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hinlay put her shoulder down, and 

pushed the little door open, 

squinting her eyes against the light. She 

pulled her two large buckets out after her 

into the wide forecourt, but then 

remembered to push the small heavy 

wooden portal closed again behind her. It 

was not locked, but a divine word of 

holding was over it, so that it would 

respond only to the touch of her hand, 

blasting any other who tried to open it. 

Well - to the touch of any daughter of the 

shrine, but now that meant only her, as the 

High Priestess could hardly be expected to 

fetch water up the long hillside and flights 

of stairs.

The little door was only a convenience, 

and was disguised as one of the carved 

panels within one of the enormous temple 
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doors. These doors towered now behind 

her, as she took up her two clattering 

buckets, and set off across the wind-swept 

plaza that stretched before them. At least 

the weather had finally turned, and she 

was no longer skidding on icy flags, to chip 

away at the drifts of packed snow and ice.

Soon she came to the end of the temple 

grounds, where two ridges of stone 

towered up into the heights, one to each 

side of the forecourt. Here the ground 

suddenly fell away in a broken scree, and 

revealed the magnificent view out to the 

rest of the world below the mountain. 

Shinlay raised her chin and took a long 

breath in. This was what made it 

worthwhile to have the longer trek for 

water, during the warmer months.
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Before her stretched the whole world. 

Karak mountain fell away quickly, and 

stood above the Stook hills, with their 

patchwork of forest and herds-men's 

pastures, dotted all over with tiny huts and 

the white specs that were the goats the 

local families lived off.

Lower down and further off the hills 

turned to rolling countryside, and were 

covered in large even strips that she was 

once told were farms and vineyards, and 

though she tried as hard as she could, she 

was never able to tell which was which; 

amidst the stretches that rolled through 

green, to tawny then golden later in the 

year, and the rich green stripes. She 

imagined long ropey trees, laying sideways 

along the ground for the vines, and 
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wondered how the branches grew on the 

underside.

There were the dusty white streaks that 

you could only see on clear cold days like 

today, that were apparently the roads of 

the kingdoms below, and the long 

sometimes dark, sometimes glittering 

ribbon of the Suthswell river, which led 

your eye at last to the final discernible 

feature in view, the black smudge that was 

the city of Shaleport.

Behind that was the indigo line of the 

horizon, that Shinlay was told was the 

ocean. In her mind's eye it was a sort of 

hammered flat version of her own 

mountains. With all the jaggedness turned 

to smooth slate, and the height to never 

ending flatness, but retaining the cold, and 

the wet of the stones. She imagined the 
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people who lived there wandering and 

marvelling up at her home, the temple 

here, with all its harsh spikes and spires 

and beauty, but still somehow connected 

to her in their shared stone surrounds. She 

felt that perhaps the capital of that 

kingdom was called Sea, but she could not 

be sure that she had remembered 

everything about Ocean correctly. Which 

was strange, because in fact she had come 

from there originally. Or at least from 

Shaleport, which was on the border of this 

land and Ocean. Still, she had been 

brought here as the tiniest baby, so could 

not expect to remember anything about it. 

All her life had been in the mountains 

here, so that was where she was from now, 

she expected.
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She hefted her empty buckets once 

more, and trod steadily down the narrow 

track that clung to the left cliff, and would 

bring her in a minute or two to the rill of 

melt-water that now cascaded down from 

the glacier above. As she did so a raucous 

and mournful cry broke out from the far 

side of the ravine, near the other cliff. 

Today a flock of ravens were disturbed in 

their feeding, and skirled up into the cold 

drafts around the cliffs. One large bird 

remained tucked down in the rocks, 

probably frantically gobbling at whatever 

meal it had chased the other birds off 

from. They cried and complained, and 

circled lower and lower, gaining their 

nerve back. Shinlay laughed, and cried out:

“Feast quickly, King Raven! Your 

brothers will not let you alone long!”
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She filled both her buckets to the brim, 

and then balancing them carefully, she 

took their strain up on each arm and began 

walking slowly back up the track, then 

across the court. She had learnt so long 

ago that rushing with the water was the 

quickest way to lose half of it, that she did 

not even sigh as she paused each hundred 

steps to rest and roll her shoulders. It was 

a thankless daily task, but it never 

occurred to her to complain about it.

She returned to the vast imperious 

fortress doors of the temple, and set her 

burden down, then opened the little door 

with the lightest touch of her hand, and 

carefully carried the buckets in, one at a 

time. Then she closed the door, and 

dropped the stout bar on the inside back 

into its place.
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aving poured off most of the water 

into the barrels in the kitchen, 

Shinlay carried the remaining gallon along 

the passage to the northern wing and up 

the long staircase to the High Priestess' 

quarters.

Arriving at the door, she quickly stepped 

into the nearby acolyte's alcove, and 

shucked off her working smock, and 

retrieved her temple robe from the peg 

where it hung. Shivering, she pulled on the 

stiffer, more formal clothes, and ran her 

fingers gently along the fine embroidery 

that traced around the collar and hems in 

glittering silver. Shinlay smiled, and 

murmured a prayer to the Great Mother, 

as she took up the bucket one last time, 

and carefully poured the remaining clear, 

glacial water into the tall silver pitcher. At 
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last, she stood and picked up the flask in 

two hands, took a moment to compose 

herself, and walked out of the alcove and 

around to the High Priestess’ doors.

She set the water down, and knocked 

respectfully, and was answered as always 

with the call of, “Come in, daughter.”

The High Priestess of the temple was 

sitting up as usual in her high chair at the 

slim window at the far side of her ante-

chamber. She was dressed in the moon-

white robes of her office, and every panel 

of them was decorated with silver traceries 

like those on Shinlay's own robe. Her head 

was adorned with the silver diadem of 

knowledge, and around her neck, as 

around Shinlay's own, hung the mirror-

disk of the Great Mother.
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Shinlay placed the silver pitcher in its 

place by the small basin in the centre of 

the room, then hurried to the Priestess' 

side. As always, the lady cradled her face, 

and kissed her. Today she smiled gently at 

Shinlay, and studied her for a moment.

“I must teach you the invocation to ask 

for the goddess' aid in reparation of 

objects.”

Shinlay's eyes lit up, and she hurriedly 

answered “Thank you, High Priestess.”

The lady laughed in her gentle, musical 

way. “I am afraid that it is mostly so you 

will be able to clear the flue from the night-

soil chambers, my dearest. You must be 

disturbed by the vapours from them even 

more than I – for your chambers are much 

closer. Still, it will deepen your 

understanding of the Great Mother's 
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pattern in all things, and allow you to 

mend the back of your collars, here.”

She touched Shinlay's robes around 

behind her neck, and the girl felt herself 

blush quickly. She had not realised that 

her robes were in disrepair.

They spent the next few moments in 

contemplation and study, and as always 

Shinlay felt privileged to be instructed by 

this wise and respected teacher. She hardly 

noticed the time pass, but in a short while 

the first rays of the sun had crept low 

enough to shine onto the silver basin, and 

the High Priestess touched her on the 

shoulder. “You may pour now.”

The High Priestess knelt upon the cold 

stone floor, and Shinlay eagerly joined her. 

The Priestess began the morning chants, 

and Shinlay responded with the words that 
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were as familiar to her as the sighing of the 

drafts through their old stone home, or the 

calling of the eagle as it soared aloft on the 

winds that rose up the mountain, or the 

distant jangle of the goat's bells when the 

weather was right. 

Once she was done with her prayers, she 

waited in silence for the High Priestess to 

finish. Then she begged her leave, took the 

pitcher back to its alcove, hung up her 

ceremonial robe, and donned her working 

smock once more. She took up the empty 

bucket, and trudged back down the stairs, 

past the Shrine's chamber and the silent 

prayer rooms, and across to the water-

trough, and her chambers, where the 

kitchens, cellars, infirmary, and apparently 

the night-soil closets waited for her 

attention.
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he Library in the Academicus wing 

was a spacious, circular room, 

with a fall of light from a shaft in the 

centre of the roof that was caught and 

spread by a brilliant fan of crystals at its 

opening in the ceiling. There were dozens 

of desks, and Shinlay had claimed two of 

them as hers, near to the doorway. One she 

could work on, and the other she used to 

stack the candles that she would need on 

an overcast day.

