


    As a climax to the pompous ritual the Rod of Destiny was brought forward with great ceremony. It was taller than Pip, made of ebony, and the diamond on the top was half the size of his fist. So this was the prize that certain Brothers were so eager to get their grasping hands on. There was a superstition – one of those occult pieces of fantasy that people loved passing around – that the Rod of Destiny could shoot jets of fire.


    At one’s enemies presumably, thought Pip. Maybe I’m going to need it sometime.


    Father Parvano put the rod into Pip’s hands, saying: ‘Much is required of the one who wears these symbols and carries this Rod. The burden is not a light one. Kneel now, Sarannan, and make thy promise to serve and protect the Domains.’


    Pip knelt. He promised to serve and protect, thinking: A lot depends on what a tor lord wants to serve and what he intends to protect. That’s been questionable over the years.


    Following this, Father Parvano said: ‘All will swear fealty to the Lord.’


    Then began the most gruelling part of the late-night ceremony. Every man there, from the Father down to the youngest guardsman of the Hundred, approached and knelt, head bowed, then rose and moved on.


    


    One hundred guardsmen, twelve lords, and the entire Enclave – nine hundred men treading with agonising slowness through the gloom. Pip took himself away, leaving the tedium to the soulless actor in the ornate robes. Only the approach of his father brought him back. Lord Ar bowed his head and sank his knee into the cushion. Pip shivered, waiting to look into his father’s face. But Ar only raised his eyes briefly before straightening then walking off.


    In the outside world the storm had arrived. It lashed Mazdala’s roads and battered its rooftops, pouring buckets into the clogged drains which overflowed. There was a flash flood in the lower districts; their streets and lanes were awash, and people had to evacuate their homes in the dark. Against all probability the river rose and ended up where it shouldn’t be, in the newly built pleasure gardens and waterside pavilions patronised by the city’s rich elite. Boats broke their moorings and smashed into bridges, although none of the sturdy bridges were more than superficially damaged. People said afterwards that it was the biggest, most sudden and shortest storm in fifty years.


    Inside, in another world entirely, where storms and other people’s lives were of lesser significance, the ceremony dragged on. The line dwindled. The last junior guardsman made the final obeisance and marched stiffly back to the ranks. A massive roll of thunder shook the hall, and through the shattered silence, moving like an airy being in a dream, a figure emerged from the shadows. It was a man limned with golden light.


    The shining intruder came up to Pip, and opened his arms in a reaching gesture. Another crash of thunder shook the hall. Pip reached out, and he and the shining one touched hands.


    Pip fell onto his knees. When he looked up, the golden man had gone, and people were staring. The silence in the hall was like an in-drawn breath.


    His hands were empty – Moons Almighty, he’d dropped the Rod of Destiny! Where was it? Had it shattered? He heard a whispered ‘Eminence’, and Brother Fortinas held out the Rod, undamaged.


    Pip glanced at Father Parvano, who was supposed to put the final seal upon the night. The old man looked shaken, but quickly drew himself up.


    ‘Lords, Brothers, Guards,’ he said. ‘I give you His Eminence Sarannan, Thirty-third Tor Lord of Azrath.’


    *


    Lark had climbed the low hill to watch the crescent moons skim the horizon. Dark grasses bent to the wind; stars shifted around the heavens. It was a beautiful night.


    She sent her heart into that vast black sky. Let the heart fly like a night-bird over hills, rivers, mountains and plains in search of the little lost boy. The small face swam into her mind, and she reached out to him: Beni, you’re not alone.


    Flint’s camp-fire glowed rosily in a bowl of darkness at the base of the hill, the only island in a sea of night. Lark had left him to his sombre brooding, glad to escape for a short time. The closer they got to Mazdala the more silent and distant he became; and although he didn’t talk about how he was feeling, she knew what tormented him although not which torment was the worst. Thoughts of Beni must have been uppermost in his mind, but perhaps he worried more about his unformed schemes to save the child, knowing that he had no certainty of success.


    Upward flew the moons like slender craft. Little boats on a black sea. In pity for Flint Lark started back down the hill. She shouldn’t leave him alone while he was hurting; yet would he accept any comfort? And how could she help? What could she say to make things better?


    At the camp-fire she sat on a log and stared at the fire.


    Flint glanced sideways. ‘Hungry now?’


    ‘Yes. Sorry I wandered off.’


    He doled soup into a dish, and handed it to her. ‘Suppose you don’t like my company much.’


    Lark ate mournfully. ‘Well … I like you.’


    Flint didn’t answer.


    After dinner she helped him scrub the dishes with sand and rinse them in the black water of the stream. He was still silent, and she couldn’t think how to make him talk. He fed the fire with another stick then dug a hollow in the dirt and settled into it, resting his back against the log. Lark dug herself a shallow depression beside him.


    She looked up at the sky. ‘The stars are beautiful, aren’t they? Tell me about them.’


    ‘Which?’


    She pointed to the western sky, still dark because the moons were just beginning in the east. ‘Over there. Those stars with the yellow one.’


    Flint’s eyebrows jerked upwards. ‘That’s the constellation called The Wild Lion. Everyone knows that one, even Juda.’


    ‘Oh yes, so it is.’ Lark didn’t care if he thought she was being lame; at least she was keeping his mind off his misery. ‘The yellow star looks like its eye, don’t you think?’


    ‘The Drye desert people believe it is,’ said Flint gruffly. ‘Didn’t I tell you that already?’


    ‘I suppose you did, but that’s not why I think it,’ she said. ‘It must be an eye because I can feel it looking at me.’


    Flint snorted. ‘And you’re the only one down here to look at?’


    She ignored the dig, pleased that she had him talking instead of brooding.


    ‘I wonder what stars really are?’ she rattled on. ‘One of Revlan’s books says they’re balls of hot gas. But my Granny used to say they were very special people who have died. The people become stars so they can watch over us.’


    ‘Every one of those is just someone who died?’ he said.


    ‘You think it’s a silly idea? Granny said everybody could be a star if they learned what love was while they were alive.’


    ‘Your Granny was a hopeful soul.’ Flint prodded the coals with a stick. ‘I don’t see a huge lot of love in this world.’


    The last thing Lark wanted was to start him dwelling on the wrongness of the world again, turning his mind back to Beni and the Brotherhood. ‘It’s there if you want to find it,’ she said. ‘Anyway my granny was very wise and she knew about deep things, so I’m not going to contradict her.’


    Flint’s eyes had filled with tenderness and pain. ‘Maybe you’re right to believe it, Lark.’ He turned back to the fire, hunching over and resting his arms across his knees.


    Oh no, I’m losing him; he’s getting morose, thought Lark. What can I talk about now?


    A moment later she thought of something. ‘Flint, remember I once asked you if you’d ever seen Moontide accidentally?’


    He nodded, still staring into the fire.


    ‘How do they announce Curfew in Losa Marco? In Ness they light beacons.’


    ‘Same,’ he murmured, adding listlessly: ‘Don’t they light them in the Far Isles?’


    ‘No. They don’t bother about us. But we don’t need their warnings.’


    Now she had his full attention. ‘How so?’ he said.


    Lark smiled. ‘We have moon-seers. They’re people who can tell when a conjunction is near, and they warn us to board up the houses and tie up the boats. It can get really stormy at sea, and nobody is fool enough to go out in it.’


    ‘I heard something about moon-seers when I was a boy,’ said Flint. ‘I thought they were a myth.’


    ‘No, they’re real. My mother told me that in other places than the Far Isles priests used to kill the moon-seers to wipe out the competition. But that was a long time ago and now only the Tor Lord—’


    Too late she shut her mouth. Too late.


    *


    Father Parvano’s carriage was last to leave the Enclave. The Tor Master and the Brothers who served at the Tor had gone on ahead. It was twenty minutes after midnight.


    Hampered by his fancy robes, Pip climbed awkwardly into the carriage. Rom passed him up the Rod of Destiny then helped Father Parvano inside. Black curtains pulled across the windows closed the carriage interior to the world. Pip sat tensely opposite the two men in the softly lit gloom, hands gripping the Rod. It felt like a dead weight across his knees and took up the entire seat.


    ‘Father …’ his voice sounded shaky and thin, ‘you know what happened with this—?’


    ‘An unfortunate accident. Never mind,’ said Father Parvano. ‘Anyone could see how nervous you were, and then the thunder—’


    ‘You heard it?’


    The Father’s face registered mild surprise. ‘I may be getting long in the tooth, but I’m not deaf yet. That first clap of thunder gave me quite a turn, and the second time I nearly jumped out of my skin. I saw you jump, too.’


    I thought the thunder was something to do with the glowing stranger, Pip mused. But they didn’t even see him. So was it a vision or a ghost?


    ‘I’m sorry I dropped the Rod. It wasn’t a very good ending to the ceremony.’


    ‘Ah, these things happen. We’ve had a long and stressful night.’


    Hooves clattered outside as the Guards of the Hundred took up positions, flanking the carriage. The Enclave doors swung open, and they rode out into the night.


    Well, this is it, thought Pip, dully.


    Rom had twitched the curtain aside to look out. ‘Good heavens!’ he said.


    ‘What? What is it?’ said the Father.


    ‘The storm must have been bigger than it sounded. You should see what it’s done, Father.’


    The old man peered briefly through the gap. ‘Dear me, and we never knew what was going on,’ he said. ‘No doubt I’ll be having a visit from the Lord Mayor. I hope the damage isn’t too bad.’


    Pip sat there, with his eyes closed. He wasn’t supposed to look out, and in any case he was too tired to be interested and too emotionally drained to care. As if the Tor had already claimed his spirit.


    


    A line of Lower Brothers waited by the gold entrance to the Inner Tor.


    ‘No fuss,’ Father Parvano told them. ‘His Eminence is exhausted. Are the rooms prepared?’


    Surrounded by his retinue Pip moved like a sleepwalker along the halls to his new palatial suite. Possibly for the first time in his life he was being pampered like a prince, and right now he didn’t object. Tomorrow would be different, though. Tomorrow, that independent, rebellious inner voice would shout loud enough to be heard. Tomorrow, he would start doing things his way…


    Tomorrow…


    


    Full of tension and wonder, exhaustion and pent-up nerves, Pip lay stiffly in the king-sized bed. Even as he thought he might never get to sleep, his mind gave up the struggle, and he slipped into dark oblivion…


    


    There was a light …


    Beckoning like a shining finger …


    The light sped into the Great Library, where it melted into the bookshelves by the Tor-room door.


    It hovered above the well.


    Down it floated, into the darkness …


    Where it changed …


    Into a ghostly man who rushed around Pip crying sadly. Faster and faster flew the ghost, until Pip’s head was swimming. Machines were in the well, lattices of crystals and metal girders. Pip seized a worker’s mallet and smashed them. He knelt in the shattered debris and cried like a heartbroken child.


    


    In his sleep he turned uneasily. But the dream held tight…


    


    On his knees, in the well, he twisted towards a black archway.


    Rising, he walked to the archway and through it. After walking a little way he came out into a green field—


    —where a black-shouldered falcon dangled on a thread of air, watching him from its wild amber eyes.


    *


    Flint brooded over the fire. ‘Damned Brotherhood,’ he muttered.


    Lark groaned. Bugger. Now I have lost him. How can I get him back?


    ‘My granny was a moon-seer,’ she tried. When Flint didn’t look up she decided to have another go. ‘And so am I.’


    His head jerked.He stared at her, curious eyes catching a glimmer from the fire. ‘You?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘You playing with me, trying to make me laugh?’ he said.


    ‘No. It’s true. My mother told me never to tell a soul; but I’d trust you with my life.’ She offered him a tender smile.‘Well, I already have, haven’t I?’


    His eyes crinkled – he was pleased. Lark continued while her gaze explored the ruby canyons of the coals. They looked like little worlds on fire. ‘My friend in Mazdala is a moon-seer, too,’ she ventured. ‘I just wonder how many of us there actually are in the world. For all we know there could be loads.’


    ‘Your friend – is he from the Far Isles?’ said Flint. ‘You’ve told me hardly anything. Who is he? A relative?’


    ‘No, and he’s not from the Far Isles. I don’t know where he comes from exactly.’


    ‘So he’s someone you met in the Far Isles or in Ness?’


    ‘No … he’s in Mazdala.’


    ‘Then how did you meet him? You’ve never been farther east than this camping spot.’ Flint sounded confused.


    ‘I know,’ she said shyly. How to explain her connection with Pip? Other people never understood.


    ‘He’s a pen pal?’ Flint persisted.


    ‘No.’


    ‘Are you saying this character and you have never met?’ said Flint, now exploring the limits of exasperation. ‘At all? Not even through a letter?’


    Feeling incredibly foolish, she nodded. ‘That’s right.’


    ‘So how can you know anything about him?’ He sighed. ‘Such as, what does the blighter do for a crust? And where in Mazdala does he live?’


    Lark winced. ‘Um, I don’t know.’


    He huffed. ‘Let me get this straight: you’re going to Mazdala to look for a person you’ve never met and you don’t know where he lives or what he does. That’s crazy.’


    Her eyes prickled with tears. Put like this it did sound crazy.


    ‘Hey, lass, it’s all right.’ Flint bent forward. ‘I know you’re not crazy. What’s this all about?’


    ‘If I tell you, you won’t understand,’ she whispered. ‘Probably.’


    ‘Try me anyway.’


    He listened without interrupting – he was good at that. At the beginning his face was blank and open; but when Lark explained her relationship with Pip she could see him struggling to believe his ears.


    ‘I don’t know. None of it makes any sense to me,’ he said. ‘And how do you expect to find one person in a city the size of Mazdala? It’s like trying to find a certain ant in an ant heap.’


    She had no answer to give. How Flint expected to rescue Beni from the clutches of the Brotherhood was a question she could have asked him in return. However, she didn’t have the heart to ask it.


    *


    Ding!


    Pip’s eyes shot open.


    Ding!Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!


    He glared irritably at the bedside clock. Damn! Not five damned hours since he went to bed!


    Groaning, he turned over, intending to go back to sleep. Then the strange dream popped into consciousness…


    Years ago he’d dreamt of broken machines. They were in a well – the Tor-room well, to be exact.


    And now I dream of them again.


    And of a ghostly crying man.


    Ghosts. Was the Tor haunted? He’d always wondered if it might be.


    A stranger of light came to the consecration ceremony, but no one except Pip saw him. Was Pip being haunted, too?


    The Tor is haunting me.


    The thought sent a frightened shiver rolling up his spine.


    The Tor made Lord Roland choose me. It got me here, and now it has me where it wants me.


    Why?


    He rolled onto his back. The bed was huge, and the mattress felt like … like he was floating on a cloud. What a place this was. All this luxury. This Tor. Kings could live here. And, if he was game enough to admit it, being a tor lord was near enough to being a king.


    He stared up at the ceiling – good grief, look at it! – last night he’d been too tired to notice. What person in their right mind had painted that? Obviously someone who’d thought that the very thing a fellow would want to see, when he woke up in the morning, was an army of obese cherubs prancing around in the nude.


    Gosh! Look at their weeny little…


    Every edge and every corner of everything had gilt on it. Maybe even the damn toilet seat, he supposed. He’d been too tired last night to notice that, either.


    I’ll have the ceiling re-painted, he thought. But will they let me? Or can I do what I want? The Tor isn’t mine, but I’m in charge, aren’t I? Somebody must have wanted big fat naked babies on their ceiling. So, somebody must be able to say: ‘No, it’s my ceiling now, and I want clouds and flowers and birds, or at least something that isn’t pink and white.’


    The silliness made him think more deeply about luxury. Indulgence; extravagance; excess: all the thick rich cream floats to the top. Then again, so does pond scum.


    


    Speaking of the cream, this morning, in the Outer Tor, there was to be a familiarisation meeting with the province lords. Pip’s stomach somersaulted at the thought. He was going to get to see and talk to his father.


    What will I say to him? he thought. My father?


    In a waking dream he wandered through the meeting while someone else – that idiot Sarannan – nodded politely and found generalised answers to vague, mostly trivial questions. He’d finished speaking with the two Voxini lords and was standing, in a daze, waiting for the next encounter, when a quiet voice said at his shoulder: ‘Eminence…?’


    The voice repeated itself in the same anxious way: ‘Eminence…?’


    Pip focused on his father’s face. ‘Oh …’ he said, feeling like an utter fool. His father looked as worried as he was.


    ‘You are … grown up,’ said Ar, lamely. ‘I must say this has all been a great shock to me.’


    Bit of a one for me, too, thought Pip. He smiled nervously and said the first thing that came into his head: ‘I saw you in the city once.’


    Later, looking back on it, he thought it was probably the stupidest thing he’d ever uttered in his life. And the worst thing about it was that this seemed to put an end to their conversation, when all Pip had ached for was the warmth of his father’s touch.


    Then Pip met Lord Radorka.


    ‘Eminence, I believe you know my son?’ said Radorka.


    ‘Yes. How is Revlan?’


    ‘He’s well, Lord. He’s with me, in Mazdala. We were visiting Losa Marco when we heard of Lord Roland’s death. He’ll be attending another Laws class this summer and asked me if he could stay in Mazdala for the autumn. But I’m not sure I’ll agree.’


    ‘Why?’ said Pip. ‘Why won’t you agree?’


    For a moment Radorka looked taken aback. ‘I think it’s not the best idea for Revlan to stay here on his own. He’s not yet eighteen,’ he added unctuously.


    ‘The same as me,’ Pip replied. ‘Don’t you think your son might benefit from the experience?’


    The lord’s black eyebrows shot up like two surprised caterpillars. ‘Yes? Sir?’


    ‘Yes!’ said Pip. ‘If you agreed, I could have him come to visit me …’ he paused for effect, ‘quite often would be nice.’


    ‘Oh … oh, of course.’ Radorka’s head bobbed energetically. ‘Of course. If you so wish.’


    ‘Oh, I do. And he could start by visiting me tomorrow.’


    The gathering came to a merciful end. It had been a terrible two hours, except for the game with Radorka. All Pip had to say was ‘I wish,’and Radorka’s head had practically fallen off. Was this what power felt like?


    


    Endless discussions with Father Parvano and Brother Milo ate up the rest of Pip’s day. Lord Roland’s death had disrupted the regular High Council Congress, and they resolved to postpone its assembly until the last month of summer.


    Pip sighed with relief. This would give him more time. Time was what he needed most: to research the Laws and think about changes; to decide what to do about the non-conjunction; to worry about why he was being haunted.


    That evening he wandered through the Great Library, sensing an ancient personality in its towering dusty presence. A giant man in faded clothes. A man with memories of many lives, and each life with its own voice, each voice speaking from a book. Pip looked up at them: the thousands of voices murmuring together in a wordless hum.


    What compelled him then to move a ladder to the bookshelves above the Tor-room door, and climb up? What guided his hand to a particular place? What made him take one book from amongst the dozens on the shelf?


    Still balancing on the ladder, he turned the book over in his hands. You could hardly call it a book; it was so thin and floppy. When he opened it, pages rained out, and he was left holding only the soft leather cover.


    He chased the fallen pages then sat on the carpet with them in his lap. As soon as he saw the handwriting he was glad he wasn’t on the ladder. ‘Lord Zend,’ he whispered.


    An attempt to put the pages into some sort of order showed that they didn’t relate to one another. On one page Lord Zend wrote briefly of his family, and said of his mother:


    


    ‘At Moontide my mother protected me with silence. Had my father guessed that I could predict the Moons he would surely have slaughtered me as a Moon-seer.’


    


    Pip stared down at the yellowed paper. Zend could predict the moons?


    On the next page Zend described how, as a twelve-year-old, he had seen for the first time ‘the flaming forces of Azrath, in tree and hill.’ He went on to describe the Tor, saying:


    



    ‘As are trees, the Tor is a collector of Energy from the Sun. It also channels the Planet’s Energy which rushes from the pit and is thus magnified by the crystalline lattices in the stones. However, it serves us naught until the Energies can be put to useful action, and for this my labour over seven years is finally complete. The machines are ready.’


    


    Pip squeezed his forehead. These words were giving him a headache. Machines … machines … crystal lattices … all in my dreams.


    And the machines were ready for what? The remainder of the page was a blank, as though someone or something had interrupted Zend in his writing.


    The third page turned out to be Zend making derogatory comments about some priests, in particular a high priest named Serkovan. Zend hated everything Serkovan stood for. ‘That wicked old fox,’ he called him, and later said: ‘These priests will serve up death to me.’


    Serkovan … Serkovan… thought Pip. Wasn’t that the name on a tomb in the cemetery? Tor Lord Number-two?


    There had been trouble for Zend. Was it here at the Tor? A trouble so bad that even the stones of the Tor remembered it? Pip peered into the darker corners of the Library, feeling the menace of another time.


    And here also was a mystery worth investigating. All the recorded histories of Zend painted idyllic pictures of his life. Never once did they make mention of any trouble with priests.


    Pip picked up the final page. It had hardly anything written on it, and what there was, appeared to be the final words of a letter to someone, the prior pages having been lost.


    Zend wrote:


    


    ‘I know you cannot come to me nor should you have to. You say you are not free, and this I understand, for I am also a prisoner of sorts. The work consumes me, and the priests’ demands grow heavier with every passing day. However, with the tunnels completed, I now have the means to leave the Tor. Wait for me. With love, Zend.’


    


    Pip sat very still, eyes closed. He was walking through an archway leading to a field … he saw a falcon … he was outside.


    Could it be true? Were there tunnels under the Tor? He must find Rom.


    Rom was pottering around in his new office. It was rather larger than his old one at the Enclave, and he was looking for things to fill it up with. Pip thrust the makeshift book at him.


    ‘Read this, quickly!’


    Rom leafed through the pages. ‘This is a genuine relic!’ he enthused. ‘The Father is going to be thrilled. So is Brother Leo—’


    ‘No.’


    Rom arranged the pages on the desk and stared down at them. ‘No what?’


    ‘No one must know.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘You read it,’ said Pip. ‘Because of what it tells us.’


    ‘What … those priests making trouble?’


    ‘No. Not that. The bit about the tunnels!’ Pip paced around the room; he couldn’t stand still and talk calmly about such things. ‘If there are tunnels under the Tor, Rom, I don’t want anyone else knowing!’


    Rom was silent for long enough that Pip started fidgeting, fiddling with the bits and pieces on the desk. When he accidentally bent a pen nib out of shape, Rom said quickly: ‘Stop that. But you think there could be tunnels? How would we know where to look?’


    ‘Hah!’ Pip grinned broadly. ‘You said “we”. You didn’t even say: “maybe you should think first?” You want to find them as much as I do.’


    ‘Well, yes … but I’m not letting you go crawling under—’


    ‘“Well” is the right word, Rom!’ Pip jumped in. ‘I have a fair idea of where to start.’


    A minute later they were dangling two lanterns over the well in the Tor-room. The glow reached down, bouncing off the ladder rungs until darkness swallowed it. Pip tried to ignore the other, the golden energy. He knew Rom couldn’t see it. Nobody else could.


    ‘It’s a hell of a long way down,’ said Rom. ‘Is that ladder safe?’ He gave the posts a hard kick. ‘Solid steel built to last. I hope.’


    ‘That’s what I thought when I saw it the first time,’ Pip told him. ‘Lord Roland said it was just there to ensure the safety of the men who built the well. But why would you need something permanent if that’s all it was supposed to do? They could have used scaffolding or wooden ladders.’


    ‘We’re not going down there now,’ said Rom. ‘Not in the night.’


    ‘I know.’ Pip bridled his impatience. He longed to explore, and would have been down the ladder like a shot if Rom had agreed.


    ‘Tomorrow,’ said Rom.


    Pip sighed. ‘Yes, tomorrow.’ Remembering something then, he brightened up. ‘And Revlan will be able to come exploring with us.’


    Rom looked startled. ‘Who?’


    ‘Lord Ness’ son. I invited him here for tomorrow.’


    ‘You didn’t tell me that but you should have,’ said Rom, reproachfully. ‘I’m supposed to be your secretary.’


    ‘Sorry,’ said Pip. ‘I’m not used to all this, you know.’


    The lantern light glimmered on Rom’s broad white smile. ‘Okay. So how do you know Lord Radorka’s son?’


    ‘Remember I told you about the fellow I tutored?’ said Pip. ‘How we snuck into town together?’


    The smile turned into a dry laugh.‘Ah … yes … your partner in crime. And you really believed that you and he were the first and only boys to do something like that.’

  


  
    


    EIGHT -Secrets and Shadows



    


    Mazdala was still a picture in Lark’s imagination; it had yet to become a bustling busy reality – she smiled to herself – ‘chokka’ with people. In some ways she didn’t mind. She liked being on the road with Flint. Granted he wasn’t the cheeriest company in the world at the moment, but she loved and understood him. And because she did she put up with it.


    To get to Mazdala from Vanesa you travelled, unvaryingly, due-east; and then, said Flint, you swung south for a little way to reach the great city. Flint’s route through Losa Marco and Ar took them into and past towns, but avoided the cities. It had been a disappointment to Lark when, after crossing the delta soon after leaving Vanesa, she could only glimpse the tops of Olvera’s legendary pointed towers as they swam like mirages in the distant heat haze.


    Lark had the feeling that Flint deliberately avoided the cities. ‘Why keep away from them?’ she asked.


    ‘Don’t like them,’ he said gruffly. ‘Can’t seem to breathe in them.’


    ‘But you’re going to Mazdala. The biggest city in the Domains.’


    ‘Necessity,’ he said. ‘And I’ll die if I don’t save Beni.’ He shrugged. ‘You’re not so different. You need to find this mystery boy of yours so you can forget the other fellow.’


    Lark blushed to the roots of her curly hair. Sometimes Flint could be so terribly blunt. Too often he could be so terribly … insightful. Was it this that she hoped to do? Find Pip, and have him replace Revlan? But it wasn’t like getting a kitten because your cat had died; or putting off a dress that didn’t fit any more and going out to buy a new one. Revlan had become part of her wholeness, just as Eva and Martin and Granny. She could never replace that.


    Flint was right, though, in his blunt insightful way. She needed to find Pip so very much. He’d been with her inwardly from the earliest days of her life – he was family. No longer was the inner contact enough; it had not been enough for quite some time. She remembered when this dissatisfaction had started. It was at Eva’s death, when all the warmth had gone out of the world and there were no more loving arms.


    Family – she wanted it badly.


    *


    Revlan shuffled his feet like a schoolboy in trouble with the teacher. He knew the protocol for meeting the Tor Lord – his father had told him that he mustn’t speak until spoken to.


    ‘It’s great to see you after all this time,’ said Pip quickly, to put him out of his misery.


    ‘You too, Em—do I really have to call you that?’


    Pip grinned. ‘No.’


    Revlan brightened up a bit. ‘Thank the Moons. Anyway I couldn’t believe it when Father told me who the new Tor Lord was.’ His eyes wandered up and down the tiers of bookshelves. ‘I love books but I never thought I’d see so many in one place. You’d never be able to read them all, no matter how long you stayed here.’


    ‘Only some that need reading,’ said Pip. ‘Did Radorka decide it was all right to let you stay in Mazdala without him?’


    ‘Yes. He’s going home in a couple of days. He’ll come back later, for the Congress. How did you know he didn’t want to let me stay?’


    ‘He told me. He said he thought you were too young. But I said—’


    Revlan’s eyes opened wide. ‘You made him do it?’


    Pip laughed. ‘First time in my life I’ve ordered someone to do something.’


    ‘It’s a wonder he didn’t have a seizure.’ Revlan shook his head in amazement. ‘First time in his life that anyone’s ever bossed him like that.’


    ‘I didn’t make it sound like an order,’ said Pip. ‘I thought he actually took it pretty well.’


    ‘Maybe …’ Revlan nodded thoughtfully. ‘But, I’m telling you, watch out for him in the future. He can be very hard, and I’m not sure how he sees you…’


    ‘Me neither,’ Pip agreed. ‘Father Parvano’s of the opinion that the lords might think they can take advantage—’


    ‘That wouldn’t surprise me,’ said Revlan. ‘I really don’t envy you, Sarannan.’


    ‘I don’t envy me either,’ said Pip, mournfully. But now wasn’t the time to mope—


    ‘You know why I bossed your father?’ he said. ‘For you.I did it for you, so you could have a bit of fun.’


    ‘And so we could see each other?’


    ‘Yes, that too. But I imagined you wanted to stay here so you could have some fun.’


    Revlan offered him a wry smile. He’d grown up a lot since their first contact, and seemed more solemn than Pip remembered. He said softly, almost as though to himself: ‘There is another reason.’


    Something impinged on Pip’s consciousness; Revlan’s eyes had darkened as he spoke. When no further explanation seemed to be forthcoming, Pip said: ‘Tell me about it, if you want. But, right now, we’re going onto the roof.’


    The dark look vanished. ‘The roof?’ said Revlan eagerly. ‘Am I getting a close up look at the tower?


    ‘Well, you can,’ said Pip. ‘But something else is up there.’


    ‘Pigeons?’ said Revlan, with some of the humour and sparkle that Pip remembered.


    ‘Wait and see.’


    In the Observatory Revlan played with the telescope, preferring to use it for spying on the Hundred than studying the scenery. ‘This is a fabulous thing. Who made it?’


    ‘First Lord Zend designed it, but it wasn’t built till long after his death.’


    ‘I read a book about him,’ said Revlan. ‘The author called him the Universal Man, whatever that actually means; I’m not sure I know.’


    ‘I don’t either,’ said Pip. ‘It sounds like one of those pompous generalisations. As far as I can see, Zend was just very clever at a lot of things.’


    Revlan trained the telescope on a distant tree. ‘You can see the actual acorns! All the knobbly bits on the twigs!’ The telescope swung left. ‘And … dead people.’


    ‘What?’ Pip followed Revlan’s line of sight. ‘Oh, the cemetery,’ he said flatly.


    ‘Dead people.’ Revlan’s fingers tightened the focus. ‘Who are they, in there?’


    ‘Tor Lords.’ Pip sighed. ‘Only Tor Lords. Lord Roland’s tomb is nearest the gate.’


    After an embarrassed sideways glance, Revlan swiftly returned to the dials, twiddling them self consciously. ‘Um, right,’ he said.


    ‘You know,’ said Pip. ‘Zend is the only one not buried in that cemetery.’


    ‘Where is he buried, then?’


    ‘Nobody knows.’


    ‘That’s a shame.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Pip. He had a mind to tell Revlan about the ghostly presence haunting the Tor, but didn’t get the chance.


    Revlan said, his eye still glued to the eyepiece: ‘It’s been a rotten year. My mother died.’


    A pain stabbed Pip’s chest. He knew what that loss felt like, although only from a distance. For Revlan, having lived in closeness with his mother, the pain must be much more acute. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. The words sounded lame and inadequate, and he knew Revlan hardly heard them.


    The telescope kept swinging right and left. After a while Revlan said: ‘She died of lung fever. The same as my brother did.’


    ‘I didn’t know you had a brother,’ said Pip. ‘Was he much younger?’


    ‘No … older.’ Revlan glanced up from the eyepiece. ‘I sometimes think what my life would’ve been like if he hadn’t died. You know…’


    Pip nodded. ‘Then you’d have been my brother, so to speak. I’m sorry for him, but it was the best thing for you.’


    ‘Yes, I wouldn’t’ve—’ Revlan’s face reddened. He punched the side of the telescope. ‘Ow! Sorry, Sarannan—’


    ‘I don’t think you hurt it; it’s tougher than you,’ said Pip, knowing exactly what Revlan had apologised for.


    ‘No …’ Revlan groaned. ‘I mean … sometimes I don’t know when to shut up.’


    ‘Oh, that? Don’t worry about it.’ Pip leaned forward. ‘Listen, do you still think about how we should change the Laws to get rid of injustice?’


    Revlan sucked his bruised knuckles. ‘Yes, even more so. Something else happened this year…’


    Pip listened to a tale of Revlan’s sister and her paid companion. ‘Father dismissed her because Lillia told him lies about me. Lillia said I was head-over-heels in love, you know, so Father sent me down south, to get me out of the way.’ Revlan looked up. ‘Then Lillia did something worse. She told a lie about Lark—’


    ‘Lark?’ said Pip. ‘Is that name common in Ness?’ he added quickly.


    ‘What? No.’ Revlan stared at him curiously. ‘Lark comes from the Far Isles. I don’t think it’s usual for there, either. She said her father loved the skylark’s song, so he named her Lark.’


    Lark. Pip’s heart fluttered.


    ‘Anyway,’ Revlan continued, ‘my mother gave Lark a necklace as a gift; I was there when she did. But Lillia told Father that Lark stole it, and so he put out a Wanted order for her. When I came home and found out what Lillia had done, I told Father the truth. He cancelled the order, but didn’t hurry to do it. He doesn’t care about people.’


    Revlan pouted like a little boy. ‘I went looking for Lark. I knew she was heading for Mazdala because she left me a note. I traced her as far as Drent. She’d joined a caravan going to Taraq, but it never got there. Bandits wiped it out. They killed everybody.’


    Pip rubbed cold sweat off his forehead. This couldn’t be his Lark. In their hearts and minds they continued to meet together, and only yesterday her lovely face had smiled at him.


    Revlan was still talking. ‘I was out of my mind, then. I went home, and Father was crazy because I’d gone off without telling him. We did a lot of shouting until we both got tired of being angry. But I’m still not talking to Lillia. I’ll never forgive her for what she did.’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Pip. Not that this would help his friend much.


    Revlan nodded. ‘I was miserable for ages. I thought Lark was dead, but then…’


    ‘Then what?’


    ‘Um …’ obviously embarrassed, he hunched his shoulders. ‘It’s a bit weird. I had a weird experience. Um, I don’t know whether I can…’


    Pip’s neck burned. He was filled with a sudden unimpeachable knowledge. My Lark – it is!


    ‘You had a dream, didn’t you?’ he pressed.


    ‘Er…’ Revlan looked down at his feet.


    ‘You did. She came to you in a dream. And so you knew she wasn’t dead.’


    Revlan gasped. ‘How did you know that? When I was in Losa Marco I dreamed she was standing right in front of me. She was there … it was so real, and she said to me: “You’ll find me in Mazdala”, and I knew it had to be true! I just knew it!’


    ‘And that’s why you want to stay here? To search for her?’


    ‘Yes. I’m sure she’s here somewhere, and I have to find her, to tell her how sorry I am for everything. And, well, she’s my friend and—’ Revlan’s eyes searched Pip’s face. ‘You knew about the dream. How?’


    Now I have to explain, thought Pip. I just hope he can understand.


    He took a deep breath. ‘I guessed about Lark because I know her too. She’s special; she has these incredible powers of connecting with people. She’s been visiting me ever since I was five years old.’


    ‘Five?’ Revlan studied him intently. ‘You’re kidding me.’


    ‘No. It’s the honest truth,’ said Pip earnestly. Did Revlan believe him? ‘How can I prove it to you?’ he went on. ‘What if I tell you what she looks like? Although I’ve only ever seen an impression of her face.’


    ‘All right.’ Revlan sounded more than a little sceptical. ‘This has got to be good. Go on, then. Let’s hear how clever you are.’


    Pip tried not to smirk. ‘Okay … She has blonde hair that’s always made me think of spun gold. And it’s very curly – long wriggly curls, you know, and there’s a lot of it. And her eyes are green. Is that right? Does that sound like the Lark you know?’


    Revlan’s mouth was hanging open. ‘Exactly like her. If it is her, I wonder why she never told me about you.’


    ‘But it’s not the sort of thing you tell, is it?’ said Pip. ‘I mean … would you admit you talked to invisible people? If I’d told them that in the Novice School, they’d have sent me to have my head examined.’


    Revlan nodded. ‘I used to have an invisible friend when I was little. Lillia overheard me chatting to him, and she made such a fuss about it that I stopped talking. I don’t know what happened to him afterwards. He went away.’


    ‘That’s a pity. What was his name?’


    ‘Hoppy. Don’t think it was his real name; I have a feeling I made it up, except I can’t remember the reason. In those days I was always making things up and having all kinds of imaginary adventures.’


    ‘Why?’ said Pip, curious because he never had.


    ‘I don’t know really. To make my life feel better, I suppose.’


    ‘You didn’t feel good about your life?’ Pip probed, carefully.


    ‘Not really. It was hard, having a father like Radorka. Still is,’ said Revlan bitterly. Then, surprising Pip, he laughed out loud. ‘You know I used to call myself Champ because I wanted to be champion at something.’


    Noting the deliberate change of mood and agreeing with the need for a lift in their spirits, Pip played along. ‘Makes you sound like a horse. Champ, the Wonder Horse. Ha-ha!’


    Revlan grinned. ‘Thanks very much. As if you never had a nickname at school, my friend! What was it?’


    ‘Er …’ Using his sleeve, Pip polished the glass on the telescope. ‘Dirty smudge on here—’


    ‘You’re stalling …’ Revlan wheedled. ‘Come on, spill…’


    ‘Pip,’ Pip mumbled.


    ‘Pardon?’ Revlan smirked. ‘What was that? I didn’t hear properly.’


    Pip grimaced. ‘Yes, you did. It was Pip. All right?’ he shouted. He winced at the loud laughter that followed.


    Revlan wiped his teary eyes. ‘By any chance was that short for … Pipsqueak?’


    ‘So…?’


    ‘Ha ha.’


    ‘With Lark I’ve always been Pip; she doesn’t know my real name,’ said Pip, to deflect the laughter.


    ‘Why’s that?’ said Revlan, serious again.


    ‘Because as soon as you enter the Novice School the other kids give you a nickname and then you kind of lose touch with your former self. Besides, for a five-year-old, Pip is an easier name to think.’


    ‘And you’re still Pip … with her…’


    ‘Er … yes.’ Pip turned away to hide his burning face.


    ‘Probably a good thing,’ said Revlan thoughtfully. ‘The name Sarannan will be pretty much public property now.’


    That was a sobering thought. Pip nodded dejectedly.


    


    Now that Revlan had cheered up, Pip decided to tell him about the ghost and his strange dreams.


    ‘You don’t know who it is, do you?’ said Revlan.


    ‘Not sure. But I suspect it might be Zend.’


    ‘Really? Why?’


    Pip explained that he had found Zend’s letters and what the letters said. Revlan stared at him, agog.


    ‘You think the ghost of Zend wants you to go looking for his tunnels?’


    ‘Could be. I thought we might have a look. Today.’


    ‘Right!’ Revlan clapped his fist. ‘What are we waiting for? Let’s do it!’


    *


    At this point in its geography the River Ar was what Flint called a ‘misfit river’, meaning that it was much narrower than the valley it had carved and now inhabited. And yet it was still a very great river indeed. So, in the far off misty past, when Azrath was a much younger planet, it must have roared through the landscape like a titan.


    It was still early morning, and the horses made a brisk trail through the dewy grass. Lark was starting to feel hungry. ‘How far now, at a guess?’ she asked.


    ‘A couple of hours,’ said Flint. ‘But we’ll have to go up before we can go down.’


    The land rose in front of them where the valley grew rockier and steeper. They’d been travelling along the valley’s rolling side after coming in from the west, and now moved south, towards Mazdala. Lark thought the valley rather beautiful, with its broad green sweeping flats and gentle rises, and red-roofed farmhouses irregularly dotting the way. As they moved a little further into the morning, she saw a vast country estate with a great white house at the centre – I wonder who owns that, she thought.


    ‘It’s pretty country here, isn’t it?’ she said to Flint.


    He nodded.


    ‘Good rich farming land,’ she persisted.


    ‘Hm.’


    ‘I bet the lambs like it.’


    ‘Uhuh.’


    ‘Gosh, you’re chatty this morning.’


    ‘Uhuh.’


    ‘When are we going to stop and have some breakfast? I’m starving.’


    ‘Right.’


    Lark rolled her eyes. Where was he? What was he thinking about? Should she even need to ask?


    *


    Eyes glittering to match the well’s crystalline rim, Revlan prowled around its perimeter. ‘Great! Let’s get down there!’ he said, excited.


    ‘I’m climbing down first,’ said Rom in a voice that denied any possibility of argument.


    The two boys raised their eyebrows at each other. Revlan leaned towards Pip. ‘Who’s the boss here, you or him?’ he whispered.


    Pip smiled a little. ‘He worries.’


    The ladder creaked under Rom’s weight. ‘You don’t set a foot on this thing until I’m at the bottom, mind,’ he ordered them. ‘I’ll yell out when I get there.’


    The boys waited impatiently; it seemed an age before Rom’s faint voice called up to them. They began the creaking descent, Pip counting rungs as he went but losing count after the first thirty. Rom had been right when he said it was a hell of a way down.


    At last their feet met solid stone. They stood at the base of the ladder, holding their lanterns, looking around. Rom swung his lantern in a circle, lighting up a shadowed world of brick and arches but nothing else that was obvious. The place had a desolate air of abandonment.


    ‘There has to be way out.’ Rom pointed to the arches. ‘Do they lead to anywhere or are they just blind?’


    I went through one in my dream, thought Pip. But he certainly wasn’t going to reveal this. ‘Let’s have a look,’ he suggested.


    The arches formed a dark cloister around the circumference of the well. At their back, on the wall side, were more arches, all filled in with solid timber planking. A little way on, Pip’s lantern picked out a heap of rubble. He bent over twisted strips of metal, broken cogwheels and shattered crystals. He felt sick; his eyes squeezed shut, trying not to see.


    ‘I can’t see any way out of here,’ said Rom.


    So far Revlan hadn’t said anything. He seemed preoccupied with the timber-filled arches, and kept touching the wood.


    ‘What are you doing?’ said Rom.


    ‘Trying to find a door,’ he said. ‘This is much like the cellars in the Great House. All the early manor houses and the old castles have at least one tunnel underneath them, built for the wars. People needed to be able to escape during sieges and attacks.’


    He pressed another plank. They heard a sound like the reluctant opening of a tomb…


    ‘Oho, here we go.’


    The door was a narrow rectangle of planking. It swung away from them, and they had to stoop to go through. Revlan gave it a light push, and it rumbled shut behind them.


    ‘Presumably, there’s some way of getting it to open again?’ said Rom – his voice had an anxious edge.


    ‘No problem,’ said Revlan. ‘You just touch the same place on this side. The door is pressure-triggered.’


    He demonstrated, and Rom breathed easy.


    ‘You know all about how it works. Did you explore the tunnel under your house?’ Pip asked.


    ‘Only the bit behind the cellar wall,’ said Revlan. ‘My grandfather dynamited the exit and filled it up, because he reckoned it wasn’t safe and he didn’t want people wandering in.’


    They were in a tunnel built of glazed bricks expertly mortared and constructed. Soot-blackened niches in the walls had once held long-ago candles. Pip clutched his lantern and compass, and he and Rom and Revlan walked close together. Their shadows crept ahead, crawling across the floor and leaping grotesquely up the walls. They hadn’t gone very far when the tunnel opened into an oval shaped domed room. It was quite large, very dark but for the flow of lantern light, and entirely empty.


    The light snaked over a dark square at the centre of the floor. An iron grating covering a narrow shaft. Pip peered through dirt encrusted bars, down into blackness like a slitted mouth, his stomach retching a second time.


    ‘What’s that noise?’ said Revlan.


    They strained to listen.


    ‘Running water?’ said Rom. ‘Is the Tor built over an underground stream?’


    ‘Not the drains, is it?’ said Revlan.


    Rom shook his head. ‘No. We’re too far underground for drains, and anyway, all the sullage here goes to filtration tanks, outside, I think.’


    Another tunnel directly opposite theirs led off to somewhere, and the dark mouth of a second tunnel gaped between the two.


    ‘Which direction?’ said Rom.


    Pip straightened up. It took some effort to haul his imagination back from the nauseating pit. The compass needle wobbled then pointed. ‘Let’s go straight ahead,’ he said. ‘To the north.’


    There was a monotonous sameness to the tunnel, so that, as they ploughed onwards and around curves through its cool, musty underground smell, they lost all sense of direction, and only the compass told them they were still heading north.


    ‘We’re travelling underneath the Outer Tor,’ said Revlan. ‘No … by now we’ve gone further than that,’ he corrected. ‘Just think … when they built the Outer Tor … dug down to put in the foundations … they must never have discovered any of this; they must have put them down over the top.’


    ‘Because the tunnels are so deep,’ said Rom. ‘Still, it’s a wonder all the construction didn’t stress them a bit.’


    Built well, thought Pip. Designed by a master.


    No one knew how long they’d have to walk for, or if there was any point in walking, or what they’d find when they reached the end. If there was anything to find. But, on they walked, because a tunnel had to have an exit.


    The air changed its smell, becoming damp and earthy. Cracks appeared in the mortar between the bricks. Looking up, they saw roots snaking through the curved ceiling, like pale thin fingers, and soft fibrous deltas growing across the arch. A sudden waft of fresh sweet breeze sent them hurrying round the next curve.


    Ah, there it was – daylight. A triangle of blue, laced-edged with green, hanging above a slope of tumbled dirt and stones and the remains of a rise of brick steps.


    ‘That used to be a proper exit, but the land must have slipped and brought it all down,’ Revlan observed.


    ‘Can we climb the slope to get out?’ said Pip. He went first, scrambling on hands and knees over the debris then pushing through the fern-choked hole. His head popped into daylight shadowed by a slab of rock half-buried in the hillside.


    An immovable sentry guarding the past, the huge rock screened the tunnel exit from the gully below. Pip rested his hand on its hard wrinkled skin, feeling its coolness. How many times had Zend stood in this same spot with his hand pressed against this same rock? During Pip’s bouts of reading in the Great Library, he’d come across the phrase ‘The Past is another world’. But the Past was all around him now: in the rock, tingling with its ancient weather-beaten history; in the timeless sweep of the valleys and hills; in the sky that watched all things begin and all things fade. The memories of one man were but a footnote to these, and yet the memories were embedded in everything here, and they still existed.


    The Past was also the Present.


    His thoughts were strange, fluid, like waves. The sides of the boxed-up life fell out and its contents flowed away, and for a moment of utter stillness in a bright world of birdsong and buzzing insects, he was empty, waiting for something to flow back in. Without conscious direction, his ears listened to echoes. As if, just behind the trilling and the humming, a voice called to him from the edge of silence.


    Rom’s voice rose up from the hole: ‘Give me a push, Revlan, before I get stuck.’ Stones dislodged as he squeezed through. He brushed dirt off his tabard, and reached out a hand. Revlan grabbed it gratefully, and climbed out into the light.


    ‘Thanks. I’m glad you went through first. You widened it nicely for me,’ he said.


    ‘Not all that much,’ Rom protested.


    The still, bright moment had passed without giving Pip its fullness. Sighing, he looked at the slope above him. It wasn’t very steep. ‘Let’s climb up. See where we are,’ he said.


    ‘I thought the tunnel felt pretty long,’ said Revlan when they stood on the brow of the hill. He pointed. ‘See … bits of smoke, away down there: Splent.’


    They had come a long way to freedom. Pip turned round and looked at the Tor. It stabbed at the sky with an arrogant finger, and for a second he experienced a surge of jubilation. You’re there and I’m here.


    Pip lifted his face to the wild sky and inhaled the warm summer air.


    I am here.


    


    Not saying much of anything, Rom, Pip and Revlan sat for a long time amongst the tall waving grasses. Pip watched the universe busy under the leaves and the universe busy overhead. Ants down here, clouds up there.


    And Rom … so still and sad.


    ‘Penny for your thoughts,’ he whispered.


    Rom glanced up. ‘Just thinking about Vox.’


    ‘Would you like to go home?’


    Rom shrugged. ‘After forty years in the Brotherhood I could hardly call it that.’


    ‘But Vox was your home. And you’d have family there,’ Pip insisted. Failing to see the flicker of pain in Rom’s eyes, he continued: ‘If I try, I can still remember my father’s house. We had orange trees in pots. And horses, white ones. I think he bred them.’


    ‘He still does,’ Rom murmured. ‘His horses are famous in the Domains. I remember the sea. Sometimes I can smell it, or I imagine I can.’


    Pip half closed his eyes and looked at the world through a blur of eyelashes. If he could vanish into Azrath, melt through its skin and come out somewhere else, where would that be? He’d like to go home and get to know his father.


    He’d almost forgotten Revlan’s presence until Revlan slapped his boot with a switch of grass and said: ‘You two are making me depressed.’


    With a grunt, Rom got to his feet. ‘I think it’s time we went back.’


    Pip sighed inwardly.


    


    It took an effort of will to enter the shadows once more.


    To counteract the sense of oppression, Pip began hatching a plan with Revlan. ‘Now I’ve found a way out of the Tor, I could go into the city,’ he said. ‘If you help me.’


    ‘Well, I would,’ said Revlan. ‘How though? I’d have to bring you a horse, but you don’t ride.’


