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If I could only catch one. If | could only tame one. Then | could escape.
They would never be able to stop meif | flew
away on the back of a creature like that...

Bestsdlling author Kate Forsyth returns to the landscape of her popular Witches of Eileanan serieswith
this Cdtic fantasy about ayoung girl condemned for being different—and determined to tame awild
winged horseto help her escape. ..

One-Horn'sdaughter is not like the others of her kind. Born of a human father, she lacks the horns so
prized by her people and is scorned even by her own mother. Her only chance for escape isto capture
one of the legendary flying horses and ride it to freedom— if she can stay on its back long enough.

And o this strange, ferd girl begins adangerous journey of love, death, and betraya that will earn her a
new name—Rhiannon, the rider no one can catch.

Found wounded, sheisrescued and taken to the home of Lewen, ayoung man just beginning to
understand his own magica potentia as an gpprentice-witch. Rhiannon soon becomes fascinated with the
human world...and Lewen. Together they travel through aland where the dead walk and ghosts haunt
theliving, a place where Rhiannon encounters dark forces that endanger al of Eileanan. But to save the
land, she must convince Lewen and the other apprentice-witchesto trust the word of awild haf-human

grl...

PRAISE FOR THE WITCHES OF EILEANAN SERIES

“Surprisingly original, well-developed, and alot of fun.” —L ocus

“Arich tapestry of settings, creatures, and people” —Australian SF Online
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Tomy three beautiful children,

Benjamin, Timothy, and Eleanor



“[Necromancy] has its name because it works

on the bodies of the dead, and gives answers
by the ghosts and apparitions of the dead, and

subterraneous spirits, alluring theminto the
carcasses of the dead by certain hellish charms,

and infernal invocations, and by deadly
sacrifices and wicked oblations.”
Francis Barrett,

The Magus, 1801

“ Through the Necromancer’ s magic words,
the dust in the decayed coffin takes shape

again and rises from a long forgotten past.”

Emile Grillot de Givry,
Witchcraft, Magic and Alchemy, 1931



A HORSE OF AIR

“ With a heart of furious fancies
whereof | am commander
With a burning spear
And a horse of air

To the wilderness | wander.”

Tom o' Bedlam,

traditiona folksong



Bar breck-by-the-Bridge

The girl crouched on the stone ledge, hugging her cloak of furs and skins close againgt the bite of the
night. Far to the east, where the towering peaks of the mountains broke and fell away, the moonswere
risng. Firgt thelittle moon, blue as abruise, then the big blood-moon, glowing as orange as the legping
flames on the far Sde of the lake behind her.

She could hear the distant sound of voices and laughter across the ice as the wind shifted, carrying with it
ashower of bright sparks. The pale circle of her face sank alittle deeper into the dark huddle of her
skins. She set her gaze resolutely to the east, where the snow-swollen river ran headlong towards the
unknown future, towards freedom and the sea.

Tonight the inexpressible yearning wasfiercein her. She could smell the bitter green coming of spring in
theair, hear it in the clink of ice upon stone as the lake began to flex and test itself againgt the chains of
winter, fed it al around her in the surge of sap and blood. Thesefirst few weeks of the green months
werethe cruellest of dl, for they sang of joy to someone who had no understanding of theword. She
could only senseit, like adesf child hearing bellsringing al around her asathrum of air againgt her skin.
Shedid not know what she yearned for. She did not know why she sat herein the dark lonelinesswith a
hot achein her throat. She only knew that she could not bear to be with the herd tonight as they gloated
over the spoils of their latest hunt, swaggering and boasting and wrestling about the fire whilethelr new
captive sat bound and bloodied, trying not to show hisfear.

The girl was not driven away from her herd’ s carousing by any sense of compassion for the prisoner. She
had no timeto fedl or wonder for anyone ese. All her pity and terror were saved for herself. She sat on
the ledge of stone and set her face to the east, wondering only if she should take the chance to creep
away tonight, while the herd was busy carousing. If sheran dl night, hiding her scent in the tumult of white
water, running on stones so she would leave no footprints, if sherantill her heart was bursting, could she
win her way free? The desire to escape was S0 fierce in her that she could only keep hersdlf till by
clenching her fingers so hard she cut purple crescentsinto her tough, calloused pams. For no matter how
fast sheran, no matter how well she hid her tracks, the herd would find her in the end, and they would kill
her for wanting to be free.

Below her, something moved. She tensed and looked down at once, for there were many wild and
dangerous creatures in these mountains. At first she saw only darkness, but as her eyes adjusted from the
brightness of the luminous moons, she began to see a dark shape emerging from the shadows. There was
around rump, the deep curve of aback, the long line of agraceful neck lowered to drink from the river.
Beyond she saw the vague shape of more horses, awhole herd of them, moving dowly along the stony
bank of theriver.

Behind her there was aburst of raucous laughter. The horses flung up their heads. One whickered.
Moonlight glinted on the two long, scrolled horns that sprang from each forehead. She caught her breath
in surprise. These were no wild ponies, but crestures out of myth and folklore. Whether it was the sound
of her gasp, or asudden shift in thewind that took her scent to the horses' quivering nostrils, she could
not know, but suddenly the herd al flung out great shadowy wings and, with arattle of hooves and a soft
defiant whinny, took flight. For amoment she saw their soaring shapes outlined sharply againgt thered
moon, the sound of their wingsfilling her ears. Then the herd of winged horseswas gone, lost in the
darkness.

The girl wason her feet, filled with exultation as sharp asthorns. If | could only catch one, she thought.



If I could only tame one. Then | could escape. They would never be ableto stop meif | flew away
on the back of a creature like that.

She would not even admit the impaossibility of such aplan. That she should see the fabled black winged
horses on the very night that her need to escape had grown so urgent could hardly be coincidence. Those
of her kind were ruled by superdtition and omen. They did not believein coincidences. Thegirl’sbrain
boiled with ideas. Maybe if she tracked the winged horsesto their lair, tried to tame one, make friends
with it. She had tamed many amountain pony that way.

Winged horses were notorioudy wild, however, and she knew she did not have much time. The herd was
growing tired of waiting for her hornsto bud. Many younger girls had the buds of their horns swelling
strongly, and had been bleeding at the rise of the full moons for months. Her first blood had come only
that day, filling her with sick fear. She had scrubbed away the stain on her clothes with onesand icy
water, and stuffed hersalf with awad of crushed pine needles and sap so they could not smell her
womb-blood and guess her secret.

She did not know how long she could hide the coming of her womanhood. Certainly no longer than a
month. Today they had al been distracted by the man who had ridden into their territory and had given
them such asplendid chase. Next month she may not be so lucky. The herd had dways viewed her with
suspicion and disdain, for she had feet instead of hooves, and only two breastsinstead of six. If she had
grown aproud, strong horn like her mother, or even ten short, stubby oneslike her cousin, the other
deformities could have been ignored. A satyricorn without a horn was a fresk, though, an embarrassment
to the entire herd. They would scorn her and chalenge her and, in the end, kill her for her lack. Four
times dready she had seen ahornless one hunted to their death. She knew there would be no mercy.

Thegirl put her hands up to her head and felt her smooth forehead, running her fingertips back into her
hair. Not even the faintest suggestion of ahorn. She gave an involuntary sigh, and turned reluctantly to
head back to the camp. She had been away too long aready. Soon someone would notice she was
gone, and snuff the air for her scent. She wanted no-one to notice her tonight, with her skirts till damp
from their scrubbing and the womb-blood seeping its way past the plug of pine needles.

She made her way slently round the lake, taking care to legp from stone to stone so asto leave no print
in the mud, and then emerged casualy from the bushes asif she had just visited the latrine and was now
seeking her bed again.

The herd' s camp was set in awide clearing on the shore of the lake, sheltered to the west by atdl bluff.
In the centre of the clearing the bonfire gnawed sullenly at the great log cast down acrossitsashes. A
charred carcass was impaled upon a spit aboveit, its equine shape still recognisable despite the havoc
the herd’ s knives had made upon itsflesh. The sight grieved her. She had dways loved horses and often
used to leap onto the back of one of the wild mountain ponies, galloping it over the high meadows until at
last it stopped trying to throw her off and submitted to her will. When she was twel ve she had taught one
of the shaggy little poniesto cometo her whistle. On its broad back, she had explored dl the hills around.
It had been her one great pleasure, galloping adong the sweeping green meadows, as swift asthewind,
legping over falen logs and brooks, swvimming with it in the lake. In those days she had not yet dreamt of
escape. She had ridden the horse only for pleasure and for the satisfaction of at last being faster than the
other girlsin the herd. One-Horn had not gpproved, however. The herd had hunted down her friendly,
shaggy pony, killed it and eaten it. She had never forgiven them.

Now, most of the herd was deeping, worn out from the chase and too much tia-tio, the dark pungent de
they brewed from ; pine cones and honey. They lay where they had falen, some gill clutching their
curved cups of bone.



Lying closeto thefire, snoring loudly, were four horned men. Ther hairy paunches were huge, and they
had adeek, well-fed ar about them that the lean, muscular women did not share. Their brows were blunt
and heavy, thair nosesflat and wide with flaring nostrils. Most had only two small curved horns, | just
peeking through their matted curls. One, though, had two much longer hornsthat curved up and out of his
head in aperfect crescent. He was dso the largest, with burly shoulders, athick neck and heavy features.
AsFirs-Mde, hewasrichly dressed, wearing abrown woollen kilt, afilthy jerkin, and many necklaces
of bone and semi-precious stones. A golden brooch in the shape of arunning horse was pinned to the
jerkin. The girl knew the clothes and brooch had once belonged to her father, a human who had been
captured by the herd many years ago. He had died in captivity when she had been only five.

In astony corner, surrounded on two sides by the high walls of the bluff, lay two men without horns. One
was dressed in arough loincloth and cloak of hide, with very long, grey, matted hair and astraggly beard.
He was so thin hisribs stood out against the wrinkled brown skin. He wastied to a stake with along
leash, his ankles hobbled for the night.

The other prisoner was young and fair, with thick curly hair the colour of summer grass. He was dressed
in adishevelled blue jacket over awhite shirt and breeches, al much stained with mud and blood. His
head dumped forward onto his chest, and congealing blood obscured most of one side of hisface. His
hands weretied tightly behind his back, and leather straps wrapped his arms and body from shoulder to
wad.

Stepping quietly through the deeping bodies, the girl saw his bel ongings scattered across the ground.
There were the long, black boots, thrown away in disgust when no-one was able to make them fit over
their hooves. The pretty painted box that magically played music when opened lay in the ashes, il
tinkling away, while the silver goblet with the crysta set in its stem had fallen from One-Horn' s hand as
she snored by the fired. The blue cockaded hat was still on the head of Seven-Horns, though she dept
with her face pressed into the dirt. Hanging around the neck of First-Male was the little golden medal
withitsintriguing design of ahand radiating rays of light like the sun, while pinned to the fur cloak of
Three-Horns was the sllver badge cunningly forged in the shape of a charging stag.

Thegirl noticed dl thiswith perturbation, for it showed who had won the squabbles. It was not agood
sign that One-Horn had lost the hat and the brooch, for such spoils of war were marks of power and
prestige. Since One-Horn was her mother and had offered her some protection from the scorn of the
other women, it was just one more sign to the girl that she must make her escape quickly if shewasto
survive. Battles for supremacy were to the death, and One-Horn was beginning to lose her speed and
aggression. There were many other women eager to take her place asleader of the herd.

Thegirl’ sdeeping furs were close to the prisoners, for she was nearly aslow in prestige asthey were,
and not permitted to deep near thefire. As she stepped past them to reach her bed, she was dismayed
when athin hand suddenly reached out and seized her ankle. She did not make any sound, but she
paused and bent asif to pull athorn from her foot.

“Lasse, thisman they’ ve caught, he sa’Yeoman o' the Guard,” areedy voice said urgently. “It’ streason
to waylay him so0. Any that lays ahand on the Righ’s own bodyguard will fed thetug o' the hangman’'s
noose. Yemust let him go!”

“Menofool,” the girl said softly and pulled her ankle out of his grasp, beginning to straighten up. She met
the prisoner’ seyes. He had lifted his head and was staring at her pleadingly. His eyes were the colour of
the lakein summer. He opened his swollen, blood-caked lips and managed to croak, “Please!”

Shelooked away, shaking her head infinitesmally.



“But he' sthe Righ's own guard! He says he has news he must take to the court—the Righ isin dreadful
danger.”

“So?What that to me?’
“Pleasal”

She shrugged ashoulder asif shaking awvay amosguito and moved on to her bed, curling up with her
back to the prisoners, pretending an indifference she did not fedl. She could only hope no-one had heard
Reamon speaking to her. Few of the herd had ever bothered to learn to speak his strange, lilting
language, but One-Horn' s daughter had aways been an oddity with her soft feet and mobile toes, and
her smooth torso. Because she looked so much like ahuman child, Reamon had looked to her first and
sought to make her understand him. It was he who had taught her about the world outside and, once she
began to dream of escape, she had learnt hungrily.

“Lassd”

One-Horn' s daughter heard his anguished whisper but drew her smelly furs closer about her, curling up
like some smal animd, ingtinctively trying to protect the deep, hidden parts of her body that had betrayed
her so bitterly.

She dept badly. Her dreams were stained with blood and shadowed with dark wings. Her mind kept
trying to come up with waysto capture awinged horse even while her exhausted body craved
unconsciousness. Nets, she kept thinking. Ropes.

Though | must not injureit... they were so beautiful, so free...

She came awake at some point in the hours before dawn, suddenly thinking of the saddle and bridle the
herd had torn off the horse before cutting its throat. Surely if the prisoner had used such devicesto ride
his steed, they would help in retaining control of awinged horse? If she could just hide them before
anyone woke, the herd might never redise they were gone. The satyricorn werein generd rather
sdlf-absorbed, and paid little attention to anything outside their immediate concerns of hunting, egting,

desping and fighting.

At oncethegirl rolled out of her skinsand looked about her. All was quiet and dark. Mist hung across
the steep, green hills. It was light enough for her to see the shape of her hands but dark enough that none
were gtirring. Cautioudy she stood up. She saw the saddle lying in the dust to one side of the clearing,
near the limp, discarded boots, but there was no sign of the bridle.

Swiftly she bent and picked the saddle up, sttling it on her arm. 1t had along, dangling girth and two
small saddlebags hanging on either sde. Many of the prisoner’ s belongings lay spilled out from the bags,
asthe herd had only taken those things they perceived to be of value. She stuffed everything back into
the saddlebags, managing to work out how to fasten the buckles so they would not spill out again. There
was a blue saddlecloth nearby, embroidered with gold. She picked that up aswell, and then seized the
boots on impulse. She knew well how much harder it was for her to run with her soft-fleshed feet. The
boots could be of use.

As she hurried into the shelter of the forest, she cast aquick glance behind to make sure no-one was
watching. The sight of the prisoner’ sintent blue gaze was like alash across her nerves. It drove her
forward, ssumbling, hoping she was not betraying hersdf to danger.

She hid the saddle and bootsin afalen log she knew, and hurried back to the clearing, her pulse
hammering with fear. Still no-one stirred, al satiated by the feast of horse meat and pine-cone dethe



night before. Only the prisoner was awake, and he was busy sawing the leather that bound his hands
againg a sharp-edged rock he had somehow managed to prop upright behind him. She watched him for
awhile from the shelter of the trees. There was quiet desperation in every move he made. She wondered
how he thought he could possibly escape, with his horse rounding the bellies of the herd, and blood ill
leaking from the wound on histemple. He would be better, she knew, to accept his fate and make the
best of it, as Reamon had done ten years earlier. Y et she could not help a stirring of empathy. Shetoo
was desperate to escape.

Sowly the mist melted away and the sky grew lighter, while she stood there and hesitated, wondering if
she should call the aarm. Then sherealised the lesther straps wrapping hisarmswerethereins of his
bridie. He could never cut himsdf freein time, yet he could damage the reins given long enough and she
did not want that to happen. The bridle could be of useto her.

Quickly she came up behind him. He heard her step and went quiet, every muscle tense. She bent over
him, quickly unknotting the leether and unwinding hisarms, whispering fiercdly, “ Quiet, esel cut your
throat.”

Once he understood that she was freeing him, he said hoarsely, “ The Righ will be grateful, he'll reward
ye..."

“What use heto me?’ she asked.
“I'll tell him what yedid...”

“If yeno' get catched again.”
“They will no' catchme!”

“They’ d better no’,” she said and stood back from him, holding the metd bits of the bridle so they would
not betray her by jangling. She did not dare take the time to hide the bridie in the hollow log, thrusting it
ingtead in the bushes and covering it with old leaves. Then she returned hurriedly to her skins, covering
her head and trying to control the pounding of her heart. If anyone had seen, or if they guessed! She
knew the prisoner had run ssumbling towards the lake and had begun to make hisfatering way acrossthe
thin, uneven ice. Shewas disgppointed in him, if relieved. A drowned man could tell no tales. She heard
the crack of ice and a splash afew minutes later and was surprised at how sorry shewas.

The sound must have penetrated the drunken mists of some of those that dumbered nearby, for she
heard adow stirring and groaning, and a bad-tempered grumble as someone rolled over and tried to get
comfortable again. Under the shelter of her skinsthe girl held her breath and waited for the soundsto die
away. Ingtead, she heard someone get up and begin to lurch towards the latrine. For aminute or two
there was silence and then came the inevitable cry of darm.

Immediately the camp was in uproar. No matter how bad the hangover, a satyricorn would never allow a
handsome young man to escape. Boyswere rardly born to satyricorns and so were very highly prized.
Oncetheir horns grew, showing they were old enough to mate, their favours had to be shared among the
many women of the herd, which led to many quarrels. It dso, in time, led to the birth of weak and
deformed babies. The satyricorns were therefore always eager to mate with males not of blood-kin.

Once, when there had been many herds of satyricornsin the mountains and forests, boy children had
been exchanged between the herds. With few satyricornsleft now, the males of the species were more
respected and esteemed than ever. There were only afew of them, though, and the herd needed to raise
children that were not too closdly related to each other if they were to survive. Consequently, the women
were dways looking for men of other races with which to mate. There were few contendersfor this



honour. Ogres sufficed at times, though they were so ugly there was no pleasure to be had in the act, and
the birthing of ahdf-ogre child was aways painful and difficult due to their enormous size. Occasiondly a
sedieor Cdedinewas seized in araid into the forest, but they never thrived in captivity. The herd would

belucky if they sired a child or two before they wasted away.

Most sought after of al were the horned men of the snowy heights, for they were lusty and strong and

their children rarely failed to grow horns asthey reached maturity. But the Children of the White Gods
werefiercewarriors, and it was very difficult to capture them or to keep them once they were caught,

and so the satyricorn women would only seek to seize one in desperate circumstances.

A human mae, however, was consdered afine prize. They often lived in captivity for many yearsand
fathered many children, and usualy they brought forged meta wegpons and toolswith them which the
herd found very useful. Once it had been easy to catch ahuman mae, but now they rarely rode doneinto
satyricorn territory. To have ayoung, strong, comely man come galloping through their valley had been
the best thing that had happened to the herd in many years and no-one would alow him to escape eesily.

One-Horn’ s daughter was dragged out of her skins by the hair, her mother screaming, “Why you not
hear? Where he gone?’

“Medeep,” sheresponded, in the harsh, guttera language of the satyricorns. “Me hear nothing. No-one
hear nothing.”

Her mother dropped her and ran down the beach, her nogtrils flaring wide as she snuffed the air, her eyes
darting over the ground. “Here! And here! Herun here! Inwater.”

Everyone howled in dismay. Satyricorns hated water. 1t confused their senses and none of the herd could
swim.

Beyond the lake, the river ran fast over sharp rocks. A shout went up as the man’s head broke through
the foam. He had flung one arm over a branch and was being swept along at breakneck speed.

One-Horn shrieked: “Hunt!”

Quickly thewomen of the herd seized their weapons and began to run, circling round either side of the
lake. Most had rough clubs of stone lashed to wood; one or two had meta-forged daggers which had
once belonged to Reamon or other past prisoners. One-Horn' s daughter hesitated for only a moment.
She bent and picked up the curved bow that was her only legacy of her unknown father. He had not
lived long enough to teach his daughter how to use the bow, but Reamon had had some knowledge of
the wegpon, enough to teach her the rudimentary skills. The rest she had taught hersdlf, in the lonely
meadows and forests around the |ake, hewing hersaf arrows with the steel blade she had won gambling.
Most of the girl’ s few possessions had been won gambling, for in feats of strength and speed shewould
awaysbetheloser.

Fast as deer, the satyricorns legpt through the trees, howling and shouting with excitement. There were
fourteen of them, led by the woman with the rapier horn, and they al carried crude weapons—clubs and
stone axes and dingshots. Not one of the satyricorns was the same. Some had antlers like a stag, others
thin twisting horns. One had ten sumpy hornslike agoat’ sdl over her head; another had two long,
outward curving horns above her ears and two smdll, curving horns above her eyebrows; yet another had
three sets of down-curving tusks framing her face.

They had all discarded their long hide cloaks, some running naked, some wearing short skirts of animal
skins. All of them weretal and muscular, with aridge of coarse, wiry hair running down their backs and
ending in along, tufted tail. Necklaces of bones and teeth bounced on their six bare breasts. Their



hooves rattled on the rocks and their bloodcurdling shrieks echoed round the valey. The girl ran after
them, though the sharp stones cut her bare feet. She dared not fall too far behind, for that would draw
attention to her, and might make them suspect she felt sympathy for the escaped prisoner. It was hard to
keep up, though, for the satyricorn women were long-legged and swift.

Theriver began to forceitsway down the hill in aseries of gushing rapids. They saw the man’ shead go
under again and again, but he clung vdiantly to hisbranch, fending himself off the rockswith hisfreearm.
The branch spun round and round and at times was completely submerged. The river was swollen with
melting snow, and running so fast the satyricorn were unable to keep up. They howled with rage and
frustration, some coming to a halt on the ridge so they could shake their weagpons. The girl came up
behind them, panting, holding her side, her feet bruised and cut. For amoment she thought the prisoner
was actudly going to makeit.

Then One-Horn took adramatic flying leap down the ridge, landing on al fours on the pebbly shore
below. With that one lesp, she had cut across the curve of the river and got ahead of the man. She seized
the end of afdlen log and heaved it into the water with one of the spectacular feats of strength that had
won her the leadership of the herd. The effort obvioudy cost her. She rested her arms on her knees, her

head hanging.

The man in the water tried desperately to swim round the obstacle, but the momentum of the river was
too strong. It swept him up hard against the fallen log and pinned him there. One-Horn drew her dagger
and walked out along the log, bending down to seize the man’ s hair and twist hisface up towards her.
One-Horn' s daughter could only watch, struggling to catch her breath. She felt an odd mixture of regret
and relief. At least knowledge of her treachery would die with him.

But One-Horn only menaced the escaped prisoner with her knife, before dragging the sodden, exhausted
man out of the water. He wastoo vauableto kill. The girl’ s heart sank. Her mother would find out how
he had escaped. The prisoner may not mean to betray her, but in the end, he would. Even a guilty glance
at her would fire her mother’ s suspicions. She gripped her bow with shaking fingers and wondered if she
dared kill him, to keep her secret safe. She dared not. One-Horn would kill her for snatching away her

prey. They would suspect...

One-Horn was hauling the man along the log to the beach. Suddenly he spun and kicked out with one
foot, sending her dagger flying out of her hand and into the river. Then he dammed hisfoot into the back
of her knee, sending One-Horn to the ground. Before anyone had time to react, he was kneeling on her
back, hisarm about her throat, bending her spine to breaking point.

Time seemed to dow. The satyricorn were leaping up and down on the ridge, howling and throwing
rocks and spears, dl of which clattered harmlessy on the stones below. One-Horn was fighting for
breath, trying desperately to wrench the man’s arm away from her throat. He was too strong. Any
moment now he would snap her spine and she would be dead.

The girl fitted an arrow to her bow and lifted it. It seemed she gazed dong the line of her arrow forever,
its point aimed directly at the prisoner’ s straining back. For amoment she teetered on that moment of
decision, seeing with astrange anguish dl the possible ramifications of |etting the arrow fly. The prisoner
would be dead but her mother would be dive and perhaps even grateful. Her own prestige among the
herd would be immeasurably enhanced. She would be able to add the prisoner’ s teeth and finger-bone to
the necklace that hung down between her breasts, and she could claim with impunity whatever of his
belongings she cared for. Secretly she would be sorry, though. He was young and fair and he had fought
well for hisfreedom.

She let the string go. With atwang that caused her nervesto jolt, the arrow legpt free. She watched its



pure and perfect arc, flying out from her taut bowstring, down, down, down through the clear morning air
and deep into the back of the prisoner. He jerked upright, crying aoud, and then hefell. The girl stepped
back, feding sudden inexplicable nausearising in her throat. Beside her, the satyricorns howled with
blood-lust and the pleasure of the kill. On the beach below, One-Horn thrust the man’s dead body away
from her and legpt to her feet, her face twisted in asnarl of fury. She kicked the fallen body and then
turned and looked up at her daughter. Begrudgingly shelifted onefist in acknowledgement.

One-Horn's daughter had to clench her hands together to hide their shaking. The herd was 9 apping her
on the back, congratulating her for afine shot, teasing her for stealing such afine prize from her mother.
They al bounded down along the curve of the ridge and onto the beach, where they hailed One-Horn
with maliciousglee.

“Why kill him?” One-Horn demanded furioudy. “No use dead. Can’t mate adead man. | would have
thrown him off.”

“Hetoo strong, he got you good,” Five-Horns chortled. “Y ou dead but for daughter. Y ou owe daughter
blood-debt. Kiss her feet.”

“No kissanyon€e sfeet,” One-Horn snarled. She cast her daughter alook of seething didike and kicked
the young man over so helay on his back with hisarms askew, staring blankly at the sky. The arrow
protruded through his breast, clotted with blood. One-Horn' s daughter averted her gaze.

But then Five-Horns began to rip off the man’ s clothes, and One-Horn angrily seized his other arm,
shouting, “Get off, he smine!” Thegirl saw that she would lose everything if shewas not careful. She
wanted his clothes. They were beautiful, blue as the sky and white and soft as clouds. They would be
warmer than her rough uncured skins, and would not smell so bad. Besides, if she followed theriver east
as she planned she would no doubt comein contact with other men and it would be best if she did not
draw too much attention to herself. The man’s clothes would be camouflage. So shelifted her dagger and
legpt between One-Horn and Five-Horns, saying angrily, “ Get off! Mekill him, he mine.”

The two horned women looked at her in rage and surprise. One-Horn made amove asif to strike her
daughter but the girl thrust her away, staring up into her mother’ syellow eyes.

“Blood-right,” Seven-Horns said. “ Shekill him, he hers”
Five-Horns began to laugh. She stepped back mockingly. “All yours, No-Horn.”

The name was an insult, but One-Horn' s daughter could do nothing about it. Like achild, she had no
horns and so the name was warranted. Besides, she had no desire to chdlenge Five-Hornsto adud, for
the other woman was amost afoot taler and very strong. She swallowed the insult and bent to Strip the
man, trying not to let her fingerstouch his clammy skin. She could not understand her revulsion and
hoped no-one else would notice it. She had killed before, but never a creature that walked on two legs
as shedid, and spoke to her in alanguage she could understand. It seemed to make a difference.

It took awhileto strip him naked, for he was heavy and his clothes were drenched. Then she had to cut
off hisfinger and hack out histeeth, atask which made her fed utterly sick and wretched. By thetime she
had finished, the rest of the herd had lost interest and had headed back to the camp. She did not know
what to do with the body. It seemed wrong to leave him lying on the stones for the wolves and eaglesto
feast upon, so after amoment of indecision and anxiety she heaved him up and did hisbody into the
river. Then, shetoiled back up the hillside to the camp.

There One-Horn's daughter arrogantly demanded the return of al the dead man’ s belongings. the blue
hat, the stag brooch and slver goblet, the golden medd, the music-box, the silver dagger hewore at his



belt and the little black dagger he had worn inside his boot, and the warm hooded cloak, blue on one
sde, grey on the other. Angrily they were rdinquished to her, for she had the blood-right and thiswas
one law sacred to the satyricorn. She washed the white shirt and did her clumsy best to sew up the
jagged rent, front and back, where her arrow had torn through the material. She sponged the blood and
mud from the coat and breeches, then discarded her own smélly hidesto dress hersdlf in the dead man’'s
clothes. Everything fitted her well, for shewas astall asthe prisoner had been. She enjoyed thefed of
the soft clothes againgt her skin.

She dusted off the soles of her filthy feet and pulled on the stockings and boots, dipped the
double-edged black knifeinto its sheath insde the | eft boot, and twisted the tangled mass of her hair into
aknot at the base of her neck. Then she pulled the cockaded blue hat onto her head, and strapped the
slver dagger to her belt, feding stronger and prouder than she had ever felt before. She wished she could
look at hersalf. Was she as handsome as he had been, the young man whose clothes she wore with such
satisfaction?

Therest of the day was spent carefully filing holesin histeeth o she could hang them on athin lesther
thong around her neck. She aready had afair collection of teeth and bones— mainly those of birds and
smal mammals, but afew sharp yellow goblin fangs aswell. She stripped his finger-bone of skin and
flesh and scrubbed it well, then hung it in the centre with the goblin teeth on either Sde, then the other
bones and teeth from the largest to the smalet, finishing with the dead man’ s twenty small, white teeth.
All the while she worked she was aware of Reamon’ s distress and revulsion but would not |et it bother
her.

The necklace looked good when she had finished, very full and heavy. She hung it around her neck,
conscious of itsweight againgt her skin. It rattled when she moved. Shetried to keep her movements
smooth, knowing she had aroused alot of jedousy with her newfound glory. Shetold hersaf shewould
have aroused contempt and scorn instead of jealousy if she had not claimed the clothes and teeth, but the
truth was she was enjoying the new respect in the eyes of the other satyricorns. Soon she would be gone.
She did not need to fear their envy.



TheBlack Mare

Many stories of the fabled flying horses were told around the campfire. It was said they could not be
tamed, and that any who dared try would be thrown from agreat height and killed.

Y et Reamon had oncetold her that some men of his race had succeeded in taming the golden winged
horses of the west, and these men became great princes and warriors. The only way to tame aflying
horse, he said, wasto Stay on its back for ayear and aday, without dismounting once. If arider
managed thisfeat of skill and determination, then the respect of the flying horse was won and it would
submit to itsrider’ swill. Few ever succeeded, however, and many died trying.

One-Horn' s daughter thought to herself that if aman like Reamon could stay on awinged horse' s back
for ayear and aday, surely she could do it for amere day or two. Just long enough to escape.

It was her planto tie hersdf so firmly to theflying horseit could not throw her off. She thought the

horse’ s response would be to soar as high into the sky asit could. Eventudly it must tire and come down
to earth, and then she would cut herself free, letting the horse go. She did not care where she found
hersdf, aslong asit was many miles away from the herd.

Her big problem was how to capture the winged horse and keep it still and quiet long enough to saddle
and bridleit, and to tie hersalf to the saddle. She had thought of rigging up atrap with anet but was
afraid she might break the horse’ sleg or wings. She knew it was no use legping from atree trunk onto its
back, because satyricorns had tried that in the past and had only been thrown off.

From the moment she had seen the horse, an idea had been brewing in her brain, but while the herd was
gtill looking at her sideways and keeping track of her movements, she dared not seeif the idea might bear
fruit. She waited two full weeks, long enough for the herd to begin to forget. During that time she kept up
her usud solitary habits, practisng her archery in the high meadows, bringing in the occasiond fish or
bird, deeping well away from the fire. Eventuadly the other women stopped spying on her, being too busy
with the normal squabbles over the men and the food.

