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Prologue

A slit of sunlight sliced into the tower room, cutting through the dusky gloom to slash across the altar.

Dark blood gushed from the calf’s throat. It spurted between the cracks in the warlock’s fingers, splashing into the chalice before overflowing and pouring out across the stone slab. A cleaver breached the animal’s beating ribcage and fingers wormed into the bloody cavity to rip out its pumping heart. He ceremoniously placed the heart on the altar, where it beat feebly midst the pool of blood.

Alongside the heart, two daggers pinned open the wings of a headless chicken, its body split open through the gut. The warlock stirred the coil of entrails and plucked out the liver. Slitting the calf’s purple heart with his dagger, he stuffed the liver inside. His fingers shook with the fever of spell-casting as he reached within a pouch and grasped a fistful of bones, each delicately carved with enchanted sigils. The bones of the sacred hare rattled out across the sacrificial altar, forming a pattern in the blood. With erudite ease he studied the fall of the runes.

A heavy, cumbersome man stood beside the warlock, drooling saliva from his shapeless lips as he pawed at the discarded viscera. With entrails entwined around his meaty knuckles, the oafish man turned to hack at the calf’s neck with a kitchen cleaver in a graceless effort to sever the skull.

Four moonstones placed according to the four winds and fluorescing with a silvery iridescence poured out their magical forces into the locked room. Their energy scorched and hissed on the bloody altar stone.

The warlock rolled back the sleeve of his left arm and carefully drew his bloodied knife across the taut skin of his left forearm. The skin split apart and he let the fresh, bright blood run in a spiral down his arm to fan out across his fingers and trickle from his nails onto the calf’s heart and over the divining bones. The fresh wound gaped grotesquely between the old black scars of previous gashes.

Delicately he extracted a lock of auburn hair from a pouch made from the skin of a crane – the ancient bird of divining. He held the lock between the outstretched tips of his fingers, grimacing as if its touch scalded like glowing embers. Like a feather he let it float down to mingle with the offal and bloodied objects of the sacrificial rite, the hair soaking up the blood and darkening to the colour of darkest chestnut. He twisted it into a single cord before plaiting it with the entrails of the chicken and shaping the plait into a circle around the heart.

‘Vaal-Peor, God of terror, God of ruin, God of destruction, hear me. I will lead your people through the gates of Torra Alta, I will undermine the walls, I will weaken their command and I will show you how to conquer; but we must destroy her. She must be destroyed!’

A blast of icy air shrieked through the arrow-slit, snuffing out the candles and whisking his cloak from his back. The wind tossed the chalice to the ground, spilling blood across the altar slab, washing over the calf’s heart and coating the hilt of the sacrificial dagger.

‘We must kill her; we must kill her. Cailleach, my ally, why do you not bring me news? Dunnock, wretched little priest, why do you not return from your task? Have you all betrayed me?’ His eyes rolled in maddened fury. ‘I promised you all so much. Poor pious Dunnock, I promised you we would rid Belbidia of the last few witches who keep the loathsome worship of the Mother alive and festering. Cailleach, I promised you power and freedom to practise your malicious will. And Vaal-Peor, I have pledged you the downfall of Torra Alta. Why have none of you yet kept to our bargain?’

The warlock dropped to his knees in supplication. ‘Great Vaal-Peor, she lies in your lap. Why can’t you kill her? Why?’ His head slumped briefly in anguish before he flicked it rigidly up, the muscles on his jaw tight with self-devouring emotion.

He stared with unbridled hatred at the auburn lock of hair. ‘I thought once I had killed you. I thought once that, at last, I had revenged my mother, but no. Still you conspire with the bishops of the New Faith, who loathe and abhor you, to hold me down so that all the world despises me. I will not be despised!’

Viciously he slashed again at his arm. ‘I am a man. Why should you, a feeble woman, be upheld above me? You killed my mother so that you, witch, could take all the power. You killed her so that you could be chosen to rise up above me, to crush my name, to crush my honour. I will be avenged!’

He beat his forehead against the stone of the altar, the blood smearing across his tight features. ‘Great God, Vaal-Peor, hungry for the world and its worship, desiring enslaved nations to tremble in awe of your presence, I can lead your simple-minded people. I have the knowledge, the greater understanding; I will lead these people and give you the world. I only ask that you kill her. You must kill her!’

His shrieks became a demented rage and he fell convulsing to the ground, thrashing out and knocking the chalice, candles and sacrificial daggers to the floor. Throwing back his head, he grabbed and squeezed the calf’s heart, letting the blood trickle into his mouth, drinking maniacally. Blood swilled between his teeth and dribbled from the corner of his lips.

‘Vaal-Peor will be worshipped throughout the world and I shall rule in his name. I shall rule, not the barbarian Morbak and his mindless warriors. Only I will rule: I am the Master.’ He turned to his asinine companion who was gleefully pulling the brains from the calf’s skull and mashing the grey tissue between his sausage-like fingers. ‘Who am I?’

‘You are the Master.’ The slow-witted man grinned foolishly at his well-trained response. ‘You are the Master. All will obey you.’

‘All those who have despised me, scorned me, because of her, will die. All her followers will burn. The witches will burn and all the world will fear me.’

His sick laugh rattled from the westerly tower to mingle with the caw of the carrion-rooks circling the turret room.


   

Chapter 1

High up on the ragged crags above the canyon, a lone she-wolf curled back her lips to bare curving white fangs, which glinted in the dawn light. With ghostly blue eyes she fathomed the distant depths of the canyon below and snarled at the armed men who accompanied her young mistress. Her tireless legs stretched over the rocky ground as she paced back and forth on the ledge high above them, protectively shadowing the young girl. Anxiously she watched as the party of travel-worn riders urged their stumbling mountain horses nearer to the jutting pinnacle of rock that dominated the head of the canyon.

Crowned by the blocky towers and angular turrets of a frontier castle, the Tor lanced up from the canyon floor, almost to the height of the dusty yellow peaks that walled the rift-valley. The she-wolf crouched down onto her grey haunches and growled a deep-throated snarl at the sight of the ancient castle whose shadow darkened the canyon. Wary of the glowering presence of the fortress and its garrison of archers, she slunk away into the rugged wilderness of the Yellow Mountains. A wolf’s pelt fetched a high price in this land.

The foaming waters of the Silversalmon churned through the gorge before gushing into the shady rift valley that lay in the long, dark shadow of the Tor. A paved road mimicked the winding flow of the river and Caspar craned his neck forward to follow the line of the tortuous road as it cut through the roots of the Tor and spiralled up around the needle of rock. His eyes soared upward until they grasped at the whinstone walls of the towering fortress that scratched at the heavens. Perched upon the needle of rock, the imperial might of the fortress guarded the northern Pass to Vaalaka.