Shinlay sat rubbing her eyes, and taking 

several deep breaths to re-awaken her 

mind. Before her lay the eighth volume of 

the teachings of the Great Mother. On the 

far side of the room stood the library 

cabinet. This was a broad set of shelves 

with mullioned glass doors, and within 

were the treasure trove of the Order's 
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knowledge. There were over one hundred 

books in here: great weighty tomes, that 

spoke of the wisdom, knowledge and 

secrets of their divine faith – and even 

those of some others. There were books on 

the histories of the known kingdoms, 

several great ballads, or poems in epic 

form, that had been taken down from the 

very mouths of the bards who had gifted 

them to the temple, and even one or two 

ledgers on arcane matters, as the 

knowledge of the mages concerning the 

holy planes had value to learn.

Shinlay could not read many of them: 

they were often in other languages, and 

she was far from receiving that gift from 

the Goddess. And anyway, before she 

could move on to those more worldly 

tomes, it was her task to read all twelve of 
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the books of their Great Mother, and be 

able to debate them with skill and 

understanding with the High Priestess. 

She had been reading them for years, but 

was still only up to the eighth one.

As she sat shaking her head after several 

hours of wading through this one, she 

heard behind her the soft shuffle of the 

High Priestess' slippers in the doorway 

behind her. She quickly returned her eyes 

to the page, and waited to hear if she was 

required to stand.

The priestess shuffled up behind her 

without announcing herself, however, and 

gently ran a finger along the loose hem of 

Shinlay's collar.

“Oh, High Priestess -” she blurted, 

turning, “I was not able to...”
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“Never mind, little one. The Goddess' 

gifts take time to master. You will be able 

to try again tomorrow.”

“I did manage to mend the chimney...”

“Did you now?”

Shinlay nodded, “I thought it better to 

try that first, so that if I could not manage, 

I could try again.”

The High Priestess pursed her lips, then 

nodded. “A very mature choice. Well done. 

The hemming can wait.” and she smiled 

down at the girl.

Shinlay swelled for the second time that 

day, and felt the wondrous warmth of the 

lady's hand on her, when suddenly the 

entire temple reverberated with a 

portentous chime.

The smile dropped from the High 

Priestess' face like a stone, and a mask of 
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fury and resolve replaced it in an instant. 

One hand flew to the mirror medallion at 

her breast, while the other swept the silver 

diadem from her brow tossing it away. In a 

second she was gone from the room, and 

Shinlay could hear her running full pelt 

down the corridor.

The girl sat stunned for a second, but 

then took to her heels and sprinted after 

her.

Down the corridor ahead she saw the 

vanishing white shape of the priestess' 

robe billowing out behind her, whipping 

past all the long silent rooms of the 

scriborum, tutelage and senior study. She 

flew down the hall after her, panicked and 

confused. Was the chime something to do 

with the priestess' quarters? No – she had 

torn straight past the stairs to them, and 
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around to the main cross hall between the 

Animancia and Ultilitas wings. The 

entrance! Were the doors not secure? For a 

moment Shinlay was rent with doubt. Her 

own disc amulet was banging fiercely 

against her chest as she ran, and she found 

herself gripping it instinctively with her 

left hand, as the High Priestess had done, 

and offering a silent prayer that she had 

not forgotten the bar.

She tore around the corner herself, but 

the High Priestess had not descended 

either of the stairs that led to the draughty 

entrance hall. Shinlay was bewildered for 

an instant before she realised where the 

lady must have gone, and turned to see her 

vanish into the antechamber before the 

Shrine.
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Shinlay's feet pattered quickly after her, 

but inside she felt her stomach fill with ice. 

Of course it was the Shrine, but what fresh 

devilry could be descending upon them 

now? As she scampered quickly into the 

room, she heard the priestess' high, clear 

voice call down the gift of the goddess, and 

the chamber burst into clear bright 

illumination.

“Hold there, acolyte!” she heard her cry, 

“Off to one side!”

Shinlay scurried quickly behind one of 

the pillars that stood just inside the arch, 

and stood there, poised on her toes, 

peering around at her temple Mother.

The High Priestess was afire with a 

crackling, pure white radiance. In her left 

hand she held her amulet of the pool, 

around which danced and shone silent and 
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heat-less golden flames. Shinlay heard her 

calling softly to the goddess, as she 

advanced down the centre of the hall, 

asking for and being granted strength, 

fortitude, wisdom, clear sight, and the 

goddess' blessing in her ventures. These 

were not spells that Shinlay had ever heard 

before, and she could only guess at some of 

their purposes, but it was clear that they 

were not temple spells. These were no 

shrivings or blessings, not balms for the 

weary traveller, or requests for a calm 

mind with which to contemplate the 

Goddess' mysteries in peace. They were 

spells of action, and the world.

The priestess strode straight up to the 

arch, and for a moment Shinlay thought 

she might even be about to enter the 

Shrine again at long last. She stopped just 
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short though, with her weight forward and 

her parted lips pulling air just a yard from 

the threshold.

“Who has entered the Shrine!?” she 

boomed, “What fool has broken the 

warding over this sacred place?”

The echoes of her voice were her only 

answer. The dark room through the 

archway was utterly empty.

“Do not trifle with me!” she called, “I am 

the High Priestess of this place, and 

servant of the Great Mother! I know what 

charms and enchantments have been laid 

here, by myself and others, and I know 

with a certainty what has happened here.”

Still there was silence. She held out her 

amulet once more, cried to the Goddess, 

and in an instant the shrine and 

antechamber were flooded with a bright 
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light, as though the day had suddenly 

come to these underground chambers.

It had been months since Shinlay had 

been in here, and she could not help 

herself. She stepped out from behind the 

pillar and crept closer.

Before them, the circular grotto of the 

Shrine looked as she last remembered it – 

in all its terrible wreck. Where the divine 

pool once nestled, there was nothing but 

the circle of oily black sand, funnelling 

down to a sink hole at its very base. The 

beautiful flutes and rills, descending spires 

and columns of the shimmering natural 

stone now framed a black and hungry 

emptiness.

Without warning the High Priestess 

swept her arms forward, and cried three 

angry words. From her palms shot an even 
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more dazzling beam of light. This searing 

ray lanced out, and she dragged her arms 

around in a long arc, the intense light 

blistering into each corner and crevice of 

the far side of the round room. All the 

while her mouth gave vent to a scream of 

rage and pain.

Shinlay leaped like a scolded child, and 

scurried behind another pillar, but after a 

moment or two the outburst was over, and 

the Temple Mother's hands dropped to her 

heaving sides. Silence reigned once more, 

behind the priestess' breathing, and 

Shinlay found herself edging out to look 

again. The spell of daylight still held, and it 

seemed that no corner of the shrine had 

been untouched by the searing ray. 

Shinlay's brow puckered in unseen 

askance at the High Priestess, as she stood 
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there leaning forward, her mouth open 

and her head to one side, for all 

appearances listening intently.

No hint of movement came to either of 

their ears. No sound or sign of life. Two 

dozen heartbeats of stillness came from 

the empty space before them, before finally 

a man's voice said clearly, “Ouch.”
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hinlay gasped, and the High 

Priestess' hands came up once more. 

She glanced backward once, frowning at 

Shinlay to see her so close behind now, but 

had no time to reprimand her. Then the 

voice came echoing out from the Shrine 

again.

“You ought to be careful where you 

point that – it can ruin a man's night 

vision for hours.”

Shinlay was stunned. She had been 

certain that the room before them was 

empty; where could anything have hidden? 

Unless it were a magical creature of some 

sort, but that voice had sounded so... 

commonplace.

The priestess clutched her amulet, and 

muttered more prayers, gesturing with her 

hands in the holy symbols. In a moment or 
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two she shook her head, then huffed in 

frustration and let her hands drop to her 

hips.

“You fool. Whoever you are, come out 

where I can see you.”

“Actually, High Priestess, I think I shall 

remain safely exactly where I am.”

“You do not understand!” she chided. 

“You do not know what danger you have 

placed yourself in. Come show yourself.”

“This shrine is not what I had expected 

it to be.”

“It is not the place of peace and 

protection it once was. Come out I say!”

The voice of the man droned on, lazily. 

“I had been told that the jewel of the Great 

Mother was housed in this shrine. But for 

the life of me I can see no such thing here.”
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The High Priestess drew a quiet 

breath.“The Mother's Jewel was here 

once....”

