

CHAPTER ONE

Caspar wrapped his arms around May, pulling her head down against his chest and hunching his shoulders protectively over her. The walls shook. Chips of masonry fell from the arches overhead, glancing off his bowed back.

“Get us out of here,” the girl begged.

“I shall, don’t worry,” Caspar said bravely though he had no idea how they were going to escape from where they were trapped in the secret halls deep beneath the ancient palace of Castaguard.

The ground beneath his feet trembled and Runa, a white wolfling, yelped as plaster flaked from the vaulted ceiling and crashed onto her back. She pressed close to May’s side as choking dust billowed up from the floor.

Caspar blinked, trying to see the others through the cloud of dust and prayed they were still safely tucked beneath the spread arms of the great stonewight.

“Perren!” he shouted, trying to make out the hulking form of the stonelike creature who had twice the girth of a man and a grey rindy skin the colour of granite.

“Spar!” Perren’s rumbling cry came back, followed by excited yips from Caspar’s thickset terrier, Trog and a wild shriek from his horse, which echoed loudly in the vaulted halls.

The youth heaved a sigh of relief. The dust was settling and he could see the others now. Ursula, Reyna, Elergian and Fern were all crouched at Perren’s feet. “We’ve got to get out of here before we’re all crushed!” Caspar shouted.

How was he, a Belbidian, a stranger in this wet land of Ceolothia, going to find escape from this warren of a city? Silently and without venom, he cursed May for setting in motion the events that had caused him to abandon his command at Torra Alta to cross Vaalaka and half Ceolothia to rescue her. Now they were trapped in the depths of the palace, hiding from the slave master, and all his outraged men, who sought them in the city above.

The ground shook again. A block of masonry, dislodged from an arch above, landed inches from Fern. The trembling woodwose that looked most like a spindly pot-bellied dwarf, flung his arms about the slave-girl. Her naked limbs grey with dust, Ursula stood calmly though she her eyes were wide with fear.

“Which way?” Caspar asked them all urgently, fearfully wondering what caused the ground to shake.

“Not down!” The stonewight sounded unnerved. Caspar couldn’t believe it. Perren had never shown fear, not even in the face of the abyss worm. “They’re coming!” Perren’s grey skin turned chalky, his huge round head held stiffly erect.

“Who’s coming?” Caspar demanded, spreading his arms protectively over May and wincing as a stone cracked him on the crown of his head, flooding his senses with dull sickening pain.

Head ducked down, the salve-girl, Ursula, ran across the hall to him. “You’re bleeding, master.” She tugged at Caspar’s outstretched arm and the youth caught the intense look that passed between her and May, declaring, if not animosity, then at least deep suspicion.

Caspar ignored the two young women and turned instead to Reyna and her elderly mage, Elergian. Surely, with all their ancient knowledge of Castaguard, they would know of an escape route. Huddled together beneath Perren, Reyna was fretting over her unborn child while Elergian did his best to shelter her. Though Reyna was well into her middle years, she was pregnant and claimed to be carrying a son who was the rightful heir to all the extensive and rich lands of Ceolothia. She looked faint and frail in the embrace of her mage.

Elergian looked about him in dismay at the rubble and falling dust. “The only way for the horse is back out the way we came in, and then out of the city along the canal paths. Mamluc and maybe many other slave masters by now will be searching for us but one on the horse might be swift enough to escape him. The rest must pass through the servants’ halls and from there up through the palace. You can reach them from here through the wine cellars and then work our way.” He nodded at an arched door to the right of a cavernous fireplace.

Caspar nodded. “And you?”

Elergian nodded to a door at the rear of the chamber. “It’s best if we split up. We’ll be less noticeable in small groups. Reyna and I will head through the tunnels into the mines of Kalanazir where we would least be expected to go. We have knowledge of secret ways and halls within the mines and from there we shall gather followers to our own cause.”

Caspar hastily appraised his options and then spoke decisively. “Fern, you must take Cracker. Obviously, I must stay with May and so you will have to ride the horse out of here.”

Even with the fearful urgency of the situation, it grieved him to abandon Firecracker to Fern. The magnificent Oriaxian purebred was fully recovered from the poisons that would have claimed its life if it hadn’t been for Reyna’s healing potions of trinoxia, and Caspar could only pray that Fern was capable of controlling the snorting, stamping stallion. Still, the woodwose was devoted to the horse and he had no option.

Being part creature, Fern had a deep understanding of animals. In his last life he had been a deer but, on the point of death, had wished to return in his next life as a man. Such a wish, at the moment of death, governed what physical form souls would take upon reincarnation and, when Caspar had first met him, the woodwose was still in the early, painful stages of metamorphosis. Since Fern had never fully completed the change in the Otherworld, he had arrived back in the world of the living still in a state of flux but was now more man than beast.

The woodwose twitched his nose at Caspar and looked as if he were about to object but then said, “Do I take the saddle bags with the grain in?”

“Yes, anything!” Caspar shouted in exasperation. “Just get going. I’ll meet you beyond the eastern walls of the city. Good luck!” He turned to the others. “The fewer of us that work our way through the palace the better; we’ll be less conspicuous like that. Ursula, you must stay with Reyna. Your looks and dress cut you too much apart from the Ceolothians and there will be much you can do to help her.”

“But, Master—” Ursula objected.

Caspar raised his hand to silence her. “Do as I say. We haven’t got time to argue.” He spoke harshly but he had an onerous task to fulfil and couldn’t allow anyone to jeopardise his mission. He must be rid of Necrönd and hide it for all time beyond the reach of man. The fewer people with him at the end the better.

The ground trembled again and Reyna moaned fearfully, cupping her hands around her hugely swollen belly. Elergian sprang into action and swept aside vast curtains of dust-choked cobwebs that draped the ancient halls to reach the door that he said led to the wine cellars. With a grunt of effort, he heaved it open and gestured Caspar through.

“Go, Spar. Hurry!” he urged. “Get out of here now. You bring danger to my Reyna. Go!” There was sympathy in the mage’s voice but an urgency that made it certain he would turn against anyone who threatened Reyna’s wellbeing.

Caspar hesitated. Ursula was still begging him to take her with him and, for a moment he couldn’t think clearly. Perren’s great fist clamped him about the wrist and snatched him forward. “Fool, human, move!”

Caspar had no time to make his farewells. He hoped that Reyna might understand that he wished her well. He hoped the child she carried within her would be born alive and that, even at her advanced age, she might survive the ordeal of labour. It would do no harm, he thought, for the King of Ceolothia to be removed and replaced by the ancient line whose right to the wealthy kingdom had been stolen away so long ago. He prayed she was strong enough to survive this thirteenth pregnancy and so break the curse that kept her and her daughters in exile. Her mind was strong, of that there was no doubt but, though she constantly drank her restorative potion of trinoxia, her body was that of an ageing woman.