At last One-Horn' s daughter felt free to return to her cachein the forest. She chose achilly, misty
evening when the herd wastired after along day spent hunting, and filled with roast bear and tia-tio.
Busy with their wrestling and boasting and gambling, they would not notice she had gone. Or so she

hoped.

Going by atorturous, labyrinthine route, and taking careto leave no trail, One-Horn' s daughter came at
last to the hollow log where she had hidden the saddle and saddiebags. She paused therefor along
moment, listening, before daring to drag out her prizes. She had brought with her ahot coa wrappedina
pouch of fur. She used it to kindle a fat-dipped reed which she stuck in aknothole, and then she quickly
rummaged through the saddlebags.

On the day the herd had hunted down the rider and his horse, he had somehow managed to knock out
three of his pursuers before the herd had dragged him down. He had done so from horseback, at afull
gdlop, and without apparently drawing aweapon. None of the herd had thought to wonder how he had
doneit, except for One-Horn’ s daughter. Asusua she had been lagging behind the rest of the herd, not
having their speed or stamina, and so she had seen the three women fall. While the others had raced on
after the horse and rider, One-Horn’s daughter had stopped and examined the three fallen women. All
three had had a sharp-pronged black thorn sticking out of their skin. She had pulled the thorns out and



thrown them away, and all three women had woken some time later, red-eyed and grumpy and
complaining of headaches. One-Horn' s daughter thought the rider must have had some way of throwing
or spitting out the thorn, since he had hit the women at quite along distance and with amazing accuracy.

With satisfaction, she found a pouch of black barbs tucked in the front flap of one of the saddlebags.
With them were two smal bottles, one red and one green, and along blowpipe. Over the next few days,
she was able to establish that barbs anointed with liquid from the green bottle only knocked their target
unconscious, while those doused in the liquid from the red bottle killed. The girl’ s plans crystallised.

She began to spend as much time as she dared searching for the herd of flying horses. Whenever she had
achance, sheinterrogated Reamon for al he knew about horsesin genera and winged horsesin
particular, athough she feared him guessing her plans. She practised buckling and unbuckling the saddle
and bridle, and whittled herself aquiver full of new arrows. She kept the blowpipe and pouch of barbsin
her pocket, dousing the tips with the soporific liquid first. Whenever she could, she practiced using the
blowpipe, until she began to have afair measure of accuracy.

Having aplan to work towards steadied her and made it easier to deal with the petty unkindness of the
other women, though at times she found it hard to hide her excitement, which thrilled her blood like
pine-conede.

One clear fine evening, she was hunting high in the apine meadows when she heard the distant neigh of a
horse. Her heart legpt so sharply in her breast that it pained her. She looked about quickly and saw the
herd of black horses galloping along afar ridge. There were more than adozen of them, led by atall,
deep-chested gtallion with horns as long as swords springing from his brow. The maresthat followed him
were smdler and daintier, and their horns were not so long, but they were still far bigger than thewild
ponies she was used to.

The girl gazed up at the herd for along moment, enthralled by their beauty, but then, asthey cantered out
of sight behind the ridge, she dropped the brace of coneys she held and began to run after them.

Sherantill her breath tore in her chest, clutching at the stitch in her side, bounding over boulders and
between trees, tearing her flesh on brambles and bruising her feet. Her anxiety was acute.

Two and a half weeks had passed since the |ast time she saw the winged horses, and she dared not lose
her chance. As she came leaping and stumbling over the stony edge of the ridge, tears were beginning to
blur her vison. She did not think she would be ableto beer it if the horses had flown out of sight. She
would just keep running, she swore to herself, and take her chances.

The horses were standing together in the meadow, heads bent to graze the sweet new grass. The stallion
flung up hishead and stared at her, hisearslaid flat against his skull, his eyesringed with white. Then he
trumpeted awarning, rearing up on hishind legs before galloping about the herd, biting one mare on the
flank when she was too dow to react. Black wings snapped open and the herd leapt up into the air,
neighing in darm. The salion legpt with them, hiswings so vast they blotted out the sun.

Thegirl flung up one pleading hand, cdling slently, No, wait...

One of the maresturned to look at her, even asit launched itsdf into the air, tucking itslegs up under its
chest and belly. The stdlion had soared over the ridge and the sky was again full of light, so the girl could
seethemare clearly. Shewas very tal but ddicately made, with dender limbs and asmall, proud head.
The long, scrolled horns were opaescent blue, and more blue flashed at thetip of her sable wings.

The girl dragged out the blowpipe and the pouch of barbs, her fingers shaking so much she sent a spray
of thorns cascading out as she fumbled to fit oneinto the pipe. She lifted the blowpipe to her mouth,



struggling to drag oxygen into her lungs. The mare rose into the golden air, black and uncanny asaraven,
and the girl expelled the barb with agreat rush of air. It sang out into the sunset wind. Then there was no
sound but the strong beat of wings. She let her hand drop. Tears rushed down her face. Her chest
heaved in agreat sob.

Then the surging movement of wing faltered. The mare dropped back down to the ground, the wings
furling again dong her sde, her legsfolding beneath her. She turned and collgpsed to one Sde, her findy
sculpted head drooping down to the ground. One-Horn' s daughter stood there for amoment, frozen
between triumphant joy and dread, then ran over and flung hersdf down beside the mare. Sheran her
hands aong the drooping neck, down the long dender legs with their feathery fetlocks, back to the

mare' s soft velvety nose. The black skin was warm and silky; breath gusted out of the mare’ slarge,
sendgtive nogtrils and her eye quivered behind the closed lid. Relief weakened the girl’ slimbs so she could
not move. She bent over the mare and laid her cheek againgt its soft skin. The horse' s bresth was warm
and smdlt of grass.

Thegirl did not linger long. Excitement filled her with new energy. Shedid not know how long the
soporific would work. She covered the degping horse with her cloak, left her bow and quiver of arrows
on the ground, and began to run back towards the valley. She did not need to go back to the camp. It
was the saddlebags in the hollow log she wanted, packed with everything she thought she might need.
Over the past two weeks she had prepared carefully, winning anew water-pouch, awhetting-stone and
sometinder and flint in agambling game. She had even chalenged Firs-Maeto agame of chance and
for once had not alowed him to win, so that she could claim the brooch of the running horse that had
belonged to her father. First-Male had been very affronted, for no-one ever let him lose, but One-Horn's
daughter had not cared.

It did not take long to retrieve the saddle, bridle and bulging saddlebags but carrying them back through
the foret, up the steep hillsand over the ridge was an exhausting struggle. The boots were chafing her
hedl's unbearably and her arms began to ache.

Much to her relief, the winged mare il dept. It wasfully dark now, and the arch of night sky wasfreshly
dusted with stars. A new anxiety constricted her breathing. Soon the herd would notice she was gone.
Would they wait till morning before they began to hunt, or would they start looking for her straightaway?
Surely she had afew more hours before they began to track her? Would the horse wake before then, or
would she deep ontill dawn?

One-Horn' s daughter began to make ready. It wasincredibly difficult to strap on the saddlein the dark,
with the mare lying down, but at last she managed to push the girth under the mare’ sbelly with agtick,
dragging it through and buckling it with stiff and unsure fingers. The bridlewas no eeser. It seemed to
have far too many straps than necessary, and she could not work out how to make the horse open its
mouth for the bit. At last she wrenched the mare' s jaw open, and the horse stirred and hurrumphed in its
deep, startling the girl so much she had to bite back a shriek. She rolled up the cloak and tied it to the
pommel, then dung her bow and quiver of arrows on her back and clambered up into the saddle,
gripping the pomme, afraid the horse would wake before she had time to tie hersalf on properly. The
mare dept on, however, and so she was able to lash hersdlf on tightly, using the reinsto secure her arms
to the horse’ s neck, and a coil of ropeto tie her legs and body to the saddle and stirrups. It was not a
comfortable pogtion, but the girl knew her greatest danger was being flung to the ground from highin the
ar. Shewould rather endure an aching back and arms, and the cutting off of circulation in her hands and
feet, thanrisk such afall.

Shewastired after her exertions and rested her head on the dark flowing mane, wondering how long she
had before the horse woke up or the herd found her. She even drifted off into an uneasy doze for awhile,



though the throbbing of her shoulder sockets and her wrists kept her from a deeper repose. At times she
fet shewasfdling and would jerk awake, the leather biting into her flesh, only to drift adeep again. Then
she heard a sound that brought her wide awake at once. It was the hullabal oo of the hunt. Although the
sound was till faint, the girl knew how swift were the satyricorn. She had only afew minutes.

Franticaly she began to kick the mare with her hedls, and lash her neck with the end of the reins, rocking
her body back and forth, urging the horse to wake, to flee. The shouts came closer. Shelashed the mare
harder. A convulsive shudder ran through the horse' s body. She felt the satin-smooth skin ripple and
twitch. Then the horse hurrumphed and suddenly jerked up onto its knees. The gril was rocked wildly,
banging her chin on the pomme of the saddle and inadvertently biting her tongue as the mare bounded to
her feet. She only had time to gasp and blink back tears, before the horse began to buck and rear wildly
al round the clearing. One-Horn' s daughter was jerked back and forth, up and down, bashing her face
onitsneck and withers, dl the bresth knocked out of her. The ropes cut her flesh cruelly. The horse
galoped through the trees, trying to knock her off againgt a branch. She clung on grimly, trying to control
her nauisea and dizziness, feeling as battered and bruised asif she was being beaten with aclub. One of
her knees whammed so hard into atree trunk that she thought it had been didocated. Her skin was
scraped and torn.

Fly, shedlently urged the mare. Fly away from here else they catch us...

The mare spread her great feathery wings and legpt up into the air. The girl’s somach flip-flopped and
she could not prevent a high-pitched scream from bursting out of her throat. Although it was il
night-time, the moons had risen while she had dozed and the sky was bright with stars. She could seethe
dark shapelessness of the forest dropping away below her, incredibly fast, and fed the cold bite of the
wind on her face. She shut her eyes and gripped tight every musclein her aching arms and legs,
determined not to fall.

Assoon asthe marewasin the air, the dreadful jolting and jarring was over. The mare flew smoothly and
Seadily, higher and higher. She could fed the smooth working of its muscles benesth her legs, and hear
the rhythmic beat of itslong wings. The sound was somehow soothing and after awhile she dared to
open her eyes. They seemed suspended in black fathomless space, stars al around and nothing below
them. She shut her eyes again with agasp, and rested her cheek against the horse’ swithers. Don't let
me fall, shethought.

The mare swings straightened and held steady. They hung therein the starry sky for aninestimably long
moment, hovering. The girl took adeep painful breath and tightened her grip. Without warning the mare
folded back her wings. They began to fdl, hurtling towards the ground. Suddenly her wings snapped
open again and the girl was flung backwards, crying aoud as the bonds jerked a her wrists and ankles.
The mare neighed in distress as the jerk on the reins bruised her tender mouth. The girl fell back into the
saddle with apainful thump, catching her breath with tears, and the mare nelghed again and tried to buck.
Again and again the mare sought to disodge her, but the girl’ sknots held and she did not fal. So the
mare flew on again, shaking her mane and neighing in distress, occasiondly trying to buck off the heavy
weight or shake away the hard, foul-tasting metal bit in her mouth.

They flew for an eternity. Then the sun wasrising ahead of them, striking the girl’ stired eyeslikea
slver-tipped whip. She shrank back, hiding her face in the flowing black mane. There was no sound but
the steady besat of wings and the whistling of the wind. She guessed they were too high to hear birdsong.
Without lifting her head she opened her eyes again and looked down past the deek black shoulder.
Below were wisps of rose-tinted clouds. They drifted gpart and she could see athin, shining curve of
water winding through green forest. She could not believe how high they were. It hurt her lungsto
bregthe.



Asthe day wore on, the black mare grew weary and her attemptsto throw the girl off grew feebler. The
girl hersdlf was near-fainting with exhaustion and pain. When at last the horse flew down to drink at the
river and rest awhile, she found she could not free hersalf. Her skin was so chafed and swollen that the
leather reins had sunk deep into her flesh and she could not reach the knife strapped inside her boot, or
unbuckle the dagger a her waist. They rested together, the mare lipping at the water, occasionally
shuddering as shetried to shake the weight off, and the girl lying with her head resting on her bound arms,
her arms and shoulders and knees and ankles throbbing unbearably. The sight of the water tortured her,
for shewas very thirsty. Shetried again to reach the little black knife, but her movement spooked the
horse and it shied and bucked. Helplesdy shejerked and flopped around, and the horse neighed in terror
and took off again, galoping through the forest, using itswingsto legp through the underbrush or turn a
sharp corner, bashing the girl against trees and rock-faces. One-Horn’ s daughter cracked her head hard
againgt astone dliff and felt pain lance down her neck and spine, then away she spun into adeep red,
roaring unconsciousness. Time unravelled.



A THING OF BEAUTY

“ Quch are the horses on which gods
and heroesride, as represented by
the artist. The majesty of men
themselves is best discovered in the
graceful handling of such animals.
A horse so prancing isindeed a
thing of beauty, a wonder and a
marvel; riveting the gaze of all who

see him.”

Xenophon

On Horsemanship, 431-354 B.C.



Kingarth

Lewen graightened his aching back, pushing the hair out of his eyeswith afilthy, sweaty hand, and
looked with some satisfaction on the large plot of rich dark earth before him. Although digging over the
vegetable patch in preparation for the spring sowing was dways hard work, he enjoyed working muscles
diff after the enforced inactivity of the winter, and heloved the smdll of the sun-warmed earth.

Helooked with keen pleasure across the lawns, through the grey filigree of branchesjust beginning to
swell with flower buds, past pale stars of narcissusto the glimmering water of theloch. The forest lay
beyond, green and deep and secret, with the grey, cloud-capped mountains brooding darkly beyond.

The knowledge that he would soon be leaving his parents farm to travel back to the city only sharpened
his acute sense of kinship with thewild, lovely landscape around him. Although he was looking forward
to returning to his studies at the Tower of Two Moons, he knew he would miss hisfamily and hishome,
thislittle glade of serenity surrounded on dl sdesby adark snarl of wilderness.

I’ll go out tramping this afternoon, he thought. Take my dinner and walk up to the waterfall. Mam
will understand.

His mother looked up and smiled. She was adender woman with eyes as green asthe new leaves
unfurling on the beech tree and a great mass of twiggy brown hair that was aso just beginning to bud with
leaves. Her bare feet were broad, brown and gnarled like tree roots.

“Sure, o' courseyecan,” Lilanthesaid. “I'll keep Merry from following ye and teasing ye. | kenit'ssome
peace ye be wanting.” Shetook adeep breath. “ Soil smelsgood.” Gracefully shelifted her brown
homespun skirt and stepped into the dirt, her toes spreading and digging in. “Mmm, tastes good t00.”

Lewen grinned. “Merry can sow her seeds now, if she wants.”
“Merid!” Lilanthe caled. “Merry! Where are you?’

The branches of an appletree at the far end of the garden shook violently and agirl dropped down,
landing on hands and knees. She was only eeven years old, nine years younger than Lewen, for their
mother had trouble carrying children to term. Three had died in her womb between Lewen and Merid,
and one had lived only a scant few hours before failing to take another breath. Their deaths had grieved
Lilanthe deeply, and so she treasured thislast child of hersal the more, keeping her closeto home and
teaching Merid’ slessons hersdlf. Thelittle girl was abright, winsome child, as much a homein theforest
asagquirrel, and with adeep connection to al growing things. Like her mother, shewas smadl and dight,
with long, twiggy brown hair and green eyes. Around her head darted atiny nisse, her iridescent wings
whirring so fast they were merdly ablur of light.

“Herel am, Mam,” Merid sang out.

“Lewen hasfinish digging over the vegetable patch if you want to sart planting,” Lilanthe said. “Come
and tagte the soil, it' sddlicious!”

Meriel came bounding across the lawn, the nisse swooping ahead of her. When she came to the edge of
the dug-over garden bed, she legpt in joyfully, squelching the damp earth between her baretoes. “Yum, it
isgood,” shesaid. “I'll go get my bags of seeds. Will ye help me, Lewen?’



“No' achance” hesaid. “I’ ve done my work for the day. I'm going to have aswim to get dl this muck
off me. Then I’m going up the waterfal onelast time.”

“I want to go too!” Merid cried.

“Nay, it'll belate afore ye finish planting out those seeds, Merry,” Lilanthe said firmly. “Ye can gointo
the forest anytime, but ye ken Ninawill be here tomorrow and so this may be Lewen'slast chanceto go
wandering in the forest afore he leaves for Lucescere.”

“No, | want to go,” Merid wheedled. “ Oh, Lewen, must ye be going without me? Cannaye walit for me?
| won't belong, | promise”

“Aye, yewill, young lady. That’s our vegetables for the summer ye ve got rattling in that box o yours,
and | willnahave ye spoil our harvest by being hasty in the planting. Leave Lewen be. He sworked hard
thismorning while ye were playing about and climbing trees and he deserves afew hours off.”

“Oh but Mam...”

“No buts about it, missy. Remember, I’ m trusting ye to sow the seeds by yoursdlf. Plant too deep or too
shdlow or too close together, and ye velost your seed.”

“Aye, | kenthat, Mam. It'sjust that it sour last afternoon done with Lewen. Ninawill have awhole
caravan o' peoplewith her and then he'll be going away with them and we willnasee him again for

ages. ..

“No need to be reminding me, dear heart, | ken.” Lilanthe smiled at her and ruffled her wild brown locks.
“He |l be homefor supper, though, and when ye ve finished planting out the seeds ye can come and help
me bake something specid for him, if yelike”

Merid agreed begrudgingly. Lewen smiled at her, feding rather guilty. It was not that he did not enjoy his
little Sster’ scompany, it was just that she was so full of vitdity. He felt a strong desire for quietness and
reflection on hislast afternoon in theforest.

After he had cleaned histools and put them away in the barn, he went back through the garden towards
the house. It was avery pretty little house, with rose briars climbing over the back porch and astone
shield over the arched front door with a design of aweeping greenberry tree carved upon it. It had been
built of the local rough grey stone, but so carefully that dl the sonesfitted together harmonioudy, making
sure no draughts could sneak in through gaps and cracks. Itslichen-green roof was very steep, so that
the heavy snows of winter would dide off easily, and thewindowswere al large and paned with glass, so
that the roomswere filled with sunshine in the warm, growing months. Long shutters with little heart
shapes cut out in rows were now fastened securely back against the walls, but in winter they would be
drawn across the windows, protecting the precious glass from hail and deet, and keeping the warmth of
the firewithin. The doors and shutters and gables were dl painted a soft green and the house was
surrounded on al sdesby alovingly tended garden so it looked asif it had grown up from the earth
rather than being assembled uponiit.

Lewen came through the kitchen garden with its hedges of evergreen rosemary, grinning at Merid asshe
knelt in the freshly dug garden beds, carefully planting out her seeds. His mother came out onto the
porch, with asatchel of food in her hands and abundle of clean clothes.

“Hereye arethen, laddie. Do no' be late home now, do ye hear? Merry and | will be making yea
specid supper for your last night at home. Will ye be home afore dark?’



“I'mjust going up to thewaterfal, Mam. I’'m no' intending to climb auld Hoarfrost.”

“Aye, | ken. And | do no' fear ye doing something foolish. It'sjust... och, it's probably naught. Happen
it' sbecause | ken ye are leaving soon and | wish to keep ye close. I'm sorry. Y e enjoy your tramp and
I'll seeyeat supper.”

“Aye, sure, Mam. I’ll be good, | promise.” He smiled at her cheekily, waved a quick goodbye and set
off through the garden, rummaging in the satchel to see what she had packed for him. Therewas fresh
baked bread and hard cheese and pickles, afat wedge of fruitcake and, much to his satisfaction, a
corked jar of cold ale.

On the grassy dope by thelake, he stripped off his damp, grimy clothes and plunged into the water,
which wasicy cold but invigorating. He swam vigoroudy acrossthe lake to theidand, parting the willow
fronds to dide into the cool green cavern benegath, as he had done since he was just aboy. He floated
there for amoment, but it was far too cold out of the sunshine and so he swum fast back towards the
shore. Grestly refreshed, he toweled himself dry and dressed again, buckling hiswitch’ sdagger inits
accustomed place a hisbelt and polishing his moonstone ring till it shone. He then followed anarrow
green path into the woods, the nisse Kdea soaring swiftly ahead of him, her wingsflashing.

It was an ancient forest, and very dark and tangled. Many of the trees had been growing sincelong
before humans came to Eileanan. They ascended into the sky like massive columns, their trunks green
and velvety with moss, their branchestrailing shawls of fine grey lace. The path climbed past one old
giant whose girth was so vast that a dozen men standing on its roots would not have been able to touch
fingers, no matter how they stretched out their arms.

It was quiet in the cool gloom, the only sound the occasiond call of abird or the subtle rustle of some
creature in the undergrowth. Lewen waked swiftly, for the sun was aready beginning to dant Sdeways
through the tree trunks and it was a hike of an hour or more to the waterfall.

Kaea came down to perch on his shoulder, taking hold of his ear and raising herself on tiptoe so she
could spesk into it. “ Lewen tramp-stamp the green way, the forest way, Lewen sad-sorrowful 7’

Lewen amiled ruefully. The nisse knew him wel. He put up his hand and lifted her off his shoulder,
holding her before hisface so he could speak directly to her. Her eyes were the colour of the green heart
of aflame, shininginthegloom likeacat's, and her face wastriangular, with sharp-pointed ears poking
through amass of wild dark hair.

“I dofed rather sad,” he admitted. “I’m going back to school, ye ken, and dthough | love the Theurgia
and love being the Righ’ssquire, | till missye, and my kin, and the forest.”

“Why go? Stay-stop.”
“I canna,” he answered.
Her eyes blazed with fury. “ Canna? Why canna? Canna-willna.”

“I supposethat’ strue,” hesaid. “1 could stay, o' course. But | want to go to school, and learn; and I'm
proud to serve my Righ and hope I’ be knighted after | graduate and happen even be appointed aBlue
Guard likemy dawas, if | dowdl enough...”

Kaeareached out her tiny hand and seized his hose, tweaking it so hard tears sprang to his eyes.
“Fool-school,” she said scornfully. “More learning-lore here, tree-wise, sky-wise, Stone-wise,
water-wise. No learning-lore at fool-school.”



Lewen had dropped her the moment she tweaked his nose, crying out in surprise. Now, as he rubbed it
furioudy, she hovered before him, her diamond-bright wingswhirring.

“That hurt!” hesaid crosdy.
Shetrilled derisively, showing her fangs, and darted away as he tried to catch her again.

“Cannacatch mel” she called and buzzed about his head as exasperatingly as any mosquito. Every now
and again she ducked closer to dgp or pinch him. “ Canna catch me!”

“Stopit, Kaleal” Lewen cried. “What' s the matter with ye?’
“No go,” she suddenly cried, siwooping down to clasp hisfinger with both arms. “Lewen no go?’

He cupped her gently. “I'll missyetoo, Kaea, indeed | will. But | truly do haveto go. I’ ve missed
enough school these last few months, and | do no' want to fal behind. I'll come back when | can,

though. ..”

Without warning she sunk her sharp fangsinto his hand. He yelped and shook her off, lifting his hand to
suck at the blood lesking from the little puncture wounds.

“Kaeaweep-wail, Kalea sob-snivel,” she cried, scrubbing a her eyeswith tiny fists. “Lewen go!” And
sheturned and flew away into the forest, swift and noisy as ahornet. Lewen stared after her, feding
angry and exasperated and alittle bit guilty al at the same time. Kaeawas the great-great-granddaughter
of the nisse Eldawhom Lilanthe had once rescued from children in avillage square. Lewen' sfather Nidl
sad that was when he first began to love Lilanthe, seeing her standing aone againgt agang of bullieswith
the poor battered nisse cradled in her hands. Although the garden and forest around the house were
infested with the great-great-grandchildren of Elala, Kaeawas the youngest and the boldest. Shewas
rarely far from Lewen, having devel oped an abiding affection for him ever since the time he had scooped
her out of aparticularly deep puddle one stormy day when she had been little more than a baby.
Although nisses were by nature impish and quarrelsome, ddlighting in spiteful tricks and teasing games,
Kaeahad never tweaked his nose before, let alone bitten him. It upset him that she had done so now.

Ashe clambered over great, writhing roots, ducked under tangled vines, and did down adippery dope
with the satchel bouncing on his back, Lewen’ s thoughts returned to the journey ahead of him. He had
spent the last four years studying at the Theurgiaand he loved it, but he did find the noise and crowds
burdensome, and his duties as one of the Righ’s squirestook up agreat dedl of his sparetime. Hewas 0
eager to be chosen as one of the Righ's persona bodyguards that he took his court duties very serioudly,
and by the end of the last term had been exhausted in both body and mind. The Keybearer of the Coven
had noticed, even if the Righ had not. So she had sent him home for the winter holidays. He had not been
home to Kingarth since his sixteenth birthday, when he had sat the Second Test of Powers and had been
accepted into the Theurgia as an gpprentice-witch. Four long years spent in the midst of two hundred
other apprentices, dl jostling for attention, al noisy and opinionated, al hungry to prove their powers. No
wonder he had been exhausted.

In the morning, the journeywitch Ninathe Nightingale would be coming by the farm, so that Lewen could
join her caravan of new apprentices on itsway to the Theurgia. Journey-witches were a specialy chosen
band of witches who spent their daystravelling around Eileanan looking for children with magical powers,
and persuading their parents to send them to the Theurgiato be properly trained. They aso performed
ritesfor any village they passed that did not have awitch of itsown.

Lewen could have easily ridden down to Ravenscraig, the castle of the ruling MacBrann clan, to meet
Ninaand her cavacade, but the journeywitch was an old and dear friend of Lilanthe’sand did not want



to miss the chance to see her and Nidl. So she and her band of apprentice-witcheswere dl riding from
Ravenscraig to Kingarth, even though the round trip would add aweek to their journey.

Kingarth wasthe last croft before the wild mountains known as the Broken Ring of Dubhdain, which
curved in aperfect crescent around the highlands of Ravenshaw. There were only two known paths
through the great grim peaks. One path led west, over the exposed, wind-scoured flank of Bald Ben, to
therolling plains of Tireich wherethe horse-lairdslived. The other climbed high past Dubhglais, “the
black lake,” and up the steep, bare ridge of Ben Eyrie, the third highest mountain in Eileanan. Dragons
were said to fly over Ben Eyrie, and ogres dwelled in the caves hidden within its cliffs. Although thisroad
was by far the swiftest route to the east, it was considered so perilousthat it was only used in times of
great danger and need. It was called the Razor’ s Edge.

Under the shadow of Ben Eyrie was the loch known as Dubhglais, where the Findhorn River had its
source. The river wound itsway down to atal waterfall caled Hoarfrost’ s Beard that fell into the valey
where Kingarth was built. It then tumbled and fell in swift rapids down the length of the highlandstill it
cameto another steep cliff where it once again fell in aroaring mass of white water cdled the Findhorn
Falls. Ravenscraig was built above these falls, and so for centuriesit had been the stronghold of the
MacBrann clan, secure againg attack. Origindly it had been the prionnsal swinter castle, but the family
had taken up permanent residence there when their summer castle Rhyssmeadill had proven too closeto
the dangerous and unpredictable sea.

Lewen had been to Ravenscraig many times, and in fact had only recently returned from atrip there with
hisfamily. The only thing it had in common with the grezt city of Lucescerein Rionnagan wasthat it was
built above awaterfal too high for the Fairgean to leap. It wasrather asmall castle, damp and draughty
and filled with dogs. Lucescere, on the other hand, was avast warren of a place, filled with sorcerers,
nobles, merchants, thieves and faeries. The Righ had his palace there, protected on either side by two
deep, fast rivers. In the grounds of the palace was the Tower of Two Moons, where the Keybearer of
the Coven of Witches had her headquarters, and where the most famous school in the land was based.

Although Lewen wanted desperately to be a'’Y eoman of the Guard, like his father had been, he had
ambivalent feelings about Lucescere. He knew his mother had been unhappy there, shunned and mocked
because of her fagry blood. It wasin the gardens of Lucescere that she had been attacked with an axe
while deeping in her tree-shape. Twenty yearslater she still walked with alimp, and the deep ugly scar
gtill marred her smooth bark.

Although Lewen had not inherited the ability to shapechange into atree, as his sister had done, he was
certainly unhappy if he spent too much time away from the forest. If it had not been for the palace's
famous gardens, Lewen would have left the Theurgia as soon as he got there. Although the gardens were
very old and very beautiful, they were tamed and controlled, quite unlike the wild woods of northern
Ravenshaw.

When Lewen had first gone to the Theurgia, at the age of sixteen, he had braced himsdlf for the same sort
of mockery and disdain his mother had faced, but to hisrelief histree-changer ancestry had never been a
problem. Either things had changed since Lachlan the Winged had won the throne, or else, as hisfather
had laughingly said, he was smply too big for any of the other sudentsto dare chalenge him. Certainly
Lewen had inherited hisfather’ s build, being ahead above six foot tal, and broad across the shoulders.
He had been taught to fight too, with fists and feet, dagger and claymore, and to shoot the longbow with
uncanny accuracy. The longbowmen of Ravenshaw were famous, and Nidl the Bear the most famous of
them dl. It was said only the Righ could bend alonger bow, or shoot asfar or astruly, and Lachlan the
Winged carried Owein’s Bow, an ancient and magica weapon.

The cool, ddlicate touch of spray across his face roused him from his abstraction. Lewen glanced up,



surprised, to see awide curtain of white water tumbling down ahigh cliff. It fell sheer and foaming asa
curtain of white mudin, the one behind it dark and glistening. Here and there sunlight struck through the
encircling trees and lit the spray as bright as diamonds, but most of the cliff-face and the pool below were
in shadow and so the effect was curioudy smooth and slent.

Lewen grinned and stretched and swung his satchd off hisback. He felt a pleasant euphoric tiredness
after hislong walk, his exasperation at Kalea s antics having faded away. He pulled out the jar of defir,
uncorked it with histeeth, and took along swig. After an hour in his rucksack it was not as cool as he
would have liked and so he went down to the pool to set it in the icy water while he ate his bread and
cheese. He knelt on the damp mossy stones and was just setting the jar securely between two rocks
when he heard something that brought him swiftly to hisfeet.

In the dark underhang of rock by the cliff ahorse waslying, its head drooping. Its breath was harsh and
laboured, rasping in itsthroat. 1ts coat was so black it was hard to make out its shape in the gloom of the
deep little ddll, but Lewen was able to see at once that someone was draped over itswithers. He
scrambled over the rocks, his concern growing as he noticed first the yellowish scum that streaked the
horse' s damp hide, the trembling of itslimbs and the twitching of its hide, Sgnsthat it had been drivento
exhaustion. Then Lewen was close enough to see and recogni ze the blue jacket and cockaded hat of a
Y eoman of the Guard, and he broke into a run. The movement spooked the horse. It shook its head,
eyesrolling whitein terror, and tried to rise but was too weary, collapsing back to the ground. The
attempt to rise had shown Lewen two more, very strange things. The horse had wings, magnificent black
feathered wings, each aslong as he himsdf wastdl. And the body dumped so heavily over thehorse's
back had been tied on with rope.

Lewen went forward dowly, holding out one hand, whickering softly under his breath. The horse' sears
twitched and it rolled an eye towards him.

“Gently now,” hessid. “ Gently.”

Sowly, step by step, Lewen came closer. Again the horse tried to rise and shy away but Lewen reached
forward and caught it by the bridle, steadying it. He smoothed one hot, damp shoulder, distressed to see
the dobber round the horse' s mouth was stained with blood. Gently he eased the bit out of the horse's
torn mouth, keeping afirm hand on the bridle asthe horse tried to drag its head away, whinnying in
distress.