“But no longer?” came the man's voice, 

from its unseen place. “Then has my 

journey been wasted? All my striving to 

enter this sacred place – for nothing?”

The High Priestess' head rose, and her 

hands came up and crossed themselves 

over her bosom. “You are a thief!”

The man's voice held no tone of hurt or 

aggrievement as he answered “Men have 

called me such.”

The priestess snatched up her medallion 

again, and swiftly called forth the Goddess' 

aid once more. Then she commanded 

loudly “Speak nothing but the truth to me 

now: Have you come to steal from this 

Temple?”
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“The truth is there is little enough here 

to steal, Temple Mother.” came the reply.

“Aach!” she swatted away his empty 

answer. “Did you come, foolish footpad to 

steal the Mother's Jewel?”

“It offends me, High Priestess, that you 

would even ask such a question!” he said, 

and Shinlay was sure she could hear a 

smile in his voice.

“Will you give me nothing but evasions 

and prevarication, then?” she demanded, 

“How very like a thief.”

“I have danced this round before, lady.” 

was his reply, still without a note of offence 

at being called a rogue.

“Pfft!” she turned away from the Shrine, 

waving her hand. She stepped away from 

the danger of the entrance a few paces, and 

Shinlay stared in silence at her furrowed 
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brow. At last, the priestess turned back 

and called into the far cavern. “Infiltrator, 

burglar, criminal. You will not find what 

you came for here. This Temple has been 

defiled, long before your visit. The 

Mother's Jewel lies no more in its bed, and 

our order is sadly diminished. Even had 

you arrived long ago, at the height of our 

power, your quest would have been in 

vain, for the Jewel was not what you 

imagine it to be.

“But further to this folly you have placed 

yourself in the gravest of peril, from which 

I can offer you no escape. The desecration 

of our holy place has left a malign 

presence, that still threatens to rise up and 

overwhelm the Shrine.”

“It grieves me to hear so, good lady.”
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She snorted at his words. “I am sure it 

does, light-finger. But a misfortune more 

germane to yourself has also occurred. We 

are not fatalists, not inactive aesthetes, the 

sisters of this Shrine. Every action has 

been taken, and precaution made to 

prevent the worst occurring here. 

Assistance from our brethren near and far 

has been called in, and intercession from 

some of the most learned and powerful 

mages across this land. Great spells and 

enchantments have been placed around 

and about this cavern in which you stand. 

Wardings of the most powerful and 

binding nature surround you, all designed 

to bind within the evil that still lurks there. 

No measure that could be devised has been 

neglected, and no chance left open. And 

the import of all this for you is thus:
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“Every spell of binding known has been 

erected to keep any spirit, presence or 

being from ever passing this threshold, 

from inside to out. There is no escape from 

the room you are in. You cannot leave.”

A long pause followed, and Shinlay 

listened as hard as she could, but did not 

even hear the sound of breathing from 

inside the Shrine. At long last, a thoughtful 

reply came.

“You are fortunate to have such friends, 

and so close to hand, that are able to offer 

their services in your aid, good Mother. I 

am glad to hear that such precautions have 

been taken, even given their obvious... 

inconvenience to all. I remember this 

Shrine at its height, and the fullness of its 

power was always a remarkable thing to 

see. In part, it has been this memory that 
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encouraged me to take all the pains that I 

have to bring myself to this place. And let 

me assure you, that having taken such 

efforts, I am not discontent to have 

achieved this much.

“It seems then, that I must reside here, 

and place myself within your mercy. As to 

the vanity of my quest, well. I will leave 

any concerns or regrets about it to be 

decided by the tides of fortune that may 

pull us on from now.”

Silence fell again, then the High 

Priestess took one long breath, and let it 

out again. “Very well.” she turned, and 

walked back to where Shinlay was still 

crouching behind the nearest pillar. “You 

will have to see to him, daughter of the 

Shrine. It is an imposition on you, and 

your duties here, but there is little else for 
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it. You will prepare an extra meal each 

evening, and bring it to him here, along 

with water. You must push them in with a 

broom, and be careful never to approach 

the threshold of the shrine yourself.” She 

turned and spoke over her shoulder. “That 

is as far as our hospitality will be able to 

extend, thief. I trust that will suffice.”

“My needs have always been few, and I 

thank you for your consideration, my 

gracious hostess.”

The High Priestess huffed, turned and 

strode decisively out of the antechamber. 

Shinlay stared, goggle eyed back and forth 

for several moments, then picked up her 

skirts and scurried out after her.
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hinlay stepped quietly into the 

antechamber of the Shrine. She 

realised she was tip-toeing, and breathing 

as quietly as she could. She carried the tin 

plate of thin gruel and hard bread carefully 

in both hands, and had the broom tucked 

high under one arm, and a skin of water 

slung over her shoulder. She crept 

forward.

When she came to within a few yards of 

the arched entrance to the Shrine she 

stopped. She peered in to the dark 

chamber before her, and frowned. She 

could see very little – there were the two 

magical torches, blessed by the Goddess' 

power, that never wavered or extinguished 

out here in the antechamber, but precious 

little of their light filtered through into the 

cave beyond. Despite the gloom, she could 
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still see the dark patch of blasted black 

sand crystal in the centre where the pool 

used to lie. It had been some months since 

she had been in here – the High Priestess 

preferred that she did not see the 

desolation of the holy Mother's Shrine. She 

stared in during this rare opportunity, 

feeling only a little guilty about it, and as 

her eyes adjusted she began to feel that she 

could almost see the dark hole at the 

centre of the black sand pit.

“Hello, acolyte.”

Shinlay jumped and let out a gasp that 

was almost a shriek.

“Do not spill my dinner, for the 

Goddess' sake!”

She suddenly stopped still, shocked. “Do 

not take the Great Mother's name in vain!” 

she chided the bodiless voice.
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“Oh – forgive me! I had no idea the 

Great Lady was so bashful.” came his 

smiling reply.

“I – it is a serious thing!” Shinlay 

declared. “When I was young we acolytes 

would be whipped by the priestesses if we 

ever called to the Great Mother in a trivial, 

or base way.”

“Oh, then forgive me, young lady – for 

you have misunderstood my meaning.”

Shinlay did not think that this was the 

case, but stayed silent, and the unseen 

man continued. “I genuinely and seriously 

meant the words that I said. It is for the 

Goddess' sake that I do not wish you to 

spill my food.”

“How is that? How is it not simply you 

using her name to express your own 

profane material desire?”
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“Why, that is simplicity itself.” replied 

the voice, all reasonableness, but still 

hidden from sight. “You are the Goddess's 

daughter, are you not? A child of the 

Shrine?”

“Of course.” Shinlay agreed. “It is the 

only life I have ever known. All that I 

remember, living up here in these 

mountains.”

“Meaning that you had a life before, but 

you do not remember it? You were too 

young. But we digress.” he averred, “And 

as a daughter of this Shrine, we must 

believe that the Goddess holds a special 

place in her heart for you?”

“I dare to hope so.” Shinlay said, “I do 

all that I can to be a good daughter of this 

Shrine.”
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“I am sure you do. Are you not after all, 

the one remaining acolyte in this place? 

None but you and the High Priestess, 

alone in your fortress of stone, with its 

blackened centre?”

Shinlay stood stunned.

“But I digress again – a habit of mine.” 

he went on. “And we must therefore 

assume, that the Goddess would be grieved 

if you were forced to suffer any privation. 

And of course, were you to drop my 

dinner, then I have no doubt that by the 

rule of hospitality held dear to your order, 

and your own guilt at having failed in a 

duty placed upon you by your Shine 

Mother, you would feel it incumbent upon 

you to furnish me with another meal, to 

replace the one that you had clumsily lost.”
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Shinlay simply stood and stared into the 

dark.

“And of course, that would mean that 

you yourself would have to go without your 

meal tonight. Now - as the Goddess cares 

for you, more than she does for me I have 

no doubt, I can only assume that this 

would necessarily grieve her. And so it is 

that I say: for the Goddess' sake, do not 

drop my dinner.”