The morning sun fingered the turrets of Torra Alta’s highest tower, while the early breeze toyed with the blue and gold standard fluttering from the keep. He took a deep breath, sucking in the chill fresh air.

‘Home!’

The troop of heavy-boned horses trudged wearily up the road, heads lowered in effort as they struggled up the steep incline. Caspar looked around him at his seven road-weary companions as they swayed in their saddles. The stocky mountain horses puffed wearily, tripping on their heavy, unshod hooves and only his father’s sleek black destrier chafed at the bit in his eagerness to return to his stable.

His father, Baron Branwolf, rode ahead and alongside Caspar’s young raven-haired uncle, both bristling with swords and daggers. Behind him rode a motley band of peasant women and children from the Boarchase Forest and Caspar continually glanced back to reassure himself that they were still all safe. His eyes skimmed over the old crone, the young widow and her two children to rest for a moment longer on the alluring beauty of the fine-boned maiden in their midst.

Caspar looked up with pride as they approached the castle barbican. A trumpet blast thrilled through the fortress as the winding gear of the great portcullis groaned into action, chains clanking over the giant cog wheels. The huge lattice grill yawned open and a cheer roused the hastily arrayed garrison as Baron Branwolf led his son and young brother home.

‘Lord Branwolf! Master Spar! Master Hal!’ the cries went up as caps and gloves were tossed into the air.


   

Chapter 2

The keep smelt familiar. The upper hall, reserved for the Baron’s family, glowed with warmth from a huge log fire that cast flickering red lights across the elaborate tapestries hanging on the walls. The stone floor was strewn with rushes, which produced a homely rustle and a sweet smell as the weary travellers brushed through them. Three hounds leapt to their feet and circled the party, welcoming their masters with whipping tails and simpering whines. It grieved Caspar that Wartooth could never more be among them and he swallowed hard trying to control his emotion as he remembered the faithful old deer-hound. Branwolf thumped his heavy fist down on the huge oak board that stretched the length of the room.

‘Food, ale, fresh milk and plenty of it,’ he demanded laconically and several servants lingering at the edge of the room scampered off to the kitchens. The raven-haired nobleman, with just a feathering of grey at his temples, drew back an ornately carved chair and nodded for all to be seated. It was a long time since any woman had been privy to the Baron’s council and Caspar took his seat on his father’s right wondering at the mixed company.

Hal, always his constant companion, sat on his other hand, nodding intelligently at the various decisions. Gwion, still thunderstruck by the news of his sister, perched anxiously on the very edge of his chair. The Baron’s treasurer and scribe kept themselves discreetly apart from the others, studiously poring over their notes and trimming their quills to avoid eye-contact with the two strange women in their midst. The beaky-nosed garrison captain, also uneasy with the company, trained his eyes on the Baron and only occasionally glanced towards the two pagan priestesses who, with quiet serenity, awaited their chance to speak.

While the group waited for the servants to serve up a simple meal of cheese and bread, the Baron took the opportunity to catch up on recent events. ‘How fared Torra Alta in your care, Gwion? Captain?’

The rangy soldier looked across at the tonsured priest and then back at the Baron. ‘We have filled the storerooms to capacity. The fletcher has the armoury stores already full with freshly quilled arrows and we have some of the sulphur incendiaries prepared – but I fear the concoction of powder might not be quite right. Without Catrik –’

‘How is Catrik?’

‘Not well, my brother.’ The priest wrung his slender hands. ‘I have prayed hourly for him but he weakens daily. I fear he took too much of the blast down in the caverns.’

Branwolf nodded his head, sadly acknowledging the grave news.

Hal and Caspar exchanged solemn looks. Catrik was a well-liked and dependable man.

‘When we heard of the Vaalakan numbers, I sent word to the King, pleading for reinforcements. But he is reluctant to supply them, saying that his army must head north to guard the pass at the Jaws of the Wolf. He adds that his trained army in these years of peace is not large and he can only send us some yeomen from the fields whom he fears would do nothing to stem the Vaalakan attack.’ Gwion carefully orated the King’s words before studying the faces flickering in the candlelight with his pallid blue eyes. ‘I fear we are to be left severely outnumbered.’

The huddle of unlike people was disconcerting. The two small women sat at the far end of the board, while Gwion twitched anxiously at his sleeve unable to reconcile the warring emotions within him. He turned again to his brother-in-law, unable to restrain his feelings, and began to wail mournfully, ‘She is trapped alive in the ice? My sister, my dear sister. Oh, God have mercy.’

Branwolf grasped his brother-in-law in a tight embrace as they comforted each other over the distressing news of Keridwen. It was their first time away from the general eyes of the garrison and only now could they release their true emotions without damaging the morale of the castle.

Hal coughed, embarrassed by the display of male emotion. Branwolf shook himself and hardened his face against his pain while Gwion wrung his hands, unable to contain his distress.

‘Only the Druid’s Egg can save her,’ Morrigwen declared flatly. Her face was still; it seemed that she had locked her feelings away deep within her soul, no longer allowing them to trouble her physical being.

‘The Egg.’ Gwion was trembling. ‘But, my Lord, it is a terrible thing of immense pagan power. We cannot set it loose upon the world.’

‘We can and we must – for the sake of Keridwen, for the sake of the Torra Alta, for the sake of us all.’

‘Even though that means the resurrection of the Old Faith?’ Gwion despaired. ‘There must be another way.’

‘No other way,’ Morrigwen’s steady voice tolled out with hardened determination.

Caspar was amazed at how Gwion so readily accepted and bowed to the Crone’s words. But he had been raised under her roof when she had been at the height of her power and the priest still bore a healthy respect for her wisdom and knowledge as a result. On first acquaintance, Morrigwen had seemed to Caspar no more than a worthless old woman, too pained in her joints even to usefully handle a distaff or tread a spinning wheel but, as he had learnt over the past weeks, her discerning perception and prodigious knowledge were not to be underrated.

Hal frowned at the chaplain and nudged Caspar, dropping his voice to whisper in his ear. ‘You’d think Gwion would stand up for the one true God a bit more.’

Caspar shrugged, but Hal’s indiscreet murmur had caught the ears of the priest.

‘Do not doubt my faith, young Master Hal. I shall continue to preach the word of the one true God and I shall ensure that my flock doesn’t return to the savage, primitive ways of the pagan cults. But unlike many young men who now dismiss the pagans as mere workers of magical trinkets I have seen their power and understand the forces that they tap into. But I do not believe that we should call on the base powers of nature to shape our fates. I believe we should be devout and study the ways of the Lord so that He may grant mercy on us. We should strive to follow his ways and turn away from war. He is above meddling in our sinful squabbles and does not fight the wars of men: He is a god of peace and mercy.’