“Get out of here,” Reyna urged as he gave her one last backward glance. “You’re drawing them to us. Get away fast! Don’t worry about us. My time is now; I shall rouse the slaves of Kalanazir and unite them under my cause.”

Holding a spitting torch, Perren squeezed through the door first. With May’s wrist locked in his fist, and Runa and Trog at his heels, Caspar burst after him. He was glad that, at least, he was taking Necrönd, locked in his silver casket about his neck, away from Reyna, Elergian and Ursula. Now he would no longer endanger them. Apart from Perren, who had vowed to help him in his quest, he meant only to take May with him.

He would flee east and, when he was beyond the reach of man, he would be rid of that dreadful artefact of power so that never again could the souls of those dead beasts banished to the Otherworld be summoned to walk the Earth. He longed to be rid of their daily pecking at the quiet of his mind, longed to silence their shrieks and roars that flooded across the chasm between the worlds, breaking through the barrier between life and death.

He ran hard, tugging May up winding staircases. She breathed heavily, her hand hot in his and her light feet slapping on the hard stone. Shortly, he realized that a further set of footsteps sounded behind him and he glanced back to see Ursula, hot on his heels.

“Go back,” he ordered, stopping to face her and giving May a moment to catch her breath. Ursula on the other hand was only very slightly out of breath. She stared at him defiantly, her dark eyes appearing even blacker in the gloom. Caspar studied her black hair; the way it was cropped short at her firm jaw, the animal skins that barely covered her lean and tanned limbs and the three enigmatic tattoos high on the smooth flesh of her left arm. Her eyes spoke of a harsh life but at least he had rescued her from Mamluc. “I told you to stay with Reyna.”

“But tell me! Where will you go?” She clutched at him possessively.

He prized her fingers off him. “East to the great ocean you told me about. I must cross the seas.”

“But you will never return,” she said in dismay. “Remember, I spent my childhood on the east coast of Oriaxia lapped by the great uncharted ocean of Tethys. No ship that sailed east ever returned. There is no way back. The winds blow ever westward over the Tethys. Don’t abandon me.”

“Go back to Reyna; there is a life for you there!” he ordered again.

She smiled and shook her head. “Master, I cannot leave you,” she defied him.

Caspar had no time to argue. The halls were dark and their footsteps on the stone steps slapped and slipped on the slimy walls. The foundations of the palace were clearly not as strong as they might have been and groundwater leaking from the canals was working its way between the masonry and trickling out onto the floors.

“The Great Mother will reclaim all,” Perren said with certainty, striding towards an aged door. “Whatever you creatures of the surface do to her, she will take back what is hers. The tears from the skies are washing her bones back into her body!”

The huge square being, no taller than a man but twice as wide, dipped slightly at the waist and shouldered his weight against the door, the sodden timbers tearing easily away from the rusted bolts and hinges. He punched aside the door with his closed fist and, in the light of the flickering torch, they saw before them a low-ceilinged room filled with vast barrels. Beyond that, through an arched opening, Caspar saw the unmistakable brightness of daylight spilling down a flight of ascending steps.

Caspar was about to sprint for the steps at the far side but leapt back, pressing May behind him. The floor before him bulged, slits in the flagstones cracking open. Runa, the white wolfling gave out a low and blood-curdling snarl, while Trog bristled and growled from behind Caspar’s legs.

Panting heavily, the others stood at the youth’s shoulder, all staring in horror.

Caspar knew now that he had made all the wrong decisions. So long as he was guardian of Necrönd, he was a danger to them all, a danger to May whom he loved deeply. He must go on alone.

“Trog stay! Guard May! Get back to Reyna, all of you,” he yelled and ran. The ground moved beneath his feet but he kept running, Ursula’s cries of protest loud in his ears.

“No, Master, no!”

One of the great wine barrels burst up into the air and crashed down onto the heaving floor. It split open, filling the air with a yeasty aroma and sending a pink wash rippling across the floor. Something moved fast through the periphery of Caspar’s vision but he focused on one thing alone – the steps at the far end of the low hall. His footing gave and he stumbled onto one hand. For a second, he looked down into a widening fissure in the floor. An eye glistened in the dark beneath him and a hooked paw snatched up at him. He didn’t know what it was but he wasn’t prepared to wait and find out.

Falling to his knees, then scrambling up and leaping, he raced on, the horrendous sound of splintering rock hammering around him. The screams of the others pierced the roar around him.

“Master, no! Come back!” Ursula shrieked.

“Don’t leave me – not now!” May’s forlorn cry made him cast back over his shoulder and he stumbled as he twisted to look back. To his amazement, Trog had actually obeyed his commands and stood at her side, a ball of furious muscle bellowing and snarling at the creatures below the floor. He was not surprised that Runa, who had always been devoted to May, stood on her other side, her thin body taut, ready to spring at anything that attacked.

The creatures that Perren had appeared so frightened of were not vast by any means but only half the height of a human, hairy and stooped with vast eyes, giving them a curiously babyish look. A few were turned on him and the rest faced the stonewight who pressed the two women behind him.

Caspar punched up his fist, a flash of silver in his hand. “This is what you seek!” he cried knowing that Necrönd would draw these creatures to him. Gnomes they were, he decided, still having no notion as to why Perren feared these small, fur-clad cave-dwellers.

Like moths to a light, they swarmed to him, their large eyes flashing greenly. He stared for a split moment, wondering how such small, silly-looking creatures had managed to erupt through a stone floor, before turning to run. Their footfalls came, pattering and scratching up the stone steps behind him like rats. They sought him; they wanted him for the Druid’s Egg that was known by its ancient name of Necrönd.

Ever since the First Druid captured the breath of life of the ancient and savage beasts of legend within the Egg, so banishing them to the Otherworld, the less dangerous beasts had, for a time, freely roamed the Earth. But as man grew in strength and cunning, they retreated to Earth’s darker realms where they lurked, half forgotten, licking their wounds and cursing mankind. Now they stalked Caspar, longing for the power that had swept them aside for the swelling civilizations of man.

The steps split before him and Caspar had no thought as to which way to turn. After hesitating too long, he decided that the steps leading to the right were narrower and so would lead to quieter rooms. Instinctively, he chose those.

But the gnomes, like rats escaping a flooding sewer, were soon at his heels. A door! He saw a door. He fumbled at the looped handle, kicking out at the first of the creatures that grappled for him. Their spindly bodies folded under his blows to be trampled beneath the rush of the others following. The hasp was rusted up. He rattled it violently, struggling to stay on his feet.

