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Hrolf’s Isle I pledge her;

Black cattle, silver bere.

A bed of Irish linen,

A hearth of Irish song.

All she forsakes;

And for a brother’s sake

Seeks the dragon way.

Ireland of the prayer houses

Must wait its day.

Backs bend; at my word

My sea-swan spreads her wings.

Heads bow, monkish voices sing

Te Deum, spared my sword.

from The Saga of Floki Magnusson

circa 900 (?) AD

On the lion and the viper you will tread

And trample the young lion and the dragon.

Kethuvim
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PROLOGUE



Gil saw Crazy Ivan coming, a long way off. Even silhouetted by the late summer sun, his lanky height and loping stride were unmistakable. Gil and Aaron were at the far corner of Safe Haven’s grounds, under the big oak tree by the wall. Aaron liked it because he could hide there at visiting time. Gil liked it because he could keep his roommate company while still watching the door from reception, in case anyone came. He stood up.

“Hey, bro,” he said gently. “You okay here? I’ve got a visitor.” Aaron glanced at him quickly, nodded vigorously, and returned his attention to arranging twigs and acorns into another of his hugely intricate 3-D designs. “That’s a cool one,” Gil said. Aaron nodded again without looking up and Gil trotted quickly across the wide, sunny lawn to meet Ivan.

Ivan grinned slowly, seeing him coming. Gil broke into a run, and halted, panting, in front of him. “What did she say?”

Ivan nodded. “Now, hold on,” he said. “Let’s start with hello.”

Gil shrugged apologetically. “Hi, Ivan.” Then he stopped and said, surprised, “You’re wearing a suit!”

Ivan grinned again. “Didn’t work. Got frisked coming in anyway. Sorry. No drugs.” He held out empty palms.

Gil laughed and pointed to the headband with the eagle feather taming Ivan’s long hair. “Probably that.” He smiled ruefully. “I think they’d be happier if I did do drugs. Like, that explained everything.”

“Conventional people like conventional answers.”

“Is she going to get me out?”

Ivan’s grin faded.

“Didn’t she listen to you?” Gil said. He felt his lip tremble.

“Well, Gil,” Ivan said slowly. “I was never your mom’s favorite person. She kinda felt I led your dad astray.” He paused, his dreamy eyes suddenly intent, “Tell you something – no one ever led your dad anywhere. He had a rod of iron up his ass. Still….” he shrugged.

Gil shook his head. “She likes Sophia. Sophia believes me. Can’t Sophia convince her?”

“Sophia believes Elvis is alive, Gil. Not your best witness.” He paused and mumbled, “Your mom says Sophia’s in denial. Because of losing Danni and Percy.”

“Fairchild’s got to her,” Gil said coldly.

“Yeah,” Ivan dragged the word out. “It’s shrink-speak.” He paused again and said, “He’s just doing his job, Gil. He’s not your enemy.”

“He is my enemy.”

“Choose your battles, Gil. Going head-to-head with the clinic director isn’t getting you out of here.”

“But if she believed me,” Gil cried desperately, “She’d believe Dad was alive. Doesn’t she want to?”

Ivan was quiet a long time, hands in the pockets of his unaccustomed suit. “Hope’s a bummer, Gil. It’s got an edge on it like that sword you brought back, and it cuts two ways. She gave it up, once. Picking it up, again, now, means risking losing it all over again. It’s like closing her fingers on that blade.”

Gil nodded uncertainly. He looked far across the grounds to the oak tree where Aaron’s curly dark head was yet bent over his weird sculpture. Gil felt something tug at him, like he was being pulled down into Aaron’s strange, fearful world. “Ivan?” He felt his lip tremble again and his voice waver, “You do believe me, don’t you? You’re not just—”

“Humoring you? Sure I am, dude. Everyone knows you’re crazy as a bedbug. Who am I to argue?” Gil grinned shakily. Ivan put hand on his shoulder. “Want to know why I believe you?” he said. “I’ll tell you. Your dad was too damn good a kayaker to drown like that. Sure, it was a brutal day. But he ate days like that for breakfast. I never saw your dad make a mistake. He was so cool, so together. They call me crazy; but he did stuff I wouldn’t touch. He just made it look sane.”

He looked up into the tree-tops, squinting at the sun. Then he said quietly, “And we looked for him, Gil. Brian and I know that river like the back of our hands. We know the places you’d get snagged up. We find dead deer in them every year. Once we even found a fox. But we never found your dad.”

Gil shivered slightly. Ivan kept his gaze on the treetops. After a long while, he said quietly, “Up home, Gil, we’re newcomers. Men have lived there for thousands of years. Mountain men. River men. And, sometimes, when I’m out in the woods, or on the river, alone, I kind of feel them.”

“Are you scared?” Gil said, uneasily.

“Nah. They’re not ghosts or anything. They’re alive, like me. But time is kind of standing in the way. And every now and then it stretches real thin, like the knees of a worn pair of jeans. Now, they weren’t some kind of holy nature-saints like Sophia’s shaman would tell you. They ballsed up just like us. But this was their world and they knew the place – so I kind of listen to them. Like when I go to some new river, I listen to the local guys who know it.

“So, hey, I’m out on the river above some hairy piece of water, and I kind of feel a nudge of birch bark up against my boat. And that’s when I take out and portage.”

“I never thought you ever portaged.”

“Sure I do. I just never tell anyone. Ruin my rep.” He grinned. “Easier than portaging a longship, anyhow.”

Gil smiled and nodded.

“So,” Ivan said, “if I’m rubbing shoulders with these old Iroquois, out hunting deer, in their world; why shouldn’t you meet up with Vikings and knights hunting the Holy Grail, in theirs? So yeah, dude,” he gave Gil his long, slow smile, “I do believe you.”

The smile made Gil decide, all at once, to push his luck. “Want to try believing one more thing?”

“Shoot,” Ivan grinned.

So Gil told him, then, about the Change-Things: the selkies, Floki and his mother Shony, who could turn into seals, and about the blessing of Cille Aidan’s Wandering Pool that gave Ismail and Rachel and Danni, their Other selves, of stag and hawk, and wild goose.

Ivan plucked a bit of long grass while he listened and twisted it around a finger. After a long while, he said, “That shaman of Sophia’s – he talks about how his ancestors in their sweat lodges used to do these trances,” he paused and grinned, “Far as I see, he’s Polish from Brooklyn, but, hey, maybe they have sweat lodges, too. Anyhow, they’d sort of become animals – eagles, bears – in their trances…”

“It’s not a trance,” Gil said quietly. “It’s real. I’ve seen it. And I’ve been it.”