‘Tell that to the Inquisitors when they burn innocent women at the stake,’ Brid muttered bitterly.

‘And if it were only Torra Alta at stake I would not condone this action,’ Gwion continued. ‘I would preach that we should throw out the pagan women and their devil-worship. But I am only a man, a weak and tempted man. God have mercy, I welcome this woman because even though she is one of them and her soul lost to the Devil, I would have my sister back. I will sell my own soul and let it burn in hell forever to save her from the torment. She is my only kin. I don’t remember my father but before my mother died soon after Keridwen’s birth she bade me protect her and care for her as best as I could. I was just a small child but her words haunt me. As a man of God I should have these women burnt but as a man among desperate men I welcome them because only they can restore my sister.’

Silence pervaded the room and the men stirred uncomfortably, tracing out knots in the wooden board while they contemplated the chaplain’s sorrowful tale.

Branwolf broke the uneasy silence. ‘As noblemen of Torra Alta my family have worshipped the new God for a number of generations while the common people were still free to worship in the old ways. But as I see it, the one true God has never done anything for Torra Alta. I should have listened to my wife all those years ago.’ His tone was bitter. ‘All He has done is waste my men on building that lavish cathedral, squandering my resources on gold and marble floors and even a thousand embroidered kneelers. Have you any idea how much the silk thread for a thousand kneelers costs?’ He raised his thick eyebrows and studied the faces around the room. ‘I can’t bring myself to look at the figures. As Catrik put it: what price the mare if you have to sell your stallion to buy her? Arms have been sacrificed; bowyers who should have been shaping bows are taught to carve gargoyles for the cathedral. We are a frontier garrison and we have neglected our duties. I must defend this castle and I must find my wife; those are my priorities and for both these things we must find the Egg.’ He turned to look at the bent old Crone in her robes of mystic green. ‘Morrigwen, we have retired to discuss this talisman amongst only the select few here. Tell us what we must do.’

Mysteriously she pressed her hand to her lips commanding silence. ‘We must only talk of these things in reverence, wary of the evil spirits that might covet the knowledge for themselves.’ Her low voice and vigilant looks sent a shiver up Caspar’s spine as he conjured images of goblins lurking in the shadows cast by the flickering candles. He knew it was only his imagination but even the shape of a chair’s shadow hunched against the wall took on the presence of a demon. He shook himself, trying to rid himself of the fear that the magic they were tampering with might drag them to the brink of the Devil’s domain.

The two high-priestesses silently swirled around the room, snuffing out the candles and stripping off the drapes from the narrow windows so that only slivers of moonlight slanting through the arrow-slits illuminated the room. Together they stood bathed in moonlight, all colour washed from their hair and only the points of their features clearly visible.

‘We must have only holy light to sanctify our words and protect our secrets from evil souls on this night,’ Morrigwen ominously declared. ‘No one speaks of the Egg without inviting danger.’

Caspar put his hand to his chest and felt for the hazelwood mandala that Morrigwen had given him. It throbbed against his naked skin. The sense of power and spiritual presence was welling up around him. He hoped it was no more than his fertile imagination though Brid had explained that all pagan sacraments, like the mandala, the sword and the moonstone, were all linked to the central power emanating from the Mother. The hazelwood roots tapped into the soul of the Mother Earth and so amplified Her resonance, giving warning of creatures that worked against Her or welcomed those who worked for Her. At the moment all he could sense was a growing power as the two priestesses prepared themselves for the summoning of their more profound energies.

Morrigwen pulled her cloak furtively around her shoulders and lowered her voice to whisper of a forgotten land where pale sands were swept by the wind into fluted dunes and mountainous crests. She spoke of far-flung caves etched with primitive figures from a distant age and a forgotten people. She told of griffins, wyverns and the scaly creatures that lurked in the crevices of the undiscovered world, in the dark and godless places, in the murk and silence of the borders of this world and the next. ‘But in none of these places, though man has searched for a thousand millennia, beyond all reckoning of time, has the Egg been found.’

‘And only the Keepers know where it is,’ Gwion said flatly.

Shocked, Caspar looked up sharply and stared at his uncle, whose bald pate, fringed by a circlet of tufted dun hair, wrinkled with consternation. His hands moved with fast energetic purpose as he worried through his prayer beads. It seemed a contradiction that a man of the cloth should have knowledge of the pagan traditions – but of course! He kept forgetting that the pieces of the puzzle were now in place. He had always known Gwion was his mother’s brother, but only in the last few days had he discovered his mother’s true identity as the most revered woman among the pagan worshippers of the Old Faith. He felt emotionally confused; there were so many things that all these adults had kept from him all his life. Of course Gwion’s kinship to a pagan priestess was something nobody mentioned. Nobody would ever have admitted to being raised as a pagan, least of all a man who preached the word of the new God. It did, however, explain why he knew about this mysterious Egg.

The Crone gave the chaplain a cold hard stare, rebuffing him for stealing her thunder. ‘Yes, Gwion, indeed. To find the Egg we must unravel the mystery of the Keepers and their cauldron, though the cauldron itself is crafted so that its patterns can not be deciphered or its design fathomed. Moreover, it is no longer certain that the Keepers guard it in the ancient temple of the sacred city.’

‘I can’t follow you, Morrigwen,’ Branwolf said politely though his voice was clipped with impatience.

The Maiden, her slender body veiled in gossamer silks, began to orate in a voice of ceremony and ritual but after a moment she gradually softened the tones to her natural lilt of the Yellow Mountains. ‘When the world changed with the advent of the clothed and tool-wielding man, the very first druid stole the Egg and hid it in a forgotten land. He preserved its secret in the runic design of a cauldron, which he named the Mother Cauldron. The secret of the Egg was so dreadful that the cauldron was taken to one of the four sacred cities and secured in the inner sanctum of a temple under the sole protection of the Keepers. In all those millennia none other than the Keepers have seen the cauldron or read the runes. The druid chose the most northerly of the four cities: he chose Farona, now capital of Belbidia and seat of the King.’

‘You mean we have to go to Farona right under the King’s nose to search for this pagan artefact covered in incriminating and quite obviously heretical runes?’ Branwolf asked incredulously.

‘It’s not quite as simple as that,’ Brid explained, quietly levelling with the imposing Baron. Caspar reflected that most men would shrink from facing the high-ranking nobleman, whereas the Maiden, despite her peasant upbringing, held herself like a queen.

‘She’s quite something,’ he sighed.

‘She looks quite something in that silk,’ Hal corrected him. ‘And her skin in the moonlight …’

Caspar deliberately shifted his chair, tipping it slightly backwards, before angling himself strategically. He carefully lowered the front of the chair and pressed his weight downwards to squash his uncle’s toe.