Should he wield Necrönd and summon a beast that might protect him? In desperation, his mind leapt eagerly at the thought but a core of inner reserve warned him not to do so. He was tired and, with so much chaos about him, there was no knowing how much control he might have. In an hour of need, he had summoned hooded wolves to drive back the invading Vaalakans from his father’s castle, and, three years on, those same wolves had multiplied into a plague. He knew he must never wield Necrönd again.

The door gave and he fell through onto more steps that spiralled upwards. He slammed the door on the arms of several gnomes and turned to attack the stairs, leaping up them, his muscles screaming with the effort, his legs like lead. His breath rasped in his pounding ribcage and his head swam giddily.

Soon, a gnome caught him up and clung to his leg. He turned, grabbed it and hurled it at the others behind. They toppled back down the stairs, landing in a twisted knot of flailing limbs from which they would take some while to right themselves. Caspar laboured, struggling to lift his legs high enough for each step.

This wasn’t right. Something was weighing him down. He had the curious notion that it was the Egg itself, loath to let him escape.

The rough stone walls became fine brickwork and then plaster painted a chalky white. One gnome caught him and clamped itself about his calf. He stamped his other boot down on its head and staggered on. Over his rasping breaths, he could hear women screaming. An open doorway in the stairs led him to a corridor and he chose the first door, managing to squeeze through and hurl back a half dozen of the little beasts so that he could close and bolt the door behind him. He was left with no more than three of the wretched creatures clinging to him.

They had apparently no language but screamed with a thin breathy note whilst flinging themselves up and clawing at his neck. He scrabbled frantically to rid himself of them. One bit him, long teeth hooking deep into his flesh. With another still wrapped about his hand, he hauled the third off his neck and was revolted to feel its flesh tear in his grip. The first then sprang for his throat, teeth raking through his skin.

With one slash of his knife, he cut through its body. The legs and hips fell away but the top half still clung to him as watery blood and foul-smelling entrails fell from its stomach. It was a full minute before he managed to unclamp the teeth, needle-sharp like those of the wolfling, from his neck. Fortunately, the teeth had pierced skin and tendon only, missing any major blood vessels.

The door held and Caspar sighed with relief, pondering his next move. He found himself in a long gallery and guessed he was right in the heart of the palace. The palace servants were unlikely to pay him any heed with all the commotion that he could hear outside. It sounded like a stampede raged through the city.

He tiptoed out into a sumptuous hall, the panelled walls clad with tapestries and the floor soft beneath his feet. He looked down in surprise. Woven carpets! He had heard that some of the grander palaces in the countries surrounding the Caballan Sea had woollen carpets on their floors though he wondered at the practicality of it. Straw and reed matting had always served them well in the halls of Torra Alta.

Voices came from the door of an antechamber. Keeping himself hidden behind the door, he glanced in. Servants in long robes stood with their backs to him, their faces pressed against a glazed window. The women amongst the number were chanting distractedly. Caspar was not quick in the Ceolothian tongue but he understood that they prayed to their god of the New Faith for protection against what they thought to be an earthquake.

Calmly, so as not to draw attention to himself, he crossed to the tall windows at the far end of the gallery and looked out. He was surprised at how high he had climbed. Below him, the city of Castaguard shrank away, dipping into the gloomy hollow around the base of the black tower.

Hot as he was from his exertion, a chill spread through him at what he saw. He was certain he had not summoned such creatures from the Otherworld and yet could not explain how there came to be a vast sea of wraithlike creatures marching out of the ground at the foot of the tower. So that was why the earth trembled and why Perren had been afraid. How could he possibly have thought him fearful of the gnomes?

Hazy apparitions of monstrous beasts – two-headed lions, a lequus, sabre-toothed wolves and what Caspar thought to be huge hobgoblins, naked and sinewy – poured out from the black tower. The guards and slave masters were marshalling them into ordered lines. Caspar was afraid now too. Someone, something other than himself, was controlling them. But how?

He cradled the casket containing Necrönd protectively against his breast, watching with horror and disbelief as the monstrous phantoms marched into the market square and joined the men, already marshalled into ranks around the edge of the square. The slaves swayed fearfully but were too disciplined or frightened of their commanding officers to flee. As he watched, a sickening pain began to throb in his head.

Trying to think clearly through the pain that spread down from the crown of his head and cramped his brain, he stared down at the massing army. Raised to be lord of a frontier castle, he instinctively knew these men that were marshalled into lines were being mustered for war. Judging by their chains, some were from the slave pits; others looked like townsfolk; and those bearing farm tools, billhooks and pitchforks were no doubt from the surrounding countryside.

The Ceolothians gathered an army! From his thorough schooling in history, Caspar knew that Ceolothia had been at war many times in the last thousand years, mostly with Lonis and Salise but in minor disputes only. However, she had fought three major wars, the last admittedly over four hundred years ago, but all three had been with Belbidia. Caspar knew the history particularly well because his own forefathers had been instrumental in fighting back the aggressors. If the Ceolothians were again mustering to attack his homeland, he must do something.

They would march, as all other Ceolothian armies had done before, through Vaalaka and then turn south to attack his father’s castle of Torra Alta at the northernmost border of Belbidia. But this time, he could stop them long before any Belbidian blood was shed. A stab of guilt harried his soul. His father had left him in charge of the castle; Torra Alta and its young garrison were his responsibility and, though it was for a higher cause, he had still abandoned them. He must do something. After all he had the power; he held Necrönd. What would it take? He had commanded dragons before; what could be harder? His hand moved to his chest.

But no! He had sworn to his mother that he would not again wield Necrönd. He could not break such a solemn oath; not one made to a high priestess. It had meant so much to her and he could not disobey. Keridwen’s reasons were sound; she and the other two high priestesses, Brid and Morrigwen, had lectured and scolded him at length. It seemed certain that all their troubles had been caused by Necrönd; the more he had used it, the more their woes had been compounded. He stared glumly down at the monstrous throng. There was even a unicorn amongst the ghostly number.

His heartbeat boomed in his throat; the forms of the ghostly beasts were becoming firmer in outline until they were solid blocks of colour, the beasts fully formed in this world and no longer phantoms. Yet he had not summoned them. He hoped that his mother and the very beautiful Brid, who held the office of the Maiden, and even Morrigwen, if her soul could see him now, would believe in his innocence in this.