    ‘No, I do. Lord Roland let me learn while I was here, during the spring. One of the guardsmen of the Hundred taught me.’ Pip felt a rush of foolish pleasure at the surprise on Revlan’s face and the shock on Rom’s. He hadn’t told anyone this secret before. Although Rom said nothing, following his shock, the tension rolled off him, in waves. Pip didn’t need a moon-seer’s power of prediction to foresee that there were going to be arguments later on.


    The return journey to the room of three ways seemed much swifter. The boys were eager to explore the other tunnel, and Rom followed them sighing. Some minutes later the tunnel branched into two offshoots. The right-hand branch continued with the same dimensions as the tunnel, but the left-hand offshoot was narrow and its entrance partly blocked by fallen masonry.


    ‘Wonder what happened here,’ said Revlan.


    ‘Don’t know. We’ll go down the right side,’ Pip decided.


    They had walked only a little way through the gloomy atmosphere when their lanterns picked out a huddle of rags and bones on the floor. Rom lifted a rag aside, uncovering a yellowed human skull. Shadows lurked in the eye sockets; the mouth grinned.


    The boys jumped back.


    The skeleton was curled up like a person asleep. A broken arrow rested against the breastbone, the arrowhead inside the ribcage. Looking at it, Pip felt himself turn cold and dead. The feeling was almost like despair.


    ‘Gosh!’ said Revlan.


    ‘Shot,’ said Rom. ‘I wonder who did it.’


    ‘And when,’ Revlan added.


    The cold dead fingers of time reached out…


    ‘Take that thing away,’ Pip whispered.


    Rom glanced up. ‘The arrow? Won’t make the poor chap feel better now.’


    ‘Please…’


    Rom gave him a funny look. ‘All right. Don’t be upset.’ As he wiggled the arrow between the ribs, they heard a clink, and something rolled into the darkness. Lantern swinging, Revlan chased it.


    He came back holding up a ring. ‘Look … good gold and an emerald.’


    ‘Do you think it belonged to …?’ Sadder than he could understand, Pip jerked his head at the bones.


    Rom took the ring and tried to fit it over the skeleton’s finger bones. ‘Too small for this chap, even his little finger. He must have been a giant of a man.’


    ‘Maybe he stole it,’ said Revlan.


    For some mysterious reason the suggestion offended Pip deeply. ‘Can I have it, please? I’m wondering if these might be Lord Zend’s bones,’ he said.


    Rom and Revlan stared at the floor. ‘The First Lord’s bones? Why?’ said Rom.


    ‘No one knows where his grave is. Perhaps he never had one.’


    ‘I don’t know, Sarannan.’ Rom scratched his head. ‘Nothing I ever read said the First Lord was a giant. If he was, it would’ve been unusual enough to be mentioned in the history books. Why assume they’re his bones? They could be anyone’s.’


    ‘Someone who discovered the tunnels,’ Revlan suggested. ‘And someone murdered him.’


    ‘Murder,’ said Pip in a hoarse whisper. Strange, how he felt a peculiar pain and sorrow for someone he didn’t know. Trouble at the Tor. And the stones remember it. Do they remember this?


    ‘Fits you neatly,’ Revlan remarked.


    ‘What?’ Pip looked at the ring on the middle finger of his right hand. He wasn’t aware he’d slipped it on. ‘For safekeeping, so I don’t lose it,’ he said, knowing at once that this wasn’t the real reason.


    They left the mystery behind and trod farther up the tunnel. This turned out to be a mistake. The tunnel had collapsed a long time ago, leaving tumbled down bricks, stones and packed earth, and a stink of rot and decay.


    ‘Erk.’ Revlan recoiled. ‘Let’s get out of here.’


    At the branch Rom wanted to return to the Tor-room. ‘No, let’s try this other way first,’ said Pip. Revlan agreed, so Rom was outvoted.


    ‘I hope we don’t find more sad old skeletons,’ said Revlan as they picked their way over the brick rubble.


    You wouldn’t want to be claustrophobic, thought Pip. This tunnel’s walls were so close he could almost reach out and touch them with both hands.


    At first they found nothing and were almost about to turn back, when, coming around the next short curve, they saw a metal spiral staircase in the gloom.


    ‘Wow. Let’s see where this goes,’ said Revlan.


    Pip toiled up the curving stairs. A vague apprehension, that somewhere in his mind was the answer to Revlan’s question, niggled at him. On reaching the top he stepped onto a floor of timber planks, and the knowledge crystallised.


    ‘Can you guess where we are?’ he said.


    Rom was panting from the exertion. ‘Not sure. Whew!’


    Revlan peered at the surrounding walls. ‘No.’


    Pip swung his lantern, and its light darted over a curved wall of stone facing them, a straight wall of timber running off to their right, and another running off to their left. ‘The stone is the Tor-room wall—’


    ‘And the Tor-room is circular, and the timber wall boxes it in!’ said Revlan triumphantly.


    *


    From the top of the hill Lark looked down at Mazdala. Its streets made her think of a cobweb spun by a great weary spider. You could see where the spider had started the web – oh, centuries ago it must have been – because the first thread of the spiral coiled around a central hill. All the other streets and roads fanned out from there: north, south, east and west, fanning out from this core then crossing and recrossing the glittering river.


    ‘What’s the hill with the load of grey buildings on top?’ she said to Flint.


    He was silent for a moment, scowling. ‘It’s called the Mount, and that’s the home of the Brotherhood.’


    ‘Oh.’


    Yes. A huge web with the spider in the centre, she thought. Flint is so angry.


    ‘I suppose it’s all old city around there,’ she said conversationally, trying to ease things a bit. ‘I read there used to be a wall with big gates and they had a night-time curfew, and if someone came back late they’d find themselves locked out.’


    ‘The wall’s still there,’ said Flint. ‘But the city’s grown out so far beyond it … there’s no point to it now.’


    Lark glanced at his frowning face. ‘You know a lot about Mazdala. Have you been here before?’


    ‘Couple of times.’


    She didn’t ask the reason but narrowed her eyes at the huge city. Its far boundaries were lost in a hot quivering haze. She couldn’t see where the city ended and the rest of the world began. That’s what Flint had meant about finding one particular ant in an ant heap. But Pip wasn’t an ant. He was somewhere here. Somewhere.


    ‘The old streets look planned,’ she said. ‘But the rest of it looks a mess. Where will we stay?’


    He leaned forward, shielding his eyes from the noonday glare. ‘On the east side. The west side is the government district.’


    ‘Inside the old city wall or outside it?’ She didn’t much like the look of the outside chaos. The spider had got lazy and untidy the further out it went. Streets, lanes and alleyways rambled and doubled back; buildings crowded onto each another. ‘Congestion’ and ‘overcrowding’ were words that immediately sprang to mind, followed closely by ‘crime’.


    And they call this place the Centre of the World? Not my world, she decided.


    ‘Inside the wall,’ said Flint. ‘I want to stay as close as I can get to the Brotherhood.’


    Lark stared at the great grey edifice rambling over the top of the hill. It dominated everything, just as the Brotherhood overshadowed the Domains. Her stomach sank under the lead-weight of her worried thoughts. She wished she knew what Flint was planning. So far she hadn’t found the courage to ask him, and he hadn’t offered to tell her. In fact, for several weeks she hadn’t mentioned Beni, and neither had he.

  


  
    


    NINE -Zend and Alinn



    


    Rom rapped his knuckles on the timber wall. ‘A cavity around the Tor-room. Of course, Revlan, you’re right, it’s only logical that it’s squarely boxed so the outside rooms fit around it. It’s curious … when you’re in the Tor-room you never picture something like that; you assume the other walls are joined to it somehow.’


    ‘It’s easy to lose perspective, in there,’ said Revlan. ‘This timber wall goes right around the Tor-room. If only we could see through walls we’d know where the staircase actually is.’


    Pip was waving his hands vaguely in the air while his lantern danced across a cobweb cosmos, lighting up spiders. Whether it was the tense excitement of exploring the tunnels, or the return of his old feeling of prior knowledge of the Tor, that worked on him in a peculiar way, his mind opened and gave him … a revelation.


    I’ve done this before.


    ‘From the Library you go down the little passage,’ he said, mainly to explain the layout of the area to himself.


    ‘Of course!’ said Rom. ‘The cavity will come up against it. That should make it easy to know where we are.’


    ‘Two sides to the passage, Rom,’ said Revlan.


    ‘Yes,’ said Pip. ‘But since we can’t see the passage and this is a square, we must be in one of two back corners. There’s got to be a door out of the cavity … somewhere.’


    ‘If we block the light from the lanterns—’ said Rom.


    ‘We’ll be in the dark?’ said Revlan.


    ‘Yes. And if there’s a door, it might show light around it, coming in from outside.’


    ‘Which way will we go? Left or right?’ said Revlan. ‘Isn’t it great having a choice?’


    The joke went unremarked; Pip was staring into space. If I’ve done this before, then—


    ‘Go right,’ he said, with a sure knowledge. ‘But I don’t want to be standing near this staircase in the pitch dark.’


    They moved away from the spiral stair and along the cavity a little way, where they stopped. Rom used the end of his tabard to cover his and Pip’s lanterns and Revlan used his hat. The cavity plunged into darkness as thick as black molasses.


    ‘Can’t see a thing. Not a damn thing,’ said Revlan.


    ‘We’ll go further around the curve,’ Pip suggested.


    They uncovered their lights, but the same thing happened again. So they progressed a bit further, and this time their lanterns illumined a shadowy corner.


    ‘What’s that in the corner?’ said Revlan.


    ‘Some sort of box,’ said Rom.


    Now they hurried.


    ‘I’d call it a chest.’ Revlan ran his hands around the top. ‘I wonder what’s in it. Let’s see if we can—’


    ‘Wait,’ said Rom. ‘Best if we check for a doorway first. If we could get a door open we wouldn’t need lights.’


    Again they covered the lanterns. Again they were engulfed by unrelenting darkness. Each time, it would take a few seconds for their eyes to settle down and accept that there was nothing to see. But, this time, there was something: a sliver of light, a long vertical thin line off to their left. Steadily they groped their way towards it.


    It was directly in front of them now. Rom jerked his tabard off the lanterns and Revlan removed his hat. Rom started feeling the wall on both sides of where they’d seen the light-bleed. Either by luck or inspiration, he located a catch. The boys held their breath.


    The door didn’t swing, nor did it groan sepulchrally like the door in the well. This door ground away from them like a rusty machine, moving at the speed of old Brother Tortoise and creaking like his knees. It moved heavily, as though weighed down by Time.


    The sliver became a vertical bar; then light flooded the cavity. Pip, Rom and Revlan stood still for a moment adjusting their eyes to sudden brightness and a carnival riot of colour.


    The stained glass windows.


    They walked into the Great Library, Revlan laughing at some private joke. ‘We’re in a mystery novel. They invariably have secret passages with bookshelf doors,’ he explained.


    Rom propped a heavy chair against the bookshelf to stop it shutting by itself. ‘Not that it will; it’s one geriatric door,’ he said. ‘But we need to find a doorknob.’


    ‘You look for it, Rom,’ said Pip. ‘We’re going to see what’s in that box.’


    ‘Huge hairy spiders, I expect.’


    ‘I wish you hadn’t said that.’


    The box – Revlan insisted it was made of oak – had a lid with blackened metal hinges and a tarnished brass latch that was jammed but not locked. The boys attacked it impatiently, wobbling it and hauling at it until it gave. When they levered up the heavy lid, dust mushroomed into the air and spiders crawled away in a hurry.


    They stared down.


    They looked at one another.


    They stared down.


    ‘Gosh,’ said Revlan.


    ‘I found the doorknob,’ Rom called out. ‘It’s the top acorn on the carved frieze between the shelf and the Tor-room door. I’ll give it a try.’ There was a teeth-grating sound of ladder wheels rolling…


    The boys yelled out as darkness swallowed them in a single gulp. Then, with a squeaking of rusty hinges, the bookshelf door ground open again and there stood Rom laughing in an aura of light.


    ‘Very funny,’ said Pip. ‘Now come and see what we’ve found.’


    *


    On the east bank of the River Ar in smelling distance of its mud flats Lark and Flint found their lodgings. It was called the Inn of the Black Swan, a rather optimistic title in Lark’s opinion since she couldn’t see a swan anywhere on the river. The inn had stabling at the rear for the horses, the rent was cheap, and the place looked clean and didn’t have a dark brown stain around its outside walls like the buildings nearer the water.


    Mrs Goodbody kept an ‘orderly house’, so she said. Lark wondered what that was; it sounded regimental. The landlady’s small dark eyes gleamed with curiosity.


    ‘Sooo, Mr Flint, you’ve come a fair way?’


    Flint’s head bobbed. ‘Yep.’


    ‘From…?’ She offered him a patient grimace.


    ‘West Losa Marco.’


    ‘Oh.’


    Mrs Goodbody’s unsatisfied eyes shifted to Lark, a girl wearing trousers, boots and a baggy coat. Lark thought: this woman is suspicious of us. She turned to Flint. ‘A dusty journey, wasn’t it, Grandad?’


    His mouth dropped open but he recovered quickly. ‘Dusty and tiring, right enough.’ He sniffed the air. ‘Everything smells damp here.’


    The landlady’s round face creased in an expression of horror. ‘Not my house! The river flooded recently, during the night, and the water nearly reached my door. It was a “flash flood”, as they say. Nobody knows where it came from; it just happened. In some places they’re still cleaning up.’


    Lark’s upstairs room had a charming view of backyard and stables. She shut the door and dumped her pack on the faded carpet. A basin and pitcher of water were on the dresser with – oh, bliss! – a bar of scented soap. Two fluffy towels were folded at the bottom of the bed in waiting for something more luxurious than a simple wash. This was the big city, and Mrs Goodbody was civilised; she had a bathroom.


    Thirty minutes later, clean from head to toe, smelling of lavender, and physically un-tensed to the point of indolence, Lark was tapping on Flint’s door.


    ‘It’s only me,’ she said.


    ‘Open,’ he called, his voice sounding strangely muffled. Stripped to the waist, he was standing at the dresser, with his back to her. But she saw him in the mirror, and stared at the white foam smothering the lower half of his face.


    Flint’s normal look was somewhere between seriously unshaven and a beard. It was a scruffy look, to be sure, but Lark found something homely and comforting in it. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘What are you doing?’


    ‘What does it look like?’ He sloshed the razor around in the bowl then delicately scraped a cheek.


    ‘Shaving,’ she said meekly.


    The razor slid deftly over his chin. His eyes flashed in the mirror. ‘So now I’m your grandad, eh? How old do you think I am?’


    ‘I don’t know … ancient.’ Lark flopped onto the bed. ‘Why are you shaving? You never shave.’


    ‘Never say “never”. It’s a mistake.’


    Flint ignored her while the razor chased around his face. She sighed, rested her head on her hand, and started doodling pictures with her finger on the fluffy bedspread.


    Clouds … a river valley … more clouds … a horse – her eyelids felt so heavy. Sun with long rays … moons as circles and crescents – her little silver earrings jiggled as her head drooped – moons … moons … moooooo—


    ‘Have you gone to sleep?’ said Flint. ‘On my bed?’


    Lark jerked into consciousness. ‘No! I wasn’t…’


    ‘Looked as if you were.’


    ‘The hot bath was very relaxing,’ she admitted sheepishly.


    Flint was wiping his face with a towel. ‘Don’t fall asleep here,’ he said. ‘The landlady might get the wrong idea.’


    ‘That’s why I called you “Grandad”,’ she explained. ‘I had to say something to that woman; she was looking at me in a funny way.’


    ‘Well “Grandad” could only make it worse. If you’re that tired you’d better go and have a snooze in your own room.’


    Lark heaved her lazy body off the bed. ‘Okay, I will. But why did you want to sh—?’


    Flint had tossed the towel at a chair; but it missed and slid onto the floor. Lark gasped. ‘Flint, you shaved off your moustache!’


    ‘Time for a change,’ he muttered.


    ‘But—’ she closed her mouth on the objection – she had seen his eyes.


    Don’t question me, they said. It’s my business.


    Lark wondered, nevertheless. Flint and his moustache had been inseparable – like an old married couple.


    *


    Paintings: ten pictures painted on oak panels.


    They carried them into the Library and leaned them against the bookshelves. Revlan had gone for the last one, and returned carrying the painting under one arm and a small box under the other.


    ‘The painting was leaning across it,’ he said, holding the box up like a trophy. ‘I wonder what’s inside.’


    Actually a small chest made from dark red wood, the box had a tarnished brass catch. Pip and Revlan tried briefly to open it, but the lid seemed frozen shut. They put it on the table for later.


    Thick coatings of dust obscured the paintings’ images. Carefully Pip rubbed one with his finger, uncovering a grey circle. He regarded his blackened fingertip. ‘We need rags.’


    ‘Don’t use your finger on them any more, it might not be good for the paint,’ said Rom. ‘I’ll get some dusters from the cleaners’ closet.’ He rushed out then returned with half-a-dozen pristine white rags.


    Stopping occasionally to sneeze, they got cleaning, working out from the centre of each panel quickly, in their eagerness to uncover the main image. By the time they were looking at the eighth revealed subject, the strangeness of these paintings had become apparent. All were of the Tor with the three moons hanging above it.


    ‘Only the tower … none of the buildings,’ said Revlan. ‘Interesting.’


    ‘Why would someone paint the same subject so many times?’ said Rom. ‘Couldn’t he get it right, so he just kept trying?’


    ‘The moons are in different positions,’ said Revlan. ‘Maybe it’s an astronomical record.’


    ‘That’s what it is,’ said Pip. Gently, he finished clearing the centre of the ninth picture. ‘And in this one the moons are in conjunction.’


    ‘What?’ said Rom. As he and Revlan stared mutely at the painting, Pip had the sensation of hearing mental gears grinding painfully into new positions.


    ‘Someone watched Moontide and painted it?’ Revlan whispered. ‘How do we know it’s real?’


    ‘I’m certain it is,’ said Pip. ‘You only have to—’


    ‘Who did it?’


    ‘We’ve only cleaned the middles,’ said Rom. He swiped an edge with his rag. ‘Artist’s signatures are usually at the bottom.’


    ‘Normally on the right,’ said Revlan, scrubbing a fraction too enthusiastically. Pip couldn’t blame him; he felt the same way himself, but it was difficult not to imagine Brother Leo’s horrified face if he’d been present.


    ‘Sarannan …’ Revlan’s voice was a hoarse whisper. ‘Mine’s signed Zend.’


    ‘This one, too,’ said Rom, ‘and it’s dated!’


    ‘They’re all Zend’s, of course,’ said Rom when they’d rubbed the dust off the signatures. ‘Moons Almighty!’


    ‘First Lord Zend watched Moontide! Gosh! Better clean this last picture.’ Revlan peered closely at the tenth painting. ‘Actually, I don’t think we’ve got moons here; I think it’s a portrait.’


    ‘What?’ said Pip, snatching up a clean rag.


    Everyone wanted to have a go at this one. After some jockeying for position on an area too small for three people, Rom gave up and sat back on his heels, to watch. Revlan had the top, and Pip the bottom and middle.


    ‘Zend again,’ said Pip, almost immediately, the signature rising like a phantom from the centuries of dust. ‘Now who was the sitter?’


    ‘Man’s head,’ said Revlan. So far he had uncovered black hair, a broad forehead and a pair of serious black eyebrows. Pip was working feverishly on the man’s torso and arms. The subject was wearing what looked like a velvet doublet with long sleeves.


    Revlan tapped Pip on the shoulder. ‘Look, Sarannan, I’ve got the full face.’


    Pip stared. And stared, especially at the man’s thoughtful brown eyes. Dazed, he reached down and touched the painted face. His fingers tingled. A hissing began in his ears, filling his head, sounding like distant voices. Hundreds of voices – whispering in his mind – the voices of the Tor.


    Who are you? And why did you come to me at the ceremony?


    ‘Can you hold it up for me?’ asked Rom. Pip balanced the painting on his knee so Rom could see the face.


    ‘Hey, move your arm a bit, Sarannan,’ said Revlan – he was trying to look at the back of the panel – ‘there’s writing here.’ His lips moved silently as Pip turned the panel around. ‘Self Portrait: Zend, son of Azmei,’ he said aloud.


    Indeed it was. And there was a date.


    This … is … him! thought Pip, his mind too much in awe to go further. Every question he ought to have been asking was eclipsed by a golden figure. Zend had come to him at the consecration.


    A minute or two elapsed – a hiatus of wonder, during which Pip re-lived touching hands with Zend. His excitement returned and he attacked the rest of the portrait almost in a frenzy. ‘Here, steady on, you’ll scrub the paint off,’ Rom cautioned; but the warning was unnecessary because Pip had come to a stop. He had uncovered the hands…


    ‘Isn’t that the ring we found?’ said Revlan, pointing to the middle finger of Zend’s right hand. Pip had been so embarrassed at being caught wearing the ring, that he’d slipped it into his pocket. He drew it out.


    ‘It looks the same. What do you think, Rom?’


    ‘Identical. It’s his,’ said Rom, ‘but what’s in his other hand?’


    ‘A necklace.’


    ‘Gosh,’ said Revlan, chewing his grimy thumb with complete disregard for the dirt. ‘My mother had a necklace a bit like that.’


    Rom went on his knees to peer closer. ‘Some kind of crystal,’ he said. ‘It’s so wonderfully painted; it looks real.’


    ‘Hers was a moonstone,’ Revlan offered. He turned to Pip. ‘I think this proves it, Sarannan.’


    ‘Proves what?’


    ‘That the ghost of Zend’s been haunting you because he wanted you to find all this.’


    Rom rocked back. ‘Pardon?’


    ‘Sarannan’s had a ghost after him …’ Revlan grinned at Pip’s grimacing face, ‘and now we know who.’


    Rom looked quizzically at Pip. ‘So, are you going to tell me about it, or just keep me in suspense?’


    ‘Tell you,’ said Pip wearily. ‘Although you might not believe it.’


    Rom listened then shook his head at Pip. ‘You actually dreamt a ghost led you down the well and to these tunnels?’


    Pip shrugged helplessly. ‘I dream a lot of strange things, and sometimes they turn out to be true.’


    ‘What I’m wondering,’ said Revlan, breaking the spell that had taken hold in the Library, ‘is who hid these paintings in there. Did Zend do it?’


    ‘Hard to know for sure,’ said Rom, with an air of distraction. He kept shooting wondering looks at Pip.


    ‘What about the ring?’ Revlan continued. ‘It’s his ring, but we found it with somebody else’s skeleton. What does it all mean?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Rom. ‘Maybe he was there, and he dropped it. Sarannan, are you all right?’


    ‘Hm?’


    ‘Are you with us?’


    ‘What? Oh – sorry. I was just thinking.’ Pip brought his still dazzled senses to heel. ‘That wooden chest might have some answers.’


    ‘It’s going to need persuasion to open,’ said Revlan. ‘Or possibly dynamite.’


    Lacking dynamite and any other explosive, they settled for a table knife, bending it badly in the process of levering up the stubborn lid. Inside the chest was another box, this one of dark metal. Underneath the box was a small leather satchel with silver clasps tarnished to black. Pip opened the satchel, and four cylinders of rolled parchment slid out.


    The cylinders were letters. Pip thought they might be Zend’s, but the handwriting showed they were another’s. A painted family crest headed each letter, and underneath was written the name Alinn of Olvera. His hands started to shake. First Zend, now the lady of the silk veil. How, over the years, had so much come to him? And why? What did these things prove?


    His ears caught Revlan’s sharp intake of breath, but his mind was obsessed with its questions. However, had Revlan just said something significant…?


    ‘What?’ said Pip.


    ‘I said the Olverans are my mother’s family,’ Revlan repeated. ‘Mother’s name was also Alinn, although she spelt it in the modern way – A-l-y-n-n-e.’


    ‘Your mother was a descendant of this lady?’ said Pip. ‘Then so are you.’


    


    They sat at the table, reading each page of parchment together. Rom was struggling with the metal box, turning it round and round. The letters were sad love-letters, in which Alinn complained that her father would not let her marry Zend because the men of Olvera didn’t trust the men of Ar. She was also afraid for Zend because he was painting a picture of Moontide, and she worried about what dangers might befall him.


    ‘What of the curfew? What of madness and going blind?’ she wrote. ‘Do you believe these things will not happen to you?’


    The final letter was the saddest. Alinn was to be married to a man she hardly knew, a man of Olvera. She would never see Zend again. But she’d added a lengthy postscript that proved interesting. As interesting as the sepia drawing underneath.


    Alinn wrote:


    ‘I shall wear the necklace always, and no one will know it was your gift. Deliberately I allowed my father to notice it, claiming I had purchased it in the marketplace. He is of the opinion that it is an eccentric piece, and sees it as one of my foolish whims. But I care not for his opinions. You tell me this moonstone is the key to your heart, so I shall regard it as the key to mine which, while I live, no one but you will unlock. – A.’


    ‘The key to their hearts – that’s a bit tragic,’ said Revlan. ‘But look at that picture of her – Zend must have drawn it when he got the letter. And look at the necklace she’s wearing.’


    ‘The same one as in the painting,’ said Pip. ‘He gave it to her.’


    ‘Yes.’ Revlan nodded thoughtfully. ‘Remember I said my mother had one just like it? Well, I think it’s more than that; I’m sure her moonstone is that moonstone.’


    ‘The exact one?’


    ‘Yes. Mother always owned that necklace. It was passed down through her family, from daughter to daughter. All the way from Alinn.’


    ‘What a wonderful thing,’ exclaimed Pip. ‘Zend’s family line died out. I believe there are no descendants. But you have the closest connection.’


    ‘Damned historic of me.’ Revlan grinned.


    Rom placed the box on the table, and sat down. ‘This box is impossible,’ he grumbled. ‘There’s no way of opening the lid; the thing’s hermetically sealed.’


    The boys looked at it. Rom’s struggles with the box showed up as silver smudges on the tarnish.


    ‘You couldn’t even get a knife blade into that seam,’ said Revlan. ‘What’s the depression in the lid for, I wonder? And the ridge around it and those narrow slots?’


    ‘It might be a mechanism for getting it open, but I can’t see how it would work,’ said Pip.


    Revlan hissed. ‘What’s the point of a box you can’t open, I ask you?’


    They put the tantalising thing aside and tried not to look at it, although it was a magnet for Pip’s mind. ‘We’ve questions and no answers,’ said Rom. ‘Talk about a real mystery.’


    One that I want to get to the bottom of, thought Pip.


    ‘But imagine what people will say when they see the paintings,’ Rom went on. ‘Brother Leo is going to be beside himself.’


    ‘Brother Leo?’ said Revlan.


    ‘The Master of Heritage. He’s an art restorer.’


    ‘Oh … right,’ Revlan made a face. ‘Beside himself with joy? Or beside himself with … something else – when he sees what we did with the rags?’


    ‘I hate to think,’ Rom groaned. ‘Hopefully he’ll be so happy to have them that he’ll forgive us for trying to get them clean.’


    ‘He can’t have them!’ Pip snapped.


    Their heads turned. Rom gaped. ‘What?’


    Pip’s voice rose to a perilous pitch. ‘I’m not letting him have them!’


    ‘But you can’t hide them away again, surely?’ Rom pleaded. ‘Back in that dusty passage? It wouldn’t be right, Sarannan!’


    ‘No, it wouldn’t,’ said Revlan. ‘They don’t belong to you, Sarannan. They belong to everybody in the Domains.’


    Scowling, Pip twisted away, only to catch sight of Zend’s eyes staring straight at him. That painting seemed alive.


    ‘Well … you’re right, I suppose,’ he conceded finally. ‘Leo can have the pictures, but not the one of Moontide. They’re not seeing that.’


    ‘Because …?’ Rom prompted.


    ‘Think about it,’ said Pip. ‘A picture of Moontide, painted by someone who’d watched it? And he was the First Lord?’


    ‘Ah, yes, terribly embarrassing,’ Revlan agreed. ‘I can already hear the nervous coughing.’


    ‘Exactly. Think how the High Council would react,’ said Pip. ‘The painting makes a mockery of Curfew. They might even want to destroy it.’


    ‘Well, you have a point there,’ said Rom, ‘unfortunately. What are we going to say about the rest, then?’


    Pip bit his grubby knuckles. Indifference to dirt seemed to be catching. ‘We’ll tell everyone we found them upstairs, in one of the unused rooms, in a sealed cupboard. And we’ll put the Moontide picture back in the crate, just for now.’


    Rom jerked his head at the bookshelf. ‘No one’s to know…?’


    ‘Obviously.’


    Rom looked at him wryly. ‘I hope they’ll believe us, Sarannan.’


    ‘So do I.’


    ‘You should wrap the picture in something, to protect it from any more dust,’ said Revlan. ‘After all our effort…’


    ‘This’ll do; it’s the right size.’ Pip snatched the cloth off the nearest tea table.


    Rom groaned. ‘Cutlery bent out of shape and linen gone missing. How am I going to explain this to Housekeeping?’


    Pip’s nose wrinkled. ‘They probably won’t notice.’


    ‘Oh, they will. And, believe you me, they’ll gossip about it.’


    ‘At home, when anything goes missing, somebody always loses their job over it,’ said Revlan. ‘My father never shows any mercy and he never listens to reason, even when he’s in the wrong.’ Revlan was staring at the portrait of Zend, and sounded bitter. ‘I tried to get him to admit that Lillia had pulled the wool over his eyes about Lark; but he wouldn’t.’


    Pip glanced sideways to see if the statement had sparked any curiosity in Rom. It didn’t seem to have. Rom’s face said simply that he thought Revlan was rattling on about some females who were his own concern.


    ‘You know, it’s funny how these things work out,’ Revlan went on conversationally. ‘Alinn’s necklace – it’s the one my mother gave to Lark.’


    Pip nearly choked from shock. ‘Lark?’ he burst out. ‘She has it?’


    Rom looked at him, eyes wide open in surprise. Then his brows lowered.

  


  
    


    TEN -The Search for Lark



    


    In the city there was no peace or silence. After dark the streets stayed awake until dawn. On that first anxious night Lark cringed in the bed, jumping at every cackle of mad laughter, every sound of feet running and glass smashing, every shout and every thump. Flint was in the room next-door, but she still didn’t feel reassured.


    Next morning she sat across from him at the breakfast table, puzzling blearily over his new ‘look’. The landlady was falling over herself to serve him. It seemed that Mrs Goodbody felt that appearances were everything, and now she liked what she saw. It was ‘Mr Flint’ this and ‘Mr Flint’ that; and ‘More coffee when you want it, Mr Flint’ and ‘If you want seconds, just ring the little brass bell. I will be in the kitchen’; and the landlady posing and patting her hairdo self-consciously.


    Why don’t you go there, then? thought Lark. He’s not interested in you.


    Just how uninterested soon became obvious. Flint watched the woman bustle off to the kitchen, waited till the door closed behind her, and said: ‘I’m going to the Enclave.’


    Lark’s stomach turned over. ‘When?’


    ‘Today.’


    Her anxiety flew up to a new level. ‘What are you going to do?’


    ‘Nothing. Just look and watch.’ He took up his knife and fork, and disappeared inside a bitter, brooding cloud.


    Lark picked at her food, nicely cooked as it was. She could hardly taste it above the taste of fear in her mouth. She sat there, in the heavy silence, as if breakfasting at a table for one. Finally, she couldn’t bear it any longer.


    ‘What’s the point of watching?’ she said to him. ‘How will that help?’


    He looked up. ‘You don’t have to come if you don’t want.’


    ‘What else would I do?’ she said, exasperated.


    ‘Rest here. You look pretty beat up.’


    ‘Thank you for noticing,’ she said, giving him a sour smile. ‘I couldn’t sleep. It was too noisy.’


    Flint nodded. ‘Now you know why I hate cities.’


    ‘Anyway … I want to come,’ she said, at the same time suspecting that this wasn’t entirely true.


    Straight after breakfast they set out. Flint strode through the crowds, and Lark had to trot to keep up. Confused by the twisting city streets, she soon lost her direction; he, though, seemed to be navigating like a native.


    ‘When was it you came here before?’ she said.


    ‘With my father, to the Courts,’ he replied.


    ‘How old were you?’


    ‘Twelve.’


    ‘And you still remember—?’


    ‘Some things … you never forget,’ he said, darkly.


    A dozen twists and turns later they reached the gaggle of offices and shops nearest the Enclave Mount. Grey-walled and high, the Brotherhood edifice thrust upwards like a clenched fist. The huge black doors, barred and bolted, seemed to stare arrogantly at the outside world and say: ‘No Entry’, although there wasn’t any kind of notice or sign; the look of the place was its own advertisement. Lark looked askance at Flint. How did he expect to free Beni from this fortress?


    The road leading to the Enclave coiled around the slopes of the Mount and then circled the great complex of buildings. Much to Lark’s dismay, Flint said he wanted to walk it.


    Up the steep hill they toiled, Lark plodding along under the shadow of those grey walls, resenting every step. Down they hill they went, back to where they’d started. She ran into the feeble shade of a shop awning, and waited for him to catch up.


    ‘It’s too hot. I’m not doing that again,’ she told him, realising that if he argued she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from fighting back and that the part of her which was tired and anxious, wanted to be difficult in order to avenge itself.


    But, instead, he nodded and said: ‘There’s no need.’


    Frustrated, she watched him staring up at the Enclave. His eyes were fixed on the great black doors as if he thought that by staring hard enough he could force them to open. And, eventually, they did. Six Brothers, dressed in uniforms of black and light grey, marched through the portal, headed for the town. They walked right past Lark, and she followed them with her eyes. She’d never seen Brothers before. Except for the uniform, they looked exactly like ordinary men.


    The day grew hotter; the awning lost its shade. She tugged Flint’s sleeve. ‘I’m getting hungry. Can we get something to eat?’


    ‘Hm?’


    ‘Food. You know … you put in your mouth, and it stops you from fainting?’


    He gave her distant worried look, as if he thought vaguely that she was about to turn daft on him.


    In a nearby teahouse Lark ordered tea, bread and cheese and apples from the pink-cheeked girl at the counter. She sat down to wait. Flint had chosen the seat on the window side of the table. It had a view of the Enclave. He was glaring fiercely through the milky glass.


    She sighed. ‘I wish I knew what you were thinking.’


    ‘… Beni,’ he muttered.


    ‘How to get him out?’


    ‘Sh.’ Flint touched a finger to his lips. The pink-cheeked girl was bringing the food to the table.


    ‘To get him out, I have to get inside,’ he said when the girl had gone.


    Fear coiled inside Lark’s twanging stomach. ‘Impossible,’ she said. ‘If you ask me, the place is impregnable. Solid stone walls, no windows at street level, and the doors are locked. They probably have guards on the other side.’


    ‘I didn’t ask you.’ Slowly Flint sliced his apple then laid the slice on a piece of cheese. ‘You’re right, though,’ he added. ‘But don’t go imagining I’d do anything as stupid as climb the wall to get in through a window.’


    ‘Then how…?’


    Thoughtfully he rubbed his freshly shaven chin. The skin was still pink and raw looking. ‘There’s that smaller building. Built on the side—’


    ‘Is it a Brotherhood building, though?’ said Lark. ‘People go in and out of it, but they aren’t Brothers.’


    ‘It belongs to the Brotherhood,’ he said. ‘Didn’t you notice the Brotherhood shield over the front door?’


    ‘No,’ she admitted. Anyway she’d been too hot to bother about things like that.


    ‘The building’s joined to the Enclave, so it must go through to there,’ he said. ‘If I can find a legitimate way in—’


    ‘What way?’


    ‘Sh, I’m thinking.’


    Flint turned to the window. His face had shut down, and looked as hard and unassailable as the Enclave doors.


    *


    Brother Leo, the Master of Heritage beamed down at the portrait cradled in his arms. It now had a lush golden frame.


    ‘It was in amazingly good condition, Eminence. All it needed was a really good clean to bring back the original freshness and clarity.’


    ‘Looks as if it was painted yesterday,’ said Pip.


    ‘The only picture of the First Lord in existence, and his self-portrait at that.’ Brother Leo’s mouth stretched in a manic smile. ‘What a windfall, and all those others, too. I must commend you on the discovery, Lord. A brilliant start to your time at the Tor.’


    Pip blushed, an embarrassed desperado if ever there was one. Zend’s painted face drew him like a magnet; he felt as if his eyes were being sucked out of his head and nailed to the oak panel. He felt the link, the connection so powerful that it had brought Zend to the consecration ceremony. And to seal that connection, that bond, they had touched their hands.


    What bond is this? he thought. Why does it exist? What does Zend want? What does he want of me?


    How does a man who lived centuries ago come into the present? Is Zend a ghost?


    Or is he a memory? Can a face come out of the distant past? Can it cross the gulf of time? Or is the gulf of time just a windy hollow above nothing? Like the chasm between the Novice School and the Enclave? And you cross the nothing, to pass from one life to another—


    ‘Sir, see the skill of the First Lord’s art,’ Brother Leo chimed like a happy bell. ‘How cleverly he paints the light darting from both emerald and moonstone. Only a master artist can achieve such truth in paint.’


    Pip pulled himself back to the moment, and looked at the necklace.


    And looked again—


    ‘The setting around the moonstone is wonderfully painted, too. It catches the gleam of the silver to perfection,’ he said, sliding easily into the artspeak so beloved of the Master of Heritage. This brought an ingratiating grimace to Brother Leo’s face. Art was his passion and he longed to share it and would ear bash anyone who’d show willing.


    ‘To perfection, Sir. The silver hexagon,’ the Brother echoed. Though he shook his head and tut-tutted. ‘I must say, however, I wonder what the silversmith who made the setting was thinking of when he added those awkward points at the top and bottom. They do nothing for the design, and I can’t see any reason for such superfluous embellishment.’


    ‘Who knows, after all this time?’ said Pip. But I know. He was thinking of … a key.


    ‘Well, Sir, I must be off to the Lords’ Gallery.’ Brother Leo bowed. ‘Will you come to watch us hang the portrait in its place of honour?’


    ‘Not just at the moment,’ said Pip. ‘I’ll wait until it’s up.’


    Pip raced away to Rom’s office. He burst in, exclaiming: ‘I’ve solved the mystery, Rom!’


    Rom looked up from his desk. ‘Which one? We have so many.’


    ‘The box. The box! Zend told Alinn the necklace was the key to his heart, but he meant it was the key to the box! I just saw the portrait. The moonstone fits into the lid, but it’s not the key; the silver setting is. It’s a hexagon—’


    ‘And the depression in the lid is six-sided!


    ‘Yes. I’m certain that the points at the top and bottom of the hexagon will match the slots in the lid. Brother Leo called them “superfluous embellishments”; but they’re not. They must be what turns the key in the lock.’


    ‘Sounds as if it makes sense,’ said Rom. ‘I wonder what the box holds—’


    ‘Something very important—’


    ‘Or something that was important, a long time ago. Maybe it isn’t, now.’


    ‘No. I think it still is important,’ insisted Pip. Every cell in his body was screaming ‘Yes!’


    Rom leaned his chin on his hand and tapped the desk thoughtfully with a pencil. ‘But it’s all a bit academic, really, because we haven’t got the necklace, have we?’ His dark eyes showed their whites as he raised them speculatively to Pip. ‘The one who has got it is that young lady you promised to tell me about but didn’t…’


    ‘Ah …’ said Pip.


    *


    Lark worried terribly about Flint. Why couldn’t he see that freeing Beni from the Enclave was a hopeless undertaking? He used to be so reasonable and clear-headed, the kind, strong man, the rock she’d clung to ever since they’d met. The saviour and protector she could rely on. Now she felt she was the one who must take care of him.


    Each day she walked with him to the Enclave, always by his side. In a way, his obsession had become hers, and all her thoughts of finding Pip grew frail under that dark, ever darkening, shadow. Did she have a choice? No. In the desert, Flint had saved her life, and she felt the same love for him that she’d felt for her father when he was alive.


    Before another day started – another weary, sad, wasted day – she went to his room and tried to talk some sense into him. ‘Flint, why don’t you rest a bit? Stay here. Don’t go up there.’


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘I need to watch.’


    This wasn’t the answer she’d hoped for, and all her frustration and fear for him bubbled over.


    ‘Watch what?’ she snapped. ‘All we do is stand around for hours and wander around, up and down that damn hill. It was all right at the beginning, we just looked like curious visitors. But now we look like loiterers. I’m sure Molly, in the teahouse, is getting suspicious.’


    ‘I need to see the patterns,’ he said.


    ‘What patterns?’


    He kept tying and untying his shirt strings as if unaware of what he was doing. ‘You said that girl was all right. You like her,’ he said.


    ‘Yes, Molly’s fine. But if we keep going in there for lunch, she’ll wonder that we’re up to something. She can see us, you know, loitering in the street. We must look suspicious. I’m only glad there isn’t a banking house anywhere nearby; she might think we were planning a robbery.’


    Flint finally left the shirt strings hanging loose. ‘You stay here, then; it’s all right by me,’ he said. ‘I know how much you wanted to find your friend. Maybe you can look for him instead of wasting your time with me. I’m only holding you back.’


    It wasn’t quite a rebuff and Flint sounded so terribly sad. How could Lark leave him alone when he was like this?


    ‘No.’ She sighed. ‘I’ll come. Someone has to tell you when it’s lunchtime; otherwise you’ll forget to eat.’


    *


    Revlan came to the Tor again, to see the restored paintings and to plan with Pip the first of his clandestine trips to town. Pip was on fire with a craving to go out into the great world. And eager to search for Lark. If he and Revlan had needed an extra incentive to find her, they had one now: the moonstone.


    Two days later Pip was at the tunnel exit flicking the dirt off his clothes. It was early morning, the sun still very low in the sky, dew still sparkling on the ferns and wetting his boots and the hems of his trousers. He took a deep breath and shivered with excitement. Below the slope something white moved between the scattered trees, and he edged back into the shadow of the stone slab. But it was only Revlan riding up to the base of the hill, leading another horse. Pip scattered stones, racing down to meet him.


    Revlan dismounted and handed Pip the reins of a fine chestnut gelding. ‘This is Gurian. He’s very well mannered and good at adapting to people he doesn’t know, so he won’t give you any trouble.’


    ‘He’s great,’ said Pip. ‘That’s a beautiful horse you have.’


    ‘His name’s Korash.’ Revlan smoothed the white arched neck. ‘Do you know who bred him? Lord Ar. My father got him for me.’


    ‘That was nice of Radorka.’


    ‘No …’ said Revlan, tittering. ‘It was a bribe.’


    ‘What for? To do what?’


    ‘Behave myself while he’s away.’


    Pip smirked. ‘So much for bribery. I see your clothes are very plain. You look like a farmer’s son.’


    Revlan snorted. ‘Seen a lot of farmers’ sons have you?’


    ‘No …’ said Pip, uncertainly. He patted his baggy trousers. ‘What do I look like, in these clothes?’


    ‘Our gardener’s boy, back home.’


    ‘Oh.’ Pip’s face went red. ‘Rom got them for me—’


    ‘Mad at you is he?’


    ‘Yes. He doesn’t approve of what I’m doing.’


    ‘But he can’t stop you, which probably makes him madder,’ said Revlan. Thoughtfully he poked a tuft of grass with the toe of his boot. ‘Still, he’s probably more worried about you than anything, and that just shows he cares.’


    Which makes the thing worse not better, thought Pip. ‘He said I mustn’t look out of place. He reckoned these clothes would help me blend in.’


    ‘Sure. If all we meet are cabbages.’ Laughing, Revlan put his foot in the stirrup. ‘Mount up, Eminence, Mazdala awaits. The first thing I’ll do, after we’ve taken the horses to the stables, is take you shopping for some civilian clothes that actually fit and some proper riding boots.’


    Pip swung into the saddle. ‘Nothing fancy. I don’t want to attract attention to myself.’


    ‘Of course not. You can look like a farmer’s son. Just like me,’ Revlan mocked.


    They moved off at a slow walk, through the trees. ‘Rom says I’m giving him grey hairs before his time,’ said Pip. ‘He made me promise not to do anything foolish.’


    ‘We won’t,’ Revlan assured him. ‘We’ll just circulate Lark’s description. What official excuse did you finally come up with for being incommunicado?’


    Pip hesitated. ‘Er, meditating—’


    ‘What?’


    ‘I’m meditating. In the Library. It’s out of bounds for the duration. Nobody’s allowed to disturb me, even the Tor Master or Father Parvano.’


    ‘That’s … insane,’ said Revlan. ‘You think they’ll believe it?’


    ‘They have to. But Rom’s bent out of shape because he’s the one who has to tell people. I can’t see him forgiving me in a hurry.’


    ‘Neither can I,’ said Revlan. ‘Meditating for half a day. What a reputation you’re going to get.’


    ‘Reputation?’


    ‘For being holy.’


    Pip nearly choked. ‘Holy?’


    ‘Sure.’ There was a wicked gleam in Revlan’s eye. ‘Tor Lords get consecrated – that’s pretty special because no one else does. So people will expect something special of them afterwards. You’ll go down in history as The Holy Tor Lord.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Oh yes. Still …’ Revlan directed an angelic smile at the sky, ‘I suppose it’s better than going down in history as That Tor Lord Who was a Complete Bastard or The Tor Lord with the Crossbow and the Unfortunate Squint.’


    Pip told him to shut up.


    


    Humanity from all over the Domains crammed the marketplaces of Mazdala. It took Pip a while to re-accustom himself to the noise and the crush. At first he followed Revlan’s lead, but then he was going boldly up to people, giving them Lark’s description and mentioning her Far Isles accent.


    An old woman selling baskets from a street stall looked at him without much interest. ‘I been a stallholder here fifty years, in this very same spot, and I never met a single soul from the Far Isles, wherever they are,’ she stated.


    ‘Thank you, anyhow,’ he said.


    ‘Hey, boy!’ she called out after him. ‘Islanders don’t like foreign parts!’


    How would she know? She said she’s never met any, he thought, and rushed off to the rendezvous point that he and Revlan had decided on earlier. Characteristically, this was a tavern – The Grape.


    It had a courtyard, criss-crossed with latticework over which the tavern’s namesake, a huge hundred-year-old grapevine, crawled making a cool green leafy ceiling. Revlan was waiting at an outdoor table, his shirt a stippled by shadows and lights. He was sipping from a tall glass that had a paper umbrella sticking out of it.


    ‘Any luck?’ he said, right away, looking at Pip hopefully.


    Pip shook his head and sighed. ‘Wish I could say “yes”. You?’


    ‘No.’ Sadly, Revlan removed the paper umbrella, and in one swallow drained the glass.


    ‘I thought you liked ale and wine,’ said Pip. ‘What was that?’


    ‘And I thought you’d got lost and I’d have to go searching for you,’ Revlan replied. ‘Lemon squash. I wanted to keep a clear head.’


    ‘Well, that’s a good idea,’ said Pip, sitting down opposite. ‘I’m not very good with alcohol and I can’t afford to be noticed. But I could use a cool drink, I’m so hot.’


    ‘Stay here,’ said Revlan, getting up. ‘I’ll get you a drink and us something to eat. I’m starting to feel hungry.’


    All the other tables were occupied, and it was quite noisy in the courtyard. Talk washed around Pip in a formless sea of voices, but as he listened, small snatches of conversation separated from the general hum. He tuned his ear to the loudest. It was coming from directly behind him. Some men were discussing a petition they had taken to the Court of Petitioners. They’d hoped it would be heard soon, but the Court had postponed the hearing until the winter months, and the men suspected foul play.


    Revlan stood two tall glasses with umbrellas on the table then slid onto the bench. ‘Food won’t be—’


    ‘Sh.’ Pip put his finger to his lips. ‘The men behind me are talking about Lord Oran.’


    ‘Really?’ Revlan listed sideways, the better to see around Pip.


    ‘Don’t! – don’t make it obvious!’ Pip hissed. He leaned across the table and whispered: ‘Oran wants to take their village’s grazing land and turn it into a whitestone quarry, but they’re trying to stop him. They thought they could win the case; however, the Court postponed it, and now they have to wait. They think the postponement was deliberate, to spoil their chances.’


    ‘Wait! Isn’t that all we ever do?’ said an angry voice. Revlan made a face over his lemonade. He could see the speaker; Pip couldn’t.


    ‘Too right,’ agreed another voice. ‘They make us wait, but when they want to grab our taxes, it’s: hurry, pay up or we’ll fine you.’


    ‘True,’ said a third. ‘If I was one of those greedy lords I wouldn’t have to wait for anything.’


    Revlan’s shoulders drooped despondently.


    Pip felt sorry for him. ‘Have you met Oran?’ he whispered.


    ‘No.’


    ‘I didn’t think much of him when I met him.’


    Revlan brightened up. ‘Father doesn’t like him. Says he goes around dressed like a girl.’