Shinlay felt her face grow hot, and her 

ears buzzed. She took one breath, then 

another, then unceremoniously plonked 

the tin plate down on the flags, reversed 

the broom, and slid the meal forward 

fiercely. The plate sailed along the stones, 

and came to a stop some ways inside the 

arch of the Shrine. She threw in the water 

skin after it, and turned hefting up her 
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broom, and strode out of the antechamber, 

the sound of the thief's laughter chasing 

her along the halls.
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hinlay strode into the shrine, 

carrying another plate of gruel and 

bread, water-skin and her broom. She 

walked straight up to her place, a yard 

before the threshold, placed the plate 

down, and slid it neatly through to the 

other side. The plate and skin from 

yesterday were lying neatly together just 

on the safe side of the arch.

“And what sumptuous delights have you 

prepared for me this day?”came the voice 

of the thief from the darkness on the other 

side. Shinlay peered around, but still could 

see no sign of him, nor of where he might 

be hiding. She stood there for a moment, 

but no figure appeared from the gloom to 

retrieve the food.

“The same simple fare as last time.”
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“Ah, and what wholesome repast that 

was.”

Shinlay frowned. “It is the same meal 

that I prepare for the High Priestess and 

myself. You get no better and no worse 

than we do.”

“I do not doubt it, daughter of the 

shrine.” he answered.

She was not sure that constituted an 

apology, but then realised that she was not 

sure his first comment was a jibe. She felt 

suddenly certain that this thief enjoyed 

making conversation a troublesome 

labyrinth, laid with traps for the unwary, 

and determined to make her way to safer 

ground.

“Well, at least you are not taking the 

Goddess' name in vain this time.”

“Have I done so before, little one?”
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“Indeed!” She replied, “For the use of 

the Goddess' name is not considered 

inappropriate only when used in place of a 

swear-oath, but rather whenever her name 

is called on for any purely profane, or 

mundane use. The act of blasphemy is not 

simply one that can be ascribed by a set of 

rules, but rather is contained within a 

spirit of understanding the level of respect 

we mere mortals owe to all the gods.”

“Ah. I see you have been re-reading your 

third volume of the Goddess' scriptures.” 

he said.

Shinlay gasped.

“That is well,” he continued, “ and you 

have presented me with a convincing 

argument. I will mind my manners more 

carefully in the future. Praise the Goddess 
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for sending me such a well read teacher, 

though so early in years.”

That time, there had been no note of 

mockery in the thief's words. None at all. 

Shinlay opened her mouth once or twice, 

then simply said, “Thank you.”

She collected the old plate and skin, 

turned and thoughtfully walked out of the 

Shrine.
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hinlay walked into the antechamber. 

The plate and skin were stacked 

neatly on her side again. She paused 

halfway down the room, and considered 

them. She supposed he must have some 

implement with which to push them back 

through the archway, as she used the 

broom. A staff, or walking cane. Or 

perhaps a sword!

“Come a little closer, acolyte, for I fear 

your broom is not long enough to provide 

me with my dinner at that range.”

Shinlay gaped in annoyance. She 

finished the walk up to the archway, and 

looked around on the inside. Absolutely no 

sign could she see of any person on the 

other side. She put the plate and skin 

down, and slid them through.
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“How did you know I was there?” she 

asked.

“I would make a very poor burglar if I 

could not tell when the owners of a 

property were approaching.”

Again, she wondered at his complete 

lack of shame as he named himself a 

criminal.

“And is that why you do not show your 

face to us, Mr Thief?”

“People who want to know my identity 

have to earn it. Or steal it for themselves, if 

they are able.”

Shinlay turned and looked back at the 

middle of the antechamber. “But, I was 

nowhere near the arch. And I always walk 

quietly – all us acolytes had to as a sign of 

respect within the Temple.”
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“Stealth is mostly a matter of patience, 

forethought, and discipline. And then after 

that there is an element of luck. No man, 

no matter how stealthy, can completely 

evade a watcher who has good light, and is 

determined to catch an intruder who they 

know is there.”

Shinlay sat cross legged, and nodded.

“But know what you are after, and keep 

yourself to places that no one expects you, 

then a good thief can pass through a 

fortress like its walls were made of mist. 

But now you are no longer required to 

remain respectful?”

'I – what? Oh, no. I am always 

respectful still. It is that I am the only...” 

Shinlay stopped.

“I see. The others have all left, after the 

cursing of this place.”
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Shinlay stayed silent.

“In ones and twos, and mostly without 

notice, I imagine. Well, those daughters 

and sisters of the Shrine clearly did not 

hold so close to them the Goddess' 

teachings on patience through times of 

evil.”

“They were good clerics, all.”

“I never said they weren't, little 

daughter. But 'Many roads are black, and 

the Great Mother does not always tell us 

even why we must walk down them. She 

simply sets our feet upon the path, and it is 

our duty to take it, come what trials there 

may.' You knew that lesson better than 

those others did.”

Shinlay frowned. “I... do not know those 

words.”
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“Ah. they are from the tenth book of Her 

Wisdom. Well, even if your studies have 

not taken you so far, still you knew the 

right way to act from the wisdom of your 

heart. Better than all the others.”

Shinlay sat quietly. Eventually she stood 

up, and began to make her way back up the 

chamber. When she was almost at the 

door, his voice wafted gently after her.

“Breathe with your mouth slightly open. 

The air whistles in a person's nostrils more 

than it does through the mouth.”
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hinlay walked in as quietly as she 

knew how. Her feet were clad as 

always in her old soft slippers, and she 

lifted them gently so that they would not 

scuff or slide along the floor. She had 

squeezed the bubbles out of the water-

skin, so it would not slosh. She was 

breathing gently in and out through her 

mouth.

She took a long time to make her way 

down the full length of the antechamber, 

and kept telling herself to travel more 

slowly, despite the itch to rush.

At long last, she stood at the threshold 

to the Shrine, certain she had made not a 

single sound all the way down. She 

straightened her self slowly, smiled and 

opened her mouth.

“That was much better.” The thief said.
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“Ooooh!” she stamped her foot. “How? I 

was silent, was I not?”

“As the grave, little daughter.”

She put down the meal, slid it through, 

and collected the remnants of the last one. 

“If you were not eating the food, I would 

swear that you were just another phantom, 

erupted out of that pit to bring evil and 

torment on our Temple.”

“Is that what became of the pool? How 

shocking.”

“It was. All was disrupted, in mere 

minutes.”

“But of course, your sisterhood was not 

taken unawares, not being led by your 

High Priestess. She knows all the correct 

rituals of warning, and practiced them 

diligently, I am sure.”
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“Yes, so the older sisters said.” Shinlay 

agreed. Then, “But how is it that you can 

know so much of our teachings and our 

ways? How can you have read the tenth 

volume of Our Lady's teachings, when I am 

only halfway through the eighth? ”

There was silence from the far side of 

the archway this time.

“Thief?” she queried, then sighed when 

there was no answer. “A person must earn 

the knowledge of you, or steal it, I 

assume.”

She turned to leave, but his voice came 

from the darkness behind her.

“I very much admire the herb you put in 

this stew.” he commented. “So very 

fragrant.”
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hinlay crept quietly around the edge 

of the door, and back into the 

shadows down the side of the hall. She 

made her way slowly and carefully through 

the darkness and the dust down the hidden 

flank of the antechamber. Today, the meal 

was in a wooden bowl, with a snugly fitting 

lid on it to keep the fragrance from 

escaping.

She padded silently along, out of the site 

line of the archway, and made her way at 

last to the very edge of the Shrine. She 

stood there in the shadows a moment, and 

waited to see if he would speak. There was 

no possible way she could think of that he 

could know she was there, unless he had 

somehow managed to see her in the 

heartbeat it took her to enter at the far 

end, and she had made sure that there 

55



were not any torches or tapers lit out in the 

hallway beyond.

But now she had no way to go any 

further without stepping into the view of 

the arch. She had never been able to see 

him, but harboured a secret fear that he 

was hidden somewhere in the Shrine, and 

observing her all the time. Still, there was 

no way to progress any further without 

exposing herself, so she would do so, and 

hope that she could catch him unawares.

She stepped around the edge of the 

pillar, and strode out into the middle of the 

hall, peering intently in.

Even as she did so, his voice came “Ah, I 

was wondering if my meal would get even 

colder than usual today.”