‘Ow!’

Brid was too good for Hal. He didn’t appreciate his uncle treating such an elevated priestess as if she were just one of the girls in the keep. ‘Oh Hal, I’m sorry; did I do that?’

Oblivious to the two youths, Brid continued, ‘But since Rewik, King of Belbidia and Lord of Farona, has risen to power and campaigned to eradicate the Old Faith from his realm, the Keepers, like ourselves, have fled into hiding. Now the city is overlain with shrines to this formless male god, and we believe that the cauldron lies buried beneath the rubble of the old city’s foundations, entombed beneath the feet of new buildings. Somewhere in the ruins we must unearth the cauldron.’

She fell quiet, letting her hair weep forward over her face before sweeping it upright and enthralling the court with her fluid voice. ‘Across Belbidia there are still enclaves of wise women who survived the decade of burning and still hold to the last threads of their faith. If we can find the ruins of the old temple we may yet find one who still steals into the dark to nurture the places holy to her. We must hope that there is still one Keeper left who can reveal for us the secrets of the lost cauldron and its runic message.’

‘I assume you are saying that I must send someone into Farona. Morrigwen, it’s madness. If the King caught anyone in this act of heresy … It’s unthinkable,’ Branwolf protested.

‘So is leaving Keridwen down in the ice,’ the old Crone cruelly reminded him. ‘We must be careful, that’s all. You must send someone on a pretext to see the King and concoct some plausible explanation for needing to visit the Great Library.’

‘Why on earth do they need to go to the Library?’ Hal demanded. ‘I thought we had to find the temple.’

‘We do. But Farona has changed. The old temple will most likely be buried somewhere beneath the plumbed foundations of a new town house, a new barracks for the Inquisitors, or perhaps just another one of his metalled roads, who knows? You’ll have to go to the library to find the city records. There must be maps that you can compare between the old layout and Rewik’s new architecture.’

‘You mean you have no idea where to start looking?’ Hal interjected.

The Crone peeled back her thin lips, revealing her worn teeth. She sucked in a sharp breath ready to castigate the youth for his impertinence but Brid tugged at her arm to soothe her and glared at Hal.

‘It’s not her fault the King has rebuilt the city,’ Brid hotly defended the old priestess. ‘It’s not her fault that, as the vast Vaalakan army threatens to rape our land, the King’s zealous faith prevents us from defending ourselves properly. We must find this cauldron but to speak or to even know of such things is heresy and high-treason in the eyes of the King. If we are found it will mean death at the stake, but better that than to just sit and wait here for the Vaalakans to overrun us.’

There was something in her determined look, the way the Maiden stared into the youth’s eyes as the moonlight stroked his face. There was something in the way she so boldly said ‘we’ that Caspar didn’t like. He looked at his young uncle and then at the beautiful high-priestess, two people he could not bear to lose, and at once read their minds.

‘You’re not going, Brid. It’s far too dangerous,’ he blurted.

‘I am going.’ Her words were a statement, not an argument.

‘You’re a girl, Brid,’ Hal pointed out the rather obvious. ‘It’s too dangerous for a girl. I’m going. Anyway, look at you. The King’s going to be suspicious the minute he claps eyes on you. The colour of your eyes for a start. It’s well known that all pagans have such deeply coloured eyes.’

‘There are ways,’ Brid dismissed this problem with a flick of her hand. ‘I have to go; no one else could read the runes.’

‘I’ll go,’ Gwion offered. ‘I have a dim memory –’

‘A dim memory won’t be enough,’ Morrigwen hastily interrupted.

‘No, Gwion,’ the Baron decisively ordered. ‘I need you here for the morale of the garrison. Not all will want to embrace the Old Faith and I don’t want any of my men to feel forsaken or betrayed. They must make their own choices. We need you here.’

‘So Brid has to go,’ Morrigwen said flatly. ‘Or myself.’

The Maiden patted her hand. ‘No, Morrigwen, you’ve put your body through too much. It’s a fair distance to Farona, you need rest.’

‘I have to admit to my limitations,’ she croaked.

‘Well, I can’t send a maiden on her own,’ Branwolf pointed out. ‘And if you need to go to the library I’ve got to send someone who can read, which limits us severely. I can’t spare men at a time like this. I must send someone whom I trust and the King trusts, so it has to be Hal.’

‘If Hal is going, I’m going,’ Caspar announced petulantly.

‘You’re too young.’

Those short words had been his biggest disappointment all his life. It was unthinkable sending Hal out alone with Brid. He knew his uncle far too well and alone with a beautiful girl … In the cloak of darkness he stared covetously at the Maiden. ‘I’m going. Hal will be more use here. I can read.’

‘Spar should go,’ Morrigwen advised. ‘His link with the Mother will strengthen Brid’s powers. She may need that help.’

‘Well, Spar isn’t going without Hal. My brother will have to go to make sure he comes to no harm. And that’s my final discussion,’ Branwolf declared. ‘Brid, Hal and Spar.’

‘Three is a blessed number,’ the Crone declared, putting her seal of approval on the decision.

They spent the next day in preparation. Brid bundled her dress into a tight package and adapted some old hunting breeches and a jacket of Caspar’s so that she could ride more quickly through the Northern baronies of Belbidia to reach Farona. Hal disapproved of her outfit.

‘You look like a boy.’ Only the raven-haired youth could speak with such directness.

‘Well, then I’ll draw less attention,’ she retorted tartly while adjusting her belt to draw the jacket tight round her waist to cover her plain white shirt and leather jerkin. Divested of her amulets, torcs and circlet, she no longer resembled a mysterious priestess but merely a youthful peasant girl with the graceful athletic movements of one used to the outdoors. Like Caspar she was small for her years but her female curves suggested she had probably stopped growing and would always stand a head lower than average. Caspar hoped he still had many more years of growth ahead of him. It was bad enough considering himself slow to grow into his height but even worse to think he might never attain it. Caspar pushed back the tousled fringe of his thick auburn hair, and rubbed at his crooked nose, vainly trying to coax it straight. It was a recent habit and one he employed when thinking thoughts he didn’t want others to guess at.

His father was still busy compiling plausible explanations and excuses as to why his kinsmen should present themselves at the King’s court or need access to his library. He had quickly mulled over the problem of Brid, solving that without any loss of face or cause for suspicion but access to the library was more than an unusual request. Irritably he dismissed the two boys as he balked at the idea of admitting fault with the maintenance of his castle but no one could think of anything better. The scribe scratched rapidly away with his quill while Hal skulked disobediently behind the Baron, brazenly offering his opinions until Branwolf thundered at him to leave them alone. Hal sloped off towards the watch tower while Caspar wandered off to brood over the magnificent landscape of his homeland, visible for miles from the castle walls. He prayed that the breathtaking views of his barony would never change.