    Pip nodded. ‘He’s a fop. Lace everywhere. And I’d swear he wears lipstick and curls his hair.’


    ‘Hah!’ said Revlan. He cupped his chin in his hand. ‘It’s useless, isn’t it, trying to find one person in this city? Lark wrote she was coming to Mazdala. But why was she? She doesn’t know anyone here.’


    ‘Yes, she does. She knows me,’ said Pip, distantly. He was a little distracted by his drink. ‘What’s this umbrella for, Revlan? Where’s the reason? And how did you manage with it in the glass? It keeps getting in my way.’


    ‘It’s a knack. Just take the damn thing out,’ Revlan advised. ‘But she doesn’t, not really. I mean, she has no address to come to. She knows nothing about you, in that way.’


    Pip stared at the dripping umbrella. This was certainly true.


    ‘Do you think she wanted to come here because of you?’ Revlan continued. ‘How did she know you were here if you didn’t tell her?’


    ‘I’m not really sure she does know,’ Pip admitted.


    ‘Right. But she had a reason for coming. It’s a long way from Ness to here; you don’t make a journey like that unless you mean it. So I think she must have an idea that you’re here. I wonder how she expects to find you.’ Revlan leaned back and folded his arms. ‘Couldn’t you just … send her directions?’


    ‘What?’ Pip dropped his voice low again and leaned forward. ‘You mean something like: “When you get to Mazdala, go up to the Tor and ask them to let you in the gate”? I don’t think so. Besides it being an impossible thing for her to do, we just don’t have that kind of contact.’


    He fell silent when a waiter brought their food to the table. After the waiter had gone, he said: ‘I thought I explained it to you and you understood.’


    Revlan looked sulky. ‘Explain it again. Better.’


    Pip sighed. ‘Okay. Think about when you’re lying in bed at night. Do you see pictures in your mind? Like they’re drifting across it I mean?’


    ‘Yes. They come and go.’


    ‘Ever see faces, too? Some belong to people in your daily life, but most aren’t people you know, they’re just faces?’


    Revlan nodded. ‘All the time.’


    ‘And sometimes those people say things. Does that happen?’


    ‘Mm … yes.’ Revlan shrugged. ‘But I can never get the words; they’re always muddled sounds.’


    ‘That’s right, because the words aren’t important; they’re only secondary to the pictures,’ Pip explained. ‘Well, Lark is a face in my mind. But there’s a big difference with her because she doesn’t just drift in and out and be replaced by the next one. I’ve been seeing her face for years, and she brings herself with it. She comes to me deliberately; she gives to me. The first time it happened was when…’


    Pip pressed his hands together in a fist. Lark had come to him on the day when he’d needed love and comfort most. That day they had taken him from his home and delivered him up to the Brotherhood.

  


  
    


    ELEVEN -Difficult Times



    


    The days plodded on in their relentless sameness, dragging Lark with them. One morning she woke and sat up straight, filled with the sense that something was out of kilter. The room had lost the early morning light; she’d slept-in.


    During last night a party somewhere down the street had kept her awake for hours. When, from exhaustion, she’d finally dropped off to sleep, her brain turned the party into a fight, and men brawled in her dreams. Then Pip appeared, moving erratically towards a lake of black water. Lark remembered shouting a warning, calling out to him to stop.


    She never slept late because Flint never did. Years of wandering the wilderness had moulded his habit of getting up with the sun. Every morning he would tap at her door, to wake her.


    But not today.


    His room was empty. Downstairs, the landlady sipped tea alone in the dining room. The woman tutted, not unkindly, at Lark. ‘You missed breakfast. I suppose we can fix—’


    ‘Mrs Goodbody, where is my grandfather?’


    ‘Oh, Mr Flint went out early, just after dawn,’ said the woman. ‘I was stoking the boiler for the wash. He didn’t want breakfast.’


    ‘Did he say where he was going?’


    Mrs Goodbody’s head waggled. ‘No. He looked in a hurry. Now, what will we —?’


    ‘No thanks,’ said Lark. ‘Don’t have time. Have to go out, too.’


    Muttering, she hurried through the city streets. In all her life she’d never felt so angry at another person. Not even Uncle Krisse or Lillia. Only someone she loved could make her fume this much. Flint had left her sleeping, and he’d done it on purpose. Left her and went off, following some stupid scheme.


    By the time she reached the shops under the Enclave Mount the anger had shown what it truly was – fear. But the Brotherhood buildings looked as they always did; there was no sign of any disturbance.


    No sign of Flint either. Lark stood in the street, with her arms hanging limply at her sides.


    ‘Hey!’ Molly beckoned from the tearoom door. ‘Come in here! Quick!’


    Lark obeyed instantly, without thinking, and Molly hustled her indoors. She hung a closed sign in the window, then locked the door and leaned against it.


    ‘That man – is he your father?’ she said.


    ‘Um … grandfather.’ Lark had a sinking feeling. ‘Please … what happened?’


    No one else was in the tearoom, yet Molly still lowered her voice. ‘The Brotherhood Police took him away.’


    Lark’s stomach turned. ‘They have police?’


    ‘Of course. They used to have an army, as well. A hundred years ago.’


    ‘Why did they take him away?’


    ‘They arrested him.’


    Lark grabbed a chair back for support. ‘No! What did he do?’


    ‘Got into the Annexe and the Novice School.’ Molly’s eyes stared. ‘Early this morning a Brother came out of the Annexe—’


    ‘What’s an annexe?’ said Lark.


    ‘That building joined to the Enclave. It’s called the Civilian Annexe. It’s where people go to have meetings with the Brothers. But only important pe—’


    ‘Did my grandfather do something with that Brother?’ Lark asked, dreading the answer because she feared she already knew it.


    ‘Well, he attacked him and stole his clothes.’


    Lark couldn’t believe her ears. Flint never attacked people; he didn’t have an aggressive bone in his body.


    ‘He didn’t hurt the Brother, did he?’ she said.


    ‘No.’ Molly lifted the edge of her apron to her mouth, half covering a smile. ‘He dragged the Brother into an alley then forced him to take off his uniform. Then he tied him up and gagged him. The Brother wasn’t hurt, only his dignity; but that was pretty dreadful for him because he got found by a woman, and him all in his underwear—’


    ‘You said my grandfather got into—?’


    Molly nodded. ‘The Novice School. Well, he nearly did. They caught him before he got all the way inside.’


    Lark held her head. ‘How do you know all this?’ she said, looking helplessly at Molly


    ‘One of the Brotherhood Police told me. He wasn’t supposed to, but he did.’ Molly preened a bit. ‘His name’s Rodrick. He comes in often, for a cup of tea … I think he fancies me.’


    ‘But when did—?’


    ‘They were around here earlier, asking questions, if anyone knew your grandfather and things like that,’ Molly explained. When Lark tensed, she leaned forward in friendly fashion. ‘Don’t worry, I didn’t tell them a single thing. And I won’t if they ask me again.’


    She gave Lark a sad, sympathetic smile. ‘I’m sorry it happened. But look, you ought to leave this area and not come back. The police are sure to question people for a while, and someone might remember they saw you with him.’


    Lark felt dizzy and sick. ‘Where did they take him?’ she said.


    ‘To prison. What he did is serious, as far as the Brotherhood’s concerned.’


    ‘And where’s that?’


    ‘Behind the Courts. That’s where he’ll be.’


    ‘Thanks for telling me.’ Lark was trying not to cry. ‘And thanks for keeping quiet to the police.’


    ‘That’s all right,’ said Molly. ‘I don’t like the Brotherhood much, except maybe Rodrick, and your grandfather looks like a really nice man. I don’t know why he did it, but I’m sure he had a good reason.’


    ‘Yes, he had a very good reason,’ said Lark. And, without mentioning any names, she explained about Beni. ‘I told him the rescue was impossible. But he was desperate.’


    Molly’s eyes glittered with sympathetic tears. ‘It’s a horrible system and so unfair,’ she said. ‘I wish they wouldn’t do it to people, but it just keeps on going. If only somebody would put a stop to it.’


    She let Lark leave the teahouse by the rear door, into the lane behind. Keeping always to the lanes, skirting garbage bins and scavenging dogs, Lark fled until she was far enough from the Enclave to feel safer. Not sure by now where she was exactly, she dashed right, turned a corner, and burst onto one of the busy streets. It wasn’t a street she’d been down before, and she feared she was lost. Then she saw turrets and a dome rising behind a block of shops, and recognised them as the top of the Holy Oranite Temple of God that she and Flint walked past every day on their weary way to the Enclave.


    Now that she had her bearings it was time to slow down, to draw no attention to herself. She made a conscious effort to stroll unconcernedly, even though her thoughts were still desperately running. What am I going to do? Where can I go? Moons Almighty! But I mustn’t panic. I have to keep a cool head. Not like the last time, when I rushed off to Drent. I got myself in a real mess then, and if it hadn’t been for Flint—


    And now he’s in prison. Oh … the fool!


    At last she started to think. Plan. She’d have to disappear again. Flint always paid their rent a week in advance – Mrs Goodbody required it – so perhaps she could slip away without the landlady knowing. Lark had been at the Black Swan long enough to learn the woman’s habits. Today was washing day, and Mrs Goodbody got up so early and worked so hard, that by mid-morning she needed a nap.


    Clean laundry flapped on the clothesline in the yard. Lark wove between the rows of snow white sheets, and entered the inn by the back door. There was no sign of Mrs Goodbody, but snores like timber being sawed came from the landlady’s private parlour. Lark tip-toed upstairs.


    Safe in her room she packed her bag. In Flint’s room she packed his, discovering amongst his clothes the bag of prize money he’d won at the festival in Vanesa. Andrea had given it back to him to finance the journey to Mazdala. Underneath the money she found a note asking her to take care of the horses if he didn’t come back. She crumpled it in her fist.


    Damn him! Damn, damn, damn!


    Fighting tears, she crept down the rear stairs. At the stable she tipped the ostler for saddling Qibu and Cress then led them away. Her first priority would have to be to find new stabling. She could hardly wander the city with two horses in tow.


    There’s always The Grange, she thought. The daily walk to the Enclave took them past those stables. A long walk, too, to get past them; they ran half the length of a city block. That’s how grand they were, and probably much too expensive, but the horses deserved to be looked after properly. It wasn’t their fault if their owner had behaved like a prize idiot.


    For two sovereigns per horse, Lark got board for a month in light-filled, airy stalls, where the straw was fresh and clean and the ostlers groomed their boarders and exercised them in a yard. Perhaps, to make the money run further, she ought to have chosen cheaper premises; but she couldn’t bear to leave the horses in some run-down place. It was terrible enough to know how much Qibu, in particular, was going to pine for Flint.


    It was an unhappy parting. Lark tore herself away then wandered through the streets. Now she was alone. Alone in a big city.


    *


    The trips to the city became more than an escape for Pip. The Tor’s glorious – or not so glorious, depending on how you looked at it – isolation seemed a strange way to live. Why did men rule from On High, knowing nothing of others’ lives, their struggles and needs? The High Ones chose this kind of ignorance, and, as Pip saw it, their voluntary blindness was the same as not caring.


    In the marketplaces he heard how people thought, what they thought, and what they said, particularly about the government. Listening to the complaints, his face burned from borrowed shame.


    Revlan had counselled him, saying: ‘You shouldn’t identify with what others think and do … you’re not them, you’re you. I’ve learnt that from living with my father. I used to feel ashamed when he was being unkind to people, until I realised I couldn’t do that kind of thing myself.’


    Revlan was more focused on the hopeless task of finding Lark. At least he thought it was hopeless. Frustrated and impatient, he said: ‘Sarannan, why can’t you contact her?’


    ‘I do,’ said Pip. ‘In a way. I can feel her all around me; but she’s better at contact than I am, and she isn’t—’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Giving anything.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘She’s … preoccupied. It’s made a barrier I can’t cross. She’s not thinking about me, although I sense she isn’t happy.’


    Revlan looked horrified.


    Pip hastened to reassure him. ‘But I’m sure she’s not hurt or anything. I think if she was hurt the barrier might fall.’


    ‘I don’t want her to be hurt for any reason, much less that,’ said Revlan passionately. ‘I wonder what she’s thinking about.’


    ‘I don’t know. Except it might be who not what. I’ve sensed that before, in the past, when there was something going on between her and another person—’


    When it was you, Revlan, thought Pip, with a shock. I’m sure now that it was you.


    ‘Oh, she’s met somebody,’ said Revlan, sounding so gloomy that Pip wondered if he had feelings for Lark that he chose not to reveal.


    *


    Feeling helpless and defeated, Lark stood under the towering prison wall looking up at the barred windows. They were so small and narrow; they’d hardly let in any light. Flint was such an outdoors person, a lover of wide open spaces, that to be cooped up in this terrible way must be hell for him.


    Lark had no idea of what went on inside a prison, so her imagination suggested the worst kinds of images, and she hardly dared to picture them for fear of sinking into despair. It was then that she remembered what Rolf had said about Flint: prison would kill a man like him.


    She bent and blew her nose. Determined to find out what she could about Flint’s circumstances, she’d come to the prison, but it hadn’t done any good. The prison keeper turned her away with harsh words, as though he neither knew nor cared about the fates of his prisoners. As though, once they were inside those grim dark walls they ceased to be people who mattered, or even people at all.


    Alone in a world grown cold – this was how it seemed to her. Nobody cared. Nobody was interested in helping. As she turned to go, her eye caught the chiselled title on the façade of the building across the road. The Law Courts. She could go there, for one last ditch effort.


    The place was all offices and rows of desks, tall counters, and interminable queues of sulky looking people. There were notices warning you not to drink, consume foodstuffs, smoke, spit, gossip or queue-jump. And signs, such as NO EXIT, NO ENTRY and POSITIVELY NO ENTRY, KEEP OUT and ABSOLUTELY NO ADMITTANCE.


    DO NOT CROSS THIS LINE UNTIL CALLED seemed to be the favourite. Lark looked down at the yellow line painted on the floor then up at the rows of desks, manned by blank-faced, humourless clerks. Presumably, the only thing you could do in this place without permission was breathe.


    After waiting in line for an hour, she got to talk to a clerk about Flint. He claimed no knowledge of such a person until she described the reason for the arrest.


    ‘Oh … him.’ The clerk flipped a page and pointed at some upside-down writing. ‘Wouldn’t give his name or address … being held for trial.’


    ‘When will that be?’ Lark asked.


    He rubbed an inky thumb along his chin. ‘Six months about—’


    ‘Six months!’


    ‘Easily,’ he affirmed. ‘The court is seriously bogged down in cases.’


    Lark’s heart sank. ‘Please, can he have visitors?’


    ‘No. No visitors.’


    ‘Why is that, please?’


    The clerk regarded her as though she was an unpleasant object. ‘People don’t attack the Brotherhood if they know what’s good for them,’ he said flatly, and looked over at the line of waiting people.


    ‘Next!’


    *


    One hot morning Pip waited for Revlan in the tree-shaded gully below the tunnel exit. An hour later he was still waiting. Annoyed, he climbed the side of the hill to see if there was any sign of a horse and rider on the road. All he saw was a distant carriage toiling around the corkscrew curves. He watched until it came near enough to identify. It was Father Parvano’s.


    A minute later he was running for dear life through the cool shadows of the tunnel.


    Rom looked up, surprised, when he rushed from the Tor-room. ‘You didn’t go?’ he said.


    Pip’s chest heaved. ‘Revlan never came,’ he panted. ‘I have to get changed … the Father is on his way up here.He could be at the front door by now.’


    Indeed, only a few minutes elapsed and then Rom was greeting Father Parvano at the Inner door. When they came together into the Library, Pip was sitting quietly, although still red-cheeked because of his long run.


    The Father didn’t appear to notice Pip’s high colour. His face looked solemn. ‘I’ve come to bring you some sad news,’ he said. ‘Lord Radorka has been killed.’


    Pip gasped. ‘How?’


    ‘A riding accident, at his estate in Ness. His son – I believe you are friends? – took a fast ship from Port Jepha, last night.’


    Pip blinked. ‘I suppose he’ll be gone a while.’


    ‘Long enough to do the necessary,’ said the Father. ‘But I’m afraid he will have little time to mourn. Hard as it is for the lad, he’s the new lord now and needs to return to take his seat on the High Council.’


    Yes, that’s right, thought Pip. Good. Then he and I can—


    He stared down at his feet.


    Ashamed.


    


    With Revlan away Pip was a prisoner chained to the Tor. At first, at a sudden loss, he wandered through its painted, gilded rooms, missing his friend but more so, perhaps, the stimulation of the city. If the Higher Brothers who envied him knew how dreary life was at the Centre of the World, they might not be so covetous of his position.


    Yet he had his ghost, did Pip. Once more the halls became dream-haunted. He felt a presence and the concentration of a bodiless mind, with himself as the focus. He knew it to be Zend. Many times he took out the painting of Moontide and studied it. In the Lords’ Gallery he stood eye to eye with the First Lord, watching the painted lips as if expecting them to speak. Words seemed to enter his head, then: whispers, suggestions, promises. An idea unfolded – a direction – and he hurried back to the Library, opened the secret door, and looked at the Moontide picture again.


    ‘I know what’s needed,’ he said to Rom. ‘Kings and chieftains fought wars to make the world they wanted for themselves. Those days are finished, and what we need now is a proper constitution for the Domains. I thought I’d write a proposal and put it to the High Council—’


    ‘A proposal to do what exactly?’ said Rom.


    ‘To formulate a constitution that gives ordinary people the right to be elected to Council and have equal share in the government of the Domains.’


    Rom offered him a grave, uncertain smile. ‘Then you’ll be fighting another war.’


    ‘You think so?’ Pip looked at him.


    ‘Without a doubt. To make that happen? – you’ll have to be prepared for a war. And, for war, you need weapons.’


    Pip leaned his chin on his cupped hand. Weapons I don’t possess, he thought. But I must try. Rom might not know about ghostly promises, but I know they have been made. And I know that I made one, too.


    For days he sat at the Library table penning the words of hope. If hope was all he had, it might not be enough. But he did have Zend and Moontide on his side. This was the hardest task he’d ever attempted. Discarded efforts covered the carpet – he’d worn out three pens, used up four flasks of ink and a ream of paper. Eating came a pale second to the work; sleep was a brief interruption. Rom watched him, with a worried frown, and kept suggesting ‘fresh air and exercise’.


    But now, Pip tossed down the tattered pen, yawned and stretched – the task was complete. Released – as if someone had let go their grip on his cramped hand – he locked the hope-covered pages in the Equation’s casket then went upstairs, to the observatory. The Hundred were practising their drill for a display that would take place on the morning of the first High Council congress. Pip trained the telescope on the parade ground. There was Darius, on his horse, Gentleman. He followed them around for a bit, until the drill became repetitive, then swivelled the telescope to the plain and the far blue hills.


    A distant white blur was moving along the road, heading towards the Tor. Pip turned the focus ring, and a horse and rider leapt into sharp view. He punched the air. Revlan was back!


    


    For someone recently bereaved, Revlan seemed in good spirits. Pip asked him: ‘Now you’re the lord, why didn’t you come in the carriage?’


    ‘Carriages are for old people,’ Revlan scoffed. ‘And Korash needed a good gallop. He’s been cooped up in the stables for too long.’


    ‘I’m sorry about Radorka,’ said Pip. ‘How did it—’


    Revlan showed no sign of emotion as he sprawled, at ease, in one of the deep armchairs. ‘Broke his neck. His horse took a jump badly, they fell, and the horse rolled on him. Killed him instantly.’


    Not sure if the casualness of his friend’s manner was a cause for concern, Pip watched him closely. ‘What’s life like, now you’re Lord of Ness?’ he asked.


    Revlan’s nose wrinkled. ‘Actually it’s a right royal pain. People want to know where I am and what I’m doing all the time. It’s worse than when Father was breathing down my neck.’


    ‘Now you know what my life is like,’ said Pip, sitting down opposite. ‘Hope you don’t mind me saying, but you don’t seem very upset about your father.’


    ‘Oh, I was. It was shocking, him dying like that. But I got over it.’ Revlan made a wry face. ‘To tell the truth, we were never close. He was hard, you know. He didn’t show us any affection and he treated my sister badly. Married her off to a chap without a chin. Said he was fed up with her tantrums and wanted her out of his house.’


    Pip made a commiserating noise to imply that he understood. He didn’t though.


    ‘Yes, I know Lilli lied about Lark, and I hated her for it, but I’d never have done that to her,’ Revlan went on. ‘Still, the chinless chap has pots of money and Lilli has new dresses every week and as many paints and coloured pencils as she wants.’


    ‘Oh. That’s good,’ said Pip, wondering if it really was. He still hadn’t understood a word.


    Revlan’s eyes shifted to the Tor-room door. ‘What have you been doing while I was away? Is the old boy still haunting you?’


    ‘Now and again. I’ve been busy thinking.’


    ‘About Lark?’


    ‘Writing something. Would you like to read it?’


    ‘Is it long?’


    ‘Not very. Ten pages.’


    Revlan rolled his eyes. ‘Oh … all right, then,’ he agreed, in the suffering tones of a martyr.


    It seemed a troubled reading, Revlan making heavy weather of it. He stopped to reread paragraphs; he turned back to earlier pages; he jiggled his foot and screwed up his forehead.


    ‘Gosh,’ he said when he finally looked up. ‘Who are you trying to upset? Everyone?’


    Tense and somewhat worried, Pip studied his face carefully. ‘Does it upset you?’


    ‘No.’ Revlan’s face was as open as the sky.


    Pip relaxed.


    ‘Who have you shown it to?’ Revlan asked.


    ‘You’re the first. Rom knows about it but he hasn’t read it.’


    ‘Apart from me, I wonder if there’s anyone it won’t upset,’ said Revlan. ‘I know what my father would have said. Will you show it to yours?’


    Pip hesitated. ‘I’d thought of Father Parvano, but I’m not sure about—’


    ‘Lord Ar is your father, Sarannan. You should.’


    ‘I didn’t think you had much faith in fathers,’ said Pip, regretting his words immediately when Revlan squirmed. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean—’


    ‘Forget it.’ Revlan shook his head. ‘Your father has a good reputation. People say he’s fair and honest in his dealings, which is a bit different to some of the other lords. Oran, for instance.’


    Now it was Pip’s turn to feel uncomfortable. ‘You probably know more about my father than I do,’ he said dismally. ‘But, if you really think it’s a good idea—’


    ‘A good idea …’ said Revlan, ‘would be having someone else on your side besides Rom and me.’


    *


    The hot weary days were like years passing. Each day Lark went forth as bravely as she could, sometimes to visit Qibu and Cress but mostly to the prison, where she stared glumly up at its stout unforgiving walls. Since she could do nothing to change the situation, this was a pointless journey except for one thing. It helped keep her mind focused sharply on Flint.


    The focus was necessary; it was part of her nightly ritual before going to sleep. When, as a child, she’d been old enough to understand, her granny had taught her what she called ‘Giving the Healing.’ Granny had said: ‘We mustn’t think that we are giving the healing; because we’re not. What we do is take the ill person into the Light of the Stars, and that’s where they get better.’ Dear Granny, she believed in the stars as kindly influences, and who was to say she wasn’t right? Living on Stormover it was easy to feel the forces of nature all around you – because they were. Above your head the nightly light show poured its shining loveliness onto the world below, which reflected it back. On Stormover the stars meant something more than prettiness. For the fishermen they were Pathfinders, and their Light was mirrored by the sea.


    Lark had formulated her own way of ‘Giving the Healing’; she hoped Granny would approve. Perhaps Flint didn’t need healing for the body, but he was bound to be in a parlous psychological state. So she made herself into a star, a kind of guardian light of love and protection, and took Flint away with her, from the darkness of the prison.


    Even so, every day she fought a battle with grinding pessimism. While she struggled to keep hope from diminishing there was nothing she could do to stop the prize money dwindling. The heap of sovereigns, now piled on the bed in her room in the new lodgings, had shrunk from a small golden mountain to a small golden hill. Regretfully, she removed four coins from the pile. Today she had to go to the Grange to pay the next month’s board for the horses. She counted the remaining sovereigns. She’d never felt lonelier in her life.


    The stables were better built and cleaner than some of the villages she and Flint had passed through, on their journey from Vanesa. All the horses there were sleek and well-fed. Qibu and Cress came to the front of their stalls and pushed their big soft noses into her hand, so glad to see her. Their gladness broke her heart.


    She knew they wondered why Flint didn’t come. Resting her cheek against Qibu’s broad bay face, she stroked his mane. ‘Poor fellow, you miss him terribly. What am I going to do, Qibu? I wish you could tell me.’


    For the sake of the contact, for the kindness, she brushed them both gently. Not that they needed it, their flanks already gleamed like satin. ‘Now, I’d better go and pay up,’ she said.


    The Head Ostler’s office smelt of saddle soap and leather. Lark paid the fee then started to cross the cobbled yard. It was muddy from yesterday’s rain, and she had to pick her way carefully around puddles. The yard was always busy, stable lads hosing dirt off horses’ legs, boys running to the stalls with their arms heaped full of lucerne hay, and horse owners either getting ready to ride out or in the act of returning through the high gates. One of them was riding in now, on a beautiful white horse.


    Her heart leaped in her chest. ‘Revie!’ she cried out.


    Shouting her name, Revlan vaulted from the horse’s back, and ran towards her. Lark ached with pleasure as they hugged one another. All her longing seemed to have found its answer and her loneliness its haven. She clung to him, wanting to never let go.


    ‘I’ve been searching for you for ages,’ he told her.


    ‘You found my father’s book?’ she said.


    ‘Soon as I got home.’ He looked at her sadly. ‘I’m so sorry about the necklace. I sorted it out with Father then I went looking for you, in Chent. Cook told me you left with Marianne.’


    ‘But I went to—’


    ‘Snug Harbour, I know. Marianne told me. Then to Drent.’


    Lark was stunned. ‘How did you know I went to Drent?’


    ‘I ran into a fellow, a convoy cook. He told me you joined a caravan in Drent —’


    ‘John? But how did he know it was me? I mean … I was me not … oh, what do I mean?’


    ‘Your hair,’ said Revlan, his mouth turning up in a crooked smile that was very nearly a smirk.


    ‘But I chopped it all off for a disguise because of that wretched wanted poster!’ she wailed. ‘And John wasn’t fooled? Damn! I made myself look like a freak for nothing?’


    ‘You’d never look like a freak,’ said Revlan.


    ‘I did. I looked simply dreadful.’


    He shook his head. ‘Well, I’m glad it’s growing back; it’s very pretty, the way it is. But it wasn’t only the hair—’


    ‘What else?’ Lark felt a blush start at her toes and race to the top of her head.


    He grinned. ‘The Far Isles accent.’


    She groaned.


    ‘Doesn’t matter … all ancient history, now,’ said Revlan. The sunshine vanished from his face. ‘The cook told me the caravan was destroyed by bandits. I thought you were dead.’


    She held his hand for an intense moment. ‘Poor Revie, I’m sorry.’


    He brightened up again. ‘But you weren’t! And then, a lot later, I had a dream where you told me you were coming here. It was so real I knew you were alive.’


    She nodded. ‘I saw you at the festival, in Vanesa.’


    He looked bewildered. ‘Why didn’t you come up to me?’


    ‘Well, it was difficult and you seemed different. You were in your world. I couldn’t.’


    ‘I suppose you were worried about Father.’


    ‘He doesn’t like me.’ Lark shrugged. ‘You were with a girl. She was very pretty,’ she added hesitantly, while studying his face for the reaction.


    ‘Oh, that was Kati. Losa Marco’s youngest daughter.’


    Was he blushing? Lark knew how the lords often arranged marriages between their heirs and daughters.


    ‘She’s quite a nice girl, she’s all right.’ Revlan grabbed her hand. ‘Come on, I have to give Korash his rub down; I’ve been riding him hard all the way from—’ He smiled at her. ‘What are you doing at the Grange?’


    ‘I’ll explain while you see to your horse,’ she said, dissatisfied with the vagueness of his reply. But she couldn’t keep pushing that line of questioning; it would seem as though she was desperate to know if he had a relationship with this Kati.


    Cress’ and Qibu’s stalls were side-by-side in stables opposite those where Korash boarded. Revlan fussed around Cress, calling her ‘a pretty girl’. He stroked Qibu’s neck. ‘I remember this horse; he’s fast. And your friend is one great rider.’


    ‘Yes. But he doesn’t deserve what happened to him, Revie. He only did it to get his grandson back. Could you help us? If you asked your father, would he do something?’


    ‘I can’t ask him,’ said Revlan. ‘And I don’t have to. He was killed recently, in a hunting accident. I’m the Lord of Ness now.’


    The flat way he said it – she gasped. ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’


    ‘Are you? He wasn’t nice to you.’ Revlan raised a doubtful eyebrow, and for one eerie moment the expression reminded her of Radorka.


    ‘I’ll help you. Of course, I will,’ he reassured.


    ‘Will it be difficult?’ she said, uncertainly. ‘This is a Brotherhood matter, so everybody tells me. But now you’re the Lord could you meet with someone important in the Brotherhood and ask what can be done? Someone in charge?’


    Revlan smiled at her again. ‘I think it can be arranged. Now, where are you staying?’


    ‘At a boarding house,’ she muttered, not wanting to admit that she’d nearly run out of money and would soon be living on the street.


    ‘Then let’s go there now and get your things,’ he said. ‘You’re coming home with me.’


    Her heart danced. ‘Ooh, where’s that?’


    ‘Not far. A house in Province Square.’


    A mansion don’t you mean? thought Lark. She’d seen those fancy places lined up around the Square. And all of them packed with servants, no doubt. The thought reminded her—‘Um, is Lillia here?’


    ‘No.’ Revlan explained about the marriage. ‘I don’t think much of the fellow she married, but she seems contented enough,’ he added. ‘I know she loves being in Chent; she always hated country life. Not much of a one for the outdoors, our Lillia.’


    Not much of a one for anything except the latest fashions, thought Lark, but she preferred not to comment. ‘When are you going back to Ness?’ she said.


    ‘Not yet. I’m here for the summer. I have to attend High Council now, you know.’


    ‘That’s right, I forgot. You’re His Lordship.’ Lark skipped two steps to keep up with his long stride. She felt light-hearted and filled with hope again, the way his company always used to make her feel.


    ‘Slow down, Revie, you march along too fast for me,’ she said. ‘So, have you met the new Tor Lord? When I heard his name, I thought: what a coincidence, it’s the same as that boy’s, the one who tutored Revlan.’


    ‘You remembered that?’ Revlan slowed his pace. The smile, which had beamed across his face when they met in the stable yard, was still there. And now, he laughed.


    Lark had no idea what the laugh meant, if it meant anything but that he felt happy. Whatever it meant, she loved the sound; it warmed her heart as nothing else in the world could do.

  


  
    


    TWELVE -The Lion’s Claws



    


    The summer had turned wet, rain and more rain after all that heat. Rain filled the Atrium with puddles and painted the marble statues a glossy black. They dripped from every naked surface, eyes leaking tears that ran in runnels over stained cheeks.


    Pip watched the rain resentfully, hoping it would soon cease. If it didn’t there’d be no trip to Mazdala tomorrow. Not that a bit of rain bothered him, but it upset Rom, who worried about the tunnel in wet weather. Both roof and walls were showing seepage which increased dramatically after every heavy shower.


    ‘Eminence…’


    Pip turned to see the Tor Master brushing raindrops off his tabard. ‘What is it, Fortinas?’


    ‘Lord Revlan is here, Lord.’


    ‘Really? So early in the morning?’


    ‘He says it’s urgent that he see you, Sir.’


    ‘Well, send him in.’


    ‘That’s good,’ said Rom when the Tor Master had left. ‘Better he comes here than you fretting because you can’t go out.’


    ‘I’m not fretting.’


    ‘Of course not.’


    ‘Sarannan! Sarannan!’ Revlan burst into the Library. He was covered in rain and his face was red with excitement. ‘I found her! I met her yesterday, at the stables.’


    Pip’s heart swelled. Lark.


    ‘Hello, Rom.’ Revlan whipped off his cloak and hat and shook them, showering carpet and chairs with big wet drops. ‘I’ve got her staying at my house.’


    ‘That’s wonderful!’ said Pip. What did he care if the tunnel was risky in the wet; he’d wade through a river to meet Lark! ‘I want to see her. Tomorrow!’


    ‘Yes, all right. Even if it’s raining. But, Sarannan, she’s in a spot of bother. Actually, not her, a friend of hers.’


    Revlan told Pip a story that made him cringe.


    ‘I’m afraid she hates the Brotherhood,’ Revlan finished up.


    Pip’s joyful bubble had burst. ‘Who could blame her?’ he said, dismally. ‘But where does that leave me? Will she hate me, too?’


    ‘No! She’d never hate you. Why does she have to know you were with the Brotherhood?’ Revlan waved his hand airily at the Library. ‘And I don’t think you should say anything about all this.’


    ‘No fear,’ Pip agreed. ‘But I can’t meet her and then make up lies about the past. Even though she hates the Brotherhood, I’ll have to tell her.’


    It wasn’t fair. Just when he should feel elated, everything felt spoiled instead. Any thought of what he’d say to Lark when he met her, face to face, hadn’t crossed his mind. Certainly not: ‘Lark, how do you do? By the way, I’m the Tor Lord!’


    Revlan tossed his damp things carelessly onto a satin upholstered chair. ‘I could break the ice for you,’ he suggested. ‘I could say my friend Sarannan is paying a visit and would like to meet her. She knows about Sarannan, that you were my tutor, and I told her how we used to sneak off to town together.’ He grinned. ‘She thinks the name is a coincidence. She imagines the Tor Lord as some crusty old duffer who’s probably just one of your relatives.’


    ‘That could work, I suppose,’ said Pip.


    ‘Yes.’ Revlan looked a little nervous. ‘Ah, I had an idea you might be able to get her friend out of prison. You could, couldn’t you?’


    Pip paced the floor. ‘Has he been sentenced?’


    ‘No. There hasn’t even been a trial.’


    ‘So all we need is for the Brotherhood to drop the charges?’ Pip sat down at the Library table and started to write a letter to Father Parvano. After a second he screwed the paper into a ball. On a fresh sheet he started again, writing an order to revoke all charges against the man, Flint.


    Revlan was reading over his shoulder. ‘You’re ordering the Father? Isn’t that a bit overbearing?’


    Rom coughed. Or was he choking? Pip studied the letter worriedly. ‘Yes, I suppose so. No … it’s the right thing. If anyone’s critical, Father Parvano will be blamed if I haven’t made it an order.’ He melted sealing wax onto the bottom of the order, and impressed his ring into the red blob. As he slipped the paper into its envelope, the face of a little boy popped into his mind.


    With his heart on fire he wrote a second order on another sheet of paper. Curling his fist into a tight ball, he impressed the seal ring. The lion and the interwoven ‘S’ cut fiercely into the wax, and he felt a tingle of fearful excitement.


    The lion was unsheathing his claws for the very first time.


    ‘What?’ said Revlan. ‘You’re ordering them to release the child, as well?’ He watched Pip anxiously. ‘Sarannan…’


    ‘I have to.’ Pip looked up. ‘Can’t you see? It wouldn’t be right otherwise.’


    Revlan glanced briefly at Rom. ‘I suppose…’


    ‘Nothing to suppose. It’s the right thing,’ said Pip.


    You do what your heart tells you. There is no other choice.


    ‘Revlan, will you deliver the letter direct to the Father?’ he asked. ‘That way I’ll know he’ll get it. And can I leave the rest of it up to you and him?’


    ‘Sure,’ said Revlan. ‘I just hope you know what you’re doing.’


    I do know, thought Pip.Or something in me does. After Revlan had rushed off to perform his errand of mercy, Pip returned to the watery window. The statues looked sad with the rain dribbling down their legs and arms. Reflected in the glass, Rom was standing still and pensive beside the table, another dark statue, this one with a worried face.


    *


    Feverish with excitement, Lark clutched Revlan’s sleeve. ‘I know what this place is, it’s the Annexe.’


    ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘I came here for summer school and tutoring.’


    They walked down a marble-floored hallway to a pair of gilded doors. Revlan opened one and they stepped into the reception room. There were elaborate carved chairs to sit on, as hard as rocks. Lark perched tensely on the edge, but Revlan stayed on his feet, pacing. She thought he seemed worried, and was about to ask, when a door opened on the opposite side of the room.


    A small blur hurtled towards her. A shrill voice cried out: ‘Lark!’ Beni flung himself into her reaching arms.


    She looked across the little sobbing head to an old man with long silver hair. This was the Brotherhood Father Revlan had mentioned? She’d been half-hoping that he’d repel her so she could despise him and everything he stood for. What she hadn’t counted on was the warmth and kindliness in that wrinkled face.


    So she smiled, and the light grey eyes looked into hers, and the old man smiled in return. There was a moment of stillness, where things were suddenly felt and remembered. I’ve seen this friendly face before, she thought. A long time ago. I used to talk to him; he was one of my friends.


    Revlan shook the Father’s hand and thanked him. The old man nodded then bowed. ‘Bye bye, Beni. I wish you a good, happy life,’ he said. Then he turned, and with a final glance over his shoulder he left them.


    Beni sniffed loudly but let Lark wipe his nose with her handkerchief. Wide-eyed, he stared up at Revlan. ‘Have you got any sweets?’


    Nonplussed, Revlan laughed. ‘Good grief, no, I don’t. Come on, we have to go.’


    The rain was pelting down, and they ran through it to Revlan’s carriage. Beni sat on the plush seat, patting it carefully. ‘This is so fancy.’


    ‘It’s a lord’s carriage, Beni,’ Lark told him.


    ‘Yeah? Whose?’


    ‘Mine,’ said Revlan.


    ‘This is the Lord of Ness,’ said Lark.


    ‘Revlan.’ Revlan extended his hand.


    Beni shook it solemnly. ‘When can I see Grandad?’


    ‘Tomorrow.’


    ‘Why not today?’


    ‘He’s, er, out of town,’ said Revlan. ‘On business.’


    ‘Horse business?’


    ‘Yes … horse business.’


    The carriage rumbled along the wet streets, Beni staring out the window, interested in everything. Suddenly he turned to Revlan. ‘My grandad won a race. Did you know?’ he said.


    ‘Yes.’ Revlan rolled his eyes at Lark. ‘I saw him win it.’


    ‘He’s the bestest grandad in the whole world.’


    ‘He is,’ said Lark, brushing a few tears from her eyes. If only you knew what he did for you. But I expect you never will, she thought.


    Children were certainly resilient. Beni took the rest of the day in his stride, making instant friends with the mansion’s day-servants and especially with Revlan’s cook and resident housekeeper, Mrs Dulcie. The way he accepted the luxury as given and made himself completely at home in it, astonished Lark. She remembered how awkward and out of place she’d felt during her first weeks in the Great House. It’s Revlan’s doing, she decided, listening to his shouts and Beni’s cheers rising above the thud of a football hitting the furniture in the spacious hall and the occasional crash that didn’t bear thinking about. And it was Revlan who made the Great House a home for me, she thought.


    At bedtime Beni knelt to say prayers – something he’d never done back home. ‘And God Bless Lephant,’ he ended the prayer.


    ‘Who’s Lephant?’ said Lark as she tucked him in.


    ‘My friend. He’s kind of fat, so he’s called “Lephant.”’


    ‘You mean Elephant?’ said Lark. ‘That doesn’t sound very kind. I hope you didn’t make that up.’


    Beni gave her a blank look. ‘You have to have a nickname; everybody’s got one. You don’t get called your real name ‘cept by the teachers.’


    ‘Oh. What was your nickname?’


    ‘Pony. ‘Cos I like horses a lot.’


    ‘Oh, I see,’ said Lark, giving him a kiss on the forehead. ‘Now it’s time to say goodnight, and tomorrow Grandad will come.’


    Later on she said to Revlan: ‘Thanks for playing with Beni. I think it helped him a lot.’


    Revlan looked up from the book he was reading. ‘He kicks a mean football.’


    Lark sat down on the nearby settee. ‘So do you; I couldn’t help hearing. Mrs Dulcie was having kittens about you breaking something valuable.’


    He shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of unconcern. ‘It’s all mine to break.’


    ‘Where did you manage to find that ball?’ she said.


    ‘It was mine,’ he said. ‘When Lilli and I were children we used to come here once a year, with Grandfather, when he attended High Council. Mother liked coming for the shopping.’


    So that’s how Lillia got her taste for high fashion, thought Lark. ‘I thought Beni would be more traumatised,’ she said. ‘He was sobbing when we collected him.’


    ‘Perhaps he is. But now he’s out, he’s happy,’ said Revlan. ‘He seems a tough little fellow.’


    Lark rested her head on the cushioned back of the settee. ‘Tough … like his grandad,’ she mused. ‘I can’t understand why they let Flint languish in prison all this time if it’s so easy now to set him and Beni free.’


    ‘Father Parvano didn’t know Flint’s reason for breaking into the school,’ Revlan told her gravely. ‘Flint refused to tell them anything in the prison. Apparently he hasn’t said a word since he got there.’


    Lark stared guiltily at the ceiling, thinking about the clerk at the courts. ‘They didn’t even know his name until I told them,’ she confessed. ‘Then I never went back, I was too scared. Poor Flint, it must have been dreadful.’


    ‘Be all over soon,’ said Revlan, closing his book with exaggerated care. Thinking this was curious, Lark tried to get a look at it. Revlan loved books and his taste was mostly for the modern, yet this one could have come out of a crypt. She read the title upside-down. It was in faded gold print.


    ‘“Lives & Times of Thee Tor-Lordes … Thier Exploytes”. That’s a funny old book,’ she said. ‘Where did you get it?’


    Revlan laid the book next to him, on the tea table. ‘Borrowed it from someone. Lark…’


    ‘What’s it about?’


    ‘Lark!’


    She blinked. ‘What?’


    He seemed uneasy. ‘Um, I want to ask you … my friend from the Brotherhood … you know … Sarannan? He’s asked if he could meet you.’


    ‘Me?’ Lark frowned. ‘Why?’


    ‘Um, I’ve told him about you, and he’s keen to meet you. He doesn’t get much chance to talk to girls.’


    ‘Oh … he wants a girl to talk to, does he?’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘What for?’


    Revlan’s face was a picture of deep embarrassment. At least Lark thought this was what she saw there. She took pity on him. ‘Where would we meet?’ she said.


    ‘Here. He has to come here because he’ll be sneaking out.’


    ‘Brothers do a lot of sneaking out, don’t they?’ she said. ‘What about Flint? I don’t like to think how he’ll react, considering.’


    ‘Sarannan will be wearing civilian clothes; Flint won’t know he’s Brotherhood. Please?’ Big-eyed and hopeful, Revlan looked like a puppy watching someone eat a sausage.


    ‘Oh, all right, I suppose so,’ she said. ‘When will he come?’


    ‘Um, tomorrow.’


    So, it was already worked out, was it? What if she’d said no? Lark sighed. ‘Wouldn’t it be better on another day?’


    ‘It’s not that easy to arrange; getting out is difficult for him.’ Revlan shrugged apologetically. ‘I’ll go and collect him while you’re waiting for Flint.’


    ‘You don’t want to be here when Flint arrives?’ she said. ‘I thought you would.’


    ‘No. It’s your moment with him, yours and Beni’s. Flint doesn’t know me and I’d just be in the way.’


    ‘No, you’d never,’ said Lark, meaning every word.


    *


    During the dinner hour the Tor had another visitor. Father Parvano made the formal greeting then sat on the chair offered him and looked tensely at Pip. ‘I apologise for coming unannounced while you are at your dinner,’ he said.


    This also seemed unnecessarily formal for the Father. The tension passed from him to Pip. Rom stiffened at the other end of the table, and for an uncomfortable few seconds they all watched each other.


    Pip could see the Father was upset.


    ‘I think I can guess why, Father,’ he said, hearing the guilty tremor in his voice. ‘I didn’t mean to cause you bother.’


    Father Parvano pressed his hands together in front of his troubled face. ‘This is awkward. I saw Lord Revlan this morning, and he explained the circumstances of the man, Flint. Your wishes have been carried out, and he will be freed tomorrow.’


    Pip leaned forward. ‘And the child?’


    The old forehead wrinkled. ‘Already released to Lord Revlan and a young lady.’


    ‘Ah, that’s good!’ said Pip, all the years of his bottled-up resentment swept away by a tide of joy.


    The Father looked at him over his clenched hands. ‘I’m worried, Sarannan. An order like that has consequences.’


    Pip’s joy wallowed in sudden disappointment. ‘You think I shouldn’t have written it?’


    ‘I think it would have been better if you’d warned me first about what you wished to do,’ said the Father. ‘Then I could have acted more discreetly. I could have taken steps to have the boy released on compassionate grounds. As it was, news of the order spread quickly around the Enclave—’


    ‘Does that matter?’ said Pip hotly. ‘I made it an order so that no one would blame you.’


    ‘Me? I’m not concerned about me.’ Father Parvano pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘It’s you I’m worried about. You must realise that not everyone in the Higher Order approves of Lord Roland’s appointment.’


    Pip shared a glance with Rom. ‘I do, Father. I know it.’


    ‘Then you should also know there are those who will try to destroy you, if they see they have the means. They’ll grab any excuse to criticise your judgement and suggest you’re not fit for this position.’


    ‘Is that what they’re doing?’ said Pip, his voice shaking.


    ‘Yes. Although you have your defenders, and I’m glad to say they’re still in the majority. But people can change their minds, Sarannan. You must not give your detractors fuel to feed their jealous fires.’


    Jealousy. Is that what’s behind it? Is that all? thought Pip. ‘Father, I have to do what I think is right,’ he said. ‘I can’t let injustice happen; I have to do something about it.’


    ‘I know … I know.’ Father Parvano sighed heavily. ‘Injustice is your enemy; it has always been so. But others don’t see it like that. They’re saying you are out to challenge the system—’


    ‘Systems ought to be challenged!’ Pip exploded. Shivering from passion, he looked down the length of the table, at Rom, who had, this afternoon, read the proposal for diminishing the power of the ruling elite. Pip had hoped to show the same thing to Father Parvano, but this was certainly not the right time to present the old man with another set of troubles.


    With a trembling hand Father Parvano rubbed his forehead. ‘Sarannan, please, listen to me. I want you to be very careful. There are ways of doing things; ways of making the things we want to happen, happen, without putting ourselves in jeopardy. You’re young and idealistic. Inexperienced. Because your emotions are all fired up, you rush into action when you ought to think first. You must learn to take counsel from older heads. Diplomacy, lad. Because, when we wave the sword of righteousness, it’s all too easy to stab ourselves in the foot.’


    *


    A closed black carriage escorted by a troop of horse rolled to a stop in front of Revlan’s house. One of the men dismounted then opened the carriage door. Flint climbed out, and the carriage drove off, leaving him standing at the foot of the wide stairs, squinting up at the house. He looked dazed and confused.


    And thinner.


    Lark flung open the door and ran down the stairs.


    His arms reached out automatically when she rushed to him, but he said not a word. She could feel him shaking from emotion, and yet he showed nothing on his face. She sensed a lassitude, as though he had lost his spirit. ‘Come on,’ she said, leading him by his unresisting hand indoors.


    Still he said nothing, but stared in a bewildered way at the fancy rooms: the furniture; the curtains; the chandeliers; the paintings on the walls. Lark felt tremendous pity for him.


    ‘I don’t expect they told you what was happening,’ she said.


    ‘No,’ he croaked, his voice sounding harsh and unused. ‘They said I was free to go. But when I thought I could trot out of the place, on my own, they hustled me into that carriage and locked the doors.’


    ‘I’m sorry they did it like that,’ said Lark. ‘They wanted to make sure you wouldn’t wander off and get lost. I mean … you needed to come here is what I mean.’


    ‘Obviously,’ he said. Lark winced at his bitterness.


    He looked around the room. ‘How did this happen? Whose house is this?’


    ‘Revlan’s.’


    ‘What? Young Ness you mean?’


    She nodded. ‘He’s the lord now; Radorka was killed in a riding accident. I met Revlan by chance—’


    The lacklustre blue eyes brightened with sudden understanding. ‘Was it him that got me out of prison?’


    ‘Yes. He organised it with the Brotherhood. Now he’s the lord, he can do things.’


    Flint’s gaze travelled the room once more. Lark ached to see him just standing there, so listlessly, with none of the fire he used to possess.


    ‘Well, I’m obliged to the fellow,’ he said. ‘Where is he?’


    ‘He had to go out for a while.’ She glanced at the sitting room door. ‘Flint, Beni is here.’


    ‘Beni?’ He whispered the name. ‘You mean … here?’


    ‘Yes. Revlan organised that, too. The Brotherhood has let Beni go.’


