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A cold winter, Odin’s Maidens dance,

My household sleeps in snow.

Ravens claim my father’s roofless hall.

Plough, seed and hairst

I bear a sea-king’s scorn.

My longhouse sails a sea of bere;

My patience bears its fruit:

Seven swans and a farmer’s silver

Avenge my love in chains.

Boldly, a sister pleads in vain:

I harry Frigga’s Spindle south.

To merchant earl and Frankish hall,

I sail with the sons of kings.

from The Saga of Floki Magnusson

circa 900 (?) AD

Vast floods cannot quench love,

Nor rivers drown it.

Kethuvim
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Chapter One



The day the Stonepecker came back, Gil Lake was fourteen years, five months, and twenty-three days old, according to his birth certificate; and fourteen years, ten months, and seventeen days old, according to Gil. It wasn’t a big difference, really, less than half a year, but enough to keep him locked up in Safe Haven, probably forever.

“Lie!” Benita said. “Tell them what they want to hear!” It was free time and all the kids from both the boys’ and the girls’ wards were lying around on the grass under the big oak trees. It was the third week in September, already, but still hot. Benita gave Gil her ‘look at me’ grin and waved her cell phone. Gil stared at it hungrily. Say the right words and he’d get privileges, too. Even, maybe, go home at weekends, like Benita.

But Gil couldn’t lie. Because what they wanted him to say was that his father was dead. And there was no way he was going to say that, even if he had to stay in Dr. Fairchild’s clinic to the end of time. He shook his head. Benita shrugged; then flopped back onto the lawn. Her dark hair spread out across the grass and for a moment Gil saw another girl in another far place.

“It’s not like you’re that dedicated to the truth, Gil; is it?” Benita said, looking up at the trees. She turned and smiled wryly. Benita liked his stories about his Other Place; the knights and the horses, the Northmen and their great ships; but she didn’t believe a word.

“It’s all true,” Gil whispered. But Benita wasn’t listening. Her gaze was fixed on a branch above her head.

“Hey, look at that funny bird,” she said. She propped herself on her elbow and stared. Aaron, Gil’s roommate, who was curled up silently beside Gil, uncurled and squinted, and then Gil looked up and saw it, too.

The bird was huge; a crow, grey and black, with a fierce black beak and yellow glittering eyes. It flapped its black wings and made a hoarse, croaking cry. Benita shouted and Aaron covered his ears and buried his face against his elbow. Gil patted his back gently.

“It’s okay,” he said, trying to keep the joy from surging into his voice. “It’s Feannag,” he whispered wonderingly. “Now everything’s okay.” He stood up, never taking his eyes from the bird. Aaron crouched fearfully.

Benita stood, too. She tugged at Gil’s sleeve and pointed, “It’s got something in its mouth.”

The bird made its raucous cry again; then raised its wings, swept from the branch, and flew straight at them. Benita and Aaron both shouted and ducked, but Gil stood there, still and sure, reaching out already for the treasure clamped in the huge bird’s beak.

It fell, smooth and cool, onto his palm. His fingers found the hollow center and he closed his hand in triumph as the bird wheeled and soared away. “Thank you,” he whispered, and shut his eyes.

Then suddenly he opened them again and stared at the sky. The bird was already a black speck against a puffy white cloud. “Wait!” Gil shouted. “How do I use it? I’m a hundred miles from the river and I’m locked up ….” His voice trailed away. The bird was gone and Aaron and Benita were staring at him as if he was crazy, even for here.

“What are you holding?” Benita asked warily.

Gil shrugged and opened his hand. “Just a rock. I picked it up to chase that monster.” He shrugged again, amazed as usual how well he could lie when he wanted to. He closed his fist quickly around the stone and waved it at the vanished crow.

“It’s got a hole in it,” Aaron said and Benita reached her hand out.

“Let me see it.”

Gil opened his hand. The stone was round and flat and white, worn by river or sea; and in its center was a perfect round hole. “Hey, cool,” he said as if he’d just noticed it. He shoved the stone casually into his pocket, his heart thudding.

He could not tell them, even if they would believe him. Home. This will get me home. With a strange excitement he realized ‘home’ no longer meant his mother’s house in Greene Mountain Falls, but another place, greener and more beautiful and far more dangerous than anyone in this world had ever known. And the stone would take him there … but not from here.

He pictured the river at Greene Mountain Falls and the black eye of the whirlpool of the Indian Kettle Pool. Then he squinted up at the sun. September twenty-first. Saint Matthew’s Feast. The equinox! Of course! The door would be open, so Feannag brought him the key.

But there was no time to spare – three days only at each Crossing time, Aidan had said. Then the door would close again until the Nativity. Gil groaned. Christmas. Three more months at Safe Haven was bad enough. But what of there, where time ran like the river in high water, and days turned into months and months to years?

Gil’s eyes swept the empty sky as if Feannag would somehow return with the key to the clinic’s black iron gates, as well. Then his gaze fell to the high stucco wall, featureless and impossible to climb, unless you were a cat. Unless. A hopeless yearning filled him and he seemed to feel the twitch of phantom paws and the flick of a phantom tail.

Maybe it would work here just once! he thought wildly. But he knew it wouldn’t. He had tried. He had found circles and said the blessing and tried and tried until he felt silly and even doubted Cat had ever existed. Change-things are gone from that world. He heard Aidan’s voice, a whisper of wind in the trees. His fingers tightened on the stone and he stared bitterly at the wall. A hundred miles. Just a couple of hours in a car. He needed help, adult help. But who?

Not his mother. Even if she sometimes almost believed him, she trusted Dr. Fairchild far too much. Not Danni’s father, Brian; he didn’t break rules. Nor her mother either: even flaky Sophia thought he was ”better off in here.” Then his fingers gripped the stone hard. Ivan. Dad’s weird friend on the river, with his ponytail and the eagle feather in his headband. Ivan. Crazy Ivan. Gil grimaced. The name said it all. Only Crazy Ivan thought Gil was sane.

