

Chapter 1

‘It’s not safe to leave it here.’ The priestess glanced warily at the mist surrounding the clearing.

‘Well, we can’t very well take it with us, can we, Brid? We’d need a wagon and a team of six to shift that great thing,’ Hal reasoned, his words sharp, resentful.

‘I’m not stupid, Hal. We’ll have to destroy it,’ the young maiden replied decisively.

‘Destroy it? That’s even more stupid! It’s half a ton of solid metal.’

‘Absolutely. But the runesword will shatter it.’

The dark youth looked uncertainly at the weapon, rotated it in his hand and eased his grip further into the quillons that spanned the hilt. He flexed the fingers of his left hand. His eyes fixed on the knotted red scar that had once been his little finger before Gatto’s mercenaries had severed it. ‘It may have shattered mail and badly forged blades, but that …’ He fixed on the solid mass of the rune-engraved cauldron. The black sooty metal looked as old and as solid as granite, contrasting dramatically with the sword’s bright steel.

‘You can’t destroy it. You haven’t told us what the runes say,’ Caspar objected. ‘I’ve got to know!’

Brid ignored him, her dazzling green eyes still warring with Hal’s.

Caspar bit his tongue and eyed the mist. Something was out there, lurking, he could feel it.

‘Destroy it!’ Brid ordered again.

The noble youth made no move to obey her. Instead he plucked up her clenched fist and soothed the back of her hand with surprising tenderness. ‘After last night you could be a little sweeter with me.’

‘Hal!’ Brid looked exasperated but there was a faint flicker of pleasure in her eyes before she suddenly stiffened. ‘That didn’t mean anything. I needed the magic, that was all. I wanted to enhance the elemental powers released by sacrificing myself to you.’

‘Sacrificing?’ Hal’s voice was teasing. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes!’ Brid glared at the handsome raven-haired youth for a long hard moment and then laughed lightly. ‘But fortunately I didn’t have to in the end, did I? Really, Hal, we haven’t got time for this. Please do as I ask.’

He bowed gallantly, grinned and turned his attention to the sword. The taut contoured muscles of his face flexed along his jawbone as he approached the cauldron, both hands firmly gripping the hilt of the broadsword. The pearly light of dawn danced on the runes engraved along its length as the youth swung it around his lithe body. His graceful movements, enhanced by the hazy light, made him look like a warrior stepping out from a book of legends. Seven paces from the cauldron, he leapt forward, the rage of determination screeching from his lungs, swirling the sword back in readiness to smite the soot-black iron of the great cauldron.

Caspar clapped his hands to his ears as the pain of the noise slammed into his head. A splinter of bright metal ricocheted out into the glade. The cauldron appeared unmarked but a chip had broken off the edge of the runesword. Hal was on his knees, staring with horrified shock at his damaged sword. Brid’s hands clapped to her mouth and her brilliant eyes were momentarily startled but she quickly wiped away the alarmed expression.

‘You weren’t clear in your mind, Hal. Give me the sword. We have to destroy the cauldron.’

‘No!’

‘Give it to me!’

‘No! Haven’t you done enough harm already? You’ve already ruined the runes of war!’ He ran his fingers lightly over the nick in the sword’s edge. A dark ball of liquid appeared on one of his fingers and smeared across the bright metal.

A rare look of self-doubt clouded Brid’s face. ‘It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have stirred the potion with the runesword. But I’m sure I didn’t spoil the runes of war,’ she flashed hotly at Hal, defending herself.

Again Hal’s anger flared in his eyes as he remembered how Brid had inadvertently altered the runes on his sword by using it to stir the contents of the cauldron. The runes emblazoned on the fuller were now blood-red and extra symbols had appeared. Brid had called them the runes of sorcery. At the precise moment they had been drawn from the cauldron’s spell-womb Caspar had first sensed the malevolence prowling in the mist.

‘Look at it! Look what you’ve done!’ Hal was shouting now. ‘You’ve broken it!’

‘It’s not broken; it’s chipped and it’s only a tiny chip on the edge. Now, give it to me!’ The dark youth stood up but, rather than handing the sword to Brid, he let it fall ungraciously to the ground. Stooping she grasped the hilt of the weapon. The length of the blade seemed almost as long as her body and the tip dragged in the earth as she pulled at the hilt.

A sardonic smile lifted one corner of Hal’s mouth. ‘Oh come on, Brid, what are you playing at? You can’t even lift it.’ He placed his hand on the sword, arresting her efforts. ‘Why don’t you tell me how to focus my mind and let me have another go?’

The stubbornness was sliding away from his voice and reason filled its place. He raised a questioning eyebrow at her and finally her resolve softened. Her arms sank down to let the earth bear more of the sword’s weight.

Hal eased her fingers from the ornate hilt and drew the sword up. ‘Right that’s better. Now, tell me what to do.’

Brid brushed herself down and smiled. ‘When you’re not being stubborn, there’s a lot of hope for you,’ she said. ‘Now look. Read the runes on the blade and it’ll help.’ She pointed them out one by one. ‘Ignore the runes of sorcery and concentrate on the others. Most of them are vicious hateful runes. Runes of revenge, runes of hatred, runes of victory, runes of maiming and this one is [image: ] Tiw’s rune, dedicated only to war.’

Hal fixed his eyes on the sigil and nodded. Caspar looked at the rune over Hal’s shoulder. ‘It looks like an arrow,’ he observed.

‘Until now you have used the sword without understanding,’ Brid continued to lecture the raven-dark youth. ‘But this rune here is the rune [image: ] Nyd, the rune of necessity or need. You cannot use hatred against another artefact of the Great Mother so you must concentrate through the rune of need. You wish to destroy the cauldron because you must and not because it is your enemy. Focus through that rune and when you strike the cauldron, strike with the part of the blade that’s level with it.’

Hal fingered the plain geometric pattern near the hilt of the blade. ‘Do you really think a rune will make any difference? If I strike so near the hilt, I can’t drive as much power through the sword.’

‘It’ll make all the difference. Think through the rune. Try and free yourself from all the other aggressive, cold feelings of hatred that the sword induces. Think only that you must do this for the greater good.’

The youth nodded and grinned. ‘If the sword breaks in two, I’ll never forgive you.’

‘Trust me,’ she smiled back.

‘Yeah!’ He let the tip of the sword rest on the ground and took slow deep breaths, concentrating his energies before drawing his arms back and pacing towards the cauldron. With nothing more than a grunt of effort, he twisted the blade and brought it down heavily on the cauldron’s rim. Dust and smuts filled the air and somewhere at the back of his mind Caspar heard an intensely sorrowful song. The song of the sword at last, he thought; it was the saddest sound he had ever heard.

As the dust settled, Caspar looked for the cauldron but it had gone. All that was left was a heap of slag and soot. Hal was coughing on his knees. One hand gripped the sword and the other clutched his side. Blood oozed between his fingers. Brid rushed to him, reaching him only a moment before Caspar.

‘Are you all right, Hal?’ Caspar asked anxiously.