“You…?” Ivan dropped his piece of grass and his eyes opened wider. “For real?” Gil nodded. “So, what kind of…?”

“Just a cat,” Gil said.

“Just?” Ivan took hold of both of Gil’s arms and facing him, laughed aloud. “Dude, sometimes you blow my mind!” A look of wondering calculation crossed his face. “So, can you, like, do it?”

“Here?” Gil shook his head sadly, hearing Aidan: Change-Things are gone from that world. “Do you think I’d still be here if I could?”

The end-of-visiting-time bell rang. They started walking back to the clinic, Ivan still shaking his head in amazement. At the door, he said, “Hang in, Gil. I’ll keep working on her.” He turned to go, and then stopped. “Nearly forgot. Sophia sent this for you. She found it with your stuff.” He reached into his pocket and held out his hand. A small green pebble nestled on the palm. “She thought it might be magic,” he said with a grin. “Like that stone with the hole in it, the bird brought.”

Gil smiled and shook his head. “There isn’t any magic,” he said. “It’s just a pebble. From the beach on Hy.”

“The island you sailed to?” Ivan said. “On the Viking’s ship?”

“Silver Dragon,” Gil murmured. “Floki’s Silver Dragon.” He turned the pebble in his fingers; smoothed by the tides and green as Janetta’s sea-green eyes. His mind filled with memories of the island; the hummocky pasture where Lionheart grazed, the grey church and white strands, the high-cross on the windswept hill.

The ringing bell faded on the summer air and the vision faded, too, blurred as if shrouded in smoke. He barely heard Ivan’s goodbye.


CHAPTER ONE



All the way from Pentland, they had hugged the rugged coast, following a map drawn only in Floki’s mind. The weather had been harsh, the wind often against them. A whole day was lost sheltering from a gale. When Gil stole a glance at his compass, Floki laughed and told how he’d sailed this way, first, as a boy so small that his father bound him to a shield, lashed firm to the rail, lest the waves sweep him overboard.

To Gil it seemed impossible for any man, no matter how experienced, to remember the numberless rocks and islands and hidden bays of a land so wild and desolate. Everywhere, thickly wooded shores rose to steep craggy hills, and beyond, mountains draped in cloud and mist. For three days, they found no sign of human life at all. But then, on the fourth, as they approached a rocky headland, they smelled smoke.

Floki wrinkled his nose at it and cast Bjorn a grim look. Cautiously, they rounded the headland and saw before them a scattering of stone buildings tucked into a curving bay.

“A village!” Danni cried. “People!”

But Ismail shook his head and said, “No more.” He bent his ear toward the shore. “Listen.”

Gil heard a distant moan drift across the sheltered water. A black, shaggy cow stumbled amidst the houses, bellowing mournfully.

“She cries to be milked,” Ismail said. “But there is no one left.” His voice was calm, but a flash of anguish crossed his face. Gil saw then that each of the buildings was roofless and fire still smoldered in the ruined heaps of thatch.

Floki signaled Hakon and the two longships turned together, spilling the wind from their sails. Then with their steersmen holding steady, and their oarsmen ready at their places, the cousins jumped together into the shallow sea. Floki looked up at his ship’s deck. His eyes swept his crew and then settled suddenly on Gil. “Come.”

Startled, Gil pointed an uneasy finger at his own chest. “Me?” he asked uncertainly.

Floki gave him a pained look. “Do I ask what I do not wish? Of course, you.” He turned to Ismail and his voice softened, “And you, Saracen. Who knows? I may need a real swordsman.”

Gil winced, but Ismail shrugged and offered a lopsided grin of solidarity as they hurriedly collected their shields and swords from the armor kist, and followed Floki over the ship’s side.

The water was chest-deep and icy cold. Gasping, Gil struggled ashore, his sodden boots slipping on weed covered stones. The stiff wind off the sea plastered wet clothes against freezing skin as he stumbled up the narrow strand.

Hakon and Floki strode swiftly through the rough grassland beyond. By the time Gil and Ismail caught up, they were at the edge of the blackened village, standing still and quiet, their hands on the hilts of their swords.

There was no sound but the moaning of the cow and the cries of sea birds, but the air was thick with smoke and a bitter stench caught in Gil’s throat. Hakon glanced uneasily at the boys and turned back to his cousin. “Leave them here,” he said.

“They must learn,” Floki answered. He went on, and reluctantly, Hakon beckoned Gil and Ismail to follow.

The black cow stood with tossing head and dragging udder before the doorway of a burnt-out byre. An overturned wooden stool lay at her feet and, beside it, the body of a man. Gil glimpsed blood-stained white hair and something wet and grey amidst it, before Hakon turned him quickly away. Shaking, he stumbled on after Floki, casting a hurried glance at Ismail. The African boy’s smooth brown face was expressionless, his stride as purposeful as the Northman’s.

A woman lay before a small roofless house, shrouded in her grey cloak; one bare, blood-smeared arm reaching desperately for a fallen, shawl-wrapped bundle. The wind lifted strands of long, lifeless hair and loosened the shawl from the bundle, revealing something white and broken. Gil thought it a doll, crushed by a boot, before he saw the blood.

He looked up in horror at Floki. The Northman’s cold, grey eyes met his for an instant. He nodded toward the waiting ships. “Go back, if you wish,” he said quietly. “This is not the worst you will see.”

But Gil shook his head, and striving to imitate Ismail’s remote calm, muttered, “It’s okay.”

They clambered over a stone wall and through a pen where dead sheep were scattered in wind-plucked disarray, and a slaughtered pony-foal sprawled pathetically, limbs splayed, soft nose buried in blood-soaked turf. Gil shut an image of Lionheart from his mind and hurried past.

Hakon moved suddenly to block the doorway of the next building, but it was too late. Gil had seen already what lay, half-buried under fallen roof-beams, in the still-smoking ash. Brutally exposed to the pale winter light, charred and consumed by flame, only their rough outlines defined them as human.

“More children!” Gil cried despairingly. “Why do they kill little children?”

Ismail looked away. Hakon ran a rough hand through his black hair. Floki said, “Children, yes. But not small. They were your age.”

“My age?” Gil’s eyes returned unwillingly to the black shapes. “But they’re tiny.”

“It is what fire does,” Floki said. “I have seen burnings.” Ismail nodded solemnly. Floki raised his eyes to the broken gable of the house. “They were as you. Four. Like yourselves.”

