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Prologue

Strong hands thick with calluses soothed back her hair. The hands were deeply ingrained with earth and wrinkled with age so the skin looked as dark and as coarse as bark. They were a stark contrast to the pale soft skin of the young woman who looked as fragile as glass beneath his tender touch.

Stooping, he kissed the proud cheekbone on the young woman’s face. Her bones seemed almost to push through the skin and he was frightened to touch her lest she would crumble.

‘Please, my sweet daughter, eat. You must eat. You are fading away.’

Her trembling hand gripped his and he was horrified to see that her arm was no thicker than a twig. It would snap in an instant, he feared.

‘I’ll carry you to the table,’ he told her tenderly and lifted her up, painfully aware that she weighed little more than the blankets cosseting her shrivelled body.

Mournfully, the woman sighed and sipped reluctantly at the soup while large round tears rolled down her stretched cheeks.

‘How can I eat when the trees whisper of their suffering? We must help them. They need us and I cannot bear to think of their misery.’

The ancient man nodded and sat heavily beside her. ‘We must wait. Have patience and wait.’

Feebly, the woman pushed away her bowl of soup. ‘I cannot eat. I grieve for them too much. And I miss them. The pain  is so deep that it hurts and is choking me from within.’

‘You must eat so that we can go on.’

‘But how much longer?’ the girl asked so wearily that her poor father thought she might simply fade away as she sat there before him.

‘Year after year if that’s what it takes. Year after year.’




Chapter 1

Night would be their friend.

Realizing that he must have slept a while, Rollo looked with hope at the soothing lilacs and crimsons of the late afternoon sun that smudged the angry thunderheads retreating to the western horizon. The afternoon rain had ceased though heavy droplets still cascaded from the broad rubbery leaves which sheltered them. Steam rose all about them and the earth seemed to sigh in the ease of the evening sun. Rollo guessed they still had about two hours of daylight and he yearned for the protection of night.

All three of them sat scrunched up together for warmth. Isolde was still asleep, her hideous, mutated form less menacing now that her mind was resting. Her narrow head, with mud-brown leathery skin stretched taut over accentuated, angular bones, was resting against Arathane’s shoulder. The knight’s arm was around the poor hob-girl though his head was lolled forward onto his chest. The man’s other arm was heavy on Rollo’s shoulder. Though the youth had been grateful for his strong presence and glad of his comfort when they had crawled into this den to hide, he now felt uncomfortable at such closeness. He eased away from Arathane’s side and slowly lowered his powerful sword arm so that it rested in the man’s lap.

Stiffly, he rose to his feet, his young muscles aching from the ordeal. His legs were strong enough to support him but his left shoulder screamed with pain the moment he tried to use his arm. The shoulder had been pincered by the dragon’s  talons and, in his few hours of sleep, the joint had stiffened and severe bruising pressed on the nerves.

Peeking between the broad leaves of the trees that clad the mountainside, he stared up into the darkening sky and wondered where the great she-dragon was now. He was filled with a sense of terror that, at any moment, she might dive out of the heavens but, for the first time in the long cold year since his mother’s death, he also felt alive. It was as if a spark of the golden dragon’s magnificent strength had arced from her tremendous body and quickened his own. She was cruel and terrifying yet beautiful and wondrous.

A twig snapped nearby. Rollo’s thoughts were jolted to the immediate dangers around them. In his search for a broader view of the sky, he had unwittingly stepped away from the others and now he felt intensely vulnerable. Staring into the dark undergrowth all around him, he stepped backwards through slippery mud. His heart racing, he tried to still his nerves.

It was only the snap of a twig. The sound could have been caused by a forest pig, but instinct told him it had not. Slowly, he knelt down and gripped Arathane’s shoulder, giving the knight a shake to wake him. Arathane did not jump but merely rose in one fluid movement, and with none of the stiffening in the joints that Rollo would have expected for a man who had collected so many battle scars. He tugged Isolde up with him, keeping her lean body protectively wrapped in his cloak.

The warrior’s head moved very slowly from one side to the other, his sightless eyes staring into the dense undergrowth that sprawled across the forest floor. He was sniffing for strange scents and listening for danger; staring blindly into the impenetrable cover, he was at no disadvantage to the others who had perfect vision.

‘Rollo,’ he hissed, ‘step back. Stand close beside me.’ The knight was reaching for his sword.

The hairs stiffened down the length of Rollo’s spine; his  heart pounded. What did Arathane possibly think he could do with his sword?

The youth whipped his head round to the right as another ominous crack came from the undergrowth. It was rapidly followed by another to his left. Hastily, he fled back to Arathane and drew his short sword though the action did little to bolster his courage.

Wide awake, Isolde pushed Arathane’s protective arm away from her. She stepped forward forcefully, her new body so much more lithe and powerful than the maiden’s body she had previously possessed. Determinedly, she pushed Rollo behind her. ‘You two hide. There is nothing you can do here.’

‘But –’ Arathane began.

The hob-girl jerked her head round, her red eyes aflame in the twilight. ‘Do you want them to recapture the Chalice?’ She sniffed, drawing back and flaring her nostrils, revealing moist pink gristle to the chill evening air.

Rollo snatched Arathane’s hand. Isolde was right. If hobs were out there, she stood a much better chance of deterring any enemy with a few words than if he and a blind man stood up to fight.

Arathane obviously came to the same conclusion but did not attempt to retreat without first tugging the Chalice from Isolde’s fierce grip. Somehow, when they had slept, she must have taken it and had cradled it like a mother nursing a sickly child. He carefully buried it within a hide satchel, which he fastened securely and hung about his neck.

Rollo in turn tugged at Arathane, urging him to follow, though it was far more difficult than he thought leading a blind man into the thick cover of the rain-drenched forest. An encompassing wall of boughs, a thatch of twigs and stiff leaves blocked their path but they wriggled and squirmed away as best they could in the few seconds they had available to them.

Suddenly, Arathane tripped and sprawled to the ground. Rollo rolled him over and shoved him under some arching  ferns before diving down alongside him and pulling his cloak over his head. Once Rollo had wormed round, he found that, from where he lay, he could just see Isolde’s horny feet, the spread toes tipped with long claw-like nails. He elbowed forward just a little until he could see all of her.

To cover the noise they had made, Isolde was using a stick to prod the ground and tap at a hollow log. She rolled the log over, stooped down and, with quick fingers, plucked up the termites, which were clinging to the damp under surface of the wood. Her pointed tongue darted out as she licked them from her skeletal-thin finger.