He eased his grip on the stone and turned back to the others. They still watched him uncertainly. “Benita?” He smiled. She smiled back and flicked her long lashes, looking quickly away. Benita was sixteen and really pretty, but, kind of miraculously, she had a thing about Gil. And he certainly could have felt the same about her, in some other life where he’d never found Janetta.

He smiled again, uncomfortably. “Let me use your cell.” She shook her head. He touched her arm softly. “Please.”

She shook her head again. “I’ll get in trouble,” she whispered. But she handed him the cell phone anyhow. Turning his back, he hastily punched in Ivan’s number and tapped:

Got2go.Plshlp.Gil.

He hit send, praying Ivan wasn’t on the river or belayed halfway up a cliff.

A bell rang from the white clapboard clinic; not a jangling, buzzing bell, like at school, but a sweet bell, like a church bell. It was meant to be soothing, for kids like Aaron who freaked at loud noises. But for Gil it aroused, as always, a misery of longing for a low stone building beside an unreachable sea.

Benita held her hand out for her phone.

“Please,” Gil begged, as much to Ivan as to the girl, clutching it a desperate moment longer. Then, as he turned to surrender it, the answer came:

2niteDude4AM.I.

Gil’s face broke into a gleeful grin, as he hit delete.

“What’s made you so happy?” Benita stuffed the phone back into her pocket.

Gil looked straight into her eyes. “My dog just had puppies,” he said. “Eight of them.” He didn’t even blink.

That night, he dreamt of the Forest of Pentecost. Maybe it was the lie about the dog that started it. He’d gone to bed early and set his alarm for three-thirty, so, however Ivan planned on rescuing him, he’d be ready.

But then the next thing he knew, he was Cat, running through the night on velvet paws, low and long, tail stretched behind, a striped, orange streak through the dim snowy trees:

There was something round and small clutched between the toes of his right forepaw, but it did not slow him. Behind, he heard the baying of the hounds, the rough, low bark of the lymer, and then a high, sharp yapping. Terriers! They’d root him out, tear him to pieces. Ears flattened, he leapt frantically for a clump of tangled briar. Then something closed around his leg, like a jaw, bringing him down to the forest floor.

Then he was Cat no longer, but boy, lying helpless, looking up at a tall, grim figure, a knight in armor of glittering gold. Shadowed beneath his helm, the knight’s eyes burned pitilessly blue, and then his handsome face broke into a smile as he raised his gleaming sword.

“No!” Gil shouted. “No!” He struggled to turn, flailing in the darkness. Light flashed from the sword all around him …. And then he was back in his room, tangled up in blankets, with Aaron staring wildly from his own bed. But the tall figure was still there, the blue eyes as piercing, the smile as broad.

“Get away!” Gil flailed again.

“Of course, Gil.” Dr. Fairchild stepped courteously back. He pulled out a chair and sat down. “Is this better?” The psychiatrist smiled again. “You were shouting.” He turned toward Aaron. “Your buddy here got a little worried.”

Gil saw that Aaron was still clutching the red alarm cord by his bed. Aaron ducked his head. “Sorry, Gil.”

“I think you had a little nightmare,” said the psychiatrist. “I can give you something to help you sleep.”

“No!” Gil cried, too loudly. He stole a glance at his watch. Midnight. In four hours, Ivan would be here.

“Alright, Gil,” the doctor smiled soothingly. “But it would be best.”

Yeah, right. Until Benita had taught him to spit pills out when the nurses left, Gil had slept twelve hours a night and the days were pretty foggy, too. “I’ll be fine, now.” He grinned wildly. “Too much cheese at supper or something.”

Dr. Fairchild rocked his chair back and studied him thoughtfully. “I know you’re not happy here, Gil.” He spoke gently but his eyes peered fiercely into Gil’s.

He knows. Gil clutched the stone in his right hand and pulled the covers up higher with his left. He had gone to sleep holding it, afraid if the nurses saw it they’d take it away—like they took away his laptop and cell phone—even though they didn’t know what it was. But Dr. Fairchild would know. Gil saw again the blue eyes beneath the knight’s helm.

“Want to tell me about this dream?”

Gil looked up and met the same piercing gaze. “Sure,” he said. He looked boldly into the psychiatrist’s eyes. “I dreamt I was Cat in the Forest of Pentecost.”

Dr. Fairchild was silent. Then he smiled again. “That must be fun, Gil, pretending to be a cat.”

“I’m not pretending, and it wasn’t fun with your hounds chasing me.”

Fairchild leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He put his palms together like he was praying and rested his chin on his fingertips. “Gil,” he said evenly, “Do you perceive why your mind casts me as the villain of the piece? Why I am always your enemy, the Golden Knight?”

“Because you are.”

“Yes, that’s true, Gil,” Fairchild said mildly. Gil gripped the stone beneath the blankets. Was he really admitting it? But then the psychiatrist shook his head and added, “In a way.” He leaned forward again and his eyes bored into Gil’s.

“This is how I’m your enemy, Gil: you have walled yourself into a world of your own—a castle. Within it, all you want to happen; does happen. This wonderful fantasy place where you live this other life with the Vikings and the knights and the talking horses ….”

“He’s not a ‘talking horse.’ Lionheart’s a normal horse, and I can hear him, that’s all.”

“And your father,” Fairchild continued as if Gil had not spoken. “The best part of your fantasy world, your castle, the most important part, is that there, your father is not dead. In spite of all the evidence.”

“No evidence. They never found his body. Still!”

“But he is dead, Gil,” the psychiatrist continued smoothly. “Your mother knows. His friends know. I know. And, yes, you know.” He leaned forward. “You see, Gil, even a part of yourself is outside the castle, trying to get in. The real part of yourself that accepts rational evidence. That part knows your father is dead.”

“He’s not!” Gil raised a fist and dropped it. He saw Aaron watching with the frightened eyes he got when people shouted. Gil dropped his voice. “He’s not dead. He’s older, a whole lot older, and he’s different, but he’s not dead.”