    Flint groped his way, blindly, to a chair. Lark swallowed her tears, wanting to run to him and throw her arms around him. But she wasn’t the one he needed to hug. ‘Beni’s in the kitchen, with the cook. I’ll go and get him,’ she said.


    ‘Grandad! Grandad!’ The cry rang out, and Beni was hurtling into the sitting room, yelling at the top of his lungs. The chair rocked as he leapt, and Flint caught him in his arms.


    Tears trickled down Flint’s unshaven face. Beni touched them tenderly. ‘Why are you crying, Grandad?’


    ‘Because you stomped on my foot, you great lump,’ said Flint as he wiped his face with the back of his sleeve.


    Beni pulled away. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to. I was excited.’


    ‘Well, so am I. Come here.’


    Hugging the boy to his chest, Flint gazed at Lark across the little head. A smile began in his eyes, gathered around them, and travelled slowly over his entire face – the first move towards the mending of a broken spirit. Lark felt warm all over.


    ‘I think it’s time for something to eat,’ she said, in an attempt to make everything feel normal. ‘Are you hungry, Flint?’


    ‘Mrs Dulcie’s been cooking stuff all morning,’ said Beni. ‘She made chicken-in-a-basket; isn’t that funny? But you can’t eat the basket, Grandad, ‘cos it’s cane.’


    ‘What a relief; I’m glad of that,’ said Flint. ‘It’d give me indigestion.’


    Lark smiled with delight; Flint was coming back.


    He wolfed down the meal like a man half-starved. I wonder what prison food is like, thought Lark, but wouldn’t ask in front of Beni. In any case, she couldn’t see Flint wanting to talk about life behind those dark walls.


    Finally he sat back, patting his stomach. ‘That cook is a genius. Genius like that ought to be bottled.’


    Beni stared at him, horrified. ‘You can’t put Mrs Dulcie in a bottle, Grandad! She wouldn’t like it and she’d never fit.’


    Lark laughed over the top of her worry. Flint didn’t look healthy to her. ‘Have you been ill?’ she asked.


    He shrugged. ‘Never been sick a day in my life until I went to that place.’


    ‘What place, Grandad?’ said Beni.


    ‘Just a place I went. Big hotel. Lots of people with lots of germs.’


    ‘When you were doing the horse business?’


    Lark and Flint exchanged frantic glances across the table. ‘That’s right. When I was doing the horse business,’ he said.


    ‘Don’t worry,’ said Lark. ‘You’ll get strong again. We’ll look after you, here.’ She grinned. ‘Mrs Dulcie will feed you chicken-in-a-basket, but not the basket.’


    ‘And pudding,’ said Beni. ‘I like Mrs Dulcie; she makes yummy pudding. Grandad, I’m just going to the kitchen, for a minute.’


    ‘That rascal is after some of your dessert,’ said Lark.


    Flint slumped in the chair. ‘He seems very cheerful, as if nothing much happened to him. That surprises me.’


    ‘No …’ She shook her head. ‘He cried when Revlan and I fetched him from the Annexe, and last night he had a nightmare or two. But he’ll be all right now. Now you’re here.’


    ‘He’ll be wanting his mother soon enough. We’ll have to hurry home. Andrea and Rolf—’


    ‘Revlan sent a message to Vanesa, yesterday afternoon, by the pony express. It won’t be long before they find out.’


    Flint eyed her curiously. ‘Looks like you’ve found a nice place for yourself, here with young Ness. He’s pulling out all the stops for you.’


    She blushed, but she didn’t deny it. ‘I’m lucky I met him just in time,’ she said. ‘I was running out of money.’


    ‘You spent it all?’ He gaped at her. ‘All that? What on?’


    She heard the reproach in his voice. But it didn’t matter. ‘I had to leave the Black Swan, in case the police were looking for me—’


    ‘I never told them anything about you.’


    ‘I know. You never said a word, is what I heard,’ she said dryly. ‘But I didn’t know that then, did I? I decided to stable the horses at the Grange. You know … on Saville Avenue? It costs a bundle, but I wanted them to be safe and looked after.’


    ‘Where are they now?’


    ‘Still there.’


    He rested his head on his hand. ‘I left you with all the problems, didn’t I? I’m sorry. It was unfair as well as stupid. I was a fool.’


    Lark got up and went to him. She laid her arm around his bent shoulders. ‘Don’t agonise over it. Everything managed to work out. It’s how I met Revlan – he keeps his horses at the Grange. Qibu’s going to go mad with joy when he sees you. He’s missed you dreadfully, and asks after you all the time.’


    That made Flint smile.


    ‘But I’m puzzled,’ he said, huskily. ‘I’ve never heard of the Brotherhood letting go a conscript just because someone asked them to. I didn’t think even a lord could make that happen. How does a lad like Revlan have so much influence?’


    ‘I honestly don’t know,’ said Lark. ‘All I do know is he told someone very important of our trouble. He won’t say who, but the man who brought Beni to the Annexe was the Brotherhood Father himself, so I think it must have been him.’

  


  
    


    THIRTEEN -Girl with the Moonstone



    


    Pip wished Father Parvano had used a different metaphor. In the cause of being very careful he decided to keep his dagger within easy reach, and last night had slept with it under his pillow. Possibly he was overreacting to the Father’s warning and the Father hadn’t been talking literally; but he remembered his studies under the Lore-master: the histories of the Tor and its tor lords. All those stories of the troubled past: the squabbles at knifepoint; the sudden deaths after dinner; the fatal illnesses with unknown causes; the assassins behind the bedroom curtains; the accidental falls down long flights of stairs. They weren’t inventions, those stories, they were fact, and were the historic reason for the inauguration of the Tor Lord’s Hundred.


    Even the dullest imagination could see how the past could transpose to the present. There was a skeleton in the tunnel under the Tor, and that was enough reason for not being without a weapon at all times.


    


    Gurian danced impatiently waiting for Pip to mount. As Pip swung his leg across the saddle the dagger’s silver scabbard flashed in the sunlight.


    Revlan’s eyes stared, in wonder. ‘Why are you wearing that?’


    Questions, questions. And answers I can’t give you, thought Pip. ‘I like it,’ he said.


    ‘Maybe. But a weapon in public—’


    ‘It’s not illegal.’


    ‘No. But it’s not a good idea. The only person I’ve seen wearing a weapon in public is Lord Drye. It’s a long curved dagger, and the hilt is studded with rubies. Drye claims it’s only ceremonial, but I’m sure it could do serious damage, in the wrong hands.’


    Whose hands were the wrong hands? It was hard to tell, and you might not find out until it was too late. Except for the ceremonial swords of the Hundred and their regulation service pistols, weapons of every kind were banned from the Tor. But how good was Tor security? Maybe I should have a meeting with the Tor Master, thought Pip. Then again, how do I know how Fortinas feels about me? Really? He might be one of those that Father Parvano talked about.


    Pip looked down at his dagger. Not a ruby in sight. ‘Do you think I should take it off?’ he said.


    Revlan nodded. ‘People might stare.’


    ‘I’ll put it in my bag, then.’


    ‘Best thing, yes. But why did you bring a bag?’


    ‘To carry Zend’s box. I thought the moonstone—’


    Korash stepped sideways and tossed his head irritably – Revlan had jerked the reins in his astonishment. ‘You’re coming to meet Lark for the first time, and you’re thinking about the moonstone?’ he exclaimed. ‘Sarannan, you’re obsessed.’


    Pip blinked. Am I? Is that how it looks?


    But – the box has to open! It must be done!


    The insistent voice inside his head was indeed a voice of obsession. What he wasn’t certain of, however, was if it was actually his.


    


    A door, painted kingfisher blue and set in a high stone wall, let into the big rear garden of Revlan’s city mansion. Revlan unlocked it and led Pip through. If it seemed a secretive and unceremonious way to visit someone’s home, there was a good reason. Province Square was solely the demesne of the Lords, and for Pip to go in through Revlan’s front door would be a foolish risk not worth taking.


    ‘You’ll be safe here. For Flint’s sake as well as yours I’ve given the day-servants time off,’ said Revlan. ‘And it’s nice here, a nice place to meet Lark. I’ll bring her out to you as soon as I’ve met Flint.’


    Off he ran, through a riot of flowers, then vanishing under a vine-covered loggia. Pip waited beneath a slender birch tree. The garden’s high walls muffled the din of the city and made it seem far away. He stood still in the cloistered silence, in a patch of sunlight and mottled shade. A fountain played, spraying bright water over a statue of a leaping lion. The stone flanks of the lion glistened wetly. Pip drew a great shaky breath. Light, air and watery music – everything seemed dreamlike and unreal.


    *


    Revlan and Flint shook hands.


    ‘I’ve a lot to thank you for,’ said Flint.


    ‘Well, I was glad to be of help.’


    Neither of them would mention prison in front of Beni.


    Soon after their meeting, Revlan took Lark aside and said softly: ‘Sarannan’s in the back garden.’


    ‘Why would he wait there?’ she said. ‘Tell him to come in.’


    ‘Um, he prefers the outside.’


    She shrugged. ‘All right. We’ll go outside, then.’


    ‘Er, you go, Lark. I’ll stay here.’


    ‘What?’ she said. ‘This isn’t some silly boys’ game, is it?’


    ‘No!’ he said desperately. ‘Please, it’s all right. Trust me.’


    


    Trust him? Are these boys playing games with me? thought Lark. Unable to decide whether to be offended or intrigued, she dithered along the loggia. The boy was standing halfway down the garden and was just visible through the veil of water cascading from the fountain. Why he’d chosen to wait such a distance from the house was beyond her.


    As she moved from the shadows into the sunlight and brushed past the flowers her skirt gathering a gold dusting of pollen on the way, the boy became less of a watery blur. He wasn’t as tall as Revlan, and looked more lightly built. He had black hair, cut short. He saw her coming and edged around the fountain in a decidedly agitated manner. Of course, Revlan had said he wasn’t used to talking to girls.


    Then Lark saw his face—


    Stopped in her tracks, she stared.She’d know that face anywhere! But – she hesitated – it was possible that Pip might not know hers. During their contact she always saw a vivid face, but the experience didn’t have to be mutual.


    Her uncertainty made her step back. He seemed puzzled by the reaction, and smiled nervously. He reached out his hand.


    ‘Lark … don’t you know me? It’s Pip,’ he said.


    Lark burst into tears.


    


    So … Revlan’s friend Sarannan was Pip. Although emotional and amazed, Lark thought immediately of patterns: the golden circles of life, interweaving like a fountain’s spreading ripples; they went unnoticed by the majority of people, but not by her. Nothing was separate; everything was linked. All that lived was connected.


    ‘You cut off your curls,’ she said.


    Two pink patches appeared on his cheeks. ‘Well, it was a childish look,’ he said shyly. ‘And no one takes you seriously.’


    ‘I suppose that’s right, yes,’ she said. ‘And I suppose Pip was a child’s name.’ Beni came to mind. ‘Was it your school nickname?’


    ‘Yes. How did you know?’


    ‘Beni told me everyone at the school has a nickname. His was Pony.’ She smiled sweetly. ‘Was yours short for Pipsqueak?’


    His colour deepened to crimson. ‘Not you as well!’ he burst out. ‘I had enough of that from Revlan, thank you!’


    Her mouth fell open. ‘Revlan knows you’re Pip? How long has he known?’


    ‘For quite a while. He’d told me about his sister and then mentioned your name. After that we worked out we knew the same person. I told him about how you and I—’


    ‘So, you’re here today because …’ Lark glanced back at the house. ‘The cheeky devil, he set this up! You’re both cheeky devils!’


    He grinned, self consciously. ‘I suppose so. Sorry.’


    ‘Well, I forgive you, considering. And, from now on, I’ll have to call you Sarannan.’ Lark saw his startled face. ‘Won’t I?’


    ‘Er…’


    ‘It’s a nice name.’


    ‘I’m used to Pip.’


    ‘But only from me, isn’t it? Other people don’t—’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Well, then…’


    Sitting together on the seat by the fountain, they told each other of their lives. Lark talked about the Far Isles, her mother and father and Granny. And the farm in Ness and the Great House, and what had happened to her afterwards. She spoke of Flint and Juda, but foolishly mentioned the koark attack and had to watch his face turn ashen. He told her some things about Enclave life and then described the day his father had left him at the Brotherhood.


    She chewed her lip emotionally. ‘I remember your feelings; you were so unhappy and frightened. I thought you’d been orphaned. I suppose that’s what it felt like for you.’


    ‘I didn’t understand any of it,’ he said, sadly.


    ‘Yes. So I sent you my love, for a help,’ she said. ‘I tried to look after you.’


    ‘You did,’ he said, and his smile made her heart jump a little.


    She squeezed his arm companionably. ‘You’re coming inside, aren’t you? I wish you would. Revlan said Flint won’t know you’re from the Brotherhood. He hates them, you know, after what —’


    ‘That’s understandable,’ he said. ‘Be a good idea for you not to call me Sarannan, in front of him.’


    *


    Flint was a big outdoors-looking man but with a pallor that didn’t sit right on his weather-beaten features. What had this man suffered in prison? Pip cringed inside himself, ashamed for being part of a system that locked up people and all but threw away the key.


    Lark introduced them. ‘Flint, this is my friend, Pip.’ Her eyebrows waggled. ‘You know … the one I told you about, a while back?’


    Flint’s startling blue eyes looked at Pip with new interest. ‘The blighter is it? Right.’


    Pip wondered what that meant. Lark wore a cryptic smile.


    A small round face peeped from behind Flint. ‘This is Beni,’ she said. ‘Beni, say hello.’


    ‘Hello.’ The child gave Pip a casual inspection. ‘When are we having tea and cakes?’


    ‘Milk for you, mister,’ said Flint.


    ‘Aw, Grandad, I can have tea. I had some yesterday and lots and lots of cakes,’ boasted Beni.


    Lark tutted. ‘Who let you drink tea? And eat so many cakes?’


    ‘Father Parvano,’ said the bright-faced child. ‘He calls it “afternoon tea”, and he said I remind him of another little boy who used to have tea with him.’


    ‘Hot milk with a dash of tea, and two cakes at the most,’ said Pip, without thinking. They all stared. Revlan flashed him a warning look. ‘Er, I’d imagine so at least,’ he added hastily.


    After that blunder he kept silent throughout the tea. Once or twice, Flint studied him curiously in a way that made him feel uncomfortable. Lark smiled encouragingly as though she believed he was shy, and Revlan held the whole thing together by talking about horses. It was a popular subject, especially with Beni.


    ‘Grandad,’ said Beni, once the cups and plates were cleared away, ‘come and see the red fishes.’


    Flint scratched his head. ‘Red fish?’


    ‘The pool in the garden,’ said Revlan.


    Now’s my chance, thought Pip. He waited for Beni to drag Flint outside then said to Revlan: ‘What about trying to open the box?’


    ‘Now?’ Revlan glanced at Lark.


    ‘What box?’ she said.


    The calico bag went clunk when Pip put it on the table. He took the box out and laid it in front of Lark. She touched it, running a finger portentously around the depression in the lid.


    ‘Nice,’ she said. ‘Silver needs a good clean and polish, though. What’s in it?’


    ‘That’s what we want to find out,’ said Pip. ‘And we need your moonstone to do it.’


    Lark’s hand shot to the yoke of her dress. ‘What are you talking about?’


    ‘I’ll tell you,’ Revlan offered. ‘I found out the necklace is rather special. It has a history I didn’t know about before. It turns out that it was a gift to Mother’s ancestor, Lady Alinn of Olvera, from First Lord Zend. Up at the Tor there’s a portrait of Lord Zend, and he’s holding this necklace in his hand.’


    Pip went on to explain why they wanted the moonstone. Lark listened with her mouth open then slipped the necklace from under her bodice. ‘You’d better not scratch it or anything,’ she warned.


    ‘No, we’ll be careful,’ Revlan promised.


    *


    Lark sat and watched them trying to fit the stone and its silver setting into the top of the box at the same time as getting the tiny projecting ‘keys’ to enter the slots. They weren’t having much luck.


    ‘You clowns,’ she said. ‘It was probably meant for dainty lady fingers to undo. Here, let me have a go.’


    ‘I reckon you have to hold one point like … this …’ she said, using only the narrow tips of her fingers … ‘then slip the other point into here … push down and a bit forward—’


    ‘I heard a click,’ said Revlan. ‘You’re getting it—!’


    ‘… and then …’ Lark concentrated, her tongue sticking out of the corner of her mouth … ‘the other point … in it goes!’


    Click. She looked up, triumphant. ‘Done it!’


    ‘The lid’s lifted,’ said Revlan. ‘But only just a bit. Can we get it open? Do we need a knife or something?’


    ‘Hm,’ Lark studied it thoughtfully then insinuated her thumbnail under the edge of the lid. Slowly she began to lever it up. ‘That’s what long fingernails were invented for,’ she said, all at once proudly female. Now, I wonder what’s in here.’


    *


    So did Pip. Rom had shaken the box and decided that it must be empty, because he couldn’t hear anything moving inside. But Pip had known in his bones that the box held something. Had known so completely, that it was as if he had filled the box and hidden it in the dark, in waiting for the day when someone would bring it into the light. He held his breath as the lid opened, revealing a lining of faded blue velvet upon which rested a single scroll of yellowed vellum tied with a black ribbon.


    Still hardly daring to breathe, he lifted the scroll. They all stared at it in his hand. ‘I don’t think you’ll get the knot out of that ribbon, it looks fused,’ said Lark.


    ‘I’ll just slide it off carefully, then,’ he said.


    Even more carefully he uncurled the vellum. For a brief moment, before he looked at what was written on it, he felt quite dizzy. Pull yourself together, he thought.


    The handwriting was Zend’s, but he had expected that. He read the title aloud: ‘It says “Last Testament of Zend.”’


    ‘Is it a Will?’ said Revlan.


    ‘I don’t think so.’


    Pip and Revlan spread the vellum on the table, holding it flat to stop it rolling up again. Heads close together, they started to read.


    Zend wrote:


    ‘Slowly the priests of the Tor are poisoning me. They have finally run out of patience and I shall soon be dead. They want control of the world, and will use the Tor to help them succeed. This Tor, that I created out of my brain, is now is my prison. It is my fault that I will end my days here, buried and forgotten. I do not care to be remembered; but all that I did and all that I tried to do, will be buried with me.


    ‘They took me down into the well, and there, before my eyes, they smashed the machines I had invented. Weakened, I sobbed like a child. And they laughed. Later, High Priest Serkovan came to me, taunting and threatening but still powerless because I would not tell him what he wished to know – the date in the future when Moontide will cease altogether. This is what they fear most, for to them it means The End of Their Time.


    ‘These priests are ignorant men, fearful for their own generation. Serkovan thought he could persuade me through fear, saying that if I did not speak he would kill me and throw my body down the shaft, and no one would ever find me. I did not speak. Serkovan will do this whatever I say, and what does it matter where my bones lie?


    ‘My greatest grief is not for my mistakes but for the fruit of them. Foolishness made me eager to prove to the priests that the conjunction of the moons was a finite occurrence and that one day the moons would cease to blend. That time will come when, by the power of the Sun and the planetary forces of Azrath, the moons will have altered their orbits enough that they no longer marry. Once this happens their combined effects on Azrath will diminish, and keep on diminishing with the continuing changes.


    ‘This is the fruit of my folly: I am locked up here and am slowly being put to death, and the stonemasons who built the Tor have suffered because of me. I feel that my great friend, Bernardo, has not fared well. I sent him from the Tor, in an attempt to seek help from my uncle and his people, in the north. He was carrying my ring and a message. But nothing has come of it, so I suspect the priests have killed him.


    ‘This is my testament, the story of my end. I leave it for you, Alinn, in the hope that it will come to you once the fortunes of war favour the men of the west, as they seem to be promising at this time. In my letters to you I bequeathed all the secrets of the Tor. They are yours, my love. My prayer is that, one day soon you will claim your own.


    ‘With this testament I also leave the paintings of the dancing moons, and the one of Moontide made as proof that madness does not come from viewing Moontide’s beauty, nor does blindness. Serkovan will never know this painting exists. Should he discover it he would destroy it. The great hold the priests have over the people is the people’s ancient fear of the moons. I do not know how long the priests will keep up this deception. It serves them well, this lie; for while the people are forbidden by Curfew to view the moons, they may never see the day when Moontide comes to its end, and will live in bondage all their lives.


    ‘I lament of mankind, that it is so gullible. I lament of myself, who have been the most gullible of all. I lament of the darkness that hangs over the world, as it always has done. But there is something inside me even now, a spark of hope and knowledge that will not die: the darkness cannot hide the light forever.


    ‘This is my testament and my truth – Zend.’


    


    Revlan thumped the table. ‘Moons Almighty! The priests murdered Zend so no one would find out about Moontide!’


    ‘What about it?’ said Lark.


    ‘That the conjunctions would stop one day.’


    ‘Oh, I think they already have,’ she said.


    He looked at her. ‘Huh?’


    ‘Well, I think they might have,’ she reiterated. ‘When I expected the conjunction to happen, it didn’t. I thought I’d got it wrong, see?’


    ‘I wish I knew what you were talking about,’ said Revlan. ‘Sarannan…?’


    Pip had been listening, although only with half his attention. The other half listened to the voice of Zend in his head. That insistent voice, telling him: ‘Yes, bad things happened in the Tor. And yes, you always knew it, didn’t you? I’ve been trying to tell you for years and now at last you’re paying me some mind.’


    The voice just wouldn’t let up. ‘So what are you going to do about it, boy?’ it persisted. ‘I want justice, but more than justice I want the world to stop living in fear of the moons. You must give this testament to the people. You must set them free. Do it for my sake and theirs.’


    Zend had hoped Alinn would be his messenger of truth. But it never happened, because the men of the west had failed to win the war. Zend’s desire, blocked and frustrated, had lingered beyond the grave. Lingered like the centuries of dust on the Library shelves.


    Waiting for … today.


    ‘Pip…?’


    Pip looked up. ‘Sorry, what…?’


    ‘I was saying I think Moontide isn’t happening any more,’ said Lark.


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Yes?’ Revlan exclaimed, eyes darting wildly between the two of them. ‘What’s that mean, Sarannan – yes?’


    ‘I mean she’s right. It’s stopped,’ said Pip. ‘I watched last Moontide, and there wasn’t a conjunction. The moons come close, but that’s all they do.’


    ‘You watched? You broke Curfew?’ Revlan almost shouted. ‘How could you manage to do that, at the Enclave?’


    ‘I wasn’t … I was at the Tor. Lord Roland was teaching me how to predict Moontide, but—’


    Pip snapped his mouth shut.


    Too late.


    *


    Lark frowned. Complex wheels of thought spun erratically in her brain, but all their little cogs had begun to connect. Lord Roland was the Tor Lord who’d died, and the new one took his place, the one whose name was Sarannan. An old vision, of a boy trying to carry the world all by himself, popped into her mind—


    Oh no…


    She looked hard at Pip. ‘You’re him, aren’t you?’


    ‘Him what?’ said Revlan.


    She turned her head, and glared. ‘I don’t forget things, Revie. And one of those things was what you said about the Tor Lord—’


    ‘When did—?’


    ‘Years ago. You said only High Councillors get to meet him. So unless Pip is a High Councillor, and that’s highly unlikely, he must be—’


    ‘One of the servants?’ said Revlan quickly.


    Lark shut her eyes. ‘Revie! Don’t play silly buggers with me! I’m not stupid—’


    ‘No,’ said Pip. ‘I’m sorry, Lark, I should have said. But I just didn’t know how to tell you. Being in the Brotherhood is one thing, but being the Tor Lord is, well … embarrassing.’


    ‘That’s not the word I’d use,’ said Flint, strolling through the door. Lark wondered how long he’d been in the hall, listening.


    ‘Flint …’ she pleaded.


    ‘Look,’ Revlan put in, ‘I know you don’t like the B—’


    ‘It’s no secret,’ said Flint, dismissively, fixing Pip with a stern gaze. ‘Was it you that set me free and let Beni out?’


    Pip nodded.


    ‘Right.’ The hard expression in the blue eyes softened. ‘I’m mighty grateful, although I hope you didn’t do it just because of Lark.’


    ‘No.’ Pip’s voice sounded hoarse. ‘The whole thing was wrong and unjust, that’s why I did it.’


    ‘Then … thank you.’ Hand stretched out, Flint came forward. ‘No offence meant, but what stuns me most is that a lad could be the Tor Lord. How did you manage that?’


    ‘Lord Roland chose me to succeed him. And they didn’t give me a choice,’ said Pip.


    *


    Flint sat down. ‘What a burden to put on a youngster. How the heck do you know what you’re doing?’


    ‘Sarannan’s smart,’ said Revlan loyally. ‘He knows more about the Laws than anyone.’


    ‘Life isn’t just laws,’ said Flint. ‘And I don’t imagine politics is either.’


    ‘Don’t think you’re telling me anything new,’ said Pip. ‘I’ve heard it all before and much worse.’ Without meaning to he found himself telling Flint his troubles, beginning with the day of Lord Roland’s decree. Flint was an attentive listener, and his craggy, fatherly face inspired trust.


    ‘Some of these Highers, as you call them, would like to pull you down?’ he said. ‘I suppose, in the world you live in, being top of the heap is a risky business.’


    ‘It has been,’ said Pip. ‘At least a third of history’s tor lords were murdered by their rivals.’


    Lark gasped. ‘No! But that won’t happen to you!’


    Revlan hissed. ‘You don’t know what it’s like, Lark, when people are so jealous they’ll stoop to anything.’


    ‘Oh, I believe I do,’ she said.


    ‘I’ve already upset a lot of people,’ Pip told Flint. ‘And I think I’m about to upset a lot more.’


    ‘Why’s that?’


    Pip went on to explain his ideas for a constitution for the Domains. ‘Revlan agrees with me,’ he added.


    Flint’s forehead creased in thought and he didn’t say anything for quite some time. Finally he glanced up. ‘Are you boys looking to get yourselves killed?’


    ‘Not if we can help it,’ said Revlan, pulling himself up to his full height. But Pip saw the worried look on his face.


    Lark groaned. ‘This all sounds dreadful. You can’t take risks like that. Didn’t that thing in the box say that the First Lord was murdered?’


    Pip unrolled the vellum. ‘Why don’t you and Flint take a look for yourselves?’


    *


    Lark had read the testament, and now Flint was reading it. She watched the changing expressions on his face then turned her gaze on Pip. No, he’s Sarannan, she thought. He was focused on Flint, waiting expectantly for the coming reaction.


    She could see, in the atmosphere around him, a veil or cloud. Shapes and colours moved within it, changing. The shapes were his expanded thoughts; the colours were those feelings that went beyond the thoughts and even beyond his awareness.


    He seemed, to her mind, to be facing a great darkness but staring through it, to a light. Threatening shadows crowded at his back; yet he disregarded them not because he was unafraid or heroic but because he was gripped by something passionate and fixated. By something larger than himself. Something other than himself that would not let go.


    ‘Not much like the official history is it?’ said Flint when he’d finished. ‘The lies they’ve told.’


    Sarannan nodded. ‘To protect their positions and power. And people still believe them.’


    ‘I expect lies stop being lies, once people forget the truth,’ said Revlan. ‘Then the lies turn into history.’


    Lark thought of her aunt and uncle, in Ness. ‘And people don’t know any different, and anyway, they’d rather not ask.’


    ‘One thing makes me curious,’ said Flint, looking interestedly at Sarannan. ‘You’re the Tor Lord – you live on the hill. But here you are, in the city, dressed in civvies. How do you manage that miracle?’


    Revlan jumped in. ‘Tunnel. Lord Zend built tunnels under the Tor. And we found them.’


    Tunnels! thought Lark. How exciting!


    ‘And they’re not general knowledge? Right?’ said Flint.


    ‘No. Nobody else knows about them.’


    ‘But, don’t they miss you when you’re gone?’ Flint asked Sarannan.


    ‘No …’ Sarannan and Revlan shared a glance that Lark thought out of character in a serious conversation. It was almost as if they were sharing some private joke.


    ‘They think I’m too busy to see anyone,’ Sarannan explained. ‘If I say I don’t want to be disturbed, they have to wait until I change the order.’


    ‘That’s how it is?’ said Flint. ‘You give the orders, and everybody hops to it?’


    ‘Grandad! Grandad!’ Beni trotted into the room, climbed onto Flint’s knee, and tugged at his clothes. ‘Come back to the pool. Mrs Dulcie said it’s time to feed the fishes.’


    Flint patted him on the head. ‘In a minute. Grandad’s having a discussion, so you just sit tight.’ He looked back at Sarannan. ‘I wonder how long that’ll last, once you start making their lives difficult. From my experience the top man is only the top man while he’s playing the game right.’


    ‘I know,’ Sarannan agreed. ‘But I don’t intend to play their game. I have Zend’s Testament now, and that alters everything.’


    Revlan’s head jerked up. ‘What do you mean?’


    Startled, Lark saw the shade of panic in his eyes. Yet it wasn’t as worrying as the expression in Sarannan’s. His was only fleeting – sharp enough but gone in a split second – and it made him look different … like someone else…


    ‘When I put the proposal for a constitution to the High Council, Revlan, I’ll have a persuader,’ he said.


    The shadow darkened Revlan’s face further. ‘You’d do that?’ he said, nearly in a whisper. ‘I mean … you’d use it … like that?’


    ‘If I have to.’


    ‘Oh, I don’t … Surely, diplomacy would work better than force,’ Revlan countered, although he sounded uncertain.


    ‘Diplomacy?’ Sarannan all but sneered. ‘I know I’ll have to persuade them. But they won’t budge if I’m nice, will they?’


    Revlan sighed, the sigh of someone who knew he’d need to save his breath for future battles. ‘Diplomatic persuasion, please?’ he said, giving it one last try. ‘Anyway, at least we have time to think about it,’ he added, more optimistically. ‘The High Council congress is weeks away yet.’


    *


    Pip snatched the lantern off its hook inside the tunnel entrance and struck a flame. Dodging around small lakes of yellow slime, he raced along the stone lane. Rom was right about the wet weather, though Pip hated to admit it. Ground water had seeped through the soil and penetrated the brick joints, oozing in runnels to the floor and falling in long slow drops from the curved ceiling. The end point would come when bricks dislodged prior to collapse, as they had in the other tunnel. Then Pip’s escape route would tumble down.


    One day it will, he thought.


    ‘But not yet,’ he ordered the dank, empty air, and his hopeful voice echoed back to him, sounding like another’s: ‘Yet … yet … yet.’


    Rom was waiting by the Tor-room door. He had the anxious air of a guard dog that was failing in its duty to protect its charge. ‘Did you meet her?’ he said.


    Pip’s head waggled happily.


    ‘What about the necklace? Did that work?’


    ‘Yes!’


    ‘Was there anything in the box?’


    The box was produced, and shaken with a theatrical flourish. ‘Nothing in it now. But—’ Pip’s hand dove into the calico bag. ‘This was.’ He held out the vellum scroll. ‘You ought to read it. It will shock you.’


    While Rom read the testament, hissing and groaning like someone undergoing a painful operation, Pip opened the gilded Relic Casket and took out Zend’s leather-covered book of pages, Alinn’s letters and the Equation. Time to hide these things. All the conflicts of the past crowded around the Library walls like shadowy spectators gathering to watch the End of the World. Watch it explode, at least, thought Pip.


    ‘Good Lord, what a revelation,’ said Rom. He held the vellum limply. ‘It’s simply dreadful, and I feel rather ill.’


    ‘I think it’s sad.’ Pip took the scroll from his unresisting hand. ‘I’m putting it with these, somewhere safe.’


    ‘Where’s safe?’ Rom glanced over to the secret bookcase door. ‘In with the Moontide picture?’


    Pip shook his head. ‘Too dusty.’ He looked up at the bookshelves, and smiled. ‘It’s only pages and they’ll press flat. We’ll hide them inside a book. A big one.’


    ‘Which?’


    In a forest of books, any big heavy book would serve. ‘You pick one, Rom. Choose a title we won’t forget but something nobody would want to read.’


    ‘Plenty of those – that you wouldn’t want to read I mean.’ Rom balanced on the ladder, next to the fireplace. ‘How about this one? Sixth shelf up … six books along? ‘Huber’s Cyclopedic Medical Dictionary’?’ Critically, he skimmed two pages. ‘It’s so old its diseases have gone out of fashion.’


    ‘Good grief, yes,’ said Pip. ‘Sounds perfect … we’re not likely to forget that.’


    Rom nodded down at the bundle in Pip’s hand. ‘You have the Equation caught up with the other papers.’


    ‘No. It’s not caught up.’


    The ladder wobbled as Rom climbed down. ‘You’re hiding that too? Tell me again why we’re hiding everything.’


    ‘Because I think we should,’ Pip replied. ‘I just have a feeling … it’s necessary.’


    Rom waved away the dust wafting from the medical dictionary as Pip closed its cover on the Testament and all the other sad and shameful papers. ‘I have a feeling, too,’ he said. ‘It’s that you’re forgetting to tell me something.’


    ‘Like what?’ said Pip, cagily.


    ‘Like how you’re going to try to use that sorry document to get your way with the High Council.’


    Pip saw the worry on that kind, loving face. Felt it, sympathised with it, but didn’t bat an eye. He was surprised that he didn’t. It was as if a part of his self, hidden from him all his life, had leapt out of the shadows and was now taking charge. And it was an old, cold, impersonal part, almost another self – one that he didn’t much like.


    


    The night brought storms violent with wind and rain. Next morning the Atrium was awash, the statues marooned on their plinths. By mid-morning the water had drained away and the rain had largely gone, only returning as sun showers in the wake of scudding clouds.


    Pip went up to the roof to look at the turbulent sky. A night’s sleep had subdued the old alien self of yesterday, and he felt less driven by that strange impersonal force. His thoughts were young again, responsive to the life-blood flowing in him. With pleasure he breathed in the clean energised air and let his eyes rove around a newly-washed world.


    It looked new, as if some artist had just finished creating it. The landscape glittered underneath the sky, wet leaves sparkling like gems, hilltops glowing. The lake in the grounds shone like a polished coin, and Ar’s distant mountain range rose up, sharp and purple, against the western sky.


    He turned and gazed over the eastern lowlands, where the storms had gone, at a sky like a bruised black plum hanging above a soupy grey veil. It was probably still raining in Mazdala; Revlan’s courtyard would be as wet as the Atrium had been. Were they all sitting inside, watching the rain, listening to it drumming against the windows? Beni would be restless and fidgety because he couldn’t go out of doors, and maybe Lark would play with him or read him a story; she seemed very fond of the child. He pictured them all together: Lark, Flint, Beni and Revlan. Almost like a little family.


    But the picture that kept pushing itself into the foreground of his imagination was not of Lark and Beni. It was of Lark and Revlan.


    Meeting Lark face to face had been wonderful; it was the fulfilment of his dream. He loved her, he was sure, although not so sure about the sort of love it was. But instead of it being himself who got to spend time with her, it was Revlan.


    I’m jealous of him because of that, he thought. He can see Lark all the time and I can’t. It’s not his fault, though; it’s just the way things are. So I’m not really jealous of him; I just wish I had the same freedom that he does.


    I have to get out of the Tor, not just for a day here and there but for always. But I won’t get anywhere until I destroy its shadowy lies. Until I … break it.


    As Pip stood there, brooding, a rainbow blossomed in the mist and he was so preoccupied he didn’t see it. Or see the carriage stopped at the entry to the Outer Tor. Only the movement of the front gates swinging open caught his eye, and he recognised the visitor.


    Why had Father Parvano come to the Tor uninvited? He’d only do so if something was wrong.Muttering bitterly to himself about what else he could have done to upset the establishment other than just existing, he hurried downstairs to Rom’s office.


    ‘What’s the matter?’ said Rom, seeing his furrowed forehead.


    ‘The Father’s on his way here.’


    Rom sighed and stared bleakly at the door.


    Two tense minutes later Father Parvano entered the Great Library. As on his last visit he looked solemn and bowed formally, waiting for Pip to speak first.


    ‘Is there some problem?’ Pip asked, bothered by the disconcerting correctness. He hated ceremony, especially when there was no need for it.


    ‘Eminence,’ said Father Parvano. ‘The High Councillors request that the date of the first congress be advanced.’


    ‘To when? It’s only three weeks away, in any case.’


    ‘Two days from now, Lord. It’s not unusual practice when some High Councillors have pressing business elsewhere.’


    Right. Another crisis meeting is it? thought Pip sourly. I don’t need to guess what the true reason for this is. Father Parvano’s stiffness was getting to him, and he teetered on the edge of a blunt refusal. Then he caught a look from Rom. Don’t make a fuss, it said silently. Agree. Because, if you don’t, they’ll use it to condemn you.


    ‘All right, Father. In two days time,’ said Pip sadly.


    ‘Thank you, Sarannan,’ said Father Parvano, so distractedly that he hadn’t noticed he’d forgotten the rest of the protocol.


    Pip’s heart convulsed in a sudden up-welling of sympathy. Poor old man, this is hard for you, isn’t it? he thought. You never suspected I’d be such a damned nuisance. I’m sorry I’m worrying you, after you’ve been so good to me all these years.


    Even so, the silent apology didn’t extend to what he was going to have to do. Possibly, he’d be sorry later – his squirming stomach was already telling him that – but it didn’t change anything. The destiny had been forged, and it was his. Two days, he thought. In two days’time it begins…


    *


    A dappled sky hung over the plain. The damp steaming hills reminded Lark of the humped backs of basking whales. When chimney pots peeped from a cluster of trees, Revlan swivelled in the saddle.


    ‘Over there’s Splent Village. But we turn off before so we don’t get seen.’


    Lark touched her heels to Cress and walked her down a stony slope after Korash. Flint followed them, on Qibu. They turned into a cut in the hill, pushing their way through high bush and bracken. Soon the cut became a lengthy tree-filled gully that grew rougher and wilder as it ascended. At the end, just before the gully lost its contours and became the confluence of two hills, Revlan halted them beside a fallen tree and a clutch of enormous boulders.


    Flint looped Qibu’s reins over a dead branch. ‘How many times have you done this?’


    ‘More than a dozen,’ said Revlan.


    ‘And you’ve never met anybody on the way up?’


    ‘No.’ Revlan pointed at a shelf of lichenous rock. Several upright slabs were stacked up and leaning against the slope. ‘That’s it, up there.’


    ‘I don’t see any exit; I can’t see anything,’ said Lark.


    ‘Because it’s well hidden.’ Revlan patted her arm. ‘Come on. We’ll climb up.’


    Clambering up wasn’t difficult, except over some patches of slippery mud. Revlan put his hand out once or twice, and helped her up, although he needn’t have done; she was nobody’s shrinking violet. But why refuse him when he was enjoying playing the gentleman? It would only spoil the fun.


    At the mottled rocks he tapped the largest slab then stood back to let her peer into the space behind. She saw a fern-lined hole just wide enough to squeeze through, and tasted the darkness, a tang of damp earth, on her tongue.


    ‘Down there, Revie? Isn’t it spooky?’ Teased by thoughts of spiders, she squinted into the inkblot hole. ‘Where do you end up?’


    ‘In the heart of the Tor. The Tor-room it’s called. There’s a well, with a ladder.’


    He leaned across her, and she felt his warmth at her back. And the chilliness of fear in front of her.


    ‘This it?’ said Flint, appearing round the rock slab. Lark nearly jumped out of her skin. Flint made an inspection and then they climbed to the top of the hill, to look at the Tor.


    Lark could hardly believe her eyes; the Tor was massive. ‘Why is it so huge, Revie?’


    ‘It just got that way, over the years, I suppose,’ he said. ‘All those buildings are the Outer Tor. They’re administration and where the High Council meets. See the tower at the centre? – well, it’s only the top of it really – that’s where the Tor-room is.’


    How could I not see it? thought Lark. Those strange gold streamers of light curling round. I wonder what they mean. Still, lights are better than shadows, though the shadows are curling around Sarannan even while we’re here looking.


    ‘That’s where Sarannan lives,’ Revlan went on.


    ‘In the tower?’ said Lark, aghast.


    ‘No, I didn’t mean—there’s a building that surrounds the tower … called the Inner Tor … he lives in there. And it’s surrounded by the Outer Tor buildings; but they’re separate, and you can only get into the Inner Tor by invitation.’


    ‘No wonder the lad needs his tunnel,’ said Flint. ‘Who’d be there to stop you if you turned up uninvited?’


    ‘The guards – the Tor Lord’s Hundred they’re called,’ said Revlan cheerily. ‘Nice chaps, all of them, but they’re armed to the teeth.’


    ‘Revie, this meeting tomorrow. Do you believe it’s because of what Sarannan did for Flint and Beni?’ said Lark.


    His brow creased. ‘I’m not one hundred percent sure. As soon as I heard about it, I thought: here comes trouble. Don’t think it’s about you, though, Flint. I’m guessing that Beni’s the real problem.’


    Flint shaded his eyes and stared at the Tor. ‘People are funny. They crown a man king and then hate him when he behaves like one. I get the feeling that the lad intends to push those men into a corner—’


    Revlan kicked at a tuft of grass. ‘I know he intends to.’


    ‘Don’t like his chances, then. Cornered beasts generally fight, tooth and claw, to survive.’


    The scars on Lark’s arm throbbed alarmingly. ‘Don’t say that, Flint, you’re scaring me!’


    ‘No time to be running scared, my girl, not when there’s a young lad heading for trouble,’ he said, giving her the stern eye. ‘We came up here to see how we can help him, so you keep your mind focused on that and nothing else.’


    ‘Hey, don’t worry.’ Revlan’s arm went around Lark’s shoulders. ‘I won’t let anything happen to Sarannan. I promise to take care of him.’


    She looked up into the warm brown eyes. Revlan was so unassuming, and she loved him for it. In fact she loved him for a host of reasons, and wondered if he understood and when, or if, she’d tell him.

  


  
    


    FOURTEEN -War of Words



    


    Faced with the momentous day Pip’s stomach twisted like a knotted rope. With every new word of Father Parvano’s, the tension in him coiled his insides tighter. The old man spoke kindly, even lovingly, and only to give the assurance that he, Brother Milo and the majority of the Highers would stand by their Tor Lord, no matter what.


    All the assurances in the world weren’t enough to dispel Pip’s sudden horror of the day. For the first time the almost supernatural force, that seemed to be behind his headlong rush, stumbled and fell under the wheels of ordinary fear. His brashness had been the audacity of someone who felt his inner sense of rightness to be so thoroughly justified, that it could stand against a world of wrongs. Now, he was less sure, because the world of wrongs was everything more or less. And, in such a world, one person pleading for right was spitting into the wind.


    The High Council met in the Outer Tor, twenty-five men seated around a democratic round table. Obliged by custom to wear the ceremonial robes of his consecration and carry the Rod of Destiny, Pip felt ridiculous, like some sort of glittery ornament. Not that he was the only one in fancy-dress; the lords matched him in satins and precious jewels. Only Lord Ar, whose taste in clothing never deviated from a restrained black, chose plainness; and poor Revlan, who for reasons of being taken seriously by a bunch of much older men had dressed exactly like a lawyer. The sight of Revlan trying so hard to look middle-aged made Pip smile a little in spite of his tension – he daren’t laugh, even if his knotted-up stomach would let him.


    No, in this elaborate mausoleum there could be no laughter. Even the slight smile had drawn some frowns of disapproval. Perhaps the frowners imagined that Pip smiled out of youthful cockiness, and he felt the heat of their barely-disguised glares.


    Protocol demanded that, before every meeting began, the Brotherhood Father must bow to the Tor Lord then ask him if he had any concerns. Pip sucked in a nervous breath – ‘Yes, I do,’ he said, in answer to the formal question. The frowners around the table – they were all Brotherhood – spared him their condescending glances. ‘Getting in first? Oh, but we’ll soon sort you out,’ they seemed to be saying.


    Yes, I’m getting in first, thought Pip. And when I’m finished, you won’t know which way is up.


    The bitterness of his thoughts surprised him, yet again, and its coldness rushed into him like an icy draught. He was hard, now; hard as the Rod of Destiny diamond. It was a hardness he needed, to make an impression on minds of stone.


    Without pause or hesitation he read out the proposal. The effect of it was much like a meteor smashing into the planet: widespread devastation; but the real target was this council room. During the frozen silence that followed the reading, he had the impression of minds so shell-shocked they were unable to react.


    Revlan was staring stonily above the heads of the Councillors sitting opposite him. Pip could feel the disturbance in Father Parvano’s troubled spirit and the heat of Lord Ar’s eyes, boring into him. What was his father thinking? What was Father Parvano thinking?


    His ears caught an undertone, a low rumble like boulders on the march. Those Highers, who had pushed for this crisis meeting based on the affair of the novice school, were suddenly remembering their grievance.


    Brother Vraitch stood up, purple-jowled and steaming. Spluttering somewhat, he made a barely-controlled speech about a tor lord using his position to flaunt the ancient traditions of the Domains. Despite Father Parvano’s and Brother Milo’s protests, Vraitch all but accused Pip of being a traitor to the rest of them, a treacherous apostate who wanted to destroy their lives. Pip winced because the hating words cut close to the bone – he really did want those Enclave walls to tumble. But not to ruin lives—no! To set lives free.


    Extraordinary passions were flying about. The Councillors ignored High Council protocol, which demanded that only one person, at a time, could stand to speak, and traded opinions and comments sitting down. The table became something like a battlefield, without the blood, and the air sizzled as voices crossed and re-crossed and shot their barbs.


    But every man there jumped, in astonishment, when Revlan banged his fist on the wood.


    ‘I will address the council!’ he announced, jumping to his feet. His young face was red with fury. ‘How can you call a tradition good that forces children from their families?’ he demanded. ‘If I was a father of sons – if I ever am one – nobody is taking my child away. I’ll refuse to give up a son to the Brotherhood.’


    The Councillors looked at one another.


    Half-smiling, in a way that made Pip think of Lark’s description of a koark sizing up its next meal, the Lord of Drye stood up. He flattened his palms on the table and leaned towards Revlan. ‘Then, sir, by Domains law you will forfeit your rights as lord and be stripped of your titles and lands.’ He smirked at the muttering lords. ‘Who wants Ness, eh? Nice little island kingdom?’ His black eyes, turned to stones, fixed on Revlan. ‘Sir, you’ve had your say. Sit down!’


    Revlan’s hands bunched into fists. The expression on his face said that sitting down was low on his list, but top of the list was leaping at Drye and landing one good punch. Pip coughed meaningfully. Revlan caught his eye, looked guilty but not repentant, and sat down.


    ‘Gentlemen, please …’ begged Father Parvano, from his chair. Pip winced again, seeing the Father so distraught. It hurt his ears to hear the gentle old man beg—


    The room went suddenly quiet – Lord Ar had risen to his feet. The scowling Drye subsided, beaten for the moment, for the unvoiced consensus currently travelling the circle of the table was that here was someone with the perfect credentials to speak. Lord Ar was the most powerful lord in the Domains and also the Tor Lord’s father. If anyone could bring this fight to a desirable close, they all felt it would be him.


    A silence charged with anticipation followed, broken only by the restless creaking of someone’s chair, while they waited to hear the hoped-for pronouncement. Lord Ar’s seat was nearest Pip, on Pip’s left hand; but the table was a huge one. He gazed across and down at Pip, and their eyes met. The lord’s eyes glittered with a strange light.


    He then moved his attention down the sweeping curve, to Revlan, who coloured self-consciously.


    ‘Today, I’ve learned something,’ said Lord Ar, ‘which is that I wish I had been as brave as young Ness when the time came for me to give up my own.’ His voice trembled from suppressed emotion. ‘Not a day goes by that I don’t regret that stupid act of conformity.’


    Pip blinked hard, afraid he was going to cry. No one said a word. Possibly, Councillors were trying to decide if their ears were playing tricks on them and why what they’d heard was the complete opposite of what they’d expected to hear. Finally the Lord of Oran flapped his puffy lace-fringed hands and rose from his chair—but only halfway, so that he looked like a man with bellyache.


    ‘Sarna,’ he said, his teeth smiling up at Lord Ar from his strange contortion. ‘You own more territory than any of us and have the richest lands. I can’t believe you’d give up everything for a principle.’


    ‘Principle?’ Ar shot him a contemptuous look. ‘I’m speaking about life, man. Not riches or rules of conduct. I’m speaking about having an empty heart; and you babble on about territory? Now … are you standing or sitting? Which is it? Make up your mind.’


    As Oran, fleshy painted lips protruding in a sulk, wilted like a dying flower, Lord Marchia lowered his head and hid a silent laugh behind his hand. Pip wondered: was Marchia’s amusement an unvoiced gesture of support for Lord Ar, and who else might have noticed? But the rest of the Councillors were staring at Lord Ar.