Gil’s stomach churned and he held his hand over his mouth. “Was it Northmen?” he whispered.

Floki still studied the blackened stone. “Northmen make slaves of children. They do not murder them.” He paused and said quietly, “These men had other work to do.” He looked out over the wreckage of the little village. “And for the sake of four, all die.”

“Because of us!” Gil cried, understanding at last. “It was a mistake. It was meant to be us. They were killed because of us. Because of our quest….” Floki said nothing. “But we agreed to it….” Gil stared, sickened, at the bodies. “And they didn’t agree to anything!”

Floki met his eyes for a long, pitiless while, and said, “No man agrees to be born, Warrior. And few agree to die. But all men die in the end.” With a last grim glance at the mounds in the smoking ash, he raised his gaze to the surrounding hills. Then suddenly, he spun about, and gripped Gil’s arm, and Ismail’s, too. “Now!” he cried. “To the ships!” He thrust them toward the strand. “Run!”

Gil heard a shout, looked up, and saw four mounted men gallop over the crest of the nearest ridge. Five more followed, and then, from the opposite side of the little bay and its village, too many more to count.

Then he was running, faster than he’d ever run in his life. Ismail was beside him, and the two Northmen right on their heels. “Sail!” Floki shouted, as they splashed wildly into the sea. The oarsmen leant hard on their oars, and the steersmen swung the dragon prows seaward and the sails bellied full. Erling caught Gil’s arms as he struggled to mount the slippery strakes and hauled him on deck. Bjorn plucked Ismail from the sea by his shirt and the seat of his pants. Both ships were ploughing white foam when their masters scrambled back aboard.

Floki looked back, once, at the fast-receding village, and took the steering oar himself. Only when they had rounded two more headlands and the village was but a faint smoke-smudge on the horizon, did he step back, and let Erling hold the course. Danni whispered, “Gil? What happened? Was it Vikings?” He looked at her for a long time, in silence; then he turned his face away.

After that, they seemed to sail with a grimmer purpose, and on that fourth night, they did not put in to the shore, but anchored at a distance from the land, and slept uncomfortably, crowded aboard their ships.

On the fifth day, on a grey winter morning, they came to a low dark island, nestling close to another. The sail was lowered. Oarsmen took their places, and then, as powerful oar strokes drove the bare-masted longships into the island’s lee, fields of fresh-tilled earth and green pastures dotted with black cattle appeared, and among them, buildings of wood and stone, enclosed by a stone boundary wall. On a low rise in the center, stood a grey stone, thatched roofed church. A weary cheer rose from the oarsmen as they rested thankful eyes on the safe refuge of the muinntir of Hy.

It was more than a day since they’d eaten warm food or dried themselves by a fire. Everything aboard the ship was cold and wet and smelled of ponies and unwashed men. Gil’s hair hung in grimy tangles; his eyes stung from sea water. The cloak in which he wrapped himself was stiff with salt spray. He stared hungrily at the snug buildings and tidy fields of the muinntir.

The thin blue smoke of turf fires hung above the island and the sweet scent drifted across the sea. Distant figures, all in grey, stopped their work in the fields to stare at the approaching longships. Floki shouted a greeting and the words, carrying clearly across the open water, were answered by a returning shout. Grey-clad figures emerged from doors and hurried in from the fields, in response to the ringing bell. The air was full of the sound of farm animals, caught up in the excitement of their masters. A whole flock of small, four-horned sheep and a cluster of shaggy black goats grazed near the shore. There were chickens and ducks and geese, and somewhere a dog barked.

In a field beyond the church, a herd of bristly-maned ponies, buff and brown and black, galloped around and around, whinnying greetings to their shipboard kin. On the deck of Silver Dragon, their own ponies whinnied back. “Look!” said Rachel, patting Frosti, “New friends.”

Gil cast a dire look at Lionheart, remembering introducing him to their pack-pony, Lucy. Oh, great. Your two favorite things: “new” and “friends.” Lionheart’s ears flattened and he rolled one white-rimmed eye.

The foreshore of Hy boasted a sturdy stone built jetty, thrusting out into the sea, offering a sheltered mooring on either side. As the longships glided to rest beside it, two lines of grey-habited brothers of Hy waited silently. Erling and Svein tossed ropes down to the jetty. Two of the waiting brothers caught them with seamen’s ease.

With both ships firmly moored, Floki turned to his crew, solemnly unbuckled his sword belt and laid it down. There was a muttering among the Northmen, but, one by one, they followed suit. Bjorn’s black brows descended and his mustached mouth twitched in a scowl, but he, too, divested himself of his sword, and the axe he carried, tucked through his belt.

Gil took his sword belt to their armor kist, struggling to put the smoldering village from his mind. “Warrior!” Floki shouted. “The Ab of Hy desires your exalted company.” Gil turned and stared. Silver Dragon’s master waited, one foot on the rail of his ship, bowing flamboyantly to him.

“Mine?”

“For what other purpose have I moored my ship in this holy place? Shall I let the good father hear my confession and give him nightmares in his sleep?”

“I’m coming!” Gil dropped the sword into the kist and pulled out the leather satchel. Slipping the strap over his shoulder, he ran to Floki.

“Ah, the book. The beautiful book, which, alas, I cannot read.” Floki grinned and then, ignoring the gangplank the brothers had raised, leapt grandly across the water to the jetty. Gil longed to do the same, but thought better, and trotted meekly down the gangplank, instead.

A lean man with a kindly face stepped forward. He lowered his hood, revealing a fringe of grey-speckled black hair, and bowed gently to Floki. Floki spoke to him in a language that Gil had never heard before. When the man turned to Gil, Gil shook his head. But Rachel ran down to his side and addressed the brother in a seamless flow of Latin, to which, beaming happily, he replied.

Floki grinned and slapped Gil’s back. “Have no fear,” he said. “A true Northman speaks with his sword.”

Danni and Ismail hurried to join them, leading the ponies from their pen. Lionheart whickered and rolled his eyes. Gil ran back up the gangplank and took the pony’s lead.

You forgot me.

Gil shook his head. I will never be so lucky. Please, please, don’t make any more of an idiot of me here. Lionheart reared again at the edge of the gangplank, but then, with an unnerving, scuttling jump, he careered down it, to the jetty. The others followed tamely, behind Danni and Ismail, while Palamedes led his warhorse and Lucy off Hakon’s Storm Serpent. The animals jostled together on the jetty and Lionheart’s ears flicked flat.