Someone was shouting at him. Evidently, he was not so inconspicuous as he had thought; a manservant had spied him and recognized him as an intruder. The man began yelling more insistently though Caspar was not familiar enough with the Ceolothian words to translate them when they were shouted in vehement outrage. He ran. Skidding to a halt at the end of the galleried hall, he found a low arch that led to a corridor and that to a huge staircase cut around the outside of a central well. Surely this was a way out. With the agility of youth and the sure-footed speed of a Torra Altan born to the mountain heights, he hurtled down them.

He couldn’t think straight. His head hurt and Necrönd felt strange in his hand. It radiated a warm wet pulse, as if he grasped a living heart. Feeling faintly sick, he dabbed at the crown of his head and felt the moistness of unhealed skin. He must run, get out of the palace, join the milling mob about the panicked city, where there was already so much disorder that he would never be noticed.

The huge staircase led to a ballroom and he ran for the narrow service stairs at the back of the hall. He spun down them, his hand hot from rubbing against the stone of the central newel that supported the stair.

At last, he was out into fresh air. Racing along what he thought to be a likely alleyway, he soon found himself on the edge of the central market square, where he least wanted to be. But, though there were many soldiers, there was also enough of a mob to conceal him and at least he would be able to follow the main east street out of the city without becoming lost. Here, he was anonymous; all eyes were turned towards the yawning portcullis of the black tower. A great rumbling, like the sound of a distant stampede groaned from the dark mouth. He halted and stared in horror.

Guards charged forward, pikes at the ready, to meet whatever was about to burst out from the gateway to the infamous mines. Great black war-horses, snorting and chafing at their bits, bore armoured knights that lined the road out from the tower. The ground shook and the air trembled with a deep rumbling roar.

The mouth of the black tower was suddenly filled with emerging grey faces. They stumbled and blinked in the sudden light. Emaciated men and women staggered into the square, some with their hands outstretched pleading for mercy, others glancing back into the dark mouth of the tower in terror. The guards outside the tower showed no mercy but levelled their crossbows at the stampede of slaves and, forming two lines channelled them into the centre of the square. Most of the terrified slaves ran as they were directed though others, in maddened terror, fought to break through the ranks of guards. Caspar saw several shot through with crossbow bolts and many trampled to a pulp by the great horses.

He knew he should run but he could not yet pull himself away from the sight as three-headed bears and lion-faced dogs sprang out from the foot of the tower.

The guards shouted in both Belbidian, the most widely understood language of the Caballan, as well as Ceolothian so that all might obey them. With angry words and sharp pikes, they organized the slaves pouring from the mines into ranks alongside those already gathered.

A guard thundered, “Stand! They are ordered not to hurt you. Like you, they now form Prince Tudwal’s army.”

Tudwal’s army! The words jolted Caspar’s thoughts. But that was good. If Tudwal raised an army then he and Cymbeline must have been rescued. All must be well; his father must have returned from Farona and organised a search party for the prince and princess.

No doubt Prince Tudwal mustered the army to rout out the outlaws who had ambushed him and his sister, Princess Cymbeline, and slaughtered the major part of her escort. Princess Cymbeline had been on her way to marry King Rewik of Belbidia and the Ceolothians had blamed the Belbidian escort for the loss of the precious princess. King Dagonet threatened Rewik with war if his precious daughter was not quickly returned in good health. But his thoughts strayed quickly from the politics as more and more beasts, mainly rangy hobgoblins now, emerged from the black tower that was the entrance to the long tunnels that led to the mines of Kalanazir.

He trembled at the sight of the monstrous beasts, fearful as to how they came to be in this world. May had been in possession of the Egg for a dangerously long time but it was still difficult to believe that she could have unwittingly summoned so many beasts. Should he now wield Necrönd to send them all back to their exile in the Otherworld?

The thought of May brought him out of the dark confusion that swirled around the Egg. Every day that passed, the thing becoming more alive, less of an inert artefact but something with life and power of its own. He must get it away from all these people, away from everyone. He must cross the sea and find a vast wilderness. He turned and ran, pushing his way through the crowd.

“There! You! Hey, you!” came a sharp yell, the voice horribly familiar.

Caspar instinctively knew the cry was aimed at him. He glanced over his shoulder and ducked. Mamluc! Mamluc, the slave trader! Amongst all these people he had to be seen by Mamluc! Head stooped and shoulders hunched, he dodged amongst the crowd and ran for the eastern exit to the square only to find himself in a maze of streets. No one road led straight and, again and again, he was confronted by canals blocking his path or roads ending in a congestion of huts and crumbling houses. Middens steamed in the streets. Dogs growled, their coats straggly from mange, patches of scaling bare skin showing through the matted fur. Soon he was completely lost amongst dark alleyways twisting between the backs of tall windowless buildings.

As he stood staring helplessly around him, a boy trotted up to him, his face as muddy as his clothes, red toes breaking through the rags that bandaged his feet.

“The way out! How do I get to the east gate?” Caspar fetched in his pocket for a coin. Without even looking at it, he tossed the urchin a gold piece.

The boy’s mouth dropped and his eyes brightened. “You’re in big trouble, mister.” He looked gleefully at the glinting coin. “Follow me!” The boy, who could have been no more than ten, had the eyes of an old man. “This way,” he said, leading him over a broken gate at the back of a tall derelict building and through into a dark alleyway beyond. Caspar could hear the strike of galloping hooves on cobbles and raced alongside the boy. He hoped it was not Mamluc on his trail.

“Already this week, I’ve got four men away from the slave-masters. This is a good way,” the boy reassured him breathlessly as they ran on. “Here we are!” The alley spat them out onto a broad sweep of open lawn that footed the great black walls, skirting the city. Caspar stopped short. Looking from across the hundred yards of open grass, he saw no way to scale those black walls.

“The canal.” The boy pointed to his left. “It slips under the wall. You’ll have to get wet. The bridge in the wall is low and the water high at the minute but it’s the best way out of here and as close to the east gate as I can get you.”

Caspar smiled his thanks and scurried along the edge of the ramshackle houses towards the stone-walled canal. The water stank. A deep murky brown, it was littered with debris. He looked ahead along its length to where it slunk beneath the great black walls. No light emerged. The walls must be thirty foot thick at least and he hoped the water was low enough to allow him room to breathe. He dropped down the banks of the canal, thankful to find a ledge that he could work his way along rather than immediately plunging into the water.

He was nearly at the walls when he heard shouts and the sound of the boy’s voice yelling in Ceolothian. He didn’t need to translate to know that his little helper had turned traitor and sent his pursuers after him. Caspar rued his innocence. When was he going to learn not to trust people?

He fled on until he reached the arching stones that bridged the canal and supported the great wall above. There was no more than a six-inch gap between the surface of the water and the underside of the bridge. He shuddered. He was not a great swimmer.

