VICTORIA HANLEY



THE LIGHT OF
THE ORACLE

OOOOOOOOOOOOOO



THE LIGHT OF THE ORACLE
A DAVID FICKLING BOOK 0 385 60753 9

Published in Great Britain by David Fickling Books,
a division of Random House Children’s Books

This edition published 2004
18579108642

Text copyright © Victoria Hanley, 2004
Maps copyright © Neil Gower, 2004

The right of Victoria Hanley to be identified as the author of this work has been
asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or othewise, without the prior permission
of the publishers.

Papers used by Random House Children’s Books are natural, recyclable products
made from wood grown in sustainable forests. The manufacturing processes
conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.

Set in 12/15pt New Baskerville

DAVID FICKLING BOOKS
31 Beaumont Street, Oxford, OX1 2NP, UK
A division of RANDOM HOUSE CHILDREN'S BOOKS
61-63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 55A
A division of The Random House Group Ltd.

RANDOM HOUSE AUSTRALIA (PTY) LTD
20 Alfred Street; Milsons Point, Sydney,
New South Wales 2061, Australia

RANDOM HOUSE NEW ZEALAND LTD
18 Poland Road, Glenfield, Auckland 10, New Zealand

RANDOM HOUSE (PTY) LTD
Endulini, 5A Jubilee Road, Parktown 2193, South Africa

THE RANDOM HOUSE GROUP Limited Reg. No. 954009
www.kidsatrandomhouse.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Printed and bound in Great Britain by
Clays Ltd, St Ives plc



To Emrys and Rose
To Phoenix

And to Readers everywhere



Acknowledgements

Grateful thanks to the following people:

My dear children, Emrys and Rose, both of whom read
various drafts of this book and then gave suggestions both astute
and heartening. Special thanks to Rose for never wavering in
her encouragement, and to Emrys for his extremely entertaining
comments.

My husband Tim for his loving ways, which sustain and
nourish me every day.

My parents. Dad gave me valuable criticism, Mom gave kind
support. My sisters, Bridget and Peggy, and brothers, Brian and
Quentin, and brother-in-law, Jonathan, for being avid readers
and for extending good wishes during the process of writing. My
sister-in-law, Cathrin, for graciously helping to translate German
emails!

My friend Bonnie Callison, wonderful writing buddy, for
egging me on, helping me laugh and contributing her precious
perspective and know-how. Other dear friends (Cliff M, Rhonda
M, Rowan M, Carl S, Nancy R, Joan B, Brooke A, Erin M, Charli O,
Van W, John R, Jeanne MC, Carol B, Cynthia T, Karen H, Jon G,
and Brenda M), for keeping me company over tea, coffee, and
online. You are so worth knowing that you make life worth living.
And thank you, Sophie Hicks, for representing me.

Bella Pearson for reading several times and providing helpful
comments each time. Sophie Nelson for expert copyediting.

Ness Wood for her extraordinary eye for design.

Emma Chichester Clark for painting the beautiful artwork
seen on the cover.

Readers all over the world who have e-mailed me and given
me inspiration; also the readers I haven’t heard from.

And David Fickling, who really is the world’s most fantastic
editor. Many many thanks for such magnificently perceptive insight.

Victoria Hanley



fon %
/%%%

Temple of%,i S §
The Oracle

SopraLAN?

(




0l =(g|

LE of the @RACME m

1 Infirmary and
Dispensary

2 Kitchens and
g Dininy]fall.!‘
L 3 Handmaid Mny
; fa 4. Acolyte Wing
.5 Unmarried Senior

Handmaid Wing

6. lnmarried Serior

Acolyte I/Vt'ny

7 Troubadowr
.S'Zaye

8. fanctuary’

20 Cabi™l g
@ ° waf""' r
[=]

wett 5 56141 e-f&
=] Ac,,ly -ds

QQ Haﬂ Ifnd
Poa = o &
= o

iy

Guewt Wzny

Grand
Hall

\Y
N

Altar of 1
the Oracle ﬂtas
OT""’G rdeﬂ




SPRING






One

Bryn knew that others would consider it childish for a
girl of fifteen to chase through fields after a plume of
thistledown. If her mother had been watching, she
would have thrown up her hands and berated the
gods for sending her a good-for-nothing daughter.
Her brothers would sneer; even her father would look
troubled. But Bryn wasn’t thinking of her disapprov-
ing relations; to her, the web of sunlight caught in the
threads of thistledown seemed brighter than anything
else in the world.

The silky down brushed against Bryn’s forehead
before whirling away again, borne on the breeze. She
tried to catch it, but it kept moving out of reach,
spinning and leading her on. How had it come to be
there, dancing in the winds of spring? Normally,
thistles didn’t shed their seeds until full summer.