Smothering his laboured breathing in the crook of his elbow, Rollo watched and listened intently. Two large male hobs broke their way through the undergrowth to Isolde, allowing a broad shaft of evening light to illuminate her. She looked up as if suddenly alarmed by their arrival and growled low in her throat, warning them to keep away from her succulent food source.

One hob growled back savagely while the other excitedly sniffed the air. Rollo’s heart missed a beat. Surely, he had scented them. With a trembling hand, the youth reached for his knife, wondering whether he would have the strength to plunge it into the creature’s ribcage when the time came.

The other hob wasted no time in lunging straight for Isolde. He grabbed the hand that she had dipped into the termite nest and licked her fingers, his eyes goggling as they slid up and down her body. Most hobs Rollo had seen wore little more than a loin cloth but Isolde would not divest herself of the simple deer-hide tunic. A glint of gold on her upper arm was just visible through the torn material and he knew that she also still wore her golden torc, a mark of her office as one of the high priestesses. The male hob plucked at the sleeve of her tunic as if tantalized by her attire.

Rollo had not anticipated this. It had never occurred to him that Isolde would be prey to male hobs. The other hob jerked his head towards his companion and barked in  annoyance as if angered that he had been slow off the mark and so failed to win the female.

Isolde gaped in wide-eyed horror at the great hob, her mouth opening into a silent scream as his hand slid down her arm and closed possessively about her wrist. She shrank back but seemed too terrified to do anything but stare. Still gripping her, the hob stood back a short pace and took his time perusing her. A leer spread across his narrow face. His expression contorted momentarily before he sneezed, spraying out mucous and then wiping the thick gunge away with the back of his hand. He shook his head and returned his attention to the girl who, in every way, looked just like a female of his kind.

He was only a little taller than her but his naked shoulders were twice as broad. His cordlike neck-muscles were barely contained by his stretched skin as he thrust his head forward menacingly into her face. His tongue flicked out and licked her flared nostrils.

Isolde had been frozen in horror but this invasion produced an instant reflex action and she jerked her head up and bit his tongue. Rollo held his breathe. Blood dripping from the corner of his mouth, the ugly male hob snatched Isolde by the throat with one hand and slapped her across the mouth with the other.

Rollo lurched forward, dagger in hand, but Arathane caught his shoulder and yanked him down. ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he hissed in his ear.

‘But she needs help,’ Rollo protested under his breath.

‘They’ll only kill you but they’re not going to kill her,’ the warrior whispered reasonably though Rollo was not comforted. Still there was nothing he could do to break away from the blind man’s determined grip. The youth stared out helplessly from his cover as the big hob shoved Isolde to the ground and roughly climbed on top of her. He stopped only to sneeze again and then began to tear at her hide clothing with his teeth while he kept her arms pinned down above  her head. Isolde lay limp beneath him, not so much as a whimper escaping from her throat.

Rollo closed his eyes. Life wasn’t fair. Poor Isolde didn’t deserve this.

A grunt of rage made him open them again and he saw that the second male, possessed by jealous rage, had struck his fellow hob on the side of the head. At first the larger male, who had Isolde pinned beneath him, merely shook his head and pressed lower on his victim but the second blow knocked him sideways and he rolled off her. In an instant he was on his feet. Arms spread wide and hands hooked into raking claws, he flew at his rival. The two locked together, kicking biting and scratching. The noise was fearful like the wild yelps of fighting dogs. Neither reached for their swords but used only the weapons nature had given them, as if they sought to prove their physical worth to the female.

It was quickly evident that Isolde’s assailant, although the bigger, was the weaker hob. Rollo suspected that this was because of his severe cold, though the other had sneezed once or twice as well. The smaller male pulled his opponent’s head down before smartly bringing up his knee so that it punched into his rival’s skull. He then lunged down and, like some big cat, bit the back of the other hob’s neck. The taller hob gave a fearful scream of pain as the smaller stood up and spat out a hunk of flesh.

Rollo stared in ghoulish horror at the sight and never saw the moment when Isolde vanished from view. It also took the two rival hobs a moment to note that their prize was gone. Both howled in anguish and a second later were on all fours, snuffling through the moist undergrowth, seeking her scent. It was only a second later that they picked it up and, elbowing each other, they crashed off, whooping and howling like an entire pack of hounds.

Rollo craned up his neck. His throat dry, he found it hard even to whisper. ‘What now?’ he croaked in bewildered shock.  But he didn’t wait for a reply. ‘You’ll have to stay here. I’m going after her.’

Arathane still held him by the shoulder and pinned him down. ‘You’re going nowhere, lad.’

‘But Isolde!’ Rollo whimpered feebly. ‘We can’t just leave her to those foul creatures.’

‘She’ll be better off without us. Now that she has the form of a hob, she will outrun you with ease and, with luck, she’ll outrun the males.’

‘With luck! Is that all we can offer her?’

Arathane nodded grimly. ‘Life is all very much a matter of luck.’

‘Rubbish!’ Rollo snarled savagely, refusing to admit that he had no control over his destiny. ‘Life is what you make it.’

He ducked down, breaking Arathane’s grasp on his shoulder, rolled to the side and then got up on his feet. A moment later he was away, racing after Isolde and the two hobs. He agreed with Arathane that there was little hope of catching them. On long sinewy legs, the hobs were propelled forward with fluid grace and speed that doubled his fastest sprint. And even if he could catch them, what was he to do then? There was nothing he could do against a hob and there was certainly nothing he could do against two of them riled by savage lust. All the same, he could not abandon Isolde.

Leathery leaves slapped him in the face as he hurtled through them, his feet slipping in the mud at the roots of the succulent plants. It didn’t matter to him that there was no way to help Isolde; it mattered only that he tried. What if it were him out there being pursued? He couldn’t bear the thought that the world might simply turn its back on him and shrug if he were in peril. At least, if someone tried to do something, he would die knowing that he had been considered worth their effort.

He was running fast downhill, the bones in his legs jarring as he thumped down on his heels, his arms waving wildly in  an attempt to keep himself upright. There was no need for stealth. The two hobs below him made enough noise to cover the uproar from a sound of stampeding hogs. All he had to do was run. Suddenly he broke out from the cover of the trees and skidded to a halt. The ground had abruptly flattened; stretching out before him were rippling fields of stiff sea grass that hissed and sighed as the evening breeze combed through them.

Head low, Isolde was streaking through the grass, dodging to left and right like a fleeing rabbit. She was, it appeared, as fast as a rabbit as well; the male hobs were failing to gain on her and this was partially because they persisted in trying to barge or trip one another.