Once he had camed the horse again, Lewen turned his attention to the unconscious soldier. Therewasa
nasty gash on one temple, with blood drying thick on one pale cheek, and the leather reins had cut deeply
into the flesh at the wrists. Although Lewen had hiswitch’sknife sheathed at his belt, he was reluctant to
cut the bonds here in the gloom of the spray-misted basin, so far from home. He did not think he could
carry thewounded soldier dl the way home aswell aslead the weary horse, and he knew his parents
were the best people to tend both man and horse.

Gently Lewen urged the black mareto rise. He knew it was dangerousto let the horse lie ftill after such
exertion. So he dragged on the cheek-band and pushed at the horse' s flank until at last she summoned
the energy to stand. He encouraged her to walk the few steps down the dope to the pool. Then, without
letting go of the bridle, he reached down to the pool and cupped water in his hand, letting the horse drink
from his palm. The poor beast drank thirgtily, and would have drunk moreif Lewen had not restrained
her, knowing too much water could be dangerousin her overheated and weakened state.

Keeping al hismovements dow and steady, he rubbed the mare down with a handful of grass, then
covered the horse and its unconscious rider aswell as he could with the warm woollen cloak tied before
the pomme. Then, regretting hisjar of ae growing nicely cold in the pool, he began the long, wearisome



wak home.

It was fully dark by the time he and the exhausted horse plodded out of the forest and into the orchard by
thelake. Both the moons were half-full, and their mingled radiance cast acool, colourlesslight acrossthe
garden. Thetreeswere dl very black, theloch was a strange glimmery silver, and warm orange light
sreamed from Kingarth across the dark lawn. Lewen lifted his gaze to the light, finding new energy inthe
closeness of home. He was bone-weary himsalf. Many timesit had only been the strength of hishand on
the bridle and his shoulder againgt the horse’ sflank that had prevented the mare from foundering. The
forest at night was afrightening place, besides, for it rustled and whimpered with mysterious sounds, and
occasionaly was rent by the howl of the hunter and the death-wail of the hunted. He was glad to have left
the nerve-wracking darkness of the forest behind.

Suddenly a huge shape loomed up out of the darkness beside him and he smelt the strong stench of bear.
The horse did too, and reared and whinnied in terror, almost wrenching his arm out of its socket.

“Ursal Back!” he cried.
“Ursa, down,” hisfather said gently. “ Go back.”
The bear gave a sad-sounding snuffle and lumbered away towards the house.

“What isit, laddie?’ Nidl said in his degp, soft voice. “Y € re home so late, your mam wasworried.” He
came up out of the shadows, moving quietly for so tal aman. He saw at once the sumbling horse with its
heavy burden and his son, trudging weerily at itsbridle. “What isthisye ve found? A horse?’

“A winged horse” Lewen said.
“Winged? With athigearn astride?”’

“He wearsthe coat o' a'Yeoman.”
“Indeed?’ Nidl’svoicerosein interest.

“He' sbeentied on crudly tight. | dared not cut him loose; the bonds were too tight and the light too bad.
| am afraid though...”

“Yedidwel, my lad. Bring them to the stables. I'll call Lilanthe. She'll ken what to do.”

Lewen knew his mother had learnt her healing arts from Isabeau the Red, who was now Keybearer of
the Coven. Lilanthe’ s knowledge was so deep, she was often called away to help at adifficult birthing, or
to splint ashattered bone. Hisfamily’ strip to Ravenscraig afew weeks earlier had been to help ease the
last painful days of the old MacBrann, who had died dowly and with ever-increasing madness.

Thefina few yardsto the stables seemed to take forever, with the horse barely able to put one hoof after
another, and Lewen’ s boots seeming very hot and heavy. At last they were within the dim, hay-smelling
vastness, and Nidl was kindling lanterns and exclaiming aoud at the sight of the winged marein the
golden fullness of therr light.

She was a magnificent beast, even asworn and tired as she was, with great black wings shading through
blueto violet at thetips, and long scrolled horns with the iridescence of dark mother-of-peearl. Every
curve was beautiful and proud. She was delicately made for such along-limbed animal, with aluxuriant
mane and tail, and feathered hocks. She was so very weary she hardly flinched as Nial drew his dagger
and carefully sawed away at the ropes that bound the rider to the beast. At last the ropes frayed and fell
away, and they were ableto lift therider down and lay him in the straw and lift the lantern to examine



him.

Therewasalong slence.

“She'sagirl,” Lewen breathed at lagt.

“Andno’ sovery auld,” Nidl said. “What isshe doing in the uniform o’ a'Y eoman?’
“And tied on to the back o' awinged horse?’

“Eakens! Come, let usleave her for your mam and look to the horse. She'sanoble beast and crudly
used. Look at her bleeding mouth.”

Niall had been a cavaier for many years and knew just what to do for the exhausted beast. He kept
Lewen busy mixing warm mash, gpplying poultices and anointing the horse' s many cuts and abrasons
but, despite his fascination with the winged horse, Lewen could not help casting many aglance at the girl
lying in the straw. She was s0 dirty and bloody it was hard to see much of her face, especidly with dl
that black, matted hair straggling dl over it, but her figure wastall and lithe with adeep curve from breast
to hip, and her mouth had as sweet a shape as any he had seen on agirl. She was beginning to stir as
Lilanthe gently bathed her swollen, lacerated wrists, and Lewen stopped to look again as her eyes dowly

opened.

They were not black, as he might have expected with all that raven hair, but aclear blue-grey colour, and
fringed with very long, dark lashes. For amoment she stared up at Lilanthe blankly, and then she glanced
round the dimly lit stable, seeing the winged horse tethered in its stdl, and the man and boy cleaning the
tack nearby.

With avicious snarl, the girl was on her fet, knocking Lilanthe over with the violence of her movement.
She looked about desperately, seized a pitchfork fromits place on thewal and raced at Nidl, her lips
drawn back from her teeth.

Nial dropped the saddle, holding up both his handsin a pacifying gesture, but the girl only growled and
drove the pitchfork towards his heart. Nidl lunged forward, caught the handle just below thetines, and
wrested it from her. Asheflung it away into the straw, shelegpt a him with her nailsraking at hiseyes.
He managed to block her with one arm, but he was knocked off balance by the speed of her attack and
fell back on to the straw-scattered cobbles, the girl on top of him.

Lewen dropped his polishing rag and leapt to hisfather’ said.



TheWild Girl

Though he was able to drag the girl off hisfather, she turned on him, biting the tender skin where his neck
met his shoulder. Lewen yelped and shoved her away. She kicked him hard behind the knee and he
amost went over. Nial had scrambled to his feet again and caught her from behind but she kicked back
with her hed, catching him smartly in the groin. He reeled back for amoment, as much shocked as
pained, and the girl then turned on Lewen, grasping alock of his curly brown hair and pulling so hard she
amost ripped it out by the roots. Lewen had to wrap hisarm about her throat, trapping one arm to her
sde, while he held her till against him with the other. She squirmed and wriggled likean edl, and he
amost had to throttle her to keep her ill.

Niall rubbed his abused private parts ruefully, then took the pitchfork and threw it out the stable door.
Lilanthe was trembling and he put one arm around her shouldersto comfort her. “What awildcat!” he
said. “I never thought I’ d be tempted to hit awoman before, let doneaweedip o' agirl.”

“She'sno’ sowee,” Lewen panted, having to tighten hishold on the girl as she struggled again to bresk
free. Indeed, she was near astall as he was, though dim and softly curved. She kicked back savagely
with one booted hedl and he legpt back, inadvertently loosening his hold. She spun and tried to escape,
but Lewen caught her again, holding both her handsin one hand and seizing her waist with the other.
“There sno need to fight and squirm so,” he said gently. “We mean ye no harm. We'retrying to help.”

She made adisbdieving noise but, when he tightened his grasp, stopped her desperate struggling,
draining away from him, panting and trying to hold back tears. He loosened hisbruising grip alittle,
moving away S0 shewas not held so tightly againgt him. “ There sno need to fear,” he said in the same
deep, gentle voice he had used to soothe the horse. “Come, ye' re sorely hurt. We do no* wish to harm
ye any more than ye ve dready been harmed. Will yeno' st and rest and let my mother tend ye?’

She looked up at him suspicioudy, and he eased his grip and gestured to her to Sit back down inthe
straw. “ Y our wrists must be soreindeed,” he said kindly, “and happen ye re thirsty? Can | get ye some
water?’

She moistened her parched lipswith thetip of her tongue but did not answer. Carefully helet her go and
moved across to the barrel of water, scooping out a cup of water for her. She snatched it from him and
scrambled away, then drank thirstily, staring at him through the tangle of filthy black hair.

Lilanthe regarded her with troubled eyes. “ She' slike a snow-lion cub, al teeth and claws. | wonder
where she came from.”

“What isyour name, lasse?’ Nidl asked. “And why do yefight so? What do yefear?’

She cast him asideways look, very wary and distrustful, then returned her gaze to Lewen'sface.
“What isyour name?’ Lewen said very gently.

Shelicked her lipsagain, her eyes darting from one face to another, then said hdtingly, “Lasse.”

“Aye, we ken you'realass, we'veeyesin our head,” Niall said. “But what isyour name? What areye
caled?

“Lasse?’ shesad again.



Nial and Lewen and Lilanthe exchanged rueful glances.
“Happen she' sawee touched in the head,” Nidl said.
The girl frowned and, with apuzzled air, lifted ahand to touch her head.

“Nay,” Lilanthe said. “1 dinnathink so. There sintelligence in those fierce blue eyes. | wonder... there's
something strange about her. I’d say she’ safaery child. Or at least, she' shasfaery blood in her. And we
arefar from anywhere here. She must have come down out o' the mountains.”

“Then what is she doing wearing the uniform o' aYeoman?’ Nidl said gruffly.

The girl stared at him uncomprehendingly. He bent and took afold of her jacket between hisfingers,
saying, “Where did ye get it? Who doesit belong to?’

Immediately she flinched away, scrambling out of reach.

“Nay! Mine!” shecried.

“Yours?’ Nial asked, hiseyes on the silver stag badge of the Y eomen. “Y e say the clothes are yours?’
She crossed her arms about her protectively. “Mine! No touch.”

“Wall, she seemsto understand what we say well enough,” Nial said. He bent towards her. “Lassie? Are
yehungry?”

She nodded her head voracioudy, though she sidled back nervously, keeping afair distance between
them.

“Lewen, lad, why do ye no' go and find our guest something to eat? And happen make up abed for her?
She must be sick and weary. We can question her again in the morning. For now let her deep and
recover.”

“I"'ll fill up the bath too,” Lilanthe said with aquick smile. “ She' sfilthy.”
“Nay!” thegirl said emphaticaly.

“Yeneed abath, my lass. Y€ reno' degping in my good sheetsuntil | have dl that blood and muck off
ye’

“Nay!” the girl said again, gripping her handsinto fists. She pointed one finger a the winged horse, now
drowslly lipping at the bucket of warm mush with ablanket over itsback. “Me stay. She mine. Mine!”

“Y ou want to stay here with the horse?” Lewen asked.
She glanced a him and nodded, her expression clearing for amoment. “Mine.”

“Wedo no' seek to take your horse away fromye,” Nidl said sternly. “ Though they say one cannaown
awinged horse. They canna be tamed with spur and whip, or broken to bridle and saddle, like ye have
tried to do.” He gestured with one hand to the bridle in the straw where Lewen had dropped it, its bit
befouled with blood and foam. “ A thigearn winsthe trust and respect of hishorse, he doesno’ bloody its
mouth and whipit till it founders”

It was clear she understood his meaning, for a crimson blush swept up her throat and face, and she
dropped those disconcertingly luminous eyes. “Dinnamean to hurt,” she said haltingly, searching for the



right words. “No... no other way.”

“No other way for what?’ Lewen asked. “Y e have ridden along way. Where have ye come from? Are
yefleang from someone?’

She shook her head, not looking at him, and made another emphatic gesture. “ Go away,” she sad.
“Leave me. Me go. Soon me go.”

“But yeare hurt ill,” Lewen said. “Will yeno' let ustend you, and give ye some food? And your mare?
Y e cannamean to ride her anytime soon. Sheissick and exhausted, and sorely hurt too.”

Shelooked a himinadarm. “Hurt?’
“She’ sexhaugted,” Nidl said in cool tones of condemnation. “And her flanks have been flayed crudly.”
Thegirl flashed him an angry look. “No* me. Thorns.”

Nidl grinned, histeeth flashing whitein hisdark bushy beard. “Y € rerather thorny yoursdlf, my prickly
lass. Nay, do no' look daggersat me. Ye may stay hereinthe stableif ye' d prefer. Indeed, somehow |
think I’ d deep sounder tonight if ye did. It'd be like trying to cage a snow-lion cub to bring yeinto the
house. Lewen, lad, will ye go and get her some blankets and something to eat.”

Lewen nodded and tried to smother ayawn. He had to admit he wastired and hungry after the long walk
through the forest.

Asheturned to go, Lilanthe knelt down in the straw beside the girl, reaching for one lacerated wrist. At
oncethe girl snarled at her, baring her teeth like awolf. Lilanthe started back in darm. Lewen turned
back in sudden concern for his mother.

“Dono’ beafraid,” Nidl sad, surprised. “My wifeisaheder. Sheshdl no’ hurt ye”

Thegirl glared at them through the matted knots of her hair, her whole body tensed and ready to spring.
Lilanthe made a tentative move towards her and the girl lashed out, raking Lilanthe' s cheek with her filthy
nails. Lilanthe gasped and shrank back, blood beading on her cheek. With aroar of outrage Nid| strode
forward, drawing hiswifeinto the shelter of hisarm with one hand and menacing thewild girl with his
other fist. “How dareye?’” he cried. “Leave her bel Shewasonly trying to help.”

The girl pressed hersdlf back into the wall, her eyes blackly dilated, her hands held up before her face as
if seeking to protect hersalf from ablow.

“Dono’ fear,” Lewen said softly, stepping between his furious father and the wild-eyed girl. “No-one
herewill hurt ye. Ye are safe, | promiseye. Will yeno' let us help ye? We mean ye no harm, thereis no
need to be afraid.”

Shelifted her eyesto hisface, her hands dropping. He took afew dow steps towards her, repeating his
wordsin alow, gentle voice, and athough she leant away from him she did not strike as he dropped to
one knee before her. “There, there, ye see? | mean ye no harm. We only want to help. Y our poor wrists
look so sore. See, the cool water feelsgood, doesn't it? It' |l wash away the dirt and make sure your
wounds hed cleanly.”

As he spoke, Lewen very gently took one hand and trickled the water over her abused wrist. She
crouched very 4ill, not taking her eyes off him. He turned her wrist in hisbig hand, and blotted it dry with
the soft cloth, staining it with streaks of mud and blood. “ See, isthat no' better? L et me wash the other
onetoo. It must be so sore. Look how much it is swollen. Now let me put somelotion onit. Does that



no’ fed better?”
She breathed out in along sigh, and nodded her head.

Then Nial moved, easing Lilanthe away from him so he could examine her scratched cheek. At oncethe
girl shrank back, hands flying up in a protective gesture again.

“Sssh, sssh,” Lewen said. “No need to fear. All iswdl.”

Nidl sghed in exasperation. “It' s your mam who needsthe lotion now,” he said. “Do ye see how filthy
that wildcat’s claws are? It s your mam'’ s cheek that’ Il fester, for sure.”

Lilanthe pressed her hand againgt her cheek. “Nay, I'll befing” she said faintly. “Lewen, let me do that.
Y € reworn out.”

“Nay, no' ye” thegirl sad. “Meno likeye. Yego away.”

Lilanthe was taken aback, and Nidl wasfurious. “Ungrateful brat,” he said. “Fine, we'll go away. | hope
y€ re cold and hungry and your cuts and bruisesthrob al night.”

“Nidl, no!” Lilanthe cried.

Lewen protested at the sametime. “ Dai-deinl She's sore hurt and she' safraid. Do no be angry with
her.”

Nial sghed. “Fine. Y e stay and tend to her then. She seemsto likeye, at least. I’ll take your mother
back to the house and tend to her. I’'ll send Merry out with some food for her—"

“Nay, no' Merry,” Lilanthe protested at once, looking askance at the filthy, wild-eyed, wild-haired
creature crouched in the straw.

“Very well, no' Merry, me,” Nidl agreed in along-suffering tone. “I willnabelong, lad. Try to keep out
0 reach o those claws. | do no’ want anyone elseinjured tonight.”

“All right, Da,” Lewen said.

“Make sure ye make up her bed well away from thewinged horse,” Nidl warned. “That mareisaswild
asthelass, remember, and though sheis quiet enough now, she may no' be so docile once she recovers
some 0’ her energy. A great beast like that can recuperate surprisingly quickly.”

“Aye, that | ken,” Lewen said, smiling.

“I'll beback injust awee,” hisfather said. Still cradling the pale and shaken Lilanthein onearm, he
rather reluctantly went out into the darkness.

Lewen turned and looked at the wild-haired girl.

“Come, sit down,” he said gently. “1 shdlnahurt ye, | promise. Y e must be sick and dizzy with that head
wound, and aching al over after theride ye ve had. Will ye no* trust me?’

She hesitated, then very gingerly lowered hersdlf back to the floor. “Me do hurt. All over.”

“Yemust indeed. Here, let mefinish salving your wrigts. They’ re raw and bloody. Those ropes must’ ve
been tied very tight.”



“Had to betight. Fal off if no' tight.”
“So yetied them yourself? Y ou tied yourself on the horse?’
After along frowning moment, she nodded.

He said no more, knedling in the straw before her and lifting up first one hand, then the other, turning
them to examine the lacerated flesh. Her fingernails were torn and jagged and black with dirt, but the
hands themsd ves were dender and long-fingered, with callouses he recognized as being caused by
drawing back the string of abow. He remembered the bow and quiver of roughly hewn arrows that had
been tied on to her back, and felt his curiogity grow.

Very gently he gpplied the soothing cream and bandaged her wrists. Then he gathered up al her hair and
swept it over her shoulder, smoothing it away from her brow so he could look at the wound on her
temple. She sat quietly, dmost asif spellbound, as he washed away the encrusted blood, and anointed
the wound with hismother’ ssalve.

“Itisno’ too bad,” he said softly. “Head wounds often bleed alot. Y e may have a headache for aday or
two, but naught more serious. I'll no’ bandage t, it'sonly ascrape and the air will do it good.”

She said nothing, just gazed at him with her dark brows drawn together over her eyes, though morein
puzzlement than anger. With the mud and blood washed from her face, he was able to see her clearly for
thefirst time. She had along, thin face with bony temples and a patrician nose. Her cheekbones were so
high there were little hollows beneath. Her mouth was soft and full-lipped with a deep indentation in the
upper lip. It gave her avulnerable air, a odds with the strength of the rest of her features. As he stared at
her, her mouth quirked and set itsdlf firmly. Lewen looked away quickly.

He moved back alittle, taking up one of her feet and lifting an eyebrow in query. Shetilted her head, then
gave alittle shrug and nodded. Gently he drew off the long, leather boots, and took her bare anklein one
hand, examining the bruised and swollen flesh carefully. “The boots were some protection, at least,” he
said. “Let mewash your feet clean and put some arnica cream on, and then ye€ [| be more comfortable.”

She acquiesced silently. He washed her feet carefully, noting the hard soles and splayed toes of someone
who customarily went barefoot, and the new red patches where the boots had rubbed skin not used to
confinement. He had just finished massaging in the cream when he sensed someone watching and |ooked
up. His mother stood just beyond the stable door, apile of blanketsin one arm, a basket in the other
hand. She was watching them with agrave expression on her face. Lewen flushed but Lilanthe made no
comment, limping in and putting her burdens down near her son, who lifted the girl’ sfeet off hislap so
that he could turn and reach to pick them up.

“I brought her anightgown and some blankets,” Lilanthe said with the faintest trace of coolnessin her
voice. “And there' s some vegetabl e broth, and some new bread, and adice of the whortleberry pie that
Merry and | made this afternoon.”

Lewen was hot and uncomfortablein his skin. Hefound it hard to meet his mother’ s clear gaze. He
busied himsalf winding up the unused bandages and tidying up the sdlveswhile the girl fell upon the soup
and bread like awild animal.

“Y our supper iswaiting for ye, when ye reready,” Lilanthe said. “Do no belong, laddie. It' samost time
for Merry to go to bed and she' s eager to seeye, on your last night home with just us.”

Lewen bit hislipin chagrin. “I'll no' belong, Mam. I'll just see her settled.”



Lilanthe nodded and shook out some warm blankets, then piled her basket high with her hedling salves
and bandages. “ Seep well, lassie,” she said gently to the girl, who looked up briefly from her soup before
lowering her face to the bowl again. “Do no' fear. Y e are safe here. This house and garden are well
protected. None will harm ye here.”

The girl looked up again, consdering Lilanthe for along moment. Then she nodded in acknowledgement
and went back to her medl.

“Yerewelcome,” Lilanthe said with gentle irony and went back into the darkness.

“It' susud to say ‘thanks when someone does something for ye,” Lewen chided gently.
“Why?" she asked.

Hewas nonplussed. “It just is. It'sgood manners. People get upset if ye do no' say thanks.”
“Why?'

“They just do. It'srude.”

“What rude?’

“Rudeis... being rudeis having bad manners.” Lewen was conscious of talking in circles. Hemade abig
effort. “ Good manners are likethe ail in the clogs of aclock, they keep things running smoothly,” he said.

The girl stared at him blankly. Lewen redlised she would never have seen a clock before and cast around
for some other way to explain.

“Being rude makesye seem.... ungrateful. No-one will like doing thingsfor ye. If ye say thingslike
‘pleaseg’ and ‘thank ye' and ‘blessye’ and ‘may |, then peoplewill like ye more and like doing things for
ye.”

“If mesay... thisthing, ‘thanks,” then people like me?’ she asked increduloudy.

“Aye”

“Yetoo?Yelikemeif mesay ‘thanks 7’

“Aye, 0' course. | mean...” Fearing histongue getting into atangle again, Lewen cameto ahalt.
“Then me say thanks” she said.

“Yerewelcome” hesad. “ That'swhat you say when people have said thanks.”

“Why?’ she asked.

“Yejust do,” he answered.

The girl dbsorbed thisin silence.

Rather shyly Lewen directed the girl towards the clean clothes. “Would you like to change? And there' s
acomb for your hair.” She stared at it in puzzlement ashe held it up for her. He mimed combing his hair,
then said, “ Though happen your hair istoo knotted to comb by yourself. And it needs to be washed.”

Heimagined himsdf washing it for her, and colour surged in his cheeks. He went on doggedly,
“Tomorrow, happen my mam will help you wash and comb it. Now ye should deep. Ye aretired.”



She had put one hand up to her hair self-consciously. Now she dropped it, nodding and saying, “Aye,
metired. No' much deep last night.” She shook her head wonderingly and crammed another piece of
whortleberry pieinto her mouth.

“Why no' ? Wereyeriding the maredl night?’
Shejerked her head in affirmation.

“How long? How long were ye on her back?’
She shrugged, then held up two fingers.

“Two days?’

“Oneday, onenight,” she answered. “Long time.”

“Aye, indeed. I'll leave ye to deep then, for ye must betired,” Lewen said, handing her the pile of soft
blankets. “1 hope ye will be warm enough.”

She had been fingering the blankets rather dazedly. At hiswords she looked up a him, wiping her mouth
with the back of her hand. Dimples suddenly flashed in her cheeks. She made a gesture that went from
the blankets round the shadowy, lantern-lit stable with its straw-filled byres and deepy, contented
animals. “Me never so warm,” she answered.

Lewen went back through the cool, moonlit garden to the house, fedling that hot, happy daze one gets
from drinking too much ae at Hogmanay. His mind was so full of the girl that he had to stand outside the
door in the darknessfor awhileto clear his head.

When he came into the kitchen, his parents and his Sster were dready seated at the table, eating their
mesdl. Firesburnt at either end of the room, and candles were it on the table and mantelpiece, filling the
room with agolden glow. Ursalay on her rug before one of thefires, her enormous bulk blocking most
of itsheat. Shelifted her grey snout and looked at him with worried eyes, moaning aquestion. Both his
parents scrutinised him closdly too but he managed not to flush, pulling up his chair to the table and saying
inhisusud practicd way, “She'sno' badly hurt, just tired and rather bruised, | think. She'll begrandin
the morning. What about the mare, though, Dai-dein?’

“ ““Twaslucky ye found them when ye did,” Nidl said gravely. “ The mare has been ridden hard, and then
alowed to founder. She'll belucky if shedoesno’ take achill.”

“I dono' think she meant to harm the marein any way,” Lewen said eagerly. “Y e ken the stories about
winged horses, how difficult they are to tame. The mare would have fought the bit and saddle, and flown
high to try and throw her off. Shewas bruised dl over. I'd say the mare tried to knock her off againgt
tree trunks and branches, ye ken the way they do.”

“How do ye ken she' sbruised dl over?’ Lilanthe said sharply.
Lewenwentred. “I... shetold me...”

“Here, lad, have some soup,” Nidl said camly. “Dearling, will ye cut him some bread? He must be
darving.”

“Aye, that | am,” Lewen responded, glad of the diversion. “1 managed to eat some of my cheese and



bread on theway home, but it dinnaeven begin tofill the hole”
He began to eat his soup hungrily, and when Lilanthe had cut him some bread he dathered it with buitter.

Meriel bounced up and down in her chair with excitement. “ But who is she, thisgirl? Where did she
come from? Did she catch the winged horse?’

“I dinnaken,” Lilanthe answered, taking her seat again and looking across at her son, raising her
eyebrows. “Lewen? Did shetdl ye anything while ye were tending her?’

Lewen shrugged. “ She said she' d tied herself onto the horse, so | guess that means she caught it. She
sad she had to tie hersdlf on tight so shewould no' fal whilethe marewasintheair.”

Merry gave asgh of happiness. “Oh, | wish it had been me! Imagine, your own flying horse.”

“Thigearnsdo no' say they own their winged horses” Niall said repressvely. “Itisafriendship, a
partnership. They say to win the respect 0 awinged horse, athigearn must ride it for ayear and aday
without once putting foot to ground. Thisgirl isno thigearn.”

“She managed to stay onitsback for anight and aday,” Lewen said. “ That' s pretty amazing.”

Hisfather regarded him for amoment, then nodded and smiled rather ruefully. “I’ ve done it myself on
occasion, and | must admit | thought well o* mysdlf afterwards, and | wasno’ riding ahorsethat can fly.
She'll be iff and sore for aday or two, particularly if she'sno’ used to riding astride.”

“I wonder where she came from,” Merry said, holding out her bowl for another serve of soup. “1 dinna
see awinged horse flying over and | was out in the garden dl day. Y€ d think | would' ve seeniit.”

“Unlessit camedown out o' the mountains,” Lilanthe said.

“But there' s naught in the mountains but goblins and ogres,” Merry said, wide-eyed. “Did the lass ook
likeagoblin?’

Lewen shut his mouth on hisindignation and said nothing.
“Nay, o' courseno’,” hisfather said for him. “ Shewas abonny lass, if rather wild.”

“There are other fagriesin themountains,” Lilanthe said quietly.  Corrigans, satyricorns, nixies,
cluricauns, even sedies. Sheis certainly wild enough and bonny enough to have sedieblood in her.”
Lewen looked up and inadvertently met her eyes. Her face was solemn, and he clamped hisjaw together
and looked away. “1 do no' think that isit, though.”

“But yeare sureshe'so' faery blood?” Nial said. “ Shelooked human enough.”

Lilanthe nodded her brown twiggy head and got up, stacking the empty bowls and taking them away
from thetable. “ Aye, she'sahaf-breed, that | ken. Happen ye need to be oneto ken one.” Therewasa
faint shade of hitternessin her voice. “ Sheis hard to read, though. | cannahear her thoughts. | would say
she has been harshly treated in the past, for her mind and heart are locked up tight indeed. Sheiswell
used to shidding her thoughts.”

She brought the next course to the table, an egg and onion tart served with steamed green leaves and
roasted roots. Lewen and Merry passed up ther plates to her and she served deftly, then sat down again
with asigh. Nial looked &t her closdly.

“Areyetroubled, leannan?’



She gtraightened her back and smiled at him rather wesrily. “Nay, nay, o' courseno’.”

“I am,” Nidl said. “What isastrange, wild lass from the blue yonder doing wearing the coat and plaid o'
aYeoman?’

Lewen thought of hisfather’ s shabby old coat and stained white buckskin breeches, stored carefully ina
large chest in the attic with the rest of his uniform, mudin bags of dried lavender and lemon verbena
tucked between their folds. His father was proud indeed of his past standing as one of the Righ’s
persona guards. One of the few times Lewen had ever seen hisfather angry was when he and Merry had
opened the chest and played dress-ups with his uniform to amuse themselves one snowy winter’ sday.
Lewen had worn the slver mail shirt, cunningly made of metd links closely woven together, and the thick
blue cloak and battered helmet, while Merry had dressed up in his court regdia, the blue tartan kilt and
sporran, the cockaded blue tam-0' -shanter, the long-tailed blue coat. Finding them playing at soldiers,
pretending to fight with old curtain rods and dragging the hems of his clothes through the dust, Nial had
roared at them as angrily as any woolly bear. Merry had been so frightened she had begun to cry, but
Niall wastoo angry to care. He had stripped the children of their costumes with hard and hasty hands,
given them both resounding spanks on their bottoms and sent them sobbing down the stairs.

Later, with Lilanthe behind them to give them mora support, they had gone with some trepidation to
apologise. The heat of Nidl’sanger had cooled but he was still displeased, and had told them, very
gernly, that they must never touch hisuniform again.

“To bechosen asaYeoman o' the Guard is the grestest honour a soldier can be given,” he had said. “I
fought many aweary, bloody battle in those clothes, and watched many acomrade dain. | have dept in
them many atime when we dared not remove even our boots in case the darm was cdled, and | wore
them as | stood behind my Righ with my eyes hot with tears 0’ pride as he wasfinaly crowned. It took a
very long time for usto bring peace to Eileanan and during al that time, those clothes were my second
skin. Those stains on them are stains o blood and mud and tears and swest, and they are marks o
honour and courage. Do you understand me, bairns? For if | ever find ye playing with them again, |

swear I'll give ye awhipping ye shal never forget.”

Lewen and Meriel had been contrite and overawed. Their father rarely spoke much about the long
campaign to win the crown for Lachlan the Winged, and then to unite Eileanan under his banner. It was
Lilanthe who had taught them their lessons, and she talked about it asif it had al happened long ago, in
another lifetime. Nial’ swords made the Bright Wars seem vivid and immediate. Ever since then, Lewen
had harboured a not-so-secret dream of becoming a Blue Guard himsdlf.

“No Blue Guard would ever willingly reinquish his coat and cap,” Nidl continued. “I fear one o' my
laird’s men must have come to harm somewhere in the mountains, for thislassto have hisgear. | must
question her closdly in the morning and find out how she came to be dressed so. His Highness will wish
tokenif hehaslost one o’ hismen. | wonder who it could be? 1 do no' ken all the Blue Guardslikel
used to. It has been sometime since | waslast in Lucescere.”

“So yethink he hasfdlen victim to foul play, whoever the Y eoman was?’ Lilanthe asked.

Niall shrugged, frowning. “I do no* ken. Happen there was an accident o' somekind. How can | tell?
Thislass, though, whoever sheis, shehasal hisgear, his saddlebags and everything. Even the officia
saddlecloth, with theensign o' the charging stag upon it. And she was wearing the badge o’ the

Y eomen.” His voicewasthick with outrage.

Lilanthe chose her wordswith care. “ Do ye fear thislass may have killed the Y eoman?’

Niall’sfrown deepened. “ Did ye notice the coat has been torn at the breast and back, asif by an arrow?



And the tear cobbled together again? And she carried bow and arrows.”

“They may no' be hers” Lilanthe said.

Lewen remembered the callouses on her right palm but said nothing, staring at his plate in dumb misery.
“No, they may no'. And sheisonly alass” Nidl sighed heavily.