‘You do ask stupid questions,’ Hal spluttered and the younger boy could see the tense lines of pain in his uncle’s grimace. ‘The wound in my side has reopened so what do you think?’

Brid eased up his shirt to examine the bloody gash. ‘It’s not too bad; it’s just where the scab’s torn apart a little. Try not to stretch your side too much,’ she advised as she bound the wound with a strip of cloth from her shirt.

‘Try not to move too much, she says, when she’s just got me to charge around, smashing up a mammoth-sized cauldron.’

Brid stirred the dust of the cauldron with her toe and looked at it ruefully. ‘I’m sorry, Great Mother. I had to do it. The Keepers have abandoned their duty. There was no one left to guard the cauldron; no one left to protect the knowledge of the Druid’s Egg; I couldn’t leave it.’

Hal took a moment to admire the sword as if savouring his mighty feat of destruction. ‘We should go,’ he boomed, his muscles still twitching with the after-shimmer of power bestowed on him by the runesword. He spoke like a warrior-chief, every word an order.

‘I’m not ready,’ Brid defied him.

A look of exasperation crossed Hal’s dark face.

Caspar was getting impatient. Brid had ignored him ever since she had deciphered the cauldron’s runes and still refused to tell him what they said. He had been unable to read the esoteric writing on the bottom of the cauldron and knew only that it told of the Egg, a great talisman that the Goddess said would save his mother. It had dark powers, a sorcery that Caspar did not understand, but it was the only means to rescue Keridwen and restore the Trinity of high priestesses. And once the Trinity was reunited, the Great Mother had vowed to repel the Vaalakans from the borders of Belbidia and so save Caspar’s home, and birthright, the frontier castle of Torra Alta, from destruction.

Caspar’s heart caught in his throat as he thought of his mother incarcerated in the cold heart of the Vaalakan glacier, at the mercy of the evil Ice-God, Vaal-Peor. The magical eye of the moonstone had unveiled more than the reality of her torturous, deathlike state. It had revealed a radiant vibrant woman with red hair swirling about her shoulders and piercing violet eyes welling with love from her soul.

His father had been stricken with grief at her loss. Though Baron Branwolf had filled the bleak wilderness of his loneliness with a stream of smiling feminine faces, he had never again found a love to match the one he shared with Caspar’s flame-haired mother. At about that time, King Rewik outlawed the Old Faith from Belbidia thus forcing Branwolf to suppress all mention of Keridwen’s pagan status. If she had been found alive, preaching the word of the Great Mother, she would have been branded a witch and burnt at the stake. Caspar had been brought up in the New Faith, oblivious to his mother’s heresy, and had learnt only recently that she had been a high priestess of the Old Faith.

‘I will have no more delays. We must get back to Ceowulf and Cybillia,’ Hal demanded loudly at Brid’s back.

The Maiden was hurriedly searching for her herb scrip that she had mislaid in the spell-casting frenzy of the previous evening. She completely ignored Hal, who was now impatiently preparing the horses and cursing at Trog, the white terrier that had joined their retinue. ‘We haven’t got forever, Brid. The Great Mother only bestowed the runes of war on Torra Alta for three seasons. That was at the end of Shedding. It’s already taken us two months to find the cauldron and we’ve only got until the last day of Fallow, or had you forgotten? At this rate it’ll be another month before we even get out of this wretched yew forest.’

‘I can’t go until I’ve got my herb scrip. I can’t leave this clearing and pass through the mist while I’m awake. I need Faronan henbane and Salisian wolfsbane to cloak my mind in sleep before I put one toe in the mist.’

Hal looked at her as if she were mad. ‘What’s so fearsome about the mist and why do –?’

‘Can’t you feel them?’ Caspar interrupted his uncle, his voice catching in his throat.

The pagan priestess flicked her eyes warily towards the eerie dun cloud that surrounded the glade. ‘The runes of sorcery on the sword have stirred bestial ghosts from the Otherworld. The parallel world of spirit is close. Something knows we are searching for the talisman and they desire that power for themselves.’

Hal sheathed his sword and the blazing anger in his eyes subsided though he still refused to join the search for the herb scrip. The terrier, however, was greatly enjoying snuffling through the crisp bracken alongside Brid, who was on her hands and knees now, combing the undergrowth. The dog evidently found it a great game.

‘I still don’t see why you have to be asleep,’ Hal said more reasonably.

‘I can’t pass through the mist awake, because I know what’s written on the cauldron. Don’t you remember what it was like when we first entered the mist? The way it seeped into our minds, forcing us to share each other’s thoughts? I can’t allow my knowledge of the cauldron’s runes to be shared with those creatures out there.’

‘So that’s why you’ve spent all night copying down the details from the cauldron and refused to tell us what they mean!’ Caspar exclaimed, suddenly enlightened. He recalled how she had used the back of his map and a stick of charcoal to trace out a complicated design of squares, crescents, circles and runic letters.

Brid looked at him as if he had been a little slow to understand. ‘Of course! Now help me find my scrip.’

Hal was pacified for a little while but when the search was still fruitless his patience failed. ‘It’s late Fogmoon now which means the castle only has a little over seven months before the runes on the heartstone fail. Are we to spend every day of those seven months here? Can’t you use anything else to put your mind to sleep?’

‘You could hit me over the head I suppose, Hal, but really I’d rather you didn’t.’ Brid smiled sarcastically.

‘I’m hungry,’ Hal continued to complain. ‘And we haven’t got time to waste. If the Great Goddess really wanted to protect us, She would have given us the runes unconditionally.’

Caspar sighed. ‘Who are we to judge the deeds of Gods?’

Hal spat disgustedly. ‘Spar, you sound worse than Father Gwion with his incessant sermonizing about the New Faith.’ He kicked through the dusty remains of the cauldron and glared at the young auburn-haired youth. ‘It must be in your blood, all this sanctimonious preaching; I can’t bear it.’

Caspar sulked. Gwion might be his mother’s brother but he was nothing like the self-righteous priest. The youth withdrew into the vivid landscape of his own thoughts. Hal’s temper and irreverent words had unnerved him. He couldn’t listen to any more of it.

‘Trog, no!’ Brid shouted, suddenly chasing after the white dog. ‘No! Drop it! Give it to me!’

Caspar was relieved that at last they had found Brid’s herb scrip but despaired when none of them could catch Trog. The Ophidian snake-catcher was running in delighted circles around them, tossing the scrip into the air and snapping at it with his long white fangs. Gleefully he scattered herbs and various articles of divination, including a bat’s wing and what Caspar imagined to be tails of mice and the claw of an owl.

Hal’s nose wrinkled at the sight of the withered fragments and Brid wailed. ‘Trog, you stupid dog, look what you’re doing.’ She fell to her knees and scrambled about in the short tufts of grass that managed to grow in the shade of the trees, gathering up the strewn objects and muttering as she went. ‘Bladderwort, saxifrage, loosestrife, melilot … good, more loosestrife, wolfsbane.’ She twirled a purple veined stem in her hand and then stopped short as she sifted through the remaining herbs. ‘Oh Mother!’ She looked up in horror at the dog who was dancing triumphantly away from Caspar. The youth was chasing after him as the terrier chomped on something in his mouth. ‘Oh Mother! He’s eating it! Hal, get that dog; he’s eating the Faronan henbane!’