He sat alone on the parapet of the west wall, drumming his heels against the whinstone. Perched right at the edge of the drop he idly swung his legs, as if he only sat on the edge of a table, uncaring that beneath his dangling toes there was nothing but hundreds of feet of thin air separating him from the rocks on the canyon floor.

From here he could see the world, or at least the part of it that mattered. The Silversalmon gushed out of the North, white waters racing over the rapids and boiling through the tight gorges cut into the canyon floor. The foundations of the half-built cathedral formed a geometric layout of squares and mathematical angles. It stood out as an obviously man-made design, contrasting starkly with the chaotic pattern of rocks and gorse at the foot of the Tor and the russet autumnal woodlands that choked the southern mouth of the canyon. The mountains looked a dusty brown near the canyon walls, deepening to a promising gold in the middle distance. The pure air brushed through his clothing and lifted his hair.

He pressed his hands into the rock of the parapet, feeling an overwhelming sense of pride as he affectionately patted the walls of the ancient castle. For a thousand years it had perched on this needle of rock, a spire lancing out of the canyon floor to rise level with the peaks of the Yellow Mountains to either side.

He lifted his head at the sound of a snapping banner flapping in the breeze. Against a background of rich blue, the flag depicted a golden dragon with outspread wings. A Torra Altan lance speared its head. The wind rippled the material, bringing the beast alive. He wondered whether he would ever return here to his favourite spot to let his mind soar up with the hawks and the merlins that prowled the skies above the canyon. This was home, and he loved it.

‘Spar!’

He looked up at the comforting bulk of his father and felt the reassurance in Branwolf’s solid grip as he placed his strong hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Spar, my son, my only son …’ His voice faded to a whisper and the rest of his words remained unspoken as if the Baron found it impossible to voice the deep concern that was so vividly expressed in his olive eyes. He stiffened his shoulders, stealing himself against his sorrow and the weight of his responsibilities. ‘Hal will look after you,’ he said with forced brightness. ‘Just make sure you listen to him. Come on, Morrigwen’s looking for you. Everything will soon be ready.’

Branwolf handed his half-brother a scroll of parchment, already rolled and sealed with hardened wax imprinted with the Torra Altan crest. ‘Give this to the King. It merely states that with Catrik wounded I can’t repair the war-engines without help from detailed instructions, which I don’t have here, but hope to find in the Great Library. It will at least give you a reason to search his records. Also tell him that I’ve sent you to ask for reinforcements. He won’t be able to give you any though. He’ll be too worried about keeping men in reserve around his own barony and to march on the Jaws of the Wolf, but all the same it would be useful. I don’t think he fully understands how grave a situation Belbidia faces.’

Caspar resented that the instructions had been given to Hal, rather than himself. It undermined his status as the Baron’s son and again he hid his emotions behind his hand as he prodded his broken nose. Hal made a show of carefully weaving the parchment into an inside pocket of his deer-hide jacket.

A strange hissing noise was emanating from the sleeve of Morrigwen’s coat and they all stared at her suspiciously as she struggled and wrenched at her clothing. ‘Wretched animal, let go of it,’ her voice cracked in desperation. ‘Brid,’ she demanded in shrill tones, ‘give me a hand.’

The Maiden slid her slender hand up Morrigwen’s wide sleeve as something wriggled and bulged beneath the folds.

‘Got it! No. Ow! It bit me!’ She retracted her hand and sucked at her finger before having another go. ‘There, at last.’

She grasped a large lizard firmly behind the neck. About the size of a kitten, though with hard scales and unretractable talons, it quivered with its efforts to return to the warm folds of its mistress’s clothing. The animal was bright scarlet. Morrigwen felt around her neck and removed a softly glowing crystal encased in a lattice of leather, which Caspar referred to as the moonstone. The scarlet salamander stiffened the ruff of spines that formed a raised collar around its neck and snatched greedily towards the magical orb.

‘You must take the Druid’s Eye with you. You may need to cast powerful magic to unearth the Mother Cauldron and the power within the orb will help you decipher the runes.’

‘I can read runes without it,’ Brid objected. ‘No, I can’t take it. A part of Keridwen’s soul is trapped within it. It will be too dangerous to take.’

‘That’s precisely why you must take it. I cannot go with you but at least with the boy present you may be able to summon Keridwen’s wisdom. The druid was no fool. He could read runes and so then could many others. He wouldn’t have left the directions just to be read by any warlock or mage. You will need every power to help unlock the runes, so you must take the Druid’s Eye.’ Morrigwen soothed over the shimmering white patterns that danced across the opaque surface of the orb. ‘Take care of it. Keep the fire-drake close to it: he breathes heat into it and feeds his warmth to the Mother.’

Brid carefully looped the leather cord that secured the moonstone around her neck and concealed the orb in the layers of her loose shirt. The salamander finally wriggled out of her grasp and scurried up her sleeves to burrow down her neck and nest with the moonstone. The Maiden loosened her belt and readjusted her clothing to conceal the slight mound. It gave her a fuller figure, which made Hal smile.

‘How could you have that creepy thing next to your skin? the dark, athletic youth asked, wrinkling his nose.

‘The fire-drake? He’s beautifully warm,’ Brid laughed. ‘Now are we ready?’

With an ivory bow strapped to his back Caspar leapt into the saddle and tightened the girth on his highly strung red colt – an Oriaxian purebred. His horse’s blue and gold caparison fluttered in the breeze and, wild-eyed, the fine-boned charger pranced and pawed excitedly, skittering on the cobbles as he waited impatiently to kick up his heels. Caspar bent his head towards the Crone who reached up with a stain of woad and daubed a sigil on his forehead.

‘The Runes of War,’ she murmured. ‘You’ll have to wipe them off as soon as you reach any settlements but I pray they will give you strength on your journey.’

Hal and Brid, mounted on two of Torra Alta’s finest warhorses, beamed back at the grinning faces of the crowd. They turned to clatter across the courtyard amidst the heart-warming cheers of the garrison. Among the faces Caspar’s eyes fell on the widow with her two small children. He felt the hazel eyes of the little girl, May, pierce right through his skin. His gaze lingered on her bronzed face and on her long brown hair brightened by the fairness of youth that, no doubt, would deepen to rich chestnut curls as she matured. For a moment the smile on his face dropped away as he felt her deep sorrow and accusing resentment. But as Hal’s charismatic voice thrilled in his ears, he was caught up in the emotion of the soldiers of the castle.

Archers, bowyers, fletchers, swordsmen, grooms, kitchen maids, officers, clerics, storekeepers, and even the castle physician, all clapped and cheered as they pushed their way through the throng of well-wishers towards the portcullis. Hal reached down and grasped the hands of many of the younger soldiers as they rode past.