“No‘ redly,” Lilanthe said. “ She must be seventeen or eighteen. And certainly she kens how to fight.”
“No' tomention fight dirty,” Nial sad.

“Aye. I'll never forget the look on her face as she went for ye with that pitchfork. | almost fainted!”

“Yeamost fainted! Think how | felt when she kicked me. | thought | was going to passout. I'm afraid |
willnabe much useto yefor aday or two, leannan, I’'m swollen up likeapair o' pumpkins.”

“Why?Where did she kick ye?’ Meridl asked, wide-eyed.
Lilanthe gave her hushand areproving glance and got up to clear the plates.

“She bit me on the shoulder,” Lewen said, as much asto distract hislittle s ster as because the wound
was throbbing nadtily.

Lilanthe put the plates down and camein a hurry to look. She pulled back the collar of hisshirt and
exclaimed at the round, purple-red bruise.

“What awildcat,” Nidl said admiringly.

“I'll put some arnicacreamonit,” Lilanthe said. “It' sanasty bite. What could make her behave s0? It
wasno' asif wewere threatening her or trying to hurt her. Wewere trying to help! She just went mad
likearabid dog.”

“Happen she wasfrightened,” Nidl sad.

“Or angry because ye held her saddlebags. Happen she thought ye were trying to steal her things. *Mine
seemsto be her favourite word.”

“She had only just woken up,” Lewen said defensively. “ She dinna ken where she was or who we were.”

“Aye, that' strue enough,” Nial said placatingly. “Wdl, we Il question her inthe morning. Let’ sleavethe
conjecturestill then, shal we? Let’sno’ forget thisisour last night together asafamily for what may bea
very long time. Merry, swestling, why do yeno’ serve us some of that specid pie ye madefor Lewen?
And I’ll get down some goldendoe wine, to toast our lad on hislast night at home.”

She ‘Il probably be gone in the morning anyway, Lewen said to himsdlf. The thought was cold and
heavy asastone, but he squared his shoulders and took the glass his father gave him with agrin of
thanks. No sense dreaming 0’ alass|’ll never see again.



Her Naming

Lewen woke early the next morning, and was at once sitting up and reaching for his clothes. The house
was quiet and dim. He went down the stairsin his stockings, carrying his boots. His feet were numb by
the time he reached the kitchen, for the stone floors were cold, and so he built afire on the grey ashesin
the hearth and willed it into life with asnap of hisfingers. Flames roared up, and Lewen warmed the soles
of hisfeet before pulling on his boots.

Ursayawned and stretched, and raised her enormous head, gazing a him with questioning eyes. He
reached up to rub her greying snout. “Go back to deep,” he said affectionately. “All iswell. I'm just
going out to the stables.”

She moaned softly but put her head back down on her heavy paws, for she was a very old bear now and
content to deep before the fire and amble about after Nidl as he went around his chores. Lewen swung
the kettle over thefire then, pulling on his coat and gloves, and went quietly out into the early morning
mist. The whole garden was wrapped in cloud. The silence was uncanny. Lewen moved with great
gentleness, afraid to disturb the stillness. He eased open the door of the stable and stepped quietly inside.

The stall door had been smashed to pieces, and alength of frayed rope dangled from the ring where the
mare's halter had been secured. The bucket of water had been kicked over, and the dirt floor wasa
churned mass of hoof prints. The gtall was empty.

Y et in the mound of straw where he had made up abed for the girl, she dept, curled within the curve of
the winged horse' s body, the blanket dipping from one shoulder, her hand tucked under her cheek. The
horse dept too, its head resting on its forelegs. One wing sheltered the girl, like ablack feathered quilt. In
the other stdls, the horses dl stood drowslly, Lewen’sstalion Argent raising his head to look at him, the
others desping on.

Lewen stood very still. Surely it was not safe for her to deep there, so close to those sharp hooves? The
mare was wild. Everyone knew it was near impossible to tame awinged horse, and this one must surely
hate the rider that had ridden it so hard and so far. Y et there she dept, tucked up against the mare’ sside
likeafod.

Asif sending hisregard, the girl stirred and sighed and opened her eyes, lifting her hand to rub away the
grit of deep. Her movement roused the horse and it moved its head, blowing gustily through its nogtrils.
The girl looked up and saw Lewen standing there, gazing at her. Immediately she tensed, pushing herself
away from him, pressing deeper into the horse’ s side. Lewen put up awarning hand, but it wastoo late.
The mare at once scrambled to her feet, rearing back on her hind hooves. She trumpeted a defiant neigh,
came down, and kicked out behind.

The girl had rolled hersdf nimbly away, and now stood and stepped forward, her hand held out flat.
“Hush,” shesaid. “No need to fear. Me here.”

The horse rolled awhite-rimmed eye towards her and shied away, but the girl stepped closer ill, one
hand going to cup its velvet nose, the other moving up to seize the mare' s ear. “ Ssssshhhh,” she crooned.
“Ssssshhhh. No need to fear.”

Amazingly, the winged horse quietened at once. It bresthed in the girl’ s scent with flared nogtrils, shivered
alittle and danced uneasily, but did not rear again or neigh. The girl moved closer ill, smoothing the



mare s satiny neck with her hand, whispering to her. The mareflicked her luxurious long tail and dropped
her noseinto the girl’ s hand, and the girl laid her cheek againgt the mare’' s neck, caressing one of the long
scrolled horns, as blue asadusk sky. “Aye, ye re bonny, aye, ye are,” she whispered.

Lewen could only stand and stare. He had never seen anyone calm ahorse so easily. Lewenwasa
horse-whisperer himself, and had tamed his own bad-tempered stdlion in record time, but even that had
taken him days, not hours. As he wondered and marveled, she turned towards him and said coldly, “Ye
be more careful. She kick hard, she would. She afeared here.”

“It wasye | wasworried about,” Lewen said defensively. “What were ye thinking, deeping up against
her like that? She could vekilled ye.”

“Shemine” shesadflatly. “I guard.”
“Guard? Guard her against what? There' s naught to fear here.”

She gave him a contemptuous stare and turned back to the mare, stroking her nose and neck. At some
point during the night she had removed the hater and blanket, for the mare was unfettered now. Lewen
came forward afew small steps, fascinated by the mare' s exotic beauty. The mare shook her mane and
pranced alittle. The girl laid her hand over the mare€’ s nose again and she quietened so the girl could run
her hands gently down her dender legsto check for hotness or swelling.

“Yeken horses” Lewen said. “Y € veridden them afore.”
“Sometimes,” shesaid. “I call them, they cometo me.”
“They just come? Any horse?’

She shrugged. “All I'vecalled.”

“The maretoo? Thenwhy...?’

She shook her head. “Meno’ kenif she carry melike thewild poniesdo. And if shelet me, meno’ ken
if me gtay onlong enough. Mefdlen off afore. Meno* want to fdl off while sheflying.” She made ahigh,
flowing gesture with her hand.

“Nay, o' courseno’,” Lewen said with agrin. He came forward another few steps and at once the girl
backed away, fists clenching, baring her teeth a him warningly. The horse whinnied and sidestepped
unessily. Lewen put up both hands placatingly, stepping back. “1 mean ye no harm. | just wanted to
check... | wasworried. Areye hungry? Would ye like some porridge?’

Shewas suspicious. “What... porridge?’ The word ssumbled on her tongue.

“Yedono' ken porridge?’ Lewen said unbdlievingly. “It'soats... hot, and with milk and honey. It's
good. If ye'll come...”

He gestured out into the brightening morning. “1 can make ye some, and happen some griddle-cakes too,
andtea”

She narrowed her eyes. “Why? What ye want?’
Lewen wasdistressed. “Naught! | mean, | judt... | thought ye might be hungry.”

“Me hungry, sure enough, but what ye care?’



“Ye€reour guest here... yeresorehurt... | wanted...”
“What?'
“Naught! Just to bekind.”

To hissurprise and secret hurt, he saw contempt in her eyes. “ True me hungry. Bring food here,” she
commanded.

He drew back, hiseyeshardening. “1 am no' your servant,” hesaid. 1 thought ye might be hungry so |
offered ye some breskfast, but if ye want it, ye can come and get it yoursdlf.” He turned on hished and
began to wak out, his back very straight. She said nothing, but he could fed her gaze burning into his
back.

Hewas out of the stable and hafway through the barnyard when he heard her say imperioudy, “ Stop!”

Heturned, till smouldering with anger. She stood in the doorway of the stable, dressed only inalong
white nightgown and bare feet, her black hair amatted rat’ s nest. She looked so young and vulnerable his
anger melted away, but he hed himsdf siffly till, meeting her gaze. “Mevery hungry,” she said forlornly,
“but cannaleave what mine.” She gestured behind her.

“Y e mean, the horse?’
“All what mine”

“Ye€ rearad someonewill stel your things?” Lewen did not know whether to fed anger or pity that she
should be o filled with suspicion and distrust. He said more gently, “No-onewill sted your things, or
even touch them, | promise. Y e and your things are safe here. Yemust learn to trust usif we areto help

ye’

“Why?'

“Why what?’

“Why yewant help me?’

Again Lewen could not find the words to explain. He said stiffly, “ Y e are our guest. Y € ve broken our
bread and tasted our salt. We may no’ harm one who has partaken o' our hospitality.”

She seemed to accept this, for she nodded, turned back into the stable and said, with oneimperioudy
pointed finger, “Horse, stay. Me come back.”

Then she came out into the dew-frosted grass, her bare feet leaving dark streaks.

“Wait! Yemust be cold. Where are your clothes, your shoes? Happen ye d best get dressed first.” He
tugged at his own clothes and indicated his own stout boots.

She looked surprised, but shrugged and went back inside, coming back afew minuteslater with the long
black boots pulled on under her nightgown and the plaid wrapped negligently about her shoulders.
Lewen fet anow familiar bemusement. No other girl of his acquaintance would be so nonchal ant about
being seen in her nightgown, or so careless of her gppearance. His curiosity about her continued to grow.

“Sowhy did yetie yoursdlf to the mare? Did ye just wish to ride her, to tame her? Or are ye fleeing from
someone?’



Thegirl’slips pressed together firmly and she did not answer.
“Did ye comedown out o' the mountains? Whereisyour family?’

Still shewould not answer. Lewen looked at her sideways, marveling at the stubbornness of her patrician
profile, the line of brow and nose so straight, the mouth below so softly and deeply curved. It was aface
of contradictions, and he did not know which part to believe, the cold severity of the upper, or thewarm
senaudity of thelower.

They came into the warmth of the kitchen and at once Ursalifted her snout and moaned agreeting,
lumbering to her feet. The girl froze. Suddenly a sharp slver dagger wasin her hand and she had
dropped into akiller’s crouch, her teeth bared. Ursa hardly noticed, so accustomed was sheto
gentleness and affection. She lumbered forward, lowering her head for ascratch behind the ears. Quick
asasnake, the girl struck. Lewen was so taken aback his brain refused to respond. His muscleswere
well trained, however, and he lunged forward and caught her writ, the sharp point of the dagger a scant
inch away from Ursa s shaggy breast. For amoment they struggled silently, barely moving, but exerting
their strength againgt each other.

Then she submitted, alowing him to draw her away from the puzzled old bear, surrendering the knifeinto
his hand as she rubbed &t her bruised wrist.

“Yesdtrong,” she said with gpprovd. “Yehurt me.”
Lewen swalowed hisingtinctive gpology. “Why did ye stab at poor auld Ursalikethat?” he said.

She was regarding the enormous woolly bear with narrowed eyes. “Bear,” she said, gesturing with one
hand.

“Aye, 0' course she' s abear, anyone can seethat!”

Hetook a breath to berate her further, but the look on her face made him pause and reflect. “Did ye
think her awild bear, strayed into our kitchen searching for food? | suppose she could have been, buit. ..
cannaye see how tame sheis, how gentle?” He gave alow grow! of frustration, unable to express how
troubled he was by her fierceness, yet knowing he was being unfair. Anyone raised in the mountains
knew to fear woolly bears, known as much for their savagery astheir stupidity.

If he had not been raised by his parents, if he was someone else, someone normal, and he had walked
into astrange house and seen such an immense, long-toothed, sharp-clawed, strong-shouldered creature
in the kitchen, would he not have reacted indtinctively to defend himsdf? And thisstrange ferd girl from
the mountains had clearly not been raised with gentleness as he had been. She flinched ingtinctively when
anyone came too near, she carried aknife under her nightgown, she was the nastiest fighter he had ever
seen, more unprincipled than even the beggar-boys down near the ports. It waswrong of him to wish her
something different, it waswrong to long for her to have the gentleness of hisfather, the sengtivity of his
mother, the merry heart and sweet trustfulness of his sister. She was what she was, and he should not
want her to be different just because she had amouth that fascinated him.

She was watching him now with a caculating expression, asif reading and interpreting the play of
expressons on hisface, and he took a deep breath and brought his thoughts back under control.

“Ursaismy father’ sfamiliar,” he said. When she clearly did not understand what he meant, he said rather
vaguely, “Hisfriend, hishepmate, his...” He did not want to say “pet,” but could not think how to
explain. “Likeyour horse” hesad at last.



She moved her clear, intent gaze from hisface to the bear’ s. Ursawas patiently waiting to be petted and
Lewen choked back alaugh and put his hand up to scratch behind her ears. She ditted her eyesand
growled deeply in her throat with pleasure. He stroked her snout and she ambled back to her place by
thefire. “ She svery auld now,” he said, dmost asif wanting to excuse her docility.

After that he did not know what to say to her. His hands suddenly fdlt large and clumsy, and hisface hot,
and histongue thick. He busied himsalf making breskfast, but even that felt wrong and difficult. He
dropped the porridge pot, and durped in too much milk and had to add more oats, which turned to glue,
and then he forgot to add the salt and, when he hurried to remedy the omission, fumbled the opening of
the canister and spilt in too much, and dl the while his ears got hotter and hotter. She sat a thetablein
slence, watching him with interest, her arms wrapped round her knees, the nightgown dipping off one
bare white shoulder as she did not know how to tie up the laces properly. By thetime Lilanthe camein,
the buds of her twiggy hair burgting into green overnight asif to Sgnal the surge of spring that Lewen was
feding in hisblood, her son was as red-cheeked and miserable as she had ever seen him. She tasted the
porridge, cast him one whiplash glance but said nothing, swinging the pot off the fire and beginning to
swiftly mix up some batter for griddle-cakes, dl the while asking the girl gently how she had dept, and
was she not cold in her nightgown till, and did she prefer honey or greengage jam? Lewen could only
retirein grateful confusion.

Hand-in-hand with her father, Meriel came scampering in, bright-eyed with curiosity. Her chaiter filled
the silence so that Lewen was ableto retreat to the table and busy himself eating and drinking. Meriel
peppered the blue-eyed stranger with questions, not at al disconcerted by her reluctance to answer.

“Did ye deep well? Were ye warm enough?’

“Aye.” Thegirl crammed awhole griddle-cake into her mouth.

“And yeredly have awinged horse dl o' your own? How did ye catch her?’

No answer.

“Can| havearide o' her?’

“Nay,” she mumbled through her mouthful of crumbs.

“Oh, please? |’ ve dways wanted to have awinged horse o' my own. Please?’
“Nay.”

“Will sheonly let yeride her? Areyefrom Tireich? How did ye get here? Did ye fly over the mountains?’
No answer. Another two griddle-cakes disappeared.

“Mam says ye were sore hurt by tying yourself on so tight. Do your wrigts still hurt?”
“Aye”

“Why didyedoit?’

“Sono' fdl off.” Her voice expressed weary contempt. She wiped jam away from her mouth and
reached for another griddle-cake.

Merid was not abashed. “But if she' syour horse, surely shewouldnalet yefal? Thigearnsdo no' tie
themsdveson.”



“Sheno’ my horse then. Isnow.” Sheflashed the little girl asharp warning glance.
“So have ye only just caught her? She' sno' redly your horse then, isshe?’
“Mine”

“But, | mean, flying horses canna be tamed s0 easily. Thigearns must ride their flying horses for ayear
and aday. Yeonly stayed on one day and one night. That canna count.”

“Sheming!”

“How comeyetak so funny?’

The stranger gritted her jaw and stared at thelittle girl furioudy.
“Merid,” Lilanthe said warningly.

“But shedoestak funny.”

“No‘ everyone grows up learning to speak our language,” Lilanthe said quietly. She served another
platter of hot griddlie-cakes, then turned to the girl. “I must admit to curiosity also. Wedo no’ even ken
your name. What may we call ye?’

Thegirl shrugged, frowning. “Lasse?’ she said hestatingly.

“Butlasseisno’ aname, it’'s... it swhat ye are, like Lewen hereisalad. Or was, | should say,” Lilanthe
said, amending her sentence at afurious glance from her son. “We cannajust call ye’lassie’. Do yeno
have aname? What did your family cdl ye?’

The girl’ sface closed up and she looked away, saying nothing.
“Yehaveno family?’

She shrugged. “Family likethis?” An expansve gesture took in the warmly lit room, with its bright copper
pans, bunches of dried herbs hanging from arack, its collection of childish drawings tacked to the

mantel piece, the immense woolly bear snoozing by thefire. She uttered a bitter laugh. “Nay, no family
likethis”

“But your parents? Y our mother? Y our father?’
“Father dead.”
“Y our mother?’

The girl laughed harshly again. “Mother no' want me. No good.” She paused for amoment and then
sad, inarush, asif she could no longer dam up thewords. “They kill meif | go back.”

They werea gppalled.

“Kill ye?’ Lewen cried. “Why?’

“But, my lass, surdy no'?’ Nidl said. “A bonny lasslikeye?’
“Meno good. No' strong enough, no’ fast enough. Have no horns.”

“No horns?’ Nidl and Lilanthe exchanged swift glances.



Thegirl closed her mouth firmly and would not speak.
“A styricorn?’ Nidl said. “But...”
“It would explain the dirty fighting,” Lilanthe said dryly.

Lewen fdt his heart sinking. The satyricorns were wild and fierce fagriesindeed. Although the Firg-Horn
of the largest known herd had signed the Pact of Peace, so that the satyricorns were theoreticaly vassals
and dlies of Lachlan MacCuinn, many of the smaller, more remote herds continued to raid farms and
villagesjus asthey dways had, killing indiscriminately and stealing food, weapons and young men.

“But | have seen satyricorns,” Nidl said. “The Righ has an infantry troop o' Horned Onesthat serve him.
They have hooves and atail aswell as horns, and yellow eyes. Sheisnaught likethem at dl.”

“No horns, no hooves, and only one set o' dugs,” she said sadly.

There was a shocked silence. Despite himsdlf, Lewen’ s eyes were drawn to the womanly swell of her
thin cotton nightgown. He forced himself to look away. Hisfather was regarding his plate, trying hard not
to smile, Merie’ s mouth was hanging open in amazement, and Lilanthe looked disconcerted,
embarrassed and amused dl at the sametime.

“Happen shewas afoundling child,” Lewen sumbled tofill the Slence. “Lost on the mountain or
something.”

She gave asdtiric snort. “Horned Onesno' savelost lassie. Eat it if hungry enough. A lost laddie, they'd
save. Some usefor alost laddie, at least when grown.” And shelooked him up and down with such a
knowing expression in her eyesthat Lewen felt the blood surge up hisbody and into hisface. He did not
know whereto look or what to say. Neither did his parents.

Luckily Merid took the comment at face vaue, crying out, “They'd eat alost bairn? Do ye mean, they’ d
actudly eat it?’

“If hungry enough,” she said indifferently.
“Urrgghh!”

The girl looked at her speculatively. “Me ate goblin once. Rather eat nice, plump babe than foul, sinking
goblin, wouldnaye?’

“Urrgghh, no! | wouldnawant to est either.”

“Yewouldif hungry enough.”

“Nay, | would no‘!”

“Bet-yewould. If it meant ye d get to live another day. Anyone would.”
“I’d rether die!”

“Proof ye ve never redlly been hungry,” the girl said, and helped hersdlf to another griddie-cake. They al
hurried to pass her more butter and jam, and Lilanthe poured her another cup of fresh goat’ s milk, so full
it dmost brimmed over. The girl ate and drank greedily, wiping her mouth on her deeve.

There was along silence asthey watched her eat, each busy with their own thoughts.



Then Niall leant forward, frowning, one hand scratching his bushy brown beard. “ So ye have run away
from your family... your herd. That iswhy ye caught the winged horse. To help ye escape.”

“Herd runfast, hunt good,” she said rather indistinctly, through amouthful of food. “Medow. They catch
me, they kill me.”

“So what about the saddle, the bridie? The clothes? Where did ye get them?
Shefrowned, glaring a him suspicioudly.

“Y e cannatdl methey are what ye wore with aherd o' satyricorns” Niall said. “ They are the uniform o
aYeoman o' the Guard, the Righ’s own regiment. Where did ye get them?’

Her frown deepened and for amoment it looked asif she would say nothing. Then she said reluctantly,
“Herd hunted down man, close on amoon ago. He dead. Metook his clothes. Liked better. Soft.”

Nial waswatching her closdly. “Who was he? Do ye ken his name? How did he die?’
Shedid not answer.

“I thought satyricorns usualy keep male prisonersdive,” he sad dowly. “Having ausefor them, asye
sad yoursdf.”

She did not drop her eyes, or blush, or fiddle with her knife, keeping her eyes steadily on his. “Aye,
true,” she answered.

“So how did the Y eoman die?’
“Try escape,” she said after amoment. “Herd hunt him down.”

Nidl nodded. “1 see” He glanced & Lilanthe. “I wonder who it could be? There' Il be identification o'
some kind in the saddlebags, | imagine, afamily sedl or signed reports. 1’1l look and see. We must send
noticeto HisHighness...”

143 NEV!”

They looked at the girl in surprise. She had legpt to her feet, sending the cup of milk cascading over the
table. One fist wasthrust under Nidl’ s bearded chin. “Mine! Y e no look, ye no touch. Mine now. No
yours.”

“But, lasde...”
“No touch.”

“But they areno’ your things, lassie. They belong to that poor dead soldier. Hisfamily will be wanting to
have his uniform and badge back, they are marks o’ honour. They’ll be wanting to ken how he died. We
have plenty of clothes herethat ye can have, ye do no' need histhings anymore. | must see what news he
was carrying, and send it on to my Righ. That Y eoman must have had dreadful need to reach the capitdl
quickly, to ride through Dubhdain, cannaye see that? | must make sure the Righ kenswhat has

happened.”

All thewnhile Nidl spoke, she was negating every sentence abruptly and forcefully. As he continued to
argue with her, she reached down and drew the knife she wore hidden under her nightgown. Shewould
have stabbed him if he had not had such quick reflexes, catching her wrist in both hands, leaning far back
in hischair to avoid the snake-swift thrust. They wrestled silently for afew moments, her lips drawn back



into afera snarl, then at last Nial managed to knock the knife out of her hand, dragging her down to her
knees.

He breathed heavily, trying to regain histemper as much as his breath. Lewen was frozen in shock and
dismay, unableto believe he had forgotten her knife, redlizing how close hisfather had cometo desth
because of his absent-mindedness. Lilanthe and Meriel were frozen likewise. Violence had erupted so
quickly.

The girl took adeep shuddering breath periloudy closeto asob. Nidl released her wrists and she
cradled them to her chest, her head bent. Still no-one spoke, not even Meridl, whose face had turned the
colour of unbaked dough. Then Lilanthe gave agreat sigh and went swiftly to her husband, bending over
him, pressing his head to her breast. She said softly, brokenly, “1 cannabelieve... och, leannan ... if she
hed killed ye...”

“I'mahard mantokill,” Nidl said with an attempt a asmile.

Thegirl raised her head. Though her face was smeared with tears and the bandages about her wrists
were seeping with fresh blood, her expression was set hard with anger and determination.

“If yetouch meor mineagain, mekill ye,” she said softly.

Nidl sighed and put hisarm about hiswife swaist. After amoment he said, very sternly, “Then let thisbe
understood between us. If yetry to harm me or mine again while ye are here, | will have yetaken to the
reeve and tried and punished. Yedo no' attack aman at his own table, after ye have broken bread and
tasted st with him. Yedo no’ seek to settle adisagreement by drawing your blade. Thisis
dishonourable and unlawful. Y e may have been raised as a satyricorn, but ye are among men now, and
yemust and will learn our ways”

“How?’ Lilanthe asked. “What are we to do with her? We have no' had timeto think what is best to
do.”

The girl stood up, her blue-grey eyesblazing. “Y e do naught with me! Me go. Metake horse and me
go.”

“Where?’ Lilanthe said gently. “Where shdl ye go? Back into the mountains? They areno’ cdled
Dubhdain for naught. Apart from the satyricorns, who ye say shdl kill yeif they find ye, there are ogres
and cursehags and dragons too. It is no place for anyoneto live alone, no matter how doughty. And
believe me, lassie, | ken. | ran away from my hometoo, when | was just alassmysdf, and | lived inthe
wild mountainsas best | could for quite afew years. Being able to change shape into atree helped, o’
course, but it wasacrud hard life, ye must understand that. And londly. Bitterly lonely. It wasthat which
drovemeout o' the mountainsin the end, alonging for those 0 my own kind, for love and friendship.”
She bent and pressed her cheek againgt Niall’ s beard and he put up one hand and caressed her leafy
hair.

The girl was silent, though her chin was il raised defiantly and her hands clenched.

“Happen she should come to the Tower o Two Moonswith me?” Lewen said diffidently. His parents
looked &t himin surprise.

“It'll take us sometimeto travel to Lucescere,” hewent on. “Ninaand Iven and | can try and teach her
what we can on the way, and ther€' Il be other apprenticestoo, for sure, and they’ll help too. And then
she can tell the Righ what she kens hersdlf, I'm sure he'll have questions he' d want to ask her. And
Aunty Beau will want to talk to her too, | ken.”



“Why, though, laddie?’ Lilanthe sounded alittle puzzled. “ Y ethink the lassie has Tdent?”

“ She stamed the winged horse,” Lewen said. When hisfather went to say something he held up his hand
in entreaty. “Nay, | mean, really tamed her, Dada. When | went in thismorning, well, the mare had
kicked out the door o' her stal and broken her headstall and torn up the whole place, but... well, they
were deeping together, like mare and fod, as sweetly asye could imagine. And shetaksto her. Telsthe
mareto stay and she does.”

Nial’s brown eyes and Lilanthe' s danted green ones both swiveled to the girl’ sface. She stared back at
them haughtily. “ Shemine” she sad.

“ She says she stamed horses afore, in the mountains. She cdlsto them and they come.”
“Happen it'sthe Tower o' Horse-lairds we should be sending her to,” Nial said softly.

“Happen s0,” Lewen agreed. “But there splenty o' timefor that, if that’ sthe right place for her to go,
isn't there? There' s no-one to take her there now, and she would ken no-one there nor how to go on.
And the Righ would want to see her firgt, dinnaye think so?’

“Aye, hewould.” Nial stroked hisbeard thoughtfully. “I can see some merit inthisplan o' yours, my lad.
Though we must make sure news o' the Y eoman’ s degth travelsfaster than ye will. 1t'll take ye amonth
or so to reach the palace, and my laird will be anxious for news o' his'Y eoman. | wish we could scry to
him, but the mountains sand in the way. What a shamethe Tower 0 Ravensis so infested with ghosts
and we canna use the Scrying Pool there. It would be so much easier to keep in touch with the court and
Coven.” Nidl sghed and dug hisfingersinto hisbeard more vigoroudy.

“Come, we can work out the finer detailslater,” Lilanthe said. “For now, | think it isagood plan. | would
no' liketo just send the lassie off somewhere al by hersdlf, for adl that sheis so fierce and strong. The
Tower 0 Two Moonsisinterested in dl Skillsand Talents, and there are satyricorns a the roya court
that may be ableto help her find aplacefor hersdlf.”

“Lewen’sright, the Righ will want to question her about the Y eoman’ s desth himself,” Nidl said, dmost
asif he had not been listening to hiswife. “ And happen on the way Lewen can make her redlise that
wearing the clothes o' aBlue Guard istreason!”

Thegirl had been ligtening to dl thiswith narrow, suspicious eyes. At thislast comment sheflashed hima
quick glance, but sill said nothing, her jaw thrust out stubbornly.

Lilanthe turned to her and smiled, saying in her gentle voice, “It isfor yeto decide, o' course. We have
norightsover ye. | dono’ kenif yewill like Lucescere, itisone o' the great citieso’ Eileanan and very
busy and noisy. They cdl it the Shining City becauseit is so beautiful. It isbuilt on anidand at thetop o
the highest waterfdl in Eileanan, a place where two grest rivers meet. On sunny daysthewholecity is
strung with rainbows from the spray. Y ewould like to seeit, | am sure. And the Tower 0 Two Moonsis
very quiet and peaceful, for it isbuilt away from the city, setinthe heart o' acreso’ the bonniest gardens.
Ittooisone o' thegrand sightso’ thisworld. Yewill meet people o dl kinds there, both human and
faery, and if yewish, ye can try for ascholarship to study there and learn many new things, asLewen
does. Or ye can get back on to your winged horse and fly away from here, we shalnatry and stop ye.
Itsuptoye, lasse”

It was the right gpproach to take. The girl’ s face and stance relaxed as Lilanthe spoke, and alook of
interest came into her eyes. She glanced once a L ewen and then back at Lilanthe, catching her lip
between her teeth as she considered. Then sheraised her head proudly.



“Meliketo seethiscity,” shesaid. “Mego.” Aseveryone sSighed and relaxed alittle, relieved to have a
plan to work towards, she looked sternly at Nidll. “Y e, though—ye shdlnatouch what ismine.”

“But...” Nidl began.
“Notouch! Elssmekill ye”

“Very well, then, lasse” Lilanthe said quickly. “We shdl touch naught o yoursif yedono’ wishit. But
can | give ye some other clothes to be wearing on your journey? For indeed, ye cannawear the uniform
o' aYeomanif yehave no’ been chosen to servethe Righ. It isno' right and indeed, it istreasonable, as
Nidl said. If ye give methe clothes | will wash them for ye and pack them up, and ye can take them with

ye
Thegirl nodded begrudgingly.

“Very well then. Now, we do no' havelong. Ninaand Iven will be here soon, if they left
Barbreck-by-the-Bridge at daybreak like they said they would. How about abath, lasse? Bdieve me,
yewill fed much better when ye are clean. I’ll wash your hair for ye and save your wrists again and find
ye some clothes, and then we can pack abag for ye to take with ye. Lewen, dearling, | do no’ ken how
long they’ Il be able to stay so ye had best make ready.”

“He saready packed and repacked his bags about a hundred times,” Merid teased.
“Well, | wanted to be ready,” Lewen said.

“Comeon, my lad, let’sgo and get our chores done while thelasse has her bath,” Nidl said. “The poor
auld horses must be wondering where their mash is, while I’ m surprised we canna hear the pigs squealing
from here”

“I feed my horse, no' ye,” the satyricorn girl said, tensing up at once. “I come now. Y e touch naught!”

Nial raised both hishands. “I shdlnatouch athing, lasse, | promise ye. Which reminds me. We canna
keep on just calling ye‘lass€. Yesureyedo no' have aname?What did your mother cal ye, and the
other satyricorns?’

She flushed hotly. “No-Horn,” she answered shortly. “No' anice name.” She struggled for words.
“Mean name.”

“We cannacall yethat then,” he said, taken aback.
“Then we must give her one,” Lilanthe said. “ She needsaname.”
They dl eyed her speculatively and she glared back at them, her jaw set firmly.

“Aye, but to choose aname that suits her, that’ sthetrick,” Nidl said, scratching his beard, a humorous
glint in hiseyes. “Prickles? Bramble? Blackthorn?’

Shetilted her chin even higher.
“Rosdeen? That meanslittledark rose” Lilanthe said hastily.