She raced after the terrier who skipped from left to right, pausing briefly on his short tautly sprung legs before bounding away just as Caspar’s fingers brushed against his tail.

‘Trog, stop. Come here; it’s not a game. Drop it! Drop it!’

The dog’s dark slit eyes gleamed wickedly back at them. He turned to leap out of reach but stumbled, shovelling his blunt nose into the dirt. Lifting his head, he swayed and staggered a few ungainly paces before collapsing, his breath coming short and sharp. Pitifully he wagged his tail as Brid approached. ‘Oh Trog! What have you done?’ she sighed sorrowfully.

The three companions stood over the dog and stared down forlornly as the animal began to snore.

‘Will he be all right?’ Caspar asked anxiously.

‘He’ll sleep for a week I should think, but most of what he’s eaten won’t do him any harm. At least he didn’t touch the ergot wheat, or the dragonfire or the wolfsbane, but he’s eaten the woundwort, the hyssop and, worst of all, the henbane.’

‘Won’t that just make him sleep?’ Caspar was fascinated by Brid’s skilful magic.

‘Yes, it’ll make him sleep but –’

‘But you were going to take it to empty your mind,’ Hal finished for her. ‘Faronan henbane and a tiny bit of Salisian wolfsbane, you said. Can’t you just use the wolfsbane?’

Brid looked pale beneath the smooth bronze of her skin. ‘I suppose I’ll have to. Wolfsbane’s poisonous but without Faronan henbane there’s no alternative and I’ll have to take a lot more of it to have the desired effect. Well,’ she sighed as if steeling her resolve, ‘let’s get ready.’

Caspar pulled her round to face him. Red blotches appeared on Brid’s arms where his anxious fingers dug into her flesh. ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ he demanded, tightening his knuckles.

She prised him off and snapped tartly, ‘Oh Caspar, it’ll make me sick, that’s all. And I’d rather be a little nauseous than have my mind devoured by whatever’s out there.’ She pushed him further before instructing them what to do once she became unconscious.

‘Yes, Brid, of course we understand,’ Hal snapped impatiently as she finished. ‘Is this self-inflicted illness of yours going to be gruesomely awful? Because if I’m going to carry you out of here I don’t want …’ His words petered out as she turned away.

Brid wasn’t listening. She swallowed hard then moistened her dry lips before taking a mouthful of Salisian wolfsbane. Dipping her cupped hand into the stream, she scooped up some water and gulped it down, washing the poisonous herb into her system. She sat perfectly still for just a moment, then began to rock back and forth, her head swaying before she was gripped by spasmic coughs. She fell writhing to the ground. Her throat and face turned a deep puce and a thick foaming tongue choked her mouth. She coughed and retched and clawed at her mouth, her eyes bulging in pain.

‘Brid! Brid!’ Caspar cried pitifully, grabbing the Maiden’s arms to prevent her from shredding her skin with her nails. But gradually the violence of her convulsions lessened and she lay still, eyes wide, pupils rolled back, the whites ridged by deep red blood vessels. Caspar leant forward and pressed his head to her chest. He could hear nothing for his rasping breath. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead. He held his breath and at last there it was; the flutter of a faint, rapid heartbeat.

‘Oh Hal! She’s only just with us.’

Hal’s forehead grooved into lines of concern but his voice was steady. ‘Time to leave. My mare will be steadier than Cracker. Lift her up to me and we’ll get out of here.’

Biting back his fears, Caspar passed the Maiden’s limp form up to his uncle before checking that the drugged dog was securely fastened to his own fiery steed. Now that Brid was no longer awake, he felt vastly more vulnerable, guessing that her waking presence had been shielding him from the threat in the mist.

The raven-haired youth grasped the girl firmly around the waist and nodded at Caspar, ‘Lead on, nephew, future Baron of Torra Alta. Deliver us from this place of ghouls.’

Firecracker shrieked out a wild fiendish whinny and reared, hooves slashing at the insubstantial form of the mist. The freckled youth spurred his heels into the animal’s side. Fearing what the runes of sorcery had awoken, he gritted his teeth and braced himself for what he might find in the irksome mist.

At first he sensed nothing. His horse’s jangling curb-chains seemed shockingly loud, like the chime of a leper’s bell, and he felt like an intruder in the murk-filled world. Slices of mist clung to his skin, damp and cold, creeping into his pores, invading his body. Swirling drifts massed around his head, befogging his vision and when he turned to look back at Hal, he could only just discern a dim shadow, half-eaten by the mist.

‘Spar!’ Hal’s voice came muffled through the ground-hugging cloud. ‘Keep going. I’m right with you!’ Then suddenly his voice was startlingly clear. ‘Keep talking to me, Spar,’ Hal spoke in his head. ‘I’m right with you.’

Caspar tried to concentrate on his uncle rather than contemplating what might be in the mist. Hal’s mind leapt from one thought to the next, snatching glimpses of Torra Alta and of Baron Branwolf fighting alongside his men with a long-bow in his fists. Archers fired flaming arrows down into a deep canyon; Vaalakans screamed. They were wishful thoughts where Hal yearned to be: battling alongside his older half-brother, rather than here in Caldea searching for the Egg.

‘Don’t think about it. Think of something else, anything else, but don’t think about it,’ Caspar warned.

Hal’s mind turned to the Maiden in his arms. Brid’s contorted face and wall-eyed look filled him with a sense of sinister evil, the remnants of ingrained fear of the pagan people clouding his reason. Fleetingly, he imagined her withering until she was like an old witch, possessed of the Devil. Then she was beautiful and vibrant, free and wild, full of the promise of blossoming youth.

Surging emotion howled and Hal’s mind flooded red. Caspar’s unbridled love screamed jealously green and for a while the two colours roiled in tempestuous conflict before slowly the colours faded until it was as if they had never been.

Hal’s image of Brid melted and the form of another beautiful maiden filled his thoughts. Her eyes were dusky smudges of colour, like the hazy sky in the full heat of harvest, and long rippling waves of rich golden hair framed her pale face. The image distorted and coloured red. Her glorious hair was now cropped to short spikes of grimy stubble. Her skin was soiled and bruised and the scars … Knotted raised weals puckered her cheeks where the pagan stellate symbol had been carved into her flesh.

Cybillia, poor Cybillia! For her the stigma of the pentagram on her face was worse than death itself. The daughter of the Baron of Jotunn, she came from lowland Belbidia where all men and women, peasant or noble, were true to the New Faith. Hal jerked at her pain and self-loathing. The image of her disfigured face soured his thoughts and filled his mind with guilt-laced revulsion. He turned back to gaze at the Maiden.

‘No!’ Caspar railed against the thought. ‘You can’t have her!’ And then his mind was racing, galloping across grassy plains beneath a beating sun and he realized that his thoughts had melded with the bestial emotions of his horse.

