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AS HE KNELT IN THE wet grass the desire for sleep folded over Sir Wanlass like a warm blanket. He had never wanted a thing more than to lay down and rest. If he woke or not afterwards, it would not matter. At least the torment of his quest would be over.

"Up craven," said Rhefanwy, her nails scratching at the exposed skin of Sir Wanlass's cheek. He winced with the pain.

"I need to rest. Sleep. There’s no point anymore. I will never succeed."

"Those who sleep miss out," she hissed back. "You are nearly there."

Wanlass struggled to open his eyes and looked across the water meadow to where it ran down to a group of three tall oaks on the bank of a lake. Between the trees in the dim light of dusk he could make out tall figures dressed in white robes, their hair dark and long. An upwelling of emotion caused him to try to stand, but as he put his weight on his sword it sank deep into the moist loam and his knees gave way. He slumped forward and lay, dropping his sword, and let the wet grass caress his hot face.

"He's had it," said Yvane, Rhefanwy's brother. "That's the end for him."

“His wounds won’t kill him,” said Rhefanwy. “He needs rest. We can heal him, brother.”

“If you choose to, little sister,” Yvane said, sitting down on top of Wanlass’s left shoulder. He took up a strand of the knight’s lank hair that had been blond once but was now a muddy brown, matted with blood, sweat and dirt. “But why bother to heal him? He has until midnight to pass the last of Modron’s creatures. It dwells underneath the trees yonder. I think that he cannot do it. He can’t raise himself and his mind is too weakened to pass the test. When he fails then he will die.”

“He has passed the other tests, oh brother of mine,” said Rhefanwy. 

Yvane shrugged and leant back in the hollow formed between Wanlass’s neck and shoulder blade. Yvane was a Puca, only a foot in height and so quite able to use Wanlass’s body as a piece of furniture if he chose. “We little people are formed of magic, but we can’t see the future, only the possibilities. The future I see for him does not end well.”

“It never does,” Rhefanwy replied. “You have so little faith in humans.”

“They have so little faith in us, sister.”

As the two Puca siblings discussed his fate, Wanlass lay still and let his eyes shut and his mind stop thinking. He paid their conversation no heed. And soon he was asleep and dreaming of what had happened since the start of his quest.
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EVERYWHERE IN SHADOWMERE Forest there was water. The forest was untamed by man. No peasants from the civilised lands to the south had come to clear spaces amongst the trees and drain the land. Shadowmere covered the low river valley of the Arfon between two ranges of hills—the Scar Peaks and the Shadowmoor as they were known in the tongue of Wanlass’s people. In the tongue of the wild pagans who dwelt there the names were unpronounceable.

Wanlass rode his horse, a high-handed destrier named Hellfire, along what was a track of sorts through the forest. The mud squelched under Hellfire’s iron-shod hooves as the weight of horse, rider, armour and weapons plunged the steed inches into the soft earth at every step. Branches of beech, elm and oak overhung the path and dripped water from recent rains onto Wanlass and Hellfire. Wanlass could not see the rain falling because the canopy of leaves obscured the sky only letting a glimmer or light through. Enough to see the path and the trees but leaving none of the sky visible. Shadowmere Forest was a miserable place to be for those used to warm fires and the comforts of hall and hearth. 

Yet in Sir Wanlass’s heart the damp and the darkness were pushed aside by thoughts of his quest and the prize that awaited him—the beautiful Modron, Queen of the wild North. Her dark, lustrous hair, her pale skin, dark red lips and pale green eyes filled his mind as his horse plodded through the forest. Complete the quest that she had set, and she would be his.