Then, suddenly, two very young brothers appeared, their faces boyish, pink-cheeked in the cold, wet air. They smiled at Gil and his friends and, chatting in their strange language, reached at the same time for the ponies’ bridles.

Danni handed over Frosti and Freya’s lead reins to one of the boy-monks. The other then leapt up onto the charger, Doombearer’s, back. Clutching his mane with one hand and digging his barefoot heels into the huge animal’s flanks, he reached down and caught up Lucy’s and Chocolate’s reins, and reached for Lionheart’s too. Gil shook his head wildly, but the boy laughed, and holding the leads all in one hand, led the three ponies away. Lionheart followed, docile as a lamb, at Lucy’s side.

Aren’t you even going to kick her?

After they feed me. Lionheart flicked sly ears and trotted past.

The lean man who had first spoken to Gil led them from the shore toward the church, halting at the foot of a small, grassy rise. A wooden hut, scarce bigger than Gil’s own little cell at Cille Aidan, perched on its rocky summit, a wisp of blue smoke rising above. With a silent bow, the lean monk stepped aside, and gestured for the children to go on alone. Gil tucked Aidan’s gift tighter under his arm, squared his shoulders, and mounted the rocky path.

The route led them to the side of the hut, which was blank-walled and windowless. Gil cautiously rounded a corner, and then another, before finding a wicker door, propped open with a stick, letting in the faint wash of winter sunlight. Out of the doorway flew four white doves. In a whirr of white wings, three of the birds fluttered over their heads, but one struck out alone, across the island, toward the grey glint of the sea.

From within the tiny building, a voice spoke, in soft English. “Here are three who will come and go and one who will stay forever. Come!” proclaimed the voice happily. “Come! Have I not waited since Saint Lucy’s Day, for your coming?”

Rachel’s brows drew close in puzzlement, but Gil ducked warily through the low door, and stood peering blindly into the darkness. Gradually, shapes grew out of the smoky haze. A blackened oil lamp glowed above a plain table strewn with books. A carved wooden cross hung on one wall, a little bench for kneeling set beneath it. At the back of the room, a turf fire burned, and in the smoky shadows beside it, sat an old, old man in the robes of the brothers of Hy.

His face was craggy and lined. His hair, where it wasn’t shaved short, was a pure, snowy white; so, too, the beard that reached almost to the rope belt of his habit. But his brows were thick and black, and beneath them, his eyes, blacker still, glowed like coals as, unblinking, they probed Gil’s face and that of each of his companions.

The old man’s right hand lay motionless on his knees. His left rested gently on the tall, carved bachall that leant against his low chair. Somehow, here, it seemed like the staff of a king, and the white-haired monk looked as Gil imagined a king would look, indeed, a king like Arthur. Very slowly then, the Ab set the bachall aside and reached out the hand that had held it to Gil, keeping his other resting on his knees. The craggy face broke into a smile. “I beg you, forgive my little brother. He rises with me to sing the Night Office, but he is yet young, and so now is weary, and must sleep.”

With a gentle gesture he indicated his right sleeve. Gil suddenly saw, nestled within the folds of the worn grey cloth, a tiny kitten, as grey as the cloth itself, curled contentedly asleep. “Oh!” Danni shrieked, “Look!”

Rachel rushed forward, brushing Gil aside. “There’s more!” She pointed to a frayed wicker basket beside the fire. Both girls ran to the fireside and knelt beside the basket, lifting kittens out and passing them back and forth. When even Ismail joined in, crawling under the Ab’s table to capture a small striped beast, Gil shrugged and bent down and picked up a black one that was climbing his leg anyhow.

“Yet another takes his rest upon my books.” The Ab pointed to one more, white and grey, that was sprawled across the pages of an open volume on the table. “In all, there are seven. And even now their mother makes happy converse with their father, once again.” He smiled and added drily, “Would that the minds of my scholars were as fertile.”

Gil grinned and rubbed the black kitten’s ears. But then, even as he did, he felt a sudden alarming urge to bat it with a paw, roll it over a few times, and chase it into a corner.

That’s awful! I’d never do that! That would really scare it!

They need to be scared. It’s good for them. The Cat hairs at the nape of his neck rose and he felt the twitch of a phantom tail.

Gil dumped the kitten in Rachel’s lap. “Here, you take it!”

The Ab spoke suddenly. “Come,” he said. His voice was sad and regretful. “Gladly would I have you play with kittens forever. But you have been called to a darker game. Come, let me see you.” His face fell solemn as they lined up in front of him, Danni yet clutching a kitten in her hands. Then, as they stood there, he closed his eyes as if, somehow, he saw them better that way. He was silent for a long while and then, when he spoke, his voice was soft and distant. “A pure soul, a clear eye, a loving heart, and true courage. These four are all that are needed.”

He opened his eyes and they crinkled as he smiled, but there was sadness in the smile, too. “But still, you are very young.” He leaned forward. “Do you understand why you are here?” he asked suddenly.

“To bring the Holy Grail to King Arthur,” Danni said at once, meeting his gaze with her bold brown eyes.

“And Arthur back to your world,” said Rachel.

“But why?” pursued the Ab. “Why do this?”

“For peace?” Ismail murmured cautiously. “That war ends?”

“Ah. For peace indeed.” The Ab’s old face creased kindly, “Well spoken, young soldier. For peace cannot be – not in our world, nor in yours – until Arthur returns. But before peace,” he shook his head slowly, “There is the sword.”

He sighed and looked very solemn. Then he leaned forward, again, still careful not to disturb the kitten curled on his sleeve. “Do you understand the danger you are in?” he asked intently. “How lawless the land to which you travel?” Gil thought of the burnt village and nodded. “How heartless and cruel your adversary?” The Ab spoke with such intensity that Gil’s confidence wavered. But again, he nodded and said, “Yes.”

“Even here,” the old man said urgently, “You are not safe. The Usurper respects neither man nor God, though he makes pretense to win favor when it suits him. Beyond our boundary wall, all pretense ends. Once you leave here, you leave all protection behind. Do you understand?”

For a third time, Gil nodded and bowed his head.

“Very well,” the Ab said, and when Gil looked up, he thought he saw approval, as well as sorrow, in the old man’s eyes. “This last answer, I must have.” His gaze drifted across each of their faces. “Do you take up this task with a free heart? Do you go willingly into this danger?”

Gil straightened his back, looked once into the eyes of each of his friends, and saw there the same fear and the same resolve. “Yes,” he said. “I do. We do.”