“Of course you cling to this,” Fairchild smiled gently. “It’s comforting … but you will let it go. And then we can let you go.”

“It’s not comforting,” Gil murmured. “It’s really, really scary. But it’s true. That’s why I cling to it. Because it’s true.” He glanced again at Aaron who suddenly smiled.

Gil looked back at Fairchild. The psychiatrist’s face was calm and remote. “Our minds are wonderful things. They think in pictures, don’t they?”

Gil nodded uncertainly.

“Symbols,” said Fairchild. “Metaphors. And what could be a better metaphor for a person attacking your ‘castle’ of fantasy, to wrest from you the ‘treasure’ of your false belief that your father is still alive, then a knight?” He smiled. “A Golden Knight, at that?”

“He’s real. You know he’s real. Because he’s you. And you know my father’s real, because you fought him. And lost.”

Something humorless flashed momentarily behind the calm. Fairchild suddenly reached inside his jacket, and Gil flinched. The psychiatrist laughed. “They don’t allow guns in here, Gil,” he said. He opened his hand.

“An iPhone?” Gil said. He felt sleepy suddenly and confused. “Why?”

“Show you something.” The psychiatrist’s fingers played across the little screen. Then he smiled and held it up for Gil to see.

“‘Palamedes’” Gil read. “‘Knight of the Round Table. In the Arthurian cycle ….’” He felt a surge of delight. “See!” he cried. “He’s real. Sir Palamedes. He’s a real person from history ….”

“He’s a character from a tradition of Arthurian legend. And you’re reading about him on the internet.” He flicked his fingers again. “Just like you read all the rest.”

“No!” Gil protested.

Fairchild held the iPhone up again. “See. Here’s Tir nan Og. The Gaelic Heaven, according to Wikipedia—oh, but that’s wrong—this is Tir nan Og, right. It’s us, isn’t it?”

“They mean the future. People back there don’t understand about the time thing,” Gil said. “Look, I couldn’t make it up. I never heard of any of it. The Northmen and the ships and the Standing Stones and Aidan’s church—I’ve never been in any church before!”

“And it’s all here, Gil. There’s nothing you’ve told me I couldn’t find right here. Which is where you found it all. Just like you found your Viking costume. And now you’ve walled it all up in your fantasy castle, so well, that even you can’t get in to defeat it.”

Gil buried his face in his hands. He was so tired. And Ivan was coming. Soon. “Okay,” he said. “Whatever you say.”

He heard the chair creak. Looking up, he saw Fairchild standing at the door, his hand on the light switch. “If you were me, Gil,” he said quietly. “Which would you believe? That your father drowned in a kayak accident in white water? Or that he travelled through a hole in the river to King Arthur’s Court and turned into Lancelot?”

He smiled and went out and turned off the light.

After a moment, Gil heard Aaron whimper. Aaron was kind of old for being scared of the dark, but Gil guessed he had reasons. Sometimes, with his curly dark hair, Aaron reminded Gil of Ismail who had travelled and fought beside him from Cille Aidan to Camelot. Ismail was African and an orphan, and Aaron was American with rich parents, but they had the same look in their eyes, like they expected to see bad things.

“It’s cool, Aaron,” Gil said. For some dumb reason, they weren’t allowed lights after bedtime.

“Can I have the angel?”

“Sure.” Gil reached under his bed for the drawer where he kept whatever books and games they allowed him, and found the angel hidden inside an old sock. Sophia had given it to him on her first visit. It was white plastic with sparkly stuff on the wings and a crystal in its halo. There was a battery inside to make it light up. Gil pushed the switch and grimaced. Sophia sure knew how to pick them.

But Aaron grinned happily when Gil put it on his bedside table. Then he put on a serious face. He put his hands together and rested his chin on his fingertips, exactly as Dr. Fairchild had done. “Do you perceive why I am such an idiot, Gil?” he declared in Dr. Fairchild’s voice.

Gil curled gleefully on his bed and stuffed his blanket in his mouth to muffle his laughter. “You are an ace mimic, Aaron,” he giggled. “Like parrot extraordinaire!”

Aaron grinned again. Then he put his hand out and held the angel. “Can I have a story?” he said.

Gil got up and went to the window. He pressed his face against the glass. The grounds were pitch-black. Beyond the wall, one streetlight flickered as the wind stirred branches in front of it. Nothing else moved. He looked at his watch, again, and tried to imagine how Ivan was going to get him out of here.

“Tell me about the dragon,” Aaron said, from the safety of his angel light.

“You sure? It’s pretty scary.”

Aaron squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them. “But it can’t get here, right?”

Gil thought quickly. Animals could cross at any time. Aidan said so. And a dragon was just an animal, like Floki told Bjorn. He imagined squashing it through the Indian Kettle and shook his head. “Wouldn’t fit.”

Aaron nodded in relief and clutched the angel like a stuffed toy, waiting for his story. So Gil told him again how the dragon had glided out of the mist on Alba’s Great Loch and attacked their longship. And how Floki had fought it and nearly been killed by it, and then how Danni, who was just a fourteen-year-old Greene Mountain Falls kid, like himself, faced it with Floki’s sword, and drove it away.

“And then we sailed on, to the Falls of the Fugitive, and the road to Camelot,” Gil finished. “Okay?”

Aaron snored gently. Gil grinned. Not my idea of a great bedtime story, but whatever makes you happy. He got up and carefully took the angel out of Aaron’s hand and switched it off. Then he sat down on a chair by the window, leaning against the glass, until, in spite of himself, he drifted toward sleep.

Something rattled against the window, shaking the pane pressed against his cheek. Gil started into bleary consciousness. Feannag again? Why? He had the stone already, still clutched in his sleep-damp palm.

He shaded his forehead with his hand and peered uncertainly through the glass. A lean figure, pale and ghost-like, moved on the lawn, its upturned face a smudge of white, pale hair haloing it. Gil’s befuddled mind leapt to the Golden Knight’s prison in Merlin’s bone-strewn tower, and his miraculous rescue by the Viking, Floki Magnusson.