Their minds galloped wildly, weaving through scrubby bushes, chasing, desiring, warring with guiltless savagery. A shadow swept over them at twice their speed, drinking up the sun’s heat, obliterating thought and drowning comfort in a fearful stampeding panic. He was in the misty yew forest now, the urge to bolt, to crash through the overhanging branches, overwhelming. He grappled to throw off his instincts and pull away from the herd. Desperately he struggled for his individual self, grasping for the fresh air of logic.

Hal’s calm mind was with him now, guarding him, shielding him from the malevolence stalking them through the mist. But still something cold crystallized in the boy’s mind. Appalling cold. The frost of death was creeping through his veins. Needles of ice pricked at his eyes, stabbed at his ears, pierced his mind, delving for the secrets of his soul, seeking the knowledge of the Egg.

Hal’s red anger lashed out and beat at the blue terror of the cold.

Firecracker’s wild shriek of fright shattered the stillness of the muffling mist, breaking through the barriers of their minds. The horse reared and slashed at the air, throwing Caspar forward against the stallion’s neck. For a brief second he thought he saw a more solid whiteness in the mist. Above it, the point of a single horn was just visible through the swirling shroud. Caspar began to shake. He tried to tell himself that the white was merely the mist and the darker lancelike horn no more than a dead branch, but the deathly cold remained.

The fierce warmth of Hal’s emotions charged through his mind one last time and then he could hear nothing but the roar of Hal’s voice bellowing out the Torra Altan battle-cry. Pride in his noble ancestry brought heat to the boy’s soul and he joined his uncle in the fearsome war-song. A streak of bright metal flashed through the cloying mist. He could see the runesword and the shape of the black markings on Hal’s piebald mare became clear.

‘I’m with you, Spar. Just keeping talking. We’ll soon be out of the mist,’ said Hal in matter-of-fact tones.

Gradually the shrouding vapours rolled away and they eased into the stillness of the drowsy yew forest. The fear of the unnatural creature was gone and the eerie sense of spell-craft that had charged the air diffused into the healthy reality of the late autumn morning. A squirrel, startled by their approach, spiralled up the dusky-brown bark of an ancient yew and vanished into the dark green canopy, its chattering cry scolding them for their rude intrusion into its territory. Caspar’s memory of the malevolence in the mist drifted to the back of his mind. He sensed it dimly, only as he might remember a dream at the point of waking, recollecting little of what happened but still left with the lingering stain of dark emotion.

He urged Firecracker to a faster pace, winding and dipping between branches that dragged at his clothing and teased his hair. Morning light slid through the trees and up ahead he could clearly see the edge of the forest. Caspar drew a deep breath and filled his lungs with the fresh air. At last free from the trees, his gaze stretched out over the smooth rolling downs of Caldea, Belbidia’s southernmost barony, and across a grey-green sea to where the distant twin peaks of the Hespera Islands crowned the western horizon. With the morning sun warming his back, he looked down as his long shadow stretched out across the springy grass.

For the briefest of seconds a cloud swallowed his spindly shadow, a rearing shape enveloping his long sticklike image. Then the sea-breeze stirred the air and the image was gone. Scudding clouds raced away across the sky and with relief the boy felt the warmth of the sun soak through the supple leather of his jacket.

A branch snapped behind him. He jumped round, startled, convinced that the presence still hovered at his back. But it was only Hal as his horse brushed apart the last of the dark green brooms of yew to join him in the open. They pressed their heels to their horses’ flanks and with Brid bouncing awkwardly in Hal’s arms, they cantered south over the downs and through the regimented strips of Caldea’s famous vineyards. Finally they sped across the dirt road that linked the port of Ildros to the Baron of Caldea’s castle at Tartra and on towards a thicket of blackthorns that were crowded round the convex rise of a distant chalky down. Two figures greeted them: a tall bulky man leaning heavily for support on the shoulder of a spiky-haired girl.

Caspar reined in at the very last possible moment and slid from his horse, the hot-blooded red roan dancing round at the end of his reins. With a confident air of one totally at ease with horsemanship, the boy steadied his steed and unbuckled the straps that secured Trog’s heavy slumped mass to the cantle of the saddle. He dragged the white dog over the horse’s back and let him thump to the ground before turning to greet Ceowulf and Cybillia.

‘We were worried,’ the solidly built knight greeted them quietly. A look of pain still covered his face and he clutched at his shoulder where a throwing axe had hacked into his upper ribcage. It was obviously still painful for him to breathe and he leant heavily on the tall slender girl, who carefully kept her face turned away to prevent them from scrutinizing her scarred cheek.

Ceowulf watched silently as Hal and the two heavy-boned war-horses thundered up the rise. Brid’s arms flailed helplessly in Hal’s embrace.

‘Brid! What’s happened to her?’ Ceowulf raised his arms to help ease the Maiden from the back of the piebald mare but flinched with pain and grasped at his shoulder. Caspar rushed to help and eased Brid’s poisoned body to the ground. The whites of her unseeing eyes, ridged with purplish blood vessels, stared at the four noble Belbidians. All, bar Caspar, grimaced.

‘May the good Lord have mercy. May He cleanse her soul of these demons,’ Cybillia prayed in alarm.

Caspar gave her a harsh look. ‘Don’t, Cybillia. Your God will do nothing to help her.’

‘What can we do to help?’ the dark, sunburnt knight asked insistently.

Cybillia bundled up two bearskin cloaks and handed them to Hal, making sure she kept her distance from Brid. He eased one under the Maiden’s light frame and wrapped the other skin warmly about her, all the time keeping his eyes averted from the agonized expression contorting her face.

‘She’s poisoned. I don’t know how long it’ll take to wear off. She told us specifically just to let her rest,’ he explained to the knight.

‘Poisoned! And the dog too! Why? Who poisoned them?’ Ceowulf’s face was anxious beneath his straight dark eyebrows and he scanned the western horizon as if looking for a ship that might be harbouring Vaalakan spies. Caspar shuddered at the thought of Kullak, the fiendish Vaalakan shaman, and the bear-like warrior, Scragg. It was hard to believe that it was only five days since the Vaalakans, their hired mercenaries and the traitor Ulf had attacked them.

‘She poisoned herself to forget the runes, because of the thing in the mist,’ Caspar blurted, realizing instantly that his words made no sense at all.

‘Heretical madness,’ Cybillia snorted, one hand pressed firmly against her scarred cheek to conceal the damaged skin.

‘Be quiet,’ Ceowulf ordered with surprising fierceness and Cybillia instantly deferred to the man’s authority. He turned back towards the two youths. ‘Now try to tell me what happened. Is she going to recover and what thing in the mist? Tell me quietly and steadily. Let’s see if you two hot-headed lads can make sense so I can decide what to do.’

Caspar liked Ceowulf even though he had been a mercenary for fifteen years, fighting foreign wars in the far south. There was something innately disloyal in offering your lance for the highest price but the man’s practical skills and easy manner made him an agreeable companion. Caspar sensed his uncle’s hackles rising at being ordered around, even though Ceowulf was of equal status, much older and more experienced.