    And he addressed them, saying: ‘You would have to be heartless not to understand what I’m saying. If I hadn’t yielded to conformity, my son would still be with me and—’


    ‘Ah, then …’ Drye broke protocol by rising to interrupt. He stood with his hands on his hips, staring pointedly at Pip then turning to Ar. ‘What a pity it is, sir, that you did yield,’ he said. ‘If you had stayed strong, we wouldn’t be putting up with this nonsense, today.’


    This was too much for some. Drye’s blundering attack had gone too far. The air turned blue with shouts of outrage, and sympathy swung back to Lord Ar. Now, with the meeting having lost its original purpose, no one seemed to know what to say or do, or how to extricate themselves from the horrible discomfort. Lord Ar had shown them a vulnerable side of himself that no one had known he possessed, and that was embarrassing. It also made them feel like cold-hearted monsters by comparison.


    Where was Pip’s proposal now? What, after all the tumult and shouting, had it become? A nothing, entirely forgotten in this teacup war. No, no, he thought, as something alien in him rallied. That’s not going to happen—!


    


    He stood up…


    


    It was all over – the first battle. And there’d be more, no doubt about that. The High Council had agreed to return in two days time, to discuss the proposal. Shamed into it, thought Pip. But shame is better than nothing … I guess.


    After the Council room, the dull seclusion of the Inner Tor felt … soothing. Pip wanted to forget the world, and sleep. Maybe he needed sleep more than he realised, because the walls and floors were exhaling a sort of mist and he could hear the separate ticking of every one of Lord Roland’s clocks. He floated airily down the hall. In spite of the clocks he seemed to exist in timelessness. There came a man, striding towards him. A man of gold, whose face he knew and whose eyes scorched him with their purpose.


    How far will I go for you, Zend? In his peculiar dissociated state, the man was as real as—


    —Rom walking up the hall.


    Rom bowed low. ‘Eminence.’


    And bowed again. ‘Father. Chief Advocate.’


    Pip blinked his dazzled eyes. Of course, he hadn’t returned alone to the Inner Tor. Time returned, and the grim reality…


    In the Library, Father Parvano made for the sofa as if he needed its support. Pip sat at the far end and stared down at his hands. He was riddled with guilt because the old man looked so exhausted.


    ‘Sarannan,’ said the Father. ‘I wish you had consulted Brother Milo and me about your proposal before you presented it.’


    Pip lifted his guilty face. ‘I wanted to. I intended to let you read it first. But you brought the meeting forward, so I didn’t have time—’


    ‘Oh? I am sorry.’ The Father’s thin shoulders drooped. ‘Today has been such a trial. I was prepared for a certain amount of strife; however—’


    ‘Rom, please fetch the Father a glass of water,’ said Brother Milo, abruptly. Once Rom had left the room, Milo glared accusingly at Pip. ‘You’re making many enemies, Sarannan. Please don’t let your zeal destroy your friends too.’


    Pip turned cold. If he could have curled into a ball and rolled into a dark corner he would have, there and then.


    Father Parvano jerked himself to outraged attention. ‘Milo, that was unnecessary! I’ll support Sarannan through all the difficulties. And you will too, I hope.’


    Milo’s reply was a dubious noise, a grunt that could have meant anything. Father Parvano frowned.


    ‘You must remember what Roland said—?’ he began.


    ‘Roland said many things,’ Milo grumbled.


    ‘Don’t be peevish,’ the Father scolded. ‘You know he said we should expect rough waters when Sarannan took over.’


    ‘Yes, and I’m already seasick.’ Milo continued to glare at Pip. ‘How much rougher are they about to get?’


    The Father ignored the remark. ‘Roland said the Domains needed change. Lord knows, he tried hard enough to knock holes in the wall, and sometimes he succeeded. However, he was certain – he was convinced – that Sarannan would be the one to bring it down.’


    Really? thought Pip. Really? His mouth had fallen open as he listened. When you are seventeen and feel you are the world’s greatest rebel, it’s always a surprise to learn that other people – yes, old people too – think the same way as you.


    


    The surprises weren’t to end there.


    It was early evening. Summer’s long twilight, falling down between the Outer Tor and the Inner, draped the marble figures with blotched cloaks of pearly grey. The reticulated light, all of it borrowed from the sky by the surrounding windows, gave everything: statues and pebbled ground, even the air moving sluggishly around the Atrium, a hollow second-hand feel.


    Why fill this vacuum up with statues? No one ever looked at them; they were never appreciated. Somebody had been paid, possibly at some cost in public taxes, to sculpt the marbles, which had then been planted on plinths in a place of anonymity, of no purpose. For Pip they seemed to symbolise all that was wrong with his world.


    Anyway, he hated the statues. They depressed him; their dreary naked limbs and dour stained faces; depressed by their deadness. Deadness. Deadness. Deadness.


    I want Life, he thought. Life! I want to be out of this place. I don’t want to die here. Please, I don’t want to die here!


    His eyes filled suddenly with tears.


    He turned his back on the soul-destroying Atrium as the Tor Master came through the Library door. The Voxini bowed. ‘Eminence, Lord Ar has come to see you.’


    Pip gasped. ‘Yes! Show him in!’ While he waited for his visitor he dabbed at his eyes and face with his sleeve and generally tidied himself up. My father, he thought, and his heart leaped.


    Lord Ar was solemn but friendly. ‘I’m not keeping you from your dinner, I hope,’ he said.


    What did Pip care about meals? ‘No,’ he said.


    They sat down opposite one another, and the lord smiled at last. ‘In my imagination I often saw us meeting, after many years,’ he said. ‘I’d be an old grey man and you’d be a middle-aged Councillor. This is certainly different.’


    Pip nodded helplessly. His tongue had turned leaden in his mouth. ‘I always wondered how you were,’ he managed to mutter. ‘How are my sister and brother?’


    ‘Your sister is married, and lives in Port Jepha. She has two children: twins, a girl and a boy. Your brother …’ Ar’s face grew dark and withdrawn, ‘is a disappointment. He wastes his life drinking and gambling. I have disinherited him.’


    Good heavens, thought Pip. My brother must be all of twenty-two, and he’s disinherited! How severe is that? It wouldn’t be wise to get on the wrong side of Lord Ar.


    ‘Um, how could you be certain I’d be a Councillor?’ he asked.


    ‘Well, the future was inevitable,’ said his father. ‘Parvano has always been sure.’


    ‘Always?’


    ‘Ever since he came to know you, as a child.’


    ‘He told you about me?’


    ‘Yes. Parvano always kept me up-to-date regarding your progress.’


    Pip squirmed. So Lord Ar must have heard about the trouble in the novice school.


    ‘I thought …’ he stared down at his feet, ‘I thought, once you left me with the Brotherhood, you’d try to put me out of your mind. Because that was expected. But today—what you said, was that really how—?’


    ‘It was the truth.’ Lord Ar looked at him straight. ‘Every day of my life I’ve cursed myself for giving you away.’ His expression faltered. ‘My fault, all of it—your mother’s grief made her ill and she died of it.’ He covered his eyes with his hand. ‘I can never forgive myself. I can never make it up to you.’


    Once again, it seemed that time had either slipped away or simply didn’t exist. Pip was five years old, a frightened child sobbing under a grey blanket in a cold dormitory. He fought for control of his trembling bottom lip—


    Pull yourself together! snapped a voice, in his head.


    He shivered as the sharp voice took control of his mouth. ‘You can make it up to me,’ it said to Lord Ar. ‘Stand by me in High Council. Support my proposal for a constitution.’


    His father’s eyes were dark and wet. And now amazed. They looked deeply into Pip’s, searching for what lay there, as if fearful of what they’d find.


    ‘Please,’ said Pip. ‘I can’t do it without your support.’ He touched his father gently on the arm. ‘And I won’t do anything if I don’t have it.’


    ‘You won’t go ahead with the proposal if I don’t agree to support you?’ said Lord Ar. ‘You’d drop the whole idea?’


    Pip was surprised by how the world had turned about so suddenly; everything was now in reverse. But it had, and he knew then, without a doubt, that he could do nothing that would bring him into conflict with his father. For twelve lost years they had been strangers … and now they weren’t.


    ‘Yes,’ he said.


    Lord Ar nodded, and Pip thought he looked as though he truly understood the meaning of that fervent ‘yes’.


    ‘Good,’ said the lord. ‘Then I will stand by your side in High Council.’


    *


    Normally, in the privacy of his own home, Revlan sprawled like a grandee, one leg dangling over the chair arm. It was interesting, then, to see him perched uneasily on the edge of the seat, his arms folded protectively across his chest.


    ‘There’s going to be trouble,’ he said.


    His uneasiness made Lark anxious. ‘Are you just thinking that, or are you absolutely certain?’ she said.


    ‘I listened to them grumbling when we left the Congress Hall,’ he told her. ‘They’re planning some private meetings for tonight, one at Losa Marco’s house and one at the Enclave.’


    ‘Are you going?’


    ‘No.’ He bit his knuckles. ‘I wasn’t invited. They don’t trust me.’


    ‘Because of what you said in Council?’


    ‘That, and because I came close to giving Drye a bloody nose.’


    ‘That bandit?’ said Flint, sounding impressed. ‘Pity you weren’t invited, though. I’d like to know what they’re thinking.’


    Mrs Dulcie bustled into the sitting room. ‘Dinner will be ready in five minutes. The little lad has had his, and is ready for bed.’


    Flint jumped up. ‘Thanks, Margaret, I’ll see to him.’ Mrs Dulcie’s cheeks turned pink.


    Revlan waggled his eyebrows as Flint disappeared through the door. ‘Margaret?’ he whispered. ‘Something going on that I’ve missed? Romance in the air?’


    ‘Who knows?’ said Lark, shortly. She was feeling a bit envious.


    They had just sat down to dinner, when Mrs Dulcie reappeared, quite flustered. ‘Lordship, you have a visitor. It’s Lord Ar!’


    Lord Ar came in, saw the laden dinner table, and apologised for the interruption. ‘I will come back later, perhaps?’ he said. ‘I need to talk with you, Revlan.’


    ‘Sir, sit down, and eat with us—unless you’ve already had dinner?’ said Revlan.


    ‘Actually, I haven’t…’


    ‘Well, there’s plenty.’ Revlan nodded at Mrs Dulcie, who still hovered, wide-eyed, by the door. She quickly set another place at the end of the table.


    ‘What is it you want to talk about, sir?’ Revlan asked Lord Ar when he’d sat down.


    The lord glanced at Flint and Lark. ‘Er…’


    ‘It’s all right, sir, you can speak in front of these people,’ said Revlan. ‘This is Lark and this is Flint, and they’re my friends.’


    Lord Ar blinked. ‘Nevertheless—’


    ‘My very good friends. And they know what’s happening at the Tor,’ Revlan stated. Lord Ar’s eyes stared. Revlan smiled nervously. ‘I’d better explain,’ he added.


    Lark studied Lord Ar covertly, fascinated because this was Pip’s father. Dark eyes, black hair, and a slim, narrow-waisted figure that was gracefully upright – Lark had seen the physical type before amongst the ethnic men of Ar and Losa Marco. And except for the eyes and the fact that he didn’t have a beard, Pip resembled his father quite closely. Stress and tiredness marked their tracks plainly on the lord’s face. Now and then, he massaged his forehead as if he had a headache. Lark felt sorry for him.


    Revlan looked like that when he came home – completely wrecked, she thought. What a bugger of a day it’s been for them.


    She winced, embarrassed by the lapse into crude country swearing, even if it was only thinking a swear word and not saying it out loud. Talk about irony: being a lady had never mattered to her before; but, since coming to live in Revlan’s house, the idea of being a lady seemed suddenly all-important.


    The heat of someone’s gaze impinged on her consciousness. With an expression of curious interest, Lord Ar was studying her. He’d just heard Revlan reveal that Flint was the notorious intruder who’d infiltrated the Enclave, and Beni the even more contentious novice school child, and that Lark was the one who had brought the situation to his attention.


    And now, the lord was listening to Revlan telling him how he knew Lark from Ness and that she was his ‘very good friend’.


    ‘So you went to Sarannan and asked him to help?’ said Lord Ar.


    ‘Well, yes.’ Revlan looked down at his dinner and nervously speared a cherry tomato. Lark knew he was trying to find a way of steering clear of the awkward situation of Pip and herself.


    ‘And he thought the whole thing unjust?’ Lord Ar persisted.


    ‘Yes, he did!’ Revlan’s face showed relief. Glad he can give the man one straightforward answer at least, thought Lark.


    ‘I get the feeling that there’s—’ Lord Ar hesitated then seemed to come to a decision. ‘Earlier this evening, I visited Sarannan,’ he said. ‘He showed me something extraordinary.’


    Revlan’s fork clattered on the plate. ‘What? Um, I mean … which?’


    The lord’s black eyebrows arched. ‘Another painting of the moons and a startling document. He says you know all about them.’


    ‘Oh, yes.’ Revlan visibly relaxed. ‘Did he tell you I was with him and Brother Rom … we found the Moontide painting and the box with the Testament?’


    Lord Ar’s eyes darted across to Lark and Flint. He nodded. ‘He mentioned something about—’


    ‘The tunnels? Yes!’ Revlan rattled on, letting his enthusiasm run away with his sense. ‘We were exploring them, and—’


    ‘Tunnels?’ said Lord Ar. ‘I didn’t hear anything about tunnels.’ He pulled ironically on his beard. ‘But this just gets more and more interesting, doesn’t it?’


    ‘Oh.’ Revlan made a face. ‘Yes. I suppose I’d better—’


    ‘I suppose you had.’


    


    By the time dinner was over, Lord Ar knew as much about the tunnels as Lark and Flint did, and had listened to an explanation of the moonstone. Reassured by the lord’s sympathetic attitude, Revlan completely dropped his guard and let slip that his lordship’s son was a frequent absconder from the Tor. To guess what Lord Ar thought about this was impossible; Lark had never before come across a man so adept at revealing nothing by his face. if he chose not to. He was a picture of immovable seriousness, and she wondered if he ever laughed.


    Still effusive, Revlan told him that Sarannan counted Lark and Flint amongst his friends and supporters, and that they’d been allowed to read the Testament. Lord Ar appeared to give this the same sympathetic reception, but Lark was still unable to tell what was going on in his mind. But I think I could like him – perhaps, she thought, and decided that, for the time being, she would give him the benefit of the doubt.


    What Revlan found harder to explain was Lark herself; or rather, where she fitted into the general plot except as the current owner of the necklace. In her opinion he dealt with the problem in typical male fashion: he didn’t even try. At the close of Revlan’s somewhat generalised ramblings, Lark looked at Lord Ar’s face and realised he’d come to the conclusion that her only significance was as Revlan’s girlfriend.


    


    They took coffee in the sitting room, Lark taking some pains to not sit anywhere near Revlan. Girlfriend indeed!


    Not that she wouldn’t mind; she just didn’t like people making conventional assumptions about her because she was a girl.


    Anyway Revlan was too caught up with the day’s events to notice where she sat. ‘Sir, did you go to that meeting at Losa Marco’s?’ he asked Lord Ar.


    ‘I did.’


    ‘They didn’t invite me. Do you know why?’


    ‘Well …’ Lord Ar sighed. ‘I’m afraid they don’t like youth, Revlan. They think you’re too immature to be trusted with their confidences.’


    ‘Ha … their secrets more like,’ said Flint.


    Lord Ar turned to him. ‘No. No secrets. Only complaints of my son. They were very restrained in front of me, but there’ll be a further get-together tomorrow, and I’m sure I won’t be invited.’


    ‘What do you think they’ll talk about?’ said Revlan.


    ‘A strategy for defeating Sarannan’s proposal.’ Lord Ar shook his head. ‘You know, I’ve seen this happen before. Lord Roland wanted change and tried a thing or two. Sometimes he won, but mostly he lost. It’s the way of things.’


    ‘Isn’t it always?’ said Flint. ‘Lord Ar, you own half the world. Would you be content to share it with the people?’


    Lark gasped at the audacity of the question, and Revlan grimaced.


    Steely-eyed, Lord Ar looked at Flint. ‘Sarna,’ he said.


    ‘What?’


    ‘My name is Sarna, and I don’t really own half the world. But I see what you’re getting at. Sarannan’s democracy is an idea whose time has come. The Domains have changed from the days of their beginnings. They are changing as we speak. What people were accustomed to accept, in the past, is no longer acceptable, and it’s only the fool who would stick his head in the sand to deny the facts.’


    ‘People are discontented, that’s true,’ said Revlan. ‘Sarannan thinks so. He said all he ever hears are complaints about government injustice and collusion.’


    The black eyebrows soared. ‘This would be during the, ah … excursions from the Tor?’ said Lord Ar. ‘Using the aforesaid tunnels and riding the horse so kindly provided?’


    Lark cupped her hands and grinned into them. Pip’s father did have a sense of humour, albeit a quiet and subtle one. Now she was starting to like him.


    Revlan, however, being the unfortunate target of the lord’s irony, did not quite see the joke. He cringed under the cool gaze. ‘Er … yes.’


    ‘Well, Revlan,’ said Lord Ar, without changing his expression, ‘I believe “discontent” is a mild word to describe what’s happening all over the Domains—’


    ‘You think it’s heavier than that?’ said Flint. ‘You know something we don’t?’


    Lord Ar sighed. ‘Things that aren’t generally known have occurred in some of the provinces. They’ve been kept quiet; although this won’t be possible for much longer … word gets around.’


    ‘Are you talking about actual rebellion?’ Flint persisted.


    ‘In a small way, yes. Local attempts at incursion. Isolated cases of insurgency. All speedily put down.’


    ‘Where?’ said Revlan.


    ‘I’m not happy about it, but I’d rather not point the finger,’ said Lord Ar. ‘The evidence has been buried. Let’s just say that, because of their extremely wild and rough terrain, some provinces still have isolated settlements and very poor communications.’


    ‘Ness hasn’t any trouble,’ Revlan protested. ‘People aren’t—’ his worried eyes shifted questioningly to Lark’s face.


    ‘It’s just a beginning,’ Lord Ar said to him gently. He thought for a bit. ‘Real changes always happen from within. Once they start they don’t stop until they’ve run their course. They’re like waves on the sea – the tide coming in. And somehow – I don’t know how – my son is one of those king tides that everybody fears.’


    


    Lord Ar went back to his house, on the other side of Province Square. Revlan, Flint and Lark sat around a second pot of coffee and talked about what to do. Flint suggested they watch the other lords’ houses, in particular Losa Marco’s, to see what might eventuate. Revlan, his eyes glowing with boyish revenge, agreed.


    Lark left them still plotting and trooped off to bed. She felt exhausted but couldn’t get to sleep. She sighed and tossed, tossed and sighed, her head full of chattering voices, and not one of them hers. They were coming through garbled, and she couldn’t make sense of them; however, under her shivering skin their meaning clawed at her self-control and she feared to dream of bandits and koarks and hot, waterless deserts.


    Dream she did, but not of raking claws. She dreamt of darkness and rushing waters, and of black birds wheeling a bent circle in the sky, above a tower. In the dream she cried out to Pip, to warn him.


    Jerked awake by terror, she lay still and wide-eyed in the twisted sheets. Pip was in danger, and she needed to contact him – now! She closed her eyes and opened her heart and mind to the timeless, spaceless world where they met one another. But where there should be Pip, or even Sarannan, there was only a wall.


    


    Next morning, limp as a wet rag, she grumpily agreed to stay looking after Beni while Revlan and Flint went on their spying mission. Normally, Beni’s energetic spirits were a tonic. Today, all the chatter and bouncing around just got on her nerves. Rather than snap at the child, she asked Mrs Dulcie to entertain him because she had a bad headache.


    It wasn’t really a lie – her head was pounding when she left Beni up to his elbows in gingerbread mix and went out to sit in the leafy shade beside the fountain. Here she’d sat with Pip, on their first flesh-and-blood meeting, their clothes spotted by the fountain’s spray. It had been wonderful, and she’d realised then the meaning of her long and enduring love for him.


    Where are you, Pip? Now I understand how I love you. Why can’t we make contact? What’s going on? She reached into a memory, and his younger self appeared. There was a point of connection there, an unbroken link, and he turned and looked at her, and smiled.


    When she tried to bring the contact forward, to meet him in her moment, beside today’s fountain, something hard and heavy got in the way. She looked into the pool, thinking that water’s fluidic reality might overpower the rigidity of her mind. Under dark green lotus pads small red fish darted smoothly through the silky depths. Spray freckled the surface and bright shining drops flew up and out.


    Her reflection wobbled uncertainly, surrounded by dark water. And there was Pip, in a shadow. He had his back to her, and although she called out to him, he didn’t turn.


    ‘Are you blocking me on purpose?’ she asked. ‘What are you watching so intently? You seem fascinated by something. What is it?’


    The rain began, a drizzle at first, then plopping in fat drops on the water. The wet weather looked to be setting in for the rest of the afternoon. Lark wandered disconsolately indoors, avoiding the kitchen and escaping to the quietness of her room. She lay on her bed, stared at the ceiling, and worried about Pip.


    Revlan and Flint finally came home. Damp, but too full of what he’d seen to be worried about a bit of rain, Revlan began telling her everything. She listened through a mental fog, still away, in her mind, with Pip.


    ‘The meeting was at Oran’s not Losa Marco’s,’ he said. ‘We hid behind the big plane trees, opposite his house.’


    ‘That’s only four houses down from here,’ Lark murmured; then wondered why she’d bothered to state the obvious.


    Revlan bent his head towards her. ‘Are you all right? You look a bit—’


    ‘Tired. I had a bad night. Sorry I interrupted. Go on.’


    ‘Yes, well, all the lords went to the meeting. Except Lord Ar and me. They were there for about an hour … then Marchia stormed out. He looked furious. I expected him to go home, but he didn’t.’


    ‘Where did he go?’


    Revlan grinned. ‘To Lord Ar’s. Then, later, the Voxini lords left with Losa Marco and Vrost and Novrost.’


    ‘How did they look?’


    ‘Not sure. They were in a group, and we couldn’t blow our cover. Anyway it still wasn’t over. About half an hour later, who goes into Oran’s house but Higher Brothers Brax and Vraitch? They stayed two hours. Them and Drye, Undavorn and Kadesh. I just wish I knew what they’d talked about.’


    So did Lark.


    ‘Lord Ar will tell you about Lord Marchia,’ she said. ‘Then at least you can warn Sarannan.’


    Warn Sarannan! The words clanged like a bell, making her head throb harder.


    Revlan bent nearer, so that his forehead was almost touching hers. She experienced a hot little thrill.


    ‘Lark, is that what’s wrong?’ he whispered. ‘You’re worrying about him?’


    ‘Yes. I can’t help it,’ she admitted. ‘I’m thinking about him, all the time.’


    ‘Oh …’ Revlan pulled back, smiling wanly. ‘Well, don’t worry, please don’t. I promised I’d look after him, and I always keep my promises you know.’


    Lark assured him that she knew.


    *


    Back came the rain. The Great Library’s windows steamed. Pip never felt more of a prisoner than when he couldn’t go outside. But the Library was a cathedral of colour, jewel-like though muted by the grey haze of the afternoon. Sometimes, when he was in a certain mood, this was a beautiful room.


    Many Tor Lords had used the Library as their unofficial office. Pip guessed that Lord Roland had spent most of his time here settled in the big soft leather armchair by the fireplace. Pip had an actual office; it was somewhere in the maze of passages, but he never went there. The office was three sizes larger than Rom’s and it’s very official desk was a vast glossy expanse with an extremely lonely onyx inkwell and gold pen holder mounted on a gold plinth at the centre.


    His mood today was restless. He paced up and down the room, brooding about the High Council meeting tomorrow. A certain dread had infiltrated his bones; even his legs ached from it and his forehead throbbed.


    Why? He didn’t know. It was like being struck down by a mysterious disease.


    Rom looked up from the book he was reading. Pip had noticed the subject was Vox. ‘You’ll wear a track in that carpet,’ said Rom. ‘Weren’t you going to make copies of your proposal?’


    Rain trickled coloured tears down the stained-glass windows. Pip sat at the table, massaging writer’s cramp from his fingers. Rom’s pen still scritch-scritched across the paper. Now and then, Rom sighed.


    ‘When I said “you” I wasn’t including me in this,’ he said. ‘How many have you done?’


    Pip counted his copies. ‘Seven.’


    ‘Really? I’ve only done five.’


    ‘Because you’re neat. I scribble.’


    ‘Well, as long they’re readable, that’s all that counts.’ Rom groaned. ‘Only twelve more to go.’


    ‘We can have a coffee break soon,’ said Pip. ‘Rom, did you know my father disinherited my older brother?’


    ‘Er …’ Rom didn’t look up.


    ‘He said he drinks and gambles,’ Pip explained. ‘Would you disinherit someone for that?’


    ‘If that’s all they do…’


    ‘But disinherit? What if he changed his ways?’


    Rom tugged at his shirt collar. ‘Well … there might be a bit more to it than—’


    ‘Oh, you know something, don’t you?’ Pip jumped in. ‘Tell me.’


    ‘All right.’ Rom stuck his pen in its holder and leaned back. ‘A couple of years ago your brother became involved with some … people.’


    ‘What people?’


    ‘Gangsters.’ Rom squirmed. ‘I think he owed them a lot of money, so they made him commit crimes for them.’


    Pip stared, goggle-eyed. ‘And he got caught? Is he in prison?’


    ‘No. He ran off to Oran Province, I think, although nobody knows exactly where. But he won’t come home while he’s in trouble.’


    ‘What sort of crimes were they?’ said Pip. ‘Were they bad?’


    ‘I don’t know the details, but the Father and Brother Milo do,’ said Rom. ‘Then there was some unpleasant business with a young lady…’


    


    Pip ran up the grand staircase. He’d left Rom with a pot of coffee and his feet propped up on a footstool. Pip was thinking about his brother. The only image he could conjure was of a red face glaring down, and his memories were mainly of being pushed and hit.


    Nobody came up to the second storey, except to flick the occasional feather duster, polish the ornaments, and clean the carpets. The fact that there were locked rooms that no one went into, most of them housing outmoded furniture and the more ghastly of the gifts that tor lords had been presented with, over the centuries, had made it easier for Pip’s lie about Zend’s paintings to be believed.


    Pip regarded the Inner Tor as an anachronism, since the slow-grinding cogwheels of government turned elsewhere. But it leaked history from every stone pore, and much of that was deadly. A while ago he’d chosen a door up here – an already battered, insignificant door to a menial closet, now only home to spiders – and chalked a target on it. He’d been practising throwing his dagger every chance he got.


    The dagger flew from his fingers. Time and time again, the dagger thudded into the centre of the target, and there were very few misses. The bullseye was disappearing in a mass of pecked holes.


    He congratulated himself: That’s ninety-nine-point-nine percent accuracy. I’m getting good.


    Another thought slyly intruded: Oh yes. As long as your enemy is a big, flat, unmoving slab of wood, you’ll be perfectly okay.


    He stood still a moment, allowing the mental wheels to turn. Then another thought sent him racing back downstairs.


    Rom had already taken up his pen again, the conscientious fellow, so it was unkind to ask him…


    Nevertheless … ‘I’ll need seven copies of Zend’s testament,’ said Pip.


    Rom sighed and rubbed his tired eyes. ‘You or me?’


    ‘Well, you. You can do them after dinner.’


    ‘O joy of joys. Thank you very much.’


    ‘Stop writing now. Have a rest. I’ll finish the proposals tonight,’ said Pip blithely. ‘How many left?’


    ‘Seven.’


    ‘That many?’


    ‘Ha!’ Rom laughed. ‘But why do you want so many testaments?’


    ‘Insurance.’


    ‘Against what?’ Rom thought about it. ‘Ah … and who will you trust to take care of them?’


    ‘Me, you, Father Parvano, Lord Ar, Revlan, Lark and Flint.’


    ‘The man who was in prison? Why?’


    ‘I need someone outside the system,’ said Pip. ‘Flint is smart, and I know he’s trustworthy.’


    Rom frowned. ‘But the young lady – should—?’


    ‘She’s an outsider, too. I need them both, I think,’ said Pip, imagining a slight on Lark and bristling because of it.


    ‘No,’ said Rom, seeing the look on his face. ‘What I meant was: should you be putting your girlfriend at risk?’


    ‘She’s n—’


    Pip’s face was on fire with embarrassment.


    *


    Lark closed the book and smiled at Beni. ‘Okay. Snoozy time for little boys.’


    ‘Tell me another story,’ he said.


    She reached for the bedside lamp. ‘But I told you three already.’


    ‘Don’t put the light out,’ he begged. ‘I don’t like it dark.’


    ‘I know,’ she said gently. ‘I’ll only turn it down, so it’s not so bright.’


    Outlined by the soft radiance, his small intent face looked up at her. The poor child – daytime held no fears; in daylight he was fine. But come the darkness, and he suffered. Lark wondered how long it would be before the trauma of being snatched from his family ceased to affect him.


    Had it been like this for Pip?


    She kissed Beni goodnight then left the room, quietly closing the door behind her. Chances were the child would need comforting later on, when he woke up screaming from yet another nightmare. But that was Flint’s job—he was the grandfather.


    Flint didn’t know that Beni had been asking her about going home. Actually, what the child had said was: ‘I want Mummy. When can we go home?’ and including Lark in the question as if she was part of his family. She’d explained that Flint still had ‘business’ to attend to, in the city; but she hadn’t dealt with the rest of it, least of all with what bothered her most.


    Her hand still on the doorknob, she rested her forehead against the door. Beni assumes I’ll go back to Vanesa with him and Flint, but it’s not where I belong. Where do I belong?


    ‘Is Beni all right?’


    She swung round. Revlan stood behind her, wearing a worried frown. ‘So far …’ she said. ‘He’s scared of the dark, so I had to leave the lamp burning. I hope you don’t mind.’


    ‘Why should I mind?’ he said. ‘Lark, could I talk to you about something?’


    ‘Yes. What is it?’


    He coloured. ‘Ah, something. Um, in private.’


    Heart pattering excitedly – things were looking promising – she followed him to his own sitting room. It was next to his bedroom and she’s only been in it once before, when he’d shown her around the house on her first day there. She sat on a hard couch— such a formal room, hardly used, and nothing in it said: ‘Revlan’. This was because he’d had no time yet to make it his. If he had, she would have found herself stumbling through the usual masculine assault course of muddy boots and discarded clothes.


    I’m rambling to distract myself, she thought. Because, is Revlan working up to something romantic? He’d sat down next to her and seemed awfully solemn, and that was a good indication … wasn’t it?


    ‘Lark … I just want to know how—’ He studied his knuckles as if he’d only just noticed them for the first time and they were fascinating. Concentration like this could only mean nerves, and Lark waited impatiently for what would come next. That ‘how’ of his stirred her excitement – ‘how you think of me? … how much do you like me?’ she speculated.


    At last he opened his mouth again. ‘Remember … when Lord Ar told us about the trouble in some of the provinces but wouldn’t say which ones?’ he said.


    Oh. She sagged, all her rosy hopes falling flat on their faces. ‘Yes?’ she said listlessly.


    ‘I’m guessing they’re Drye and Kadesh, and maybe Vrost or Novrost,’ he went on. ‘Everyone knows how Lord Drye behaves, and the other provinces are mountainous and wild.’


    ‘Undavorn has mountains, too,’ she said, to contribute something to this disappointing conversation; although, why bother…?


    ‘Yes, but it’s small,’ he said. ‘Any rebellion there and we’d have heard about it in Ness.’


    ‘I suppose so,’ she agreed, without much interest. ‘Revie, I don’t understand why you need to talk about this in private.’


    ‘No … no, no,’ he said, nervous again. ‘I – I want you to tell me: what do people in Ness think of me?’


    She blinked. ‘You? You mean as Lord of Ness? But you’ve hardly been it, Revie. How could they think—?’


    ‘No, not— dammit!’ The heat crept up his face. ‘I want to know how they feel about the lordship-thing. You know … what they say.’


    Lark folded her arms. Oh dear…


    ‘Please …’ Revlan urged. ‘I need … the truth.’


    ‘Um, all right,’ she agreed reluctantly. ‘They don’t like it … they’re resentful. I know my uncle was and the other people of the valley. They hate being bossed and summoned. It’s not nice being lorded-over by someone who uses armed troopers to back him up.’


    Revlan chewed his lip, crestfallen. Lark wished she’d been a bit less forthright – but he’d said he wanted the truth, and if it wasn’t pleasant or gentle or kind, well, there was nothing she could do to change it.


    ‘That’s only what my uncle said, Revie, and he wasn’t talking about you,’ she offered, hoping she could at least soften the blow a bit. ‘He meant, er … your father and grandfather. Oh, and history in general, I expect.’


    ‘But your uncle’s right,’ Revlan muttered. ‘You didn’t get fair treatment over the necklace, and that’s the sort of thing … it’s injustice. And it happens all the time. Father used to sack his workers for the slightest reason and didn’t care what became of them after. He thought of most people as his inferiors, and that’s how he treated them.’


    ‘Yes, but you don’t look down on anyone or do anything wrong to people,’ said Lark, to remind him.


    He was examining his fingernails now. ‘Not personally, no. But the system does, and it’s still operating. My father’s dead, but his overseers are running his businesses as if he’s still in charge. They’re still behaving in the way he wanted, and think I’ll just follow on.’ Staring at the wall as if seeing through it to the distant shores of Ness, he frowned. ‘I’m going to have to make some radical changes there, for a start. Then we’ll see what else I can do.’


    ‘Anything you want to, I’m sure. You can really make a difference,’ said Lark, softly, and meaning every word.


    ‘I can.’ He smiled at her. ‘You always make me feel good about myself, Lark.’


    And that was that. It. Not quite the romantic interlude Lark had been hoping for. And Revlan compounded the disappointment by launching into a discussion of what Sarannan intended to do at the High Council meeting. Lark listened and made all the right noises in reply; however, her heart wasn’t in it. Pip, Revlan and Flint: they were so involved in all these important things – and she understood the things were important – but where was there room, a space, even a miniscule one, for feelings and tenderness, and a little boy’s need for his mother?


    Men!


    *


    Pip slept badly that night. Dreams crowded the restless hours, parading incessantly like the Hundred at their drill. He fumbled blindly in the darkness: he was trying to find a door. He waded, thigh-deep, through black gurgling water. He fought off grotesque dancing bones. Round and round whirled the dreams: darkness, lost doors, black water, bones.


    He woke up before daylight and waited for the sunrise. He couldn’t see the dawn-splendour: the rosy painted hills, the golden sky, and the sun bursting onto the world and hanging there like a big cheerful orange. The Outer Tor blocked his view – it blocked everything. It was a prison wall; and, like a habitual prisoner, he found himself desperately drinking-in the weak substitute light of the atrium courtyard. Anything, just to cancel out the feeling of being haunted.


    Zend was haunting him, he knew. He told himself: ‘This doesn’t really matter; you don’t really mind. This is the only way Zend can break free.’


    The past had to be put right. He and Zend needed to bring to a close all the wrongness of the Tor and everything it stood for. Then they would break free.


    Revlan arrived at the Tor, ahead of everybody else. The Tor Master escorted him all the way to the Library. Pip noted the extra courtesy to a frequent visitor; it didn’t normally happen. So was Brother Fortinas merely prying? He was a Higher Councillor and, as far as Pip knew, sided with Father Parvano in most things. However, you could never tell for certain what went on in another person’s mind.


    Pip listened as Revlan described the goings on in Province Square. ‘So we know who is most probably against us,’ said Revlan finally. ‘About the rest of them I can’t say.’


    ‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ said Pip. ‘Rom made copies of the testament. Here’s one for you and one each for Lark and Flint.’


    ‘One for Lark?’ Revlan folded the sheets of paper and slipped them into his pocket. ‘You’re not going to show the testament to the Council, are you? I mean—’


    ‘Not yet; it would be too early to use it. We’ll wait and see.’


    ‘Use it …?’ said Revlan tensely. ‘You might not need to.’


    Pip looked at the pile of paper on the table, replacing it mentally with a volcano getting ready to blow. ‘Do you honestly believe that?’


    


    Robes rustling electrically, he walked into the Hall of Congress. The faces around the table looked as exhausted as he felt. He imagined the men arguing deep into the night. Or had they already made their decision, two days ago? The atmosphere in the room crackled like an over-stoked fire.


    Every man stared down at his copy of the proposal. For a while, there was a crowded silence created by people waiting for ‘someone else’ to break the ice. Pip was so tense he thought his nerves would snap. Maybe he should—


    ‘No!’


    The word was so loud it made him turn around in his chair, to see who’d spoken. No one had; the voice was inside his head. Flustered, he rearranged his papers, looking down to hide his confusion.


    Then someone did stand up. Surprisingly, it was Lord Oran. Pip thought Oran would have been too embarrassed after what happened the other day. Some people had hides like elephants.


    ‘Eminence,’ said Oran, ‘I find this proposal to be unacceptable. Therefore, I see no reason for considering it any further.’


    And he sat down.


    Pip scanned the other faces. What were they thinking? He saw Lord Undavorn and Lord Kadesh nod. Right. Was the High Council prepared to toss away his proposal like a worthless rag?


    Lord Drye rose slowly, with a slight swagger. ‘Eminence, one has to admire the ingenuity of this proposal,’ he said. ‘But, seriously, is it workable? Is it even necessary? Our provinces serve us well …’ he leered around the table, ‘do they not?’


    Bandit – of course your province serves you well, you make sure it does, thought Pip. He said, in a voice of ice though he boiled with anger inside: ‘They serve one level of society. But only one.’


    Spreading his hands wide, Drye shrugged. The gesture couldn’t have been more insulting than if he’d spat on the sheaf of papers in front of him. Immediately, as he sat down, Higher Brother Vraitch stood up.


    ‘Eminence, tell me … how would the Brotherhood fare in this fantasy of your imagination?’ he said.


    A horrified hiss rushed around the table. Revlan’s face turned red from outrage. Out of the corner of his eye, Pip saw his father bunch one hand into a fist. He didn’t dare look at Father Parvano or Brother Milo.


    Drinking glasses wobbled when a hand like a mountain boulder slammed down on the Brotherhood side of the table. ‘Vraitch! Enough!’ its owner boomed. Vraitch dropped onto his chair as if he’d been shot, proving he wasn’t completely stupid. In the Enclave, the mountain known as Brother Edgar was feared by seniors and juniors alike. Not for no reason was he Chief of the Brotherhood Police.


    Lord Ar stood up. He looked regal, he looked hard. He tossed Vraitch a disdainful glance. ‘I’d say that is more than enough,’ he said frostily. ‘Now we have to face hard facts. The people are fed up with our rule. Civil rebellion has already begun in some provinces, and if we ignore what’s happening it will spread like the plague. I don’t want to see Arlanda torn apart by revolution.’


    ‘I heartily agree,’ said Lord Kadesh, from his chair. ‘Ignoring it would be foolish. So I recommend we recruit. Build up the armies and nip revolution in the bud.’


    Ar stared grimly down at him. ‘That’s not what I meant.’


    ‘No, it wasn’t what he meant,’ interrupted Lord Arguta – he was one of the Voxinis. ‘Some of us don’t run armies, Kadesh.’


    ‘You used to …’ Kadesh looked pointedly at the other Voxini, Lord Ardnor, ‘when your forefathers and his forefathers were chopping up each other and boiling their heads—’


    Both the Voxini lords shot to their feet. ‘How dare you!’ growled Lord Ardnor.


    ‘Not only inappropriate, Kadesh, but grossly inaccurate,’ said Lord Ar, still holding the floor, still calm, still cold as ice. ‘What I mean … and you choose to misunderstand … is that the times demand new ways.’


    ‘We should at least discuss the proposal like intelligent men,’ Brother Milo pleaded, from his chair. ‘Nothing is to be gained by this—’


    ‘I will speak now,’ said Father Parvano. His knees creaked when he stood up. Ar nodded at him deferentially, and sat down. Pip stared at nothing, turning his gaze inward. There wasn’t much room inside his head for anything but a lurking obsession.


    ‘Lords and Brothers, we are all cut out of the same piece of old cloth,’ the Father began. ‘In the past, when the population of the Domains was small, that cloth was able to cover the world. Today, the cloth has worn very thin, and twenty-five men believe they have the right to govern millions. For this attitude I blame the Tor –’ he waved a hand to indicate the grandiose room – ‘All this. The opulence makes us feel privileged and comfortable. And it is easy, when you are privileged, to forget that others don’t have the same rights, and easy, when you are comfortable, to forget that other people are struggling to live. It is easy to close your mind to the wants of the world when all your wants are satisfied. It is easy to be blind when you would rather not see the truth. I think it is time for us to open our minds to change.’


    A leaden silence followed this speech. Are they thinking? Pip wondered. Do they see themselves in the Father’s words? Father Parvano had sat down. His shoulders were hunched; his chin rested on his hands. Not the pose of someone who felt hopeful


    No one rose to speak. Instead, Lord Drye rested one arm on the chair back and said: ‘Elegant oratory, Parvano. Very noble sentiments. But if I had run my province on sentimentality, I wouldn’t be where I am today. I see no need for change.’


    ‘Nor do I,’ Oran piped up, and Kadesh echoed him. Some murmurs of agreement followed from the Brotherhood side.


    Black resentment surged through Pip. It’s gone wrong! Maybe it never had a chance of going right. He scanned the round table, studying each face in turn. The expressions there were varied. The ones not openly hostile were at least obdurate. Some of the Councillors appeared unimpressed by the Father’s plea, and others wore the blank masks of people refusing to commit. That was the majority; very few seemed to be on Pip’s side.


    A stone wall of faces, lined up against him. Against Zend.


    No—!


    *


    Blow by blow, Revlan described the Council meeting to Flint and Lark.


    ‘… and then I nearly fell off my chair. Sarannan stood up. He looked very strange. He started lecturing those men as if they were schoolchildren.’


    ‘He yelled at them?’ said Lark.


    ‘No. Quite the opposite; he came across cold as ice. But I could tell he was furious underneath. I thought he was going to burst.’


    ‘Lecturing grown men?’ said Flint. ‘That was a mistake.’


    ‘I think so, yes,’ said Revlan. ‘It all made sense, everything he said – no one could deny the logic or the rightness – but he was so accusing, that he didn’t do himself any good by it.’ Revlan shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I can’t understand what’s going on in his mind; he’s normally much smarter than that.’


    ‘Poor thing was probably upset,’ said Lark. I would be, she thought. ‘That proposal means a lot to him,’ she added.


    ‘I know it does. But—’ Revlan frowned. ‘I’m certain there’s more to this. Sarannan’s cleverer than most; he knows how to argue in the right way by staying in control. But he really lost it today.’


    ‘Too wound up,’ said Flint. ‘Affected his judgement. Believe me, I know all about that.’


    ‘No,’ said Revlan. ‘Well, yes, he was wound up. So was I. But it seemed to me that he wasn’t himself; in fact I hardly recognised him. Call me crazy if you like, but I had the weirdest impression that something else was in control and the damn thing didn’t know what it was doing.’


    Lark shivered, thinking of a wall. Where are you, Pip?


    ‘Hm,’ said Flint. ‘So, what happens tomorrow?’


    Revlan sighed heavily. ‘Another war of words most likely.’ He flung himself onto the sofa. ‘I don’t know though. I talked to Sarannan afterwards and he seemed back to normal. I was worried he might be frustrated enough to use Zend’s testament, and told him I thought it would be sensible to hold off for a bit.’


    ‘What did he say?’


    ‘Well, he agreed.’ Revlan nodded. ‘That’s what I meant by him being back to normal.’


    ‘That’s good, then, isn’t it?’ said Lark. ‘So why have you still got that wrinkly forehead?’


    ‘Have I?’ Revlan flashed a worried smile. ‘Because I looked at Sarannan again, and the horrible feeling came over me that he was only pretending to agree, just to get me off his back.’

  


  
    


    FIFTEEN -Testament



    


    Because Domris, Era and Riie were not always in the sky at the one time, the balance between light and darkness changed, so that on some nights you could read by moonslight but on other nights the world was only a glitter of sugar-frosting and shadow.


    Before nightfall Pip had taken a damp rag and cleaned the Moontide painting. You weren’t supposed to treat a work of art in such a slipshod manner, and Brother Leo would have a fit if he found out; but there wasn’t time for anything fussier, because time had run out.


    Pip’s time had run out. Tomorrow was his one and only chance to make it happen for Zend. If he didn’t seize the initiative then, it would be taken from him.


    And then, all things would be taken away.


    Oh yes, he knew how it worked. The High Council could remove a Tor Lord. All they needed was a two-thirds majority decision backed up by the right legal grounds. Insanity was a good legal ground; it had been used on Ferdinand the Twenty-Fourth, after the poisoned sausages had failed to kill him. Pip laughed humourlessly and propped the Moontide picture against the foot of his bed.


    He stared at it for a few seconds then went to the window. How black it was outside, one of the thick, impenetrable nights of moondark. In the closed half of the window the world of his bedroom appeared, reflected in the glass, dusky and partially lamp-lit. And him there, a shadowy haunted face that shifted as he looked at it, flowing between his likeness and another’s. He shook his head to clear the illusion. If it was an illusion.


    He went to bed, and fell into a deep, heavy slumber, that was more like unconsciousness than rest. At the darkest hour before the dawn, a dream padded into his sleep. He was sitting on a carved stone block, amidst stone chips and thick grey dust. The giant of a man who sat next to him handed over a mug of foaming brown ale. They lifted the mugs to their lips, and the giant said: ‘To the Tor.’


    He looked down at the square of vellum, spread across his knees. A drop of ale had spilled on the architectural drawing. He smeared the drop until it faded, then bent and drew a picture in the dust. The face of a woman – Alinn. As he drew, the emerald ring flashed on his dusty finger.


    And then he and the giant were in the narrow tunnel, the one that led from the spiral stair. And the tunnel was a dead end.


    ‘See,’ said the giant. ‘We remove these unmortared bricks to make a small ingress into the main tunnel. They are easily replaced, and no one will know there is a doorway here. Your secret will remain in a place of safety.’


    ‘Good. That is very good, Bernardo. But will they fail to see that the bricks have no mortar?’


    ‘Ah, but these are special bricks.’ Bernardo held one brick up to the flaming torch. ‘Look closely and observe how it has been glazed to imitate a mortared edge. In this poor light, with so many shadows, no one could tell the difference between that and true mortaring.’


    ‘Brilliant, Bernardo. You are a genius.’


    


    Pip bolted from the bed. Chanting ‘Don’t forget, don’t forget’, he lit the lamp then carried it to the writing table in the sitting room, where he scribbled the dream down before it evaporated. He staggered back to the bedroom, eyes closing even as his body hit the bed. The next thing he knew, brightness fluttered against his eyelids and dawn peeped in through the window.


    Yawning, he rolled out of bed. What was that glow in the sitting room? Had he left a lamp burning, all during last night? He couldn’t remember being so careless. A yellow pool of lamplight swam across the disorder of the escritoire: pen with dried-on ink; inkpot without its stopper; sheets of paper scattered, one sheet with a number of messy inkblots, one black thumbprint, and a column of wobbly writing sprawling down the centre.


    That’s right— the dream! Practically a sleepwalker, he’d got out of bed, come in here and, still half-asleep, had written it down. The dream was about—what was it about?


    Pip stared at his inky thumb. Then at the messy paper. Then at words so hastily penned they were almost unreadable. The handwriting was such a black scrawl that he didn’t recognise it as his. Many words were run together: withdustandstonechips – but at least that bit made sense. Others had letters missing and he couldn’t work them out. He managed to decipher a name with two missing letters, because he recognised it. Bnardo was Bernardo. Then, finding the name Alinn in a jumble of other words, the dream came back to him.


    I dreamed I was here when the Tor was being built. I had a plan of it. Bernardo and I toasted the Tor with mugs of ale and I drew a picture of Alinn. And then Bernardo was showing me the narrow tunnel— so that’s why those loose bricks are lying around its entrance.


    Though it wasn’t me I was dreaming about; it was Zend.


    Marvelling, Pip dampened the lamp wick. How could he experience a time in Zend’s life unless Zend was giving him his memories? The idea made no sense. He looked at the blotted page again. I know I scribble, but not like that, he thought. The handwriting is more like…


    Just like…


    Almost exactly like…


    ‘No, no, no,’ he said aloud. ‘Impossible! How can the handwriting be his?’


    


    Furtively, the bedroom door opened, and Pip’s head poked out. The hall was empty; all the halls would be empty because, in summertime, no one got out of bed at dawn, it was much too early. The kitchen staff would be up and about by six-thirty, which meant they were still locked in the arms of sleep.