“She'sno’ solittle,” Nidl said, grinning. “What' s aname that means enormous dark rose? No' that |
think aroseistheright sort o' plant, thorny asit is. How about thistle?’

“Dono’ even joke about that,” Lilanthe said with alittle shudder. “No’ even lain of Arran calls himsdlf



the Thistle, it brings back such dreadful memories. That'saname Margrit o' Arran took to the grave with
her, thank E&”

“True enough,” Nial said soberly. “I' d forgotten Margrit NicFoghnan was called the Thistle. Indeed, that
would be a sorry name to give such abonny lass. | suppose we should be serious about this. A nameisa
seriousthing, one carriesit dl one slife. Arethere no namesyelike, lass?’

“Ken no names,” she answered.

“That makesthings harder,” Nidl said. “ Do ye ken any namesto do with horses, leannan? A woman
that ridesawinged horse should have anamethat suits. Isthereagirlieform o' Ahearn? That meanslaird
0 the horses and was atrue naming indeed.”

“I dono' think so,” Lilanthe said, frowning. “And we cannacall her Ahearn, or any derivative, for itisa
name that belongsto the MacAhern clan.”

“How about Rhiannon?” Lewen said quietly. They turned to him, surprised, having dmost forgotten he
was there, he had been so slent. “From the auld story, ye ken the one,” he said. “ She rides past the king
and heis so smitten with her beauty that he sends his cavaiers galloping after her, to bring her back to
him. But she rides so swiftly none can catch her. The king cannot forget her, and so day after day he
returnsto the same place in the forest, hoping to see her again. At last she gallops past and he pursues
her. But not even his great war-charger can catch up with her, and so he calls out to her, telling her he
hasfdleninlovewith her. So sheturnsand reinsin her horse, and lets him come near, and he makes her
hiswife”

“Aye” Nidl said dowly. “I remember that tale. Rhiannon.” He turned to the girl. She was gazing now at
Lewen. Her face had softened, her mouth curving just enough for the eusive dimpleto crease her cheek.
“Doyeliketha name, lasse?’ Nidl asked gruffly.

“Rhee-ann-an.” She spoke the name dowly, hdtingly, tasting the syllables on her tongue. “ Sherides so
swiftly none can catch her. Aye, | like. Rhee-ann-an.”

“Rhiannonitis, then,” Lilanthe said. Lewen caught the dight restraint in her voice and looked up &t her.
She amiled at him ruefully and touded his curly brown hair, then stroked it back away from his brow.
“It'salovely name, my lad, and well thought of. Why do ye no" al go and tend the horses now so
Rhiannon can get her clothes for me to wash? Then ye can go round the farm with your father one more
time and be saying your farewells.”

Lewen nodded, overcome by an unexpected wave of homesickness. Ea aone knew when he would be
able to come back to Kingarth again. His eyes were suddenly hot and he had to swalow alumpin his
throat.

“Goon, laddie” Lilanthe said lovingly. “Take your time. It’ sgoing to take awhile to get Rhiannon clean,
that’ sfor surel”



The Jongleurs

It was early afternoon when Meriel came skipping out to find her brother and father, who were busy
grooming Lewen’shig grey, Argent. The stallion was standing with oneleg relaxed, hiseyes haf-closed
in bliss, but as soon as he heard Merid’ s quick footsteps, his ears went back and helifted histop lip to
and| thear suspicioudy.

“Giveover!” Lewen sad affectionately, pushing the stalion with his shoulder. “Y e should ken Merry’s
step by now.”

“We reready!” Merid cried. “Gracious me, what ajob! It wasliketrying to wash alitter o' piglets, the
suealing and squirming we' ve had. My arms ache from hauling so much water, and then | had to mop
up the floor, which looked like thefloor o' the byre, it was so wet and muddy. And it took awhole bottle
o' Mam’sliquid soapwort to wash her hair, and then it was so matted Mam had to use up dl the
rosemary herb oil to get the knots out. It took forever.”

“Wdll, ye seem to have survived the experience,” Nidl said, looking her over in mock concern. “No
black eyes, no bleeding nose, no bite marksthat | can see. Isyour mother al in one piece too?’

“Aye.” Laughing, Merid snuggled up againg her father’ sside. “ She fought a bit to begin with but Mam
told her if she dared try again, she'd turn her into atree and then she’ d never be able to ride her winged
horse again. Rhiannon didna believe her, so Mam pretended to turn meinto atree just to show her.”

Lewen grinned. His mother could no more turn Rhiannon into atree than he could, but Merid had
inherited her mother’ stree-shifter abilities and needed only to dig her bare feet into the ground to change
her shape. It was very disconcerting to watch if you were not used to it, though, and he could imagine
Rhiannon’sdarm.

“Wall, thank Eayour mother couldna carry out her threat. Can yeimaginewhat kind o' tree our sweet
Rhiannon would make? A very prickly goldengorse bush, perhaps. Or a blackthorn.”

“Yearedlly,” Merid sad. “Anyway, she' svery fidgety about her horse but Mam wouldnalet her come
out to check it ‘ cause she' s all clean and dressed now, so | promised I’d make sure the mare s ill dl
right.”

“She'sgrand,” Lewen said. “| left her some warm mash and abucket o fresh water, and her ears
pricked forwards with great interest, which isawaysagood sign. | think she'll be fineto set out
tomorrow aslong as Rhiannon doesno’ ride her too hard.”

“That' sgood. Mam said to tell ye that Ninaand the caravans will be here soon—her little sunbird just
flew in the window and trilled us such abonny tune”

“Almost here?” Lewen said in dismay.

“Aye, 0 y€e d better get hopping! Mam wants us al bonny and bright, she says. I’ m to wear my new red
dress and she wants ye to put on your good coat.”

“But I've packed it aready! And right down the bottom o' my bag 'cause | didnathink I"d be needing it
till we got to Lucescere”

“Better go and unpack it, my lad,” Nial said. “'Y our mam wantsto show ye off to Nina, to be sure.”



“And there sso much o' him to show,” Meriel said cheekily. Lewen pretended to lunge for her and she
danced away, laughing. “ And dinnathink I’m hauling any water for your bath, laddie-boy. | never want
to see that well-bucket again.”

Nial touded his son’s head affectionately. “Go on, lad, go and get cleaned up. Tell your mam I’ll be
therein just amoment.”

Lewen nodded and gave Argent one more loving polish before putting away his curry-brush. With Merid
skipping beside him, chattering al the way, he went back through the gardensto the house, trying to
imprint every aspect of the landscape upon his memory—the gpple tree his mother had planted for him
the day of hishirth, the row of beehives under the cherry trees, the loch gleaming between the willow
trees. It had seemed such aluxury, having three whole months of holiday, but it had rushed past him like
arunaway horse and carriage.

Merid left him in the kitchen garden, going to hang over the vegetabl e patch and make sure no bird had
ravished her seeds away. Lewen had to clamber over Ursa, who was deeping on the step in the sun,
snoring loudly. He came into the kitchen, stopping abruptly inside the door. Rhiannon was Sitting
demurely by thefire, dressed in aleaf-green dresslaced down the bodice with white satin ribbons. A frill
of white embroidered cotton softened the square-cut neckline and the edge of the deeves, which were
folded back just below the elbow. Her hair was combed back from her face and tied in asimple knot at
the back of her head, allowing the remainder to fal freein ashining black curtain that reached past the
segt of her chair.

Lewen had seen the dress many times before, since it was afavourite of hismother’s, but it wasavery
different dress on Rhiannon. Lilanthe was a dender woman, dight asayoung willow tree. Rhiannon was
far taller, and her waist was as deeply curved as adouble bass. The silk clung closely to every curve, so
that Lewen could see clearly the exact shape and dimension of her figure. The sight of her made the
bones of Lewen’s chest constrict so he had trouble taking a breath, and he was all too aware of a hot
rush of blood to hisgroin.

She was frowning down at her bare feet, set neetly side by side, below the deep whitefrill edging her
skirt. She looked up at Lewen, her eyesreflecting the green of the silk so that they looked the colour of
water over pale sand. She scowled more deeply, saying abruptly, “Me dare no' movein caseit busts.”

He could find no words to answer her.

Lilanthe was busy laying the table but turned then to smile at her son. She was dressed in her best gown,
aforest-green silk with gold embroidery and an underskirt of cream and gold brocade.

“Rhiannon isfar too tal for my clothes! | did my best but we shall have to get her some other clothes.
She certainly cannabe wearing my auld green silk on theroad.”

Lewen still could find nothing to say. Hetried hard not to stare at Rhiannon but it was impossible to ook
anywheredse.

His heart was swelling painfully in his chest, and his hands felt hot and heavy. He shoved them into his
pockets.

Lilanthe regarded him shrewdly. “Go on, laddie, ye havenatime to waste. Ninawill be here any moment
and she hasafull caravan, she says. Go and get cleaned up, and then come and help me. It sbeen along
while since I’ ve had adozen guestsfor lunch.”

He nodded brusqudly, trying hard not to show how powerfully the sight of a clean and silk-clad Rhiannon



hed affected him.

“And can yedig out some o' your auld clothesfor Rhiannon? She' s near astall asye. She' ll need some
shirtsand ajerkin, and some breechesto wear on the journey, for she'll beriding that winged horse o
hers, no doubt. Do ye ken what ye did with your auld riding cloak? For it'll rain, as sure as apples, and
she'll need one.”

“Yegaveit awvay tothevillagejumble sale,” Lewen managed. Hisvoice ragped in histhroat.

“Och, aye, that | did. What ashame. | wonder if | can cut down one o' Nidl’s? But we' ve so little
time...”

“Mehave one,” thegirl said sullenly, twisting her hands together in her 1ap. Shelooked angry and
miserable.

“Aye, but... och, well, | suppose aslong asye do no' wear the plaid or the brooch, it cannamatter. A
cloak isacloak, whether it be blue or no’. Y e can wear the tam-0'-shanter too, | suppose, aslong aswe
take off the cockade. Och, so much to think o' and so littletime! Go on, Lewen, my love, please! | want
yelooking al bonny for Ninawhen she comes, for she hasna seen ye since she delivered yeto the
Theurgiafour years ago. She'll be so surprised to find ye so tal and doughty now. | ken| was.” Lilanthe
sighed and smiled midily at her son.

Lewen put hisarms about his mother’ sdim waist and gave her ahearty squeeze, grateful that she had
managed to cover hisawkward silence and wondering if she understood al the things he found so hard to
say. Then he made his escgpe, not meeting Rhiannon’ s sullen and questioning gaze.

He was clean and dressed and engaged in rummaging through hiswardrobe for old clotheswhen he
heard a commotion outside, and went eagerly to his bedroom window to look out.

Two caravans wererolling up the e m-lined avenue towards the house. One was red and green, and the
other was blue and yellow, the contrasting colour painted on decorative scrollwork around the windows
and doors and roof. A big brown mare pulled the red caravan and abig grey gelding pulled the blue. A
flaxen-haired man with along, forked beard was lounging on the driver’ s seet of the blue caravan, playing
aguitar, the reins knotted loosely over the dashboard. A little boy with curly chestnut hair was Sitting up
next to him, enthusiagtically banging on adrum, with asmal hairy cregture Sitting besde him, dressedina
short red dress and bonnet. The gelding plodded on placidly, occasiondly twitching his ears back at the
din. A woman drove the second caravan, dressed in green and vivid orange. Asthe caravans pulled up
under Lewen’ swindow, he saw asmall iridescent green bird perched on her shoulder. Following the
caravans were half adozen horses and riders.

Lewen bundled together the clothes he had found on his bed, then went legping down the gairs, dl his
incipient homesi ckness drowned benesth awave of excitement. It had been four years since he had last
seen hismother’ sjongleur friends, but he remembered them clearly. They had cometo give Lewen his
Second Test of Powers and to accept him into the Coven as an apprentice-witch. At first dl had been
solemn and rather scary, but once Lewen had proven himself, the house had been full of music and
laughter and dancing. Ninawas nicknamed the nightingale for her gorgeous voice, and she had sung them
many songs, merry, plaintive and droll in turn. Her husband Iven was an acrobat and trickster, and knew
more jokes and witty stories than anyone Lewen had ever met. Their son Roden had only been atoddler
then and the arak Lulu no more than around-eyed, wrinkled-faced baby. Nina had found her fallen out
of atree, and had nursed her back to health, saying she would teach her tricks when she was old enough.
Although Ninanow worked for the Coven, she had been ajongleur al her life and made no attempt to
leave her past behind her.



AsLewen came out the front door, he saw Ninalegp lightly down from the driving seet and seize
Lilanthein her arms, hugging her enthusiagticaly. Ninawas atal, dim woman with amass of unruly
chestnut hair and dark eyes. On her left hand she wore avivid green emerad ring, the Sign of asorceress
in the element of earth. Three other rings—green, white, and blue— decorated her right hand.

“Och, Ning, it'sso lovely to seeye!” Lilanthe cried. “Heavens, isthat Roden? Look how big he's
grown!”

“I could say the same about your laddie,” Ninasaid, smiling at Lewen. “He' saman now! Ishea
longbowman like Nidl? He has the shouldersfor it. Heavens, it makes me fed auld, to find Lewen so tall
and doughty.”

Lewen grinned a hismother. “That’s exactly what Mam said ye'd say.”

Nidl greeted Ninaand Iven warmly, then turned to the riders behind, saying with ritual ceremony,
“Wecome! Will yeno' stand down?’

Theridersinclined their heads in acknowledgement, the three boys touching their caps. Two of the boys
weretal and sturdy and brown-faced, and dismounted with customary ease. The other was pae and
wan. He dismounted with difficulty, and winced as he moved.

The other three riders were girls. One was very richly and fashionably dressed in amud-spattered
crimson velvet riding habit, brown leather boots and gloves, and awide-brimmed brown velvet hat with a
curled red feather. Long dark curlsin wind-ruffled ringlets hung down her back and shehad a
mischievoussmile

Riding close beside her was a haughty-faced blonde girl dressed in dark brown the exact colour of her
high-stepping nervous mare. Like her companion, she rode side-saddle and so carried along whip in her
left hand, but unlike her companion, her right boot was spurred. Lewen could tell at aglance that she
rode her horse hard. The reins were held too tightly, so the mare fought the bit, dancing and sidestepping,
her earslaid back flat. She was damp under her saddlecloth and Lewen could see the marks of whip and
spur against her sweat-streaked hide.

Thethird girl was different again. She was plump and rosy-cheeked, with mousy hair tied in two wispy
plaits. Wesaring the plain homespun dress and wooden clogs of acountry girl, shesat inthe saddlelikea
sack of potatoes, and her short-legged, fat pony was on aleading-rein to the tallest of the boys. He paid
her no attention, however, dropping the rein as he dismounted so he could rush forward to help down the
girl in crimson. She had made no movement to dismount hersalf but waited with absol ute assurance that
help would be forthcoming. The other brown-faced boy had also hurried forward, however, and they
collided at her stirrup. Lewen saw the girl’s mouth curve in alittle smile as they apologised to each other,
both iff and angry and very much on their dignity.

“Cameron helped me dismount yesterday so happen ye can hand me down today, Rafferty,” the girl said,
holding out one smal, gloved hand. The younger of the two boystook it proudly and asssted her down
to the ground.

The swest-lathered mare of the fair-haired girl shied and bucked asif the hand clamped on therein had
tightened even further. Lewen moved quickly to take the rein and hel p the other girl down, before the
horse kicked out at one of the others, or backed into the fat pony waiting so placidly behind.

“I thank ye,” she said coldly, shaking out her brown velvet skirts and casting aresentful look at the other
boys. They did not notice.



Lewen nodded, smoothing the neck of her mare and murmuring in his deep, low voice until she had
camed. Then, he went to help down the dumpy girl in clogs, who everyone seemed to have forgotten.

“Comeonin, dl o' ye, andwelcome,” Lilanthesad. “It'sglad | anto seeyedl.”

She led the group up the stairs and into the house, Merid stricken into silence for achange and clinging
closeto her mother’ sside. Thelittle boy, Roden, scampered happily beside Nina, holding the arak’s
hairy hand. She was an odd little creature, as small as ababy but with the sad, wizened face of avery old
woman, and an extremely long, mobiletail. Soft grey-brown hair covered every part of her except her
face, her hands and feet and the very tip of her talil.

Nina stopped hafway up the stairsto exclaim at the beautifully carved wooden doors. “ These are new
ancel waslast here!” shecried. “ Oh, Lilanthe, they’ re exquisite. Dinnatell me Lewen made them?1 had
no idea he was so talented.”

Lilanthe smiled. “He worked on them al winter. We re snowbound here, ye ken, and it was abad
winter, very cold and snowy. There' s naught much elseto do here. They’relovely, aren't they?’

“Indeed they are,” Ninareplied, stopping to examine them closely before passing through into the house.

The door was split into two panels. A tree-changer had been carved on either side, their faces |ooking
out from the leafy fronds of their hair. Birds and animals sheltered in their branches or looked out from
behind their trunks—an owl, alark, asquirrdl, adonbeag, awolf, an elven cat, a hare, the snout and sad
eyes of ahuge woolly bear. Flowers clustered around the tree-changers' roots, and when the doors were
shut thefingers of the two forest faeries, man and woman, were entwined.

Lewen felt awarm glow of pleasure at Nina swords. He had worked on the doors for many daysasa
Hogmanay gift for his parents, and Ninawas the first person outside his family to have seen them.

The agpprentice-witches had al followed Nina up the steps.

Lewen noticed how thefair-haired girl’ slip lifted in a condescending sneer as she glanced about, how the
plump girl with plaitslooked at the carved doors with admiration, and how the dark girl in crimson
laughed and chatted with the two boys, who flanked her like aguard of honour. The other boy followed
with adreamy look of contentment as he gazed on the fresh green lawns, the narcissus and snowbells
dancing under the bare branches of the trees, and the encircling ring of cloud-capped mountains.

“O mountainswild and high, where the eagleflies...” he murmured. “No, no, that willnado. O mountains
wild and high, where the eaglesfly, frowning down upon us here, sear, dear, mere, yes, mere... frowning
down upon us here, the garden green, the shining mere...”

Lewen led the nervous brown mare and the pony aong the driveway towards the stables, wondering if
the boy was mad.

Iven grinned a him.

“Y oung Landon fancies himsdlf apoet,” he said. “He' s quite harmless and Ninathinks him very Taented.
Och, no* at writing poetry. He stinks at that! But heis clear-seeing and clear-hearing, and very senditive
to aimosphere. Ninathinks he' Il make agrand witch intime. Come, Sure, come, Steedy.” He clicked his
tongue and the carthorses followed him placidly like two big dogs, the caravans trundling along behind
them.

“What about the others? Are they al apprenticestoo?’ Nidl asked, leading the other horses.



“Aye. Cameronisone o' the MacHamish clan and wantsto be a'Y eoman. He kens ye need to do your
witch' straining firgt, so he’ s submitting rather gracelesdy to having to go to school for afew years. HE's
auld for it, being nineteen dready, but he' s been squire at Ravenscraig for four years or so, and trained as
asoldier, and he has his heart set on serving the Righ, so the MacBrann is sponsoring him for the next
few yearsto give him achance.”

“Rafferty isthe son o' aclock-maker who shows some witch-taent, much to hisfamily’ ssurprise,
nothing like that ever cropping up in their family afore. Hisfather ishoping afew yearsat the Theurgiawill
help him climb afew rungs o’ the socid ladder. HE' sagood lad, though rather quick to throw a punch.
They were rubbing dong grandly till we picked up Lady Felice, but since then we' ve had afew
punch-ups.”

“Isthat thelassin the crimson?’ Niall asked.

“Aye. She' sthe daughter o' the Earl of Stratheden, one 0’ the MacBrann's courtiers, and has apparently
caused some havoc with the hearts o the young men in Ravenscraig. We picked her up there, and it's
put the cat among the pigeons, | can tell ye. Until Lady Felice came, Lady Edithe 0’ Avebury queened
over al o' us, but now her noseisquiteout o'joint, | cantell ye. She comes from the MacAven family,
oneo' thefirst familiesin Ravenscraig and famous for their witches. Edithe thinks hersdf quite the
sorceress and far too good for us mere jongleurs.”

“Doessheno’ kenwho Ninais?’ Nial asked in surprise.

Iven shook his head, quirking hislip. “ She doesnathink to look beyond the surface o' things, that one,
and ye ken Ninawould never tdl her. | think Nina staken adidike to her ladyship and quite enjoys
watching her makeafool 0" hersdlf. | must admit | find it rather amusing too. One minute, Lady Edithe’ s
trying to ingratiate hersalf with Lady Felice because o° dl her contacts at court, the next minute she's
furiousat dl the atention she gets.”

“What about thelassiein the clogs?’ Lewen asked.

“Och, aye,” Iven said, asif in sudden remembrance. “Maise. She' sthe granddaughter o' avillage
cunning man and a sweet wee thing. She' s never been away from home afore and is quite overwhelmed.
Ninasays her Taent is quite strong, though.”

Iven's easy flow of conversation suddenly dried up, as he cameto an abrupt halt just indgde the stable
door. The sturdy brown mare nudged his back with her nose. He did not seem to notice. He was staring
at thewinged mare, standing untethered in the wreck of her dl, contentedly lipping at a bucket of warm
mash. At the sound and smell of the strange man, she flung up her horned head and shied away, showing
the yellowish rim of her eyein sudden darm.

“Easy, lasse” Nidl saidin hislow, warm voice. “No need to fear. Easy now.”

The horse shook her head, hurrumphing, earstwitching back and forth. The black wingslifted and
unfurled with aflash of iridescent blue at thetips.

“Ed sgreenblood!” Iven whispered.

“Aye, she'sabonny one, isn't she?’ Nidl said. “Nervy, though. Asye can see, she' sdready kicked out
thewallso' her all. Happen we d best untether the horsesin the yard. They can graze in the garden and
ye can leave the caravans there under the tree. 1t’1l be cold tonight but they’ Il be fine once we blanket
them.”



“What are ye doing with awinged horse?” the jongleur exclamed. “ Y e canna be trying to tameiit,
urdy?’

“Och, no’ us,” Nidl said. “I dono’ think I’d dare. Nay, we have aguest staying with us, alasse named
Rhiannon. She' sthe one that has dared cross her leg over the mare’ s back.”

“I do no' think I’'ve ever heard 0 awoman thigearn afore,” Iven said in interest. “Issheone o' the
MacAhern cdlan?’

“She'sno' aNicAhern, nor athigearn, nor even awoman,” Nidl said. “1 said alassand | meant it. She
canna be much more than seventeen or eighteen.”

“Ea sgreen blood!” Iven said again. He shook his head in wonderment, unable to take his eyes off the
mare, who was gtill dancing about on dark-feathered hooves, earslaid back. “We sing songs o’ the
black winged horses o' Ravenshaw. | thought it was only astory. | never thought I’ d ever actudly see
one. Yesay thislasse hastamed it?’

“Soit seems,” Nidl sad.
“Och, theré satdein that, to be sure. Where isthislass?’

“Putting Lady Edithe and Lady Felice’'snosesout o' joint in the Sitting room would be my bet,” Nial sad
rather dryly.

Iven raised an eyebrow. “Bonny, is shethen?’

“Aye, though no' inthe manner o' your fine misses. She' sbonny likeafaconis, or even yon winged
horse. Wild and fierce and dangerousto cross. Y€ Il seewhat | mean when ye meet her.”

“I can hardly wait,” Iven replied.

Lewen thought of Rhiannon, Sitting stiff and uncomfortablein her too-tight dress with her hands clenched
in her lap and her feet set exactly sde by side. Histhroat was suddenly dry. He wondered if he had done
the right thing suggesting she come to the Tower of Two Moonswith him. What would they make of her,
those pretty fashionable girls, those rough and ready young men? He could not imagine any of them being
askind or as accepting as his parents.

“Happen we d best get the horses settled and then we can take Iven back to meet her?” he suggested.
“Aye, good ideg, laddie. I'm sure lven would care for anicemug o foaming de.”
“Tobesure” Iven grinned.

They worked swiftly and competently to unharness the horses. The two sturdy carthorses were left free
to graze where they willed, but the six other hacks were put into halterswith along rein that fastened to a
spikein the ground. Although Lewen was eager to get back to the house, he gave them al agood
currying, especidly thetired brown mare with the painful welts on her side. As he brushed away the
sweat and mud, he thought he too had conceived astrong didike of the fair-haired girl with her whip and
spurs. He wished he did not haveto travel with her.

At last the horses were settled and the men walked back through the gardens towards the house, Iven
bringing them up to date with news of the country. The biggest tidbit of gossip he had wasthat a date had
been st for the wedding of the young heir to the throne, Donncan, to his cousin Bronwen, daughter of
Mayathe Ensorcellor. The cousins had been betrothed as young children as a condition of the peace



treaty between the Righ, Lachlan MacCuinn, and King Nila of the Fairgean, which ended decades of
bloodshed. King Nilawas Mayathe Ensorcellor’ s hdf-brother, and had maintained acloseinterest in his
niece, who had inherited the Fairgean ability to shapeshift in water, dong with the smooth scay skin,
slvery eyesand finned limbs of the sea-dwelling faeries.

“They’ ve set the wedding date for Midsummer’s. Eve, amogt proper date,” Iven said. “O' course His
Highnesswants Ninato sing at the wedding, so we have to make sure we' re back intime.”

“Aye, | supposeit istime. Prionnsa Donncan will have turned twenty-four a Hogmanay, wouldn't he?’
Niall looked at Lewen.

Lewen nodded. “Aye. Hewould ve sat his Third Test then. He cannajoin the Coven, o' course, being
heir to the throne, but they will have wanted him to finish his studies afore he and Bronwen were
married.”

Iven shrugged. “ The Banprionnsa Bronwen finished at the Theurgialast autumn, and by al accounts has
been turning the court upside down with her tricks. Did ye kenitisdl the fashion now for the young
ladiesto smear their skin with somekind o slvery shimmering gel, to mimic thelook o' Bronwen's
scaes? And they cut their dresses very low now, like Bronwen does, even though they have no gillsto
flaunt like she does. Some even go so far asto make fase finsfrom mudin that they attach with ribbons
towrigt and elbow. She hasaclique o' her own now, that do naught but play and sing and dance, and
gtir up trouble. I heard one tale that she and her ladies have parties where they al swim naked in her
pool, and do tricks like performing seals for the crowd.”

“Surely no'!” Nial was shocked.

Iven shrugged. “ Y e ken those ladies o' the court, al they do is clishmaclaver. Some say she' saready
with babe and she and Donncan need to be married afore the babe is born, which could be true. Others
say the young prionnsais hot for her, but she turnsacold shoulder on him, and His Highnesswantsto tie
the knot afore she unravelsdl histresaties by running off with someone el se. Who kens?’

Lewen listened with great interest. He knew the young heir to the throne very well, being only four years
younger and seeing agreat deal of him in the course of his duties as one of the Righ’ s squires. He knew
Bronwen NicCuinn too, as well as anyone could know that cool, haughty young beauty.

“It'sdl thetalk o' the countryside, though, which must relieve the pressure on the MacBrann,” Iven
continued. “Now he' sinherited the crown 0’ Ravenshaw there’ sagood dedl o' pressure on himto be
marrying too and producing an heir. Ravenscraig was awash with digible young ladieswhen weleft. |
fancy that iswhy Lady Feliceiswith us. | hear shetried her feminine wiles on him and was mortified
when the MacBrann paid her no mind. Whichisno' surprising, al things considered.”

At thislast comment Lewen frowned and looked to hisfather, not liking to hear gossip about the
MacBrann being repeated. Although Dughadl MacBrann'slack of interest in women had been sniggered
about for years, it was disconcerting hearing afriend of hisfather’ sdiscussit so openly.

Nidl smiled a him. “Och, my lad, | ken yethink Iven asfull o' clishmaclaver asthe court ladies but
indeed, histongue doesno’ aways run on whedls. It ishisjob to gather information for the Righ and he
kens|’'m gtill interested in court doings, dthough | live so far away. He can be the very soul o discretion
if needsbe.”

“Indeed | can,” Iven said solemnly. “All I'mtdlling yeiswhat ye could hear in any villageinn. | ken far
morethan I've said, | promiseye.”



Lewen smiled but thought he would be sure never to confide any secretsto the fair-haired jongleur. His
father must have read his expression for he put his hand on Lewen’ s shoulder and said quite serioudly,
“QOch, | mean it, laddie. Iven hasworked in secret for the Righ since long afore Lachlan won back his
throne. Hewas one o' Dide' s men, and faced much danger in the days o’ the Ensorcellor, when rebels
and witches faced death by fireif they were caught. A single cardless word would' ve been enough to
condemnthemadl.”

Iven'sface had darkened. “Och, they were bad days. Let us hope we never see dayslike them again.”
“Eaturn her bright face upon us,” Nidl said, just as sombrely.

They came silently through the kitchen garden, dl busy with their own thoughts. Wood-smoke scented
the coal, fresh air. The clouds on the mountains were dowly blowing down over the valey. Ursaambled
aong behind Nidl, raising her snout to sniff the air. Nial could hear voices from the Sitting room, and then
the sound of laughter.

Suddenly the nisse Kalea shot out of the sky like amaddened hornet. She tweaked one of Ursa' s soft
ears, 0 the old bear moaned in distress, tugged Nidl’ s hair, and then grabbed hold of the two ends of
Iven'slong, plaited beard. She spun so fast in the air she was nothing but ablur of light. Iven cried out in
pain and put up his hand to try and catch her. As suddenly as she had come, she was gone again. Iven's
forked beard was now twisted into aspiral. He picked it up in his hand and looked at it ruefully. “ That
hurt,” he said.

“That'snissesfor ye,” Nidl said. “We get plagued by them alot. They think o' the bairns as some kind
0 pet, especidly Lewen. Notice shedid no’ pull hishair?’

“Aye, s0 shedidna,” Iven said in mock resentment. “ That hardly seemsfair. Doesnashe ken I’'m aguest
and to be treated with deference?’

“What about me? I’ m the master o' thiswee domain and she pulls my hair and tugs on my nose al day
long.”

“Aye, but she dmost pulled my beard out by the roots. A man’s beard should be sacred!”

“Would anice cool e makeit fed better?’ Niall asked, opening the door into the kitchen. “Or happen a
wee dram?’

“Thesunisover themidline, makeit adram,” Iven said. “ Then take me to see thisbonny lassthat dares
ride awinged horse. What a shame we canna bide awee so | could have a chance to put her story into
song. It sbeen along while since we ve had anew taleto tell.”

“We plan to send her with yeto Lucescere” Nidl sad with agrin. “Y€ |l have plenty o' timefor
song-writing.”

“Will she be bringing her horse?’
“Just try and stop her.”

Iven tossed back his dram of whisky with adeep sigh of satisfaction. “My beard and the Centaur’s, | can
hardly wait,” he said contentedly. “I can tell it’sgoing to be an interesting journey!”



The Apprentice Witches

Kingarth was only asmall house and the sitting room was a ready uncomfortably crowded when the three
men joined the others. Usudlly thisroom was reserved for Lilanthe, who did her sawing and the
household accounts there, and wrote her letters. Beautifully worked tapestries of forests and gardens
hung over the stone walls, and soft padded chairs covered in green velvet were drawn close about alow
table. A sofamade comfortable with soft cushions and rugs was pushed against one wal, while atall
bookcase was crowded with books, arare luxury so far from the city. On the mantelpiecewas a
collection of wooden animals Lewen had carved for his mother over the years. In moments of idleness he
liked to Sit and whittle, watching the shape that emerged from the wood asiif it had been imprisoned
ingde.

The sofaand chairswere dl occupied by the femdes, o Iven, Nial and Lewen went to crowd by the
firewith the other males. As soon as Cameron and Rafferty saw Nidl, they eagerly asked himiif it was
true he had once been one of Lachlan the Winged' s own guard in the years before he had won the
throne. Nial was happy to oblige them with tales of some of the Blue Guards' more romantic escapades
from the days when the Ensorcdllor ruled the land and Lachlan had been ayoung rebe, hiswings
conceded beneath acloak of illusons so that al had thought him apoor hunchbacked cripple.