An arrow sloshed into the water and another thudded at his feet. He gave it no more thought but ripped off his bearskin, holding the hem and neck together, reasoning to use it as a balloon to trap air and so help him float. He plunged in, swimming for the middle point of the canal where the airspace was greatest.

As he paddled, his body rose and fell, his head grazing on the water-worn stones beneath the wall. But the bearskin worked and he hoped that, so long as he was only in the water a short time, it would not become waterlogged. He was thankful that at least he hadn’t dragged May out this way and prayed that Perren had led her safely back to Reyna and found another way out.

Shouts rang out from behind. Hooves pounded turf. Then came a splash as someone plunged into the water behind him. Caspar redoubled his efforts, gasping in air and kicking furiously. Something snagged his ankle. He kicked back and connected with flesh. The hands scrambled for him but evidently were not quick enough to catch him. Then he heard the bark of a dog ahead. His heart sank: they were waiting for him on the far side of the walls.

Men shouted. Mixed in with the excited yells and the angry barks of a dog were the painfully shrill howls of some animal that Caspar did not recognize by its cry.

Cursing the wretched boy for betraying him, he swam on, preferring to face the danger ahead rather than struggle in the water with his pursuer; he doubted his chances in the water.

Daylight washed down on him and he didn’t even need to go to the effort of pulling himself up out of the canal. Someone hooked his belt with a billhook and hauled him out, the weight of his bearskin dragging at his arms. He was rolled over onto the ground and looked up at the long, feathered legs of a great war-horse. Caspar knew the breeding well; such clean lines, the deep chest: it was a foal out of Demon Black, one of his father’s best stock stallions and, no doubt, exported several years ago. Such fine horses raised and bred on the beautiful soil of Torra Alta brought to this dark land, it was tragic!

Caspar’s gaze slid upwards. Long feet dressed in thong sandals dangled from golden-coloured calves. A lion’s tail, discoloured and losing its hair, swung down alongside. Caspar looked up at Mamluc whose squinted eyes, one black, one pale green, only half looked back at him.

Behind the slave master stood a squat furry animal with human hands. Its eyes glinted red just like the eyes he had seen looking up from the bulging, broken floor beneath the palace.

Mamluc’s mouth twisted into a delighted sneer before growling at the eight men about him, “Don’t let him get away! Keep him with the girl.”

Caspar’s heart sank. He knew who the girl must be. Soon, three more of the furry creatures lumbered into view, May held fast in the grip of the largest. Caspar had no name for these beasts. He focused intently on the one holding his beloved. It looked vaguely human only more coarsely built, the limbs tremendously thick, the skull heavy and with a short forehead. It had peaceful eyes but they drooped with deep sadness.

Caspar watched how its eyes flitted warily. There was no doubt that it hated man and he instinctively knew that it was one of those creatures of the dark dank corners of the forgotten earth controlled by Necrönd but not banished to the Otherworld. This time, he didn’t hesitate to use the Egg. Concealing his hand in his shirt, he reached into the silver casket at his chest that held Necrönd. “Go!” he shouted.

The creature looked at him blankly and shook its head, its grip tightening on May.

“Drop her,” Caspar demanded again, now panicked. He had lost control of the Egg just when he needed its powers to rescue May.

“Let her go.” Caspar turned to Mamluc, his voice full of reason. “You can have no need of her. Let her go and take me instead.”

“We already have you,” Mamluc laughed. “Now get to your feet. He wants you alive.”

Caspar felt sick and giddy. He slung his sodden bearskin cloak over his back and wondered whether he shouldn’t just try and fight his way out of here. He knew he would never escape but perhaps he could cause enough of a diversion to help May.

A dog barked again. Caspar had forgotten that he had already heard that bark but he concentrated on it now. The same animal gave out a deep growl followed by a high-pitched yelp, sounding completely ridiculous coming from the same throat. It had to be Trog!

He moved; one hand reached for his belt, the other for his boot where he kept an additional hunting knife. Knowing that he could not get a true aim at Mamluc swaddled as he was in his lionskin – and Caspar was no great expert with a throwing knife – he aimed for the larger target of the horse. The blade stabbed into its chest and the animal reared. Toppling backwards, it crashed down on its cursing rider and one of the guards midst screams of pain.

Trog’s salivating growls added to the raucous chaos. Though short and squat, the animal had a terrifying growl and overlarge jaws for his size. He was lazy and cheeky but immensely strong and loyal; the sight of May in danger turned him into a savage fiend. Mamluc’s men shrank back but there were still six of them on their feet and Caspar saw no way that he was going to fight his way out of this.

The guards surrounded Mamluc, who was still pinned under the horse. Bent on pulling the screaming slave master out from beneath his great black destrier, they seemed lost without his clear orders. Caspar seized his opportunity. Darting forward, he plunged his short knife into the arm of the furry, manlike creature holding May and dragged her from its grasp. Holding his knife up in front of him, warning all to keep their distance, he stepped slowly back and then ran, dragging May behind him.

Hooves, fast and light, galloped towards him.

Desperately, Caspar looked for somewhere to hide. Though injured, the furry man was already after them, a trail of blood darkening the ground behind it. Grunting and coughing with the effort, it was slowly gaining on them since May was not fast, her skirts flapping around her legs and her breath coming in panicked grasps. The men were shouting in disorganised alarm and Caspar heard the first sounds of their pursuit as they ran for their snorting horses. He had seconds only to think of a plan but he suddenly didn’t have to.

Firecracker! Caspar rejoiced at the sight. His fiery red stallion was galloping towards them, Fern running alongside rather than riding the horse. Caspar would never have imagined that the woodwose would come to his rescue and certainly hadn’t credited him with such bravery.

“Fern!” he cheered him. “You made it!”

Firecracker skidded to a halt before them, Fern swinging on the end of the reins. Caspar flung May up onto the horse’s back.

“Get her out of here!” the heir to Torra Alta yelled at the woodwose.

Fern obeyed though May shrieked in protest, “No, I can’t leave you, Spar. No! Not after everything that’s happened.”

Her words were whisked away and the youth spun on his heels to face the furry human. “Stand back! I am your master; obey me!”

The creature showed no recognition of his authority but rammed into him, bowling him over. It was like being hit by a galloping horse, and the air was knocked out of him. He lay flat, face down in the mud, and shook his head to gather his senses. The furry man growled and snarled, blood from his wound trickling down onto the youth. Before he could draw his breath, the creature had him by the neck in one fist, his other raised to strike, but he hesitated. The creature looked puzzled, uncertain as to how to kill a human being.

Mamluc was out from beneath his horse and hobbling towards them, yelling at his men, “Get him!”