Still he was nowhere to be seen. Crying 

out in exasperation, she dashed the meal 
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down to the flags, shoved it through, swept 

up the old plate, and stormed out into the 

hallway.
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hinlay walked crisply into the 

antechamber. She was not carrying 

anything. As her footsteps rang down the 

length of the room, his voice wafted out to 

meet her.

“Have you tired of our little game, 

acolyte?”

She reached the place where the empty 

plate and skin lay. “No.” She replied, 

picking them up. She turned, and walked 

back down the chamber.

“Ah. So you mean to starve me out?”

She turned back, and directed a 

withering stare over her shoulder.

“Oh – my apologies.” he said quickly. 

“You have your duty, and you would not 

shirk it.”

“Thank you.”Shinlay said.
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“It was wrong of me to suggest 

otherwise.”

“Oh, not for that.” she corrected, “For 

telling me that I was right in my 

pondering: You can see me from in there, 

though I can not see you.”

“I-” he caught his breath, then said no 

more.

Shinlay smiled. “Ha ha. No, thief. Our 

rules are still in place, and the game goes 

on.” Then she walked out into the hall, 

humming.

Several minutes later, she returned, 

carrying his usual plate of stew, crust, and 

water skin. Under her arms she also 

carried several other items, however.

She slid his rations through, and then 

placed down on the floor a box of tallow 

candles, flint and tinder, a prayer mat, and 
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the ninth volume of the Goddess' 

teachings.

She placed two tallow candles out, one 

to either side of the mat, and right up at 

the border of the wardings. She scraped at 

her flint and tinder till she had set aflame a 

small twist of dried lichen, and lit both 

fatty candles. Then she settled herself 

cross legged on the prayer mat, placed the 

volume of scriptures before here where 

plenty of light fell upon the pages, and 

began to read. On the other side of the 

invisible barrier behind which the thief 

was trapped, his dinner waited for him, 

fragrant, hot and within a yard of her two 

bright candles.

“Oh. Oh, ho ho ho. Well done, little 

daughter. Well played. A masterful move.”

“You are too kind.”
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“No, no – it is well thought out. Almost 

perfectly.”

“I believe it is well enough thought out, 

anyway.” she responded.

“But what will happen when you 

yourself get hungry?” he challenged. “I am 

a hardened adventurer, well used to 

privation and meagre rations.”

“I well believe it.” she agreed, and pulled 

a large hunk of bread from her robe. “But I 

have just had my dinner, before bringing 

you yours. And you are already one day 

into your fast. I feel I have at least set you a 

difficult challenge.”

He chuckled, it seemed with genuine 

mirth. “Very well done indeed. You would 

make an excellent thief.”
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She sat up straight, and settled her 

shoulders, then frowned. “I am trying to 

catch a thief, not become one.”

“Ah, but there is an old saying in the 

cities about that.”

“Well, I am not from Shaleport.” she 

replied.

Shinlay heard a rustle from within the 

Shrine, and a sigh, as though the thief had 

moved and settled himself. “Many years 

ago, I had read all those texts through.”

“You?” Shinlay gawped.

“Indeed. Once I was an acolyte, like 

yourself, and then eventually a brother of 

the Goddess.”

“So that is how you know of my 

readings.”

“Oh, yes: I remember them well. Of 

course, it has been many many years since 
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I have had any call to use the Goddess' 

wise teachings.”

“I should think not – a burglar from 

Shaleport.”

“You should not besmirch the name of 

your city so much.” the thief mused.

“What do you mean?”

“Well – only that like most of the 

acolytes who once walked these halls, you 

were in all likelihood a foundling, 

deposited here to be raised in love and 

charity by the High Priestess and her 

order. Likely by someone from Shaleport.”

Shinlay frowned again. At last she shook 

her head, and opened the tome before her. 

She could easily read the book, while 

keeping the bowl of stew clearly within her 

vision. She had no fear that he would be 

able to take the meal from her by stealth.
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After a minute or two, his voice wafted 

out again. “The ninth volume, now. You 

have made progress.”

“Of course. I study hard. Soon I have no 

doubt that I will know as much as any thief 

of the city.”

“Hah! Already more than most, acolyte. 

But remind me, is this the volume where 

Rhinnius speaks of the beggar?”

“Uh, it is Rhinnius again” she leafed 

through some pages. “But... yes. Yes I can 

see that a few pages on.”

“Ah, a most excellent metaphor. I will be 

interested to know of your thoughts on it, 

once you have read that passage.”

She made a small noise, then went back 

to her reading.
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It was dark. Shinlay blinked, and then 

moaned, as she felt a dull ache in her 

shoulder. She snorted in a deep breath and 

shot up awake, her heart pounding.

“No!” she gasped. She fumbled around 

on the flagstones for a moment, then 

grasped at her neck. She yanked forth the 

chain there, and gripped tightly to her 

mirror disc medallion. “Goddess of the 

holy pool, light my path!” she prayed.

Instantly light burst forth, and its 

illumination revealed that she had fallen 

asleep curled up on the prayer mat. The 

third set of candles she had lit had burnt 

down to nubs, and must have gone out as 

she dozed. Both the plate and the water-

skin that she had been guarding sat neatly 

piled on her side of the threshold, licked 

clean of their meal.
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“No!” she cried, dashing her hand across 

her face. Her head still span with sitting up 

too quickly, and the light blazing from her 

medallion stung her eyes.

There was a small movement, from a 

yard or two in front of her.

Her head snapped up, and Shinlay saw 

that the space opposite her was not empty. 

Sitting cross legged at the spot where the 

meal had been was a figure. The man was 

wrapped in a dark grey cloak, that 

appeared to be deeply encrusted with dust. 

He had been sitting so still and silent, that 

she had not even registered his presence 

till he raised his head.

His hands came out, and pushed back 

the hood of his cloak. It fell stiffly from his 

brow.
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His face was lean, weathered by the sun 

but naturally quite fair. It looked very 

fierce at first, for Shinlay was 

unaccustomed to looking on the features of 

men, and his was covered in a dark stubble 

that was on its way to a beard. But the 

roughness and hard angles of the face 

framed a pair of eyes that were alive with 

mirth, and quick to dart and catch any 

movement. The hands that removed the 

hood were likewise contradictory – for 

they were long and elegant, with a fineness 

of movement, that was entirely out of place 

alongside their callouses and hardness. His 

nails were much more neatly trimmed 

than Shinlay's own.

She gaped at him.

“You have earned it.” he said, and 

smiled.
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Then he stood and turned in one quick 

movement, and disappeared off to the 

right of the archway.
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hinlay carried in the thief's meal. 

She walked quickly up to the 

archway, and peered in, craning her neck 

around.

“Thief? I have your dinner, thief.”

There was a long moment of silence, 

and then a voice calmly said from quite 

close, “Well pass it to me then.”

Shinlay jumped, and had to clutch at the 

tin plate tightly. She had been looking 

around to the right, and instead he was 

leaning against the left hand side of the 

arch.

He pushed away from the wall, and 

stepped silently up to face her. He was tall 

– taller than herself and the High 

Priestess, but other than that rather 

limited comparison, Shinlay could not 

make much more of a judgement. He held 
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out his hard, delicate hand, just a small 

space away from the line where the 

magical wardings were keeping him 

prisoner.

Shinlay looked down at it. Her insides 

tickled, and she felt hot. She glanced at her 

other hand, that was holding the broom.

“Well, we don't really need that now, do 

we?” he smiled at her.

Shinlay mouthed a silent word, then 

said, “I, uh... no.” She spoke very quietly, 

but he was so close to her that he must 

have had no trouble hearing. His hand 

remained out-held, waiting.

She slowly gently held out the plate, her 

eyes darting to and fro, checking that she 

was not about to cross the line herself. His 

hand was very close to the line, however, 

and so when his fingers closed firmly 
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around the far edge of the dish, her 

trembling fingers were a good hand-span 

from the point of danger. She released it 

stepped back, letting out a fluttering 

breath. He stood still as a stone, the plate 

held hanging over the border for a second.

“Well done.” He withdrew it into the 

Shrine, and stepped back.

“I – I did not see you over there.” she 

said.

“Clearly. Because you were looking for 

me over there. Disappointing, given your 

ingenuity yesterday.”

She made a face. “No – your cloak. It's 

so dirty, it's the same colour as the stone of 

the walls.” she said, bending and sliding 

the water-skin part way through the 

barrier.
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He walked back to the wall he had been 

leaning against, scooping some gruel into 

his mouth with the hunk of bread. “I 

should hope so,” he retorted, “I spent a 

good hour in your fore-court caking it with 

mud.”