Lewen leant his shoulder againgt the wall and observed the members of the group with greet interest. The
young ladieswere dl drinking tea and listening politely to Ninaas she brought Lilanthe up to date with the
happenings of the roya court. Maisie was drinking in every word with rapt eyes, while Edithe was quick
to express her opinion on everything from accounts of witch-taunting in Tirsoilleir to the new tax on glass.

Meanwhile, the young poet Landon was absorbed in watching Rhiannon as she fiddled with awooden
box on the sde table. Lewen grinned to himself. He had made the box at school and brought it home asa
gift to hismother that Hogmanay. It was a cunningly designed puzzle box which looked asif it was merely
aprettily carved cube of wood with no lid or hinge or clasp or lock that could be opened. However, it
rattled when shaken, revealing something was hidden insde. Most people gave up in frustration after only
afew moments, but it was possible to solve the puzzle if onelooked long and hard enough. He wondered
if Rhiannon would be one of the few to work it out, and by the determined expression on her face, he
wagered that she would.

Meriel, Roden and the arak were busy playing spillikins on the floor, the little hairy creature showing
amazing dexterity with fingers and toes and tail. Eventualy she did knock over one of the sticks,
however, and then the arak shrieked with rage and bounded al round the room, upsetting cups of tea
and sending aplate of cakesflying. Hurriedly the children tidied up after her, gpologising and trying to
contain their giggles. When Edithe said haughtily that she would have thought the stable was the place for
such awild beast, and Lulu tipped her head upside down and made arude face at her from between her
hairy legs, Merid and Roden lost control and fled the room, bubbling over with laughter. Lulu bounded
after them, her long tail seizing one of the broken cakes and tossing it deftly into her mouith.

Editherolled her eyes and lifted her cup to her mouth, sipping delicately. “Redly, that anima! Asif we
weredl| no' in enough discomfort dready. | must say, | dono’ understand why we dl must travel inthis
way. My father would have preferred meto travel in my own carriage, with outridersand my maid to
attend me.”

“Studentsare no’ permitted servants at the Theurgia,” Ninasaid in atone of long suffering. “ Apprentices
must learn to manage for themsdlves. Y e ken therules, Edithe.”



Edithe sniffed and turned her gaze to Rhiannon, who had lifted the puzzle box to her ear and was shaking
it vigoroudy. Something rattled indde, and she turned it in her hands, searching for away to openit.

“Soyearetorideto the Tower o Two Moonswith us, Rhiannon? What isyour Taent?’
Rhiannon shrugged, not looking up from the box in her hands.

“Yehaveno Tdent asyet? But ye are quite auld. Y e must have sat your first two Testso' Powers. What
element were ye strongest in?’

“Dinnaken.”

“Yedo no' ken?You meanyehaveno' sat your Tests?’

1] Nw.”

“But then, surdly.... what makes yethink ye can attend the Theurgiaif ye have no' even undertaken the
First Test 0 Powers? | ken, o' course, that the Coven are no’ as strict as they once were about whom
they alow to attend the Theurgia” Edithe flicked a contemptuous glance towards Maisie,' who coloured
unhappily, and Landon, who did not notice. “However, gpplicants must till have someform o' cunning,
a thevery leadt. I, 0' course, was demondtrating unusually strong powers at a very young age and
passed my First Test 0 Powerswith flying colours.”

She said thiswith aconfidentia smileto Felice, who smiled and murmured, “O° course,” with alaughing
glance asdeto Maisie.

Rhiannon was not listening. Her nimble fingers had found aloose edging of wood aong the bottom of the
box which, when pulled out, reved ed a secret compartment. Hidden within was atiny key. Rhiannon
emptied it into her hand with agleeful smile and at once began to ook for akeyhole. Shefound it only a
few momentslater by swinging aside a carved scroll which had been made mobile by the removal of the
piece of edging. She glanced up at Lewen in triumph and inserted the key into thelock. Onceit was
turned, thelid of the box swung open to reved another, smaler, puzzle box insde. Lewen had to bite
back agrin as her face changed from triumph to chagrin. At once she began to turn the smaler box in her
hands, looking for the secret to opening it, but this box had been made differently to thefirst, and so
presented awhole new conundrum.

Edithe did not like being ignored. She pressed her lipstogether, then said sharply, “But ye? Y e have no'
even sat your First Test o' Powers, that most Sit at the age o' eight. How auld are ye now? What makes
yethink ye can just turn up at the Theurgiaand have them wel come ye with open arms? Have ye any
Sillsat dl?’

Rhiannon did not answer, being still absorbed in the box.

Edithe leant forward and tapped her sharply on the knee. Rhiannon jumped violently and amost dropped
the box.

“| sad, doyehaveany Skillsat dl?’
Every musclein Rhiannon’ s body gtiffened. She stared at Edithe warily, then dowly shook her head.

“Yedono' gofor training in witchcraft and witchcunning then?'Y e are naught but a common student?
Areyeno’ far too auld?’

“Dinnaken,” Rhiannon said, through clenched teeth.



“| see” Edithe said. “No Skillsat al, and no learning ether that | can see”
“Edithe” Ninasaid warningly.

Edithe smiled sweetly at her. “I’m sorry. I'm just curious. Isthe Theurgiareally so desperate for students
that they will accept just anyone?’ She turned back to Rhiannon, running her gaze up and down the dress
which had so obvioudy been made over tofit her. *Y our family must be eager indeed for yeto learn
what ye can, and make many new friends and associates, if they are prepared to carry the costs of
sending ye dl the way to L ucescere to go to school.”

Lilanthe drew her browstogether.
“Haveno family,” Rhiannon said tersdly.

“No family? But thenwho... 7’ Edithe glanced round a the smdl, smply furnished room, clearly
wondering how Niall and Lilanthe could hopeto pay for both their son and their strange guest to attend
the Theurgia. “Have ye a private independence?’

“Uh?’

“A private independence? Money o' your own? How do ye expect to pay for your board and tuition at
the Tower?’

“Dinnaken.”

Edithe glanced a Fdice, who shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “I see,” Edithe said again with such a
nasty innuendo in her voice that Lewen took a quick step forward, though he had no ideawhat he could
say in Rhiannon’ sdefence.

Before he could speak, hismother said in achilly voice, “ Rhiannon shall be Sitting for ascholarship. She
shows unusud potentid that we are certain shdl flower into atrue Taent. | have dready written to the
Keybearer about her and | am sure she shdl be most pleased to wel come Rhiannon to the Theurgia
Isabeau isdways excited at the discovery o apossible new Taent.”

Edithe stared at her, both brows raised. “Indeed?’ she asked coolly. “Y e ken the Keybearer well, do
ye?

“Yemud redisethat Lilantheisthe Keybearer’ s dearest friend, Edithe,” Ninasaid. “ They have kent each
other sncethey werelasses. Lilanthe once taught at the Theurgia. The Keybearer would love her to
return and teach again but Lilanthe doesno’ carefor cities.”

“Oh, | see,” Edithe cooed, pulling her chair alittle closer to Lilanthe. “I dinnarealise. Och, pleasetell us
more, madam. | would loveto hear tales o' the Keybearer asalass. | bdieve her powerswere
extraordinary even then?’

“Indeed they were,” Lilanthe said, “but more extraordinary still were her kindness and compassion. Even
today, when we are at peace with dl, such consderation for thefedlings o' othersisrare.”

It was so clearly asnub that colour flamed into Edithe’ s cheeks and she sat back, at alossfor words.
Lilanthe turned back to Nina, saying eagerly, “ Tell me, how isDide?sit true he hasfindly given up the
travdling life?’

AsNinaanswered her with alaugh, Edithe excused hersdlf stiffly and came over to thefire. To Lewen’s
surprise, Edithe did not join the laughing group round hisfather but came straight up to him, smiling



sweetly. Up until this moment she had paid him no attention &t al, but he soon realised that she had
revised her earlier opinion of him as an unimportant country clodpole.

“I had no’ redlized your parents were so well acquainted with the court at Lucescere. Tell me, haveye
vigted there often?’

“Aye” Lewen answered curtly, not wanting to tell her he waited on the Righ at table every night, and ran
his messages, and carried his cloak and hat.

“Indeed? Tell memore,” she purred. “Have ye met the Righ?’

“Aye” he answered again, feeling torn between amusement and embarrassment. After amoment,
realisng she would find out in the end, he said rdluctantly, “I am one o' the Righ’ s squires, when time
permits. | attend court every evening, after | have finished my studies, and | often ride out with him.”

Edithe leant closer. “Y e must ken the young prionnsachan too, then? Donncan and his brother Owein?’

“Aye, and the Banprionnsa Olwynnetoo,” Lewen said, irritated by the way she mentioned only the two
sons of the family. Lewen was very close friendswith theroya twins, being lessthan ayear older than
them, and in the same class a the Theurgia.

“Och, 0 course” she said now, smiling. “I imaginewe shall seealot o' them oncewe are a the
Theurgia”

“I doubt it,” he answered. “They are very busy with their own concerns. And the Theurgiaisvery large.”
She tried another tack. “ And the Keybearer, do ye see her often too?’
“No, no' very often,” he answered, looking for some way to escape.

“Oh?1 had thought your mother was good friends with the Keybearer | sabeau NicFaghan? Did |
misunderstand? Or perhapstheir friendship was no' kept up?’

“Aunty Beau comes here often,” Lewen said unwillingly. “ She travels about alot, ye ken. She'll dways
comeby if she'sin Ravenshaw.”

Edithe looked skeptical. “But ye live so far away from anywhere here! 1t took usthree days hard riding
to get here from Ravenscraig and the MacBrann told us there is nothing beyond your farm but the wild
mountains”

“Aye, that istrue,” Lewen said. “But Aunty Beau can take any shape she chooses, remember. It isno'
far to comeif yeareflying in the shape 0’ agolden eagle”

Edithe was impressed despite hersalf. Sheleant even closer, laying one white hand on Lewen'sdeeve. “|
am so glad to ken someone who will be able to teach me how to go on at the Theurgia.” She glanced
down coyly, twisting the smal moonstone ring on the middle finger of her right hand, symbaol of her
acceptance into the Coven as an apprentice. Lewen wore aring very likeit, asdid al of the young
gpprentices. “It will be so very large and overwhelming at first. It will be nice to have afriend, to help
easemy first daysthere.”

Lewen was aware of Rhiannon’s gaze fixed upon them, and blushed. He was saved from answering by
Lilanthe, who stood up and said, “ Shall we go and eet? | can smell dl isready. Y emust be hungry.”

At once everyone stirred and |ooked up, beginning to make appreciative noises, for indeed the smell



coming from the kitchen was delicious. They dl followed Lilanthe eagerly, though Lewen noticed both
Fdice and Edithe looked rather affronted a having to eat in the kitchen.

Their look of outrage degpened as dl three of the young men showed a marked inclination to St next to
Rhiannon at the dinner table. Openly eyeing the voluptuous curves threstening to split the ssams of her
dress, Cameron scrambled to pull out her chair for her and then, when she sat, took the opportunity to
gaze over her shoulder and down her cleavage. While he feasted his eyes, Rafferty did deftly into the
chair beside her and tried to engage her in conversation, much to Cameron’s chagrin. Cameron hurriedly
took the seat on her other side, pushing the young poet Landon out of the way. Dejectedly Landon made
hisway round the other side of the table to St next to Maisie, who smiled at him shyly in commiseration.

Edithe dipped her hand ingde Lewen’sarm and smiled at him, saying sweetly, “ Do ye aways edt in the
kitchen? How very quaint. Please, tell me where | should Sit? 1 can see ye have no order o' precedence
here”

He pulled out achair for her and then tried to make his escape but she was ruthless, pulling him down to
St next to her. Felice at once took the seat on his other side and both young ladies spent the whole meal
laughing a every remark he made, leaning close to him so he could smdll their perfumed hair, and
generdly making him very uncomfortable.

His only hope wasthat their attentions would make Rhiannon jeal ous, but she did not seem to notice,
focusing al her attention on her food asif she had not eaten twenty-three griddle-cakes earlier in the day.
Edithe and Felice exchanged ahorrified roll of the eye when they saw her cramming her food into her
mouth with both hands. Lewen managed to catch Rhiannon’s eye and gently shook his head, showing her
as unobtrusively as he could how to wield aknife and spoon. She scowled at him but tried to copy his
actions, her elbows stuck out so far sideways the two boys had to |ean the other way to avoid being
poked in the face.

They were not put off, however, continuing to be assduous in offering her more bread or another serve
of pie. She did not soften with dl their attention, answering only curtly, and often staring at them with
scorn asif she thought their questions or comments more than usudly stupid. The older boy, Cameron,
was particularly atentive, leaning so closeto her a times that Lewen had to grind his teeth together to
sop himself from legping up and protesting.

“I have no' seen ye at court afore. | ken | would remember yeif | had,” Cameron said with awinning
amile

She flashed him a glance but made no reply, being too busy eating.

“Am | right?’ he said, leaning closer. “If ye had been to the court at Ravenscraig, | an surel must have
noticed ye.”

She cast him aquizzica ook, gave a perfunctory shake of her head, and reached for another bread roll.
“Never? Are ye a country lass then? Did ye grow up round heretoo?’

“Near enough,” she answered after amoment, cramming another wedge of cheese and leek pieinto her
mouth.

“Soisthisyour firgt journey away from home?’

She nodded and elbowed him away so she could reach the jug of iced bellfruit juice. He sat back for a
moment, disconcerted, then fortified himsalf with severd large gulps of thejuice and tried again. “Y e must



be rather daunted at theidea o' travelling al theway to theroyal court a Lucescere then.”

“I think that’ sthe understatement o' the day,” Edithe said to Felice, who giggled, then looked alittle
shamefaced.

“Yemust no' be nervous. I'll be happy to show ye round and tell ye how to get on,” Cameron continued.
“Likeye d ken,” Edithe said with asnort of contempt.

Cameron glared at her. “I may no' have been to the roya court afore but I ve been asquire at
Ravenscraig for years now.”

Edithe looked down her nose. “Y e think anyone at Lucescere will care?’

Cameron turned his shoulder againgt her. “Do no' listen to her,” he said warmly to Rhiannon. “ She hasna
been to Lucescere ether, shejust likesto put on airs.”

Rhiannon stared at him blankly, shrugged and kept on esting. Cameron edged his chair closer to hers,
“Soyemust no' be afraid,” he said in alow, confidentia voice that Lewen had to srainto hear. “I
promise!’ll keep an eyeonye. Yeshdlnabelondy while I’ m there to watch out for ye.”

Rhiannon laid down her knife and spoon. “Me no afeared,” she said angrily, “and me no londy. Me have
my horse”

Cameron laughed, startled, then leant even closer, speaking in such alow voice that Lewen could not
hear aword, despite d| hisefforts.

Rhiannon curled her lip. “Rather have my horse,” she said.
Cameron sat back, colour rising in his cheeks. He looked dumbfounded.

Rhiannon grabbed and another handful of roast potatoes, ate them hungrily, then wiped her greasy hands
clean on her bodice. As she gulped down the rest of her juice, Rafferty took advantage of Cameron’'s
sudden silenceto try hishand a engaging her in conversation.

“I havenatravelled much afore either,” he said. “I’m so looking forward to it. I’ ve dways wanted to
travel theworld. What are ye looking forward to seeing the most?’

Rhiannon shrugged. “ Dinnaken.”

“I cannawait to seean ogre,” Rafferty said confidingly.

Her lip curled. “Why? Ogres ugly, mean and stupid.”

“Y € ve seen one afore?’

“Aye, 0' course” She spoke asif ogres were as common as dandelions.

“Wll, I’ve never seen one. | come from down by the sea, though. I’ ve seen the Fairgean comeinto
harbour, riding on the back o' their sea-serpents.” He spoke rather defensively.

“Redly?’ Mase squeaked.
“Aye, redly.” Rafferty looked acrossthetable at her.
“I'd loveto seethe Fairgean.” Maisie clasped her hands together. “They' re said to be bonny indeed.”



“If yelikethat sort o' thing,” Edithe said cuttingly. “ Persondly | find theideao’ scalesand gills quite
loathsome.”

“The Banprionnsa Bronwen is said to have scales and gills and they say sheisthe most beautiful girl at
court,” Felice said. “I cannawait to see her! I’ ve heard her clothes are just divine.”

Cameron snorted in derision. “Isthat no' just like alass? Who wantsto look at clothes? It sthe changing
o' theguard that I’'m dying to see. | hope the Righ’ s captain isthereand no' off fighting somewhere. I've
heard so many stories about him and his cursed sword.”

“Och, metoo,” Rafferty said excitedly. He turned to Rhiannon. “ Have ye heard the tales? They say once
he has drawn his sword, he canna sheatheit till al the enemy are dead. It doesna matter how many o'
themthereare, he'll just kegp on fighting till nary aoneisleft.”

This sparked her interest and, encouraged, he went on. “They cal him Dillon o' the Joyous Sword, for
the sword takes such joy in battle. He was one 0’ the League o' the Hedling Hand, ye ken.” At
Rhiannon’ s blank look, he said, “Yemust' ve heard o' the League? There are so many stories about
them. Y e ken, the band o' beggar children that hel ped the Righ win histhrone?’

“Doyethink Jay the Fiddler will beat court?’ Felice said with asigh. “I’d love to hear him play his viola
d’amore. They say no-one can play the songs o' love like he can.”

“Very true,” Ninasaid with amischievous amile. “But | doubt whether Jay will be at court. He and Finn
the Cat will be off somewhere on the Righ’ sbusiness. Y ewould think they had jongleurs' blood in them,
those two, the way they travel around.”

“What about ye, Landon?’ Lilanthe asked then in her soft, gentle voice, for the young poet had not said a
word al med. Indeed, he had hardly easten amouthful either, sitting with his chin resting in his hand and
his eyesfixed on Rhiannon’ sface. Once or twicethewild girl had cast him anirritated glance, but he did
not seem to care. He seemed to find her endlesdy fascinating.

Landon did not respond, until Maisie tugged his darned and grubby shirt-deeve. Then helooked round
with an abdtracted air, saying, “I’m sorry?’

“What are ye most looking forward to seeing on your journey to Lucescere?’ Lilanthe repeated.

Helooked back at Rhiannon and smiled wistfully. “My eyes have feasted upon the utmost pinnacle o'
beauty, | have no desireto see aught else,” he answered without a trace of embarrassment.

Felice giggled, Maisie blushed, Edithe frowned and snorted, and the other boys looked down,
discomfited and embarrassed on his behaf. Rhiannon herself stared acrossthe table at her admirer in
obvious puzzlement, then set about picking her teeth with aragged but thankfully clean fingernall. The
adults exchanged wry looks.

“What about ye, Maisie? Isthere anything ye particularly want to see a court?’ Lilanthe asked.
The country girl blushed and fiddled with her moon-stonering.
“I just want to see the Keybearer,” shewhispered. “And all the hedlersat work.”

“Yeareinterested in herb-lore and the heding arts?’ Lilanthe said. “I must show ye my smple room
aforeyego. | cannaclaim to be ahedler like I sabeau or Johanna, her head hedler, but | did learn what |
ken from them and | do my best for the people o' thevaley.”



“Och, I'd likethat,” Maisie whispered, her face glowing.

“I guessy€e re used to that sort o' thing,” Cameron said to Rhiannon, with aglowering look at Landon,
who was once again regarding her with intense fascination.

“Uh?’ Rhiannon said.

“All that flim-flammery and flattery,” he said. “1 bet dl thelads ye ken follow yeround dl thetime,
begging yefor asmileor akiss”

Rhiannon was surprised into laughter. “Who, me? Nay!” she cried, shaking her head so her glossy hair
swvung.

If shewas striking when sullen-faced and cross, she was quite breathtaking when smiling. Lewen could
not take his eyes off her, even though he was aware of how cross this made both Edithe and Felice. He
was not at dl surprised when Cameron hitched his chair closer, diding one arm around Rhiannon’ swaist
as he whispered something in her ear. If Lewen had not been constrained by the rules of hospitaity he
would have legpt up and punched the good-looking boy right in his smiling mouth. Asit was, hishands
clenched into fists and he had to swallow the sour taste of rage.

All the warmth and spontaneity died out of Rhiannon’ sface. Sitting straight-backed and stiff as a poker,
she hissed, “Get your hand off me else me cut it off for yel”

Her words rang out in one of thoselittle lulls that sometimes come in anoisy room, and everyone turned
and stared down the table. Cameron went scarlet and hurriedly moved his chair away. Rhiannon stared
at him for amoment longer, then went on egting asif nothing had happened, but Felice and Edithe gave
little embarrassed titters and Lilanthe drew her brows together in alook of trouble.

After the meal had been cleared away, the group broke up. Lewen and hisfather showed the other men
around the farm while Lilanthe took the girls out to her herb garden and then to her smple room, lined
with bottles of home-made medicines and potions.

They met again for high teaiin the kitchen, then al crammed together in the Sitting room as dusk rolled
over the garden.

Ninasang for them, her long-billed sunbird amusing everyone by accompanying her with melodiouslittle
trillsand cal notes. There was much animated talking and laughing, with Iven easily dominating the
conversation, telling tales and teasing the others good-naturedly. He tried to draw Rhiannon out but she
gtared at him suspicioudy and answered only in monosyllables, so at last he gave up and concentrated on
entertaining his crowd. Rhiannon sat as till and wary asabird hiding in bracken, frowning, her mouth set
firmly, her luminous blue-grey eyes moving from faceto face. It was clear to Lewen that she could
understand little of what was said. They were all speaking too quickly, and at crosscurrents, drowning
out each other’ svoices asthey ingsted on having their say. The conversation was mostly concerned with
politics and court gossip, none of which meant athing to thewild girl from the mountains.

Asthe night wore on Edithe and Cameron, who had both obvioudy taken astrong didike to Rhainnon,
began to mock her more openly, asking her opinion on the gppointment of the new Fealdein Tirsoilleir or
rumours that the treaty with the Fairgean was under strain. To each question she said only, “Dinnaken,”
which the girls seemed to find exquisitdly funny. Edithe appeared most concerned about Rhiannon’slack
of aprivate independence, and asked her agreat many questions about how she hoped to managein

L ucescere without an alowance.

“But, my dear, ye smply must have someincome,” she said. “ Although we dl have to wear an gpprentice



robe while at schoal, there will belots o parties and balls and picnics and one must have clothes. It isthe
roya court, after all.” Shelooked Rhiannon up and down, and then said delicately, “But happen ye do
no' carefor clothes?’

Cameron laughed.
Rhiannon said nothing.
Fdice and Edithe then fdl into an animated discussion about the latest fashions at court.

“I heard the Righ’ s niece wears her bodice cut very low, with barely adeeve at dl, to show off her fins
and gills” Edithe said. “Who would have imagined fins and gills would become fashionable! Anditis
most unfair, for she does no' fed the cold, ye ken, so that she wears her dresses so even in the very
midst 0’ winter.”

Rhiannon sat slently, listening, ignoring the fixed unfriendly gaze of Cameron and the fixed longing gaze of
Landon as best she could. It was clear she was going to have to get used to Landon’ s eyes upon her
face. He had spent dll afternoon staring a her. Occasiondly he dug out ascruffy little notebook from his
pocket where he would scribble afew words, before staring in agony at the ceiling as he mouthed
half-rhymes and mangled phrases. At one point Lewen heard him muttering, “Bresst, west, best, nest?”’
and he blushed for both Landon and himsdf.

He heard aburst of mocking laughter alittle later, and looked across the room, to find Felice and Edithe
hiding their smiling mouths behind their hands, while Cameron grinned, looking very pleased with himsdif.

“What, naught to say?” Cameron was saying. “What' s the matter? Cat got your tongue?’

Rhiannon stared at him in obvious bewilderment. “Uh? Cat? What cat? There no cat. And me have my
tongue. See?’ She poked it out a him.

They dl brokeinto peds of laughter, even shy, sweet Maisie. Only Landon did not laugh, looking at
Rhiannon in obvious pity and sympathy.

Glancing at Rhiannon, Lewen was surprised to see her eyes were swimming with tears. He got up a
once and said gently, “Rhiannon, ye must be weary till, would ye like to go to bed?’

She nodded at once and got up, so tall and awkward in her too-tight green dressthat Edithe twisted her
lip in scorn, hardening Lewen' sdidike of her into something hotter and fiercer. He showed Rhiannon out
of the room as quietly and unobtrusively as he could. Her fists were clenched and her cheeks were
flushed, and she did not look at Lewen but caught up her mass of entangling skirts so she could stride out
with ease. Lewen did not speak at dl as he gathered up the clean nightgown Lilanthe had laid out for her,
and the pile of warm blankets, and carried them al out to the stable. She went Straight to the black mare,
which turned its head and whinnied eagerly at the Sght of her. Rhiannon flung her arm about its neck and
buried her facein its silky flowing mane. The mare nudged her with her nose and blew gudtily through its
nogtrils but she did not look up.

By the time Lewen had made up her bed for her, she was calm again, though her eyelasheswere spiky
with tears. She wiped her nose on her green silk deeve.

“Thank ye,” she said with some difficulty.

“My pleasure. Sleep well,” Lewen answered. He hesitated, then said in arush, “And do no' fear. None
0 thoselouts shdl trouble ye tonight, for I'll set Ursa hersdlf to guard your door.”



Shelaughed. “ That bear?'Y e want horses mad with fear al night?”
Lewensad vdiantly, “ThenI’ll guard your door mysdlf.”
“Meno afeared,” she said derisively. “ Those boys ken no more about mating than a babe.”

Lewen’ s blood surged. He had to turn away, pretending to busy himsdlf checking the food and water of
the other horses, until the heat in hisface and his groin had subs ded enough that he should not betray
himsdlf. In the meantime he could hear Rhiannon ripping off the despised green dress and splashing about
inthewater. He dared not turn round until al was quiet again. When at last he faced her shewas ditting
cross-legged in the straw, eyeing him speculatively, dressed only in the thin white nightgown, the laces at
the bodice undone.

“I’d best get back.” He could not meet her eyes. “ Areye sure ye re grand?’

She dragged up her nightgown to show her knife strapped to onelong, padethigh. “Sure,” shesaid.
“What about ye? Need me to guard ye from those cursehags?’

Lewin grinned despite himsdlf. “I hopeno',” hesaid.

“Cdl meif ye need me and me come,” she said.

“Yetoo. Cal me, | mean. If ye need me.”

“Menoneed ye,” shesad.

“I guessno',” hesad, feding miserable. “ Good night then.”
Shewrinkled her brow. “What this‘good night’ 7’

“It'swhat ye say last thing at night, afore ye deep,” Lewen said. “ It means have agood deep, keep safe,
have sweet dreams.”

She smiled, radiantly and unexpectedly. “Me see. Good night to ye then.”

He nodded and went out into the darkness. He did not go back the house at once, though, finding atree
to lean againgt in the chilly darkness of the garden, pressing hisforehead againgt its smooth bark, crushing
its new fresh leavesin his hands so he could smell their sharp smell. Hisbody ached, his skin was hot, his
mind was dl confusion. He had heard of men addicted to moonbane, who kept on tasting it for its swest,
giddy delirium when al the time they knew it was poisoning their blood and desiroying their reason.
Rhiannon was like moonbane, he thought, and aready it wastoo late for him. He was addicted.



Blackthorn

Rhiannon woke dowly, feding ddirioudy warm and comfortable. She cuddled her cheek againgt the soft
black feathersthat lay over her like acounterpane, aware of astrange new fedling insde her. She did not
know how to name thisfedling, but when she thought of her horse it warmed and degpened within her,
and when she thought of the boy, with his quiet, deep voice and steady, watching brown eyes, it caused
her to curl her toes, her mouth lifting at the corners.

She stretched and reluctantly dipped out from underneath the sheltering wing. The marelifted her head
and regarded her with agreat, black velvety eye. When Rhiannon stared into that eye, she saw withina
greater blackness, adlit, an abyss without an end. It fascinated her, thisblack dit that did not reflect the
light like the rest of the eye, but seemed to suck it insde. Everything about her mare fascinated and
dlured her. Every line and curve of her body, every movement she made, every twitch of ear or flare of
nostril was filled with grace and strength and power, and it was hers, dl hers. She did not care what the
big bearded man said, the winged mare was hers.

The mare gave a soft whinny of agreement and nudged her with her nose.

Rhiannon had not had much time done since arriving at Kingarth. When she was not degping, therewas
aways someone watching her, talking at her, demanding her attention.

Even though Rhiannon was accustomed to having no persona privacy, having grown up inthe midst of a
large herd, nonethel ess she was used to long periods of quiet and solitude. Satyricorns did not talk much.
Their language was smple and used only when agrunt or gesture would not suffice. Rhiannon had aways
been isolated within the herd because she looked so different from the other satyricorn children. Their
eyeswere yellow with an oblong iris, not a soft grey-blue like the dawn sky. They had hard cloven
hooves and aridge of hair that ran down their spine, ending in atufted tail. Her torso had been smooth
and hairless, and her feet were soft and flexible. She had never been ableto run asfadt, or legp asfar, or
fight asroughly as any of the other satyricorn children, and so she had learnt to keep herself apart,
gpending her days roaming the high meadows alone.

Here there was no quiet and no solitude. Rhiannon had been spinning in awhirlwind of wordsfrom the
moment she arrived, grabbing here and there at sounds she thought she understood, only to find they had
many more meanings than she could ever have imagined. Eyes could be daggers, cats Stole tongues, air
could be put on like agarment. The only clue she had to meaning was the voice with which the words
were uttered, and even that was deceitful. Many of these humans said one thing with their words, and
quite another with their faces and bodies and voices. It was exhausting and bewildering trying to decipher
ital, and to make it worse, Rhiannon did not believe them when they kept telling her she had nothing to
fear. There were so many threatening undercurrents to the things that they said, so many trapsin their
words.

Lewen wasthe only onethat she did not fear. His voice was degp and dow and thoughtful, and he never

made any sudden jerky moveto startle or frighten her. He smiled at her, and was kind, and he never said
onething with hiswords and another with his eyes. When Rhiannon was a one with him, she found hersalf
relaxing the tenson of her muscles and the fierceness of her concentration.

But for now she had only the drowsy horsesfor company. She could think over the happenings of the
last few days and begin to prepare hersdf for the journey ahead. Rhiannon was conscious of trepidation,
for she did not know what lay ahead of her, and she was suspicious of these shrill, noisy humanswith



their complicated ways. She meant to keep her dagger close to hand, and her wits about her, for she
could see there were many pitfals ahead if she was unwary. At least she could aways escape any trouble
on the back of her beautiful winged horse. Aslong as the flying horse was with her, Rhiannon would be
safe.

She stroked the black velvety nose, then got down her saddlebags from their hooks. She had not had a
chance to go through her things and make sure they had not been interfered with. She did not believe
these humans when they said they would not touch her treasures. It did not matter that they had many
strange and beautiful and useful things of their own. In Rhiannon’ s experience, the more you had, the
more you wanted.

She spent ahappy haf-hour turning over her treasures and arranging them to her liking in the saddlebags.
She caressed the gleaming brooch of the running horse, and hid it right down the bottom of the bag aong
with the music-box, the slver goblet, the medd with its device of ahand haloed in light and her other
treasures. If anyone saw those they would take them, she knew. Anyone would.

Then she sharpened her two beautiful daggers and put them ready with her bow and quiver of arrows.
She wanted them close to hand at all times. The blowpipe and pouches of poisoned barbs she tucked
just insde the pocket of the saddlebag that hung on the right, so she could reach them easily. Everything
€l se she stowed away negtly, al except her clothes and the grooming kit in its leather wallet. She was
turning over the currying combs and brushes and spongesin puzzlement when she heard a noise and
looked up, musclestensng indinctively.