The Ab’s eyes locked with his own and Gil felt the old man could see right into his heart and mind, uncovering every secret. But then the old monk smiled and said firmly, “So be it then. The guardians do not look for perfection, but the willingness to seek it. You will go.

“But first,” he added, his mood visibly lightening, “You must accept our hospitality. The Dark Time has come, and with it comes the holy day of Our Lord’s Nativity. Then, our fast ends and you will share with us our great feast. Meanwhile, provisions will be made ready and your horses shod. Then, shielded by our prayers, you will set out at the end of Christmastide. A fortuitous time for a fateful journey.” He stroked his sleeping kitten solemnly, his face set in lines of sorrow. But the panic that welled in Gil’s heart had another cause. Horses? Shod? Lionheart? Shod?

Then the Ab inclined his white head, and a smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. “It is long years since I was a child,” he said. “But there is a thing that I remember. Children are always hungry. Nor have they any need of fasting, since the mere hours between breakfast and the midday meal are heavy penance. And so,” he said, his smile broadening, “Just as soon as your sails were sighted, tables were made ready, and even now groan with as much hearty fare as our island can provide.”

He grew solemn again. “But I have asked you many questions. And you have answered most fairly. Are there questions, now, that you would ask of me in return?”

Gil’s mind was too full of the prospect of food to think of anything else, but Rachel’s voice rang out clearly in the little room. “How did you know,” she asked, “That we set sail on Saint Lucy’s Day?”

“Ah,” the old man leaned back, his dark eyes assessing Rachel shrewdly. At last, he said, “Now, what better day would you have set out into darkness? Santa Lucia, whose very name means ‘light’?” He paused, still studying Rachel. “Will that suffice as an answer?”

“Yes,” she said politely, “But not to my question.”

The Ab erupted in a peal of laughter, somehow too rich and vigorous to come from such an ancient body. “Here is one not to be trifled with,” he said gleefully. Then he indicated the door, standing open, behind them, “This little house has a most pleasant outlook, has it not?” They all turned then, and Gil saw that the open doorway framed a wonderful view of sea and sky, green island and white surf. “And from this little house,” the Ab said gently, “When I look out over the sea, sometimes I do see wondrously far.”

As far as Einar’s Holm? Gil wondered, but then Ismail spoke, in his soft, hesitant voice. “May I ask a question, too?”

“Most certainly,” said the Ab. His dark gaze rested intently on the African boy. “And having learned my lesson with your sister of the clear eye, I promise to answer as worthily as I can.” He bowed his head humbly toward Ismail, and Ismail bowed respectfully back.

“The guardians,” he said. “They ask only we seek perfection?”

“That is so,” said the Ab.

“But who is it, who asks?” Ismail said, his eyes wide with uncertainty. “Always we hear of them, but never are we told who they are.”

“Who are the guardians?” The old man’s dark brows arched in amazement.

“Forgive me,” Ismail said. “I know little. I am never at school.”

The old man shook his head, smiling curiously. “But why do you ask me? Surely it would be wise to ask them?”

Ismail’s eyes remained, trustingly, on the Ab’s face, but he shook his head slowly. “How do we ask them,” he said, “When we do not know them?”

“You have known them and you will again.” The Ab’s eyes crinkled with gentle mischief, but he said no more. Somewhere nearby, a bell rang. The old man rose, still cradling the sleeping kitten on his sleeve. “Ah, little brother,” he addressed it, “The bell rings the ninth hour, and I must join my monks, and so your sleep is at an end.” With that, he scooped it up with his free hand and deposited it in the basket, where it sat blinking aggrievedly at its abandonment. “How wisely our Good Lord fashions the world,” he said, “that an Ab must beg favor of a kitten, and thus be reminded of his place.” He took up his bachall and stepped toward the open door and the children all followed him.

“Wait!” Gil cried. He pulled the leather satchel in front of him. “Aidan sent this for you.”

“Then I must see it, at once.” The old man smiled gently and, ignoring the ringing bell, took the satchel from him with a small bow, and then carried it to the table, laid it down, and withdrew the contents. “Ah,” he murmured, stroking the silver banded, gilded cover, “Here indeed is a treasure.” Rachel, Danni, and Ismail pressed forward to see. Rachel looked accusingly at Gil, for keeping the book hidden, even from her.

“It was a secret,” he muttered.

“At least I could read it!” she whispered.

The Ab drew her forward. “Look now.” Reverently he opened the book, displaying the first wondrously colored page. The Ab’s old eyes studied the script hungrily, his lips gently moving as he read. The bell outside rang on, and he straightened suddenly. “I must go.” He turned to Gil, “My heartfelt thanks to brother Aidan for this great treasure, and to you for bearing it here.”

“It’s for letting us stay here,” Gil murmured awkwardly.

The old man smiled. “But we shelter you as we shelter all, by our Lord’s command. As well my brother knows. Besides,” he added quietly, “we all make common cause.” He paused, serious for a moment, but his eyes crinkled with amusement. “Still, I am most honored to accept this great gift which has eluded both salt sea and marauding Northmen, to come to Hy.”

Gil nodded, glad to have fulfilled his promise to Aidan. He stepped back to allow the Ab to pass, and then followed his friends out into the darkening day. Only when he was standing once more before the little hut, did he realize that the old man, striding away toward his church, had again spoken of things he could not possibly have seen.

Several of the monks followed their Ab to the church, but the lean man who had spoken first remained below, with two others, beside Hakon, Floki, and Palamedes, while the rest of the Northmen sat, cloak-wrapped, in patient huddles on the ground. One of the three figures was slender and female, wearing a dress and tunic of the plain grey of the brothers’ habits, and, over her head, a white veil.

When he reached the waiting escort, Gil saw the woman was quite old, with a gentle face and bright blue eyes. Rachel was attempting a halting conversation but the woman knew no English, and Rachel’s Latin wasn’t working too well, either. At last, the woman pointed away to a distant thatched building on the low horizon, then placed her palms together. Resting her cheek on the back of one hand, she closed her eyes, produced two loud snoring sounds, and then collapsed in a wave of giggles.

“I’ve got it!” Danni cried. “We sleep there!” She pointed to the faraway buildings. “Come on,” she grabbed Gil’s arm and dragged him forward. “She wants to show us where we sleep.” But a look of horror crossed the veiled woman’s face and she cried out in her own language, raising her hands comically to thrust Gil away.

Ismail laughed. “No,” he said to Danni, shaking his head. “You sleep there.”