‘There isn’t anything to do.’ The dark Torra Altan youth levelled with the swarthy Caldean knight. ‘Brid said we were to wait until she comes round.’ He sat down next to the Maiden as if proving his point. ‘And that’s what we’re going to do.’

‘Well, it had better not be too long,’ the knight said quietly. His face looked wan and dark smudges under his eyes betrayed the toll on his injured body. ‘Last night the sky was alive with strange colours and this morning we heard the great knell of a bell, a monstrous sound that pealed out across the downs. The Inquisitors may well have sailed for Dorsmouth on their way back to King Rewik’s court in Farona, but such strange and inexplicable commotions will alert them all too quickly.’

Hal’s distrustful expression changed and he looked eagerly at the youngest son of the Baron of Caldea. ‘If we come under your banner, will your father, Baron Cadros, help us?’

Ceowulf shrugged. ‘I very much doubt it. I haven’t seen him for fifteen years. He might welcome me but, more likely, he’ll cast me out. As a penniless free-lance, I would bring only disgrace to his house.’

‘But I thought …’ Caspar began, remembering the sight of the knight glistening in polished armour beneath the red and white chequered surcoat, when he had charged to their aid. ‘I thought you had already been to Tartra to claim your horse and colours.’

‘No, I risked a meeting with a friend, my old tutor Morgrimm, who purloined the horse and knightly paraphernalia. No, I couldn’t risk going to my father’s castle and neither can you. He and my brother are as devout as Rewik in their following of the New Faith.’

‘Quite right,’ Cybillia muttered under her breath, but Caspar was too busy worrying about Brid to defend the Old Faith.

‘We’ve got to get out of Belbidia before we make enemies of our own countrymen,’ Ceowulf continued. ‘Any ship that will take us away from Ildros will do.’

Hal shook his head. ‘We can’t go anywhere until Brid comes round. Unfortunately she’s the only one who knows where we’re supposed to be going.’

‘What? You mean …’ Ceowulf drew his hand up to his forehead and rubbed at his temples. ‘You’d better explain from the beginning.’

Caspar drew a deep breath and described the enormous Mother Cauldron and the intricate pattern wrought into its metal. Briefly, he explained that the flashes Ceowulf had witnessed were caused by the magic potions and roaring fire that Brid had conjured to coax the meaning of the runes from the cauldron’s mysterious design. Then in hushed tones, he described the mist and the malevolence they had sensed and how it tried to invade their thoughts.

‘If Trog hadn’t eaten all the Faronan henbane it would have been much easier,’ Caspar concluded the explanation.

The dog was still lying on his side, his breathing much calmer than the Maiden’s shallow rasped breaths. The animal’s white paws were twitching as if he were dreaming.

‘Ceowulf’s right; we should get out of here fast,’ Hal decided. ‘Since he’s unable to offer us safety at his father’s castle, we’ll have to buy passage on a merchant ship. It doesn’t much matter where we go: we just need to get out of here quickly before either the Inquisitors or the Vaalakans return. If Spar and I ride into town we could purchase a cart. We could put Brid in it and slip into the docks without too much trouble.’

They wasted no time in argument, but took Ceowulf’s advice to go to the nearest vineyard rather than into Ildros. They couldn’t afford to draw any more attention to themselves.

With Hal leading the borrowed cart-horse, the two Torra Altan youths galloped off. Before long they turned off the Tartra Road and down a track that squeezed between walled vineyards towards a large flint house with a low terracotta roof. Chickens and geese scratched in the earthy forecourt amongst wisps of straw that stirred in the lazy breeze. Two vast barns shaded the house and, through a crack in one rickety barn door, Caspar could see huge oak vats, which he presumed were used for fermenting wine. His attention was caught by a door to his left. It banged in the breeze and, through it, he glimpsed a two-wheeled open wagon amid a collection of broken barrels. Perfect, he thought to himself and followed Hal towards the shuttered farmhouse in search of the proprietor.

He was surprised that no one had come forward to meet them. Not even Firecracker’s hooves striking sparks on the cobbles in front of the flint house had brought any sign of life from the farmstead. Caspar had the uncomfortable feeling that the place was deserted.

‘Hello!’ Hal bellowed in a deepened voice. ‘Anyone at home? Hello!’

‘Helloo, helloo,’ a mocking voice called back and a man with a pudgy face and blank eyes looked down at them from the top of a wall. ‘Helloo, neeone a hooome.’ He giggled childishly.

‘Good morning,’ Hal addressed the man politely, though he himself seemed somewhat taken aback.

Caspar wondered what a fully grown man could usefully be doing sitting on top of a wall during the working part of the day but, noticing the man’s faraway expression and the slack drooling jaw, he surmised that he had to be simple. The man beat a stick rapidly against the wall before grinning at them and repeating, ‘Helloo.’

Hal sagely avoided repeating the greeting and grinned back at the childlike man. The simpleton flicked his head around like an owl and looked back at the dark youth, nodding gravely at his horse, Magpie.

‘Big horse!’

‘Yes, isn’t she?’ Hal replied soothingly. ‘Where is everyone? Is the master in?’

‘Don’t know. They told me to stay here.’ The man beat his stick against the wall more fervently. ‘I wanted to see the dead pig. The horse is killed, then the pig is killed too. Who killed it?’

‘I don’t know about the pig,’ Hal replied, beginning to sound a little edgy.

Then an anxious female voice shouted from behind the wall. ‘Lucky, just who’re you chattering to?’

‘Just two boys. They have horses,’ Lucky replied matter-of-factly.

‘Strangers! Lucky, you know you mustn’t talk to strangers.’ A young brunette appeared from behind the wall, dressed in a stained apron that was stretched over her swollen stomach. With a baby in her arms and heavy with child, she was obviously too preoccupied to bother with the killing of a pig.

Hal inclined his head politely. ‘Good morning.’

‘Morning,’ Caspar hurriedly followed his uncle’s example.

‘Who are you and what do you want?’ the woman demanded.

‘We’re a long way from home and one of our companions is ill. We need to buy a wagon because she can’t ride,’ Hal explained.

‘My husband is out and I’m not bartering with no strangers,’ she replied curtly. ‘Now go on, get out of here; we’ve got enough trouble as it is.’

‘First the horse and then the pig,’ the simpleton muttered to his stick.

‘Shut up, Lucky.’

‘They wouldn’t let me see the horse neither,’ Lucky gravely informed them. ‘He was all hacked up.’ He squinted defiantly at the pregnant woman when she gestured at him to be quiet. Slouching grumpily, he continued to disobey her. ‘They said it was all chopped up with an axe.’

The woman looked thunderously at Lucky but Caspar hardly noticed; the word axe jarred in his thoughts.

‘An axe!’ He turned towards the brunette woman as she struggled with the squirming baby.