Lilanthe wasin the doorway, carrying abasin and jug of warm water, a big portmanteau dangling
awkwardly from the crook of her elbow. Outside, birds were beginning to test their voicesfor their
coming hosannato the sun, and mist was eddying in arisng breeze.

Rhiannon frowned and closed the flap of the saddlebag.
Lilanthe camein and laid down her burdens. “What isit yewish to hide, lass€?’
Rhiannon did not answer.

Lilanthe sat next to her, arms wrapped around her knees. “1 am troubled about ye, Rhiannon,” she said.
“I cannaread your mind. Are ye so secretive and suspicious because ye have reason to fear honesty? Or
isit just your nature? 1 wish | kent what it isye arefrightened o'.”

Her voice was s gentle and her eyes so filled with compassion, Rhiannon felt an urge to make her
understand somehow.

“In herd, must fight for what yours” she said.

“Aye, | understand that. But we areno’ o' the herd, we have no desire to take what’ s yours away from
ye.ﬂ

“Aye, yedo,” Rhiannon said fiercely. “Y e say clothesno’ mine, ye say horseno’ mine.”

Lilanthewas quiet for amoment. “1 think ye can say the horseisyours,” shesaid a lagt. “Certainly
Lewen cals Argent ‘his horse, and | call the garden’mine', and Niall certainly calsUrsa’his' besr. |
think it isnatura in usto want to own things, to forge strong bonds with them. Nidl’ s problem with ye
cdling the mare yoursis aphilosophica one, because awinged horseisno' like other horses. But heis
no’ acknowledging the fact that ye and the horse have clearly forged somekind o bond, happen even
the bond that isfelt between thigearn and flying horse. Certainly none o’ uswould dream o trying to



separate ye.”

Rhiannon grasped at the words she understood. “Y e say horse mine?’

“Aye, lasse. That isif yethink ye belong to her as much as she belongsto ye.”
Rhiannon shrugged. “O' course. She mine, me hers.”

Lilanthe smoothed her rough brown gown down over her knees. “ The clothes are a different matter,
though, Rhiannon.” Asthe girl immediately stiffened, Lilanthe glanced up, smiling alittle ruefully. “Nay,
hear me out, lassie. | understand that the clothes are important to ye, but ye canna keep them. They are
no' yours, they belonged to the Y eoman, and after his degth they belong to hisfamily.”

“Mewon them,” Rhiannon said, scarlet with suppressed fury. “Blood-right!”
Lilanthe leant forward. “What was that? Blood-right? What does that mean?’
“They ming” shesadflaly.

“Nay, Rhiannon, tell me, what doesthat mean? Did yekill the soldier? Isthat why ye claim the clothes as
yours?Yemust tell me. Cannaye see how important it is that we ken? We saw the hole the arrow made
in the cloth. He was shot through the back. Did ye shoot him? For that’ s a hanging offence, Rhiannon.
That would be treason. Y e must tell me, ye must explain to me how it happened. For | do no* want... |
would no’ liketo send yeto Lucescere without at least... cannayetell me how it happened, Rhiannon?’

“Clothesmine” shesad sullenly.

Lilanthe sat back, her face setting hard. “Nay, they are no’, Rhiannon. Now, | have acompromise to
offer ye, for | do no’ wish to be taking anything away from ye against your will. Look what | have done
here.” She turned and picked up the portmanteau she had brought from the house. “ See, these are auld
clotheso' Lewen's. There are breeches and shirts, and quite agood coat, and an auld shawl 0 mine,
and some underclothes, and afew other things| think ye'll find useful.”

Lilanthe then turned and, before Rhiannon could stop her, picked up the blue cloak from where Rhiannon
hed laid it ready in the straw. Sheturned it in her hands. “Now, look. Hereisthe cloak o the Y eoman. It
isno ordinary cloak. See how it isgrey on one side and blue on the other? The cloaks 0’ the Blue
Guards are woven with spells o' concealment and camouflage by the witches. In need, ye canturnit
ingde out and it will help ye blend into mist and darkness, or againgt grey stone and bracken.”

With an inarticulate growl, Rhiannon snatched back the cloak and huddled it againgt her. “Mine!”

“No need tofret,” Lilanthe said with asmile. “1 have no other cloak for yeto wear and so my ideaiisye
should wear it till ye reach Lucescere and then giveit to the Y eoman’ sfamily with everything se”

Rhiannon looked stubborn, and Lilanthe went on quickly, persuasively, “And the tam-o' -shanter too. If
yewill giveit to mefor just aweewhile, I'll unpick the cockade fromit, and so then it will beacap just
like anybody else's. When ye get to Lucescere ye shal no' need them, for if ye are admitted to the
Theurgiato study aong with Lewen and the other apprentices, ye shal wear an apprentices gown like
everyoneelse. Andif yeareno'... well, | have asked my friend Isabeau to giveyedl yewill need. | will
no' ings ye give these things up to me, Rhiannon, if yewill promise to submit them to Dillon, the cgptain
o' the'Yeomen, when ye arrivein Lucescere. Believe me, it isthe best thing to do.”

The sat look on Rhiannon’' s face did not relax.



“Pleas=? Yedo no' need the soldier’ suniform. I’ ve given ye everything ye might need.”
“Very wel then,” Rhiannon said ungracioudy. “Meno’ wear them then, though no’ fair, they mine...”

Lilanthe sighed. “Happen ye will cometo understand intime, lassie. It would bewise o' yetotry to
understand our customs, if ye areto live among us. | ken what we do and what we believe must seem as
srangeto ye asye seemto us. Yehavealong journey ahead 0’ ye, | would useit to learn what ye can if
| wereye. Ninawill teach ye, and Lewen too. HE || have acare for ye, no need to fear.”

“Meno’ afeared,” Rhiannon said haughtily.

“Nay, | sseyeareno’,” Lilanthe said dowly. She paused, looking down at her hands, biting her lip. After
along moment shelooked up at Rhiannon, saying hesitantly, “I said that ye need no’ fear, that Lewen will
look out for ye and carefor ye. | want ye to promise me, Rhiannon, that ye will have a care for him too.”

Rhiannon tilted an eyebrow in surprise. “Lewen quick and strong,” she said approvingly. “ Stronger than
me. He stop mekilling bear.”

“I think ye understand me, Rhiannon.” Lilanthe' svoice was alittle uneven. “ Just promise meyewill no'
hurt him...”

“Hebig and strong,” Rhiannon said dismissvely. “Heno' let me hurt him.”
“I hopeno',” Lilanthe said under her breath. “ But there are more ways than one to hurt aman.”

Rhiannon eyed her speculatively, then nodded dowly in agreement.

After Lilanthe left, Rhiannon dragged the voluminous nightgown over her head and gave hersdlf acursory
wash with the warm soapy water Lilanthe had poured into the basin for her.

She had to admit it eft her feding refreshed, though she did find the older woman' sinsistence on
congtantly washing hersdlf rather peculiar. Lilanthe had |eft her acomb aswell, and Rhiannon made some
attempt to drag it through her hair. It hurt, though, and so she gave up after only amoment, tossing the
comb onto the floor.

Thisleft Rhiannon with the puzzle of the clothes. She had never seen underclothes before and, after a
long struggle trying to figure out which limb went through which hole, she managed to drag on the
drawers. The chemise completely baffled her, however, and so she threw that at one of the horses who
was laughing at her, and laughed herself when it landed over the horse' s head, caught on one of itsears.
The horse snorted and tossed its head, then rubbed its cheek againgt itsleg, trying to didodge the fragile
scrap of cotton, without success.

Rhiannon managed to draw the breeches over her legs, having done that before, but found that these
fastened with three smdll buttons, unlike the metal clasp of the dead soldier’ s pair. She had never seen
buttons before and had no idea how to do them up. She stared at them and fiddled with them for quitea
while, but then gave up, leaving the flap unfastened. The shirt she pulled over her head without too much
trouble, managing to work out front from back eventually, but she could not tie the laces a the front and
50 left them loose, untroubled by the way the neckline hung loose, exposing the curve of her breadts.

All indl, Rhiannon was pleased with her new clothes. The white shirt was soft and warm againgt her skin,
and the loose woollen breeches were more comfortabl e than the white leather pants the soldier had
worn. The brown coat was alittle too large, but had al sorts of useful pocketsin which to store things,



and she could move easily init, unlike the tight green dress she had been forced to wear the day before.
Most of al, sheliked the cream-coloured shawl Lilanthe had given her, which was embroidered with a
beautiful tracery of green tendrils and pink and red roses, now rather faded. She was so pleased with the
shawl that shefdt little regret over theloss of the dead soldier’ s clothes.

Lilanthe had |eft her the soldier’ slong black boots, not having any other shoesthat would fit Rhiannon
better, and so Rhiannon drew them on with pleasure, tucking the little black knife into its hidden sheath,
and strapping the long silver dagger to her belt as before. Shefelt strong and brave again with her knives
in place, and ready to face the mocking looks of those other boys and girls.

Now it was the mare’ sturn. Rhiannon had observed Nial and Lewen grooming the horses the previous
day, and had seen how much the beasts had enjoyed the attention and how their coats had gleamed
afterwards. Rhiannon wanted her mare to look her very best before she showed her to the others. She
picked up the grooming kit again, took out a brush and began to beet the dust out of the mare’ s coat.

Shewas engaged in trying to tug al the knots out of the luxuriant black mane when a sudden restiveness
in the mare made her aware Lewen was leaning on the gate, watching her.

“Do ye and your mam aways sneak around, spying on people?’ she said without rancour.

“I’'m sorry,” hesaid. “Dinnamean to scare ye.”

“Och, meno afeared,” she said severely. “Mejust wonder how ye walk so quiet, being so bigand dl.”
He coloured.

Sheamiled. Sheliked making him blush.

“Being around animals so much, | suppose,” he said. “ They do no’ like sudden noise or movement.”

“Nay,” she agreed, casting him alook from under her lashes. She had noticed that this sideways look
often made him blush and slammer.

Lewen’s colour was high and she saw his eyeswere on the front of her shirt.

“Yeshould tie up your shirt,” he said in acongtricted voice. “Yedo no' want to go out and about like
that.”

“Likewhat?’ she asked, looking down.

“Showing yoursdf likethat. | ken ye mean naught by it, but... human lasseshidether... hidetheir...”
“My dugs, ye mean?’

“Their bosom,” Lewen said, blushing as hotly as anyone with such tanned skin could.

“Bosom,” she sad, trying out the word.

“No-onewill understand if yedo no’ cover yourself up. Men will think ye are offering yoursdlf to
them...” He sumbled to ahalt.

“Tomate?

“Aye, to mate.”



“And that bad?’
He nodded. “ Only whores do that. Y e do no* want them to think that o’ ye, Rhiannon.”
“What whore?’

He searched for words. “Whores are women... and men, too, o' course, who will... mate... with
anyone, if they are paid enough for it. We... ushumans... we do no’ mate with just anyone... only with
thosewelove... mogt o' usanyway. Usudly, when we find someone we love enough, we promiseto lie
only with them, no’ with anyone else, forever.”

Rhiannon was nonplussed. The satyricorn women aways shared the men between them, and the idea of
exclusvity was entirely foreign. Rhiannon had seen many ugly fights over the men, however, and thought
she could see some sense in what Lewen said, aslong as there were men enough for al the women.
Certainly there seemed to be. Theratio of males and females among those staying at Kingarth was
dartlingly exact.

“So ye must try to remember to keep your lacestied, and no* show too much o’ your body,” Lewen
went on, keeping his gaze averted.

“No' ken how,” Rhiannon said flatly.
“Och, o' course. | should' ve thought. I'll have to teach ye.”
“Aye,” shesad. “What me do?’

Helooked back at her, and swallowed. “I'll show ye,” he said. Gently he reached out and took the laces
in his hands, drawing her closer to him. She went obediently. She felt hisfingerson her skinashe
fumbled with the laces, and took a step closer to him. He smelt very clean and fresh, and she could see
the pulsein histhroat beating swiftly, and the burn of his blood under his skin. Sowly he knotted the
laces together, explaining what he was doing while he did it. As she ducked her head to watch, her hair
swung forward and brushed his hand, and she heard the sudden intake of his breath. For some reason
her own blood heated, and she kept her gaze lowered, feding shy with him for thefirst time.

He untied the laces then, and tried to make her do it hersdlf, but her fingers were clumsy and she could
not manage it. He smiled and said, with awarm huskiness to hisvoice that she had never heard before,
“Never mind. I'll tieit for ye now, and get some string for yeto practise on later. It sno* hard onceye
getthehang o' it.”

“Hang o' it?’ sherepeated, puzzled.
“Onceye ken how.”
“Hang o' it,” sherepeated again. “Onceye get thehang o' it.”

“Aye. It must be hard for ye, dl the bitso* dang we use. I’d never noticed it afore, but we do seem to
usealot.”

“Sang,” sherepeated.
“Aye. Slang. Figures o' speech.”
She laughed. “How speech have figure? Thisfigure.” She gestured down her body with one hand.

“Itisindeed,” he murmured. He took a deep breath and stepped away. Hisfoot crunched on the comb



she had tossed away and he bent and picked it up.

“| suppose ye canna manage combing your own hair either?” he said, glancing back a her with arueful
orin.

She shook her head.
“Would yelikemetodoit for ye?’
She nodded.

His mouth quirked. He drew her to sit down on an upturned barrel and stood behind her, drawing the
comb through the waterfdl of silky black hair. For awhile he worked in silence, gently unsnarling the
tangles, and she st lill, enjoying thefed of hisfingersin her hair and lingering on the nape of her neck.

“Tomorrow y€ Il haveto ask one o' the other girlsto help yewith dl thisstuff,” he said after along while.
“Why?'

“It'd be better.”

“Why? Me rather haveye.”

“Aye, I'm sureyewould, but it' sno* seemly, Rhiannon, and besides, | do no’ ken how long | could
gandit. I'm only made o' flesh, yeken.”

She twisted round to look up at him. “Uh? O' courseye made o' flesh. We dl made o' flesh.”

Henodded. “Aye, | ken. | just mean... Never mind. Just ask one o' the lassiesto help ye tomorrow, al
right?’

Rhiannon sniffed. “Meno like those lasses. Melikeye.”

Lewen took adeep bresth, hishand twisting in her hair. For amoment he stood very till, holding her
captive againgt him. She tensed dl over and drew herself away, looking up at him warily. Her hair drew
cruely tight, like arope between them. After along moment that must have hurt her, he released his
breath and his hand, stepping away. He stood with his back to her, his shoulders held stiffly, breathing
with difficulty.

“I’'msorry,” hesaid at last. With great care, helaid the comb down on her saddlebags. “1 dinnamean to
hurt ye”

She shrugged. “ Y e no hurt me.”

“That’sgood. I'd better go.”

“Why?" she asked. “Where go?’

“Anywhere,” he said with an unsteady laugh. “ Thelake might be agood place.”
“Why?'

“Nice cold water,” he said with the same odd laugh.

She shrugged. “Why ye dl want wash so much?Ye smell clean enough.”



“Thank ye,” he said and began to move towards the door.

She remembered the buttons of her breeches and lifted her shirt. “ Afore ye go, ye help? Meno' ken

Helooked back at her and his breath caught. When he spoke his voice was unsteady. “ Rhiannon, do ye
ken what ye do to me?’

“No, what me do?’
“Y € d beatest to any man'sresolve, do ye ken that?’
She did not understand. “Too hard? Y e canna do?’

Lewen laughed alittle. “Och, | can do your buttons up dl right, no problem there. Though I’ d rather be
undoing.”

“What ye mean?’

“Naught. Here, I'll show ye how to do it. Y € d better learn to do it yourself, though, Rhiannon, for it's
too much to ask me to be doing up your breechesfor ye every day.”

He took adeep breath, grinned ruefully, and dipped hisfingersinsde the waistband of her breechesto
button them up for her, dowly and with intense concentration. When he wasfinished he stood il for a
while, hisfingers hooked through her waistband, holding her againgt him. Then rluctantly he dipped his
fingers free and stepped away, turning his back on her. “Ea sgreen blood,” he said.

“Too hard?’ she asked again.
He laughed unsteadily. “Much too hard,” he agreed. “Painfully s0.”

She was puzzled, but shrugged. “Me want clean horse,” she said, waving one hand at the winged mare.
“Meno ken how. Y e show?’

Lewen nodded, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand. “Aye, that at least will be no hardship,” he
answered. He went firgt to the water-trough and splashed hisface and neck thoroughly with water, then
took the dipper and poured more water over hishead, gulping big mouthfuls of theicy cold fluid. She
watched him in bemusement and he grinned & her.

“Y € re naught but trouble, Rhiannon, do ye ken that?’
Shewasindignant. “Me no trouble!”

“Trouble through and through. Come on, where sthat kit o' yours?It’Il do me some good to burn some
o' thisexcessenergy away.”

He explained to her what each comb and brush was for, and demonstrated how to use the hoof pick on
Argent, who picked up hishuge hoof willingly enough.

Rhiannon then tried to do the same with the winged mare, who whinnied unhappily and danced away.
Rhiannon tried again, then threw down the hoof pick in disgust. “Me no good!”

“Do yethink shewill let mehep?’ Lewen asked. “For indeed ye are making abad job o' it!”
“Thanks”



Lewen'seyes gleamed appreciatively. Not only was Rhiannon learning human idiomsfast, but also how a
changein intonation could change awhole word’ s meaning. “My pleasure” he said just asironically.

“Well, show me how then,” she said irritably. “Meno’ want to show her to those goblin-eyestill she
looks bonny as can be. Then their eyes |l redly tick out!”

“Will shelet me come near? For she wouldnalet me near her yesterday and | dinnawant her to kick
down any morewalls.”

“Benice, horse,” she said to the mare, which neighed and put back its ears, but alowed Lewen to come
closer.

“Yeneedtothink o* anamefor her,” Lewen said, gingerly laying one hand on the mare’ s shoulder. The
skin shivered under histouch but the horse did not shy away. “Y e cannakeep on caling her "horse'.”

“Dinnaken any names,” Rhiannon said. “In the herd, named for your... Meno' ken how to say.
Bigness”

“Bigness? Y ou mean, height?”

She shook her head impatiently. “Nay, nay. Though, bigness o' body helps. Like, who getsfirst cut o
medt, that’s Firs-Ma e, then other males, then my mother, One-Horn, she One-Horn and dso
First-Horn, for she kills best. Five-Hornsis Second-Horn, but she hasto fight hard against Three-Horns,
who wantsto kill her and my mother. Y e see?”’

Lewen had taken up the curry-brush and was very gently brushing down the curve of the mare’ s back.
“Aye, | think 0,” he said quietly. After amoment, he said, “Do no‘ think o' the herd anymore. Y e have
escaped them. Yeare free now. Think only o' what liesahead. Yehavealot tolearn and no’ only how
to groom your own horse, but how to managein society, and al sorts o’ things about Eileanan.”

Rhiannon nodded and relaxed her grip on the comb, surprised to find it had pressed white ridges into her
flesh.

“Your horseisthe placeto start, | think, snceye |l beriding her every day and so ye' Il need to ken how
to look after her. Come, I’ ll show ye her feet and how to clean them and stop her from bruising them. |
wonder if she should be shod?’ He did his hand down the mare' sleg and she at once lifted her hoof.

For the next haf-hour they groomed the black mare until her coat gleamed like silk and she was relaxed
and happy. Asthey brushed and combed her, and polished her hooves and horns, and worked the knots
out of her mane and tail, they talked companionably. Lewen told Rhiannon about hisfirst horse, afat
pony called Star for the white patch on its nose. He had soon outgrown Star and for many yearsrode a
sweset-tempered strawberry roan caled Aurora. Although he had loved it dearly, by histhirteenth
birthday he wasfar too heavy for it, and so hisfather had given him Argent, who had been a
large-boned, restive colt and now stood close on eighteen hands high, with powerful shoulders and rump.
For three years Lewen had hand-fed and trained the young colt, and had begun to lunge him every day,
s0 by the time he began to break the horse in to the saddle, they were well acquainted. Argent was bred
from one of hisfather’ s own dedtriers, awarhorse taught to fight on the battlefield with his master. The
linewas famous, descended from Vervain, one of Cuinn Lionheart’ ssix great stdlions. With apale,
slvery-grey coat and tail, Argent was swift and strong with a savage temper, and he allowed no-one but
Lewentoridehim.

“So ye named dl your horsesfor... colour?” Rhiannon said, struggling to find the words for what she
wanted to say.



“Aye, | suppose so, but ye do no' haveto do that if ye do no” want.”
“Mewant,” shesaid. “Horseisblack. What is good name for black horse?’
Lewen shrugged. “| dinnaken. Sable, perhaps, or Jet.”

She screwed up her nose and shook her head emphaticaly. “What did your father call me? Something
sharp and cruel, he meant.”

“I dono' think he meant—"

“Aye, aye, hedid, ye think me no understand? What was that?’
“Thistle?’ Lewen replied tentetively.

“Nay, yefool. Black something.”

“Och, aye. Blackthorn, another namefor doe. It growswild round here. It has black thorny branches
and pretty white flowersthistime of year, that turn into a purply-bluefruit later. The villagers make
doe-ginout of it. Just now, this cold wegather we ve been having, they would call that a blackthorn
winter, meaning winter in springtime.”

“Parfect,” Rhiannon sad. “ That her name then. Blackthorn.”

Lewen looked at thetall, ddlicately built mare with her two long scrolled horns that were just the colour
of the doe, and nodded, pleased.

“Two good namings then.” Rhiannon smiled at him so that he blushed red and dropped his gaze, scuffing
his boot againgt the straw-scattered floor. When he glanced up she was smiling radiantly till, but at her
horse, which had tossed her head and was prancing, asif glad to be named.

The kitchen was bright and busy with activity, though outsde it was dl grey and hushed till. Rhiannon ate
asgreedily asever, cramming in two bowlfuls of hot porridge with honey and goat’ s milk, and sixteen
griddle-cakes with melted butter and cherry jam. After alife of lean provisions, she could not help

hersdf. Although these last few days had been so very different from what she had known before, she
could not believe she would not know hunger again. Y ou ate when you could, even if you felt rather sck
afterwards.

She was aware of scornful glances cast a her by the two other girls, who were dressed again in their
ridiculoustight dresseswith their hair in unnaturaly perfect ringlets, like nothing she had seen before; and
the yearning dreamy gaze of the youngest of the boys, who seemed to her quite mad; and the resentful,
lustful glance of the oldest of the boys, which perturbed her as none of the othersdid. Therewas
something very like hatred in his glance. She had seen it before and she knew it meant harm to come. All
she could do was disdain his hot glance with coldness, and hope to keep away from him.

Thethird girl was eager to be kind, which Rhiannon was prepared to accept, though she thought the
worse of her for offering it, and the second eldest of the boys was torn between his natural good nature
and his dedire to emulate the older, tougher boy. Rhiannon was used to reading intent in the body
language of the herd. It had kept her safe and relatively unscathed for Sixteen years. Therewasafine
balance to be kept between appearing too weak, so that you were scorned and bullied, or too strong, so
that First-Horn thought it was time to take you down.



Lilanthe was hovering over her son, caressing his rough brown hair with one hand as she poured him
moretea, or straightening his collar as she passed with aplate of fresh griddle-cakes. He smiled at her
and did not shrug her hand away, knowing how hard this latest parting would be for her. At last she came
and sat down and ate alittle hersdlf, gazing at her boy asif he had grown so tall and broad-shoul dered
overnight.

“Och, | wishyedid no' haveto go so far away,” she said. “I’ ve missed ye these last four years!
Lucescereissuch along way, dl the way round the mountains and up into the highlands o’ Rionnagan! |
wish the Tower o' Ravenswasno’ such aruin and ye could go thereto study. It' sonly afew daysfrom
here and then | could be seeing ye often...”

Ninagave alittle expressve shrug. “Happen one day it will be restored. The Keybearer says she hopes
thetimewill comewhen al thirteen towers o' learning are rebuilt again. Already there are seven, and a
small enclave 0’ witchesare camping intheruins o the Tower 0 Dreamers and seeking to raiseit high
again, so soon there may be eight. No-one dares go near the Tower o' Ravens, though, yeken. Itis
weird with ghosts and banshees and al sorts o’ cruel and unhappy spirits, and they say it isonly growing
worse with time. The auld MacBrann sent some witches there afew months afore he died to seeif it
could be exorcised, saying he couldna deep with al the ghosts flocking about his bed, but they came
back in despair, saying the place reeked o' blood and death, and it was beyond their strength to cleanse
it”

“They didnacal him Macolm the Mad for naught,” Iven said. “ Apparently he kept thewhole castlein an
uproar with his shrieks and curses and night terrors, and they got worse in the last few months afore he
died.”

Lilanthe drew her brows together. “ Aye, he was troubled indeed, the poor auld man. We rode down to
Ravenscraig to seeif there was aught we could do to ease hislast days, but he was rambling indeed by
then and did no* ken us, or even his poor son. What 0’ Dughall? Does he no* plan to rebuild the tower?|
ken Isabeau would come hersdlf if he cdlled, and bring acircle 0’ sorcerersto aid him.”

“Dughdl saysthe best thing to do is pull the whole place down and cleanse it with fire. He says he had to
spend anight there once during the Bright Wars and it was enough to turn hishair aswhite ashisfather’s.
It was dwaysadark place, ye ken, right from thetime o' Brann the Raven himsdlf. The MacBranns have
aways been astrange lot, with their experiments and machines...”

Nial leapt a onceto the defense of hisruling clan. “What about the auld MacBrann' s seefire, then? That
was one experiment the Righ found useful in the war againgt the Fairgean. And it was aMacBrann that
built thelocks at the mouth o the Rhyssmadiill, remember.”

Iven laughed, holding up both hands. “Och, | ken. Y e must admit the MacBranns have dways dabbled in
the arcane, though. They have dways loved the darker mysteries and that is why the Ensorcellor had so
many followers here in Ravenshaw and why the attack on the Tower o' Ravenson the Day 0’ Betraya
was o very brutd.”

“Aye” Nidl agreed, 9ghing. “ That was ablack day. Forty years or more ago it was, and | was naught
but abairn, but | remember it clearly. We could see the smoke from my parents farm. It billowed up like
agreat dark pillar, higher than the mountains, and then hung over usal for days, choking uswith ashes.
No' one single witch escaped the massacre, they say, no’ even the MacBrann's own wife, Dughdl’s
mother. And she was aNicCuinn hersdf and aunt to the Righ. A Day o' Betraya indeed.”

“Still, it was along time ago and twenty-five years since the Ensorcellor was overthrown,” Ninasaid. She
turned to the gpprentices and said, “Y e will see Mayathe Mute at the Tower o° Two Moons, ye ken.



Shelaboursin the libraries there, hel ping to restore the knowledge that was lost when she ordered the
great towers 0’ learning to be burnt. Y e must treat her with respect, for though she may be bound to
dlence and servitude, sheis il the mother o Bronwen NicCuinn, who will one day share the throne
with Donncan the Winged.”

Not understanding aword that was said, Rhiannon had been growing impatient. Lilanthe must have
noticed her restlessness for she turned to her and said, “Y e must ask Ninaand Ivento tell ye dl theauld
talesasyetravel, and Sing ye some o' the songs, for ye have alifetime o’ learning to make up in just a
short while”

“Where does this lass come from, that she doesno’ ken the story 0 Mayathe Ensorcellor?’ Edithe said
scornfully. “Does sheno’ have amother, or an auld granny, to tell her bedtime stories? And even the
meanest village sees ajongleur every oncein awhile, totell the auld tales and sing the song cycles.”

“No' dl,” Lilanthe said briefly.
“It must have been ahovel indeed,” Edithe said under her breath to Felice, who looked uncomfortable.

“Melearnt other things from my mother,” Rhiannon said clearly, glancing a the blonde girl with contempt.
“Likehow to gut agoblin with asingledash o' my knife. Y ewant me show you how?” And with aflick
of her wrist her dagger wasin her hand, its point hovering negligently near the pulse at the base of

Edithe sthroat. Edithe shrieked and shrank back. Rhiannon tossed the knifein her hand. “I guessno’,”
she said and put the dagger away.

There was a shocked silence. Everyone stared at Rhiannon.
“Did ye seewhat shejust did?’ Edithe said in asqueaky voice. “ She threatened me!”

Ninaput down her fork. “I’'m no* sureany o' usblame her,” she said testily. “Y e have been
unpardonably rude, Edithe. | would have thought better o' aNicAven o' Avebury.”

Edithe went crimson, and opened and shut her mouth afew times as shetried to think of aretort.

“Though Rhiannon does ken better than to draw her dagger a the dinner table,” Lilanthe said with a
meaningful glance a her.

Rhiannon was unrepentant. “Meno like that girl,” she said. “ She mean.”

“Wadll, | hopeyewill learn to get on with one another,” Ninasaid impatiently. “We have along journey
together ahead o' us, and it’ll be unbearableif ye re a each other’ sthroats. Can ye al no’ try and be
avil?’

“O' course,” Edithesaid grandly. “I am sorry if anything | have said was misunderstood.”
Lilanthe looked &t the satyricorn girl. After awhile she prompted her, saying, “Rhiannon?’
“What?’ shesaid.

“Edithe has just apologised. Should yeno' say sorry too?’

“Why?Meno' sorry.”

Edithe looked shocked.

“Rhiannon,” Lilanthe said wearily. “ Please.”



“It's considered good manners, lassie, to return the gpology, even if yedo no' do so with sincerity,” Nidl
sad with hisusud humorousinflection.

“Me hate good manners,” Rhiannon said sullenly.

“We venoticed,” Nidl responded and she flashed him an angry glance and then, surprisingly, laughed.
“Tel that girl tono' be so mean and me no kill her,” shesaid.

“I think that’ s Rhiannon’ sidea o’ an apology,” Niall said to Edithe.

She looked down her nose, saying in anicy voice, “1 am sure my father would be horrified if he kent the
sort o' company | was being forced to travel with. | shal write to him at the very first opportunity.”

“Yedothat,” Ninasaid. “But just remember that this journey we are dl about to embark upon is
considered thefirst slage 0 your learning as an gpprentice-witch. The Coven believes humility,
compassion and sdlf-control are necessary attributes o’ any witch. Ye may have dl the craft and al the
cunning in theworld, but ye will never be alowed to join the Coven without showing forbearance and
understanding towards others. Have | made mysdlf clear, Edithe?’

“Aye, md am,” she sad, looking crushed.

“And asfor ye, Rhiannon, if yewish to travel inmy careye shal no' threaten any o' my studentswith
harm again. Do ye understand me?’

“Aye, ma am,” Rhiannon responded, not looking crushed at all.
“Good,” Ninasad.

“Happen we' d best be on our way,” Iven said. “It islight enough now to seetheroad. Is everyone
packed up and ready?’

There was a chorus of answers, and everyone got up and started wrapping themselvesin their riding
cloaks and saying their farewells. Lilanthe was unable to hide her tears but she did not cling to Lewen,
giving him abrief, hard hug before stepping back and saying huskily, “Make sure ye send news o
yoursdlf, ye hear, my lad?’

Nial embraced him too and then surprised Rhiannon by kissing her on the cheek and saying, “Have a
carefor yoursdf, lassie, and keep that knifein your boot!”

“Unless| needit, o' course,” shereplied cheekily, surprisng him into laughter.

Lilanthe did not kiss Rhiannon goodbye, but detained her with ahand on her arm. “1 have written aletter
0' introduction to my friend Isabeau, who isKeybearer o' the Coven,” she said gravely, giving Rhiannon
athick white envelope sedled with red wax. “1 have written her afull account o ye, and | hope she will
have acarefor yein Lucescere.”

“Thank ye,” Rhiannon said, taking the letter and stowing it away in one of the many pockets of her coat.