“They’re nuns, Danni,” Rachel added wearily. “It’s a convent.”

Gil smothered a laugh. Then, someone tapped his shoulder. He turned and saw that the young monk, who had boldly ridden Doombearer, had returned. His companion ran to join them, too, and both chatted happily at Gil and Ismail in the indecipherable language of Hy. Ismail pointed helplessly to their translator, on the path to the convent with Danni and their nun. Gil’s heart sank. He tapped his chest, grinned determinedly, and announced, “I’m Gil.” He pointed to Ismail. “He’s Ismail.”

The young monk looked puzzled for only a split second. Then his freckled face brightened and his blue eyes sparkled with recognition. He pointed to his own chest and said, “Ciarnan,” and then, turning to his companion, who was taller and darker, with sharp brown eyes, he declared, “Donal.” He waggled his finger back and forth between them, and said, “Cousins!”

It was soon clear to Gil that although Ciarnan’s English was pretty basic, and Donal’s non-existent, both boys were accustomed to a world of many tongues and skilled at signs and mime. Using both, they shepherded Gil and Ismail before them, gesturing to Hakon and Floki and Palamedes and all the Northmen, to follow.

They passed the church, from which came beautiful singing, and went on until the whole party was gathered around a stone building surmounted by a great cloud of blue turf smoke. Gil breathed in the sweet scent of the burning peat, and better still, the rich aroma of roasting meat.

Wide plank doors stood open at the front of the building, revealing a great cooking fire set into a stone rimmed pit. Beneath soot-crusted roof beams, a pair of massive bearded monks turned a spit laden with meat and stirred the bubbling contents of giant black cooking pots. Delicious baking smells rose from griddle loads of golden bannocks.

The Northmen all grinned at each other and muttered happily of feasting. But Floki laughed. “Tighten your belts and reef in your tunics, my good friends,” he said. “This is not Odin’s longhouse, but a Christian one, and they are fasting, as is their tiresome habit. You’ll wait till Christ’s Mass for your meat.”

And, indeed, while Gil and Ismail were served a rich bounty of mutton, cheese, butter, honey, and ale, the rest received bowls of thin broth and dry bannocks for their meal. Morose Northmen swallowed their soup in single gulps and sniffed suspiciously at wooden mugs of water. Even the young monks, Ciarnan and Donal, who couldn’t be much older than themselves, kept their fast. Gil stuffed down his meat and cheese as quickly as he could, and, grinning guiltily at Floki, sipped his ale.

“Oh, for the pagan halls of our fathers,” Floki murmured in response. And, elaborately marking Lord Yesu’s sign across his forehead and chest, he raised his meagre soup bowl and drained it dry. Still, after the meal, he set his crew to work clearing a field of stones, in return for the monks’ hospitality, while Gil and Ismail explored the muinntir with their two young guides.

Ciarnan dragged them into the shadowy interior of the church and Donal proudly showed off his own place in the two parallel rows of benches before the lamp lit altar. Raising his hood, he seated himself in a dramatically prayerful posture, until Ciarnan punched him, and they both broke into giggles and fled with their guests, out the door.

Looking warily over their shoulders for disapproving elders, the boys showed them the refectory, with two long tables awaiting the monks’ common meals and the scriptorium where a dozen brothers worked, too intent on their writing to notice the intrusion. A long, narrow building, with rows of straw mattresses laid on the floor, served as the monks’ dormitory. But, in the guesthouse across the courtyard, wooden platforms raised the modest beds above the cold stone. Gil’s sheepskin roll of clothing already lay on the foot of one, and Ismail’s on another.

A row of stone and wood plank sheds stood beyond the cobbled courtyard. At one, a monk scraped a stretched animal hide. Beneath the thatched roof of another, a red-haired brother skinned bark from a tree-trunk with an axe.

The last in the line of workshops was a weaver’s shed and, beyond, another stone building stood alone, hazed in smoke like the kitchen. When they drew closer, Gil glimpsed the flickering of a huge fire and heard a fearsome ringing of metal on metal, like the clash of a hundred swords. Through the open door he saw a sweat-soaked, mighty-armed brother, hammering a red-hot horseshoe against a black anvil. Beside him, a great, shadowy plough horse stood placidly enduring the trial by fire that waited soon for Lionheart.

Past the fiery forge, they joined a faint path that passed through a gap in the boundary wall and climbed onward to the highest point of the island where, from a windswept, grassy hill, they could see all of the muinntir spread out below: fields and farm buildings, turf cuttings and pasture, and the rambling stone wall that enclosed it all. Gil looked beyond, taking in the whole island from shore to shore; the crashing surf of the wild Western Sea on one side, the Sound sheltering their longships on the other.

On the hill’s very summit stood a great stone cross, carved all over with birds and animals, ships and chariots, angels and men. Ciarnan leaned against it, clutching the wind-blown fabric of his habit tight around himself. He held up his hand to the cloud-cloaked setting sun and traced its course across the sky and then held up one index finger. He pointed at a carved stone ship on the cross and made the same two gestures.

“A day’s sail?” Ismail guessed quietly.

Then Ciarnan pointed into the darkening mist and said, “Eire. Ireland.” He indicated himself, with a tap on his own chest and then Donal.

“It’s where they come from,” Gil said and Ismail answered him, “One day’s sail.”

Ciarnan gazed toward the invisible land with such wistful longing on his young face that Gil understood instantly. He’s homesick. Like us. Quickly, he made the ”one day” gesture, himself, then indicated Ciarnan and Donal, and then pointed down to the muinntir. Holding several fingers in the air, he raised his eyebrows questioningly.

Ciarnan looked baffled, but Donal jumped in then, grinning, and mimed first, digging in the ground, then casting seed, then swinging a scythe, and last, kneeling down, warming his hands by a fire. Looking up, he smiled and held up one forefinger. Ismail shouted, “Yes! Plough, sow, harvest, fallow. One year.” He grinned at Ciarnan and nodded vigorously.

Ciarnan smiled. He raised all the fingers of both hands, curled them into fists, and then raised six, again. Then he pointed at Donal. “Sixteen!” Gil said. “Donal’s sixteen.” Ciarnan smiled again and repeated the finger-counting but stopped at fifteen and pointed to himself. “And Ciarnan’s fifteen,” Gil said to Ismail. Quickly he counted off fourteen fingers for himself, and for Ismail, too.