Then a light flashed below and Gil sprang to his feet. “Ivan!” he shouted; then clamped his hand over his mouth as Aaron stirred in his bed.

The light switched off again. Gil struggled to open the window. Locked. Of course. And alarmed. He waved frantically. Below, Ivan nodded. Gil could see the climbing rope over his shoulder, and the eagle feather tucked into the strap of his headlamp.

Ivan raised his left arm and pointed carefully to the far end of the dormitory. Gil’s heart sank. The fire escape. Sure. But the door was alarmed, too. He shook his head, but Ivan only pointed more emphatically and then turned and strode away to where the metal staircase descended to the grass.

“Great, Ivan,” Gil muttered, remembering that was always Ivan’s way; teaching kayaking, or skiing, or climbing. Work it out yourself or die trying.

Thinking wildly, Gil scrambled around the dark room, pulling on his jeans and fleece over his pajamas, feeling for his socks and sneakers under the bed. Dressed, he slipped Feannag’s stone into his pocket and stepped cautiously to the door. Opening it a crack, he peered down the corridor at the fire escape.

He turned and looked the other way at the stairwell at the far end of the hall. At its foot was the nurses’ station. It would take the duty nurse about three seconds to climb the stairs once the alarm rang. Before he was halfway down the fire escape, the security lights would be blazing and the whole place crawling with staff.

He stepped back into the room, where his empty bed would proclaim his guilt, even if Aaron didn’t pull the red cord in panic. He smiled wryly, remembering Aaron’s Dr. Fairchild impression. Maybe Aaron could pretend to be Gil. No, he thought suddenly. Not him. Someone much better. Much, much better. Eagerly, he reached out and shook Aaron’s shoulder.

Aaron sat up like a shot, mouth open to scream. “It’s cool, it’s cool,” Gil whispered. “Just me.” He reached to the bedside table and switched on the angel light. “See?”

Aaron looked around, blinking. “It’s night. What are you dressed for?”

“I’m going away, Aaron,” Gil said quickly. Aaron looked stricken. “And I need your help.”

“My help?” The idea seemed to cheer him, so Gil nodded vigorously.

“Can’t do it without your help.” He paused. “Aaron, remember that kid, Tommy, who had the fits when they got his meds wrong?” Aaron nodded.

“Little Tommy?” He held his hand out, at Gil’s shoulder height.

Gil nodded. “Can you do him? Like you did ….“

Aaron grinned hugely. Then he flopped backwards on the bed, rolled his eyes up so the whites showed and thrashed his arms and legs so the bed shook.

“Oh, yeah,” Gil murmured.

“Look, I can drool, too!” Aaron demonstrated gleefully.

Gil winced. “Right. Perfect. You can stop now.”

“I think I can fart ….“

“It’s fine, Aaron. You’ve got the Oscar.” Gil reached out and grabbed the red alarm cord. “Now, listen. As soon as I’ve gone, count to ten, and pull the cord. The moment they come in, do Tommy. You’ll hear the fire door alarm, and the security lights will come on, but don’t stop.”

Aaron nodded solemnly. “You’re going to your place, aren’t you?”

“That’s right.”

Aaron’s eyes got their sad, scared look. “Will you come back?”

Gil crouched down beside the bed. “Aaron, this place I’m going to, it’s, like, kind of dangerous?”

“Dragons?”

“Yeah. Dragons.” If only that were all. “But if I can, I’ll come back. Okay?” Aaron shook his head. “Look,” Gil grabbed Sophia’s weird gift and stuffed it back in its sock. “You can keep the angel. Hide it before they come. But it’s yours.” He placed it in Aaron’s hands, and Aaron made a small, brave smile.

Gil rose and stood at the door. Aaron’s smile broadened. “Fight a dragon for me!” he called as Gil slipped silently into the hall.

Beneath the white exit light, Gil rested his hand on the steel latch of the fire escape door and drew a deep breath. Then he banged the door open and leapt out onto the iron grid-work. The alarm exploded into buzzing, jangling life. “Hang in there, Aaron,” he whispered. “Pull the cord. Pull the cord!” Then, as fierce white lights flashed on all over the building, he clattered down the stairs.

“Ivan! I’m here!”

“Tell the world, Dude,” Ivan laughed from the shadows. He caught Gil’s shoulders in a friendly hug. “Right. Now, run!” He shoved Gil forward onto the light flooded lawn. “The trees!” Ivan shouted, and Gil lengthened his stride and sprinted for their shelter.

Ducking and dodging through the shadows of the tall oaks, they reached the wall. “Now, where?” Gil cried.

“Over it.”

Gil stared up at the featureless barrier. His shadow loomed, huge and black. Behind, the lights yet blazed and shouts sounded over the jangling alarm. “It’s twelve feet high!” he protested.

Ivan crouched down. “On my shoulders.” He ducked his head and Gil straddled his neck, gripping the sheepskin collar of his leather jacket, as Ivan got to his feet. “Now stand and pull yourself up.” Gil carefully got up on his knees on Ivan’s shoulders, braced himself against the wall, and stood. “Watch the broken glass on the top,” Ivan warned, adding in a growl, “Safe Haven, my ass.”

Gil set his hands on the top of the barrier, just short of its jagged defenses, and pulled himself up. Below, Ivan dusted his hands with chalk from a pouch at his waist and leapt at the wall. Fingers and feet finding invisible cracks and lumps, he scampered up it like a spider.

A voice shouted close behind them. Ivan glanced over his shoulder. “Jump!” Together they launched themselves from the wall. Gil hit the soft ground, rolled over on his shoulder, and leapt to his feet.

Something gleamed in the streetlight, half hidden behind a fir tree. Gil peered at it and then shouted in glee, “Wow! You brought the Norton!”

“Well,” Ivan wheeled his classic motorbike out of its shelter, “You said you wanted a ride on her.” He plonked his helmet on Gil’s head and tightened the chinstrap.