The image of Modron’s face in his mind’s eye became framed with gold, and for a moment Wanlass believed that his pagan beloved was receiving the halo of God’s grace. She would convert to the true religion, if only he could win her. But his fantasy of a glowing halo was only the lifting of the forest’s oppressive gloom as the trail reached an area of the forest where the density of the trees canopy was broken by an expanse of water. Wanlass could see trees curving round both ends. It looked to be a lake in the middle of the forest that had collected from water running off the hills into a hollow in the land. Wanlass was confident that it would not prove an impediment to his quest. He need only make sure that the sun stayed on his right once past the lake and then carry on straight. Keep going north until he came out of the Shadowmere and he would reach the tower of Modron. Perhaps there would be some wild beasts to slay on the way, or a pagan champion to defeat before the tower door? But Wanlass knew that he could defeat any who came before him. He was undefeated in over twenty tournaments.  

Wanlass nudged Hellfire forward to the silty bank of the lake, but the beast was reluctant and resisted his urgings. Wanlass frowned and hissed words of encouragement into the horse’s ear. Yet Hellfire dug his hooves in to the soft ground and snorted in anger, rebelling against his master’s commands. The destrier was trained to charge home on ranks of spear-armed infantry and to be fearless in the noise and chaos of battle. Why would this lake frighten him? 

Wanlass tilted his helmet back from his face so that he had a better view of the place. Perhaps it was moving the nose-piece of the spangelhelm away from his nostrils that aided his senses more and told the tale of this place. Indeed, the smell of the lake was noxious. 

The smell was like that of meat that had been left too long in the sun. It reminded him of the shambles that lead down to the river Lyr in Cadwyllon, the capital city of Regoddin. There the butchers slaughtered cattle, pigs and sheep and then gutted the beasts, leaving piles of entrails to rot in the sun. Sometimes the offal was taken up to make sausages or other cheap foods, but often it was left for carrion to carry off, and on a summer’s day it stank. 

Wanlass couldn’t see any dead animals. There seemed to be nothing along the bank of the lake except the silty banks and vegetation, reeds and the roots of trees that formed a rough edge to the expanse of water.

The water looked clear and unpolluted by the guts of beasts. Unlike the river where the butchers of Cadwyllon dumped their offal. Wanlass dismounted and peered into the water. He could clearly see the silt at the bottom of the lake. He looked out for fish and minnows, expecting to see tadpoles or dragonflies skimming the surface of the water. But there were no living things in the water. There were reeds on the edge of the lake, but these stopped abruptly when they met the water. Did anything live in this lake? He stepped nearer and cupping his mailed hand dipped it into the lake and drew a handful of the water towards his face. 

He threw it back down again. The smell of rotten entrails was over-powering. There was something foul polluting the water. And then he saw a movement under the surface. A wide-bodied beast that swam as easily as a fish but was covered with what looked like brown fur and with long jaws like those of a pike. Wanlass thought it must be some strange fish. Yet he took a step back from the water’s edge and Hellfire skittered so that he had to hold tight to the halter to stop him rearing up and knocking him down with his hooves. 

Hellfire was right to be fearful. The creature did not stop coming at the water’s edge but rose out of it on what must have been short legs, clawed like an animal’s, wide fins flapped uselessly on its sides when it was out of the water, like wings that were too short to give it flight. The beast was bigger than Wanlass had imagined. It was the size of a large dog, but with small legs that meant it kept close to the ground. The jaws and face were the only part of it stripped of fur and were more like those of a reptile than a fish. 

But its appearance was not as strange as its actions. Wanlass expected the creature to attack. After all that’s what wild beasts did. Especially when faced with knights on a quest. He had drawn his sword and was ready to slay the creature, which despite its strange appearance and relatively strong size seemed to lack much speed or aggression on land compared to the water. 

So, when the beast stepped out of the water and raised its head and opened its jaws and let out a high-pitched keening cry, Wanlass was confused. The creature uttered three cries, each louder and higher pitched than the one before. It then retreated into the water staring at Wanlass all the while. 

A flock of birds rose as one from the trees around the lake. They were black. Rooks or crows. He waited, but nothing else occurred.

“This lake is accursed,” he told his steed and the open water before him. “Come let us go round and find our path.”

Hellfire was happy to be moving away from the lake and they trotted through the trees. His steed nimbly picked a way beneath the tangled undergrowth and roots of the trees—for there was no path. Hellfire was
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