    Even so, he moved silently, his bare feet making nothing but a whisper on the carpeted floors or marble staircase. The ladders in the Library were another matter though; there was nothing he could do to stop their wheels squeaking. But the bedrooms being far enough away that no one might overhear – no one awake, that is – he held his breath as he rolled the damn ladder to the shelf, then climbed up quickly to retrieve the huge dictionary with its cache of troublesome documents.


    Pip held Zend’s testament in one hand and the scribbled dream in the other. Coldness seemed to creep up through his limbs and enter his thumping chest. Here was proof incontrovertible that, somehow, through a dream, Zend had possessed his mind and controlled his hand through a pen.


    He didn’t know whether to be appalled or impressed; but chills travelled along his spine, down his shivering arms, to his hands, which trembled, shaking both Testament and scrappy bit of paper. So shocked, it took him some moments to see what these two objects, when compared, would imply to someone else, that someone being Brother Leo. The old art restorer was also the top handwriting expert in the Domains and the terror of would-be forgers.


    


    The halls were still silent and uninhabited when Pip closed his bedroom door again. He went straight to the escritoire, found matches, and carried them, with the compromising dream-paper, to the fireplace. There he knelt down, struck a flame, and set the paper alight. Then he watched it burn to a crisp.


    *


    Revlan had left for the Tor, and Lark and Flint were walking down the front steps about to head off to the Grange, when Lord Ar’s carriage pulled up at the gate.


    The lord climbed out. ‘Is Revlan still here?’


    ‘No. He’s ahead of you,’ said Flint.


    Ar glanced curiously at Lark’s trousers and boots. ‘You are riding somewhere?’


    ‘Up to the tunnel exit,’ said Flint. ‘We thought we’d keep an eye out.’


    ‘You expect trouble?’ Lord Ar rubbed his wrist, an anxious gesture Lark had seen him make the other night.


    ‘No,’ Flint replied. ‘We’d like to be doing something more useful, but this is the best we could come up with.’


    Lord Ar smiled. ‘Well, it’s appreciated.’


    Lark hardly dared look at either man. She had pressed Flint into this expedition, claiming a desire to be closer to Sarannan; however, the truth was more complicated and not what she wished to confess. Dreams and fears maybe; but, stronger still, she had the certain stomach-churning knowledge that Pip was in great danger.


    They rode fast across country, reaching the turnoff to Splent in time to see Ar’s carriage pass by them on the road. Four Brotherhood carriages were following his, so they waited a while in the protection of the scrub then moved on and into the gully. The ground was wet along the gully’s shadowed side. The horses’ hooves splashed through puddles and sank in the soft ground.


    Flint seemed thoughtful when he dismounted at the boulders. He stood still for some time before pacing about restlessly. Lark watched him, puzzled.


    He prodded the soil with the toe of his boot. ‘Look at that.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘The rain washed through here, in a torrent.’


    ‘A flood? But it’s drained off,’ she observed.


    ‘Yes, it’s all right.’ He stretched out his arm. ‘But, look up there.’


    Her eyes followed his pointing finger. About a third of the way up the hill young green ferns crowded around a small lumpy boulder and made a lush trail down the slope. Against the darker foliage they shone as brightly as emeralds.


    ‘There weren’t any new ferns, last time we came,’ said Lark. ‘How is it wet, up there?’


    ‘A spring is breaking through the hill and the water’s seeping down,’ said Flint. ‘The heavy rain in the mountains must have fed it. That and any underground water around here.’


    ‘Will that be dangerous for the tunnel?’


    ‘Could be.’


    Lark chewed her lip, worrying about Pip. ‘Can we go into the tunnel?’


    ‘You want to?’ he said, surprised. ‘Into the dark?’


    ‘Yes. To check this end at least.’


    ‘Lucky I packed a couple of lanterns, then.’


    ‘Why did you?’


    ‘You know me, always go prepared,’ he said. ‘In case, by any chance, we have to ride back after dark.’


    ‘I hope not,’ said Lark. ‘Beni won’t go to bed if we’re not there. I feel bad about him. He saw Mrs Dulcie packing our food basket and got the idea that we were going on a picnic but leaving him behind.’


    ‘That’s why he kicked up such a stink?’ said Flint. ‘The terror.’


    ‘He’s not a terror,’ Lark remonstrated. ‘He’s a little boy, and he wants his home and family.’


    ‘I know,’ said Flint, mournfully. ‘But we can’t go yet, and at least he’s got Marg— Mrs Dulcie looking after him. She’s one very fine woman.’


    In spite of everything, Lark smiled to herself. Did Flint actually fancy the cook? Yes, she thought, Margaret Dulcie is very nice. But the only woman Beni needs is his mother.


    


    A small avalanche of dirt and stones raced Flint down into the darkness of the tunnel. Lark peered through the fern-fringed hole. His lantern was bobbing about like a crazy eye.


    ‘Go easy; it’s slippery,’ he called up to her.


    Trying not to think about spiders, she sucked-in a deep breath and wriggled into the hole. Halfway down the rough slope her boots skidded on some loose stones, the daylight disappeared, along with her lantern, and she landed on her bottom, sprawled at Flint’s feet.


    He stared down at her, grinning. ‘I did say—’


    ‘Don’t.’


    Lark let him help her up, and they retrieved the dropped lantern. Flint relit it, and handed it to her. ‘Hang on to that for your life.’


    ‘Yes, yes!’ she snapped, rubbing her bruised behind.


    Flint held his lantern high. ‘Moons Almighty! Just look at this place.’


    Lark jerked her boot out of a puddle. ‘It’s wet and it’s slimy! If there’s one thing I really hate, it’s anything slimy.’


    Flint let the lantern light play across the nearest wall. Slime, faintly glowing with phosphorescence, oozed in runnels down the bricks, and pale spindly insects scurried from the sudden light. He waved the lantern after them, and a host of shadows raised their reaching arms.


    ‘Forget the slime and use your eyes,’ he admonished. ‘What an incredible piece of engineering.’ They were standing on a floor paved with black stone like a roadway. ‘And it goes all that way to the Tor.’ He started off down the tunnel, with Lark following and muttering about ‘slimy’.


    ‘It was your idea to come down here,’ he said, over his shoulder. ‘Want to go back up?’


    ‘No!’


    She heard a half suppressed snort. But cut short her annoyance because of something else. ‘Flint, can you hear gurgling?’ she said.


    He stood still, turning his head to different directions. ‘Running water, but the sound’s faint.’


    ‘What does it mean?’


    ‘Not sure yet. Possibly an underground stream.’


    Pip uses this tunnel and it’s not safe, thought Lark. Is this the ‘danger’ that I’ve seen?


    ‘Do you think we ought to go a bit further, to see if it gets wetter?’ she asked.


    Flint looked at her shivering and hugging her arms. ‘I will, if you want to stay here.’


    ‘No, I want to come.’


    They trod the black roadway in awed silence. Dank air and puddles aside, the tunnel was really astonishing, and even Lark was impressed. After a few minutes of walking, the quality of the wetness changed. The slime no longer just coated the walls; it hung down from the ceiling in long, flat, glutinous ropes, dripping slowly, as though invisible hands were wringing it out.


    Flint shook a few drops off his hat. ‘Now we’re in here, I’ve a mind to go all the way. Look, the boy has put candles in some of the niches. For extra insurance against his lantern snuffing out.’


    Revlan had said it was a long tunnel. Lark pictured Pip doggedly planting his little stubs of candles, trying to turn the endless darkness into light. She swallowed an involuntary sob.


    ‘Right, lass?’ said Flint.


    ‘Yes,’ she lied.


    Somewhere along the interminable road and deeper in, the air became noticeably drier.


    ‘It’s getting better, isn’t it?’ said Lark, now feeling insanely optimistic.


    ‘We’re farther from the underground stream.’ Flint looked up at the curved ceiling. ‘Slime’s gone.’


    ‘Thank goodness,’ she said. ‘Flint, if the stream broke through, might it cut off the exit and flood the tunnel?’


    ‘What a cheery thought.’ He gave her a wry smile. ‘We might end up as guests of the Tor. Wonder what the boy would say if we turned up asking for a bed for the night?’


    On they plodded, coming at last into a vaulted space like a cavern. Brick archways to two other tunnels led off into the unknown darkness. Faint draughts of dank air curled around Lark’s neck and tickled her nose. She sneezed, and the sound bounced back from the curving walls.


    ‘This is the room Revlan described to me,’ she said. ‘He said you take the left-hand exit to get to the well.’


    Flint gave the area a cursory inspection then bent over a rusty iron grate. ‘Water again. I can hear it down there,’ he said.


    The new tunnel ended at an arch walled in by timber.


    ‘What now?’ said Flint.


    ‘There’s a way in—’


    ‘How?’


    ‘It’s not obvious. Revlan said to press on the left side of the wood, about shoulder height, and a door swings out.’ She pressed the timber, but nothing happened. ‘Um … he probably meant his shoulder height.’


    ‘Let me,’ said Flint.


    With an agonised groan the door slowly opened. ‘Call this a door?’ said Flint, bending nearly double to squeeze through the opening. Lark said nothing; she was more concerned about the spider webs draped like dirty lace around the brick arch.


    The well was as spooky as she’d expected it to be but deeper than she’d imagined. A ladder climbed the wall, up and up, into a disc of soft yellow lamplight. Flint tested the ladder by trying to wrench it out of its moorings in the stone.


    ‘Solid for something so old,’ he stated.


    Lark wasn’t really listening. She stared above her, more interested in the well itself. A crystalline glitter rimmed what must be its top edge and gold streamers of energy poured past her eyes and up, writhing and coiling into the height.


    *


    A painting and an old leather satchel were unusual weapons to take to a war. Pip left Rom guarding the painting in the anteroom and entered the Hall of Congress carrying the satchel.


    Immediately the room fell silent. He saw Revlan looking at him, how Revlan’s stare dropped straight to the satchel, and how his forehead creased in a tight worried line. Revlan’s lips moved, silently forming a desperate ‘No!’


    Pip didn’t dare show a response. Everybody had their eyes on him. He sensed that something in the general atmosphere had subtly altered since yesterday. The answer to that was all in the faces. Of the Higher Brothers, some wore subdued expressions, the weary faces of men who’d spent long painful hours in thought. Lord Marchia, who traditionally sat two seats down from Lord Ar, looked as if he hadn’t slept at all last night – hopefully because of conscience. Lord Ardnor and Lord Arguta were standing conspiratorially together and distinctly apart from the other lords. Pip marked that down as significant though not necessarily in a good way. Vox was an island, and its two principalities had been last to enter the federation. Voxinis still felt culturally separate and less beholden to the rest of the Domains. Could be they might be trying to decide whether to call off their alliance and return to earlier days.


    As all the men moved to the round table and stood waiting by their chairs, words popped unbidden into Pip’s head: ‘There is too much opposition. You must take charge from the beginning!’


    How?


    ‘Startle them. Put them off balance. You are the Tor Lord. Use your power!’


    My power?


    ‘You carry it in your right hand!’


    Pip felt the silky smoothness of the ebony Rod of Destiny against his palm, the subtle charge of energy from its stone, the great imponderable heaviness of its history. Until this moment he hadn’t understood what it was for or appreciated what it could do.


    Whether or not the rod deserved its reputation as the most numinous object in the Domains, it had been around long enough to create a knee-jerk response in consciousness that temporarily overrode logic. It shouted out: ‘I Am Divine Authority! Therefore, I Am Above You!’ It was, in essence, a force for control.


    And Pip knew he would have no more than fifteen seconds to take control before normal rationality kicked in. He marched straight to his chair, placed the satchel on the table, but did not sit down to receive the traditional greeting as per custom.


    Father Parvano looked at him expectantly. Father, I’m sorry, really I am, he thought.


    Out shot his right arm, with the Rod of Destiny held aloft like a High Priest’s staff. As if on cue, its huge diamond caught the light from the room’s big windows, and blazed like white fire. Pip blinked – spectacular!


    ‘I will address the High Council!’ he announced while they were still dazzled by the diamond. ‘Gentlemen, be seated!’


    Chairs scraped back as bodies reacted before minds had time to ask: ‘Why am I doing this?’ Pip laid the Rod of Destiny across the table, and twenty-four pairs of eyes riveted their gazes on it.


    It’s not the Rod that’s powerful, he thought. It’s the lie. Everyone ends up believing the lie, even its inventors.


    And he opened the satchel…


    


    He began with the writings of Zend’s that he’d found in the Library on the day following his consecration, but minus the unfinished letter that mentioned the tunnels. Apart from exciting Brother Leo, who leaned forward with an expression of mad delirium on his face, the writings caused mild interest and a few raised eyebrows but not much consternation, even when Zend complained about the priests. After all – said the expressions on the listening faces – those were the Old Days when people were dreadful, weren’t they?


    Alinn’s letters to Zend elicited a similar reaction, only with added smirks, much to say: ‘So the First Lord secretly had a woman. Well, he was a man, after all.’ Then Pip read out Alinn’s words about the dangers of painting Moontide, and that made them all sit up and take notice. Some of them were harking back to Zend’s writings, and starting to ask the question: Where is this all leading?—


    To the Testament of Zend.


    He took time and care over the reading. So that all could take it in, so that nothing would be missed, so that the ears would hear and the minds would absorb the revelation.


    Then he sat down, rested his chin on his folded hands, and waited out the shocked silence.


    It seemed to span many centuries…


    


    At times like these a person with something important on his mind will seek a distraction. Lord Roland had collected so many clocks that he’d seen fit to donate one to the Hall of Congress. It was ormolu and taller than a man, but it chimed out the hour with a pleasant silvery note and ticked as gently as a whisper. In the dead silence the whisper became a beating drum, dull but forceful, timing itself to the pulse of the Tor and the thumping of Pip’s heart, as he listened within himself to the real revelation of Zend’s Testament.


    The Tor was all around him. Not the magnificent buildings, not the curly paintwork and excessive gilding, not the halls crammed with artistic masterpieces purchased at great public expense, not even the industrious bureaucracy prodding away at their paper mountains – none of this was real. The Tor – the real Tor – contracted, with the tick, tick, tick of the centuries, into a single block of carven stone. And he – Pip or Sarannan, or whoever he was – sat amidst dust and stone chips, and thought about mistakes.


    It was not naive foolishness that made Zend tell the priests about Moontide’s end. It was vanity. Although vanity did make a man foolish. Vanity— Pip thought: You just had to show them, didn’t you, Zend? You were probably the cleverest man on Azrath, and you knew it. And you just had to let the whole world know.


    


    Lord Roland’s clock whispered the seconds and minutes – and it was only a matter of minutes, not centuries, before the inevitable explosion.


    Lord Drye’s chair was the first to scrape on the marble tiles. ‘Eminence, these scraps of parchment you read from – how do we know if these colourful and imaginative words are real?’


    Pip brushed the insult aside. ‘Sir, if you need authentication, ask an expert.’ He looked across the table. ‘Master of Heritage, would you care to examine these?’


    More eager to get his excited hands on a relic than to prove someone a liar, Brother Leo leapt up. Protocol forgotten he bustled down the length of the table, showing a surprising turn of speed for an old man. Pip leaned aside to let him bend over the documents.


    Leo thrust his nose close to the vellum. Everybody waited.


    ‘Yes! Yes! Wonderful! This is the First Lord’s handwriting!’ Leo pushed his glasses back and beamed. ‘However, I cannot authenticate those letters written by the lady.’


    ‘How can you be sure just by looking?’ snapped Drye.


    ‘Well, he had a very distinctive hand,’ said Leo, evenly. He was too absorbed in the discovery to be offended. ‘But we have several examples of his writing, here at the Tor, if you wish to compare them.’ He turned to Pip. ‘Eminence – the illuminated books, in the Great Library?’


    ‘If necessary,’ said Pip, coldly.


    ‘The Great Library?’ said Lord Undavorn. This was the first time he’d said anything much. ‘Where did you find these … Eminence?’


    ‘Yes, Lord, where?’ Leo prompted.


    Pip kept his face stern, and lied. ‘In a locked cupboard.’


    Undavorn’s brows rose. ‘Another locked—’


    ‘Eminence, in the lady’s letters there was mention of a painting?’ the Lord of Losa Marco interposed. ‘Of … er … Moontide?’ he added hesitantly. Lord Ar coughed into a curled fist. Revlan stared innocently at the ceiling.


    ‘That sounds astonishing,’ said Brother Penn, leaning his dry old frame around the mountain of Brother Edgar.


    ‘Unbelievable is what it is,’ said Brother Brax sourly.


    ‘No,’ said Pip. ‘Tor Master, would you please go to the anteroom? Brother Rom is waiting there to give you something.’


    Fortinas stood up, fixed Pip with a troubled eye, bowed low, and strode from the room. Seconds later he returned with a square object wrapped in a cloth. The Councillors looked at it suspiciously.


    Pip uncovered the painting, resting it on the table behind the Rod of Destiny. ‘There it is – proof,’ he said. ‘Proof that the reason for Curfew was based on superstition and groundless fears. People feared it unnecessarily. Alinn certainly did. But Zend did not, and so he painted Moontide.’


    Nobody said anything.


    Until Lord Arguta nodded. ‘But it’s … beautiful,’ he said.


    ‘Wonderful!’ Leo cried, darting back along the table. ‘When … Sir? Where …? Oh dear, oh dear, so much dust!’


    ‘Does it matter where? Now you have another relic to restore,’ said Pip, as the old man stroked the edge of the picture as if he was comforting an injured pet. ‘But I think we have more important concerns than dust.’ Pip looked around the table. ‘Don’t we? Zend’s Testament and this picture place us on unsafe ground.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ Lord Undavorn cried. ‘We didn’t persecute the First Lord.’


    ‘Murder him,’ said Lord Marchia. ‘Get it straight.’


    ‘But we didn’t touch him,’ Brother Vraitch whined. Everybody stared at him. ‘I meant to say that it’s a problem of the past,’ he explained hastily.


    ‘The past can have a very long reach, in my experience,’ said Brother Milo.


    ‘It was a crime, hidden for centuries, and now it’s come back to bite us,’ Brother Edgar agreed.


    Father Parvano had been very quiet. Now, he sighed. ‘Please, we mustn’t look at it like this,’ he said. ‘There always comes a time when you have to accept the consequences of past acts, even if they weren’t your own. Acceptance means making amends, gentlemen. We have to deal with this as responsible human beings.’


    Lord Ar’s fingers drummed the table. ‘I agree with Parvano. Our ancestors murdered Lord Zend and then made themselves overlords of the people. If the people of today knew this, how do you think they’d feel about our rule?’


    ‘And Curfew?’ said Revlan. Heads swivelled towards him.


    His cheeks reddened. ‘Well, Curfew’s basically a fraud, isn’t it? Ignorance and fear created it, but the priests used it to control everybody.’ He looked at Pip. ‘Eminence, could you read that bit right near the end of the Testament where Lord Zend speaks about the priests?’


    Pip’s hand reached for the vellum—


    ‘Please Lord, might I read it to the Council?’ Leo, who was still hovering excitedly, begged.


    Pip nodded. ‘Certainly. Go ahead.’


    ‘Er,’ Leo adjusted his glasses on his nose, ‘which paragraph…?’


    ‘The second last.’


    ‘Oh yes.’


    Holding the Testament up close to his face, the old Brother read in his wavering voice: ‘Zend says: ‘‘With this testament I also leave the paintings of the dancing moons, and the one of Moontide made as proof that madness does not come from viewing Moontide’s beauty nor does blindness. Serkovan will never know this painting exists. Should he discover it he would destroy it. The great hold the priests have over the people is the people’s ancient fear of the moons. I do not know how long the priests will keep up this deception. It serves them well, this lie; for while the people are forbidden by Curfew to view the moons, they may never see the day when Moontide comes to its end, and will live in bondage all their lives.”’


    ‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh deary me,’ said Leo. It had finally dawned on him that there were important things at stake that did not involve Great Works of Art.


    ‘See,’ said Revlan. ‘Serkovan was Serkovan the Second – Tor Lord Number Two. That means the Rule of the Tor has been a deception, right from the beginning.’


    *


    Lark plodded behind Flint. They were making their way back to the tunnel exit. Her calves ached and her hip was bruised from the tumble down the rubbly slope. But she hardly thought about that. All she could see in her mind’s eye were the golden streamers of light at the centre of the Tor.


    They’re what I saw the other day, when we climbed the hill, she thought. But Flint and Revlan never saw them. If they had I think they’d have said something. And Flint didn’t seem to be aware of them when we were in the well.


    What were those lights? Could Pip see them? She felt that, if anybody shared the vision with her, it would be him.


    Her sense of the danger surrounding him hadn’t lessened. If anything it had increased from the moment they entered the well. And now she questioned if the underground stream was the real danger. What else might be a threat?


    What was certain, though, that gurgling sound behind these walls was water. She could hear it plainly now, and the sound seemed to be following her. Or was it just as anxious as she was to get somewhere?


    Just so long as it’s not into here, she thought, hurrying to catch up with Flint.


    ‘All right?’ he said when she stepped into a yet another puddle and swore.


    ‘Not really. It’ll be good to be outside again.’


    ‘Well, you get your wish,’ he said. ‘There it is, up ahead, the exit.’


    Lark pushed through the fern-choked hole, straightened up, and gulped down a lungful of clean fresh air. Sunlight fell upon her face, warming it and chasing off any clinging tendrils of slimy darkness. She was glad to be free of the tunnel.


    If I never go back in there it will be too soon, she thought.


    Later, seated amongst the blowing grasses of the hill, with her hands curled around a mug of steaming tea, she tried to tune her mind to the peace and quiet of the high plain. It was all around her, the vast open silence. Surely this was the best antidote to claustrophobia.


    Seen up close, though, the plain teemed with busy life. So much life. All those ants and beetles scurrying around must know what they were doing and where they were going. Not like us, she thought. Not like me. I travelled across half a world in search of Pip, and what did I expect to find? A normal boy with a normal life. Instead, his life is more complicated than I could have imagined. I thought: I’ll find Pip and then everything will be fine.


    Heat rushed into her cheeks. But that wasn’t all I thought, was it? No. Because I was always thinking of Revlan.


    Revlan…


    She closed her eyes and listened to the bees humming in the lemonthyme. Softly they hummed. Softer. Softer. Soon, she couldn’t hear them and flew across the world to a hummocky green-grey island ringed by a white-flecked sea.


    On the knoll above the cliffs, Granny was picking wild herbs for her healing concoctions.


    ‘Hello, child,’ she said.


    ‘You look busy, Granny.’


    ‘No more than you, Lark.’


    ‘I’m not doing anything except waiting for something to happen,’ Lark replied. ‘But I wish I knew what it might be.’


    ‘Waiting … because you do know,’ said Granny, straightening up with a creak of knees. ‘Inwardly you know, because you are connected.’


    ‘To Pip?’


    ‘To the boy … to everything.’


    With a feather-light touch, Granny brushed a spray of herbs across Lark’s eyes. ‘All you need now is the Clear Sight,’ she said.


    *


    Lord Oran lazed in his seat, smoothing his ringlets with a limp hand. ‘But, look here. Do the people need to know about Curfew? Why should they?’


    ‘What?’ said Lord Ar.


    Oran batted his curly black eyelashes – Pip felt certain it was mascara that made them so thick – ‘Why does this knowledge need to leave this room?’ Oran insisted. ‘The curfew could remain and—’


    ‘More lies?’ said Lord Ar.


    ‘I say, Oran, that’s a bit much,’ said the Lord of Losa Marco. ‘I mean … there are small lies and lies that are, well … too big.’


    ‘Yah,’ rumbled Lord Vrost from deep in his bushy beard. ‘Some lies are little hills you can leap over, but some need mountain passes.’


    Oran gave him a look of total incomprehension then decided to answer Losa Marco. ‘Big?’ he said. ‘A big world needs big lies to make it run smoothly. I don’t see why we should change everything just because somebody did away with First Lord Zend.’


    The Brotherhood side of the table stiffened, to a man.


    ‘I notice that Lord Zend failed to mention when he thought Moontide would end – the exact time,’ said Brother Brax. ‘Possibly it’s still a long way off, and if so, Moontide will continue and Curfew can save us—’


    Pip jerked forward, mouth open to speak, but caught Revlan staring at him. Revlan’s head moved subtly from side to side. Pip sank back in his chair, saved from a dreadful blunder. He was amazed, that after all his steely cold-as-ice self control he’d almost acted like a dim-witted fool and blurted out a secret. Was he losing his judgement, or was he just brain-fagged and battle-weary?


    ‘Brother Brax,’ said Father Parvano. ‘I hope you’re not suggesting we conceal the truth from the public and use Curfew to hide behind. If Moontide ceased tomorrow, it would make no difference to our moral obligation.’


    A chair was noisily pushed back, and Revlan stood up. The others looked at him in surprise, some of them also with sour dismay; after years of dealing with Radorka, the combination of impassioned youth and brutal honesty was not what they’d come to expect from Ness.


    ‘We know Lord Zend was a genius,’ he said. ‘Although he didn’t leave us the predicted date for the end of Moontide, he must have calculated one. He’d never have said it was going to end, if he didn’t know when.’


    ‘No one can be certain of that,’ Brother Vraitch snapped. ‘There’s no proof.’


    Undeterred, Revlan pressed on. ‘I don’t think it actually matters when the end comes.’ His eyes flickered towards Pip ‘What matters is that we know the truth and have the guts to admit it publicly. I mean, shouldn’t we show the people of the Domains that we’re not the same as those priests who murdered Zend?’


    Pip looked at his friend. Impressed – even with all my brain cells firing I couldn’t have put it in a neater nutshell. Revlan’s cheeks glowed red, but his face shone with the light of something grander than ordinary self-consciousness. Pip thought: If this world ever wants a king, and I hope it never will, he would be Revlan.


    *


    The day on the hill seemed to go on for ever. Lark didn’t really mind. The sun was warm but a breeze kept her feeling fresh and cool; the sweet smelling grasses waved their silvery leaves, putting her in mind of Stormover.


    Eventually she spotted a procession of carriages rolling down the road, away from the Tor.


    ‘Flint!’ she called.


    He already had his spyglass to his eye. ‘Three Brotherhood carriages. One missing,’ he said. ‘And now all the lords’ carriages— No … where’s Revlan’s?’


    ‘He’s not coming?’ said Lark.


    ‘Doesn’t look like— Oh yes, there he is. But he’s a long way back.’


    The procession passed underneath the hill and out of sight. Some minutes later Revlan’s carriage reached the hill and halted at the bottom. A bright light flashed from the carriage window. Flint whipped a small mirror from his pocket, and flashed back.


    ‘Revlan wants to talk!’ he said, thrusting both spyglass and mirror into Lark’s hands. ‘Keep flashing while I get the horse.’


    Feeling ridiculous standing there waggling a mirror, Lark flashed dutifully. I bet Revlan got this idea from one of his Boy’s Own Adventure Annuals, she thought dryly. She watched Flint galloping Qibu down the hill. He was riding bareback, like a native. If I tried that I’d fall off, she thought.


    He had reached the carriage, Qibu skidding to a halt in a billowing cloud of brown dust. Lark pocketed the mirror and peered through the spyglass. Revlan’s carriage driver was staring down suspiciously. Did he think Flint was a highwayman? The carriage window rolled all the way down, and out poked Revlan’s head. He must have reassured the driver, because the man shrugged and looked away. Flint leant over Qibu’s neck, and he and Revlan had an animated conversation.


    ‘Something must have happened,’ Lark said aloud. ‘Granny, I need the Clear Sight,’ she said to the invisible presence by her side. ‘Granny, what should I see? What should I know?’


    Granny had to stand on tip-toe to whisper in Lark’s ear. ‘Stay, Lark. You must stay.’


    ‘Here? How long should I stay? How long, Granny?’


    ‘Long enough to know what to do, child. No matter what Flint says to you, do not leave this hill.’


    The driver flicked the reins; the carriage moved off. Flint urged Qibu up the hill. At the top he slid gracefully off the horse’s back, landing right in front of Lark.


    ‘What did he tell you?’ she said.


    ‘The meeting closed early.’


    ‘Why?’


    Flint pulled off his hat and knocked the dust from it. ‘Sarannan showed them the testament and the painting. Revlan said it caused some sparks.’


    ‘I can imagine,’ said Lark. ‘So what’s happening now?’


    ‘Revlan thinks most of the Council will vote to debate the proposal, and there’s going to be another meeting, in two days time.’


    ‘Two days? Well, that sounds … positive … I suppose. Is Pip— Is Sarannan all right?’


    Flint nodded. ‘Apparently. Revlan said he looked pleased.’


    ‘Right.’ She gave the distant Tor a level stare. ‘Which was the carriage that stayed behind?’


    ‘The Brotherhood Father’s.’ Flint jammed his hat on his head and gathered Qibu’s reins. ‘Revlan said we might as well go back to town.’


    Lark kept her eyes on the Tor. How black the tower; how hard and cold, in spite of those golden rings. Her whole body shuddered.


    ‘No…’


    *


    Trailed by Father Parvano and Brother Milo, Pip strode through the Atrium. He felt triumphant— well, sort of. He’d shocked a lot of people, but some of them had come to his aid, and in the end some of the walls had fallen down and he’d secured an agreement to look at the proposal.


    The spirit of Zend seemed to have left him for the moment, and he started thinking about other, more personal concerns. Now that I’ve got this far the next thing I’m going to do is close the Novice School, he decided. The thought was like a delightful explosion – a little bright firework of satisfaction shooting off inside his head.


    Tea was waiting with Rom, in the Library.


    ‘Have you got those copies?’ Pip asked him.


    ‘On the table.’


    Pip handed out the sheets of paper. ‘This is for you, Father. And here’s yours, Milo.’


    ‘What?’ The Father put on his glasses. ‘You made copies of Zend’s Testament?’ He peered at the writing then looked at Rom. ‘Or rather you did, Rom? As well as so many proposals?’


    ‘Writer’s cramp.’ Rom rolled his eyes. ‘We should have borrowed the Enclave printing press.’


    Rom poured the tea, and they all sat down to enjoy it. Seeing the weary expression on Father Parvano’s face, Pip asked: ‘Father, are you all right?’


    ‘Perfectly.’ The Father offered him a crinkled smile, but Pip saw troubled thoughts hiding behind the facade.


    ‘I don’t think you are.’


    ‘Concerned,’ the Father admitted. ‘Sarannan, I feel I should warn you. You believe you see success on the horizon, but men don’t change without a fight. And some that seem to change only let it appear so to suit the occasion.’


    ‘So they can survive to fight another day. I know that.’


    The Father smiled. ‘Pardon me for saying so, but I don’t think you do. You are young and your hope for the world is so large and enthusiastic that you can’t see around it. Your hope is like a wall, and on the other side of that wall are treachery and ambition. What greedy men surrender for the moment, they quickly grab back, once they see the chance.’


    Pip sighed. ‘Is everything hopeless, then? Am I wasting my time?’


    ‘No! Of course not. An unselfish act is never a waste of time. Just bear in mind, though, that there won’t be any perfect outcomes.’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘I mean that greed, ambition and deceit aren’t the exclusive property of the lordly class. Neither is the abuse of power. You can put a new system into place and for a short while it may be universally fair and just—’


    ‘For a very short while,’ said Brother Milo. ‘Five minutes … if you’re lucky.’


    Pip searched for a trace of humour in the Chief Advocate’s dour face. There wasn’t any.


    The Father rubbed his lined forehead. ‘Milo is right. Cynical but right. Sadly. The world is corrupt, and while you might improve things marginally you’ll never cut out the corruption.’


    ‘The rot’s been there from the very beginning,’ Milo added helpfully.


    ‘So I am wasting my time,’ said Pip, his spirits slumping.


    ‘No!’ said the Father. ‘Your time, as you call it, is well spent.’


    ‘But, if nothing changes no matter what you do, what’s the point of try—’


    ‘Trying is the point,’ the Father chided gently. ‘And see what it is you are actually doing, which is trying to make life better for a larger number of people. The world won’t change and that’s a fact, but people must be offered truth and given the choice to accept or reject it. At present they don’t have that choice, and you wish to give it to them. This is all you can do for a corrupt world. The rest of what you do … well, it isn’t done in that world.’


    ‘What’s that, Father?’ said Pip. ‘What’s the “rest”?’


    ‘It’s working on yourself, dear boy. Don’t set any great store by the world, because it’s only a distraction from what is really important, which is how you behave as a person. And if you want to change anything, look at what needs changing in yourself.’


    


    ‘That sounds like Azezti’s thinking,’ Rom remarked.


    ‘I don’t know that name,’ said the Father.


    ‘Yes, who’s Azezti?’ Pip asked.


    ‘A Voxini Wise Woman who lived two thousand years ago,’ said Rom. ‘I’ve been reading some excerpts of her Sayings in a book about Vox, but I believe there might be an entire volume somewhere …’ he waved a hand vaguely at the book-encrusted walls, ‘in all this. Just finding it is the trick, though. This library needs a thorough cataloguing.’


    ‘You don’t need to tell me,’ Pip agreed. ‘When I was staying with Lord Roland I spent so many hours searching for information that I think he came to the conclusion that I was the world’s biggest swot.’ Pip gave Rom a guilty glance. ‘He used to mention fresh air and exercise rather often.’


    ‘Hah!’ said Rom.


    ‘Ahem!’ Brother Milo coughed loudly. ‘This is all very nice and interesting, but might we get back to discussing Council?’ He pushed his empty teacup towards Rom. ‘Another cup please, Rom, my throat’s drier than a desert.’


    ‘Surely,’ said the Father, sighing. ‘The subject will dry us all up, eventually.’


    Brother Milo looked at him sharply before turning to Pip. ‘Sarannan, you should realise that Council could still vote against a debate. If that happens, you must prepare yourself to defer the proposal.’


    ‘Till when?’


    ‘The autumn session.’ Brother Milo sipped his tea delicately. ‘You can re-submit then.’


    Re-submit? The autumn session was only two months away, but two months was too long when Moontide was nothing but a memory.


    And I’ll be damned if I’ll start putting out bogus predictions for Moontides that don’t happen, thought Pip.


    ‘I can’t do that, Milo,’ he said.


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘I just can’t.’ Pip moved his eyes slyly between the men. ‘I could always get the debate going by exercising the Tor Lord’s Prerogative.’


    The cup clattered on the saucer and Brother Milo nearly choked on his tea. ‘What? Please, don’t make jokes like that!’


    Was it a joke? I suppose it was, thought Pip. He shrugged nonchalantly.


    But Brother Milo took the shrug the wrong way. ‘No! No!’ he gasped. ‘To use the Tor Lord’s Prerogative would be the act of a dictator! You mustn’t!’


    Something went twang in Pip, then. Something broke. Maybe it was his sense of humour. He stared at Milo.


    ‘Mustn’t?’— The word lowered the temperature in the room by several degrees. It was an icicle-word, cold as tempered steel and sharp as a spear point. Piercing through centuries of dust and chains, it ripped a hole in the present, emerging to stand there, glowering. And Pip heard its imperious inflection, the tone of voice that was not his, and saw the three men gawping at the stranger in their midst. Father Parvano’s eyes had filled with anguish. Rom covered his mouth with his hand. Milo looked absolutely stunned.


    Shaken, Pip trembled. But he had to make speedy amends, and offered what he hoped was a reassuring smile. ‘Yes, yes, you’re right, Milo,’ he said. ‘That would be the act of a dictator.’


    Then he had to look away, because the relief on their faces was pitiful.


    


    After that, as Pip saw it, things went rapidly downhill. Father Parvano and Brother Milo left the Tor, vaguely satisfied and reassured but looking as though they were glad to escape. Rom dutifully hid the Moontide painting and the Testament and other writings but then announced stiffly that he had work to do in his office, and marched out the door. Suddenly alone, Pip stood staring at the empty doorway, wishing hopelessly that Rom would come back and be his friend again.


    Now you’ve done it, he thought. You’ve upset people you care about and who care about you. And that’s stupid as well as shameful.


    The trouble was Zend seemed to be growing stronger by the minute. The centuries of anger and resentment that infected the Tor were a far more powerful force than one simpleton’s fantasies of a better world. Those centuries were taking Pip over, and he felt defenceless in the face of them.


    Because Zend has no other voice but mine, he’ll be fighting me to use it, he thought. And the problem is I think he’s going to win.


    He dragged himself upstairs, headed for the sanctuary of his private suite. The Tor Lord cloak brushed the marble with a dry rustle, like dead leaves. It felt so heavy. Everything felt heavy: chain, stole, cloak and robe: the dead weight of history dragging him down. He used the Rod to lean on, and laboured, like a defeated, tired old man, up the long staircase.


    It was traditional for a tor lord’s servants to remove his formal robes after an official wearing. They even had a ceremony for it complete with special words. To Pip it seemed like stripping a Festival Tree, taking off the tinsel and fairy lights and returning the jewelled ornaments to their box. He’d let tradition have its way on the night of his consecration, then he’d put a stop to it.


    The sitting room door crashed shut behind him – okay, so slamming a door was just petulance and he had no one to impress, but it felt good, like a release of tension. Shaking his head wearily, he propped the Rod against a chair and dumped the Chain of Insignia on a table. Then he stripped himself with no ceremony whatsoever, throwing off the formal clothes and leaving them where they fell on the floor, like unwanted rags. He stepped over them to go to the bedroom.


    He didn’t much like this bedroom. Apart from it being far too large for one person, it had been designed with grandeur in mind, and the designer had forgotten to factor in simple comfort.


    And you need to feel comfortable, thought Pip. He smiled wryly and unhappily. Heck, after a long hard day tyrannising people, a dictator needed to come back to somewhere cosy he could call ‘home’. And there were more chairs than a chap could possibly sit on, and stools, and cabinets, and tables, and screens in corners—


    He froze.


    Something had moved in one of the cluttered corners; but he’d already gone past, and now he had his back to it—


    Damn! The dagger is under my pillow, he thought. And the bed’s too far away to make a dash for it. Damn this huge room!


    His heart leaped in his throat, but he forced himself to turn around to face whatever—


    And burst out laughing.


    The laughter had an edge of hysteria, and his eyes streamed with mad tears. ‘It’s me!’ he hooted. Spooked by his reflection in a full length mirror, he’d been prepared to attack himself with a knife. He wiped his wet face, and the idiot in the underwear wiped its wet face. He grimaced, and it grimaced back.


    ‘You clown,’ he said, though he trembled and shook. ‘You’ve let yourself be afraid.’


    He watched the clown mouthing the same words. Then watched, swaying, as it slowly faded from the mirror. A parade of other people followed; their faces were fuzzy, like the moons on a foggy night. He couldn’t tell who they were, but they seemed to know him. An old woman gazed at him now, clearer than the rest. A young woman, then, with sapphire eyes and long golden hair. ‘Sarannan,’ she said—


    Pip dropped to his knees, sobbing. She was his mother.


    He buried his face in his hands.


    When he pulled them away and looked up again, he saw through the tear-mist that she had gone, replaced by another. It was Zend.


    He rocked backwards. ‘Not you, not now. You’ve done enough damage for one day. Go away.’ This didn’t seem to have the effect he’d hoped for. Zend remained a fixture in the mirror, his image only growing clearer and more solid, as if he was Pip’s true reflection.


    No. This was too much, too much to accept, too frightening. Panicking, Pip jumped up, and turned his back on the illusion.


    ‘Look at me.’


    The voice entered his head without going via the ears. Like someone in a hypnotic trance he turned obediently, to face the mirror. His stomach seemed to sink to below his knees. Zend’s brown eyes were trying to compel him, and he knew what they meant. Unfortunately.


    ‘No! I won’t be you,’ he said. ‘I won’t be your anger!’ The eyes flickered, and he faltered. ‘I – I’ll do things my way, and they’ll … they’ll get done.’


    But it sounded like a frightened promise.


    Zend’s slim nervous fingers twirled his emerald ring. Pip pulled his own hands apart; he’d been twirling the Tor Lord seal ring in exactly the same way.


    ‘Look … look, please!’ he said desperately. ‘You have to leave me alone and let me get on with it. You can’t haunt me like this, Zend.’


    Again, that compelling flicker of the brown eyes. And then … the voice …


    ‘Haunt you?’— You haunt yourself! Can you pretend that you do not share my hatred of the Tor? Can you pretend that you will not do everything in your power to escape it?’


    Pip sagged with the heaviness of the truth. ‘Yes, I hate it,’ he said. ‘But as for doing “everything”, how far am I prepared to go?’


    Zend gave no answer … he had started to fade. But his voice continued its invasion.


    ‘Wake up!’ it commanded. ‘You must arm yourself and destroy the Equation.’


    


    Some while afterwards, when thinking was the only thing he had under his control, Pip would wonder why he’d been so quick to obey the challenging voice. Yes, Zend had been haunting him; but in what way? The truth was to come to him eventually; although he’d still hotly deny that he was or ever had been any thing’s slave.


    He dithered in front of the mirror. Destroy the Equation? Right, that much he understood. Destroying the Equation made good sense. Better than simply keeping it hidden; because anyone desperate enough to get their hands on it would tear the place apart in search.


    And Zend said he needed a weapon? Right, there must be a reason for that, too.


    Pip pulled on a pair of trousers and belted his dagger at his hip. He chose a long shirt that hung down to mid-thigh and left it hanging loosely outside the trousers, so the dagger was hidden from sight. He ran downstairs to the Library. The great room was empty, and for once he was thankful that Rom had gone off in a snit. He rolled the ladder along the shelves, climbed up, and hauled down the medical dictionary.


    And so to the fireplace, with the Equation clutched in his hand. It felt a very strange thing to be doing, yet somehow appropriate.


    Zend, he thought, you didn’t need this Equation to predict Moontide, but you gave it to men who did. And they abused the privilege by using the system to take control of everybody. You should have known what they’d do with it; or guessed at least, when you understood what kind of men they were. But was it too late by then? Had you already displayed your cleverness to them?


    Pip rested the Equation across the grate, but paused before pouring a puddle of lamp oil over it and lighting a candle. A man is hailed as a brilliant genius; but what does this do to him? To be too much admired is more dangerous than being ignored; it raises a person so high that he starts to believe in his own brilliance, or at least to believe that being brilliant is of the utmost importance, more than simply being human.


    The oil sat for a second on the surface of the vellum then sank in. At the touch of the candle flame the Equation blossomed with a carnivorous blue flower. All the little numbers and symbols writhed, as if resisting their demise. That’s all they were now – squiggly pen marks on parchment soon to die.


    Pip poured on more oil. The blue flower roared, and devoured the parchment. Small mouths of flame nibbled at what remained, and then only ashes were falling through the grate. He grabbed the poker and beat the ashes into dust.


    Well, Zend, now you understand what’s important, don’t you? he thought. Anyway I know I do.


    He was standing, holding the poker, when Rom came sniffing into the room.


    ‘Is something on fire?’


    ‘Not any more.’


    The big book lay open on the nearest chair – difficult to miss. Rom stared at it anxiously and immediately his gaze shifted to the fine smear of grey ash in the fireplace. ‘What did you burn?’ he said.


    ‘The Equation.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘I had to get rid of it,’ Pip said to his horrified face. ‘Anyway it’s useless except to someone who might want it.’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Any number of people, which is why it had to go. Without the Equation no one can predict Moontide accurately—’


    ‘Oh, to keep Curfew going when Moontide’s stopped happening, that’s what you mean? To pretend there’s still a need?’


    ‘Yes. Unfortunately.’


    Rom nodded. ‘That would be a scam on a grand scale. But would someone actually try it?’


    ‘Brother Brax already suggested it,’ said Pip. ‘So did Oran.’


    ‘The world is going mad!’ Rom rubbed the deep furrow in his forehead. ‘Oh Sarannan, everything worries me, but you most of all. This morning I found three more grey hairs that I’m certain I didn’t have yesterday.’


    Pip couldn’t help a smile. Rom sounded to have forgiven him for his bad behaviour earlier. ‘You shouldn’t spend time searching for them,’ he said.


    ‘I suppose not.’ Rom sighed.


    ‘The thing is,’ said Pip, ‘Moontide is finished. The time Zend wrote about is now.’


    ‘What? How do you know that?’


    ‘I watched the last one. The moons miss; they don’t meet. I think they stopped meeting quite some time ago.’


    Rom groped for the nearest chair. ‘You broke Curfew – you, of all people, broke the law? See, this is exactly what I mean. One morning soon I’ll wake up and find I’m as grey as the Father, and I’ll know who to blame.’


    *


    Flint watched the Tor and the road. He watched the sky. He and Lark talked about the possibility of rain that night. Lark watched Flint watching.


    Flint was never easily distracted. He was always alert and looked at everything. Possibly though, he didn’t see everything. He hadn’t, for instance, remarked on the bird that was wheeling around the tower of the Tor. That bird had been flying up there for an hour … just circling … circling. Circling as if someone had it on a string.


    Dark – those wings against the sky. Black on the blue of summer’s long twilight. Lark wondered how the bird didn’t get tired and what the attraction was with the tower.


    Then again, such a remarkable bird ought to make Flint stare and give some kind of comment. Anybody would stare. Anybody would think the sight of it strange enough to mention.


    So was the bird there at all?


    She watched it suspiciously. Distant it might be, but that relentless circling was making her feel dizzy. There was something desperate and fixated about it. And something almost arrogant. Almost … determined. Like a bird of prey waiting to drop like a stone onto the helpless back of a kill.


    Horrible!


    A wave of panic drowned out every thought but one: Pip was lost. Lost in the maze of another mind.


    ‘I suppose you have a reason for going without your dinner to stay on this windy hill,’ said Flint, breaking into her terror. ‘Maybe you’d like to tell me sometime?’


    ‘Don’t say that.’ Not when I feel like this, she thought. ‘I – I just don’t think you’d understand,’ she added.


    ‘How do you know what I wouldn’t understand?’ he said. ‘Try me, and find out.’


    ‘Well …’ she gave the Tor a worried glance, ‘I have a feeling that something isn’t right there.’


    He folded his arms.‘A feeling is it? You’re being a moon-seer, now?’


    Heat crawled up her neck. ‘More or less. I just know that we have to be here because something’s going to happen.’


    ‘Wait!’ He put his hand out and uncurled from his crouch. In one smooth movement he was on his feet, with the spyglass pressed to his eye. ‘You may be right. There’s a carriage heading for the Tor.’


    Lark squinted through the strands of her blowing hair. ‘Whose?’


    ‘Just a minute.’ Flint spun the focus ring. ‘Looks like— it’s the Ar coat of arms. Yes.’


    The tension in Lark’s muscles eased. ‘Do you think it’s all right, then?’ she said.


    ‘Must be. Sarannan’s father … off to visit his boy.’ Flint dropped down into the grass again.


    They watched the carriage travel the full length of the road then vanish under the shadow of the Tor. Lark’s anxiety returned. Why did she feel disturbed by this? Her eyes searched for the circling bird as some sort of confirmation.


    Yes – here it came, gliding into view, dark wings stretched out from the body, wing tips reaching like fingers, bright amber eyes glinting like two coins. Lark, though, was too far away for her normal vision to see details such as wing tips and eyes. Only the Clear Sight could see what the physical eyes couldn’t reach.


    The falcon drew its restless circles in her mind.


    ‘Flint … I’m afraid,’ she whispered.


    ‘What of?’


    ‘Do you see that bird flying around the Tor?’


    He peered hard into the distance, gave up, and then shaded his eyes with his hand for another try. ‘No. Or did I just miss it?’


    ‘No, it’s there! It’s flying now, and I can see it!’


    Flint put his arm around her shoulders. ‘What’s troubling you, lass?’


    ‘I wish I could explain,’ she said, leaning into his comforting presence. ‘But, if I say to you that there was something wrong about that carriage, will you believe me?’


    Suddenly, air was all she leant against. Flint had leapt to his feet.


    ‘Riders down there,’ he barked, twirling the spyglass obsessively. ‘Can’t make them out yet.’


    Lark jumped up. The riders weren’t coming up the road but were fast-moving dots on the green sward of the slopes on the other side. Two white dots. Lark itched to get hold of the spyglass, but Flint wouldn’t let go.


    At last, he said: ‘That horse is Korash. I’d swear it.’


    ‘Give—’ she grabbed the spyglass out of his hand, and pressed the brass ring over her eye. The riders were still far away, but one of them was waving a blue velvet hat. Well, it was a hat, but she knew in her bones that it was made of blue velvet.


    ‘You don’t have to shout,’ said Flint. ‘It’s Revlan, isn’t it? And someone else.’


    Lark hadn’t realised she was shouting. She tried to calm down, to quiet her hammering heart.


    ‘Yes, it’s Revlan,’ she said. ‘And he’s warning us that something’s wrong! Flint, we have to go into the tunnel. Now!’