Rollo slowed to a jog while the hobs continued to gallop along the grassy bench of land that topped the cliffs. He had heard something; from his right came a distinctive and powerful cheep. Demanding and hungry, it was the cry of a young fledgling. Rollo swung round to see a young ravenshrike, its black feathers fluffy like those of a giant moorhen. Its cheeping was becoming increasingly alarmed and insistent.

Rollo took his eye off Isolde who was running along the very cliff top. His concentration was totally focused on another three ravenshrike chicks that were now strutting towards him. He didn’t know if they saw him as prey or were simply curious or territorial; he did know that their cries would most certainly bring one of their parents. The male hobs were too intent on trying to catch Isolde to heed angry squawks from ravenshrike chicks even though the birds came up to their shoulders.

Bewildered and frightened yet determined to help, he stumbled to a halt, his gaping eyes jerking between the ravenshrike fledglings and Isolde, who suddenly dived to the ground at the very top of the cliff and was now all but gone from sight.

The male hobs stood at the top of the cliff, shoving each other angrily and shouting in frustration. Their howls of  protest drew the chicks like worms drawing a blackbird. The hobs glanced over their shoulders but seemed not in the least perturbed by the huge black nestlings that were almost the height of the hobs. When the fledglings strutted closer and curiously pecked at one of the hob’s shoulders both males turned and lashed out with jagged swords that they wrenched from their belts.

Rollo was undecided as to what he should do especially since he didn’t know where Isolde had gone. Was she clinging to the underside of the cliff overhang? He couldn’t understand why the hobs had halted their pursuit. Why was it they could not follow her? It made no sense and he felt he had to find a way to circumvent the male hobs and reach her. But how? Moreover, how was he to do that when huge ravenshrike fledglings flocked along the cliff top?

The chicks were becoming more excited and more curious and some were screeching in alarm as the hobs jabbed at their breasts with their swords whilst barking furious words of command. Other hobs held out fistfuls of squirming worms, attempting to entice them to compliance. It was evident to Rollo that the ravenshrikes were trained from fledglings with both goads and the promise of food in order to dominate them though, like all slaves, the relationship was clearly a precarious one. Seeing that both hobs and ravenshrike chicks were preoccupied, he at last found the courage to break out from the fringe of the trees and onto the open grass land.

But the chicks’ cries must have alerted a nearby parent as suddenly an ear-splitting screech rent the air. Rollo dropped to the ground, which shook with the impact of running feet. A monstrous black ravenshrike burst out from behind a spur of rock and, head thrust low, came racing to the protection of its young. Now united in brotherhood, the two hobs turned in earnest to face this attack, apparently alarmed that the ravenshrike should treat them as an enemy.

Rollo swallowed hard, searching frantically for a course of action. 

‘Not very wise to threaten someone’s young, whatever the creature,’ a voice said at his back.

Rollo snapped his head up and looked in amazement at Arathane. ‘How did you follow me?’

‘I may be blind but I have ears, don’t I?’ the knight retorted.

‘But how did you know I was here, right here? I was still and made no noise.’

‘I can hear your breathing; I can smell your fear and so too can the ravenshrikes and hobs, if they had time to concentrate on the matter. Now quick, boy; we can’t just sit here in the grass. Where did she go? I can hear the hobs and ravenshrikes but where’s Isolde?’

‘Gone!’ Rollo wailed forlornly. ‘Over the cliff!’

At this, Arathane’s head snapped up and he stared unseeingly out towards the sea, most of which was hidden from view by the grassy plateau before them. His nostrils flared. The fingers on his right arm flexed into a tight knot of anxiety. ‘Was she pushed? Did she jump?’

‘No, I think she just climbed over but the male hobs were reluctant to follow.’

‘Come, boy, there has to be a way to get to her. The hobs are preoccupied, I take it.’ He paused for Rollo to confirm his deductions.

‘Yes, but …’ the youth began but his eyes widened in horror at the sight of more hobs and more ravenshrikes being drawn to the commotion on the cliff top. The hobs were trotting out in dribs and drabs from the woods to their left and he suddenly realized that they were in severe danger of being discovered. They had no hope of lying low; there were simply too many of Silas’ minions on this island.

‘Well, Rollo? Quick! You’re the one with the eyes. Where do we go now?’

‘I don’t know. There are hobs to our left and ravenshrikes on all fronts.’

‘Yes, but we aren’t attacking their young, are we?’ Arathane pointed out calmly. 

Rollo swallowed. ‘Around to the right then. You are right; the ravenshrikes seem more distracted by the fledgling cries and I’ve seen no hobs that way as yet. There’s a spur of land that juts out from the foot of the mountain towards the cliff edge and it might give us some cover.’

‘Now you are thinking, lad!’ Arathane praised him encouragingly. ‘Keep low and move steadily. Smooth movements do not draw the eye so much.’

Rollo did his best, his breathing raucous and harsh in his tight throat as he tried to control his fear. Just to his left, an entire flock of ravenshrikes squawked, pecking each other in their fury and determination to be the first to the battle and protect their young. Rollo vowed he would never again wittingly cross the path of a ravenshrike if ever he were allowed to live beyond this moment.

But Arathane was right; they were only intent on the hobs and had no thought for two quiet fellows passing stealthily away from their young. Rollo was amazed at how easily Arathane followed him though the man tripped and swayed and had an unusual way of jogging in that he stretched his toes out to feel the way. It was best, Rollo decided, not to think. If he allowed himself a moment to dwell on his situation he thought his entire body would seize into a fit. He must not think; this was not the time to allow panic to take control of him. If he suffered one of his fits now there was no chance they would get out of this situation alive.

The youth was disgusted at himself for being such a liability. How could he ever hold his head up high and say that he counted, that he was one of the few whose lives had purpose? He had nothing; he no longer even had a home or his mother.

Everything, even his humiliating tendency to suffer fits and the fact that his sister surpassed his claim for the Artoran throne, had been bearable when his mother had been alive. She had made him laugh and see the beauty in all things  around him. Now the world was dour and grim. It didn’t pay to think; he should just run.

Just as he burst forward with renewed vigour, Arathane’s hand grabbed his shoulder and shoved him hard to the ground. A split second later, the man’s great weight fell on top of him. Rollo squirmed out from under a heavy arm in an effort to breathe and started up at the sight of a string of bobbing lanterns that glowed dimly in the gloom. They had appeared suddenly from a black hole in one of the spurs of rock footing the lone mountain that made up the bulk of the island. A gang of six hobs, marching smartly to order, were illuminated in their light. They burst into a double quick march, heading for the raucous exchange between enraged ravenshrikes and hobs on the cliff top. They bore long whips and torches and these Rollo presumed were what the hobs customarily used to control the great birds.