“What about you?” Gil said, mounting the bike behind Ivan.

“Not planning on coming off. Hang on!”

“Neither am I!” Gil shouted, but the wind tore the words away as the Norton roared out into the night. Dimly lit houses whipped past as Ivan threaded a route through quiet streets.

“That’ll wake ’em up,” he grinned over his shoulder. “Okay back there?” Gil nodded. “Well, hold tight.” Ivan hunched forward and opened the throttle, “Now we’re going to move.”

“I thought ….” Gil shut his mouth and buried his face against Ivan’s sheepskin collar as they pulled out onto the highway. The wind clawed at his hair, beneath the helmet, and the signs flashed by quicker than he could read. But Gil knew in his joyful heart, they were headed north.

Lulled by the ceaseless battering of the wind and numb with cold, he struggled against sleep; his mind drifting until he was on the back of a great white horse, clinging on for his life as Floki Magnusson drove it through the Forest of Caledon ….

“Whoa! Wake up, Gil!” Ivan’s hand clamped over his arm. “You were half off there.”

“Awake now,” Gil mumbled. A cold splash of rain revived him as the sign for Greene Mountain Falls caught the headlight. Then, up ahead, he saw a white blur in the darkness; his mother’s house. A window glowed downstairs, and at the gate sat a four-by-four with a blue light turning on its roof.

“Police!” Gil cried.

“Yup.” Ivan leaned hard to the right and swung the bike off the road. They hit the bank with a bone-jarring thud and jounced out over the lawn. “Head down!” Ivan shouted as they reached the big pine.

“You’re not going ….” Gil cried, horrified, but the Norton’s wheels tore into the steep, narrow river path, branches whacking on either side. Slithering over roots and launching off boulders, they rode wildly down toward the rushing water below. Tearing through a last tangle of branches, Ivan skidded the bike sideways to a halt on the Lookout Rock itself.

Gil slid shakily to the ground. “Didn’t think that was possible,” he murmured weakly.

“Wasn’t sure myself,” Ivan grinned. Then his face grew serious. “Got some stuff for you.” He scrambled down the rocks and disappeared into the shadows of the trees.

Gil stood staring down at the black, silken surface of the Indian Kettle Pool, glimmering in the first light of dawn. The whirlpool of the Underwater Bridge churned its white foam. He closed his fingers around the white stone in his pocket.

Ivan climbed back up to the Rock with a cylindrical dry-sack, like he used for his kayak gear, under his arm, and something that glinted in the dim light, slung over his shoulder. He unrolled the top of the sack and turned the waterproof bag upside down. A neat roll of cloth tumbled out.

“Oh, ace!” Gil cried, unrolling the cloth and releasing its contents. “You kept my gear for me!” He clutched up the thick grey woolen trousers and fur-lined boots, and the beautiful, braid-trimmed red tunic. But the best thing was the cloth that had wrapped it all; his cloak of sky-blue wool that Danni had woven for him, her long winter alone at Cille Aidan.

“Might be a bit moldy,” Ivan said. “I hid it in that hollow tree you kids used to crawl through. Thought you might need it some time, in a hurry.”

He leaned forward then, slipping from his shoulder a round wooden shield, bound with iron and adorned with a painted cat, and a silver-trimmed wooden scabbard, from which glinted the hilt of a Viking sword. Gil grasped the sword with a cry of joy.

“I came out and oiled it, once a week,” Ivan said. “So it wouldn’t rust.”

Gil raised his eyes from the sword and shook his head wonderingly. “Dad always said to me, if I was ever in big trouble; find Ivan. Now I know why.”

“Bullshit,” Ivan said, but he smiled.

Gil drew the sword from the scabbard, sighted down its length, tested the edge of the blade with his finger, and then swung it in two slicing arcs through the grey air.

“Well, you didn’t learn that on the internet,” Ivan murmured. Then he said, “I left that cup you were carrying with Sophia. Kind of valuable for hollow logs.”

“Has she hidden it?” Gil asked urgently.

“In plain sight. It’s up on that shelf of hers with the angels and crystals and that picture of Elvis with wings. Looks right at home.” Ivan grinned. “She tells everyone it’s the Holy Grail.”

“It’s not,” Gil said. “It’s just a reliquary!”

Ivan grinned again. “Do you think anyone believes her?”

Gil shook his head uneasily. “I don’t want Sophia to get hurt.”

Ivan’s expression hardened. “She won’t while I’m around,” he said quietly. “You go and look after Danni and little Percy. I’ll take care of Sophia.” He looked up suddenly. Beyond the river woods, headlights flashed and a car door slammed. “Move, Gil,” he said.

Hastily, Gil changed from his jeans and fleece into the garments from the dry-sack. Wrapping the cloak around himself, he fastened it with its silver pin. Then he strapped the sword belt around his waist, slung the shield around his neck, and grasped the white stone in his hand.

Ivan stuffed Gil’s discarded clothing into the vinyl dry-sack and held it out. “Take it with you. Useful.”

Gil shook his head. “It won’t cross.” He smiled gamely, “Back to wool and sheepskin and privies-from-hell.” Then he turned to face the dark whirlpool and fell silent.

“Scared?” Ivan asked, over his shoulder.

Gil nodded.

“Don’t blame you.”

Gil turned, meeting Ivan’s troubled gaze. “You really believe me, don’t you?” he whispered.

Ivan laughed and waved an arm at the waiting whirlpool. “Do you think I’d let you jump in there, like that, if I didn’t?”

Gil smiled. “Thanks, Ivan,” he said.

He turned, adjusted his sword belt, tightened his fingers around the white stone and leapt, feet first, into the black pool. Plunging under the freezing water, he bobbed back up again just long enough to hear Ivan shout, “Tell your father he owes me a beer!”

Then the dark water closed over his head and the whirlpool grabbed him and drew him down into its fierce, pummeling core.