“Oh.” Shinlay hadn't considered that his 

disreputable appearance was anything 

other than the proper state for a burglar. 

“And you stand so still...” she gave up on 

that sentence, as he turned and raised an 

eyebrow at her. His stillness had kept her 

unaware of his presence the night before, 

as well. That was a simple trick. She met 

his gaze, and realised what he was telling 

her. “Patience, forethought and discipline.”

He nodded. “And?”

“Keep yourself to places where no-one 

expects to find you.... Oh. But that is so 
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simple. All this is no more than trickery, 

and... common sense! There must be more 

to your secrets than this! How did you pass 

through the little warded gate? Oh – But 

you were a brother of the order!”

“Ah, no. That way is no longer open to 

me. It has been many years since the 

Goddess and I saw... eye to eye. Her spells 

are fast against me now.”

“So there is another secret!” Shinlay 

breathed. “Some other way that you have 

found to slip past even Her watchful eye. 

What is it?”

“You'd be surprised how uncommon 

those common sense things are.” he 

chided, studying the wall. “It is probably 

best if we each place the meals down on 

this line, to ensure we neither of us cross 

it.”
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“What line?” she asked.

“Here, come close but be very careful 

not to touch.” He hunkered down on his 

knees, and brought his face right up to the 

base of the arch. She mimicked him, and 

watched as he pulled from his cloak a 

wallet loosely bound up with a leather 

thong. With two fingers he slid from one 

end of it a slim tool. It was a length of stiff 

wire, with an odd kink in the end of it, and 

a slim polished bone handle. He held this 

and used it to indicate a place on the floor, 

next to the base of the arched entrance to 

the Shrine.

“Here, see? This is where the runes were 

laid, for the marking of the mage's spells.”

Shinlay frowned. She was aware of 

them, of course. She had invoked the 

Goddess' assistance in seeing the truth of 
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all things in here before now, and seen the 

glittering lines of magical energy shining 

in the darkness with a light that did not fall 

on anything else. “Does the Goddess still 

bless you with her sight?” she asked.

“Oh, no. The Goddess ceased granting 

me those favours a long time ago.”

“Well, then how can you see the magical 

radiance...?”

He chuckled. “I cannot, of course. But 

the mages scribed their runes with 

something.”

“I was told that the ink was invisible.”

“It may well be. But the dust that 

adheres to it is a substance much more 

mundane. See?”

She squinted closely.

“Careful...”
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“Yes.” she said. She peered at the floor, 

and sure enough, there were visible the 

faint traceries of writing, marked out in 

fluff and silvery grains.

“They run the whole circumference of 

the portal, and incise the strictures for 

passage.”

“You can read them?” she asked.

He made a prevaricating gesture. “Not 

read, no. They are the classic runes of 

invocation though, I can tell that.” He 

glanced up at her. “You pick up a lot in a 

life of adventuring with assorted company, 

if you keep your eyes open.”

“But you said this spell had rules of 

passage. I thought nothing could exit this 

barrier.”

“That seems to be what the rules are 

outlining. No living being, no dead being, 
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no avatar of magical conjuring, no object 

animated by sorcery or divine 

inspiration....”

“So, nothing then.”

He peered at her. “Except for plates of 

gruel. And brooms. And air.”

“Oh!”

“Ah - you see?” he smiled. “Mages deal 

with forces of incredible power, and primal 

influence. The rules they must outline in 

their summonings of those energies are 

very complex, and must be meticulously 

thought out, or they can have very bad 

consequences. And being naturally 

cautious and controlling folk, mages also 

tend to follow the procedures laid out by 

knowledgeable practitioners who have 

gone before them. Now, few mages would 

wish to seal a room absolutely, for that 
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would forbid even any knowledge of what 

was on the other side of the door. And 

heavens help the poor creatures that were 

locked inside.

“So most spells of binding start from a 

more restricted set of rules, and then build 

up from there. And lastly, of course, mages 

do not like to put themselves irretrievably 

into a bind, so they tend to leave a 

loophole or two, for their own 

convenience.”

“And is there a loophole in this one?” 

Shinlay urged.

“Mmm? Oh,” the thief sat back and 

shook his head. “No, I could never read 

enough of these runes to figure out 

something like that. Even if you are fluent 

in them, magicians hide their loopholes 

very carefully.”
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“So... you can't escape the Shrine, 

then?” Shinlay sighed.

“One thing I can tell – I was in no small 

danger when you passed me my meal just 

now.”

Shinlay looked a question at him.

“I have made out no less than five 

different blasting runes amongst this 

inscription.” he explained. “Whatever it is 

feared may rise out of this pit, some very 

harsh measures have been taken to ensure 

it would encroach no further.” He mused 

quietly. “Yes, definitely best if you go back 

to placing the plate down on the ground, 

from now on. But would you feel secure 

enough in placing it on the line, rather 

than pushing it with that dirty broom?”
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Shinlay stared at him. He had known 

about those runes when he held out his 

hand? She closed her mouth, and nodded.

“Good.” He went back to eating his stew. 

Shinlay turned and walked slowly back out 

of the room.

80



his water tastes fresher than 

before.”

“Mmm? Oh – I followed the pipes and 

channels carved in the rocks of the Utilitas 

wing, and cleared all the blockages. I had 

remembered that the fetching of water 

used to be only a winter time task. The 

small stream runs through a dam in the 

cleft above the temple, and there is a 

boring that feeds some of it off and into 

our complex here.”

The thief nodded. “A very nice piece of 

mechanical thinking.”

She glared at him.

“And, of course, a worthy use of your 

intellect to repair the state of the Goddess' 

temple here. You should be proud.”

Shinlay humphed. Frankly she had just 

been glad that she did not have to haul 
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buckets in and out each morning any 

more. She went back to the scripture she 

had been reading, but then looked up at 

him again. “You know of our ways, because 

you used to be of the order.”

“Indeed.”

“Then, how is it that you did not know 

of the Jewel of the Shrine?”

He tilted his head. “What do you mean, 

acolyte?”

“The Jewel of the Goddess – it is not an 

actual jewel. Not a precious stone, that is. 

It is – was a pool. The pool of clear water 

that used to lay within the cave where you 

are now imprisoned.”

The thief nodded, and sat back with an 

“Ahh. Then I would have needed a very 

large sack to carry it off in.”

She laughed at that.
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“It is nice to hear that sound.” the thief 

commented. “I warrant there has been 

little enough of it, since the blasting of this 

pool.” He stood and walked back into the 

cave, till his feet were at the very edge of 

the blackened sands. He peered down, and 

Shinlay followed his eye.

The round depression funnelled inward, 

the faintly glistening back sands looking 

oily, until they disappeared into a yawning 

hole, that sat like an open wound, deep 

down in the bottom of the well.

“What happened?” he asked.

Shinlay tightened her chin, and looked 

down. She did not like to remember it, but 

it had been so long since she had been able 

to speak to anyone about it, that she found 

herself telling him.
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“I don't remember it clearly. It woke us 

all from sleep, and there was a lot of 

rushing around, and clamour. The High 

Priestess was very calm, putting on a good 

face for us all. No-one knew what to do. I 

was scared.

“The well of the Goddess, the place 

where her water had sprung from, and 

nurtured us all from the time we were 

babes had been tainted. There was 

something growing down in the bottom of 

it, and it was moving. No-one knew what it 

was, but everyone seemed certain that it 

was dangerous.”

“These things generally are.” he agreed. 

She stared a question at him. “I have some 

experience with this kind of thing, myself.”

“Oh. Well, there were days of activity, 

and messages, and hurried summons. The 
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martial order of Her Lady's Paladins was 

brought in, and we all had to leave. I 

waited outside in the fore-court, along 

with everyone else. I was very frightened, 

but some of the older girls talked a lot, and 

made light of it. I could tell they were just 

trying to make us little ones feel better.

“After a long night, the holy knights 

emerged, and we were allowed back in. We 

were told there had been a terrible battle, 

worse than they had feared it would be, 

and that the High Priestess had stood 

foremost and struck at the clawing 

invaders with all the might of the Goddess' 

arm, and the Paladins had managed to 

excise the evil. But that it had taken a 

terrible toll. She was bed-ridden for two 

days, and very weak afterward.”
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The thief nodded. “She can be proud of 

her strength.” he said.