‘When the Vaalakan dogs get here, give them one from me.’

‘That we will, Master Hal, that we will,’ they cheered affectionately.

As they stood beneath the iron teeth of the portcullis, Hal raised himself in his stirrups, drew out the long broadsword and brandished it above his head as if leading a battle charge. The garrison responded with a thundering roar of approval. Caspar squeezed his heels into his colt’s flank and, in truly heroic style, they galloped down the road and out towards the canyon, fleeing south away from the encroaching Vaalakan armies and towards the belly of Belbidia.


   

Chapter 3

As dusk sucked the warmth from the air, Caspar pulled his cloak closely around him and waited. The light was failing but there was still no sign of Hal or Brid.

His eyes searched back along the line of the road. The dusty track melted into the shadows of twilight and he could make out nothing but the black jagged peaks of the horizon against the violet of a starless sky. Beneath him, his colt was still blowing hard from their furious gallop along the Great South Road and a white foam of sweat soaked the arch of the red roan’s neck. Caspar slapped the matted hide affectionately.

‘They will have made it, Cracker. They’ll be here any minute,’ he muttered with a slight crack in his voice as he tried to reassure himself as much as the agitated beast beneath him. Despite the arduous pace the animal had endured in their flight, the colt still champed at the bit and raked the ground with his hoof, unable to stand calmly. ‘Hal said make for the plains, and we’re here. There’s nothing more we can do.’ Startling the silence of the chill night, his voice rang out unexpectedly shrill; he coughed to steady himself. ‘Nothing to do except wait and watch.’

No more than a league beyond Torra Alta, the enemy was mustering at the northern mouth of the Pass. Even from here he could see as, one by one, the orange dots of the distant Vaalakan camp-fires flickered into life, blurring into a hazy glow that snaked back into the canyon. The Belbidian youth involuntarily curled his lip in disgust and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as if ridding himself of a foul taste. Torra Alta was braced for the most barbaric attack in its thousand-year history.

A throbbing pain at the top of his calf nagged him to attend to his wounded leg. Satisfied that it was only a tear in the surface flesh, he bound it tightly with a strip of cloth and stoically ignored the pain, refusing to allow himself self-pity. If he was to ride out into the world as a warrior he would behave as one.

His gaze turned upwards. High above the canyon floor, the distant turrets of Torra Alta scratched at the sky. Every now and then a sizzling flare from one of Catrik’s sulphur bombs made its arching trajectory off the heights of the fortress before spraying out in a flash of bright sparks. A flash of violent colour lit the Tor, the dull clap of the explosion reaching Caspar’s ears a moment later. The sight of the flaring incendiaries instantly reminded him of the man who had devised these deadly mixtures of brimstone and saltpetre.

Catrik was gravely ill from his injuries, suffered down in the well, and hadn’t uttered a word since their return. Grey and ashen he lay on his pallet, breathing fitfully, the flesh wasted so that his eyes bulged out of his shrunken skull. Though Catrik was officially the Wellmaster, he served the high stronghold of Torra Alta more as its chief engineer. Without his advice, the soldiers had needed to experiment with the kegs of sulphur, carbon, and saltpetre to estimate the ratio of quantities needed to create the desired range and spread of devastation. But Catrik was sorely missed for more than just his knowledge of alchemy.

Like the serrated ridges and sharpened points of the Yellow Mountains, the lone Tor was a black silhouette against the northern twilight sky. It lanced upwards out of the valley floor: a pinnacle of rock stretching up above the surrounding canyon walls. It stood alone, guardian of the northern Pass between Belbidia and the wild, ice-bound territories of the North.

Fancifully, the youth reflected on the history of the frontier castle, built and governed by his forefathers to command and protect the northernmost Barony of Belbidia. The Barons of Torra Alta had presided over their domain for a thousand years, and in the last four hundred years they had known only peace that had stretched from the Ceolothian Wars to the present day. Now the glorious tranquillity was shattered by the encroaching Vaalakans, led by the barbarian Morbak the Butcher, as their savage hordes poured out of the North to assail the frontier. Only Torra Alta stood between Morbak and the luxuriant plains of Belbidia’s ripe and abundant heartland.

‘We will not fail,’ Caspar murmured towards the castle as if his father could hear him. ‘We cannot fail. This land, our land …’ It was impossible to express how he felt about his homeland. The stray thoughts rolled over in his mind; he couldn’t bear to think of how, in a few days, the canyon would be choked with the marauding hordes. ‘The Runes of War will protect you until we return.’ He spoke out loud, firmly reassuring himself. ‘The runes will protect them, Cracker.’

The colt whickered as if disturbed by something lurking in the undergrowth and Caspar snapped back to the present with a jolt. ‘Hal! Is that you? Hal!’ he shouted out despairingly into the dark. ‘I’m here. Over here.’

An owl screeched then cold silence filled the boy’s ears. He sank back into his disappointed vigil. They should have been here by now, he thought restlessly and his anxious thoughts were evidently read by his horse. Firecracker was becoming more restless beneath the folds of the blue and gold caparison, tossing his head and jittering at the bit, so working the boy’s hands back and forth at the end of the reins. The youth didn’t notice. He merely stared back towards his home, searching the black shadows in the darkening plain.

‘If they made it through, they should have been here by now, Cracker. Something’s happened. Something’s wrong.’ At least talking to the dumb animal made him feel less alone in the eerie twilight.

‘Hal said to ride for the plains, to the three beeches, by the ox-bow. Those were his words. He said the beeches. If I keep going back to look for him we’ll probably miss each other,’ Caspar murmured to the colt as he battled with his conscience over the best thing to do. He ran over and over in his mind the nightmare of events before he had been separated from the others.

They had galloped out under the teeth of Torra Alta’s portcullis and plunged at treacherous speed down the tortuous ledge that spiralled the Tor. The rocky track dropped them at the foot of the northern scarp, spitting them into the canyon. Spurred on by the cheering garrison, they were eager to strike out with haste for Farona and galloped due South towards where the canyon widened out to sprawl into the lowland plains of Belbidia. Here in the northern barony, the Great South Road was more of a small winding track that followed the roaring course of the Silversalmon beneath the dappled shade of weeping willows. Choked with red and silver birches that battled for territory, the canyon floor swept towards the escarpments whose pale buff rocks soared vertically upwards to form the walls of the rift valley. The track was deeply rutted by oxen carts and the three of them had galloped in single file along the central grass ridge between the wheel-ruts.