Then something grabbed both the beastly man and Caspar from behind, rolling them over. The furry man squealed and instantly released Caspar, who found himself held fast in an even fiercer fist. A strange deep cracking noise, halfway between a growl and splintering rock, sounded loudly in his ears.

“Perren!” He grinned gratefully.

The stonewight shoved him aside and, with one punch to the temple, flattened the furry man before scooping Caspar up under one arm.

The guards thundered towards them but they were diverted by a howl of attack from another quarter. Thin men with grey-white skins and wielding shovels, charged in attack. Judging by their pallor, it was clear they were slaves from the mines and Caspar concluded that Reyna’s uprising was already underway and gathering force.

Their clothes in rags, black crosses marked their lower arms. Amongst their number, Caspar spied Ursula who wielded a club and, with relish unnatural in a woman, thumped it down on the back of one of the guards. Though the blow was vicious, she clearly lacked the skill of a trained soldier and the guard was able to twist away from the main force of her blow. Caspar was greatly relieved when a male slave dragged her back before she could be hurt. Her eyes reached out to him across the distance, wishing him well, and he raised his hand in farewell.

With long smooth strides, Perren raced after Firecracker, Caspar thumping against his stone-hard side. Fortunately, Fern had halted the horse just a couple of miles outside the city and so it wasn’t long before they caught up. Castaguard was set in a shallow bowl in undulating landscape just south of the mountains of Kalanazir. In the grey flatlands bottoming the bowl, water lazed in silver pools reflecting the grey clouds that darkened the rainy lands of Ceolothia. There was no shelter. Instinct drew Caspar towards the hills and he yelled at Perren and Fern to turn north.

As they ran, May whimpered softly, her head buried into Firecracker’s mane, and Caspar remembered how she so hated riding the stallion who would buck, rear or shy without warning. He himself loved the Oriaxian purebred, believing it to be the finest of its breed, and enjoyed its feisty nature; but, unlike Brid the Maiden, May was no horsewoman.

Eventually, they reached the leafy willows that marked a river tumbling from the mountains and drew to a halt. There was no sign of anyone on their trail and, breathlessly, they stopped to look back at the city.

“May, are you harmed?” Caspar asked anxiously.

Perren released him and he jumped down onto the pads of soft mossy plants growing at the edge of the brimming river. Water oozed up over his boots as he ran to help the slender, chestnut-haired girl down from his horse.

She fell heavily into his arms. Though light, her fear had made her clumsy. Sobbing, she clung on tight to him and Caspar wondered, not for the first time, where she had found the courage needed to steal Necrönd and find her way alone all the way to Ceolothia. It was extraordinary.

“That creature,” Caspar began to explain. “That hairy man …”

“That troll,” Perren supplied for him.

“He wasn’t a troll. I’ve seen trolls in Vaalaka,” Caspar objected. “Creatures nearer the size of an ox with leathery skin and no more than hog’s bristles for hair.”

Perren looked at him patiently. “A Ceolothian troll.”

“Anyway, we’ve lost Mamluc,” Caspar said with relief as they looked back over the plain.

Perren shrugged. “For now, but we are easy enough to follow. We must move.” He paused, looking down at the trickling water that bubbled over May and Caspar’s feet and tickled his toes, and then looked up at the couple for a long while and gave May a curious look. “A girl,” he said at last.

Caspar laughed. “What do you mean, a girl? Of course, she’s a girl.”

Perren laughed. “It must be strange to be a human being; you have so many secrets from one another.”

“Secrets?” Caspar did not like the way Perren looked at May and suddenly knew he was going to like even less what the stonewight had to say.

“She’s carrying a girl,” Perren proclaimed.

May’s eyes widened. She looked shocked, elated and, as she glanced at Caspar, almost fearful.

“You didn’t tell me!” he said slowly and coldly, wounded to the core.

“It didn’t seem like the right time,” she admitted. “I … I,” she stammered.

Caspar knew that she was pleading for his love. He swallowed his storming emotions that were too shocked to even know what he felt. Coldly, he told himself that the other man was dead – dead at his own hand. That at least should make it bearable. Who was he to judge May after all the horrors she had been through? Stiffly, he forced himself to hold out his hand and took hers though he would not pull her close.

“I’m sorry. I was thinking of you,” she said lamely.

“Of me!” Caspar’s blood boiled and flushed to his face, his composure gone in an instant. He shoved her away and snatched up his hand to hide his expression, nudging at his crooked nose. Hal had broken it all those years ago and it reminded him that this sort of thing would never happen to his young uncle; it was the kind of thing that Hal might do to someone else. “How could you, May?” he asked bitterly.

“I was trying to protect you from Necrönd.” She was crying now, her eyes pleading. “I thought that if I gave myself to Amaryllis …”

“Talorcan!” Caspar snapped. “His real name was Talorcan.”

“Talorcan then,” she said quietly, sniffing intermittently but regaining some of her self-control. “I thought that, if I did, I would never be able to succumb to my longing to go back to you and so I would avoid endangering you. I reasoned that if I came home after hiding the Egg, you might force me to tell you where I had hidden it and so I had to be certain that I could never go home.”

Caspar did not see the logic in it. All he knew was that he had slain Talorcan in error, believing him to be the one that had stolen Necrönd. All he had been able to do to make amends, as the verderer lay gasping his lasts breaths, was to grant him his dying wish. That wish had been to look after May. And now he knew why. A black pit of jealous hurt bored deep into Caspar’s stomach. He couldn’t look at her. He had heard her declare her love to Talorcan and, though that had hurt, it was not so painful as this. His child! She carried Talorcan’s child! He loved May with all his heart and she had done this to him!

His first love, Brid, had wounded him by never returning his love; instead, she only had eyes for Hal. He had finally accepted that and, in so doing, discovered his love for May, who had remained devoted to him throughout. He had waited too long to tell her of his love and now, when he had the chance, he had to discover that she had already given herself to someone else.

They could not look at each other.

Perren coughed uncomfortably. “I see that perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“I would have found out,” Caspar snapped angrily. “Eventually! It’s the kind of thing you can’t hide for long. Though you could have had the decency to admit it yourself.” He glared bitterly at May.

“I don’t know I am pregnant except on the say so of this talking rock. How do you presume to know?” she demanded, her eyes stabbing at Perren.

“I might only be a very young stonewight but we sense things in the water.” He looked down at his feet. “It is a gift from the Great Mother; we share the thoughts of all things that are joined by Her waters.”

“Truly!” May exclaimed. Her expression changed. Somehow, she appeared to draw into herself while her hands protectively cupped her flat belly. The orphaned daughter of a woodcutter turned haughtily on the Baron’s son. “And you have no claim at all to be angry with me.”