They stood in a ring, then, smiling. Then Ciarnan nodded solemnly, and pointed again at the stone cross, this time to a crowned figure of a man. “Pater,” he said, then hesitantly, “Father?” And he pointed sadly to the mist that hid Ireland. Then Gil understood that Ciarnan’s father was an Irish king, but Ciarnan missed him the same as any boy missed his father. The same as Gil missed his own.

Below, the bell of the muinntir began to ring and the Irish boys looked at each other in alarm. Turning to Gil and Ismail, they made prayerful postures and pointed urgently down the hill. Gil grinned. But he wanted to stay in this high, windy place a little longer. So, he did the prayer thing himself, then shook his head and sat down on the ground below the stone cross. At once, Donal sat down, too. Smiling happily up at Ciarnan, he pointed toward the ringing bell and shook his own head. But Ciarnan reached down and hauled him back up onto his feet. Grinning and waving, he dragged his reluctant cousin away to his monastic duties.

The bell chimed a last time, and then Gil and Ismail were alone with only the sounds of the wind and the distant sea. Gil stood up again, and they walked together along the top of the low grassy rise, enjoying the feel of dry land beneath their feet. Gil stopped a hundred feet from the stone cross, looked back at it, and then out to sea and the veil of mist. “Ships must sail to Ireland all the time,” he said to Ismail. “Why do they stay?”

“Because they make vow,” Ismail said simply. “Like we make vow.”

Gil nodded. They had vowed to Aidan, and now to the Ab of Hy, that they would make their quest. Most of all, they had vowed to each other and to themselves. Still, he wondered if any vow would keep him here if he too were but a day’s sail from home. But the sea that lay between him and Greene Mountain Falls was wider than any in all this world. Three who will come and go. He heard the Ab’s strange words again. And one who will stay forever.

“What if it isn’t Danni?” he said suddenly, to Ismail. Ismail shook his head, confused. “What the Ab said, about us…or the birds….”

“About us,” Ismail said. “The birds are like Aidan’s stone. He sees us.”

Gil nodded, uneasily. “So, one of us will stay.”

“Perhaps.” Ismail kicked a loose stone, then looked up, out to sea.

“Would you mind?” Gil said. “If it were you, would you mind staying? You’d be fine here,” he added quickly. “You know how to live here, better than all of us.”

“I have sister, brother,” Ismail said.

“But,” Gil shrugged awkwardly, “If you didn’t. If there was no one….” Ismail’s eyes narrowed, as if in pain, and Gil was sorry, at once, he had said it.

But then Ismail answered, “If there was no one; this is beautiful world.”

“Oh, yes,” Gil said softly, looking over the soft green island and the dark, mysterious sea, and thinking of all the wild, empty land he had seen from the deck of Silver Dragon. I could stay, he thought suddenly. It was like opening a window in his heart and seeing a part of himself he had not known existed. Immediately, he was swamped with guilt.

Mom’s there. All alone. Still looking for me like we looked for Dad. No time has passed. A day. Two, three. It’s all new, fresh…. But as much as he said it, he couldn’t feel it. The months that had passed and the things he had seen and done were real. And they were like a wide sea, too, opening between him and home.

Below, in the dusky pastures, a cow lowed mournfully. Gil saw Ismail wince. “The sound of the village,” he murmured.

Ismail smiled sadly. “The sound of my village,” he said. “Believers come. Kill everything. People, goats, chickens, cattle. All dead. One cow, alone, her calf dead, her udder full…it is sound of my village, too, when all are dead.”

He remembered how Ismail had wept as he told his story to Aidan. And then he remembered something else. “‘John,’” he said. Ismail’s face whipped around, his eyes widening with dismay. “You said your name was John. And Aidan said….”

“It is Believers’ name. They say I must have Christian name.”

“Christian?” Gil whispered. “The Believers were Christian?”

Ismail shrugged. “The jackal may call himself lion. It does not give him mane.”

“But this place!” Gil pointed at the tall stone cross, his anger growing, “The Ab. Aidan! They’re all Christians. And Christians killed your parents?”

“Aidan did not kill my parents,” Ismail said. “Nor anyone here.”

Gil stared silently at his friend, trying to subdue the waves of anger surging through him. At last, he muttered, “I don’t think I could ever be that forgiving.”

Ismail raised his eyes and coolly met Gil’s. “You do not forgive, you become jackal, too.” Gil stepped back. Ismail smiled gently. He sat down on the ground and beckoned Gil to sit, too. After an awkward pause, Gil joined him. They sat cross-legged, like little kids, their cloaks wrapped around themselves for warmth, both looking out to the endless Western Sea.

“I am nine when Believers come, first.” Ismail said in his soft voice, “They take me from village. Say, I am soldier now. Christian now. Must say Christian prayers. But I am little kid. Carry gun all day, but cry at night for mother, father. Say Believers’ prayers. But in here,” he touched his chest, “I keep old prayers, too. But sometimes, now, I forget words. So, I pray and I hope my father with Allah. And he say, Allah, that is my son. He not clever. But I not there to teach….” He stopped talking, suddenly. Tears streaked his face, but he grinned and jumped up. “Hey, I am hungry again. Maybe time for supper?”

Gil did not move. “The pure soul,” he said. Ismail cocked his head quizzically. “The pure soul. The Ab said four things: a clear eye, a loving heart, a pure soul, and true courage. Those were the four things we needed for the quest. And Rachel has the clear eye, and Danni must have the loving heart. And you – I think you have all four, really, but most of all, you must be the one with the pure soul.”

Ismail shook his head. “No,” he said. His eyes were dark.

“Yes.” Gil stood up. “It’s you. Nobody could forgive like that….”

“No,” Ismail said again. “It is not me!” And when Gil opened his mouth to argue, he lowered his voice, and touching his hand again to his chest, whispered, “In here is secret. You know this secret, you not my friend. Never be my friend again.”

“No,” Gil said. He stepped back again. “That’s not true! Whatever you say, I’ll be your friend. I’m your friend forever.”

Ismail shook his head with certainty. “No. You see what is in here, you will not be. You do not know.”

Gil stared at the African boy, bewildered. His hands balled into fists, and then, unclenching them, he lunged forward and shoved Ismail back with his palms. “Don’t tell me!” he shouted, and he shoved him again. “Don’t tell me I don’t know what I think. Don’t treat me like a little kid. Just because your life has been harder than mine. Okay, I come from a rich country and kids don’t have to be soldiers….” He dropped his hands to his sides, realizing Ismail would let him shove him all day and not fight back. “But still,” he whispered, “I lost my father, too.”