Not more than a mile from the Tor, they were faced with a rushing spate of river. The Silversalmon pounded against a spit of solid granite that had fallen from the canyon walls to dam the river and water gushed across the plain, drowning the track. With the way ahead blocked, they turned west, twisting through the slender boughs of the silver birch to beat their way through the woods and back onto the track.

Hal naturally took the lead, still muttering that it was crazy to take Brid into Belbidia. ‘You’ll only slow us up on the journey and attract attention in Farona. Look at you, Brid. You look like a boy with your hair so tightly knotted. No Belbidian lady would sit astride a horse and they definitely wouldn’t wear breeches. You look terrible.’

‘Such gallant words,’ she smiled sardonically.

Caspar had reflected that Brid looked exquisite whatever she wore. Her small elven features and startling green eyes held a mysterious magic and her smooth feminine lines certainly aroused his desires. She was physically beautiful but, more than that, her calm presence and her deep understanding made her soul beautiful too.

The Maiden had looked down at the old buckskin breeches worn through on the thighs. ‘I’m wearing decent riding clothes precisely so that I don’t hold you up,’ she retorted stiffly. ‘Besides I’m not riding to Farona just to please you with my looks. I’m going to seek out the lost runes of the cauldron and you wouldn’t know what they were if a druid painted them on your face.’

‘I still think it’s too dangerous for you. You’re a girl; women are just not tough enough to ride out unaccompanied at times like this.’

‘I managed in the Dragon Scorch. That’s a good deal more treacherous than the civilized plains of Belbidia.’

‘But that’s the point: you didn’t manage. I had to rescue you.’

Brid tilted her neat nose skywards and then turned to smile at Caspar. The youth’s heart always missed a beat when the young Maiden looked into his eyes. ‘Is he always so infuriating?’

Caspar had laughed but the sound had stuck in his throat like an ear of barley. He didn’t even have time to raise his bow. As they pushed through a blackthorn thicket, the dancing tune of a blackbird thrilled the air. It wasn’t until a split second later that he realized the notes were a little flat and slightly breathy. A dozen men fell from the branches above, thumping down on the ground, all their hands grappling for Brid.

Wrapped in reindeer hide and with only black bear skins covering their naked chests, Caspar recognized them immediately as Vaalakans. His fiery colt reared and lashed out with pale hooves at the shrieking warriors brandishing their double-bladed war-cleavers. He had an arrow slotted to his bow but he couldn’t get a clean shot without risking Brid. As the warriors snatched at her, she twisted her bay mare round, kicking and lashing out with her small booted feet. Finally Caspar managed to loose two arrows into the blur of flailing Vaalakan arms as the flash of Hal’s sword beat through the ranks. At last the raven-haired youth cut a path to the Maiden’s side, his horse thumping against the flank of the bay.

‘Cut hard back towards the Silversalmon,’ Caspar shrieked, suddenly seeing a way clear for his uncle to get the girl away from the enemy’s reach and onto the road where they could gallop to safety. The Vaalakans clawed at her throat, fighting to strip the moonstone from her neck. He loosed a flurry of arrows, some spitting the Vaalakan warriors, the bloody ruin to their torsos more gruesomely obvious without any shirt to hide the wounds. If he could just cover Hal’s back, the dark-haired youth could get Brid away. His aim was hindered by his colt rearing and bucking beneath him but at least Firecracker’s lethal hooves kept the Vaalakans at a healthy distance from him.

‘Cut towards the river,’ he yelled as he wrenched the cat-gut taut, drawing it back towards his chin. A Vaalakan raised his arm to sweep his great battle axe at Hal’s thigh. Just as the muscle of the Northman’s upper arm contracted into one thick wedge of tissue, Caspar’s arrow-shaft pierced the bulge of his biceps. With Hal protectively covering her back, Brid thumped her heels into the bay and disappeared into the trees. Caspar loosed another arrow at the back of a Vaalakan warrior who lunged after them in pursuit. He fell in his tracks as the quarrel lodged between two vertebrae. Brid and Hal would make it now; he was certain.

‘Gallop for the plains. Meet … beech copse … ox- … Silversalmon. Ride for –’ Hal’s words filtered through the trees, half lost in the guttural shrieks of the Vaalakans closing in on him. Caspar wheeled his colt in a tight circle and looked back towards the chaos of berserk Vaalakans. He pulled Firecracker onto his haunches, halting the roan in his tracks, so that he half-reared before twisting round into the frenzied mall of the ambush.

An arm clawed out of the forest of axes. Caspar could hear the snarling, bestial growls of the Vaalakan tongue as something grabbed his boot. He jabbed back frantically with his heel but the coarse hand tightened its grip and the biceps on the Vaalakan’s bare arms contracted into a solid slab of muscle. The horns of the warrior’s helmet stabbed up at him above the grimace of a hideous blood-thirsty face.

‘Get away. Get off me!’ It was a futile desperate cry. The boy lashed out with his heel while Firecracker reared and thrashed the air with his forelegs, shrieking like a demon. The Vaalakan’s grip lessened fractionally and the boy was able to muster his panicked senses enough to get a clear aim with his bow. The enemy hand raked at Caspar’s thigh, half-dragging him from the saddle. Struggling to notch the crook of the arrow onto the bow-string, the Belbidian youth kicked madly whilst fighting to stay seated on the rearing horse. One of Firecracker’s raking hooves sliced his attacker. His expressionless face stared blankly at the boy. Watery blue eyes, set wide in pallid cheeks struck out from beneath the insipid white hair. The clouded pupils hazed in the mêlée of thrashing arms and whistling axes cleared and focused on the face of the young Belbidian, the expression changing to cold-hearted determination.

Caught in the horror of the stare, Caspar fumbled frantically with the bow but at last he managed to slot the arrow home onto the string. He wrenched back the cat-gut and held the string level with his chin for a split second before letting the arrow fly.

The Vaalakan’s jaw dropped open into the beginnings of a horrified scream but stuck fast as the arrow split his cheek and lodged into his palate. The warrior’s brawny hands sprang instantly to his speared face as he clutched at the arrow shaft and fell to the ground, kicking in agony.

Without waiting to see more, Caspar snatched up the reins and jerked Firecracker’s head round to face South, seeking any avenue of escape through the tightening circle of men. Axes surrounded him on all sides, steadily drawing in like a garrotte tightening on the neck of a sacrificial animal. He wheeled his horse around, searching for an escape route. The knot of Vaalakans tightened.

‘Ready Cracker?’ he hissed to his mount.

The cincture of ruddy faces and long blond hair wavered in and out of the close packed trees, but continued to close on him. The mantrap’s jaw was set to spring. Caspar spurred his heels into the red colt’s sides and, giving the animal his head, he charged at the southern rank of Vaalakans. He selected a single warrior, the shortest in front of him, checking that the Vaalakan brandished an axe rather than the longer reach of a pikestaff.