It was a long minute before Arathane urged him to move. The pair skirted around the opening to the mountain from which oozed the fetid smell of hob. They then clambered over the spur jutting towards the sea and, in its cover, slunk across the grassy plateau towards the cliff top. Rollo was much relieved that they were now out of sight from the ravenshrikes and squabbling hobs. He began to run on faster, forgetting Arathane’s handicap and the prudence of staying close to a man with such an instinct for smelling out danger. How he had known those hobs were about to appear, Rollo could not imagine. He reached the top of the cliff first, lowered himself to the damp ground and wriggled towards the edge.

Cold air rushed into his face, driven forward by the waves that clawed and sucked at the rocks below. Black boulders were swamped by a white mantle of foam, time and time again, stoically withstanding the rage of the pewter-grey sea.

‘Where is she? Where is she?’ Rollo murmured in despair into the briny wind. He had to get down to the beach. Only then did he remember that he had left Arathane unguided,  hurrying towards the precipice and he swung round and saw with relief that the man had stopped a good ten feet short of the cliff’s edge. Arathane looked so old, his eyes glazed, his heart pounding in his broad chest. Nostrils aflare, he had clearly sensed the sudden updraft of wind that rushed up from the cliff’s foot.

Rollo lay flat on his belly and eased himself forward until he could touch the cliff and feel round for the over hang.

‘What are you doing down there?’ Arathane demanded.

‘I’m looking over the cliff. There must be a way down.’

‘Get up! We haven’t got time to attempt impossible feats. Cliffs never go on forever. We’ll have to run along the cliff top until it lessens and drops us to the beach. We shall surely find a beach soon and then we’ll be able to work our way back to the foot of the cliffs.’

‘But Isolde … She needs our help! We will be getting further and further way from her.’

‘Can’t be helped. The quicker we move, the quicker we can get back to her.’

Mocked by choughs that were swept up from the cliff by the rising wind, they trotted along the cliff top, Rollo’s sense of dread growing all the while. Instinct told him to go back, that Isolde needed him. He ran on harder and harder, wondering how his father now fared aboard The Pisceran Porpoise. No doubt Arathane’s thoughts were also focused there. He must be worried for the chestnut mare, Sorrel. The youth understood that the knight loved Sorrel because his wife’s soul was trapped within the mare’s body and he also knew that the man had no eyesight without the animal. Arathane must be in desperate panic, Rollo thought, yet he shows none of it.

Whenever he could, Rollo glanced out from the cliffs towards the sea. There was no sign of The Porpoise that had fled the island in an attempt to draw the dragon away. All he could see was a bay some way ahead. Barely pushing more than its flat belly above the water was a low island lying a few hundred yards out into the bay. 

At last, they found a way down and cut back underneath the overhanging cliffs, scrambling over the large smooth boulders at their feet. Dry ribbons of crisp seaweed to their left indicated the high water mark. To their right, squiddy fingers of seaweed languished in pools abandoned by the sea, waiting patiently for its return. Though the rocks hung precariously overhead and looked as if the smallest disturbance might bring them tumbling down, they pressed up as close to them as they could for fear of being spotted from above.

Arathane was very much slower over the boulders and stumbled and fell frequently. Crouching low, he felt his way from one rock to the next with his hands. ‘Go on! Hurry ahead, lad,’ he urged.

The beach curled to the left, away out of sight but Rollo estimated that he must soon be reaching the point where Isolde had disappeared. Here there was no flat foot to the cliff and the waves pummelled its sheer face. Fortunately, the tide was not fully in though Rollo thought it was still coming up. Pressing close to the cliff face, he was forced to wade through the breakers but, thankfully, they were no more than one to two foot deep, seaweed swilling in the tug of the waves. The water rose a little higher to his thighs. The rocks were slippery beneath his feet though he was relieved that the sea was remarkably warm. He lifted his head and at last he spotted her a little way ahead, clinging to the rock face, the water lapping at the rocks a foot beneath her feet, which were curled up beneath her. She appeared to be shrinking back from the salt spray; she looked terrified.

Rollo scrambled on towards her, the roar and smash of the sea against rock obliterating any other sound. Looking up, he anxiously sought any sign of the hobs or ravenshrikes. It was impossible to hear above the sea, and the overhang of rock with its turf spilling over a ledge was so great that he could see nothing either.

‘Quick, Isolde! This way!’ he urged, reaching up for her hand. 

She vigorously shook her head. ‘No, no, I can’t! I absolutely can’t!’ Her voice was guttural and harsh and it was now so hard to envisage her as the soft-spoken, beautiful, timid girl that she had been with the lush strawberry blonde hair and vivid sensitive eyes.

‘You have to!’ Rollo insisted. ‘We’ve found a way around. Hobs and ravenshrikes are just above on the cliffs; you have to come with me.’

Grimly, Isolde closed her eyes as if gathering strength. ‘The water! The salt water is like fire! Already, the spray is stinging my flesh as if it were acid. You’ll have to carry me.’

‘What ever it takes, Issy. Just come now!’

He stretched up both arms for her slender form but staggered under the weight as she lowered herself into his embrace. She was very much heavier than she looked, hob muscle and particularly hob bone being very much denser than human. He doubted he could carry her far.

She yelped in alarm as he stumbled. ‘Rollo, don’t drop me! Don’t drop me! You said you’d carry me.’

The youth braced his legs and gritted his teeth. How could he have known it would be as hard as this? Step by step, he struggled through the shallows, Isolde’s spindly fingers digging into the flesh of his shoulder. It wasn’t far, he reminded himself, not far at all. He just had to get around the headland.

Every step was treacherous as the rocks shifted under his weight and the sea dragged at his legs and sucked smaller stones out from beneath the soles of his boots. Once or twice, he lurched to the side and spread one arm out to steady himself. Isolde snatched up her feet and squealed as if she had been lashed across the soles of her feet.

‘Have you ever been stung by a jellyfish?’ she demanded through gritted teeth.

‘Yes,’ he told her.

‘Well, the water feels like that. It burns through my skin. Rollo, be careful.’ 

‘How could you weigh this much?’ he complained in retaliation.

‘That’s why hobs are such deadly adversaries,’ she told him. ‘Every inch of their bodies have much more substance than a man’s.’