A loud neigh brought Bryn up short. A spray of
pebbles stung her bare ankles, and shouts filled her
ears. Falling backwards, she landed hard in the dust of
the village road. The thistledown had led her straight
across the path of a horse! She picked herself up,



backing away from the great hooves that had nearly
crushed her head. Across the road in the field beyond,
her thistledown was hurrying away with the wind.

‘Who are you?’ asked the man whose horse had
nearly trampled her. His red robes, embroidered with
gold, moved stiffly in the breeze. Behind him rode a
line of soldiers; gold and red insignia blazed upon the
breastplates of their armour. Beyond the soldiers,
Bryn glimpsed more travellers.

She gazed, speechless. This vision was more real
than any of the others that had glimmered before her
eyes over the years. She blinked and waited for it to
disappear.

‘Who are you?” A large ring on the rider’s hand
flashed in her eyes.

Bryn was accustomed to being tagged the odd one,
the strange girl, the silly dreamer. Only Dai, the village
priest, seemed to think well of her. She had often been
mocked for talking to her visions, but this one seemed
to demand an answer. ‘Bryn, sir.’

‘Bryn, is it?’ His lean face showed no expression.
‘Why did you run in front of my horse?’

Bryn looked again at the ornate embroidery on his
robes. He didn’t disappear; his form was just as solid
as the pebbles digging into the soles of her feet. She
bent into the deep bow Dai had taught her for greet-
ing an important priest.

When she straightened, he was still staring. ‘I
asked why you ran in front of my horse.’

‘I'don’t know, sir.” How could she tell him that the
thistledown had led her?



‘Tell me. No harm shall come to you.’

Bryn pointed across the field, though the wind was
empty now. ‘The thistledown,” she said. ‘It wanted me
to follow.’

He didn’t laugh at her. “Where do you live, Bryn?’

‘By the quarry.’

‘Does your father cut stoner’

‘Yes, sir. My brothers, too.’

‘Can you ride a horse?’

Bryn nodded, somewhat guiltily. She and Aaron,
the blacksmith’s son, had made free with every horse
in the village — at night when their stalls were left
unguarded. Aaron had even dared her to ride a
spirited stallion that had once been stabled with his
father’s horses. Bryn had taken the dare, and she
would never forget the sensation of flying across the
moonlit fields.

‘Bolivar,” the priest said to a soldier just behind
him. ‘Fetch the white mare.’

Bolivar, a large man with a short moustache, led
forward a snowy horse, saddled and bridled with a
blue harness. The soldier’s armour creaked as he
lifted Bryn into the saddle, the muscles of his arms
bigger than a blacksmith’s.

Bryn wasn’t used to the side-saddle position. She
felt awkward. When she rode with Aaron, both of
them simply flung themselves bareback on whatever
horses they could find.

‘Which way to your home?’ the priest asked her.

‘That way, sir.” She pointed. To get to the quarry by
way of the road, they would have to pass through her



village, which was called Uste after the first rock miner
to settle there. How Bryn wished she could ride this
splendid horse through all her favourite places by her-
self. At home, this important man would tell her
mother how foolish she had been; how she had run
heedlessly in front of him.

‘Come then,” the priest ordered, and urged his
horse to a trot.

Bryn rode behind him. She wished Dai were there
to explain who this grand priest might be — but Dai
would be alone in the rectory at this time of day. He
called it his time of prayer, though Bryn knew he
contemplated bottles of wine instead of focusing on
devotion to the gods.

The villagers were calling one another out of their
shops, bowing to the red-robed priest who led the
procession of riders. When he lifted his shining ring,
they bowed lower. Bryn eyed the ring uneasily. It was
wrought into the shape of a golden &eltice, the knot
sacred to the gods. Dai had told her that the Master
Priest of the Oracle had such a ring. And no one but the
Master Priest may wear it, he had said, his filmy eyes
crinkling at the corners.

Could it be the Master Priest himself visiting the
meagre village of Uste? It hardly seemed possible. The
Temple of the Oracle was far away, past the Lyden
Desert to the south. Besides, important people rarely
passed through Uste. The stone quarried here was
unremarkable; those who used such stone for making
lowly walls and cottages would send labourers to
transport it, not renowned priests.



The procession passed the baker’s shop at the end
of the village. As it approached the quarry, the road
ahead began to fill with men and boys, rock hammers
in hand. And from their midst, a woman hurried for-
ward; it was Bryn’s mother, Nora. Someone must have
carried news to the quarry.

Nora pushed her way to the front of the crowd of
stonecutters. When she saw who rode near her
daughter, her face turned chalky. She bowed deeply.
Bryn’s father, Simon, shouldered through to stand
next to his wife. He too bowed low.

‘You are this girl’s parents?’ The priest’s voice cut
through all the murmurs around him.