Chapter Two



Icy blackness swallowed Gil. His back scraped the smooth stone of the Indian Kettle, his feet, reaching for grounding, found nothing. The surge of the water sucked him downward, deeper and deeper, twisting his limbs as if to wrench bones from sockets. He clenched his fist around the white stone and fought to hold his breath. Ride it out! It ends soon!

But it didn’t end. It went on and on, battering his body, dragging him ever downward. Too far. Too long. Panic broke over him like a sea wave. I’m drowning. It’s just a hole in the river. There’s no doorway. No Underwater Bridge. No land of Northmen and knights. No Janetta … He was insane, like Dr. Fairchild said. He and Crazy Ivan. Ivan! he thought wildly. Ivan on the Lookout Rock above. Gil strove to cry out to Ivan for help, but the power of the water closed its icy hand on his lips. Too late.

Then, sweetly and suddenly, the cold left him. The pummeling stopped and the roar of the whirlpool stilled. Warmth flooded his body, flowing pleasantly into each of his limbs. Dying doesn’t hurt. Everyone says that. He let go of the white stone and it tumbled lightly from his fingers and landed with a little thud.

“But I don’t want to die,” he whispered. He heard his own voice, clear in the still air that, with no difficulty at all, he was breathing. Startled, he pressed down with his hands and felt solid ground beneath him. He was lying on his back, his arms outstretched as if flung there by the force of the water. He patted the ground, fingers tugging at warm, dry grass.

Tentatively, he drew one arm in and touched the edge of his cloak, spread out beneath him, and then the hem of his tunic. Both were dry and warmed already by the sun that glowed red-gold behind his closed lids. He opened his eyes and stared up in amazement at a perfect blue summer sky.

His shield lay on the grass beside him. He pulled it closer and slung it over his shoulder. Then, adjusting his sword belt, he stood up. All around him stretched sunlit green meadow grass, dotted with white and yellow flowers. Ten feet away, a rough grey slab of stone loomed upright amidst a clump of flowering heather. Beyond was another and another, marching in a curving line against a backdrop of sunlit sea.

Gil whirled joyfully. The line of stones continued behind him, forming a great ring, and he himself stood exactly in its center, beside a little glistening disc of water, blue as the sky above: the Wandering Pool, this world’s gateway to the Underwater Bridge.

He crouched and trailed his fingers at the pool’s sun-warmed edge, barely able to believe the dark ferocious journey he had endured just beyond its placid surface. Something white shone in the grass at the pool’s rim. Gil snatched it up: Aidan’s Seeing Stone that Feannag had carried to him across a thousand years of time.

He stroked the smooth surface, remembering Benita and Aaron in the grounds of Safe Haven. Yesterday. Less than a full day past, and a millennium in the future. He stared at the deceptive blue mirror of the pool. All his world lay beyond it. But there was no going back, not even with the key in his hand. The bright bell heather and the brief midday shadows told him it was neither solstice, nor equinox, but high summer, here. The door to The Bridge was closed.

Gil slipped the white stone in his pocket. Then, raising his head, he looked all around the stone circle enclosing him in its ancient protective ring. His eyes returned to the Wandering Pool. He was used to it moving around. He had seen it beyond the ridge. He had seen it inside the Turnip Head Tomb. He had seen it at the door of the church. But only once before had he seen it here, centering the Great Stones like the shining boss of a shield: the day he had drawn from its depths the talisman of his feline Other.

His hand flew to his throat, his fingers closing on the knotted thong. It was still there! And, safely suspended from it, the little leather pouch with his single cat’s whisker tucked inside. Keep it with you. Always. Always. Always.

“I’ve got it, Aidan,” Gil grinned. “And it hasn’t been easy.” He reached up and untied the thong, slipping it from his neck. The leather pouch was hidden entirely by a larger, brighter pendant. Sophia had given it to him, the day they took him to Safe Haven. Unsurprisingly, it was an angel, made of silver this time, and with outstretched wings.

Carefully, Gil slid it from the thong. It had served its purpose. Dr. Fairchild had smiled his indulgent, ”you’ll grow up soon,” smile, and left it, and his precious talisman, alone. Hidden in plain sight. Gil regarded the angel ruefully. Jewelry was kind of okay, here. Floki wore bracelets. But this was definitely a girl thing. He slid it into his pocket, beside the Seeing Stone. As it happened, he knew a girl.

The thought that she was here, maybe just a few hundred feet away, made him suddenly giddy with joy. He hastily retied the thong around his neck and swept the horizon with his gaze. Beyond, in the next little hollow, was the rowan bordered stream. And then the land rose gently to the Wood of White Trees, and beyond that lay Cille Aidan with its turf-roofed church and the seven round cells.

Dreamily, he imagined Janetta maybe sharing a cell with Danni or Rachel. Or, even better, surely they would have given her his, since he was gone, far away to Tir nan Og. He pictured himself surprising her there, and then honorably retreating to sleep in the longhouse among Aidan’s little four-horned sheep. After all, she was just thirteen.

Or was she? The thought chilled him as if a cloud had shadowed the summer sun. Fearfully, he studied his surroundings anew. How much time had passed? In his mind he saw Aidan in the church, holding his jeweled chalice to the light and casting a shifting rainbow on the floor. Time bends like the light. It passes faster here.

He had been in Safe Haven for three months. How much time had passed here? He thought of the months and years stretching out like the shadows of the Great Stones at evening. What if she was older than him, now? What if she was older than Benita? Maybe eighteen; looking down on him with scorn; or worse, that sweetness girls got when you were just a little kid in their eyes. But it could be worse, even than that. She could be grown up. A woman. Even old. Even ….

“No!” he shouted. His eyes swept over the Stones, the low hills, the shining sea beyond. Nothing had changed. But nothing would change. The hills and sea would be the same almost forever. And the Stones hadn’t changed in a thousand years. Rachel had seen them in their own world and known them here, at once.

Slinging his shield behind him, Gil flung back his cloak and ran toward Cille Aidan as if he could outrun the lengthening shadows of time. Let her be young, he murmured. Please, please, let her be young ….