She sighed resignedly as if deciding that these two polite Belbidian youths were unlikely to be any real threat. ‘Yes. It was shot through the head with a bolt and the rump was hacked out like someone had taken it for meat. Now, we don’t eat horse in these parts so we’re on the look out for vagrants or strangers who might do such a thing.’

‘We don’t eat horse either,’ Caspar hurriedly assured her. A shiver ran up and down his spine. A crossbow bolt and an axe! Brid was wrong, Kullak and Scragg must still be nearby. She had thought that they had fled Caldea but this suggested otherwise.

‘And we didn’t kill the pig,’ Hal promised her. ‘We just want a cart.’

‘I know you didn’t kill the pig.’ The woman’s tense face was half-curtained by a sheet of lank brown hair. ‘It weren’t a man that killed the pig. My lad found him early this morning. Our prize boar. His side’s been ripped open and he’s shredded with claw marks. It weren’t the work of a man; it were the work of a beast, a huge beast.’ She hugged protectively at the huge bulge of her stomach. ‘We’ve sent for the reeve. He’ll alert the town to look out for strangers. Evil times,’ she murmured fearfully. ‘May the good Lord protect us.’

Caspar looked at Hal as he tried to take in the meaning of the woman’s words. They couldn’t go into the port to buy their passage out of Caldea now. They would have to seek sanctuary in Caldea. Moreover the Vaalakan spies and a vast beast were abroad.

Hal was already turning Magpie and clattering out of the courtyard. Caspar burst past him and streaked recklessly through the vineyards and back towards the blackthorn thicket.

His only thought: to protect Brid.




Chapter 2

The willowy Jotunn maiden bravely held a dagger in her trembling hand. Ceowulf stood over Brid, his steel broadsword unsheathed and fiercely gripped in his left hand, his injury still preventing him from baring its weight in his sword-arm. Trog, on stumbling legs, swayed groggily, his hackles stiff and his short pricked ears pressed back onto his thick skull. With a relieved wave, Ceowulf stumbled forward to greet Caspar as he galloped up the rise.

‘What’s happened?’ the boy gasped, dropping Firecracker’s reins and running straight to where Brid lay wrapped protectively in the bearskin cloak. She was still asleep but her eyes had closed and her breathing was quieter.

‘It was strange. We didn’t see anything but the air was suddenly cold. It was just a feeling …,’ Ceowulf began. ‘Like the feeling you get when there’s a wyvern in the next valley. You can’t hear it or see it but you know it’s there.’

Hal thundered up the rise towards the blackthorn thicket and hauled Magpie to a halt before dismounting. He took one look around him and, without asking any questions, told them all to gather up their belongings.

‘I hope you’re fit to ride, Ceowulf. We’ve got to get out of here right now. We can’t go towards Ildros; the port authorities have been warned to stop and question all travellers. There’s talk of strange things abroad and with Brid like that we won’t stand a chance of getting through to the port.’

‘Steady on a bit, lad,’ the older knight started to object. ‘I think you should tell me what’s going on first.’

‘There isn’t time. I’ll tell you as we go,’ Hal told him firmly and the knight nodded his head in understanding and set about the task of gathering their belongings.

Hal threw a rug over the cart-horse and cinched it with a girth. Cybillia struggled to help Ceowulf strap his armour, bound neatly in cloth, onto the cart-horse’s back while Caspar caught Trog. Once he had secured the white Ophidian snake-catcher by a leash, he carefully organized his pack, stowing his ornate ivory-inlaid hunting bow with the various blankets and pans that they carried with them. He kept the plain holly and stagbone bow, which the woodsfolk from Oldhart Forest had given to him, ready to hand. It provided impressive range and accuracy and he prized it far above his more expensively crafted weapon. Once his pack was arranged, the youth turned towards the white terrier who was looking anxiously around at the bustle of activity.

‘Sorry, boy,’ Caspar told the drugged dog, ‘but you don’t look quite fit enough to run around yet. You’ll have to come with me.’ With Hal’s help Caspar lifted the terrier onto the back of his saddle.

‘I think we should leave him behind. He’s nothing but trouble,’ his uncle argued.

Caspar set his jaw decisively. ‘He saved Brid and me from the snakes when we crossed the sands; we can’t possibly leave him now.’

Hal didn’t answer but swirled round to look at Brid’s limp body. ‘We couldn’t get a cart so I’ll have to take her with me. Cybillia, you’ll be all right with Ceowulf?’

The girl nodded without argument and within a minute they were all set to ride.

Hal looked towards the sun-drenched mercenary. ‘We’re in your hands, Ceowulf. We can’t go to Tartra or Ildros and we can now presume the Vaalakan spies are still nearby. We’re in your barony; where can we hide out until Brid recovers?’

‘The marshes,’ the knight replied decisively as he slipped his right arm into a sling to ease the pressure on his injured shoulder. ‘There’s an old wildfowler there I can trust. We need to get off the road and keep heading south-east. If we can get there I can send word to Morgrimm. He has influence and should be able to help us with a passage.’

Cutting through the valleys and winding between the vineyards, it was slow going, avoiding the highways and farmsteads for fear of drawing attention. The time allowed Hal to tell the knight about the farm and the savaged pig.

Ceowulf nodded and explained in turn about the ice-cold wind that had whipped through the bare branches of the blackthorns. ‘I don’t understand what happened to you in the yew forest last night but you stirred up something. The air had the smell of wyvern about it – a sort of bitter taste, but there was silence too, absolute chilling silence. I thought it was my imagination until Cybillia sensed it as well.’

‘When Brid comes round perhaps she’ll be able to explain, but what we do know is that the Vaalakan shaman and that warrior Scragg are out there waiting for us,’ Hal said practically.

At the mention of the savage butchers who had mutilated her face and ravaged her body, the young Jotunn lady clung tightly to the comforting bulk of the Caldean knight. Ceowulf looped his reins round the pommel of his saddle and reached back with his one good arm to squeeze her hand reassuringly before turning to Hal. ‘At least you killed that moon-faced Torra Altan peasant – though you were, perhaps, a little extravagant.’

The Torra Altan youth growled in his throat and drew his dark brows together in a scowl. ‘That traitor. To think my brother gave him food and shelter and a worthwhile job. He was always so … gruesome, so macabre, but why would he turn against us like that? We looked after him. What could he have possibly gained by joining with the Vaalakans?’

‘Perhaps he enjoyed their barbaric mentality,’ Ceowulf suggested.

Hal shook his head. ‘He was too simple. They would have laughed at him.’

Caspar nodded at this conversation, keeping a tight grip on Firecracker’s reins as the high-stepping stallion plunged into his bit. ‘Maybe someone was using him, playing on his sick delights. Ulf was an idiot but really quite harmless. Someone else must have incited him. I know a few of the younger soldiers were concerned at my father restoring the Old Faith to the castle, but I can’t believe any would be so outraged as to turn against him for it. After all Father Gwion assured them that they could still worship the one true God if they pleased.’