  


  
    


    SIXTEEN -In Darkness


    


    The kitchen Brothers had cooked a splendid dinner. It was only a pity that Rom had lost his appetite and Pip was too wound up to eat. They played with their cutlery and stared across the table at each other.


    There was a knock on the dining room door. The Tor Master intruded his head. ‘Eminence, pardon me for interrupting.’


    ‘That’s all right,’ said Pip. ‘What is it?’


    ‘Lords Undavorn, Drye, Oran and Kadesh have returned to the Tor and are requesting an audience, Lord.’


    ‘What for?’ Rom snapped.


    The Tor Master glared at the unforgivable breach of etiquette and waited briefly for an apology that failed to come. He looked pointedly away from Rom, and sighed. ‘Sir, apparently the lords are having second thoughts about their objections and would like you to clarify some points.’


    Oh yes? thought Pip. ‘Can’t they see me tomorrow, before the meeting?’


    ‘Sir, I asked them the same question,’ said Fortinas. ‘They say they need clarification of certain points in order to help them think about the proposal.’


    Really, sounds too good to be true … and what points? thought Pip. ‘What’s your opinion of this?’ he asked the Tor Master.


    ‘Well, Sir …’ Fortinas sniffed. ‘After Lord Drye’s and Lord Oran’s behaviour at the meetings, I’m surprised to see them here. But I thought Lord Kadesh seemed moved by the Testament, so perhaps he persuaded the others to see things differently.’


    It was true that, today, Kadesh had refrained from making nasty noises. After the reading of the Testament he wasn’t one of those who’d still tried to create obstruction. Could Fortinas be right? A little warning bell went ding in Pip’s head – what was it Father Parvano had said about men only appearing to change?


    ‘Don’t trust them,’ Rom snapped again. ‘Don’t let them in.’


    Fortinas looked askance at Rom. ‘Sir, these are the lords, and if they have come here in an attitude of cooperation, surely it isn’t in the interest of your proposal to turn them away.’


    Leaning back in the chair, Pip thought for a moment. Under his shirt the dagger hilt dug into his right hip. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Bring them to the reception room in a couple of minutes.’


    Rom pushed his plate away, knocking over the salt shaker. Startled, Fortinas shot him an angry glare, bowed, and left the room.


    ‘It’s not a good idea. I don’t trust these men.’ Rom was all but shouting at Pip, who shrugged.


    ‘I know,’ he conceded. ‘But, if I refuse to see them, they’ll like me and my proposal even less.’


    Rom muttered something.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Nothing!’


    


    After some reflection Tor Master Fortinas also must have experienced doubts about who to trust. He followed the lords into the reception room and abandoned custom by standing in the background, with his arms folded. Seeing this and that Rom showed no intention of leaving the Tor Lord’s side, the lords looked at one another.


    ‘What can I do for you, gentlemen?’ said Pip.


    Lord Undavorn bowed unctuously. ‘Eminence, we have a few questions, if you may. Do you think it’s necessary for the people of the Domains to know about Lord Zend? Might we not put forward a new concept of government, and leave it at that?’


    ‘You mean not mention the Testament?’ said Pip. ‘Don’t you think the people have a right to know their history?’


    ‘Well, Lord, some things could be revealed …’ Undavorn tugged his earlobe. ‘Possibly though, a few unpleasant details might be—’


    ‘Such as his imprisonment and murder?’


    Undavorn coughed into a curled fist. ‘Ah, yes.’


    Pip’s gaze shifted between the four bland faces. ‘That would be telling only half the truth, wouldn’t it?’


    ‘Yes, Eminence, it would,’ said Lord Kadesh, staring down his nose. He dwarfed Lord Undavorn much as the white peaks of the Kadesh made molehills of the mountains of the Vorn. Although Kadesh was no taller than Rom, he was heavy and thickset like a great bear.


    ‘It certainly would,’ he repeated. ‘However, Lord, in government some truths are unproductive. As you will learn, when you are older and more experienced.’


    Pip ignored the dig. ‘What about Curfew?’ he said. ‘Are we going to not mention that?’


    ‘Ah, a major stumbling block, yes, I agree,’ said Kadesh easily. The slickness was offensive. ‘Sir, I wonder if you’ve thought where the position of Tor Lord will stand once there is no need to predict Moontide,’ he went on, in a voice as smooth as butter. ‘The people see the Tor Lord as their protector during that troubled time.’


    ‘I don’t expect there’ll be a Tor Lord,’ said Pip. ‘Any more than there’ll be a High Council of Brotherhood and Lords.’


    Lord Drye cleared his throat explosively. ‘See. I told you how it would go,’ he said to the other lords while groping inside his cloak as if searching for a handkerchief. ‘What did I say? – stubborn, arrogant, and completely unmanageable.’


    ‘Sir!’ Fortinas protested, stepping forward.


    ‘Back!’ Drye commanded. His hand flashed out from his cloak, fingers gripped around a long throwing knife. ‘If you want your Tor Lord to live, Fortinas, you won’t do anything hasty. Nor you, Brother,’ he said to Rom.


    Pip tensed his right hand behind his hip, ready to whip out the dagger. At the same time Kadesh produced a pistol, leapt at Rom, and twisted his arm behind his back. Undavorn drew another pistol from inside his coat.


    Pip let his hand relax. Kadesh had the pistol pointed at Rom’s head. He forced Rom onto his knees. ‘All right, Voxinis – face down on the floor,’ he instructed.


    ‘This is madness!’ Fortinas cried. ‘Don’t be such fools! The Hundred are outside—’


    ‘Precisely, just where we like them,’ said Kadesh. ‘Come on, Tor Master, nose to the carpet. Now!’


    Groaning, Fortinas lowered himself to the floor.


    During all this, Lord Oran had only mopped his forehead with a lace-fringed handkerchief. Drye hissed at him over his shoulder: ‘Don’t turn chicken on us now, Celestin. Your job is to take care of the household staff. I believe they’ll be working in the kitchen. Off you go.’


    ‘But, Ophir, what if they resist?’ Oran whimpered.


    Kadesh and Undavorn rolled their eyes. Undavorn thrust his pistol into Oran’s hand. ‘Here…’


    With a face full of horror Oran stared the weapon, holding it away from him as if it was something alive. ‘B – but you need the weapon, Darak—’


    Undavorn produced a knife from his coat. ‘No.’


    ‘But—’


    ‘Look!’ snapped Drye. ‘The Brothers won’t try anything because you’ve got the pistol. Lock them in the pantry or somewhere. Be a man and work it out.’


    The reluctant Oran scurried away. Drye flourished the throwing knife theatrically, saying: ‘I’m not afraid to use this, you know. Now, Eminence, a word before you and I go to the Great Library. Be warned – if you’re thinking of trying anything foolish just remember that my friend Kadesh is holding a gun on your friends.’


    ‘Why the Library?’ said Pip, even though he knew without a doubt what Drye was after.


    ‘I believe it’s where the important relics are kept. All those wonderful relics of the First Lord. Is that so?’


    Pip nodded.


    ‘Oh … good.’ Drye opened his mouth and showed his predatory teeth.


    *


    Flint lit two lanterns, gathered a coiled rope, and pushed his knife under his belt. Lark lead the way up the slope and was first to clamber through the hole. In her haste, she missed her first footing and scraped all the way down on her bottom, thudding onto her side in a puddle of water. Dirt and gravel rained over her head. She only just managed to roll out of Flint’s way when he came skidding down the slope. At least he landed on his feet.


    He hauled her upright. ‘This soil is so loose. Nearly didn’t make it myself.’ His light travelled over her, quickly inspecting. ‘Are you hurt? Did you skin anything?’


    ‘Everything,’ she grumbled, mortified. Was there no way she could enter this tunnel without falling down the hole? ‘I’m wet … everywhere.’


    The puddle had snuffed out her lantern. Flint re-lit it, and they walked forward. The noise of water, although muffled by the walls, seemed louder than it had been earlier.


    That’s probably not true; my imagination’s playing tricks on me, she thought. But why doesn’t this make me feel better?


    Walking – or, in her case, hobbling – turned into a stickiness nightmare. The wet trousers stuck to her legs and bottom, and when she tried pulling them away from her skin, they kept slapping back like iron to a magnet. She caught Flint grinning at her bow-legged walk, and scowled. So much for sympathy.


    Ignore the devil, she told herself. And while you’re at it you can forget how horrible you feel. And stop thinking about that underground stream tapping behind the bricks as if it’s asking to come in.


    *


    Keeping a cautionary distance behind Pip, Drye walked him down the long hall. Even so, the persuasive force of the knife felt like a hand shoving Pip in the back. In his mind’s eye he kept seeing the pistol pointed at Rom’s head, and his heart was thumping so hard he imagined Drye might hear it and know how frightened he was.


    I can’t try anything with my dagger until we’re in the Library and out of earshot of the reception room, he decided.


    Once they were in the Library he realised how difficult it was going to be to doing anything at all. Drye ordered him to sit at the table and place his hands flat on top. At the end of the table was a stack of paper, a pen and a bottle of ink. With his eyes ever on Pip, Drye grabbed two sheets of paper. He put them within reach of Pip. ‘Easy …’ he said when Pip moved. ‘Keep those hands where I can see them.’ The ink bottle and pen were pushed down the length of the table, and Drye stepped away smartly.


    ‘What’s this for?’ said Pip.


    ‘You’re going to write a letter.’


    ‘What sort of letter?’


    ‘You’re going to resign. For the good of the Domains.’


    ‘What if I do? How could that possibly help you?’ said Pip shakily. ‘There’re only four of—’


    Drye moved with the speed of a striking snake, but only to flip the lid on the inkpot. He slid away, and stood behind Pip talking to his back. ‘You’re not the only one giving up his commission tonight,’ he said. ‘Even as we speak, Parvano and his deputy are being urged to retire.’


    The way he said ‘urged’ made Pip’s skin prickle. Heart beating painfully, he turned in the chair. ‘You’d better not hurt the Father—’


    ‘Oh yes?’ Drye sneered. ‘You’re hardly in a position to threaten punishments, little tor lord. Do you know what some of your Brothers call you?’


    Pip stared unseeing at the wall behind Drye.


    ‘They call you Roland’s Curse. Now me … I thought Roland was a curse all by himself. The bastard was always trying to change what worked, to diddle us out of our rights. When he died, I rejoiced. I thought: good, that trouble’s at an end.’ Drye sighed. ‘And then along comes you – twice the bastard and twice the trouble.’ Drye ran a gloved finger the length of the knife blade. ‘So turn around, hands on the table, and pick up that pen. I’ll dictate and you will write.’


    As Pip reached unwillingly for the pen he felt the cold blade of the throwing knife press under his ear. Drye leaned over his shoulder. ‘Before we start, little Eminence, I’ve been told about a – what is it – a system of prediction?’


    Here it comes, thought Pip. ‘Who told you that?’ he said. ‘Vraitch or Brax?’


    ‘Where is this thing kept?’ Drye hissed. ‘Tell me now, you bastard.’


    The pressure of the knife blade increased. Pip felt the hatred and viciousness that impelled it. His blood ran hot and cold; his heart raced.


    When Drye looks in the casket he’ll see only Zend’s illuminated books and he’ll assume the Equation’s inside one of them. That might distract him for a second and give me time to get my dagger.


    Pip pointed over to his left. ‘That cabinet, the upper middle door. In a gold casket.’


    ‘Is the cabinet locked?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘And the casket?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Good.’


    Instead of opening the cabinet, Drye mooched around, touching and handling the various objects displayed on its top shelf. All the time he kept the knife in the throwing position and his eyes rigidly on Pip. Then he disappeared, and next his voice came from the direction of the fireplace. ‘This is nice,’ he said. Pip swivelled in his seat.Drye had taken a silver goblet from the fireplace mantle. ‘Is this decorative or do you drink from it?’ he said to Pip’s turned face. ‘No matter. Time to write.’


    The lord carried the goblet around with him while he dictated. Pip’s hand was shaking as it wrote. If only he could reach his dagger with his left hand. But Drye never turned his back.


    ‘So now you see how it is,’ said Drye, when the final words had been written. ‘This is how it ends for you.’ He took a small wineskin from one of his copious pockets and poured a crimson stream into the goblet. ‘Do you know that south-eastern Drye is famous for the grape? I’m sure you do; you know so much. This wine is one of our better vintages, but I don’t think the additive I put in will affect the taste overly much.’


    Pip stared down at the shakily written words that confessed a deep depression caused by the role he’d been forced to play. Too much responsibility for someone so young. Too much loneliness; he couldn’t bear it, nor the thought of the long years ahead. This wasn’t a letter of resignation. This was a suicide letter, using poison in a cup of wine.


    Drye set the goblet within Pip’s reach. ‘All right, time to go. The sooner you do it, the better. Drink up.’


    Sweat crawled across Pip’s forehead. He battled to control his breathing. He shook his head. ‘Better for who?’


    ‘For everybody. But especially for your friends. What’s his name? Brother Rom? Do you want him to die, too? If you don’t hurry and drink up, he will. And I promise we won’t make it easy for him.’


    ‘Why is he using these threats?’ said the voice of Zend. ‘He and one of the others could just hold you down and force the poison down your throat.’


    Because … because they won’t lay a hand on me, thought Pip. Bruises would be evidence.


    He folded his arms to stop the trembling. ‘No. I’ll do it, but not with you watching. I’m not going to die in front of you.’


    ‘Pride … tch, tch,’ Drye scolded. He scratched his chin with the knife point and studied Pip thoughtfully. ‘Sit there, with your hands on the table where I can see them, and don’t move. You may not know this, but I’m a champion of the knife-throw.’


    If he won’t risk bruising me, he won’t throw that, thought Pip. Then again, he’s desperate, and if I push he’ll have to push back somehow, to keep me in line. Do I really want to find out how?


    He kept his hands flat.


    His chair faced the tall stained glass windows. Fantastic in their jewelled images, these windows soared from head-height to the ceiling but rested on clear windows at their bases. These clear panels were the only parts that opened … well, technically opened, since they had latches. Drye ambled past them, casually testing each latch; yet there was nothing casual about the focus of his feral stare. Pip felt as if he had a target painted on his chest.


    Drye tutted like a fussy housekeeper. ‘Jammed shut. When were they last opened … last century?’ He walked around the table so that Pip lost sight of him again. Pip heard a rattling followed by a soft curse. Now Drye was trying to open the Tor-room door.


    Then he felt a presence at his back. ‘Where’s the key to that door?’ said Drye.


    Pip pressed his lips together.


    The knife came dangerously close once more. ‘Don’t be a fool,’ Drye hissed. ‘Where does the door lead?’


    ‘Tor-room.’


    ‘And the key?’


    Pip kept up a stubborn silence, long enough to be convincing. When the knife blade pressed at his neck, he yielded. ‘On top of the cabinet,’ he said sulkily. ‘That big iron key. You had it in your hand before.’


    ‘Ah.’ The baleful presence moved away.


    Holding the key, Drye stood at the end of the table. ‘I suppose this is all a bit of a nicety, but all right, I’ll leave you to it,’ he said. ‘Keep those hands flat until I leave.’ Pip twisted awkwardly; the lord was backing to the Library door. There had never been a single chance to free his dagger.


    ‘Just remember your friends down the hall – their future existence depends on you,’ said Drye. He slipped the key into his pocket and patted it theatrically. ‘Can’t have you running off to hide, can we? Though it wouldn’t do you any good … there’s nowhere to go. I’ll give you five minutes. If you haven’t emptied the goblet by then, we’ll have that Voxini up here.’


    *


    In the tunnel the minutes plodded by until they lost all meaning. Everything kept repeating itself: puddles, floor, weeping bricks; weeping bricks, floor, puddles. Lark and Flint trudged through the silence; there seemed to be nothing to say. Lark’s thoughts raced ahead of her, into the darkness of an unknown terror.


    It always feels such slow going in this place, she thought, and quickened her pace to draw level with Flint. The lanterns glowed fuzzily with yellow light, soft beams pushing the darkness away in front even as it closed-in like a black glove, behind. The glow fell on wet glistening bricks as the wall turned a corner. A phosphorescent insect pulsed against the slime then disappeared. Something about this corner felt familiar, and yet how could it? There appeared to be no landmarks in the tunnel – none that Lark recognised anyway.


    Pip must know the landmarks if they’re here, the little telltale signs and differences, she thought. He must know this place like the back of his hand.


    Her stomach lurched in fear and anguish. Pip – where are you?


    *


    Five minutes: three-hundred precious seconds…


    Pip waited for a few of the seconds, ear pressed to the door, to be certain that Drye was not directly outside. Then, making as little noise as possible, he fetched one of the heavy straight-backed chairs, and jammed it under the handle. That should hold them off for a minute or too. Back to the table, where he folded the suicide letter, tucked it in his shirt pocket, and wasted one more precious second staring into the goblet’s crimson depths. He used up another five seconds worrying if what he was about to try would endanger Rom and the others. What would Rom say? What would Rom tell him to do? Rom would say: ‘Get out while you can!’


    ‘I’ll be back,’ he whispered. ‘Once I’m out of the tunnel, I’ll get to the gates and alert the guards. I promise you, Rom; those lords won’t know what hit them.’


    Clasping a box of matches he’d snatched from the mantelpiece and steadying the goblet in his other hand, he touched the acorn on the bookshelf. Silently the secret door swung open. Nowadays it never squeaked; Rom kept the hinges well oiled. He stepped into the cavity; it was dark and gloomy, but there was always a candle waiting. With his foot propping the door ajar so he could see, he carefully lowered the full goblet to the floor then picked up the heavy silver candlestick and its slender yellow candle. In case Drye returned before the five minutes were up, he wouldn’t light the candle just yet. Age had warped the secret bookshelf door, and it would bleed a slim vein of light through a fine crack where it joined the wall.


    Pip took a deep breath, and taking care not to knock over the goblet pulled the door to a silent close.


    Now, for a short moment, he was totally blind. When his eyes adjusted, the narrow glow of light bleeding in from the Library illumined a patch along the wood. This faint bit of safety and assurance went only a little way, and soon the curtain of darkness fell completely.


    He groped through blackness, heading for a spiral staircase he couldn’t see. If that wasn’t hair-raising enough, ten seconds later his shoe clanged on metal and for one terrifying instant his toes trembled over an invisible abyss. He almost leapt out of his skin. Moons Almighty!


    A sense of survival much older than reason jerked his foot back. With a panicky hand he fumbled for the handrail until the hand closed around it, clamped tighter than a limpet to a rock. He pressed the candlestick to his chest, trying to calm his jumping heart. It was time to take the first hair-raising step.


    Pip felt the edge with his toe then stepped down, keeping to the wide end of the narrow curving stairs. His left hand squeezed the candlestick, and the fingers of his right bit into the steel handrail, which was icy-cold and slippery under his sweating palm. Every step was an agony of fear. After four steps his right hand seized up with cramp. If only he could grip the opposite rail for a while with his left hand, but this would mean stepping down the narrow edge of the stairs, and he was too scared to attempt it.


    By now, his first minute away from the Library must have been used up. If he wanted to get down the stairs in a hurry and in one piece, he needed to light the candle. It was safe to do so in any case; the stair was well away from the bookshelf door and around a curve, and light didn’t travel around corners. He stood blindly on the stair, crushed his body against the security of the rail, and carefully let go.


    But how could he open the box of matches one-handed, much less strike a flame? Fool … sit down, he told himself.


    Slowly he lowered his body to the metal stair. Sitting felt safer, too. He needed to shift a little to fish the box of matches out of his pocket. When he did, his heart skipped a few frightened beats.


    After jamming the candlestick between his knees to hold it upright, he fumbled with the box and got it open. His fingers felt stiff and clumsy. They scrabbled in the box then closed around a match. He struck one against the scratch-paper, and it burst into tiny flame.


    Let there be LIGHT!


    The candle flared out, illumining the narrow stone chimney, the metal stairs and the sickening drop into the blackness below. Pip stood up, gripped the rail again, and started down.


    Vagrant draughts of cold air swept up the chimney. They began to worry the candle flame, and it darted about, eating gutters in the wax. Unable to shield it without letting go of the rail, Pip tried to hold the candle straight and steady, to stop the wax running down the sides. When this failed, little sculptures of twisted wax began building up around the burning wick.


    Now surrounded by hot liquid the flame appeared to float like a trembling flower in the centre of a yellow pool. At the next step Pip placed his foot wrongly and the candle tipped, flooding his wrist with melted wax. He yelped and dropped the candlestick, and had to watch it hurtle into the darkness. A second or two into the fall, the flame winked out. His groans followed the sound of the candlestick bashing and banging against the spiral stair.


    Fool … fool! It was only a sting, but you let go!


    Yet all wasn’t lost … he still had the box of matches. He leant hard against the rail, hands shaking so much he feared he’d make another mess of things, and struck a match.


    Downwards he followed the feeble little glow. A match had a very short life, and one by one he struck them, letting them burn until he could hold them no longer. He was almost to the bottom of the stair. In the dark he rattled the box. Only one left.


    One’s all I need, he thought. As long as I have one I can light the candle when I find it. That will get me as far as the room. There’s the box of matches in the niche there and the candle stubs I put in the tunnel.


    At last his feet touched stone instead of steel. Firm ground again. Before wasting the last match, he shifted his foot around in search of the candle. It connected with a rolling object which turned out to be the empty candlestick.


    Where was the candle? Unwilling to strike a light that he might lose too early, he played his foot carefully through the dark. When the toe of his shoe met something he stepped forward eagerly, but heard and felt his heel crunch something else. A twinge in his gut told him what the crunch meant. Groaning, he tried to pick up the shattered candle. The best part of it was useless: all he could feel were crumbling lumps clinging to the wick.


    How could you set fire to a limp piece of string and make it work for you? For that matter, how could you hold it without getting your fingers burnt? All the precious seconds were racing away, and he hadn’t reached the main tunnel yet.


    Pip used up a couple more seconds in tying one end of the wick around the neck of the candlestick and lighting the other end with the last match. The wick was quite a short piece of string. Short and, as it turned out, useless. It lasted for ten seconds before fizzling out and plunging Pip into a black void.


    At least there’s only one way out of here, he thought, struggling to be optimistic. There wasn’t much point in being anything else. Give into a fear of failure, and you were already defeated.


    The trick would be to cling to one wall, edge along steadily and not break contact. He chose the right-hand side because that would take him to the right side of the tunnel mouth, and if he slid around the corner, still keeping contact with the wall, he’d be on his way down the tunnel that led to the oval room.


    The bricks were clammy and cold to the touch. Invisible cobwebs caught at his fingers. He pretended not to think about spiders or other unmentionable crawling things. The darkness was so utterly dense and enveloping that it destroyed all sense of time and space. So much so that he lost track of how far he’d come until his feet stumbled against the fallen bricks.


    I’m at the branch! he exulted, slapping his hands onto the wall again. Now I have to turn right.


    Feeling his way carefully with his feet so he wouldn’t trip on any more bricks, he ventured out. His nose tested the air. Foul smells drifted from the blocked southern end of the tunnel. He put them behind him, and slid around the corner. After a minute or two his fingers were pushing through slime. Something scuttled across the back of his hand; he jerked the hand away. But quickly put it back again. Ignore the creepy crawlies … they’re probably harmless, he told himself. Break contact with the wall, and you’re lost.


    The floor was wet underfoot. At one point he stepped from a puddle onto something slippery and almost fell. And then he heard, or rather, felt a faint deep throbbing like the lowest notes of a bass drum. What was it? It made him think of a giant’s heartbeat, a thought that reached into the roots of fear.


    Curiosity and even fear were forgotten when his hands touched air instead of wall. He let out a whoop of joy. He’d reached the room! The elation lasted for the time it took to realise a new dilemma. He was in the tunnel mouth, against the right-hand wall, with the room in front of him and the exit tunnel across the way. As bad luck would have it, the niche with the box of matches was next to the exit tunnel, at its left-hand corner.


    Damn! How am I going to get across this wide space, in total darkness? It’s impossible, he thought. Once I don’t have a wall to hang onto, I’ll lose all sense of direction. Damn it all, I could blunder around in the dark, find an opening, and end up in the wrong tunnel. I might even end up going back the way I came, or find myself at the Tor-room well, and that would be dangerous.


    But I have to reach those matches. And that means I have to cross the entrance of this tunnel so I can work my way around the wall of the room, to the niche.


    Crossing the tunnel entrance would mean he’d be wallowing, blind, in an empty black space for the time it took to cover the distance. He asked himself how many paces would get him across, and decided nine or ten. Thinking optimistically, it wasn’t far, and less of an ordeal than striking out into the centre of the room. He should be able to manage it, even in the dark.


    O-kay…


    Pip inhaled a deep breath then stepped out, with his arms outstretched to protect his face. He’d gone four steps when clammy hands seized his arms and another cold hand slapped the back of his neck. Unseen hands, in utter darkness – the cry rose out of the depths of primitive fear, a cry of horror, and he lurched away, into the grasp of another icy wet hand that wrapped around his throat.


    Lost to all reason, in blind terror, Pip flailed wildly. He lost his balance on the slippery floor, feet sliding in opposite directions. Down he went, hard, onto one knee. For the knee it was a bad fall.


    Shaking from the pain and shock he staggered upright. Only, the knee failed to support him and he stumbled sideways then collided with a wall. The wall threw him backwards, and he fell, cracking his head against the flagging. There was an explosion of yellow stars just before his brain went dark.


    Some moments later – or possibly hours – he opened his eyes. Everything was black; he couldn’t see a thing.


    And he didn’t know why.


    Where is this? his stunned brain asked. What am I doing in … in … how did I get in …? What’s happening?


    When no answers came he crawled a little way, aimlessly over a chilly wet surface. There was no thought of his hurt knee; it had gone numb. Eventually he stood up, wobbling a bit; then off he stumbled, through the unknown darkness, with vague muddled thoughts about finding a light. For some reason this seemed important.


    After a while his legs refused to work properly, so he dropped to his hands and knees. As his elbows gave way he slipped to one side and rolled onto his back, on the ground.


    *


    I’m certain this time it will be the next turn, thought Lark. So far she’d been wrong three times. The trouble was the tunnel was so featureless. One damp brick looked like every other damp brick, all the paving slabs were unvarying, and she’d lost count of the wall niches.


    Yes, it had to be the next turn. She was having a definite premonition…


    She started to trot, overtaking Flint, in the need to hurry. ‘Hey, go easy,’ he advised; but this only made her speed up. The light from her lantern washed over the glossy walls.


    Well ahead now, she rushed around the hopeful corner, expecting to burst into the cavernous room. And she did; but her startled eyes grew big with the vision of what the lantern illumined: a shadowy man standing above a dark hunched shape on the floor.


    A scream rose in her throat, for the fear that the indistinct crumpled figure at the shadow’s feet was Pip. But the scream stopped there, as an arm went around her neck, choking off all sound. The lantern flew out of her hands, landing at the base of the adjacent wall, tipped sideways but still burning, though erratically. The shadowy man, having grown instantly huge in the upward cast of its tilting light, was now top heavy with darkness but lit weirdly from underneath, all his features pulled this way and that by the distorted flickering – a monstrous apparition, a creature from a nightmare, hanging over its victim.


    In horror for Pip and in terror of what awful thing had hold of her, she tried to cry out, but the thing’s arm crushed about her throat, and she could not. By forcing her eyes to look down and sideways, at a painful angle, she saw a coat sleeve of fine cloth with a cuff of gold brocade. She sniffed. A patina of sweat overlaid another smell – cologne.


    Well, it was human, and it wore perfume … if that knowledge could lessen the terror … but it also seemed determined to choke her to death.


    Grabbing the cruel arm, she yanked it hard, and yelled blue murder for Flint. Accompanied by an army of jerking misshapen shadows, he thundered around the corner. But her cry had brought a new terror, a knife being pressed against her ear.


    ‘Stay back!’ the shadowy man ordered. With Flint’s swinging lantern adding more light to the room he shrank in size and now only resembled a great bear, less grotesque but no less frightening because of the knife in his hand. Underneath him the crumpled figure groaned.


    ‘Okay … okay,’ said Flint. Keeping one eye on Lark, he backed off obediently.


    ‘Is that a knife in your belt?’ growled the bear. ‘Toss it over here, where I can reach it, then set the lantern down.’ Flint obeyed. The bear bent forward and picked up the knife.


    Again they were weirdly lit from below; but Lark noted black ravages of disappointment on the bear-man’s face. ‘So, who’s this?’ he said.


    ‘Don’t ask me,’ a voice close to Lark’s ear replied. The arm squeezed her tighter. ‘More to the point, Argon, is where these two have come from.’ Lark’s perfumed captor lifted her to her toes. ‘So, there is an exit.’


    Argon – the bear had a name at last – bent again to the heap of a cloak that was lying nearby. As he lifted it, Lark saw that it had been masking the glow of two small lanterns. Their extra illumination, though weak when compared to Flint’s lanterns, brought the figure on the floor out of its dark obscurity. It was a black-skinned man wearing a Brotherhood uniform.


    Flint snorted in disgust and covered his eyes briefly with his hand. Argon – now Lark could see he was expensively dressed – seemed to read Flint’s body language rightly, and sniggered. ‘Yes, we heard you coming,’ he sneered. ‘You and the charging elephant.’ He looked pointedly at Lark.


    She bit her lip angrily. She would have died of shame if she wasn’t already being asphyxiated. It was all her fault, wasn’t it, her stupid need to hurry? But the premonition … no, that wasn’t stupid. Where was Pip?


    ‘So you came in from outside?’ Argon said to Flint, who didn’t reply.


    ‘That right, girl?’ said the voice at Lark’s ear, and the arm tightened.


    Lark squeaked, which both Argon and her captor seemed to regard as a ‘yes’. Flint balled his fists and scowled.


    The Brother sat up unsteadily, cradling the left side of his face. Argon said to him: ‘Don’t move, Voxini, or I’ll give you another one. We have a situation. Do you know these people?’


    Still holding his cheek, the Brother slowly shook his head. ‘I’ve never seen them before.’


    Flint was glaring Lark’s way. She closed her eyes – he’s blaming me for getting us captured.


    ‘I know you,’ said Flint. ‘You’re that bandit, Drye.’


    Lark could barely breathe, much less move a muscle, but she tried to turn. Drye? Lord Drye is the one strangling me?


    ‘My fame goes before me,’ said Lord Drye. ‘You have the advantage of me, sir. Tell me: on your way in did you happen to meet someone going out?’


    From floor level the Brother’s head lifted up, and he seemed to be staring directly at Lark’s face. His eyes widened, their whites aglow in the lamplight, the dark irises glittering. She felt he was trying to communicate with her, to tell her something.


    Then his head bobbed, ever so slightly. Only once. An imperceptible nod. He wants me to say yes, she thought.


    She strained upward from the suffocating arm and managed to choke out: ‘We met a boy,’ hoping her words sounded naïve enough.


    ‘Really?’ said Lord Drye. ‘What are you doing, in here?’


    Flint, always quick on the uptake, said, in a sort of low growl: ‘Exploring. Came across the tunnel by accident, and thought we’d have a look in.’


    ‘He’s on his way out. We’ll have to hurry if we want to catch him,’ said Argon. What are we going to do with … these?’


    Lord Drye had no time to answer. A boom, like distant thunder, rocked the tunnel. Everyone staggered. Drye swivelled, his arm jerking painfully against Lark.


    ‘A tremor! How far is this exit?’ he said to Flint.


    Flint rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘Not a tremor, that’s water.’ In a calm, matter-of-fact way he went on to explain about the underground river. ‘Must have broken through, into the tunnel,’ he concluded. ‘If I’m not mistaken, we’ll soon be up to our necks in it.’


    The prospect of being drowned changed everything. Lord Drye dragged Lark away from the mouth of the exit tunnel. She could smell the sweat of his fear; he was in a panic, and this stopped him thinking. She knew he’d stopped, because if he had been using his brain he’d have realised that nobody would explore a tunnel they knew to be dangerous. She listened nervously for the sound of rushing water, but couldn’t hear anything. Was Flint bluffing? Trying to unnerve the men?


    Drye seemed to believe him at least. ‘Get up!’ he ordered the Brother.


    Face twisted in misery and despair, the Brother obeyed. He seemed to believe Flint too, and looked as if he’d welcome being drowned. Was this man the Brother Rom that Revlan had mentioned? The Voxini Brother who cared so much for Pip?


    Pip! What’s happened to you? Where are you? Lark’s heart and mind cried out. Fear for him made her struggle, and she kicked backwards with her boot. Drye swore and jerked his arm tighter. She started choking.


    A convulsion of madness contorted the Brother’s face. With a wild, animal cry, he reared up, throwing himself at Argon. The fight was fierce but brief, and the Brother had no weapon. He staggered backwards, holding his hands over a spreading stain that gathered at his waist.


    ‘Idiot,’ said Argon, calmly wiping his knife on his trouser leg. He looked at Drye. ‘This is ridiculous. What now?’


    Drye swivelled his head this way and that, and Lark suffered every time it turned. He was still anxious about the flood. ‘I suppose we have no choice but to go back up,’ he said. ‘I wish we hadn’t left those pistols behind.’


    ‘That was your fault,’ said Argon sourly. ‘You said Darak and Celestin needed them more than we did. What will we do about her?’ He glanced doubtfully at Flint. ‘And him?’


    ‘Pick up the lanterns,’ said Drye. ‘We’ll leave these nice people down here, to take their chances with the dark and all that water. The same as you-know-who.’


    The Voxini Brother started to cry.


    *


    Something wet hit Pip’s face and brought him back to life. Glop! It hit him again, between the eyes. He passed a hand across his forehead and listened to the rhythmic glop … glop … glop.


    The invisible ceiling was dripping like a soggy sponge. The dull drumming he’d heard before seemed to have got inside his aching head. Where was he in the tunnels, in this clinging darkness?


    His left knee screamed hysterically when he sat up. Touching it gingerly, he felt something like a brick instead of a knee. How badly swollen was it? He remembered Brother Emery telling him once that swelling was the body’s way of protecting a bad injury.


    


    Bad injury or not, I’ve got to get up, he thought. Somehow.


    He pushed out a hand, to steady himself, and touched something smooth and round. His fingers immediately understood what they felt: the hard bony surface, the eye sockets and top row of teeth and upper jaw. The rest of Bernardo’s bones seemed to be missing. Pip suspected it was his fault; he’d probably tripped over the bones and sent the skull rolling away from the skeleton.


    At least I know where I am, he thought; although the knowledge didn’t give him any comfort. After hurting himself he must have turned right round then wandered, in a daze, back the way he’d come and up the dead-end tunnel that led away from light and hope.


    But what direction was he facing now, the collapsed end of the tunnel or the way out? A deep sniff told him that the worst of the dank decaying smell was behind him, drifting on a faint draught.


    With agonising slowness, he stood up, taking care not to change orientation. Stretching his left arm straight out from his side and holding his right hand up to protect his head, he shuffled sideways, one tortured step at a time, until he felt the cold bricks of the wall. Lovely, beautiful, wonderful wall! If it hadn’t been covered with slime, he would have kissed it.


    Led by his hands, he inched his way along. Progress was slow, painful and limping. At one point, a waft of air brushed his right cheek, and he knew he was opposite the tunnel to the spiral staircase. He paused. Should he go back to the cavity? Even if he crossed safely from this wall to the tunnel mouth, with his banged-up knee he’d never make it up those winding steps.


    How was he going to do anything now? Blind and nearly crippled? Well, this was the wall he’d been trying to get to when he fell, so he could follow it right round to the niche and the matches, and that way he’d be able to see again. But, limp all down the long tunnel to the exit? He’d never make it that far, much less to the Outer Tor gates.


    As he limped along, with his hands pressed to the slimy wall, it occurred to him that he’d lost all track of time. Upstairs, anything might have happened. Lord Drye would have returned to the Library, found it empty, and would certainly have tried the Tor-room door, only to find it securely locked. Then what would Drye do? Assume that Pip had another key, of course, and that he was in there, hiding.


    He’ll open the Tor-room with the key he’s got, thought Pip. He’ll see the well and the ladder—


    Pip took his right hand off the wall and felt for his dagger. Are they already down here, searching for me? They’ll have lights. But I’m in the dark.


    Had a tunnel ever felt so long and endless? Pip hobbled like Brother Tortoise. Just as he started imagining himself lost in darkness for the remainder of his life, a glowing green beetle scuttled across his left hand. He jerked to a halt. He’d felt them before, the ticklish invisible presences running away in the dark. Had he really seen the beetle, or was his imagination working overtime? He couldn’t see it now. Maybe he had hallucinated. Maybe the knock on the head had affected his brain.


    Onward he lurched, fighting waves of nausea with every step. Another beetle – this one glowed purple and had spindly feelers and legs – hurried past him. Now he felt certain … there wasn’t anything wrong with his brain; they were real beetles. And only one thing could cause them to glow in the dark: exposure to a light that was somewhere nearby.


    Pip gripped the dagger tightly and limped forward. Now he could hear something else besides the dripping of water and his own harsh breathing. A babbling sound, gradually growing louder. At the same time as he realised the babbling was indistinct human voices, his eyes started working again, gathering little motes of light and forming them into a distant glow.


    Taking care not to chink the dagger against the bricks, Pip pressed his hands to the wall and inched along the tunnel, which gradually began to take shape in light reflected from puddles on the floor, its vaulted arch catching a gleam here and there. Pip could see his hands now. They were scraped and filthy but truly a sight for sore eyes.


    Standing still though lop-sided like a drunk, he took several slow deep breaths to calm his nerves, and concentrated on the distant voices, trying to turn babble into audible words. But there seemed to be wool between his ears and wool filling his head with a dull throbbing ache. He swayed like a sapling in a gale, but was hardly aware of it. The stress and injury were finally taking their toll.


    Only a splash of water hitting him on the face shocked him into full awareness. Small puddles were gathering on the floor, fed by dripping ropes of slime hanging down from the roof. Heavy as cold, wet cloth, broad and thick as a man’s hand. Pip regarded them with dismay. Hands – unseen, cold, wet, grasping hands – these were the imagined attackers that had sent him spinning to the floor.


    How could he have been so stupid?


    *


    Drye still had Lark imprisoned in his unforgiving grip when a sudden clatter of running feet turned everyone’s attention to the Tor-room tunnel. The dusky room doubled its pulsing glow as Revlan, Lord Ar, and three soldiers, in uniforms of red and black and armed with pistols, burst from the opening. All five skidded to an immediate stop, but then one of the soldiers made an aggressive movement towards Flint.


    ‘No! He’s with us!’ Revlan warned.


    Drye stiffened behind Lark then jerked his arm so hard she thought her eyes would pop. ‘Explorers?’ he hissed angrily, in her ear. ‘Flood …?’ he snarled at Flint. ‘Drop your weapons, and kick them away from you,’ he told the soldiers. ‘I’ll hurt this girl if you don’t.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Argon, who had grabbed hold of the wounded Brother. ‘If you want this one alive, obey his Lordship!’


    Lord Ar nodded at the soldiers, and they abandoned their pistols to the floor. One soldier pleaded: ‘My lord Kadesh, you must surrender. Lord Drye, it will be best.’


    ‘You think so?’ Argon – Lord Kadesh – growled.


    ‘All right. All right!’ said Lord Ar. ‘Argon, you and Ophir let those people go. It’s over now, and you’ll only make things worse—’


    ‘Over?’ said Lord Drye – Lark couldn’t see his face, but she heard the smirk in his voice – ‘I don’t see the little tor lord anywhere, Sarna. Where is your precious son, eh? Tell me that.’


    Lark fixed her watering eyes on Pip’s father. He was … desolate. She stared at Revlan, who was rubbing his eyes – brushing the tears away, she guessed. The soldiers glanced anxiously at Lord Ar. The earnest soldier looked utterly wretched. The message was clear: nobody knew where Pip was, or if he was alive or dead.


    The Voxini Brother started crying again, sobbing like a broken man.


    Drye laughed harshly. ‘I thought as much,’ he said.


    No! No! Lark felt her heart would burst. She let out a cry, loud and clear and full of despair: ‘Pip!’

  


  
    


    SEVENTEEN -Resurrection



    


    Pip’s hair stood on end. That shriek—


    Lark is here!


    The pain of putting sudden weight on his knee almost made him scream. He gritted his teeth and hobbled desperately towards the tunnel corner. Before he reached it, a voice halted him in his tracks. ‘Shut up!’ it barked. Only those two sharp words; however, Pip recognised a voice he’d hoped not to hear – Drye’s.


    He pressed himself flat against the wall.


    ‘Back down the tunnel,’ said the voice of Kadesh.


    ‘The tunnel’s in flood. Go down there, and you’ll drown,’ said another – Flint!


    ‘He’s bluffing, Ophir,’ Kadesh countered.


    ‘Look … go, if you must, but free Brother Rom and the girl.’


    Pip gave an involuntary jerk forward.That’s my father!


    ‘Hah!’ said Drye.


    ‘If you leave them behind, we won’t come after you,’ Lord Ar promised.


    No one answered him. Instead Kadesh urged Drye: ‘Come on. I’ve got the Voxini, you have the girl. Let’s take them and go!’


    ‘Ophir, please …’ said Ar desperately. ‘Upon my honour, I swear we won’t follow you.’


    ‘You think I’m a fool?’ Drye’s voice roared. ‘We go!’


    Drye and Kadesh had Rom and Lark as prisoners, and would not surrender. Sick and dizzy from pain and fear, Pip folded over, in a near-faint. His bad knee threatened to buckle under him, and he didn’t know what to do except lean against the wall, to keep from falling down. He stuffed a grubby fist into his mouth so no one would hear him whimpering. It wasn’t just the knee; his whole body, his whole self, was one giant whimper.


    In this wretched, self-pitying moment – at the very bottom of the emotional gutter, where he grovelled – came the whispering … from the tunnel … from the soughing of its tortured stones … the whispering … the challenge …


    Courage … where is your grit?


    Are you a cry baby?


    You crossed the bridge once; you can do it again.


    His head pounded … the chasm opened in front of him—


    I can’t!


    You can … you can do it.


    I—


    You have to free me! Set us free!


    What? – he shook his throbbing head – this isn’t about freedom! It’s about saving people—!


    And freedom for us! Don’t let them win!


    No, no … Pip’s head moved painfully, from side to side … No, that’s the old obsession – ‘Free me! Set us free! Don’t let them win!’ – Old words; old selfish words; words out of a lifelong bad dream. Zend’s dream; my dream; a bad dream.


    Yes. Pip’s shoulders straightened. Something hot and defiant flowed into him. Yes, and it stops right now. Right here and right now.


    Pain thrust into the background, he limped the distance to the tunnel opening. He wasn’t carrying a light, and his tunnel was in the darkest part of the room and well out of the line of sight that ran between the other two tunnels. If he stopped just short of the corner there was a chance that no one would spot him. Besides, they were probably too focused on each other to register any change in the thick heavy darkness at the side.


    Just one shadow in a welter of shadows, he stood as close to the corner as he dared. He could see what he needed to see: Drye, positioned between the exit tunnel and his tunnel, about two-thirds of the way distant; Drye, turned from Pip but holding Lark.


    


    And Revlan was there! Pip felt a sudden cheerful up-welling at the sight of him, irrational though this was. He stood with Lord Ar, Darius and two other guards, in front of the Tor-room tunnel; Kadesh was at the mouth of the exit tunnel, with Rom— Pip sucked back a gasp; was Rom’s tabard wet, or was that blood?


    Only a single pair of eyes had noticed a change in the shadows. Standing on his own, Flint was almost directly opposite Pip. Flint’s eyebrows zoomed up, and he rubbed the side of his face. It’s a signal, thought Pip. If I act now, he’ll help.


    Keeping his arm straight down at his side, so the dagger would not reflect the lamplight, Pip turned the weapon around into the throwing position. He was in a cold sweat. Drye’s right side faced him and he had a clear shot. If only Lark was somewhere else, but Drye held his arm around her. And if Pip aimed too high…


    Could he do it? Could he stay calm and make the throw? He decided to aim low. This meant a smaller target area; but, well, he’d had a lot of practice.


    Right. Yes. A lot of practice – with a bullseye, chalked on a door. Not exactly the same as now. Not like real life.


    Swiftly he prayed. To what he didn’t know. Prayed to life, perhaps, and to love. Yes, to love. His arm flew upwards with the prayer, and the dagger whistled from his hand.


    *


    What happened? One minute Lark was being squeezed half to death and the next minute the arm doing the squeezing let go and its owner crumpled, fell forward, and took her with him.


    And now Drye was lying on top of her, not dead but swearing like a caravaneer. In panic, she pushed him off. He didn’t fight back, being preoccupied with the dagger that had buried itself in his thigh. Where had the dagger come from?


    Then strong hands dragged her upright. She struggled for a second until she realised the hands belonged to Revlan. He hauled her back to the mouth of the Tor-room tunnel, away from the sudden turmoil erupting in the room. Drye had pulled the dagger from his leg and was on his feet again, flourishing the bloody weapon in one hand and his throwing knife in the other. Flint had moved to attack Kadesh; but the wily lord had pushed the Voxini Brother at him, forcing him to catch the stumbling wounded man, in his arms. In the swaying light and sudden confusion the soldiers scrambled for their pistols. They were too late. Drye and Kadesh had already snatched up a lantern and bolted into the exit tunnel.


    ‘We go after them,’ Lord Ar ordered the soldiers.


    ‘No!’ said Flint. ‘I wasn’t kidding about the flooding. They won’t get out. And there’s your son —’


    ‘Sarannan!’ Lord Ar carried a lantern to the mouth of the other tunnel, where, chalk-faced and filthy, with blood on his head, Pip sagged against the wall. The lord whipped off his coat and wrapped it around his son. ‘Come on. Let’s get you out of this dreadful place,’ he said.


    Pip appeared dazed and unfocused, like someone in a trance or half asleep. ‘Can’t,’ he mumbled. ‘Knee.’


    ‘He’s unable to walk!’ Lord Ar cried. ‘Two of you guards must carry him. Darius, you and I will help Brother Rom. It’s going to be hard work getting them both up that ladder.’


    ‘Rom?’ The name seemed to jerk Pip fully awake. ‘Rom – is … is he dead?’


    ‘Dead?’ said Flint. ‘No, he’s only hurt. Look … fellow’s standing. On his two feet, see?’


    Only because you are holding him up, thought Lark.


    The Voxini waved a hand feebly, as proof of life. Pip let out a great sob, and weeping like a child he tried to stagger towards him. ‘Rom, I’m sorry, I’m sorry! Rom! Rom!’


    His tears were contagious. Lark rubbed her flooding eyes. Revlan’s arms were still around her, and she felt them tighten. Through a blur she gazed up into his face. He was crying, too, but silently.


    ‘No time to be standing around,’ Flint warned. ‘That water will be on its way here.’


    Lord Ar nodded. ‘Right. Let’s move.’


    The others went first into the tunnel. Lark and Revlan brought up the rear. Following Lark, Revlan walked slowly and ponderously, dragging his feet. Lark swung round to urge him to hurry. But the silent tears were still running down his face, so she said gently: ‘It’s all right. He’s safe now; he’ll be all right.’


    This didn’t have the heartening effect she’d expected. If anything, Revlan looked even more upset.


    ‘Yes. No. I – I …’ he stammered.


    ‘What? What is it?’ she said.


    He stopped, and stood still, hanging his head. ‘I – I thought Drye was going to kill you. I thought I’d lose you.’


    Her stomach lurched. She reached up and put her hand over his trembling mouth.


    ‘Lark …’ His lips moved against her hand. He kissed her fingers. ‘I love you,’ he whispered.


    How long had she been waiting to hear those words? She pulled his head down, and kissed him on the mouth.


    Nearby, someone cleared their throat discreetly. ‘Don’t want to rush you …’ said Flint dryly.


    


    The small timber door swung shut, and they were in the Tor-room well. Lark sighed with relief. The dangers – human and natural – were finally locked out, and all they needed now was for some genius to work out how to get two injured people up a vertiginous ladder.


    At first this didn’t seem possible. Then Brother Rom rallied, declaring he was fit enough to climb if the guards would give him a pull and a shove when he needed the help. Lark watched them toiling up the rungs until they blocked out the light from above. When their silhouettes filled the space and then vanished, she looked, for a minute or two, up into that calm glowing disc with its necklace of strange gems.


    With the loss of two lanterns the well was full of shadows. In the darkness Revlan took hold of Lark’s hand and drew her under an arch and behind a pillar. Nobody noticed; they were all staring upwards, waiting expectantly for the return of the guards with a hastily improvised canvas sling for Pip. Lark’s heart pounded as Revlan drew her close and kissed her.


    *


    Only some of Pip’s brain seemed to be working, and it was behaving oddly. For instance, his eyes had seen Rom disappearing up the ladder with the aid of two guards, but his brain was still denying it by conjuring images of Rom dead.