‘It’s no wonder you eat so much,’ he grunted. ‘Only a few more paces now,’ he told her though it was less an attempt to reassure her as to encourage himself. He stumbled around the base of the cliff and saw a stretch of dry shingle above the water. He half ran half staggered the last few yards and tripped to the ground, letting Isolde tumble onto the pebbles. She did not complain but was quickly on her feet, snatching up Rollo’s wrist and breaking into a run.

Rollo had extreme difficulty keeping up with her as she leaped up and began to bound from one rock to the next, her bare feet immune to the points on the rock. The youth shook himself free so that he might hasten at his own pace and have his arms free to help him balance. Breathing hard, he scrambled over the rocks, his shins now bleeding due to the number of times he had fallen. Head down, he picked his way with care to avoid further injury. When he looked up next, Arathane was in sight and Isolde was alongside the knight, barely out of breath and frantically waving him on. Before he reached them, both had turned and were hurrying away. Cursing Isolde’s speed and his own clumsiness, he hurried on. He was quickly able to catch up since there was little Isolde could do to speed up Arathane, though she dragged him on and caught him every time he stumbled.

‘Where now?’ Rollo panted as they finally came to the end of the run of cliffs and reached the beach that shelved gently towards the sea. The late afternoon was now moving swiftly towards dusk and, if they were ever to leave this island that was crawling with Silas’ minions, they would have their best chance now. One thing was certain; they would never survive a night on this place.

Rollo looked up into the bloodshot clouds of the western  sky then turned to the blackness now enveloping the sea and wondered that there had been no sign of the dragon. ‘Do you think she’s still after the ship? Do you think …?’ He could not finish his sentence.

Though he despised his father for forcing him to leave his homeland, he could not bear to think that he might be devoured by a dragon. Arathane’s jaw was set hard and surely he too feared for the ship and for Sorrel in particular. Rollo’s gaze turned to Isolde but found it was no longer possible to read her expression. A hob’s face was not that of the human’s and, though he knew her to be Isolde, she still looked as if she might leap at him and wrench off half his face with those savagely pointed teeth of hers.

Arathane was sniffing the breeze and Rollo thought despairingly of how foolish he was to place his trust in a blind man. How could Arathane possibly know what to do? He couldn’t see any of his environment. He couldn’t see the churning sea to their left, which filled Isolde with such terror, nor could he see the crumbling rocks to their right, which could conceal any number of hobs perhaps even a ravenshrike. But Rollo could think of no way out of their predicament and, like Isolde, he gazed at the knight as they waited for a decision.

‘We must head back to the boat,’ Arathane told them decisively. ‘It’s our only way off this island.’

They struggled on in silence, Isolde’s strong sinewy arm hooked under Arathane’s shoulder in order to help him along at a better pace. Each time a spur of rock jutted down onto the beach, obscuring the way forward, Rollo crept ahead and peered forward before waving the other two on. His confidence was growing. Already, they must have travelled nearly a mile and the sun was now racing fast towards its silken watery bed. The wind had died with the onset of evening and the sea was like a sleeping maiden under the soothing caress of the warm breeze. The result was that sounds travelled to their ears very much more easily. The coast curled  away to the right, shying from the affront of the ocean. Here the cliffs subsided and the grassy slope dipped until its toes were all but tickled by the water.

A red glow seeped from the sun and tiptoed across the water but shrank back from the land. Only the golden sands were lit, the ripples in the beach accentuated by the long shadows which left them looking like the ribcage of some sleeping giant.

Rollo slowed and the other two fell into step beside him.

‘What’s the matter?’ Arathane asked.

‘Nothing. We’ll make better time now that we’re off the pebbles. We’ll have to head in land and then ford the river so that we can cross to the other side of the …’ His words faltered. ‘Oh Mother!’

Arathane went stiff. Isolde’s hands were hooked into claws of terror that crushed the big man’s wrist.

He shook her off. ‘What is it?’ he demanded calmly, though the air was thick with anxiety.

‘There are two groups,’ Rollo said hoarsely. ‘One ahead, along the beach and another inland. It looks as if they are aiming to trap us between them and the sea.’ He made out at least five hobs in each party though the fading light made it more difficult to see. ‘It’s all right, Issy,’ he said with forced cheer. ‘You just have to do what we did before. You just have to pretend that you are bringing us in.’

‘I don’t think so,’ the hob-girl croaked, her voice high and taut. ‘I recognize them. One is Gobel, the hob confident to Silas. He will recognize us. Maybe they already have.’

She didn’t need to say more. Rollo tugged at Arathane.

‘Back!’ he hissed.

But as soon as he turned, he knew they were cornered. Another gang of hobs was scurrying along the head of the beach just above the high water mark, approaching at speed.

‘We’re cornered,’ he announced fatalistically. 




Chapter 2

Rollo spun round. ‘What now?’ he exclaimed.

Hobs closed in on them from three sides now, pinning them against the sea. Fighting to control his panic, he scanned their number. There were fourteen in all; they didn’t stand the barest chance. Amongst them was a shorter, more spindly hob and he made the hasty assumption that it was Gobel, the hob who had acted as Silas’s accomplice.

Gobel was pointing his ugly long arm at them and Rollo thought it wise to assume that they had been recognized; no amount of pretending to be Isolde’s captives would save them now.

‘What now?’ he repeated in hoarse desperation.

No one answered. Arathane stood braced, hand on sword, head lowered as if concentrating on his hearing. Isolde was breathing hard and flitting around frenziedly in a state of near panic. With hobs approaching from three sides there was no other way to turn than towards the water; he had seen how hobs feared the sea. Rollo looked at the wretched hob-girl and then out to the island that he estimated to be a good four or five hundred yards away. There was no other way; they simply had to do it.

‘Arathane, there’s an island in the bay,’ he informed the blind man. ‘We can easily make it.’

‘No!’ Isolde screamed as the knight and the youth retreated towards the waves. She grabbed Rollo’s hand and viciously dragged him back. ‘No! I can’t! I can’t do it!’

‘You have to, Isolde. They will slaughter us and take the  Chalice if we don’t. Do you want that to happen?’ Arathane asked with remarkable constraint considering the circumstances. Rollo broke free from the hob-girl and bounded straight for the beach though he halted on the shingles and stood, wringing his hands in exasperation as he waited for Isolde to be persuaded.

The hobs steady march turned into an excited run. There was no time left. Arathane’s patience snapped and he roughly grabbed Isolde.

‘You’re either coming with us or we’re leaving you here; and I have no doubt they will show you no mercy. We cannot let the Chalice fall into their hands.’