“But he is not dead,” Ismail said, puzzled. “You find his knife.”

Gil shook his head wearily. “His knife which had been here twenty years. Twenty years alone in this place?” He shrugged hopelessly.

“Maybe not alone,” Ismail said cautiously. “We make friends. Ciarnan and Donal are friends. Maybe he make friends, too?”

The words hit Gil like a double thunderclap. First, the shock of the idea itself: that his father, too, might have found people to live with, might have changed and learned things and grown used to being here, just as he had. And second, the shock of knowing he didn’t want it to be true. For if, in a handful of months, a treacherous love for this world had grown in his own heart, what of his father? Gil turned his back on Ismail and strode away.

“Wait!” Ismail called.

Gil stopped and looked back. His friend was silhouetted against the pale sky, a slim, wind-whipped figure beside the great stone cross. He hesitated, then turned again and began to run, away from Ismail, away from the muinntir, away from everyone, stumbling blindly toward the white seaward strand. He only stopped when the surf was crashing at his feet. Sweating and breathing hard, he heard Ismail’s cautious footsteps on the wet sand, following a respectful distance behind.

“Don’t pretend you couldn’t have caught me in the first ten feet,” he said.

“Hunter does not try to catch in ten feet,” Ismail answered softly, at his back. “Hunter lets animal run. Then tries to catch.”

Gil grinned wryly and flopped down on the white beach, just above the high tide line. “Well, this animal has run.” He lay on his back, staring at the winter sky. His hand brushed the bone handle of the knife at his belt. He withdrew it from its sheath and held it up, catching the cold sea light.

“What happens if we stay here really long?” he said. “Like, this whole thing takes years. We grow up here, even.”

“Like, twenty years?” Ismail said. Gil looked quickly, but Ismail was staring at the grey and white sea.

“Yeah, maybe.”

“Your father does not forget you,” Ismail said.

“I was talking about us.”

“But he does not. He remembers forever. He is your father. He never forgets. Whatever world.”

Gil flopped back on the sand. When he sat up, he slid the knife back into its sheath.

The beach was scattered with small green pebbles. He gathered a clutch of them and then stood and tossed them, one by one, splashing into the sea. He looked out, beyond where they fell, to the West, where Tir nan Og was meant to be. He kept the last, smooth and cool, in his fingers and put it in his pocket. “You were wrong,” he said. Ismail’s look was guarded. “I will be your friend. Always. In any world.”

Far away, the bell of Hy called evening in. Together with the African boy, Gil set out across the island for prayers.


CHAPTER TWO



By Christmas Eve, Gil and Ismail had roamed every foot of the island, exploring all its low hills, every shining beach. But they never saw Danni or Rachel. Secluded behind the convent’s forbidden boundary wall, they were as unreachable as if yet at Cille Aidan.

Each day, Floki set his Northmen to work for the monks building an oratory, a little prayer house, between the graveyard and the sea. When Gil and Ismail strayed too close, they found themselves hauling barrows of stone through sleet and snow. Gil rubbed freezing hands against his tunic before lifting each stone. Bjorn and two of Hakon’s Shetlanders were setting roof beams in place. Floki stood on an overturned barrow, chipping at the doorway’s lintel stone with a mallet and chisel.

A burly man with a forked, braided beard unloaded a rumbling heap of boulders beside Gil. “Slave’s work,” he muttered loudly. Gil said nothing. He was happy to do something for Hy, though he had heard the Northmen grumbling about the labor, the meagre meals, the lack of ale. “I am oarsman,” the man announced. “Swordsman.” He cast a pointed glance at Floki. “Who sails to build prayer houses?” Floki’s lips twitched in a smile, but he continued chipping at his stone. The man leaned over and gave Floki a little shove. “When I sail with your father….”

Floki dropped his mallet and chisel, leapt down from the barrow, caught the grumbling Northman by his plaited beard and flung him back against the newly built wall. Pinning him there with his sinewy forearm against his throat, he released the man’s beard and gestured toward the graveyard. “Where would you lie, this winter, Freystein,” he whispered, “Beside pretty Helga? Or beside the bones of monks?“ The man struggled, gagged, and pointed frantically at his throat. Floki eased his grip. “Answer!”

“Helga,” The man wheezed. “Helga.”

Floki released him. “Then build prayer houses.” The Northman stumbled back to work, rubbing his throat. Floki took up his mallet and chisel and climbed back onto the barrow. “You sail with me, now, Freystein,” he said with a smile.

Gil crept cautiously back to his heap of boulders. Floki watched him and then laughed. “They work hard, Warrior,” he said, “And then they sleep hard; before they dream of their women and the treasures they think lie in that church.” He nodded toward the monks’ chapel. Then he gave Gil’s head a friendly cuff, caught him by the back of his tunic, the way a cat might catch a kitten, and hauled him up onto the barrow. “What think you of my hand work?” he said.

A row of neatly chiseled marks marched across the lintel stone; straight lines, branched lines, lines set at angles. “Runes?” Gil said, remembering Shony’s stones.

Floki grinned and tracing his finger left to right, read out:

“Floki Magnusson Made This”

“Will they like that?” Gil said uneasily.

Floki shrugged. “I think they cannot read it, any more than I can read their Latin. And, if they can, they will pray all the harder, knowing I was here.” He laughed again, slapped Gil’s shoulder, and looked up. Ciarnan and Donal approached warily. “Your holy brethren seek you,” he said. “Shall we be proper Northmen and murder them, or shall we be friends?”

Gil winced, but then Floki called to the two boy monks in their own language and their faces broke into grins. They chatted happily with him in the Irish tongue, and Floki turned back to Gil and Ismail and translated. “Go with them. Your horses will be shod now, for your journey.”

Gil and Ismail followed the Irish boys to the ponies’ field. Gil remembered the clash of iron, the red-hot metal, and the flying sparks of the blacksmith’s fire. “Does it hurt, shoeing horses?” he whispered.

“Not unless they kick you,” Ismail grinned. But when they got to the field, Lionheart was not among the herd of animals gathered companionably at the gate.

“He’s gone!” Gil cried.

“Not far,” Ismail smiled. “It is island. Small island.”

Gil paced the field, scrambling through mist-drenched gorse bushes and clambering over stone outcrops, and found no small buff-colored pony. He remembered the dead foal in the burnt village, and wild imaginings arose, of raiders and wolves and horrible heaps of pony hair and bloodied bones. And then he glimpsed the pale, buff-colored thing, low down on the ground, beside the grey boundary
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