‘Yes, sir.” Nora’s face hardened. “Whatever she’s
done, please forgive her. She doesn’t know what
she’s about.’

‘She has done nothing to offend. I have come to
visit her parents. If you would be so good as to receive
me into your home, I will speak with you and your
daughter. Alone.” He gave the last word only a small
emphasis, but the knot of men and boys began to
unravel and move back towards the quarry.
Astonishing. Bryn had never seen a man with such
power.

‘Our house is close by, Your Honour, but we have no
stables, only one stall,” said Simon, looking anxiously
at the mounted soldiers grouped behind the priest.

‘l understand.” The priest dismounted. He
nodded to Bolivar, who leaped from his own horse
and then lifted Bryn down from the mare.

Bryn walked with Bolivar after the priest, who



followed her parents down the path worn smooth by
generations of stonecutters. The rest of the procession
stayed silently behind. She looked up only when they
came near the cottage where she lived. It had been
her home for fifteen years, but now she imagined see-
ing it for the first time, and the sagging porch and
patched walls stood out glaringly.

The priest stooped to go through the door. Bolivar
remained outside, glaring vigilantly across the scarred
land.

Inside, Simon dragged forth the good chair for
their guest. Nora prepared tea, while Bryn stood
watching. Nora set forth the white porcelain cup
decorated with painted violets that had belonged to
her grandmother; the cup Bryn and her brothers were
never allowed to touch.

‘Sorry I have no sugar, Your Honour,” Nora said.

‘No need. I never take sugar in my tea.” The priest
gestured with his ring for them to sit. Bryn sank onto
the bench beside the old wooden table, across from
her parents. ‘You know who I am?’ he asked.

‘Master Priest?” Simon breathed, bowing again
from where he sat.

The priest inclined his head. ‘Yes. You may call me
Renchald.’

Renchald. Bryn heard Dai’s voice in her mind,
cracked and thin with age and wine, telling her that
name. ‘I was long gone from the Temple, my dear, when
Renchald rose to be Master Priest.’ Bryn stared at the tall,
clean-shaven man sitting so upright in her family’s one
good chair, his robes gleaming with gold, his green



eyes inscrutable. His shoulders weren’t as broad as her
father’s nor his chest as deep, but somehow he exuded
great strength. Strands of silver threaded the dark hair
at his brow; his long fingers gripped the porcelain cup
firmly. The Master Priest of the Temple of the Oracle
sitting in a stonecutter’s cottage, drinking ordinary
tea? Why?

‘This journey I'm on,” he said, ‘includes the
purpose of finding new handmaids to serve in
the Temple of the Oracle. As you may know, these
handmaids and the male acolytes who also study there
receive the best education in Sorana. Some hand-
maids progress to the rank of priestess.” He paused.
‘Your daughter would be suitable to become a
handmaid.’

Bryn nearly choked on her tea. Sweat ran over
Simon’s face, as if he laboured in the sun instead of
sitting in the cool of a stone cottage. The skin around
Nora’s eyes jumped as though bitten by unseen
insects.

‘I don’t see how that can be, sir,” Nora protested.
‘The girl is nothing but a dreamer. Not good for any-
thing but talking with the air, idling about in the
woods with nothing to show for her hours away.’

Bryn opened her mouth to say she knew better
than to talk with the air, but Renchald spoke first.
‘Come now, madam. I have been Master Priest for
more than a decade. Do you believe that I am
mistaken?’

Bryn’s mother shook her head, her narrow face
whitening as she looked at the floor.



‘Those who serve the Oracle see what others miss,’
the Master Priest went on. ‘A child born to such a
calling is often thought to be a dreamer.’

Bryn swallowed more tea, gulping back a hundred
questions.

‘Can she read or write?” Renchald asked.

‘Why would the daughter of a stonecutter learn to
read?’ Simon answered mildly.

‘The daughter of a stonecutter,” Renchald
answered, ‘might have no reason to learn. But a
priestess of the Oracle must be able to read the
messages of kings and queens.” He turned to Bryn.
‘Would you like to study such things?’

Bryn swished the dregs of her tea and then set
down her cup. ‘I can read and write,” she said. She met
her mother’s outraged eyes. ‘Dai taught me.” Without
the Master Priest’s presence, Nora would surely have
shouted in anger. Bryn addressed Renchald, explain-
ing, ‘The village priest. Dai.’

‘Ah.’ If he knew of Dai, he didn’t say. ‘How long
has he been teaching you?’

‘For many years. I've read all his books several
times over.’

‘Ah,” he said again, and a spark of unreadable feel-
ing flickered in his eyes.

‘I don’t understand.” Simon sounded as if some-
one had told him the quarry where he’d worked all his
life was not a place to cut stone after all.

‘The gods keep their ways hidden,” Renchald
answered.

The gods. Ever since Bryn could remember, her

10