Isolde drew in a deep breath and, with tears pricking at her eyes that were now wide and black, she broke into a run that quickly outstripped Arathane. Rollo waited for the man and then snatched up his hand, guiding him over the gritty sand towards the breaking waves that hissed and foamed on the beach. Isolde gave out a curious yelp, springing high out of the waves with each step until she no longer cleared them and was forced to wade. At first, she held her hands up as the waves washed towards her chest but finally she gave herself to the water and began to swim.

Only once he was chest deep did Rollo chance a look behind him to see the hobs shrieking and screaming on the sandy beach, keeping well back from the reach of the lurching waves. One or two flung their weapons but already they were beyond range. Gobel yelled and shoved many of the hobs towards the sea but none dared go into the water. Clearly, they were terrified of it.

‘Rollo, talk to me,’ Arathane demanded. ‘The waves are disorienting.’

‘I’m right here,’ Rollo reassured him. ‘Keep close,’ he urged. ‘You’re doing fine. It isn’t far. Not far at all.’

Isolde was still ahead, her arms thrashing wildly as she beat the waves. For the moment, Rollo decided she was coping well enough and was more concerned about Arathane, who  was weighed down by his heavy coat, though the satchel containing the Chalice acted like a bladder of trapped air and was floating behind him. Rollo swam steadily, continuing to coax the man, who took slow steady strokes, head held high out of the water to enable him to hear. Suddenly, Rollo’s attention was switched to Isolde who was now gasping with pain and had slowed considerably.

Buffeted by a wave, Rollo struggled on to try and draw level with her. Spitting salt water from his mouth, he kicked on as best as he could but could not catch her and then worried that Arathane was now being left behind. He called out to the man since he had veered away to the right. ‘Over here!’

Arathane adjusted his stroke to veer back towards Rollo. Beyond him, upon the shore, the hobs appeared to be fighting amongst themselves. With some satisfaction, Rollo saw that the coastline was now a goodly distance away and they were surely already half way to the island. Spitting out yet more salt water as it washed over his face and stung his eyes, he scanned the water ahead for Isolde. The light was failing and the waves somewhat obstructed his view and with increasing panic, he realized that she was gone from sight.

Urgently, he kicked forward, thinking that she could not have been more than ten yards in front of him. At last, he saw a dark shape beneath him in the darkening water and dived down; she was no more than four feet below the surface. Surely she could not have been under for very long, he tried to reassure himself. Spread out like seaweed, her hair came first to his touch and wound around his wrists as if it were independently alive of her body. He stretched deeper and found an arm, which conversely felt lifeless. Now needful of air himself, he kicked upwards but was horrified by her weight dragging him back down. Straining with all his might, he thrashed his legs frantically and clawed for the surface with his free hand.

Very, very slowly, the surface drew closer. Muscles straining,  he arched his back and dragged the hob-girl up. The surface, lit by the golden glint of the evening sun, was tantalizingly close and yet still beyond his reach. Half his mind was already treacherously imploring him to let go of his burden and let her slide away into the depths. It would be so easy. None would say he had not tried. And remember, he told himself, what happened the last time his brain had been starved of oxygen; immediately, he had been stricken with a fit. If that happened now there would be no saving him or Isolde and Arathane would never find the island and would be swept away out to sea until he too sank from exhaustion, taking the Chalice with him.

Yet he could not let go of Isolde; she depended on him. Never before had anyone depended on him. He had always been the invalid who needed rescuing and now, when at last he had the chance to prove his worth, he would not fail. His resolve strengthened, allowing him one last kick that brought him to the surface where he gulped in air just before a wave cruelly washed over his upturned face. He kicked again and was at last able to breathe freely though he had still failed to drag Isolde’s head above the water.

His ears were immediately assailed by alarmed shouts from Arathane. ‘Where are you? Rollo! Rollo! Isolde!’

It was a second before Rollo had the breath to shout back. ‘I’m here! Over here! Isolde went under.’ As he spluttered, he struggled to pull her up, wrenching her head up by her slippery hair until she was finally clear of the waves. He had no idea if she were breathing, only that a trickle of bloody water was seeping from her mouth.

‘Arathane, I can barely hold her! She’s so heavy.’ The effort of shouting depleted his strength so he concentrated on beating his legs to keep afloat as Arathane hauled himself through the water. Reaching out with his hands, he bumped into Rollo and groped his way until he had hold of Isolde by one arm.

‘Let’s get her on her back,’ Arathane suggested. ‘And, if  we both hook her under an arm each, it will ease the burden.’

Doggedly they swam on. The island, now a black mass against a darkening sky, slowly looked closer, maybe only seventy yards distant but, fully clothed and with the tide against them, it was very hard going. Rollo’s legs were numb with exhaustion. The inside of his mouth was dry and rasped from swallowing so much salt water. The only relief was that the water was warm and so did not drain their strength and chances of survival as the cold seas about Belbidia would have done.

It was an age before he felt solid rock beneath his feet by which time his vision was blurred and his muscles cramped. Pains originating from the hand clamped tight about Isolde shot up and down the arm. He didn’t know whether he would ever be able to uncurl his fingers. Water swilled in and out of his mouth and even his lips lacked the power to squirt the water out again. But suddenly his foot touched rock and Rollo found he still had some strength in his legs. Treacherous with seaweed and algae, the rocks did their best to shrug him off and force him to splash back repeatedly into the waves. He gulped in more water and felt nauseated from the salt as well as exhaustion.

Finally the rocks gave way to shelving sand that led him up out of the water. Dragging the dead weight of Isolde between them, Arathane and Rollo staggered up the beach and collapsed just above the reach of the waves. Rollo lay there, just trying to breathe, unaware of the last of the twilight deepening into full night. He no longer cared if ravenshrikes burst out of the sky and rained down on him; he was only relieved that he was no longer swimming. Exhaustion sucked him down into sleep and the cloak of deep black slumber extinguished all notion of pain until he was woken by someone shaking him violently.

‘Rollo! Rollo! Are you still alive? You can’t sleep.’ It was then that Rollo realised he had collapsed for only a moment. Feeling sick and giddy, he strained to raise his head and then  pushed himself up on his arms. Now was not the time to allow his failings to conquer him. He must be strong; he could not let one of his fits claim his mind. He glanced at the ragged heap of Isolde lying beside him. If she were still alive she was certainly senseless. What could a blind man do on his own to save them if he failed to gain control of his faculties? He drew deep breaths and tried to calm his mind and steady his thoughts. Screwing his eyes tight, he focused his mind on the precious memory of his mother. He imagined her cradling him and instantly felt stronger. Never had he been able to suppress his fits by thinking soothing thoughts but for once it worked. Perhaps it was because this threatened fit had been triggered by physical extremis and not by anger.