‘Perhaps they didn’t trust him anymore,’ Hal mused. ‘He is your mother’s brother after all and many of the younger men might not have known she was a pagan. I mean, Keridwen did disappear over twelve years ago. If they didn’t know that, just like you and I didn’t know, they wouldn’t have known that Gwion had once been brought up in the ways of the Old Faith. They might not have liked him so much after finding that out. It does explain why King Rewik’s bishops refused to promote him even though he was related to a baron. Think about it, Spar.’ Hal’s olive eyes searched the violet-blue of his nephew’s. ‘Branwolf returns to Torra Alta with two high priestesses and Gwion rants and raves that they should be burnt. Then quite suddenly, when he realizes that he needs them to rescue his sister, he accepts them into the castle. Many men may feel that a chaplain’s loyalty should be to his God first, not his sister. Some might feel that it was their duty to rid the castle of the heretical Old Faith because their chaplain had failed to do so.’

‘I agree,’ Caspar gravely nodded, giving the cart-horse a quick jerk with the lead-rein to remind the animal to stop lagging. ‘And Ulf could not be working alone: you said he kept mentioning someone called the Master. So whoever this Master is probably incited him to the treacherous betrayal … and the Master could still be after Brid.’

‘The Master,’ Hal echoed pensively.

Ceowulf looked at him blankly.

‘First, the Vaalakan I killed in the Dragon Scorch and then Ulf; they both referred to someone called the Master,’ Hal explained.

‘Possibly a swordsman then. At home our chief sword master was referred to simply as the Master.’

‘Hmm, but not in Torra Alta,’ Caspar broke in. ‘There, it’s a general term of respect. Hal and I and even the poor old engineer who looked after the well, we were all called Master. Master Catrik …,’ he sighed regretfully, mourning the loss of the old man who had been so much a part of their childhood. He couldn’t help letting the corner of his mouth curl up as he thought of how the old Wellmaster had always had some proverb to fit every occasion. But he had died after being injured, trying to rescue him in the Torra Altan caverns. They all fell silent for a while, contemplating the brutality of the past events. Caspar looked edgily around him at the sweeping downs, wary of any ambush.

Ceowulf studied him. ‘You don’t need to worry so much. The mercenaries have gone and there were only two Vaalakans. I might have injured my sword-arm but we’d still be a match for them. After all one of them is a shaman, you say, only some kind of tribal priest.’

Hal looked down ruefully at his sword. Sheathed in its plain scabbard, it bounced against Magpie’s back and Caspar knew that his uncle was thinking about the chink in the blade’s edge. He wondered whether Hal’s confidence was similarly damaged and if that would affect the power of the sword.

‘I wish Brid would wake up,’ Caspar sighed, looking at the Maiden’s lolling head, as it rubbed against Hal’s shoulder. ‘We need her.’

The dark solid knight looked at Brid and murmured, ‘The world needs her.’ He seemed taken aback by his own words.

Caspar stared at him in surprise, wondering why such a practical, war-hardened free-lance would say such a thing. ‘The world needs her? What do you mean?’

The Caldean nobleman shrugged, ‘I don’t know. The thought just came to me. Something that one of my tutors used to say. A long time ago when I was about your age I had three teachers. The one I saw most often made me learn literally word for word the holy scriptures of the Book. It seems my father was intent on me becoming a man of God. He was a rigid inflexible man and what always seemed strange to me was he didn’t seem to care what the words meant. He was merely intent on stuffing my mind full of words so that I could quote them chapter and verse.’

‘Well, at least that impressed King Rewik,’ the freckled youth remarked, turning Firecracker in a circle to keep the hot-headed stallion level with the rest of the company.

‘It’s funny how words can impress even when their meaning is lost,’ the knight agreed. ‘Then there was my second tutor. He was a man of many talents. He taught me courtly sophistication, the rituals of protocol, the history of our country as well as the layout of the world and the major languages of the Caballan Sea.’

‘We had much the same schooling,’ Caspar said, ‘though archery and strategic warfare were of greater importance in Torra Alta and I fear I never mastered any of the languages.’

‘My third tutor, though, he really understood the world.’ There was a sparkle in Ceowulf’s dark brown eyes and the corners of his mouth lifted, creasing the edges of his eyes, where the harshness of the southern skies had prematurely toughened the skin. ‘Morgrimm not only taught me the meanings of the Book but also explained much about the Old Faith and its secrets. He knew a good deal about it and though he truly worshipped the one true God there was a sparkle in his eyes when he spoke of the old ways. It seemed that much of his soul still belonged in the clutches of the Great Goddess. He used to say that man depended on the one true God but that the Earth depended on the worship of the Great Mother. Though he’s always appeared outwardly disapproving of anything I do, he was the one who fetched Sorcerer for me and, once we get to the wildfowler’s, I shall send for his help again.’

‘Are you sure we can trust them – Morgrimm and this wildfowler fellow?’ Hal asked sceptically.

‘Mallart and his wife Aida live deep in the marshes. It’s a secluded place and I often visited them in my childhood. They’re loyal and good-hearted. I’d trust them with my soul and Mallart will go into Tartra to fetch Morgrimm for me. I daren’t trust any common messenger now, like I did last time. And although Morgrimm might be stern and disapproving, he won’t betray Brid and if she doesn’t wake up soon he may be able to help her recover. We need her. She must understand what’s happening here in Caldea. Ever since last night, it’s as if we’ve awoken something that’s too mysterious or awesome for us to comprehend. We need her to show us how to protect ourselves.’

‘The runes of sorcery,’ Caspar muttered. ‘She said she had miscast her spell and then the new runes appeared on the great sword. She said they evoked an ancient magic.’ He shuddered.

They rode on for over two leagues before Hal started to complain that his arm ached from holding Brid. They decided they should stop and rest at the next chalk stream where they could water the horses. There was little by way of sustenance left except for some cold spit-roasted rabbit and Caspar still felt hungry after they had divided out the meagre rations. Hal had laid Brid down on the ground, easing his cloak under her head as a pillow. She was breathing softly and Caspar crept over to her and pressed his head against her chest to listen to the rhythm of her heart. The pulse was still a little weak and unnaturally fast but it was stronger than before. Then he felt another life-force beating strongly, an entity full of energy, and the boy remembered the moonstone secured in a lattice leather pouch strung around the girl’s neck. Guiltily he slid his hand inside the soft folds of her shirt and Hal flashed him a look of thunder.

‘What do you think you are doing?’ Jealous possessiveness darkened the youth’s features.

‘Who do you think I am?’ the younger boy protested, flushing vigorously. ‘I was just worried about the moonstone.’

‘Yeah, I bet,’ Hal growled and watched suspiciously as his kinsman slid the leather leash over the Maiden’s head and teased the moonstone free from her clothing. The little red salamander clutched hold of the orb, its scaly body dangling in mid-air.

‘Oh no, please don’t use that thing.’ Cybillia’s cheeks paled to ash almost as white as the creamy surface of the moonstone itself.

The stone was about the size of an apple. At first glance it looked like nothing more than marble but as their eyes were drawn into its energy, the scudding cloudlike patterns skimming beneath its surface became more visible. The stone excited Caspar’s heart and his pulse raced as he dangled the magical orb by its leash and took a firm hold of the squirming fire-drake.