In the Wood of White Trees, he slowed to a panting halt. Beneath his feet, the path was worn and familiar. Familiar, too, the small, gnarled birch trees on either side. His spirits rose, cheered by the sight of one and another he was sure he recognized. Trees grew slowly in the Northlands’ salt winds, but they did grow, and change, and even die. And all that seemed different were a few fresh, green branches hanging lower over his head than he remembered.

Then, ahead, he spotted a tree he knew almost too well; its leaning divided trunk marking the spot where Magnus Redbeard had dragged him at sword point from the path. Gil patted the tree solemnly as he passed, remembering Aidan’s gentle, unarmed hand turning away the old Viking’s sword.

I would be a slave in Norway, now, he thought, if it weren’t for Aidan. He looked down then as he left the tree behind, and something pale at the edge of the path caught his eye. Buff colored and shabby, it barely showed beneath a heap of dead leaves. “Just litter,” he murmured, “Old newspaper.”

But his mind was already protesting: No. There are no newspapers here. There’s no litter here. Nothing manmade was ever thrown away. Not cloth, or metal, or carved wood or stone. Everything was too precious. Everything was used again.

Gil knelt down on the sun-dappled ground and brushed the leaves aside. It wasn’t paper. It was vellum, the fine smooth animal skin on which Aidan wrote his beautiful red and black script. Gil lifted the pale thing and the pages fell open like pleading hands. Lying abandoned in the leaf mold and grass was the most precious of all objects at Cille Aidan: a book.

With trembling fingers, Gil turned a page, and then another. Water-stained and smeared with dirt, it was yet stubbornly legible. He traced the lines with a finger, hearing in his head Aidan singing his soft Latin chant.

“Maybe he dropped it in the dark or something and couldn’t find it,” Gil whispered. But his mind rejected the absurd lie as fast as he made it up. The wooden cover of the book was splintered at the edges where the hinges and clasp had been roughly torn free. Shorn of its gold and silver, the wonderful book itself was just thrown away.

Sadly, Gil brushed as much dirt from the vellum as he could and gently closed the pages. He unpinned his cloak and wrapped it in a long roll around the book, and then slung it over his shoulder and tied the ends in a knot. Then, with his hand on his sword hilt, he crept silently to the edge of the trees. Hidden yet in their shadows, he braced himself and looked down on Cille Aidan.

For a moment, he recognized nothing. His eyes sought the green turf roof of the church, and found only fire-scorched walls; the stone cross forlorn against an empty sky. The cells were roofless circles, the longhouse a ruin of charred timbers and blackened stone. Every building, no matter how small, had been set ablaze. “Like Camelot,” Gil whispered. And he knew at once who had been here.

His hand firm on his sword hilt, he crept from the trees. Nothing moved below and there was no sound but the sweep of a gentle sea on the white sand. Nettles grew tall in Aidan’s garden and the apples hung, bright and abandoned, on his little tree. Gil turned in a full circle, and, certain he was alone, stepped out again on the path.

His feet clattered against something smooth and white that rolled over, revealing black empty eyes. A skull, small and delicate, with four small horns, bleached pale as the bone, lay half-buried in the grass. Beneath it, he glimpsed a white curve of rib, a broken column of vertebrae. A ragged patch of brown fleece yet clung to the scattered bones.

Suddenly, he was shaking with fury. “Why?” he cried aloud. “Why kill his little sheep?” Drawing his sword, he ran down the hill into the center of Aidan’s desecrated hermitage, swinging the blade in the vain, stupid hope that the destroyers were yet within reach.

Then, slowly, wearily, he lowered the sword. The weathered bones of the sheep and the height of the meadow grass growing all around the roofless cells told him the burning of Cille Aidan was long in the past. Nothing moved here, not friend, foe, bird, or animal.

Numbly, he went from cell to cell. He hardly recognized his own, with sunlight pouring down on its soot-stained walls and the charred ruins of his desk and bed. He turned away quickly and went to the church.

The bell was gone from the frame outside the entrance, and the wicker door was gone, too. Rainwater filled the hollow stone cup inside the doorway. Gil dipped his fingers and blessed himself the way Aidan had taught him, anyhow.

The little rectangle of stone walls seemed smaller than ever without its roof. The table where Aidan had read prayers and the altar where he sang the mass were charred ruins. The oil lamp that had burned above them, night and day, lay cold on the floor.

Something stirred at one of the two narrow windows, and Gil turned, imagining for a joyful moment he would see the Noble Cat looking down at him. But it was only a tuft of weed, rooted in the fire cracked stone, swaying in the sea wind. He raised his eyes to the three bare stone niches in the wall above the altar. The treasures of Lindisfarne were gone. What came here was too strong, even for a tiger.

He looked up then, through the burnt and broken roof beams at the wide sky. Feannag. Feannag had come for him. Why, if there was no one left? But the sky remained empty and with a last sad glance at the ruined altar, Gil turned and left the church.

In the roofless longhouse, the wooden kists were burnt to ash and the loom on which Danni had woven his sky-blue cloak was a mound of blackened timbers overgrown with weeds. Beneath the pot-chain, still hanging from the charred roof beams, Gil found the cooking pot, turned on its side. When he lifted it, a fat mouse ran from its shelter.

Feline excitement twitched at his hands and the sides of his mouth. His stomach growled and he realized suddenly how hungry he was. He had not eaten since the usual dreary supper at Safe Haven and stupidly, he’d eaten only half of that. And, he thought, staring sadly at the abandoned hearth, there would be no welcome feast for him here.

Something caught his eye then, at the back of the room; a small, familiar triangular shape. He clambered over a heap of burnt thatch, crouched, and brushed the ash and dirt away from the frame of Danni’s little harp. Broken in half by the stroke of an axe, it made a small, sad twang as he lifted it from the rubble and held it in his arms. “Why?” he whispered, as he had over the slaughtered sheep. “Can you murder music?”

Then, all the nights of song and story and firelight came rushing in upon him and his eyes filled with tears. Savagely, he brushed them away with his sleeve. Setting the harp down again in the ashes, he stood and strode from the longhouse, burying his grief in purpose.