Steadily, he stretched up onto his feet and, with his knees threatening to buckle beneath him, he hauled at Isolde’s arms until the wet sand gave way to dusty dry sand, then shingle and at last crackling seaweed that had been washed up by the very highest tides. The smell of rotting vegetation wafted up from the damp ground, mixed with the heady scents of dangling white flowers that dripped from a dense tree canopy. These points of aromatic white were the only objects visible in the moonlight. He wondered if the island were big enough to have a fresh water spring or stream. He longed for fresh water to cleanse his mouth from the sickening salt.

‘Rollo, what do you see?’ Arathane croaked at him, his breathing laboured.

‘Not very much,’ the youth informed him unhelpfully. ‘It’s dark.’

‘We must be near trees. I can smell blossom and can hear the drip of rain from leaves.’

‘Then you know as much as I do,’ Rollo snapped back. He was gazing down at the dark shape of Isolde and wished he could see her face.

‘We must get under cover. They will send the ravenshrikes soon,’ Arathane warned.

Rollo had not considered that problem and with that  thought any energy he had left drained out of him.

‘And in the morning, the hobs will come with boats and scour the island,’ Arathane continued grimly.

Rollo was beginning to wish they had simply been swallowed by the sea. They spent another fifteen minutes dragging Isolde into the pitch darkness beneath the sweet-smelling trees until their strength failed them entirely.

‘Are there trees all about us now?’ Arathane demanded. ‘I can smell earth and the breeze is muffled.’

‘Yes, lots of tall ones,’ Rollo panted.

‘Good, then the ravenshrikes cannot possibly find us here,’ Arathane declared as he sagged to his knees.

Rollo slumped to the ground, aware that Arathane was no longer at a disadvantage to him in these conditions; it was darkening rapidly and soon, under the canopy of leaves that blocked the light from the rising moon, he could barely see even his own hand. After lying for just a moment, he wriggled closer to Isolde and reached out to feel for any signs of life. She had been under the water a good couple of minutes, he reminded himself. He found her face, which did not respond to his touch. Sliding his hand down her rough skin towards her chest, he felt for the thump of her heart or the rise and fall of her breath. But he could feel nothing. Surely, she could not be dead. She was not under for long enough and everyone knew that hobs were very much harder to kill than most of earth’s creatures. Surely she was strong enough to withstand the acid-like burns caused by the brine. She could not be dead! He felt a sense of panic and immense loss at the thought. Isolde understood him. Apart from his mother, she was the only person who understood him.

‘She’s not breathing! Arathane! Arathane!’ he wailed wretchedly. ‘Make her breathe! She must breathe!’

Rollo felt Arathane’s hand on his face, pushing him back. ‘She certainly won’t breathe if you smother her like that. Move back while I roll her onto her side to help the water drain out.’ 

Rollo sat there, staring at the gloomy shapes that moved in the darkness. Arathane was grunting with effort and then fell deathly silent as if he were listening intently.

‘Well? Can you hear anything?’ the impatient youth demanded.

‘How can I possibly hear over your noise? And breathe more quietly!’

Rollo pressed himself back against the flexible bough of a small tree and made a bitter attempt to breathe smoothly and quietly. What if she wasn’t breathing at all? It was his fault; he should never have left her to swim alone. His thoughts were pounding in his ears and so he barely heard the knight at first.

‘Rollo!’ Arathane barked at him. ‘I have a pulse, slow but strong.’

There followed a series of grunts and thumps and Rollo guessed that Arathane was pounding Isolde’s chest in an effort to squeeze the water out of her lungs. A moment later, the violent sound of retching erupted from Isolde’s body. Choking and spluttering followed for several minutes before vigorous coughing which, at last, became intermittent and broken by pitiful moans.

‘Issy! You’re alive; you’re alive!’ Rollo exclaimed, falling down beside her to clutch her scrawny hands. But she did not respond. Her fingers were hooked rigid in spasms of pain; she moaned inconsolably and made no gesture that acknowledged his presence. ‘Issy, answer me,’ he implored but she did not.

‘Give her space, Rollo. She’s obviously in a lot of pain. But there is little we can do to comfort her in these conditions and we have to think what we must do now. For the moment we have escaped the hobs but they’ll be planning how to come after us.’

‘They think the others have the Chalice. They won’t bother with us,’ Rollo stubbornly argued above the sound of Isolde’s cries. It felt heartless to ignore her but he accepted  that Arathane was right in that there was simply nothing they could do.

‘They will bother with us!’ Arathane replied emphatically. ‘Once that wretched Gobel has communicated with his master, Silas will know I’m here and he’ll send his ravenshrikes. It may take them a little while to get organized but they will come.’

‘So now we’re stuck on a small island probably little more than a wooded rock and we’re trapped.’

‘We need the boat,’ Arathane informed him calmly. ‘When your father and the others set sail in The Porpoise, they left a rowing boat behind for us. We need it.’

‘All very well, but it’s impossible.’

‘You’ll have to go,’ Arathane smoothly continued, ignoring Rollo’s protest.

‘You want me to swim back across the bay in the dark? You’re a mad old fool. Why don’t you just drag me down to the waves and hold my head under and get it all over and done with. And there will be sharks. There’s bound to be sharks in this warm water. Why can’t you swim? You’ll do just as well as I can in the dark.’

‘Is there a moon tonight, Rollo?’ the knight asked blandly.

‘Yes. It’s three quarters full.’

‘Then that decides it. With the moon on the water you’ll see well enough and I would not see at all. I cannot possibly find my way in the water, Rollo. We are relying on you.’

‘You mean the sharks are relying on me for their next meal.’

‘Lad, you can moan all you want but there’s nothing for it; you have to go otherwise that’s the end of us.’

Rollo exploded, ‘I can’t! The swim out here was bad enough. I nearly drowned and I’m exhausted and I can’t swim more.’

‘You can rest a few more minutes but then you must go before the dawn brings the ravenshrikes. By the time you come back to us, Isolde may well have recovered a little. Now  you won’t find the swim so harsh this time. You can strip off and leave your boots at the water’s edge.’

‘You have my death all neatly planned,’ Rollo grumbled bitterly.

‘Stop being so stupid, lad. It’s Silas who has all our deaths planned and it’s up to you to stop him. Now take a look around you and mark this beach. Can you make out anything distinctive?’

‘Yes, palm trees. There’s a group of tall palm trees.’

‘Good. Note them well and go. Just go! But be very careful,’ the warrior hastily added, which Rollo thought a futile remark to make.