Ceowulf sat bolt upright suddenly alert. ‘Is it safe?’

‘No it’s not safe,’ Hal warned, speaking more to his nephew than to the sunburnt knight. ‘Spar doesn’t know how to use it correctly and its magic blinds his mind like a thunderbolt each time he touches it. I don’t like that thing.’

‘I can reach my mother or maybe Morrigwen,’ Caspar explained. ‘Perhaps they can tell us what to do.’

‘Don’t touch it,’ Ceowulf insisted. ‘The energy of magic is loud to all those who understand it and the moonstone might draw that malevolent presence to us.’

‘How do you know?’ the boy queried, though he was already obeying his companions and stringing the orb around his own neck for safe keeping.

‘I don’t know, but my tutor used to say that magic sings and only those who already know the words of the song can hear it. Anyone or anything practised in the arts would sense you probing the magic of the moonstone. I think we’d better be getting across to the marshes as fast as possible.’

‘I hope your friend has a brace of duck ready for supper,’ Hal said eagerly.

‘We won’t get there by supper. It’s well over to the east and about three leagues south of Tartra. It was only because it’s so close to the castle that I know it so well. It’s been a long time though …’ he added wistfully, remounting Sorcerer and manoeuvring the black war-horse near to a tree stump so that Cybillia could climb more easily up behind him.

Struggling to help his uncle heave Brid onto Magpie’s back, Caspar mused that the spoilt young noblewoman from Jotunn was becoming considerably more capable as she bravely withstood the harshness of life. He wondered how her father, Baron Bullback, would take the news of her mistreatment at the hands of the Vaalakans. Cybillia swore that she could never let her father look on her again, not now when she was so hideously scarred. Caspar felt deeply sorry for her.

They rode on through the afternoon, the shadows stretching out in front of them. The western horizon to their rear became a blaze of fire as the sun lingered behind the downs and they marched onwards into the dark of the eastern sky. Caspar’s stomach was rumbling and he had a gnawing discomfort in his belly. He was about to complain when he thought of his father and Morrigwen at home in the besieged castle. When they had left Torra Alta, they had already been rationed to siege supplies. The limited food stores would have to last until they returned with the Egg and drove the vile Vaalakans back out of the rift valley.

Nine months, he thought in despair, and time was rolling past, sweeping rapidly through the days. It was nearly Wolfmoon already and by the end of Fallow the runes of war would fail. Before then they had to find the Egg and restore the Trinity of high priestesses. All three women had to live and yet all three were in mortal danger. Morrigwen was besieged in Torra Alta with a traitor midst the castle garrison, Brid had succumbed to an unnatural sleep and Keridwen … He could hardly bear to think of his mother trapped in the crushing teeth of the glacier. He wrenched his mind away from the tormenting image.

It was nearly fully dark now and the dapple grey of the cart-horse and the black silky coat of Ceowulf’s destrier had been swallowed into shadow. Trog slumped over precariously behind Caspar’s pack and he had stopped to tighten the straps that secured the dog. Now only the ghostly white patches of the piebald mare and the dim outline of Cybillia’s spiky golden hair were visible ahead. Caspar mounted quickly, feeling uneasy at being left so far behind. A twig snapped somewhere behind him and he wheeled Firecracker round as he tried to pierce the gloom. He couldn’t see or hear anything but his imagination drew out dark shapes and shifting shadows. He told himself fiercely that there was nothing there but, as the wind soughed in his ears and rustled the trees in a nearby spinney, a coldness ran through his body.

Seeker, Seeker, the hissing whisper seemed to be saying. His flesh felt clammy and his fear must have transmitted itself to his horse as Firecracker laid his ears flat and reared, lashing out with his pale hooves.

Caspar spurred the red stallion on towards the others.

Macabre curiosity begged him to look over his shoulder to face his own fears galloping behind him. He imagined a great black wraithlike horse with claws in place of hooves snatching out of the dark, tearing towards his neck. He told himself not to look round, lest his action gave credence to his imagination and caused the creature to materialize.

Hal’s anxious face looked ghostly white in the dark, his eyes black sockets too dark to see. He had halted Magpie and was waiting for his nephew.

‘Spar, whatever is the matter?’ His voice was full of concern.

The moment Hal’s calm rational tones filled the night air, the sensation of something stalking Caspar’s footsteps melted away. ‘Nothing, nothing,’ he gasped. ‘I stopped to secure up Trog, that’s all,’ he stammered, still not daring to look over his shoulder.

‘Well, don’t gallop about in the dark like that. The last thing we want is the horses spooked. Are you sure you’re all right? You’re breathing very hard.’

‘I’m all right,’ Caspar snapped back, smoothing the red hide of his stallion, more to calm his own nerves than to quiet the horse, who tossed his head and rattled his curb-chains. ‘It’s just the dark. I heard a twig snap and then I thought I felt that presence again.’

‘I bet it was only a fox. We only sensed the thing before because the yew forest mist disturbed our minds.’ The older youth sounded reassuring rather than scornful, which Caspar found surprising. Normally Hal would have laughed at him for thinking such things.

‘Who ate the pig then? The pig wasn’t in the mist,’ Caspar argued.

‘We never saw the pig. That tale could have been grossly exaggerated. Half-wits and pregnant women. We’re not going to rely on their judgement now, are we? It’s bad enough relying on Brid.’

Caspar noted jealously that his uncle had the Maiden securely wrapped in his arms. The sight at least drove away his fear of the dark as they marched ever eastwards. He ruefully mused that whereas Ceowulf shared his horse with the Lady Cybillia and Hal cradled Brid in his embrace, he only had Trog for company. Typical, he thought.

‘Hal, why did the Goddess give us three seasons to find the Egg?’ Caspar asked, swaying to the rhythmic strides of his colt. ‘I mean why three seasons, why not four or two?’

‘Morrigwen said it was because the spring rains would wash away the runes of war by the end of Fallow, but I don’t know. The Goddess has a woman’s mind and there’s no guessing at such logic. It’s just like a woman to think of nine months.’ He laughed but Caspar cringed, thinking that his uncle’s words must surely be blasphemous.

Hal groaned at his nephew’s reaction and shouted ahead, ‘Hey, Ceowulf, I’m hungry. How much further?’

‘Give me a chance, lad,’ Ceowulf retorted. ‘It’s dark and it’s got to be sixteen years since I was last here, so I can’t tell you exactly.’

‘But, I’m hungry,’ Hal repeated.

‘We know,’ the man replied patiently. ‘You’ve told us a dozen times. I should think every owl and every bat in the south of Caldea knows you’re hungry.’

The dry thuds of the horses’ footfalls were turning to a splattered squelch as they entered the marshes. The spongy mosses sucked at the horses’ hooves and the party fell into single file, carefully following Sorcerer’s large rump as Ceowulf picked a way through the network of paths criss-crossing the lakes and streams
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Jane lives and writes in beautiful Devon on the southwest coast of England with her family and noble dog, Odin.
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