The wolfling ran to her side, growling at Caspar – something she had never done before.

“Hush, Runa,” he said with restraint. “I will never hurt her.”

“Indeed!” May replied with flat emotion. “It would have been better that you stabbed me with your sword than cut me with this scornful rejection. You behave as if you are so innocent. Ha! The high and mighty Caspar who all praise as the best of souls! They wouldn’t believe this of you at home, you know. They would not believe that you could treat me so ill. They would believe you were a bigger man inside than this spoilt, jealous child. Talorcan gave all for me, faced oblivion for me, and I had the power to give him a soul.”

Caspar’s conscience was piqued. She was right. At home they would expect him to be magnanimous but he was still human. “I didn’t expect such treachery,” he growled at her, the hurtful words springing from his wounded soul.

Her eyes grew slitted and she glared venomously at him. “You accuse me of treachery! You who has shunned me all these years whilst drooling after Brid. You expected me to save myself for you after that?”

“It’s not the same.”

“All those years you said you loved Brid!” she shouted at him.

“Yes, but I didn’t lie with her.”

“Only because she didn’t invite you to.”

This was undeniably true. Caspar opened his mouth to shout his retort back but could think of none.

She smiled in triumph. “You see!”

“But I’m a man. It’s different.”

“Is it?” she asked scornfully, her eyes no longer begging for his forgiveness. She turned her back on him and Caspar suffered not only the gouging pain of his jealousy but also the hollow ache of rejection. He wanted to forgive her, wanted to hold her close and say that it didn’t matter. But it did!




CHAPTER TWO

Ceolothia was many weeks behind them now and it was getting late as they crossed through an unguarded pass from Salise into Oriaxia. The twilight landscape of rocky hills parched by a drying wind became patterns of dark valleys and crimson peaks as the sun set.

Caspar’s flesh tingled as they moved into the dark; everywhere he sensed strange stirrings. The feelings in themselves where not new to him. Whenever he had previously held the Egg in his possession, he had been plagued with an uneasy sense of monstrous spirits around him but ever since he had retrieved Necrönd from May, those feelings had intensified.

During their journey, he had managed several times to track ahead on his horse and, while away from his companions’ prying eyes, he had closely examined the marble shell with its fine blue veins. He had been horrified to discover the black jagged line that now marred it. How May had let such harm come to the Egg, he couldn’t imagine and could only presume that it was this defect that had distorted its magic. He rubbed thoughtfully at his head that still ached.

A shudder chilled his spine. He sensed the deepening hatred of the unseen spirits about him. Drawing his cloak tight about him, he glanced tentatively towards May in hope of drawing some comfort from her. She was so beautiful, her long curling chestnut hair coiling and bouncing to the rhythm of Perren’s stride. Gripes of jealousy sucked the blood from Caspar’s head; he felt weak with sickness. Overwhelmed with loneliness, he looked away.

May was close beside him but he felt more lonely now than he had when they were parted. As though the weeks wore on, there was no thaw between them and they barely spoke until, one morning, May awoke, complaining of feeling unutterable sick.

“And you’re asking for my sympathy?” Caspar asked brusquely, unable to conceal his displeasure at her symptoms.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” she retorted huskily. She never lost any trace of her woodland accent that was soft and pretty like Brid’s.

Though she turned green as Perren hoisted her onto his shoulders, ready for the day’s march, Caspar refused to feel sorry for her. Of course, she felt sick; she was pregnant with Talorcan’s child.

With May high on his broad shoulders, Perren hummed through the uncomfortable silence. Caspar rode off ahead, trying to appear unconcerned though, truthfully, he felt betrayed even by Runa. The white wolfling, with strange holly-green eyes, no longer trotted at his heels but kept close by Perren, constantly looking up to May.

The stonewight had grown lean since leaving the safety of his nursery caverns deep in the eastern ranges of the Yellow Mountains. His life there provided little cause for movement but, since leaving, he had found great pleasure in their constant journeying, and was so tireless and encouraging that they made good time. Caspar did not have to check his feisty stallion’s stride so much now as he rode indignantly before the others with Trog strapped to the back of his saddle. The blunt-nosed, aggressive-looking terrier tired quickly and could not keep up on foot.

Caspar fancied that Trog was also put out by Runa’s shift in affections towards May. Runa had been inseparable from the dog but the moment they had found May, the wolfling had not left her side.

Caspar continually glanced back to check that Runa was well; the wolf meant a great deal to him. Before her death, Morrigwen, the ancient Crone, had told Caspar that Runa would lead them to the new Maiden and so enable the Trinity of high priestess to continue. But Morrigwen had died before a new Maiden could be found and the power of the Trinity was lost. The new Maiden had to be an orphaned girl, since it was decreed that only a child without living parents might take up the holy office. But Runa had led them only to May who, though an orphan, could certainly never take on the office of the Maiden. He twisted to look at her and scowled at her growing belly.

He had to admit defeat. He had failed Morrigwen and must now look after his own concern: Necrönd. Somehow, he must find a place of safekeeping so that none could ever again summon the dreadful powers that it commanded.

He shrugged his thoughts away and looked out across the landscape. They had worked their way through the wooded areas of Lonis, where they had stocked up on grain and the sweet pancakes that Fern adored, and on through the northern tip of Salise without mishap. Now, ahead, lay Oriaxia; the land of the east; the land of the sun. It was hot.

May looked tired and sat listlessly atop the stonewight’s shoulders. Though she did not again complain of her sickness, she moaned softly to herself, and Perren periodically reached up to pat her hand sympathetically.

“I had no idea of the hardships of bearing young,” he rumbled.

“Tell me another story,” May pleaded. “It helps keep my mind off things.”

“Indeed!” Perren was delighted and began a tale of rabbits that worked their way right down to the deep chasms below the Yellow Mountains. “As my great, great, great-grandfather, Lias, son of Colossus, son of Rollright, and father of Bollon, father of Heel, father of Tecton, father of Ham, father of Perren – that’s me – would say, all rabbits, even now, can thump their feet and murmur the ancient call of the stonewights to rouse us from our sleep. A rabbit has so silent a voice that it is not normally heard but our ancient name is loud to us however softly spoken. Virlithos,” he murmured.

Caspar almost believed he felt a tremble ripple through the stony plain.

There was no apparent story in the stonewight’s lengthy tale but they all saw how Perren delighted in speaking of the one hundred rabbits. He described in infinite detail the colour, size and number of whiskers of each of the creatures involved. Caspar wondered at the stonewight’s memory – or imagination.