Rollo wished he had water to quench his thirst or wash away the taste of salt in his mouth. His hair was crusted with it and his clothes chafed as he walked. Of course, Arathane was blind but, considering it was dark, surely the knight would be better suited to the task; Arathane was after all considerably stronger than he was. Tentatively, he crept out from the vegetation and back onto the stony head of the beach, scanning the black shape of the large main island for any signs of activity. One or two lanterns glinted against the black outline of the large volcanic island but that was all. The hobs were no doubt happily moving through the dark, their eyes better attuned than a human’s to the darkness, but he could not see them.

He wondered if any had strong enough eyesight to search across the blackness of the water and see him but thought it unlikely since he was standing against a backdrop of trees. Nevertheless, he could not shake the feeling that their eyes were piercing his back as he trotted down the beach and veered to the left until he was facing across the still waters of the bay. Moonlight bobbed and danced on the smooth swell, beckoning him in and he stared out across the velvet black of the calm waters that seemed to stretch for miles but was probably only about one. It was impossible. He could not do it. There was absolutely no way he could swim that far after what he  had just been through. And what about the sharks?

Numbly, Rollo flopped down onto the sand. Hugging his knees, he stared down at his feet and felt the tears pricking at the corner of his eyes. Sniffing, he hastily wiped them away and raised his face towards the uninviting sea. Wasn’t it easier to die under a ravenshrikes beak than to be sucked under the surface of the sea to be smothered in the water’s unrelenting embrace? He decided in the end that he couldn’t face Arathane and admit that he had been too frightened to attempt the swim. Without allowing himself to think upon it further, he slipped out of all his clothes and wrapped them into a bundle, which he weighted down with his boots and placed on a large boulder at the edge of the beach.

Cringing at the feel of the water as it lapped up about his body, he stumbled into the waves and stretched forward, taking slow steady strokes to pull himself out across the bay. It was against his better judgement that he did this and it was as if his body was acting independently of his will, rebelliously performing the task without authorization from his mind.

Once he had swum a hundred yards and the far side of the bay looked no nearer, he tried not to look ahead but simply tried to distract himself from the momentous task before him. The still of night made the expanse of water seem endless and he thought this was what it must be like to be a star alone in the hollow silence of the night sky. He desperately desired to dispel the huge sense of loneliness that possessed him and so turned his thoughts to his father. Where was Caspar now? It seemed an abomination that his father had sailed away, abandoning him on the hob-infested volcanic island. He understood, of course, that Caspar was drawing the queen dragon away from them and that the ship had been forced to sail or surrender to Silas and his hobs because of the tides. All the same the Baron had left him. And how, just how was Caspar going to escape the dragon that had pursued The Porpoise?

Had the dragon already set fire to the ship? Was his father  already dead? Perhaps the great golden queen hadn’t dared burn the ship for fear of losing the Chalice? Perhaps she had landed on the deck and bitten off, one by one, the heads of everyone she found. He remembered how it had been when he had witnessed the red dragon snapping poor Gart in half. That memory made Rollo feel sick and, swimming steadily on, he prayed silently. Please, father, be alive.

He knew many people could sense whether their loved ones were alive or not. In fact, he had known at the precise moment his mother had died that something terrible had happened. Had her soul snatched a bit of his soul on its departure from this world? He did not know; his only certainty was that within he felt as cold and as empty as the vastness of the black sea all around him. He didn’t want to be alone. Though he resented his father, despised him for his ineffectuality, he did not want to be alone in the world and so he prayed that Caspar had escaped the dragon. How they were going to find him again, he did not know. But find each other they must. And one thing was certain; his father and the high priestess, Brid, might not cross oceans to rescue him but they would do anything they could to rescue Isolde.

Rollo stretched out, hurling one arm forward and then the next in a steady rhythm to conserve his dwindling stamina. The warm water swept over his body and once again he was glad this was not the seas around Belbidia which would suck life away in minutes. This was the waters of the Diamond Sea and the Blackwater Deep far to the south east where the sun had lovingly bestowed its heat on the waters both summer and winter. He wondered again, however, when the sharks would come as surely they would. The warmth fed his strength; all he had to do was keep going. He had never enjoyed swimming that much, had never sought to dive amongst the crystal pools in the blue mountains of his far distant homeland. But he could swim and now he simply had to pace himself though, already, his fingertips were numb and pains radiated out from his shoulder blades. 

With each stroke he spat out water, trying to motivate himself to sustain his efforts. He was doing this for himself and Arathane but, in his fatigued state, he decided that neither life was worth the effort. Then what about Isolde? It was even harder to think he was crossing these waters for that hideous creature. Try as he might, he could no longer recollect Isolde’s beautiful apologetic face to his mind; he remembered her only as the hideous hob that the power of the Chalice had transformed her into and how could he struggle so for that? He drew his motivation instead from other sources. If he did this, if he swam all this way, think how he could boast to Guthrey and Quinn. Think how Arathane would sing his praises and how Guthrey would be jealous.

Rollo swam on a little faster. He would love to make Guthrey jealous; the youth was an arrogant, smug troublemaker just like his father. Rollo felt suddenly sick at the thought of Guthrey’s father, Hal. He even felt himself sink deeper into the water and a sudden spasm of cramp ran through his right arm.

He had no reason to hate Hal but he had hated him on sight, hated even the very smell of him. It had been right from that moment that the frequency of his fits had intensified. Hal had held the castle of Torra Alta and defended it from hob and dragon attacks for fifteen years while Caspar, his father and rightful lord of Torra Alta had left with his wife Ursula so that she might take up the sovereignty of her own realm on the other side of world. But Ursula, Queen of Artor, had died, leaving Rollo motherless and Caspar had decided to bring him back to Torra Alta. There was no longer any place in Artor for him since his sister, on account of her natural gift of being able to control the great bears, had succeeded her mother.

But Torra Alta was not what Rollo had wanted at all and, in fact, there was just one thing that had stopped him running away and somehow finding his way all the distance back home. And that one reason was that Guthrey wanted Torra  Alta for himself. Well, Rollo wasn’t going to let him have it. He might not want it but it would be over his dead body that Guthrey ever got his arrogant hands on it.

Rollo’s breath was now coming in gasps and he realized he was over-stretching himself. He had to take it more steadily if he was to succeed. And succeed he would. He concentrated now on a steady stroke and the effort of drawing breath. His muscles were no longer responding in the same positive way and his left arm in particular was no longer providing any power. He counted a rhythm of three for each stroke but concentrating on his muscles made him more aware of his exhaustion. With each stroke he felt himself swimming lower in
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