Shinlay swallowed. “I just wish it had 

never happened.” She gulped some air. 

“And afterward we were told that we could 

not come in here anymore. That the 

Goddess' Jewel was desecrated, and that 

we could not worship at it anymore. That 

is when the others started to leave.” She 

snorted, and wiped her nose and face on 

her sleeve. “I just wish the blackness had 

never come.”

The thief turned away, and came to sit 

close to her, on his side of the barrier.

“But you did not leave. And the Temple 

Mother has recovered her strength. And all 

these wards have been put in place, and 

you are both safe now. No,” he said, 

“nothing will ever be as it was before, but 
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you have fought past the crisis of it, and 

you have won. You will face the next 

challenges as they come, and I tell you that 

you will overcome them all too. All will be 

well.”

Shinlay did not know if he was just 

saying things to make her feel better, but 

having spoken of it all to him had released 

a tension in her that she had not even 

known was there. And the sound of his 

deep and solid voice did settle her. She 

sniffed again, and wiped her face once 

more. Then she smiled up at him, and he 

nodded in return.

She stood, took up her book, and began 

to make her way out of the room. “Here.” 

There was a skittering sound on the floor 

behind her.

87



She turned, and lying at her heels was a 

slim wedge of wood. It was about the size 

and length of a finger, and had been pared 

down on all sides to be neatly square along 

its length. She bent and picked it up. The 

thief was tucking his wallet back into his 

belt.

“You don't become a decent robber 

without learning an awful lot about doors.” 

he advised her.

88



nd what does Whinnet mean by 

that?”

“Well,” said Shinlay, “I don't think that 

the story is really about a beggar and a rich 

man.”

“So...?”

“It's another metaphor about our 

relationship with the divine.” she 

explained.

“Ah, I see.” the thief nodded. “You are 

making excellent progress through the 

ninth volume, little acolyte.”

“Actually, I started the tenth a couple of 

days ago – I was just re-reading some of 

this one, to compare something in it.”

“Really?” he looked at her with genuine 

surprise. “That – that's actually much 

better progress than I had thought. You 

are a better acolyte than I was.”
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“Well, I should hope so. Look at how 

you ended up.”

The thief stared at her for a moment, 

then burst out laughing. “Yes, I suppose 

you do see me at a particularly low ebb. 

Now, what can you tell me about doors?”

Shinlay pursed her lips, and drew out 

the small slip of wood that he had tossed to 

her the other day. “Well, each of them is 

different, but only in small ways. There are 

some that slide behind each other, but 

mostly they are a flat piece of wood with 

hinges on one side.”

“Mmm?”

She continued, “The small differences 

are in the details. Some have metal hinges, 

but others just have wooden posts in holes. 

They must be tricky to carve. The doors to 

the cupboards in the kitchens simply have 
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stiff leather straps stapled to the frame and 

the door, but they hinge up, because if they 

were mounted on the sides, then the doors 

would hang unevenly as the leather wore, 

and that would be a nuisance.”

“And how are all these doors fastened?” 

the thief asked.

“Yes. I imagined that was what you 

meant, when you pointed me in this 

direction.” she glared at him. “Well, it is 

not a very fitting pass-time for a daughter 

of the Shrine to engage in, but if I am to 

understand how you snuck in on us, then I 

guess I must.

“I could find three – no four – ways to 

secure a door.” She counted them of on her 

fingers. “One, a bolt. Two, a latch, or catch. 

I also found one lock: that's three.”

“And the last?” he enquired.
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“Well, a magical portal, like this one.” 

she looked at his eyes. “Or the little gate in 

our temple doors. Oh, but I suppose that 

has a bar, as well.”

The thief waggled his hand. “A bar is the 

same thing as a bolt, mechanically 

speaking. It presents the same challenges, 

but on a larger scale.” As he spoke, he 

removed the wallet from his belt, and laid 

it on the floor, in front of where he sat 

cross legged.

It was a parcel a little longer than his 

hand, and bulged with the items held 

within. He unwound the leather thong 

from around it, and then deftly let the 

whole thing unroll into a long strip. There 

was another flap of leather that he then 

flipped open along the top of its length, to 

reveal a trove of tiny, interesting items.
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Now that it was all unfolded, Shinlay 

could see that along the base it was sewn 

into a series of slim pockets, all along the 

length. Out from each of these stuck all 

sorts of handles and hafts, loops and 

hooks. There were lengths of coiled cord, 

and wire, and some small vials of 

interesting looking liquids.

“A bolt can be slipped through patient 

working in a circular motion with a slim 

file,” he explained, pulling out just such an 

object from its sleeve, “or if need be, can be 

sawed in two. A large bar for a door is best 

tackled that way, but with a wire saw.

“Catches generally drop into place, just 

on their own. So a small hook, or bent 

angle of wire will generally be enough to 

lift them off their place, even though it is 

on the other side of the door to you.” These 
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next two tools were displayed. “You insert 

this between the door and the jam, and 

then turn to raise the arm into place.”

“But what about a door that is set into 

the wall around it?” Shinlay objected. The 

big door on the pantry was like that.

“Ah, you have seen that eh? Good.” He 

removed a length of wire, still stiff, but 

when he flexed it with his fingers it opened 

out, and then held the shape that he 

twisted it into. “A shape like this allows 

you to slide the end of the wire in behind 

the jam, then use this arm to roll the end 

up and under the latch. You don't have a 

hook, or twist on the end, but you often 

don't need one.”

He ran his fingers along the rest of the 

handles, and pulled out a tool here and one 

there. A set of slim pliers, and several long 
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arms with polished bone handles and 

different shaped heads. “I have all sorts of 

tools here, for all sorts of purposes. Proper 

locks are a different beast, but they all rely 

on the key rolling over, and sliding a bolt 

back. Warded locks are easy, for all you 

really need there is a square arm, and to 

find the place within the lock that it can 

turn in. Lever tumblers are trickier: you 

need both the square arm, or some smiths 

call it a 'wrench', and then one or more of 

these tools, to ease the three, or even five 

levers up and down, till you can find that 

one point where the bolt can pass through 

each of their warded gates at the same 

time.”

He slid them back into their places, each 

in its own perfectly shaped pocket. “But 

really, one can't explain this kind of thing.” 
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He slid out a screwdriver. “You only really 

get to understand how they work the first 

time you have taken a lock apart, and had 

a look at its insides.”

Shinlay was fascinated, but still did not 

have the answer she had been seeking. 

“And magical gates? What of them?”

“Ah. Magical gates do not have moving 

parts, but there are certainly wards and 

restrictions on how they work, are there 

not?”

“Yes. I suppose so.”

“So with magical locks, it really is a 

matter of figuring out what rules set the 

conditions for passage through the ward, 

and then coming up with a way to 

circumvent them.”
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hinlay put her shoulder down, and 

pushed the little door open, 

squinting against the light. A warm wind 

chased around in the plaza this morning, 

and Shinlay realised how long it had been 

since there had been any reason for her to 

venture outside. She took a long breath 

and smelled the scent of the pines from far 

below their eyrie, then turned and 

regarded the little door. She held the slip 

of wood in her hand.

It had always seemed to be a completely 

regular door, in every way. Well, that was 

not quite true, she now noted. Of course, 

there was the magical seal on it, that 

prevented it opening to the touch of any 

but a daughter of the Shrine. Shinlay could 

see quite clearly the invocation carved on 

the face of the door that outlined that holy 
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seal. But even beyond that, there were 

other features that she could now take note 

of.

There was the strong heavy bar on the 

inside of it. She quickly dismissed that, 

however, because it quite clearly had not 

been sawn through.

The little door had no handle on the 

outside, of course. It looked just like 

another panel in the carved exterior of the 

much larger door that it sat within. A 

doorknob would have spoiled the effect of 

that, and more importantly drawn 

attention to the fact this panel was more 

than it seemed. It was a secret 

convenience, not to be revealed to the 

larger world.

And, of course, it did not run all the way 

to the ground. The panel was set up in the 
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larger door, and so below it was a stretch 

of wood that reached almost up to 

Shinlay's knee. That was what made her 

have to turn around and pull the buckets 

through afterwards.