Caspar counted the strides: five, four, three. The Vaalakan stood his ground, drawing back the axe ready to take a cleaving swing at the war-horse’s chest. The boy touched his hand to his forehead where the old Crone had daubed the Runes of War. ‘Come on, Spar, confidence,’ he told himself, fixing the Vaalakan in the eye.

‘We can make it, Cracker,’ he yelled out loud to give himself courage whilst jabbing his heels into the animal’s sides, encouraging the horse to make the leap.

The Vaalakan had braced himself ready to confront a direct charge and seemed unprepared for the Belbidian to attempt to leap clear over him. He ducked down covering his head with his arms to protect himself from the scything hooves that skimmed his horned helmet.

Caspar was too intent on the man beneath him to notice the pikestaff that lanced out from the left. Its point scraped upwards along the leather of his boot and punctured the fleshy muscle of his calf. He instinctively clutched at the wound, roaring out in anger rather than pain, and pressing his horse on towards the plains.

‘Go on, Cracker,’ he urged through clenched teeth, guiding the agile colt to curve through the close packed trees. The fiery Oriaxian stallion flattened his ears in a determined effort to flee the ambush. Storming through the gaps in the trees, Caspar hunched low over the horse’s surging shoulders to avoid the whipping branches that skimmed over his head. As they struck the open road he pushed his hand up the red roan’s neck, allowing the animal to stretch out into a flat gallop. ‘Faster, Cracker, faster than the wind.’ The youth had no time to look behind him. Hal, he thought, said make for the plains, for the three beeches by the ox-bow in the Silversalmon. Brid and his uncle must be working through the trees ahead of him; he could hear the snapping branches and the thud of horses’ hooves. There was nothing else to do but ride on.

A cross-bow bolt skimmed past his ear. One tore a strip clean out of the horse’s war-cloth but they were moving too fast, dodging too quickly through the trees, for the enemy to get a clear shot. At a whistling gallop they had sped to the safety of the plains where he had waited impatiently by the beech trees. After the first long hour of fearful waiting, he had raced back several times to search the edge of the woods for his two companions. When he didn’t find them he dutifully returned to his allotted rendezvous.

But he had been waiting for several hours and now the canyon floor had succumbed to the darkness of night. Should he go back and search the woods just one more time? He had already ridden back and forth over the two miles that separated the ox-bow from the head of the canyon four, maybe five times. Each time he went back he had sensed the Vaalakan spies still lurking in the trees but he had been unable to find any sign of his companions.

Under the canopy of leaves it was already dark and from the edge of the woods he could hear uncanny noises; grunts and snuffles disturbing the undergrowth. The low breathy caw of a jay chilled his flesh; he instinctively knew its note was unnatural. Surely if the enemy spies were still prowling in the trees, they couldn’t have found Brid or Hal. He was certain that his companions had ridden out ahead of him, but why weren’t they waiting by the beeches? Perhaps they are wounded, lying face down in the mud, unable to move, slowly painfully dying, while I’m sitting here doing nothing, he despaired. But if I keep going back to look for them they might never find me. If Hal said to wait here, that’s what I must do.

He filled his lungs and cupped his hands to his mouth, mimicking the cry of a nightjar in the hope that Hal would recognize it as their private signal since childhood.

He let the cry wail out. The colt laid back his ears and tossed his head nervously.

‘Steady, Cracker.’ Caspar laid a hand on the animal’s neck, teasing out the sweat-tangled mat of hairs. The long wait had cooled the sweat to a crisp frost that knitted the stallion’s smooth hide into stiff spikes. Caspar tuned his ears for a reply but could hear little bar the rumble of the river rushing by; the whisper of the wind rustling through the last remaining leaves, which clung crisply to the tall majestic beeches; and a soaring sparrow-hawk pealing out its cry. Gradually night crept in and the birdsong ceased. The sound from the river seemed to swell, making the surrounding silence even more oppressive.

I can’t just stay here, he thought fretfully; but Hal said to wait. If I don’t, he’ll turn back into the trees to look for me and get ambushed again. Hal will come. I must wait till he comes.

He couldn’t even get back to the castle for help. He would have to return through the thick of the trees, forced off the road by the diverted Silversalmon, and in the dark alone he would have little chance of getting past the Vaalakans.

A screech from an owl split the night, making the fine hairs on the back of the boy’s neck prickle. The moon slid out from behind the silhouetted crags of the Yellow Mountains and battled through dark ribbons of cloud to shine wanly from behind the pinnacle of the Tor. The pale globe crowned the towers of Torra Alta, washing them in gossamer threads of silky white light. Caspar clearly understood why his ancient ancestors had dedicated their fortress to the Goddess and her Hand-Maiden, the Moon. Mesmerized by the vision of the Moon embracing Torra Alta, Caspar conjured a picture of the lone Tor as a giant, an enormous cloaked warrior, keeping constant vigil over the gateway to the North.

Firecracker snorted and backed up nervously, warning his master of a threatening presence nearby. The slight youth unhooked the ivory-inlaid bow from his back and slotted an arrow to the string, straining to listen for danger. The colt whickered, blowing a ghostly mist of warm breath into the night.

Two red eyes glinted in the dark. Both eyes glared directly forward but unlike the harmless eyes of a deer or ibex, these were the seeking eyes of a predator. Caspar stretched back the bow-string. The eyes stalked closer, betraying the stealthy approach of the nocturnal hunter. A mountain lion, Caspar thought. He steadied his breathing, preparing to take the shot, but just at that second, the eyes vanished into the black of the undergrowth. The boy felt cold sweat prickling along his spine as his self-control began to give way to an unnerved panic: he no longer knew where the animal might spring from.

He waited. The night was still again, all life swallowed into the emptiness except for the steady murmuring of the Silversalmon. Gradually his short anxious breaths relaxed, soothed by the heavy sighs from the colt who now dozed beneath him.

Then suddenly, tearing through the chilled silence, the mournful howl of a wolf panicked the horse into a fit of thrashing hooves. Firecracker reared, lashing at the blackness with his forelegs. Wheeling and bucking, he plunged against the restraining bit as Caspar fought to gain control. Any bolting horse could run in blind panic to smash its skull against trees or boulders and in the pitch of night it would certainly be lethal. He pulled the charger’s head round, trying to control the animal’s frenzied impulse to flee from its natural enemy. Soon the conditioned training of a war-horse conquered over natural instinct and the wild thrashing conformed to trained manoeuvres.

A wolf. The howl of a wolf. He was no longer afraid. If there had been more than one wolf there would have been an answering cry and no lone wolf would attack so large a prey without the support of its pack. He had Firecracker in hand now, keeping the animal firmly under control and concentrating its mind on
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