But he was also heartily tired of such tales and infuriated that May should look so intent on the stonewight’s story. Perren doted on her. The jealous youth was not comfortable with the way she deliberately aimed to please the stonewight, who now had a broad grin on his huge round face, his whiskery eyebrows even tuftier than before. Yet she so persistently ignored his own presence.

Despite the heat, they maintained an impressive pace, as they travelled east. The further they went, the hotter it became. Soon they reached a sandy plain cupped by hills and dotted with outcrops of rock. Blue-green grasses grew in tufts and runs of gravel provided them with an easy footing and they were able to avoid the occasional areas where the vegetation was completely stripped from the pale sand. From a distance, the hollows looked as though they were coated with frost but, close up, Caspar saw they were salt beds, cracked and hard underfoot. Around the huge lone rocks that stood like pieces on a chessboard, were strewn fossils of lobsters, sea snails and other sea life.

“Shouldn’t we go round by the hills?” May asked, pointing to the purple shapes far to the north and south.

Caspar nodded due east straight across the desert at the brown hills that were very much closer. “It’ll take us forever to go around and we’ll cross this in a matter of hours.”

To his satisfaction, no one argued with him and so they continued into the desert. With no shelter, Caspar was eager to cross the plain as quickly as possible before the heat of the day blazed down. His hot-blooded stallion showed every sign of having more stamina than even the young wolf and they never slowed from a steady canter. Unburdened, Fern was also quick and light on his horny bare feet and Perren’s strides were deceptively long and steady.

But as the morning wore on towards noon, the stonewight was beginning to slow. “It’s hot!” he panted. “I need water!”

About them, the sparse grassland was crisp and brown though evidently nutritious enough to support the herds of antelope. Other animals grazed the savannah and Caspar at last saw in the distance what he was hoping to avoid – a lion.

He glanced anxiously at May. He had was familiar with mountain lions and the sleek tufted-eared lynxes of his homeland but he knew from his childhood studies that the lions of the Oriaxian grasslands were twice the size, the males proudly bearing vast manes. His instinct was immediately to protect May and, for a split second, he forgot his jealousy and reined in to stay level with her and Perren but she looked away disdainfully. He pouted and kicked Firecracker forward a pace. What had he been thinking? May did not need him. Perren would protect her. It was Fern he needed to be concerned about.

Something moved behind them. He had not been certain at first – after all many creatures lived in this wide hot land, creatures like rhinoceros and buffalo that he had only ever heard about from Morrigwen – but now he was sure something was there.

He reined in and, with his bow strung and ready, kept vigil at the rear of their party. He was about to ask the stonewight if he sensed a presence stalking them, when Perren stumbled but recovered himself. It was remarkable in that the stonewight’s broad flat feet had previously moulded to the sandy ground as he strode foot-sure across the arid landscape.

“Perren?” he asked. “Can you sense anything different?”

“Yes, I can!” the stonewight snapped with uncharacteristic irritability. “It’s too hot!”

Caspar turned to Fern instead. It occurred to him that the wolfman had been so close on May’s trail before that it seemed unlikely that he would just give up on his efforts to steal the Egg now. “Fern, have you smelt him – you know, the wolfman – on the wind at all?”

Fern shook his head. “I thought Talorcan’s magic banished him back to the Otherworld.”

Caspar itched his scalp. It was distasteful to talk of Talorcan but he could see that he must. “I don’t think so. Talorcan was still afraid for May; he begged me to protect her. He had kept her safe from the wolfman’s dark spirit all through her flight from Torra Alta and, on his death, he was still afraid for her.”

Guiltily, Caspar realized how utterly he had failed May. It was his own weakness, his own inability to resist the lure of Necrönd that had forced her into stealing it in the first place and so laying herself open to such terrible dangers. If he had been stronger, she would be safe in Torra Alta now.

“Someone is on our trail,” Caspar insisted, “and if you can’t smell wolf, it must be one of his minions.”

“I smell lion,” Fern replied emphatically and nodded towards the tall grasses that shifted and rippled though there was no wind to stir it.

Any number of beasts could be lurking in the arid grassland and Caspar almost yearned for the open desert he could see ahead, which they must cross before they reached the hills. Beyond that they would find the sea. He had not given much thought to what they would do once they reached the Ocean of Tethys but presumed that they would find a coastal village where they could purchase a vessel to take them beyond these shores.

A yell of alarm snapped Caspar’s head round. He couldn’t see May! What had happened? Normally she was distinct, sitting tall on Perren’s shoulders, but she and the stonewight had vanished. Caspar galloped back, dust flying off Firecracker’s hooves. Perren was nowhere to be seen. Suddenly the ground shifted beneath him and the stonewight’s grey shape emerged from the earth. He rolled over and apologetically lifted up May.

“Are you hurt?” the stonewight asked in alarm.

She looked startled and her hand tentatively prodded her belly that was now softly rounded. “I don’t think so.”

One tiny part of Caspar’s mind had wished that the fall might have caused her to lose the child and he was horrified that he could have allowed himself to feel such a thing. Runa anxiously snuffled at May’s side as the girl gingerly rose to her feet, pulling the crisp grasses from her hair.

Perren sat back in exhaustion. “Is it far to the next waterhole? I never imagined that the sun could be so hot. Ceolothia was wonderful, all that beautiful dampness, but here it’s so dry. I must have water,” he told Caspar, pointing at the gourd about his neck. “I must have it. I am crumbling. The sun is too hot; I will last only moments more.”

Caspar gripped the gourd and rattled it. It was about half full and he looked ahead to the hills where, surely, they would find water. The hills were no more than a few miles off now but their progress had become painfully slow. He had another gourd hidden in his saddlebag still so he handed the half-empty one to Perren.

“Here, drink it but it’s the last we have,” he lied in the hope that the stonewight might ration himself.

He slipped down from his saddle to help Perren to his feet but discovered the rocklike being was impossibly heavy. All he could do to help was to lift May onto the back of Firecracker. An hour later, Caspar was ruing his decision to cross the desert rather than listen to May. The sun was high, the glare bouncing up from the hot sand stung his eyes and his lips were beginning to chap. Perren had guzzled every drop from the gourd given him and they had not found another watering hole. The crisp grassland had given over to rock and sand. Stoically they plodded on across a flat dry plain, which was broken only by isolated boulders, yearning for the cool of the low hills.

The heat hammered down on Caspar’s stooped head. All he could think about was the need for water and he fixed his eyes on the hills that were now no more than a league ahead though they seemed impossibly far off; even Cracker was slowing in the heat that pounded down. The air scorched Caspar’s lungs. His eyes hurt from squinting against the glare and his tongue felt thick in his mouth. Exhaustion dragged at his muscles. The sand was so dry and light that it gave way with each footfall and he was forever stumbling.

After a long period of
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