She pushed it closed, then pulled it open 

again. The outer face was wider than the 

whole slab of the door. But more than that 

– the door itself had a sort of “step” in it, 

all around the top, bottom, and opening 

side. The hinge side was flat. That step was 

there to make the door impossible – or at 

least very hard – to force inward, if it were 

found. A good hand's width of solid 

hardwood was the outer part of the door, 

then another hand of wood on the inner 

part. That made a sort of ledge along the 

bottom frame of the door.

Shinlay stood and considered it all.
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Then she went back inside.

A few minutes later she emerged again, 

holding the handle of an old mop, that had 

broken many months before. She heaved 

the door shut, and felt its solid thunk as it 

rested home. Then, taking care not to 

touch the door with her hand, she stuck 

the broken end of the mop-handle into the 

tiny join of the closed door, and tried to 

lever it open.

Sure enough, the little door refused to 

budge. She experimented, and discovered 

that if she kept up the pressure, and 

reached out and laid even a finger very 

lightly on the door, she could get it to 

move. But unless she – a daughter of the 

Shrine – was actually touching the door, 

the power of the Goddess held it fast.
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She pulled the door open again, and 

took out from her smock the slim wedge of 

wood. She looked around at every feature 

of the door, and at last reached out, and 

placed the wedge lying flat along the inside 

of the little step, at the base of the door's 

frame. It sat snugly in there, its square 

sides neatly laying flush against the step. It 

was almost un-noticable there.

She pushed the door to, and felt its solid 

thunk. But this time, it was closing against 

the wedge of wood, and she could clearly 

see that the rest of the door was being held 

open by it: one slim finger's width. She 

pulled the door open, and then, pretending 

that she was holding two buckets in her 

hands, pushed the door closed with her 

hip, as she had used to.
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Sure enough, she felt the solid thunk of 

it closing, and Shinlay realised that she 

would walk away from the door without 

looking back at it, as she went out to fetch 

the water each morning.

She turned and regarded the finger's 

width of a gap, and picked up the handle of 

the mop again. Sliding it in to the space, 

and making sure not to touch the door in 

any way, she pulled against it.

And the door swung slowly but easily 

open.
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hinlay stormed up the stairs from 

the atrium, the short slip of wood 

still clutched in her fist, and rounded the 

corner toward the Shrine. She strode up to 

the antechamber doors, standing open as 

always, but suddenly stopped, as she heard 

voices. Two adult voices, conversing in 

calm tones, but also clearly in the middle 

of a fierce argument.

“You could not have taken that which 

you mistakenly came for, anyway.” insisted 

the High Priestess.

“I wasn't ever here to steal the jewel of 

this Shrine. However... certain stones 

should be properly housed. Without the 

right cradle of supports, the careful 

grooming, the polish that only constant 

care can give them, and the correct setting 

to show off their charms, then the most 
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beautiful gem remains little more than 

simply another rock.”

“You are a thief.”

“Yes, I am.”

“What purpose have you but to steal 

away that which is most valuable, most 

precious, the dearest treasures of your 

unwilling victims? You live only to steal.”

“No man can live on bread alone....”

The High Priestess paused, and Shinlay 

could hear her breathing in and out, tense 

in her consideration.

“You have disturbed the peace and 

sanctity of this temple.”

He snorted. “Which was only the peace 

of an unjustly abandoned place of 

worship.”

“You have disturbed my acolyte -”
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“I have broadened her experience of the 

world, if that is the same thing.”

Shinlay's heart thudded.

“You stole in here, by who knows what 

ill means -”

The thief suddenly raised his voice 

above its usual calm level. “Oh please, 

High Priestess! As though there were not 

half a dozen ways to enter here. The 

concealed gate to the Star-stage is only a 

short climb up a broken cliff behind the 

temple, and there are stairs down from 

there. Have you not considered the very 

flue that you had the acolyte clear one 

morning? Or the stream that runs below 

the Utilitas wing, and that it must empty 

out of the mountain somewhere? It is well 

that your acolyte should know just how 
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easily I could have accessed your Shrine, 

and by so many ways.”

There was another silence.

“I think it best if you leave.” she said 

quietly.

The thief's voice became suddenly 

intimate, and for the first time, Shinlay felt 

a hot flush as the certain knowledge that 

this was not her own conversation that she 

listened to came home. “You know what is 

ahead.”

“I think you should leave.” The Priestess 

repeated.

“You know that you will have to enter 

here. You know that you will have a long 

journey ahead of you, through this 

darkness.” He waited. Then, “I have made 

such a journey before, myself. You know 

this. I cannot take your quest with you, but 
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I would fain stay here, for the acolyte's 

sake.”

The High Priestess spoke loudly, with a 

bright, brittle note to her tone. “I want you 

to go!”

Shinlay stood in the silent, empty 

corridor, waiting on her toes.

“Of course, Mother of the Shrine. As you 

wish.”

There was a curt swish of robes, and the 

sound of footsteps approaching. Shinlay 

turned and moved in quick silence to the 

prayer room. She stood still in its darkened 

doorway, and watched as the High 

Priestess swept from the ante-chamber, 

and away, back up to her quarters.

Shinlay turned quietly, and stepped 

further into the vacant place of 

contemplation, her breath fluttering in and 
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out. Her stomach jumped, and she felt a 

hot wind through her. She looked around, 

and could not make any sense of the 

familiar benches, mats and robes on their 

pegs. Her hands shook, so she clasped 

them together, in the familiar attitude of 

prayer, and sank to her knees in the 

abandoned room.
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 long time later, her breath had 

calmed, but she felt no more at ease. 

She had said all the prayers for guidance 

and strength that she knew, and then said 

them again. Then she had just sat there, 

breathing slowly in and out. She felt like an 

empty shell, and she did not know how to 

fill herself again.

The doorway behind her was empty. 

Shinlay raised her head. That emptiness 

stood there behind her, and she could feel 

it echoing the silence within her breast. It 

was the fore-shadow of all that she could 

feel inside her now, and the cause of it. It 

was the origin of her own vacancy, and she 

could only acknowledge it now, by letting 

it be.

When at last she stood, brushed down 

her skirts, and turned to face the door 

109



there was no-one there. She walked to a 

peg beside the door, and took down a long 

cloak. It was a simple, even plain thing, of 

an unattractive dark grey. Her old cloak 

was far too short for her now, so she 

wrapped this one around her shoulders.

Swathed in this shadow, she walked 

softly from the prayer room, and around 

into the antechamber of the Shrine.

It was just a room now. Then she spied 

it. Halfway down the room, an object lay 

on the floor. She stepped silently over. It 

lay a good ten yards from both the 

entrance, and the magical barrier. She 

knelt down, and picked up the wallet.

Delicately, she unwound the leather 

thong, and then unrolled it on the floor, 

with the same three swipes that she had 

seen him use. Flipping back the cover, she 
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could see that every tool was in its tiny 

pocket. Small razor sharp knives, a coil of 

soft twine, a little chip of mirror on the end 

of a slim arm, and a set of screwdrivers. 

There was even a delicate artist's brush, 

and a quill. Each little tool had its own 

matching polished bone handle, which all 

felt smooth and almost warm to her touch. 

Every handle had a slightly different shape 

or size, as well, so that she knew after a 

little practice she would be able to select 

the one she wanted by feel alone, or in the 

pitch dark.

There was a quiet intake of breath at the 

door. She turned the cover back down, 

flipped the roll up, and stood, winding it 

closed.

“When the time comes, mother,” she 

said, turning to face the High Priestess, “I 
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will come with you.” Shinlay looked her 

calmly in the eye, and tucked the wallet 

into her waist-band.

The woman stared at her. “He is gone.”

“I know.” Shinlay said.

“You cannot come. The quest is much 

too dangerous.”

Shinlay walked silently to the doorway. 

She placed one hand on the High Priestess' 

arm. “In a few weeks I will have finished 

all my readings, and you can initiate me.”

“You still wish to become an initiate?”

“Mother, I will always be a daughter of 

the Shrine.”

The Priestess glanced down at Shinlay's 

belt.

Shinlay held her eye. “In a few weeks, I 

will be ready. I just need a little time to 

prepare.”
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“I cannot allow you to...”

“Mother. You cannot do this alone. So I 

will do it with you.”

Shinlay squeezed her arm, then walked 

quietly out and back to her quarters.
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