    Was this a premonition? He tried to bring some thought to the confusion, although calling what was running through his head ‘thought’ might be stretching things a bit. And if only the throbbing would stop. Throb, throb, throb: his skull felt like the inside of a drum, beating in time with the swaying of the sling.


    Any second now he was going to throw up.


    Lord Ar was keeping pace with him as the guards hoisted him up the side of the well. The lord took one hand off the ladder rung and reached out to steady the sling. ‘Son, you’re ill. Do you want them to stop for a rest?’


    Pip swallowed the bile in his throat as fear played and re-played its ghastly images across the screen of his battered mind.


    ‘No. Just … get … me … to … the top.’


    *


    So this was the famous Tor-room. Not much to it except for the golden lights. Lark let her gaze follow the sinuous coils up and up.


    ‘What are you looking at?’ said Revlan.


    ‘Oh, nothing. It’s just so … high.’


    He took hold of her hand. ‘Wait till you see the Library. You won’t believe your eyes.’


    He was right. Lark had never seen a room built out of books before. Revlan grinned at her astonishment. ‘Where would you start reading?’ he said.


    ‘The mind boggles,’ she whispered.


    ‘Revlan, come back in here for a minute, please,’ called Lord Ar, from the Tor-room. He was in there with Flint and some of the guards.


    Revlan shrugged reluctantly. ‘Seems I’m wanted. You’ll be okay here, won’t you?’


    ‘Have to be,’ she said.


    Trying to find somewhere out of the way of the furious activity in the room proved difficult. The Library was huge, and yet it seemed filled to overflowing with busy, alarmed Brotherhood uniforms. The men had gawped at her when she came in but quickly turned their interest back to the main concern, which was the condition of Pip and Brother Rom. The Brother had been laid on a couch, his tabard and shirt peeled away and the knife wound compressed with wet towels. Bloody head wound bathed and cleaned, and face and hands washed, Pip had been installed on another couch.


    But he was being impossible. ‘I need to sit by Rom,’ he insisted, pushing away the fussing hands and struggling to his feet. Ignoring the Brothers’ feeble protests, he staggered to the Voxini’s couch, and flopped onto a chair hastily put in place by a frantic Brother. With a worried frown, Lark watched Pip. His face, understandably pale as it was, looked … wrong.


    It was some minutes before Brother Rom opened his eyes and saw the unsteady figure swaying next to him. ‘Sarannan,’ he said, ‘I’m not going to die; but you look dreadful.’


    Pip said nothing. His shoulders started to shake and he burst into tears.


    What consternation, then! The Brothers were flustered. None of them seemed to know what to do, and their confusion was frankly embarrassing. Lark smiled grimly. Men – they were good at shouting and fighting and getting big things done; but face them with someone in tears, and they were helpless as puppies.


    Up until then, in this world of uniformed males, she’d felt ignored and like a fifth wheel on a cart. Not any more. The time had come for some commonsense female thinking to take charge. All the Brothers stopped milling about and stared when she went over to Pip and tapped him on the shoulder.


    ‘You know, this is nonsense,’ she told him sternly. ‘If you don’t lie down and elevate that leg you’re going to be very sorry, later.’


    His tear-stained face looked up at her, startled. She smiled to see the wrongness in it give way to calm comprehension. ‘Yes,’ he said.


    She stood back as an anxious tide of Brothers rushed in to help him stand up. In a few seconds they had him settled on the other couch, with a cushion under his horribly swollen knee and a blanket covering him.


    Lark nodded. ‘That’s better,’ she said, and looked round for the least agitated Brother to question. Most of them were perplexed by her; one, a Voxini dressed in black and grey, seemed to be choking back some kind of outrage.


    She homed-in on a likely candidate. ‘Excuse me. Do you have any herbs here?’ she asked.


    ‘Er, rosemary and some sage, in the kitchen,’ the young Brother said awkwardly. ‘And parsley and summer savory. And, of course, garden thyme.’


    ‘I don’t want to stuff a chicken,’ she said. ‘I meant medicinal herbs, although the thyme will be good. As long as it’s fresh.’


    ‘Oh, well, yes, outside there’s a good herbarium,’ he said. ‘The gardeners planted it, a few years ago.’


    Lark’s smile made him blush. ‘That’d be great,’ she said.


    Now, she called up memories of her granny’s recipes, and found just the one. ‘I’ll need thyme and, if they have it, mother of thyme for Brother Rom’s wound. And calendula flowers, lots, and arnica and comfrey, especially comfrey. All of that, if possible, and quickly. Got it?’


    The blushing Brother waggled his head and hurried away. Lark dragged a chair to Pip’s couch, and sat down. He looked up at her wanly, vague for a moment, as if he’d been somewhere else and only just remembered where he was. Perhaps he was more hurt than anyone realised, and was drifting in and out of awareness. She worried some about that.


    All of a sudden his eyes made contact with hers and his face lit up with the angelic smile she remembered from when they were small children. She smiled down. ‘Now, that’s nice. I’m glad he’s finally back.’


    ‘Who?’ he asked.


    She leaned close and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘Pip. I think he got lost there, for a bit.’


    ‘I was lost, for a bit. In the tunnel,’ he said.


    ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘I meant someone had stolen Pip away.’


    ‘Ah …’ he said sheepishly. ‘Yes…’


    He tried to swivel his head towards the Tor-room; it looked like a painful exercise. That’s one hot poultice and a neck massage, she thought. I hope that Brother hurries back with those herbs.


    ‘Is my father in there, with Flint and Revlan?’ he said. ‘What are they doing?’


    The Voxini dressed in black and grey marched forward. ‘They’re posting a guard by the well, Eminence. In case Lord Drye and Lord Kadesh should return.’


    ‘I doubt they will,’ said Pip. ‘Fortinas, what’s happened to Undavorn and Oran?’


    ‘They surrendered to Lord Ar,’ said the Voxini. ‘Once your good father arrived, Lord, they saw it was useless and didn’t put up a fight. The Hundred have them under lock and key.’


    Lord Ar came through the Tor-room door followed by Revlan, Flint and the red-haired guard. Flint was saying: ‘They’ll need to be quick. Kadesh took my lantern, but I don’t think a light will do them much good, considering.’


    ‘But they might make it out of the tunnel,’ said Revlan. ‘We should take some of the Guard to the exit just in case. If we ride fast, it’s possible we could get there first.’


    ‘Good thinking,’ said Lord Ar. ‘Will you?’


    ‘I’ll go, too, if there’s a spare horse I can borrow,’ said Flint. ‘Have to bring my horses out of the gully.’


    ‘We’ve spare horses, sir,’ the red-haired guard told him.


    Flint gave Lark a concerned look. ‘Lass, you’ll be all right here, alone?’


    ‘Of course she’ll be all right. She’s not alone, she’s with me.’ Pip rested his hand on top of hers. ‘Wait though … just a minute … we mustn’t forget … all the exits to the tunnels have to be guarded. Revlan, open the bookshelf, but be careful when you go in. There’s a goblet of wine on the floor. It’s just inside.’


    ‘A goblet of wine?’ Revlan stared. ‘Get thirsty did you?’


    Everybody jumped at Pip’s sudden laugh. It was not a nice laugh; it was the kind of laugh that made your skin crawl. Lark saw how it worried Lord Ar.


    And, just as suddenly, it stopped, which made it worse, and Pip said coldly: ‘I’ll explain later. Whatever you do, though, don’t kick over the goblet. It’s evidence.’


    The sight of a bookshelf swinging away from the wall caused a lot of open mouths, including Lark’s. Revlan vanished inside the cavity then came out carrying the goblet carefully.


    ‘Put it on the mantelpiece,’ said Pip. ‘And nobody touches it, mind?’


    There was a chorus of ‘Yes, Eminence.’


    Revlan looked longingly at Lark. ‘I think I should to ride down to Mazdala,’ he said. ‘I want to see how things are at the Enclave.’


    ‘Father Parvano—’ Pip started to say.


    ‘Not to worry,’ said Lord Ar. ‘Guardsman Darius take some men and go with Mr Flint. He’ll show you where the tunnel comes out. Revlan, when you get to the Enclave, tread warily, although I’m sure everything is sorted out. And find Emery. He’s needed here.’


    ‘Emery?’


    ‘The Chief Physician.’


    ‘Okay.’ With one backward glance at Lark, Revlan trotted out of the Library.


    ‘I hope you’re right about the Enclave,’ said Pip to his father. ‘I don’t like to think of Revlan going there on his own. What if—?’


    ‘I told you, don’t worry.’ Lord Ar sighed and sat down opposite the couch. ‘He won’t be alone. As soon as I knew something was wrong, I sent my men-at-arms—’


    ‘How would they get in? Through the Annexe?’


    ‘Yes. I told them to beat down the door if they had to. I imagine they did. And some of your Hundred are there, too. A squad rode down to the city once we alerted them.’


    ‘Revlan’s always said the Annexe is the Enclave’s weak spot,’ Pip mused. ‘How did he know something was wrong?’


    ‘He was last to Mazdala. He passed my carriage, saw it heading back to the Tor, and assumed I was in it. But then he saw me coming out of my house. Drye and the others stole the carriage to get themselves quickly through the gate.’ Lord Ar folded his arms. ‘That shows up a flaw in Tor security. The gate guards assumed the same as Revlan and didn’t do the usual checks – because I’m your father—’


    ‘They never check Father Parvano’s carriage either,’ said Pip.


    ‘Yes, and that’s my point. Your guards should never assume, and everybody, no matter who, should be treated the same. There’s not much purpose in having security if it isn’t universally applied.’


    *


    Pip liked talking with his father even if it was only about the current situation. He liked the companionable feeling it gave him and the sense that his father shared it. Lord Ar had taken the chair vacated by Lark. She’d muttered something about ‘herbs’ then had hurried off with Brother Sven, apparently to the kitchen.


    The knee hurt only if he moved it, and then it hurt like hell. He sipped at the hot sweet tea that was supposed to be a remedy for shock and, although his neck objected to the motion, twisted his head to look over at Rom. Rom appeared to be asleep; but at least it was sleep that closed his eyes and not … something else.


    Guilty as hell for what Rom had suffered, he also couldn’t forget the other worries…


    ‘How can we know for sure that Father Parvano hasn’t been hurt?’ he asked Lord Ar. ‘Drye said the Father and Milo were being “urged to retire”. I didn’t like the sound of that.’


    ‘What?’ The lord’s face darkened. ‘What else did that wretch say to you? What did he do to you?’ He glared at the mantelpiece. ‘Why did you call that goblet of wine “evidence”?’


    Not now, thought Pip. I can’t talk about that, not yet. I don’t want to talk about it. Because, if I do…


    It was Lark and Sven who saved him, approaching with arms loaded with towels and hot water in bowls and something green and sticky in a pot. Lord Ar took the hint, and got up and went to talk to Fortinas.


    Lark bent over Pip, flourishing scissors. He eyed them nervously.


    ‘What are you going to do with those?’


    ‘Cut off your trouser leg. Then I’m putting a hot poultice on your knee. Hold still. I’ll do my best not to hurt, but I can’t promise. You’ll just have to grin and bear it.’


    Eyes shut tight, Pip laid back and grinned and bore it, for a stinging, throbbing few minutes, after which the knee began to glow with a soothing warmth. ‘That feels really good now,’ he said, looking down at the football-sized mound in the middle of his leg.


    ‘Trust me … soon it will feel even better,’ she said.


    ‘What’s Brother Sven doing to Rom?’


    ‘Applying a herbal compress, my granny’s famous remedy for wounds.’


    ‘I saw him making sheep’s eyes at you,’ Pip whispered.


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Brother Sven.’


    She sniggered. ‘Don’t be silly. He’s nice though. He told me he wants to be a chef.’


    ‘He does the washing-up.’


    ‘So?’


    ‘They’ll never let him.’


    ‘Why ever not?’ she said. ‘And, anyway, who’s “they”? I thought you were the boss.’


    ‘I’m not supposed to interfere with who does what within the Brotherhood,’ he whispered. ‘I stopped being a Brother the minute I became Tor Lord.’


    She frowned. ‘I don’t understand that. You’re still in charge though? Sort of in charge … of everything?’


    ‘It’s a bit complicated, but yes.’ He glanced warily around the room then lowered his voice even more. ‘For now at least. But once I get the High Council to agree to a constitutional government, I’m out of a job.’


    Lark looked over at Brother Sven. ‘Well, he can leave when you do,’ she whispered. ‘I’m sure he’ll want to; he’s only twenty-one. Then he can learn to be a chef.’


    Pip nodded. Or tried to nod; his neck didn’t like it. After the black confusion of the tunnel, where all his inner conflicts came roaring like a flood out of the dark past, the freshness of Lark’s grasp of what was important and essential proved exactly what he needed at the moment.


    ‘That looks sore,’ she said.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Your neck. I’ll give it a massage.’


    She started to work. Silken fingers turned his tense muscles to water and, eyes closed, he let his head roll with the motion. Suddenly he was very, very tired. The shock had finally caught up with him…


    *


    After Pip dropped off to sleep Lark went and sat alone at the long Library table. The room had settled down; young Sven and the other Brothers who worked in the kitchens had returned there to make snacks for the people who constantly came and went. Conscious of the sleepers, everyone spoke in undertones, and the big room hummed with the susurration. This was one of those empty occasions where nobody had anything to do until the more important people arrived on the scene, but they were intent upon appearing as though they did.


    Lark’s gaze wandered back to Pip. From now on I’m not going to call him ‘Pip’, although to me he always will be, she decided. Of course, he was and always had been Sarannan; however, in some strange way today he seemed to become Sarannan, Thirty-third Tor Lord of the Domains. Not that he liked the title or wore it easily. It was a burden to him. Lark remembered when she’d sensed him trying to carry the world on his shoulders. And that hadn’t changed.


    But he was born to be special, she thought. Sort of … necessary to everything. Not as a tor lord, though. No, it isn’t anything as meaningless as politics or power; it goes much deeper than that.


    Look at him now, asleep, like a lovely child. But I don’t see a child there. I see…


    … a million experiences older than the world. And stars – fields of stars, spinning. And lives – lives worn like a jewels, on a star spangled cloak. And, for some strange reason, him tossing the cloak away.


    Lark wasn’t sure what her impressions meant. She couldn’t really come to grips with them. That was the Clear Sight for you: you saw, but you didn’t always understand what you were seeing, and often it took quite some time before you found out. That dark-winged, distant bird, for example, the one wheeling around the Tor. She’d known it had something to do with what was happening in here, but that was as far as her understanding went. And she still wasn’t any the wiser.


    *


    At first the voices were weak and distant and meaningless. They came closer as Pip surfaced from the depths of sleep and became recognisable when he broke through into full consciousness. He lay still, keeping his eyes shut. He didn’t want to talk to anyone, he wanted to think.


    It was amazing what a little bit of sleep could do. Sleep cleared the mind, and he could see it all – from birth to now, the panorama of his life— lives – the centuries packed into seventeen years…


    


    I couldn’t talk to my father about Drye. It would’ve made me relive the darkness of the Tor. And the darkness of Zend. Now I understand what Zend means to me. I know why I had so many visions of him for such a long a time. And why he was driving me so hard, at the council meetings. I thought he was haunting the Tor, as a ghost. But that’s not true. Not strictly true. His bones are under the iron grating of that shaft in the tunnel room, but his tormented ghost has never wandered through the halls, crying for revenge. And he never made Lord Roland bring me to the Tor.


    No … I brought him to the Tor. I brought Zend with me. Before that time I was asleep to him – except for that business with the silk veil—


    No, no, that’s not right. Zend has been in me since I was born, and part of me was always aware of him. He was in every difficult and impossible question I asked the Novice School teachers, not because I simply wanted to know things, but because I liked watching them squirm when they couldn’t come up with an answer.


    There’s something very calculating about that. But, perhaps, underneath the calculation was a drive to make people confess the truth. Perhaps all I’ve ever wanted was to smash every lie that’s infected the world since it began, because the lies are what separate people from one another.


    I didn’t realise what was driving me. I didn’t consciously know that people – we – are so much more than the little lives we think we know at present. I didn’t know how many voices there can be inside people’s heads – inside one person’s head – and that they’re all our own voices chattering away like a skull full of monkeys but not being helpful, not even being nice. But the voices aren’t me, are they? Not ME. No, the voices are like old socks, so full of holes and unravelling threads that they aren’t any use. But they think I still ought to be wearing them.


    Zend, though, was a potent voice because he was unfinished business. He woke up in me – he had to wake up – and the Tor was responsible for that. This place is full of memories, and they’re my memories. And history – my history. I needed to know; I needed to remember it all: my life, as I lived it, long ago.


    At the end, Zend was a sad and broken man. And I carried that sad, broken life inside me without even knowing it. It helped make me what I am, but it isn’t me any more. I’ve got to the point where I can let it go.


    Freedom is what you think it is. And my freedom is to leave old Zend behind, and get on with life as Pip. No … as Sarannan. Yes, I believe I can do that.


    


    Imperceptibly his thoughts began to break up and drift. A gentle darkness descended, his mind rolling down a smooth green slope. Maybe he was somewhere grassy and high up, like Lark’s island. He heard seabirds and the song of a gentle sea. But that was all…


    *


    Lark drummed her fingers gently on the table. Its polished red-brown surface had so many scratches and indentations that you’d never expect to find such a table in a grandiose place like the Tor. This was a very old table indeed. Maybe it had been here for centuries. Just imagine how many tor lords must have sat here. Even in this very spot!


    The thought didn’t make her feel comfortable and it certainly didn’t give her a thrill. After all, this was the home of the feared and, more often than not, hated Brotherhood.


    Probably by habitual feminine impulse her hand reached out and tidied some scattered sheets of paper into a neat pile. A couple of them were grubby with inkblots, and the inkpot lid was off. The pen lying next to it had leaked onto the table, leaving a sinuous black stain now firmly engrained in the wood. She tutted under her breath, closed the inkpot lid, and picked up the offending pe—


    Something – some kind of stinging shock – attacked her hand. The pen clattered on the table. Heads turned towards the disturbance. The soldiers, standing guard by the Tor-room door, stared. Lark grimaced apologetically. She stared self-consciously down at her hands; they were inky. What was that shock? What did it mean? It was as though the pen carried its own barb of pain, of anger or intense emotion.


    Lacking any answer, she slid back into the sense of isolation that she felt here in the Great Library. This place was too big for her, and she was out of place in it, like a fish out of water. And by herself, now that Pip—no, Sarannan slept. She wished she wasn’t alone. Lord Ar was the only person other than Sarannan who she had any relationship with, and that was too new to be comforting, and now he had gone off somewhere with that grumpy Voxini Brother who, as it turned out was the head honcho of the Outer Tor.


    I wish Revlan would come back, she thought. I’ll be so glad when he does. Oh, I hope he’s all right. Lord Ar said things should be sorted at the Enclave, but I still can’t help worrying that he could get hurt. He should’ve taken Flint with him, for protection.


    You’d better not say that to Revlan, she told herself sternly. You know how it would offend him.


    Two tedious hours later and much to Lark’s relief, Revlan returned. He was thoroughly undamaged, but she wanted to check anyway. They walked casually out of the Library together, and down the hall, where they found an unoccupied room.


    ‘This is Brother Rom’s office,’ said Revlan, closing the door on the rest of the world.


    ‘Oh … I hope he won’t mind,’ said Lark. ‘But if I don’t kiss you soon, I’ll die.’


    Laughing, Revlan took her in his arms.


    *


    Pip woke to a soft glow of lamplight. The evening shadows in the Library were no longer loaded and threatening; they were simply places where the light failed to reach.But the shadow over Father Parvano’s face made Pip try to sit up.


    ‘Ow!’


    ‘Stay still, or you’ll do yourself more injury; you needn’t move,’ said the Father hastily. He was settled in Lark’s chair. ‘Oh, Sarannan…’


    Pip looked at the narrow hunched shoulders and the tired lines around the crinkled eyes. Father Parvano seemed to have grown very old in a short space of time. ‘Father, thank goodness you’re safe. They didn’t hurt you, did they?’


    ‘No. Fortunately, Lord Ar’s men arrived at the opportune moment. But Milo has a bruise on his chin. I’m afraid he got rather overheated and behaved unwisely. But it’s only a little bruise.’


    Pip’s blood chilled. Rom’s couch was empty. ‘Where’s Rom?’


    ‘Recovering in bed, where you should be’ – Emery walked into view – ‘but nobody had the heart to wake you. Now, let me have a look at you.’


    Carefully Emery peeled the towel from Pip’s knee, uncovering the cloth with its sticky green mess underneath. His eyes opened wide. ‘Goodness me. What … is … this?’


    ‘A poultice,’ said Pip. ‘Put the towel back, please. My knee’s felt a lot better since it was on.’


    ‘A poultice …’ Emery reluctantly replaced the towel. ‘Who did this? What is it made of?’


    ‘Herbs. Lark made it, and it works.’ Pip’s eyes searched the room for Lark. He wondered where she was and what had become of Revlan and Flint and his father.


    ‘Who is Lark?’ said Emery, frowning.


    ‘That’s me,’ said Lark, coming, with Revlan, into the Library. They were each carrying a covered tray. Pip’s mouth watered at the delicious smell of coffee and fresh baking.


    ‘Ah …’ Father Parvano’s head nodded, ‘the young lady…’


    The trays went onto the big table. Revlan set out cups, and filled them with the steaming coffee. Lark brought a plate of blueberry muffins to Pip’s couch.


    ‘Sven made these especially for you,’ she said. ‘I think he’s pretty good at it.’ She stared Emery straight in the eye. ‘That poultice is my granny’s remedy for sprains and bruising. It’s always worked a treat,’ she said, as though defying him to make any sort of negative comment.


    ‘Really?’ he said weakly, and made a show of examining Pip’s knee again. ‘Er, yes. Er … splendid.’ Pip hid a smile behind his hand.


    He then had to endure further official prodding and questioning and juggle his coffee and cakes at the same time. Emery was not one to let go of a subject easily.


    ‘How did you get that head wound?’ he asked.


    ‘Fell over …’ Pip munched noisily, ‘when I did the knee in.’


    ‘And how does the head feel? Any headache?’


    The coffee tasted rich and chocolaty; heaven in a cup. ‘I had one, but it’s gone. I think it’s okay.’


    ‘Well, you seem to have powers of recovery beyond my imagining,’ Emery conceded. ‘When you hit your head did you black out?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘For how long?’


    Pip concentrated on picking crumbs off the couch. ‘I don’t know. I was in total darkness and I lost all track of time.’


    Heavy silence followed this remark as all minds in the room tried to avoid making the mental picture. Pip watched Father Parvano’s worried hands and felt the old man’s pent-up emotion.


    ‘Sarannan,’ said the Father. ‘Fortinas told us his version of events and Rom told his—’


    ‘What about Oran and Undavorn?’ said Pip. ‘What did they say? Did Drye and Kadesh make it out of the tunnel?’


    ‘Not likely. The tunnel’s flooding,’ said Revlan, from the table. ‘Flint and I had a look at the exit. There’s water gushing down the hill. Flint was lucky to get his horses out of the gully in time.’


    ‘Where is he now?’


    ‘He went home, to look after Beni,’ said Lark.


    The Father coughed. ‘The lords have given us very little. Undavorn is surly and Oran so hysterical that no one could get much sense out of him. Hopefully, at present, Lord Ar and Brother Edgar are having better luck with them. But they both blamed Drye and Kadesh for the conspiracy. They claimed they only went along as unwilling—’


    ‘No!’ said Pip. ‘At the beginning it was Undavorn who did all the talking. They were all in it together.’


    ‘Yes, Rom and Fortinas confirmed that. They told us what happened in the reception room. But only you can tell us what happened in here.’


    ‘And we don’t know exactly how or where you fell,’ said Emery.


    ‘I slipped on some slime, in the tunnel,’ said Pip. ‘I couldn’t see a damn thing; I’d lost the candle—’


    ‘And in here …?’ the Father prompted.


    Pip shivered. It wasn’t a pleasant thing to remember.


    ‘Drye wanted the Equation,’ he said. ‘So that they could still predict Moontide—’


    ‘He took it from the casket?’ said Father Parvano.


    ‘No. It wasn’t in there.’


    ‘Why?’ said Emery.


    ‘Rom and I hid it … some time ago … when I first started to worry—’


    ‘When you first …’ the Father sighed tremulously.


    ‘Yes …’ Pip hesitated. ‘Well … that was before I burned it.’


    Emery sprayed coffee over his tabard.


    ‘Burned?’ Father Parvano whispered.


    Pip shrugged. What did it matter, now?


    ‘It isn’t necessary,’ he explained. ‘The moons don’t go into conjunction any more. Moontide has ended.’


    ‘How do you know that?’ said Emery, dabbing at the tabard with a handkerchief.


    ‘Because I watched last time. I don’t think the moons have been dancing together for years.’


    Emery blinked. The Father’s face passed through a dozen conflicting expressions, but all he said was ‘Oh…’


    ‘Drye must have been upset when he couldn’t have the Equation. Did you tell him you’d burned it?’ Emery asked once the revelation had lost its impact.


    ‘No. I told him it was in the casket.’


    ‘Why? What were you going to do when he—?’


    ‘Throw my dagger at him when he was distracted,’ said Pip levelly, ignoring the shocked faces. ‘But he never looked. I think he was saving it up for later, after…’


    ‘After what?’ said Emery.


    The suicide letter was still in Pip’s shirt pocket. Reluctantly, he fished it out. ‘After I’d written this. Drye made me do it. He said if I didn’t he’d kill Rom.’


    Father Parvano passed his hand across his eyes. ‘What is it?’


    ‘A letter, Father,’ said Pip, giving it to him.


    The Father squinted at the words. ‘I didn’t bring my reading glasses. Will you read it aloud for me, Sarannan?’


    Pip looked at the scribble. The handwriting was nervous, but fairly steady to begin with. As his fear had mounted, the writing had grown sharp and jagged, ending in a panicky scrawl.


    His forehead felt clammy under his hair. ‘I … I can’t …’


    Emery held out his hand. ‘Shall I read it for you?’


    Pip nodded gratefully. This was better. Or was it? Because, now he had to listen with the others.


    Emery began reading in a normal voice. By the end of the first two sentences he was stumbling over the words. By the second paragraph he was reading with his hand gripping his forehead. Father Parvano’s face had turned grey and grim. When Emery reached the end of the letter, tears were running down the Father’s wrinkled cheeks.


    ‘Suicide?’ he choked.


    ‘How …?’ said Emery, hoarsely.


    ‘Poison,’ Pip said. ‘In that—’


    There was a loud hiss from Revlan. ‘The goblet of wine you told me to put on the mantelpiece!’


    Pip nodded. ‘Evidence.’ He glanced anxiously at the Father. ‘If you need to use it.’


    ‘Oh, indeed, we’ll use it,’ Emery snapped. ‘Those … bastards.’


    *


    Darkness crept up from the tunnels and into the room of books, into the thoughts of everyone there. In answer to Brother Emery’s questions Sarannan was reluctantly telling them more about his journey through the blackness. To Lark it sounded like a journey through hell.


    The suicide letter had been so terrible to listen to, and the poor old Father breaking down like that, had made everything much harder to endure. Knowing she couldn’t keep the tears away either and not wanting to draw attention to herself by blubbering in front of everyone, Lark had retreated to a little chaise longue, in one of the dimly lit corners. It was an extremely uncomfortable chair; but at least no one was looking at her.


    After some judicious hesitation, Revlan joined her and offered her his handkerchief.


    She wiped her eyes and blew her nose discreetly. ‘All of a sudden I’m so tired,’ she whispered. ‘But Sarannan is totally exhausted. They shouldn’t make him talk any more. He’s been battered and bruised, and what he needs most is rest.’


    ‘He’s not the only one,’ said Revlan softly. ‘Your poor neck…’


    ‘What’s wrong with it?’ Lark felt her neck. ‘Ouch!’


    ‘That bastard Drye left his mark …’ Revlan scowled. ‘You need to put some liniment on those bruises.’ His fingers tenderly stroked her cheek. ‘I could do it for you.’


    She gave him a wry smile. ‘Oh yes? Well, I’ve got bruises in places you haven’t seen.’


    ‘Where?’


    Heat rushed into her cheeks. ‘When I climbed through the tunnel entrance I slipped on loose stones and slid all the way down, on my behind.’


    ‘Oh my … more liniment,’ he whispered, bending his head close to hers and giving her the kind of look that no young woman could misunderstand. ‘I think it’s time I took you home.’


    Smiling, Lark squeezed his hand—


    And realised then, that Emery’s questions had dwindled to nothing and that Sarannan had turned his head and was gazing steadily at her dark corner.

  


  
    


    EIGHTEEN -The Bird Flies Free



    


    Summer had uttered its last sultry gasp. A dryness of the air, the heat dropping suddenly away, a crisp touch to the early morning, all spoke change. Pip woke to the new dawn, and for a brief moment of uncertainty he wasn’t sure if the events of the day before had really happened or if, for that matter, the entire summer had been nothing but a strange, fantastic dream.


    He let his eyes roll up to the gilded ceiling, where the cherubs with the weight problem frolicked amongst their clouds. Their chubby rosy-cheeked faces smirked down at him – Oh yes, Eminence, we’re real; it’s all real – and if this wasn’t confirmation enough, he moved his leg—


    ‘Ugh!’


    Time to inspect the knee. He threw off the bed covers and wound off the thick swath of bandages and the sticky poultice. The knee was an interesting colour. Zend would have needed a load of purple and black paint to do it justice. He smiled. Now he could think about Zend in a different way. The way you’d think about someone you used to know, a long time ago.


    Right. That’s one less thing for me to identify with, he thought. But I’ve still got things to do, and one of the most important is to close the Novice School. I’ll have to discuss it with the Father.


    He tested his leg by moving it more carefully this time. The swelling had gone down to half the size it had been when he went to bed. Emery is in for one huge surprise, he thought. He said I’d be out of action for weeks, but I don’t think so. He’ll have to concede that Lark’s poultice does work a treat.


    Lark…


    Pip closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. No use denying what he’d seen last night. Lark and Revlan – you’d have to be blind or stupid…


    He sighed unhappily. Well, how could he blame her for being in love with Revlan? Revlan had the looks, the charm, the humour and the fine character. He was honest and unselfish, and loyal almost to a fault. A better friend you couldn’t want. And it was pretty obvious that Revlan felt the same way about Lark.


    It was a futile struggle, though, to push the disappointment aside. The sick, empty feeling just wouldn’t go away and every reminder of the situation was a dagger twisting in Pip’s heart.


    But this was no way to live. It’s best if I don’t think about them like that, he told himself. They’re both my friends. Best if I stop thinking about … the other.


    Best if I concentrate on what I’ve still got to do. That’s more important than my personal feelings.


    


    A week flew by, in which a lot happened but as a preliminary to the future. Pip called a meeting of the somewhat diminished High Council to debate the proposal for a Democratic Constitution. Brother Milo solved the ticklish problem of there being only eighteen Councillors by suggesting they resort to a two-hundred-year-old still legal precedent of a two thirds majority vote and act as though the six missing Councillors were present instead of being dead or under house arrest.


    During the morning tea break of the second day, Revlan took Pip aside.


    ‘Lark’s a bit hot under the collar about the Constitution,’ he said.


    Pip blinked. ‘Why? What’s wrong with it?’


    ‘She thinks we’re going to get careless with the wording—’


    ‘What?’


    ‘She said …’ Revlan concentrated on a spot on the wall and spoke in slow bursts: ‘“It’s all very well to mean everybody when you write ‘Freedom and the Right to Vote for All Men’ … but there’s places in the Domains … a lot of places … where the word ‘men’ means exactly that and women will be left out in the cold.”’


    ‘She said all that?’


    ‘She did.’ Revlan grimaced. ‘She made me memorise it word for word.’


    ‘Sounded like it. But, well, she’s absolutely right,’ Pip agreed. ‘Tell her we’ll fix it up so there’s no doubt about what the words mean. Revlan, why didn’t we think of this?’


    ‘Because we’re males.’ Revlan rolled his eyes, ‘… her words not mine.’ His forehead puckered. ‘So how should the wording go? Something like “All Men and Women”—no … “All Men and All Women”?’


    ‘Or “All Women and All Men”; she’d probably like that better,’ Pip suggested.


    ‘Oh, definitely.’ Revlan grinned crookedly. ‘A lot better. You know, I’m in a relationship with a girl I love to bits but I’ve only just begun to realise what a fierce little blonde she can be when she thinks something’s important. She got really intense about this.’


    The dagger was in Pip’s heart, and Revlan had his hand around it, twisting. Was he telling Pip, in an oblique way – just so Pip understood – that Lark was off limits? Pip looked at his friend’s open honest face. No. Revlan’s way was the direct way – he didn’t do hints. It was clear that he had no idea of Pip’s true feelings for Lark.


    Forget it. Let it go, Pip thought. Don’t jeopardise your friendship; it’s worth too much. But you have to say something. Revlan has just told you he loves her, and you have to acknowledge the news.


    ‘You and Lark are in love? When did that happen?’ he said as if he found it wonderful, though every word was a knife stab.


    Revlan’s eyes glowed with happiness. ‘Only just now; but I’ve been in love with her for ages. I think … ever since I met her, really.’ His face reddened. ‘She asked me how long I’d felt this way, so I told her. And you know what she said? “You dummy, why didn’t you make a move sooner?”’ He grinned. ‘See what I mean? Fierce!’


    Pip laughed with him, although only on the outside.


    ‘Anyway, she’s been a bit up and down since Flint left,’ Revlan continued. ‘I think she misses him more than she’s prepared to admit.’


    ‘He had to take Beni home,’ said Pip, glad of the change of subject.


    ‘Yes, the poor kid was fretting for his family. I told Lark she’d see Flint again soon enough. Did you know your father—?’


    ‘Offered him a job working with the horses, yes,’ said Pip. ‘My father told me. Did he accept?’


    Revlan nodded. ‘He said he isn’t getting any younger and his wandering days are over, so a steady job will suit him fine.’


    ‘I really like him,’ said Pip. ‘I look forward to having a bit to do with him, in the near future.’


    ‘How’s that?’


    Pip smiled. ‘Once this Constitution gets to be a fact, where do you suppose I’ll go?’


    ‘Oh … yes …’ Revlan coloured. ‘To Lord Ar’s.’


    ‘Right. No more High Council. No more Brotherhood. No more Tor Lord me,’ said Pip, every word making him tingle with satisfaction.


    Revlan stared. ‘No more Brotherhood?’


    ‘Yes! But don’t tell anyone.’


    ‘Can’t I tell Lark?’


    ‘You don’t have to; she already knows.’


    ‘Oh.’


    


    Being in the Tor and isolated, Pip could only hear second-hand accounts of how the turmoil had affected, and was continuing to affect, Mazdala. Rumour was a burning candle tossed into a field of dry grass, and during the first week following the trouble at the Tor the rumours spread like wildfire.


    Pip’s father said that the sight of his men-at-arms muscling their way into the Annexe and then of a squad of the Hundred thundering down Mazdala’s main street had spawned the rumour that Lord Ar was taking over the Enclave by force. In no time at all the rumour grew wings, flying between taverns, shops and offices, across alleys and back fences. By the next day everyone in the city believed that the Brotherhood Father had been murdered.


    ‘Parvano and I had a meeting with the Lord Mayor and all the city leaders,’ said Ar. ‘But the rumours wouldn’t die down until Parvano showed himself on the Province Building steps. It was quite an amazing sight. People were lining up to shake his hand. Making sure it was really him and not some puppet pretender, I suppose.’


    ‘They would have been upset when they thought he was dead,’ said Pip. ‘Despite what people say about the Brotherhood, everyone who meets the Father invariably likes him. You were there too, I hope,’ he added. ‘Without your soldiers.’


    Lord Ar smiled at the irony. ‘I don’t think people really believe I’m a usurper. But they know something big is happening. Someone soon will realise that Kadesh and Drye are missing and Undavorn and Oran aren’t, well, getting out and about very much. Their servants are bound to gossip, and the rumours will start up again.’


    ‘That’s no good,’ said Pip thoughtfully. ‘What are we going to do about it?’


    ‘The rest of us have been discussing that—’


    Pip jerked back. ‘Without me?’


    ‘Don’t get touchy,’ said his father quickly. ‘It was out of deference to you, because of what you endured; everyone is very upset about it. And nobody is trying to keep you in the dark, Sarannan. ’


    ‘No. I’ve had enough of the dark,’ said Pip, grumpily. ‘What did you decide?’


    ‘Nothing. It was just a discussion at the Enclave. To see how we could best handle the situation once people start wondering and asking questions. Don’t worry. We won’t decide anything without you present.’


    


    The second week brought other feelings. They were a mixed bag. After argument upon argument, the High Council voted to accept democracy as an idea whose time had come. And, with the rainy weather finally having cleared, the tunnels were ready to be inspected.


    The Guard had been checking the well regularly, two of them climbing down the ladder, with lanterns. Each time, the climber came back up grimacing – the water was still running in. Eventually they reported that the water had disappeared from the well; so the next step was to venture further.


    Boots rang against metal and a guardsman’s voice called from midway up the ladder: ‘Eminence, all the water’s gone out of the tunnel.’


    ‘What about the underground room? Did you go that far?’ Pip shouted.


    ‘Just glanced in, Lord. There’s no water but a lot of dampness, and a heap of rubble at the centre, as if the water flowed away to somewhere and left the rubble behind. Don’t know how that could have happened.’


    ‘All right,’ Pip called. ‘But stay there. We’ll send some others down and you can inspect the other tunnels.’ Nervously he turned to Rom. ‘There might be … we don’t know if …’ He covered his mouth with his hands.


    ‘It will be all right, Sir, I’ll go,’ said Darius.


    ‘Thank you,’ said Pip gratefully. Personally he had no desire to re-enter that world of dark horrors.


    ‘I know why there’s a pile of rubble,’ said Rom as they waited tensely for the guardsmen to reappear. ‘It’s over the metal grating because the shaft took most of the flow … down to an underground river, I expect.’


    And washed Zend’s bones even further into oblivion, thought Pip.


    ‘I think that’s what the shaft is for,’ Rom continued. ‘To stop any chance of a flood undermining the Tor. A pretty good idea, wasn’t it?’


    Zend’s idea. Pip experienced a foolish burst of pride. He regretted it instantly, but it told him something. Waving goodbye to old forces of personality was not as simple as he’d imagined it would be. Vanity was easy to acquire but difficult to shake off.


    


    ‘You know, we should have realised before,’ said Rom.


    ‘What?’


    ‘That this isn’t the first time the tunnels have flooded. We’ve seen the evidence. The cave-in, the steps at the exit – they had to be caused by a flood.’


    ‘Yes, you’re right,’ said Pip. And a flood must have washed out the false wall that Bernardo built for Zend. But when did it happen?


    Sounds echoed in the well a lot sooner than Pip had expected to hear them. Coughing and spluttering, the guards clambered up the ladder.


    ‘I’m sorry, Sir, we just couldn’t stay down there any longer. The air is absolutely foul,’ said Darius. Behind him, one the guards retched. ‘But we found these, Sir.’ With a solemn uncertain smile, he held out Pip’s dagger. The other guardsmen were carrying human bones.


    They had, for the most part, recovered the full skeleton of Bernardo. Tears sprang into Pip’s eyes. ‘Where did you find the bones?’ he said.


    ‘With the rubble,’ said Darius.


    I wonder if the room is where Bernardo died, thought Pip. And not long after he died there was a flood, and his body got washed up to the place in the tunnel, where we found him. And, following the flood, nobody wanted or needed to go down there, so they never discovered the tunnel to the spiral staircase. Then it all just got forgotten.


    The guardsmen dumped the bones in a pile on the Tor-room floor. Pip knelt down and shifted the bones here and there, arranging them as they should be. Rom leaned over him grunting slightly. He was still walking with the aid of a stick.


    ‘Do you want me to help?’ he said.


    ‘No. And anyway, you’re not up to it.’


    Pip laid out Bernardo with tender care – this is for me to do.


    Darius stood by, watching apprehensively, as if there was something on his mind.


    ‘Sir…?’


    ‘Hm?’


    ‘Sir, we located the lords’ bodies. But I think they need to dry out a bit before—’


    ‘Soggy are they?’


    Darius looked embarrassed. ‘Not pleasant, Sir.’


    ‘All right. No one should go into the tunnels until the air is clearer.’ Pip touched a finger to Bernardo’s skull. ‘These bones belonged to a good man and they lay in that tunnel for centuries. I don’t think it will hurt two bad men to do the same for a short time.’


    The guardsmen returned to barracks, leaving Pip and Rom with the sad collection of bones.


    ‘What will we do with them?’ said Rom.


    ‘I think they should be buried in the Tor Lord cemetery,’ said Pip. ‘After all, Bernardo helped Zend build this place.’


    ‘Did he?’ Rom looked at him curiously. ‘What a pity that Zend can’t be buried there too.’


    Pip said nothing.


    


    That same week Lord Ar’s prediction of more rumours came true. Somehow, the story got around Mazdala that the new Tor Lord had been behaving like a despot and the Lords had done him in.


    Well, it’s almost true, thought Pip. And it’s happened often enough in the past, so people are prepared to believe it.


    ‘I think the despot part of the story came from Oran’s house and then the whole thing escalated,’ said Lord Ar. ‘This is one rumour we’ll have to stamp on quickly.’ He growled. ‘Speaking for myself, I’d like to stamp on him.’


    ‘But you won’t,’ said Pip. ‘What will happen to him and Undavorn? And Brax and Vraitch?’


    ‘They’ll go to trial. This has never happened before in the history of the Domains, but there’s always a first time for everything. They should count themselves lucky. A couple of centuries ago it would have been the axe for them and no right of appeal.’


    ‘But the rumours …’ Pip reminded him.


    ‘Ah yes, I was coming to that.’ Lord Ar rubbed his wrist. ‘Do you think you could make a speech, Sarannan?’


    Pip’s heart fluttered. ‘Who to?’ They want me to talk to the Lord Mayor and the other city bigwigs, he thought. But what will I say to them? ‘Excuse me, but I’m not dead’?


    ‘To the people. In Domris Plaza.’


    Stand up in front of however many people can squash into that huge city square? It might be thousands, thought Pip.


    ‘What would I say?’ he asked.


    ‘I’ll leave that to you,’ said his father. ‘But you could talk about the new Constitution; that would be a start.’


    


    It was indeed a start.


    And once started there seemed to be no stopping it. With jelly legs and a stomach full of anxious butterflies, Pip had climbed onto the speaking platform, afraid his throat would seize up and he’d never get the words out. But the minute he started to speak about the Constitution some power in him took over and this time it wasn’t Zend. The words that flowed from his mouth began in his heart. He spoke of Moontide’s end and Curfew, and listened to the murmuring tide of astonishment sweeping the Plaza. He issued his first Tor Lord’s Decree, to close the Novice School and send the boys home to their families. At this point, then, it was all the Hundred could do to rescue him from the excited crowds.


    Astonishment poured into him, too. For this moment the fire that burned in him burned away everything, and he ceased being Pip, he wasn’t Sarannan, and Zend became only a memory.


    


    Only one thing was left to dispose of: the Brotherhood.


    Pip had said to Revlan: ‘No more Brotherhood.’


    But he was wrong.


    It surprised him to learn that many Brothers were unhappy about the prospect of the Brotherhood being broken up. Those who were used to the communal life and preferred an ordered world where they didn’t have to think or fend for themselves; the timid or retiring men for whom it meant security and a place to work and have meaning; and the men who’d grown old there and had nowhere else to go.


    Pip needed to rethink. Who was he to dictate how other people should live? After all, wasn’t choice an essential part of freedom? Revlan agreed, and the two of them managed to have a few laughs about it.


    ‘You came pretty close to despotic, with the High Council,’ Revlan observed cheerfully. ‘For a while there I thought you were turning into our old friend That Tor Lord Who was a Complete Bastard.’


    ‘No, that was—’ Pip hesitated … ‘Another me.’


    ‘I hope you don’t trot him out again.’


    ‘Nah …’ Pip grinned. ‘But I think I’ll trot out a second Decree.’


    ‘Really? Two decrees in three weeks? I’m impressed.’ Revlan laughed. ‘What for?’


    ‘No, you’re not. So the Brothers can decide whether they want to stay or leave.’


    ‘Absolutely the right thing,’ said Revlan seriously. ‘That’s what I call impressive.’


    Yes, thought Pip. Once I wished the Enclave walls would crumble into dust, so we could escape. But an open door is better.


    *


    Autumn was a beautiful season in Ar, swaths of ochre parting the corn-gold hills, the sky a lake of rich deep blue. Lark wondered at it. Had she ever seen such colours before? Or was she colouring the world with her own happiness?


    The three horses wove through scented purple thyme, up to the brow of the hill. At the top Lark looked down into the gully. The underground stream that broke into the tunnel had since discovered another weak spot in the slope and found its way into the light. This release had turned the stream’s direction, helping to drain away the torrent under the Tor.


    Now it was bubbling from a crevice and falling in a sparkling cascade, a short distance from the rocks that concealed the tunnel exit. How could something which had been so terrible before, now appear so delicate and pretty?


    ‘Let’s have a closer look,’ said Revlan.


    They dismounted. The climb down proved harder than it used to be, the ground having been torn and furrowed by the upheaval. Even the great slabs of rock were affected. One slab had dislodged and slipped behind the others, sinking most of its bulk into the exit hole. The ferns were crushed; the tunnel was blocked, leaving only a narrow fissure of soft soil and tiny pebbles.


    Sarannan pressed his hand against the stone. ‘One day, nobody will know it was there – my bolt-hole.’


    ‘You don’t need a bolt-hole any more. You’ve escaped,’ said Lark, smiling at him.


    ‘Yes,’ he said solemnly.


    Revlan plucked a switch of broken fern and whacked it against his boot. ‘At least you got to use it. Poor old Zend never did.’


    ‘Didn’t he?’ said Lark.


    ‘I don’t think so.’


    Sarannan leaned back on the sloping rock and closed his eyes. ‘Oh … he did.’


    The look Revlan gave him was so old-fashioned it could have been wearing a lace ruff and pantaloons. ‘Eh? Well, I’m not asking what that means,’ he declared. He pushed down through the ferns to the source of the bubbling water, where he cupped his hands under the shining drops and tasted them carefully. ‘Sweet water. Splent village will be glad of this. I heard they have trouble with their well during dry summers.’


    Some good comes out of everything, thought Lark. And sometimes life and death are the one thing.


    She heard a whoosh of wings.


    Revlan pointed. ‘Look!’


    Above them, riding the air with the graceful balance of a dancer, a black-shouldered falcon tilted its head and inspected them with its bright amber eye. The spread wings looked like little sails.


    ‘I’ve seen that bird before,’ said Sarannan.


    Lark experienced a strange thrill as she remembered…


    ‘That one in particular? How can you tell?’ said Revlan. ‘Hey, what are you doing?’


    Sarannan was reaching up. The falcon dropped straight down and landed on his outstretched arm. Its talons clamped around his cuff; Lark could see them digging in. But he didn’t move or even wince.


    The falcon folded its wings, letting Sarannan stroke its feathered breast with a trembling finger.


    ‘I can feel your heartbeat,’ he said to it.


    He looked at Lark. She didn’t understand his expression at all but imagined some mysterious satisfaction lurking behind those solemn eyes. Or was it sadness? Who could tell? It seemed that she couldn’t. Not any more.


    She sighed. The Clear Sight was often slippery like a fish. When you just wanted it to come, it wouldn’t. Perhaps, in this case though, it was saying to her: ‘Now that he isn’t Pip, he doesn’t need you any longer.’


    Oh, I hope it isn’t so, she thought. Because, in her heart of hearts, in the depths of her where she hadn’t yet begun to reach, she knew she needed him. Everybody needed him.


    Sarannan lifted his arm. ‘Go, Zend. Goodbye,’ he said. ‘No more chains. Fly free.’


    The falcon beat its wings and rose into the air. Sarannan scrambled up the slope, almost tripping over himself in his haste to follow the bird to the top of the hill. Revlan grabbed Lark’s hand, and they clambered after him.


    They stood in the waving grasses and watched the falcon draw a circle in the sky.


    ‘I never thought I’d see anything like that,’ said Revlan. ‘A wild bird – why did you call it Zend?’


    Sarannan made no reply. Lark didn’t think he was listening.


    *


    He watched the falcon fly across the plain. When it reached the Tor, it wove its own tracery of light through the ever-present golden coils. The falcon circled the tower once. Then it streaked away until it became a dot in the far blue sky and then disappeared.


    Freedom.


    ####
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