Methodically, he hunted now for clues to the fate of all who had been here when the Golden Knight struck. He climbed to the pony field and searched for bones until he was certain the ponies, at least, has been spared the sword. But ponies were valuable and could be taken away and sold. He closed his mind to the thought of Lionheart lost and frightened in some far place and went back to the shore.

Beneath the bell frame, the hollow in the sand where Aidan beached his fishing boat was empty. Gil searched the white strand in both directions, but found neither hull, nor mast, nor oar. With rising hope, he looked back at the empty pony field. By either sea or land, they could have fled to refuge. His heart lifted, picturing the little fishing boat flitting across the waves, and the ponies, hastily loaded and bearing his friends away from the swords and the flames.

But away from him, too.

He looked back to the shell of the longhouse. Once, he had imagined Cille Aidan ravaged like this, and Danni returning on her wild goose wings, and finding everyone gone. Now, it had all happened, exactly as he had pictured it, only not to Danni, but to him.

His eyes flew to the roofless scriptorium. He had written her a message, so she might follow them. Could she have done the same for him? He started up the hill and then broke into a run. Reaching the round cell where Aidan had worked, he wrenched open the sagging wickerwork door and then drew back in dismay.

Even with all he had seen already, he was stunned by the destruction within. Light flooded brutally down on smashed shelves of inks, on Aidan’s desk, stained by soot and rain, and on his books, torn and scattered on the floor, burnt and rain sodden; all utterly ruined for the sake of silver and gold. “And vengeance,” Gil murmured.

The desire for vengeance sparked and flared in his own heart then, and he turned away with a trembling hand on the hilt of his sword. But his feet, scraping disconsolately in the ashes, suddenly turned up a scorched ragged page, and he saw writing in a familiar hand. Eagerly, he snatched it up, and then he laughed quietly as he read: ”And all will be well ….” There was the message; Rachel’s message to her father, across a thousand years.

“No,” he whispered. “All will not be well.” But he unrolled his cloak and took out the surviving book and laid Rachel’s scrap of vellum within its pages. Then he wrapped it again, slung the cloak across his shoulder, and left the scriptorium. Loosening his sword in its scabbard, he set out, onto the wild hill, walking alone to the only refuge he knew: Magnus Redbeard’s Einar’s Holm.

The walk seemed far harder than he remembered. But he’d never before been so tired or so hungry. When he reached the last ridge, the sun had vanished. Grey clouds scudded in off the sea and the leaves of the little scattered trees flicked in the wind. Storm coming, he thought dully.

Rain splashed down, damping the shoulders of his tunic and plastering his hair against his forehead. Stubbornly, he refused to unroll the cloak protecting Aidan’s last book, but plodded on up the hill, legs shaking with hunger and weariness. Only the thought of food and a fire kept him putting one leaden foot after the other. That and the certainty that his friends would have sought the same refuge, and the hope that he would find all here, safely guarded by Magnus and Floki, and sixty Viking warriors.

And then, as he climbed the final few feet, he was filled with a strange unease, a conviction that something was wrong. He stopped and listened but heard nothing. He turned and looked all around but the pastures were empty of threat, the tall grass rippling in the rising wind. Instinctively, he sniffed the air, as Cat would. But he smelled nothing. And that, he realized suddenly, was what was wrong.

Where was the smoke of the great longhouse fire? Where was the farmyard chatter of Einar’s Holm? The cattle lowing, the geese and hens and sheep; the ponies whinnying on the hill?

Weariness vanquished by desperation, Gil trotted and then ran until he crested the ridge, and there, stumbled to a disbelieving halt. Below him, amid unsown fields stretching to the sea, Magnus Redbeard’s mighty longhouse stood roofless and empty beside its blackened byres. Nothing moved but the grass in the wind, and the only sound was the crying of seabirds riding inland from the storm.

Gil stood in silence, his mind filling with images of Magnus, wielding a battle axe with his tree trunk arms, of Shony, his fierce, beautiful selkie wife, and of Floki with his playful grace and his deadly sword. He could not imagine them defeated. And yet, the Golden Knight had swept down upon the island like a hawk on a dovecote and carried everything away.

Slowly, Gil sank to the ground and sat, cross-legged, head in hands, the enormity of what had happened here pervading his mind like the rain soaking his clothes. Cille Aidan, unarmed and innocent, was easy prey. But Einar’s Holm could not have fallen without a fight. Who had survived it? And where were they? Was there anyone he knew left in this world?

Hungry, cold, and alone, he fought the urge to be a kid and cry. We’re not children here. Danni had told him on the day he arrived. Like in Ismail’s African home, childhood was a luxury here. He raised his head and watched the gulls above the white strand where once Floki’s Silver Dragon sailed grandly to her beaching. Peering into the mist as if he could will a sail into being, he whispered, “Come. Come for me.” But then he remembered that this was a battlefield, and its victors had also come by sea.

Wearily, he got to his feet. Brushing his drenched hair from his eyes, he drew his sword from its scabbard and, in the wind and rain, trudged down the hill.

At its foot, he set out across the farmyard, checking each of its outbuildings, as he had at Cille Aidan. As at Cille Aidan, every one was roofless. He searched the furthest, the grain store, first, finding only a miniature barley field, sprouted from fallen seeds. The byre was silent, bereft of Shony’s milk cows, and the cool, shadowy dairy, where the great wheels of cheese and the casks of ale had rested, was bright with unaccustomed daylight. The pony pen was empty and the wood-store a collapsed ruin.

Memories met him everywhere; the wall of the longhouse where he and Ismail had flopped exhausted after hours of sword practice. The courtyard where he had first ridden Lionheart. And the open field where Sir Palamedes, Master of Lances, had held his jousting school. Gil left the longhouse until last, reluctant to surrender the past of feasting and song for the present of desolation.

Within its bare walls, stripped of their swords and shields, lay a rubble of turf and burnt beams
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