Lilanthe' s expression softened. “1 hope al will bewell with ye, Rhiannon. | am sorry | could no helpye
more.” Shewas silent for amoment, then said in atumble, as Rhiannon turned to go, “If ye have done no
wrong, then no harm shal cometo ye, that | am sure0'. Isabeau will find thetruth o' it.”

Rhiannon’ s brows drew together, and she stared at Lilanthe, who looked white and tired. Then she said,
very gruffly. “Me done naught wrong!”



Lilanthe’ sgaze fell and colour rosein her cheeks. “That’sgood, I'm glad. All will be well then.”

Rhiannon stared at her suspicioudy, but Lilanthe just put her arm about her and gave her abrief hug,
before turning to say her farewdlsto Ninaand Iven.

Rhiannon followed the others out into the frosty morning, everyone shivering and complaining asthey
stowed their bagsin the caravan and got out their tack to saddle up the horses. Merid clung to her
brother’ shand, her cheeks wet with tears, and he looked down at her kindly and spoke quietly to her.
After awhile she nodded and let go of hishand, going to stand with her parents.

Only Lewen and Rhiannon had to go into the stable, since dl the other horses had been pastured out for
the night. He saddled up Argent quickly and then turned to help Rhiannon, who seemed to be having
sometrouble.

He found Rhiannon sitting on her backside in the straw, the saddle clutched to her chest, her face red.
Blackthorn sidied about skittishly, her earslaid flat againgt her skull and an evil look in her dark eye.

“ She doesnawant to wear it,” Rhiannon said rather blankly. It was clear she had not expected the
winged horseto resst her will.

“She'sno' really been broken to the saddle and bridle yet, though, has she?’ Lewen said. “1t took me
monthsto get Argent to accept theweight o' the saddle on his back.”

Rhiannon scowled. She got up and dusted off her bottom.
“Blackthorn, ye are my horse now, remember,” she said. “Yedo what me say.”

The winged mare reared and neighed, shaking her mane defiantly. Her magnificent wings unfurled, the
musclesin her shoulders bunching.

“Yedo no' want to be mine anymore?’ Rhiannon said miserably. “ But me thought...”

The mare stepped forwards delicately, pushing her black velvet nose into Rhiannon’ s shoulder and
blowing dobber al over her. Then she turned her head and tried to bite the saddle.

“Yedono want saddle? But...”

“Wall, they say athigearn rideswith neither saddle nor bridle. Happen ye re meant to be atrue thigearn,
afterdl.”

Rhiannon smiled.

“Me never rode with such things afore,” shesaid. “Meno’ now.”

“Y¢€l havelesscontrol,” Lewen warned. “And ye re bound to get rather bruised.”
She dismissed thiswith agesture.

“The saddle and bridle belonged to the Y eoman, anyway,” he said. “Y e can stow them in the caravan
with the rest of histhings.” He picked up the saddle and bridle, then dung the saddiebags over the top.

Immediately Rhiannon frowned. “Nay! Mine... my thingsin there.” Sheturned back to the mare.
“Blackthorn? Just the bags? Me and my bags.”

Blackthorn hurrumphed and put her ears back.



“Happen ye should say ‘pleass’,” Lewen murmured, trying not to laugh.
“Please? Why?’

“It'sconddered polite.”

“Hmmph. Very well. Please, Blackthorn?’

The mareinclined her head gracioudly.

“Yewill haveto figure out someway to tie the saddiebags on if she willnawear the saddle. | wonder if
she would accept wearing a pad? We use them for breaking in young horses. It’s a soft saddle without a
saddletree or girrups. It has a girth and some hooks we could strap the saddlebagsto. Let’s seeif she'll

accept it.”

A short whilelater Lewen rode round the side of the house on the back of histal, slver-dappled stalion.
Argent was fighting the bit, eager for agalop.

“What took ye so long, lad?’” Iven called from the driving seat of his caravan, drawn up before the front
seps. “I thought the young ladieswere dow!”

The laughter died out of hisface as he saw the winged mare come stepping delicately through the
mist-wreathed trees. The two long, scrolled horns springing from the mare’ s brow shone an unearthly
blue, likethe sky at dusk, and her wings were dightly unfurled, showing the subtle gradation of colour
from black to iridescent blue. Rhiannon sat straight-backed and grave-faced on her back, wrapped in her
long blue cloak, her black hair falling down her back, her quiver of arrows dung over one shoulder. Her
longbow was strapped to the crown-embroidered saddlebags that hung over the mare' swithers, while
shewore her dagger strapped to her belt. She looked like the queen she had been named for.

Therewas along astonished silence.

“O my heart movesin my breast, forever after | am denied dl rest,” Landon whispered.
Rhiannon scowled.

A little mutter ran round the apprentices and their horses stirred restively benegth them.
“Athigearn,” Felice whispered. “Och, I’ ve always wanted—"

“A thigearn!” Edithe cried. “But—"

“Och, she'sso bonny,” Maisiesaid. “I’ ve never seen awinged horse afore. Oh, | wishshe'dfly. I'd love
to see her fly!”

It was the longest speech any of them had heard the shy village girl say.

The boyswerefilled with exclamations of surprisetoo. “How did she catch it?’ Rafferty wanted to
know. “How does she control it without even abridle, let donewhip or spurs?” He glanced Sdeways at
Edithe, who as dways had her long whip in her hand, and a sharp silver spur on her boot. Edithe looked
displeasad and tightened her rein, causing her mare to Sdle sdeways.

“I never heard o' agirl being athigearn afore,” Cameron said gruffly. “ Arethey dlowed?’

“Why no', if shecanrideit?’ Ninasaid pleasantly. “What abonny cresture, Rhiannon! I’'ve heard o' the
black winged horses o' Ravenshaw afore, 0’ course, but never thought to see one. Yelook likeye' ve



ridden out of an auld tale, thetwo o ye. Have yeridden her long?’
“No' long,” Rhiannon answered, her face glowing.

“| thought ye had to ride for ayear and a day without putting foot to ground afore ye could cdl yoursdf a
thigearn,” Cameron said, histone very near ajesr.

“Nay, al yeneed do istameaflying horse” Nidl said. “1t' sjust that it takes most men that long to break
itswill. Rhiannon did no' need to.” He smiled up at her. She smiled back.

“Wdl, we ll surely make asensation in every village weride through,” Edithe said in avoice of long
auffering. “Weredly arelikeatraveling circus now.”

“Aye, andisn't it ashamethat &l ken we ride on the Coven' s business? Think o' the money we could
make!” Iven said shamelessy, and winked at Nina. “Come on, let’ s get thiscircusrolling!”



Bar breck-by-the-Bridge

Asthey rode down the long e m-lined avenue, the sun struck down through the pale green blossoms
flowering profusaly on every bare twig and branch. The mist was drawn up like smoke, reveding lush
lawns and copses of silver-barked birches. Away to the left were the orchards with their clouds of
sweet-smelling blossomsin white and pink, whileto theright lay the lake, lined with willow treesand
flowering rushes.

Lewen wasfilled with a bittersweet sadness as he gazed about him, knowing it may be ayear or more
before he returned to Kingarth again. He turned to have onelast look at the little stone house with its
steep roof and gables, and saw his parents and sister waving madly. He waved back, then resolutely
turned hisface away, looking to the road ahead.

Suddenly atiny shape came hurtling down out of the sky like amaddened hornet. Kaea caught
Rhiannon’ s blue tam-o'-shanter and hurled it away, then seized hold of Rhiannon’s hair intwo tiny,
determined hands and yanked with al her strength. Rhiannon yelped in pain and swetted at thelittle faery,
sending her head over hedls. Kaea crashed into an em branch and hung there, whimpering. Rhiannon
lifted both hands to her hair, her face white with fury. Blackthorn danced uneesily.

A babble of surprised voicesrose.

“What isit?’ Rafferty demanded. “ Did ye see how fast it came?’

“I thought we were being shot at,” Cameron exclaimed, dropping his hand from his sword.
“What on earth!” Iven cried, pulling up hisgrey carthorse. “ Och, it’ sthe wee nisse!”
“Kaeal” Lewen sad reprovingly. “What in E& s name do ye think ye are doing?’

“Look at theweething, issheno' adorable?’ Felice cried.

Kaeashowed her fangs.

“Ooh, how horrid!” Edithe cried and dragged her horse' s head around so the brown mare wheeled
Sdeways, dmogt trampling Mais€ sfat pony.

Ninalaughed and brought the blue tam-o' -shanter floating up from whereit lay on the grass. “ Happen
she'sjedous,” she sad, letting the tam-0' -shanter drop into Rhiannon’slap. Rhiannon seized it and put it
on again, scowling ferocioudy.

“Kaea, yemust no' do thingslikethat,” Lewen said helplesdy. He held out his hand and the
bright-winged faery came zooming down to cling to hisfinger, gibbering in distress. “I’m sorry, did | no’
say farewell to ye? Do no' cry. I'll be back soon enough.”

High-pitched screeches shrilled from thetiny throat. Lewen winced, but stroked the nisse’ s tangled mane
of hair and smoothed down her indignant wings. “I ken, | ken. Never mind. Yekent | had to go.”

More screeches, and the nisse turned and shook aminuscule fist at Rhiannon. Lewen looked alittle
embarrassed, but did his best to soothe the enraged faery, while Rhiannon merdly stared at her coldly,
her mouth st hard.



Suddenly the faery swung away from Lewen’ sfinger and hurtled towards Rhiannon again. Asquickly as
agtriking snake, Rhiannon reached out and snatched her from the air. The speed and precision of her
reflexes was extraordinary, making them al gasp. Imprisoned in Rhiannon’sfist, Kaleashrieked in terror.
No matter how she squirmed or wriggled, or how ferocioudy she sank her fangsinto Rhiannon’s hand,
the satyricorn girl did not let go. Sowly, ddiberately, holding Kalea close before her face, shebeganto
squeeze her fingers closed. Kaleawhimpered in pain.

“Rhiannon, let her go!” Lewen shouted.
Sheignored him.

“Rhiannon, | mean it!” He kicked Argent forward and the stallion wheeled in close beside the nervous
winged mare so Lewen could reach out and grasp Rhiannon’ swrist. Holding her immobile, he used his
other hand to prise open her fingers.

For amoment their strength and wills battled. Then Rhiannon gasped and relaxed her hold. Kaea shot
out of her hand and went flying to Lewen, nestling behind his ear, peering out to gibber at Rhiannon
mockingly.

Lewen let go of her wrigt.

Rhiannon looked down at the angry red marks on her still-bruised wrist. “Ye strong,” shesaid in
approvd. “Y e near broke my hand.”

“Yeshould no have hurt Kalea,” Lewen said, till furious.

“Shehurt me”

“She should no' have done that either.”

Rhiannon shrugged, cradling her abused wrist in her other hand. “No' my fault.”

“No, happen s0,” Lewen said, hisanger cooling. “But she' sonly awee nisse, ye should no' have sought
tokill her.”

“Tell her no’ to hurt me again or me hurt her,” Rhiannon said indifferently and bent to stroke Blackthorn's
damp neck, soothing the unsettled mare,

“Very well,” Lewen said coolly, and plucked the nisse from behind his ear. “Go home, Kaea,” he said
gernly. “And let thisbealesson to ye!”

She made a derisve gibbering sound, then leant forward and kissed his nose. While Lewen was il
recovering from his surprise and embarrassment, Kaeaflew up into the air, made an extremely rude
gesture towards Rhiannon, then shot off a high speed, her dragonfly wingswhirring.

For amoment Rhiannon and Lewen were frozen in mutual surprise and consternation. Then both broke
into laughter.

“Nisses!” Lewen said, then said awkwardly, “I’m sorry. She has absolutely no manners.”
“Meno mannersether,” Rhiannon said cheerfully.

Shelooked round at the circle of faces. Edithe and Maisie both looked shocked, Felice, Iven and Nina
were struggling to suppress amusement, and Roden and Rafferty were both laughing out loud. Landon
had pulled out agrubby little notebook and was scribbling notes with a distastefully chewed quill, hisink



bottle balanced most precarioudy on his saddle pommel, and Cameron was regarding Rhiannon with
something very nearly approaching respect.

“What wewait for?’ Rhiannon demanded. “Rideon!”

Fdicelaughed. “Thisjourney isgoing to befun,” she cried exuberantly. “What will ye do next,
Rhiannon?’

Without waiting for an answer, she dug her hedl into her mare’ s side and moved off again down the road,
Rafferty breaking into atrot to follow her.

“I can hardly wait to find out,” Iven said dryly and flicked hisreins at the gelding’ s broad back. The
caravans both moved off again, the apprentice-witchesfaling into formation behind them.

Lewen and Rhiannon followed suit, riding sSide by side at the very end of the cavacade.
“I'msorry if | hurt ye,” Lewen said remorsefully. “I forgot how sore your wrigts still are.”

Rhiannon gave her usua shrug, glancing at him under her lashes. “Hurt worse afore,” she said dismissively
and smiled a him, knowing full well she had just made him fed awholelot worse.

Thelong avenue ended at apair of massive iron gates, bounded on each side by tal thick hedges bristling
with thorns. Beyond Kingarth was nothing but forest and mountains, filled with wild creatures and faeries
of dl kinds, many of them dangerous. The brambly hedge ran the whole perimeter of the farm, and was
patrolled regularly by Ursathe Bear to make sure there were no gaps or holes through which even a
polecat or hoar-weasdl could squeeze its lithe shape. The gates themsel ves were guarded by the son of
Nidl’sold gillie, who lived in acottage just insde the gates with hiswife and two young children.

Jock MacGhillie came out to unlock the gatesfor the cavalcade, sduting Iven smartly and wishing them
good speed. They rode out smartly, so Jock could make sure al was secure behind them, and found
themselves on anarrow dirt road that wound down through dense forest long the eastern bank of the
Find-horn River. Theriver ran fast and white dong itsrocky course, tumbling down in foaming cataracts
wherever the hill dropped away. Looking back up theriver, Rhiannon remembered how she had used to
gt on theridge by the black lake, wondering where the river went and wishing she could follow it. The
thought pleased her. She smiled and pressed her hedlsinto Blackthorn’s side so the mare lengthened her
dride, cantering ahead of the others. Lewen’ sbig grey stdlion followed her at once, his heavy hooves
sending up plumes of dust.

Rhiannon looked back over her shoulder a Lewen. “Y e want race?’
“Noflying dlowed,” Lewen warned.

“What ye bet?’

His dark brown eyes sparkled. “Y € re confident!”

“Meam.”

“Y e think your dainty wee mare can outrun Argent?’ he scoffed.
“Try us”

“All right then.”

“So whet will ye give mewhen mewin?



“I'll clean your tack for yetonight,” he offered.

“Me clean own tack.”

“What then?’

“Mewant money.”

Lewen raised hiseyebrow. “ A gambling lass? What if yelose? Y e havenaany money to give me.”
“Menolose”

“Oh-ho, we are confident. All right, ye can owe me.”

“Meno needto.”

“Dedl or no deal?”’

“What ye mean?’

“That’ swhat ye say when ye make abet. Y e should say ‘ded’, and then we each spit on our hands and
shakeonit.”

“Shakeonit?’ Rhiannon frowned in puzzlement. “ Shake? Like this?” And she began to shake dl over, as
if shewas quivering with cold. Blackthorn put her ears back and sidestepped.

Lewen could not help himsdlf. He burst out laughing. After amoment Rhiannon laughed too.

“Nay! No' likethat! We shake hands. Likethis,” He drew Argent close by Blackthorn's side and put
out hishand to Rhiannon. After amoment’ s hesitation Rhiannon put her hand in his, and he pumped it up
and down vigoroudy. “ That’sshaking oniit.”

“Meshakeonit,” shesaid, and pretended to shake dl over again.
Helaughed out loud.

“All right, first to the big oak down there...” Hisvoice died awvay as Blackthorn broke into agalop.
Startled, Lewen laughed and swore, and leant forward, dapping Argent’ s neck with hisreins. The big
gdlion surged forward.

Shoulder to shoulder, the two horses galloped down the road, sending pebbles flying.
“Yecheated!” Lewen panted. “Y € re meant to start together.”

“Yejust dow,” Rhiannon teased. She crouched lower on Blackthorn’s neck and the winged horse legpt
forward, passing the big bare oak scant seconds before Argent.

“Mewin, mewin!” Rhiannon chanted.

“All right, dl right,” he said, fumbling in his pocket for acoin, which heflipped to her. “Though next time
I’ll makeyecal the sart.”

“Medill win,” Rhiannon crowed, cheeks pink, eyes bright with excitement. She rubbed the coin with her
thumb, and then very carefully stowed it away insde her coat.

“No" achance” Lewen said. “Y e only won because I’m too much o' agentlemanto call ye acheat.”



“Och, sure,” she mocked.

They dismounted and rested in the shade, letting the horses graze at will, for neither wore abit. Inafew
minutes, the big grey carthorse came shambling aong, pulling the blue caravan. Iven lounged on the
driving seet, hisfeet up, the reinslooped and knotted over therail. He was playing cards with Roden and
Lulu. The arak was jumping up and down, gibbering with distress at her poor hand of cards, while Roden
was looking rather smug, a heap of pebbles before him.

“I wouldnaracetoo muchif | wereye,” Iven said to Lewen and Rhiannon with asmile. “We have along
way to ride and ye do no' want to betiring out your horses.”

“Yejust jedous,” Rhiannon said. “Yewish yeracing too. That horse very dow.” She gestured towards
the enormous carthorse with his patient dark eyes and shaggy hoovesthe size of dinner plates.

“Happen that' strue,” Iven said with asigh. “ Still, dinnaye look down upon auld Steady here. He may be
dow, but he getsthere. Anyway, no more racing, bairns. Wereally do have along way to go today.
Ninaiskeen to leave the Broken Ring o' Dubhdain behind us.”

“All right, Iven,” Lewen said readily. “For today anyway. | have to have a chance to win back my honour
tomorrow. We have abet riding on it.”

“Och, wdll, inthat case!” Iven laughed. “1 tell yewhat, I’ [l make ye abet o' my own. One week on the
road and | bet neither 0’ yewill have the heart for racing!”

“What ye bet me?’ Rhiannon said a once.

“A gambler in our midst. Well, Roden and | bet for pebbles, but that’ s only because | couldna afford to
play with him otherwise, he’ sjust too good.”

Roden grinned.
“Meno play for pebbles,” Rhiannon said.

“Yeareagambling girl! All right then. If | win, ye haveto cook dinner every night for aweek. If | lose,
Cll... hmmm... Pll...”

“Mewant money,” Rhiannon said.

“Yewant hard coin? But I'm naught but a poor jongleur! All right then. A haf-crown, if yeand Lewen
are dill racing every day after seven dayson theroad.”

“Dedl,” Rhiannon said. She spat on her hand and held it out. Solemnly Iven spat on his hand and then
shook hers. The caravans trundled on, and they mounted their horses again and fell into place behind the
others. Lewen raised aquizzical eyebrow at her.

“Meneed money,” Rhiannon explained. “Me have none.”

Lewen smiled and shrugged. “1 guess ye could do with some money. We are going to L ucescere, the
most expengve city intheworld, after dl.”

Rhiannon nodded. “ So metold.”

Lewen hesitated. “ Y e need no* worry about money,” he said. “Isabeau, the Keybearer, will make sure
ye have everything ye need. My mother has written to her, asye ken. Asascholarship student, the
Coven paysfor al your day-to-day needs, your robes and books and food and lodging.”



“That girl say me need money. For bdls... What bal?’

“A ball isaplace where people go to dance and talk. It'salso around | eather toy that bairns kick
around. Lady Edithe would' ve meant the firgt, though.”

Rhiannon screwed up her face. “Too many words. How ye ken them al?’

“I'vehad plenty o timeto learn,” Lewen answered. “Do no’ worry, ye'll pick them up soon enough.”
“Pick words up?’ Rhiannon was more puzzled than ever.

Lewen sighed. “Learn them, | mean.”

“So why me need money for balls?’

“Everyone gets dressed up in fancy clothes and jewels which cost alot to buy.”

“Why?

“I’ve often wondered. | wouldnaworry too much, Rhiannon. | doubt whether ye Il go to many. Most
students do no' have much to do with the court.”

Rhiannon frowned. “ Happen s0,” she said. “ Still, if those cursehags are no’ to laugh at me, me need

“The Coven doesnalikeits students gambling,” Lewen warned.

“How will they ken?” Rhiannon lifted one expressve eyebrow. “Unlessye mean to tell them?”’
“I willnatdl,” Lewen said uncomfortably. “No-one likes atittle-tattle.”

“Well then.” Sheflashed agmileat him.

“Witchesare hard to trick,” Lewen warned. “I'd be careful .”

“How else me get money?’ Rhiannon asked. “How ye get?’

“Weroya squires are paid handsomely,” Lewen said, with amock attempt to emulate Edithe’ s high-bred
tone.

“Then me be squire too.”

Lewen shifted uncomfortably in his saddle. “Lassies canna be squires.”
“Why no'?’

“They just canna.”

Rhiannon scowled.

“I makethingstoo,” Lewen said hurriedly, eager to change the subject. “We spend an awful lot o' time
gtting around and waiting for HisHighness. | hateto Stidle, so | got in the habit o' whittling to help pass
thetime. I’ ve aways liked to make my own arrows, they seem to fly more true than those made for me
by others. The other squires used to want to buy them from me, and then the palace guards did too, and
now | can sell asmany as| make. Even the Righ likesmy arrows best.” He spoke with quiet pride.



Rhiannon eyed the quiver bristling with arrows that hung from Argent’ s saddle. They did indeed seem
beautifully made, being unusudly long and formed from some white wood, fletched with green. They
made hers seem clumsy and badly made.

“I make other thingstoo. Chess sets, sometimes, or toys for the paace bairns. Boxes, or little figurines o
animas. | like making those”

“Y e made the boxes back there? The tricky one?’
Lewen grinned. “Aye, | made those. They were fun.”
“Very tricky.”

“Therearelots o' things students can do to help support themsaves while at the Theurgia. If ye show a
Skill at something, like growing things or animals, ye can get ajob working in the garden or in the stables
or kennels. Y € re good with horses. When we get to Lucescere, I’ll introduce ye to the stable-master.
I’'m sure he' d be happy to give ye some work. Horse-whisperers are always welcome there.”

Rhiannon smiled. “Melike horses, melike that.”
“Yeshould no' say 'melike’, yeshouldsay T. T would likethat’ isthe proper way to say it.”

“I would likethat,” she repested after amoment, even though it was clear she did not like being
corrected.

Hesmiled &t her. “Very good. Yelearnfast.”

She nodded. “Metry.”

“Yemean, | try,” Lewen corrected her again.

She compressed her lips together, then said obediently, “1 mean, | try.”

Until now, the road had just been wide enough for two horses to ride comfortably side by side, but as
they came down out of the forest the road widened and an eager Rafferty was able to ride up beside
them and engage them in conversation. Lewen quite liked the young apprentice-witch but nonetheless he
had to suppress aflash of irritation when he saw the glow of admiration in the boy’ s eyes when he gazed
a Rhiannon.

“| say, yecanridel” Rafferty cried. “And that mare o' yours can redlly go! Will ye race with me?’
“What ye bet?” Rhiannon said at once.
Rafferty’ s eyes sparkled. “Half a copper?’

“Yepromised Iven yewould no' race again today,” Lewen reminded Rhiannon, feding likeastern big
brother.

She hunched a shoulder at him and said to Rafferty, “Merace... | race ye tomorrow then.”

“Grand,” hesaid. “Yeken, none o' thelasses| ken would ever ride like that. They’ d be too afraid o
fdling off.”

“I no' araid 0’ aught,” Rhiannon boasted.



“Morefool ye,” Lewen said, and leant forward alittle in his saddle so Argent’ s stride lengthened,
bringing him up beside Iven' s caravan. He felt he had had enough of Rafferty’ s company.

The road wound down into softly rolling hills and pastures. Men and women were working together in
every fied, ploughing therich dark earth, sowing seeds, cutting back the hedgerows and tending herds of
goatsand pigs. In nearly every dell wasasmal croft with its orchard just beginning to bud with spring
flowers, and smoke wisping up from its chimney. The crofters waved at the caravans as they passed by,
and the apprentices waved back, enjoying the fresh spring westher.

They reached the little village of Barbreck-by-the-Bridge late that afternoon. It was no more than asingle
street with aninn at one end and amill with awater-whed at the other, and two rows of small, grey
houses with high-pitched roofs dong either sde, facing onto a village green where chickens wandered
and children played. The Findhorn River came foaming down the hill to boil about the stone ramparts of a
great bridge composed of six arches, with crenellated gatehouses at either end.

A crowd of grim-faced people milled about at one end of the bridge, al looking down at something that
lay on the ground in their midst. A man wearing an enormous sword strapped to his back was ordering
them about, his black eyebrows drawn close over his eagle nose.

“That'sthereeve,” Lewen said in darm. “I wonder what the matter is?’
“Barbreck-by-the-Bridge has areeve?’ Iven asked in surprise.

“Och, nay, it' sfar too wee. Odran the reeve will have come over from Cullen, the town on thefar sde o
the bridge. | wonder what can have happened?’

“I guesswe Il soon find out,” Iven answered, dapping the reins on Steady’ s back. The carthorse
quickened his pace.

It was only aday since the caravans had driven through Barbreck-by-the-Bridge to Kingarth, but still the
sght of the gaudily painted vans was enough to draw the eye of everyonein the village. Asthey turned to
stare, Rhiannon was able to see the naked body of aman lying on the ground, water spreading a dark
stain across the pavement. Her heart jerked. She averted her eyes, trying to control the sudden rapid
beating of her pulse, her ragged breathing. Around her were cries of darm and horror.

Ninadrew Roden againg her, hiding hisfacein her skirt, though thelittle boy strained away, saying, “But
Mam, | wanna see! What happened to him? Is he dead?”’

“Aye, honey,” she answered. “Do no' look!”
Iven jumped down from the drivers' seat and went to greet the reeve.
“Trouble?’ he asked. “What' sthe problem?’

“Murder,” the reeve said tersdly. “Man shot in the back, and thrown in the river. We havenahad a
murder in these parts for nigh on ten years, and this one looks aright nasty one.”

“I am lven Y dlowbeard, a courier in the Righ' s service and aformer Blue Guard,” Iven said. “Can | be
0' any assstance?’

The reeve cast asuspicious eye at the jongleur, noting hisfrivolous beard and brightly coloured clothes.
Iven bowed ironicaly. “No" al Blue Guards become farmerswhen they retire,” he said. “| wasborn a
jongleur and ajongleur | shdl die, and dl the life betwixt spent in service to Lachlan the Winged.”



Still the reeve looked unconvinced.
Lewen dismounted and went to join Iven, leaving Argent untethered. “How are ye yoursdlf, Odran?’
The reeve straightened his back, saluting smartly. “ Sore troubled, sr, and ye?’

“Wel enough, until | saw what ye have here. May we take alook? Iven was once a Blue Guard, and he
kens more than any man should ken about violent desth. Also, | fear... | suspect Iven may kenwhoit is.
For we' ve had intimations o' a Blue Guard gone missing, shot through the back, we suspect. We would

liketokenif thisishe”

“Indeed?’ Odran raised one thick, black eyebrow. “In that case, please, be my guest.”

Iven went down on one knee beside the naked corpse, and examined him carefully. There was evidently
astrong stench for his nose wrinkled involuntarily, and hetried not to lean too close. “ Arrow wound here
through the back,” he said in avoice fiff with distaste. “And look, chafing here at wrists and ankles. He
was bound up tightly. He' s been badly beaten too. Looks like he may have abroken rib or two. I'd say
the injuries occurred afore death. 1t's hard to tell, though, for he' s been in the water awhile. By the
degree o' putrefaction, I'd say it’'s been afew weeks, happen even amonth.”

There was an unhappy murmur from the crowd. A plump woman hid her face against aman’s broad
shoulder.

“Look at hishand,” Odran said gruffly. “Helookslike he' s been tortured.”

Iven very gently picked up the dead man' sright hand, which was missing its smallest finger. He frowned.
“I think the finger might have been cut off after death. | canna be sure though.” Helaid the hand down
again, and wiped hisfingers on his handkerchief, looking very pale.

“But why?” Odran asked.
Iven shrugged. “A souvenir?’

He carefully turned the dead man over, to examine the ragged exit wound in the chest. The corpse had
once had corn-ydlow curls, though now they were dark with water and bedraggled with water-weed.
Hisface wasasckly grey and grosdy swollen, and his glazed eyes were wide open and stared out from
their sockets. His skin was marked with putrefaction like moul d-flowers on canvas. His mouth hung open
and they could see the blackened ruin of histoothless gums.

“Ed sgreen blood!” Lewen cried, and gagged.
“Nay! Och, nay!” Ninacried from the caravan. “Nay, it cannabe!”
“Doyekenwhoitis?’ Odran the reeve asked.

Iven and Lewen both nodded. Lewen was sallow with shock. “It is Connor the Jugt, one o' the Righ's
generd staff,” he answered. “ He was once squire to the Righ, as| am now. Heis brother to Johannathe
Heder.”

“Och, it will break her heart to lose him,” Ninacried. “Heisal shehad.” Tears streamed down her face.
She wiped them away and got down dowly from the caravan, making her way through the crowd, which
drew back respectfully. She knelt beside the dead body, taking the dack hand in hers.

“Histeeth have al been drawn,” she said in a congtricted voice. “Why? Why?’



“Torture?’ Odran asked. “Or souvenirs, taken after death? | dinnaken. I’ ve never seen aught likeit.”

Nina sobbed and Iven put his arm about her, drawing her head down onto his shoulder. Felice and
Edithe both looked sick and upset, and Maisie had her hand pressed against her mouth. Landon had
climbed down from his horse and hidden hisface againgt its hot hide. Even Cameron and Rafferty,
normally so cocky, were white under their tans.

Rhiannon, meanwhile, sat very ill, wanting to look away, but so fascinated by the sight of thelimp, grey
body that she could not force her eyesto move. Her somach felt like it had been turned upside down.
Lewen had turned to stare at her in miserable doubt and suspicion, and hot tears stung her eyes. She had
never expected to be faced with the corpse of what she had done, or for it to affect her so powerfully.
She thought of the necklace of teeth and bones coiled &t the bottom of her bag, and suddenly her
stomach heaved. She bent over, trying to control her revulsion, but it won out and she vomited her
breakfast in avile splatter on the road.

“Yurk!” Edithe cried and spurred her horse away.

“Nina, the girls should no' be seeing this, or Roden ether. Will ye take them away? Lewen and | will
come and join ye when we can.”

Ninanodded and got up, wiping her eyes. “Poor, poor Johanng,” she said. “1 remember what she was
like after TOmas died, and he wasno' even her true brother. To lose Connor too, and in such ahorrible
way. Och, it'sjust too awful.”

She came up to the caravans, looking white and woeful, and lifted Roden down, saying, “Come, my wee
dearling, let’ sget ye away from here. Y € re too young to see yet the evil men can do to other men. Let
us go to theinn and warm ourselves by thefire, and have ahot toddy.”

Roden nodded soberly, staring back at the dead man with huge dark eyes, and Lulu dipped her paw into
his hand, making little whimpering sounds. With Sure and Steedy following aong behind, Ninawalked
dowly towardsthelittle grey inn with its steep roof and bright red shutters. She looked as bowed and
Spiritless as an old woman. Rhiannon followed close behind, her hand on Blackthorn’swarm silky hide.
She had never seen sorrow before, and it gave her astrange feding insde, asif she had been punched in
the stomach and was now all sore and tende.

They tethered the horses outside the inn, loosening their girths and pumping the trough with weter, then
traipsed ingde. Rhiannon took her saddlebags with her, feding asif the dead man’s plundered bones
glowed with guilty hegt, threatening to accuse her. When she sat with the other apprentices at the table,
she shoved the bags underneath and put her feet on them.

“A murdered Y eoman!” Edithe murmured. “Who would do such athing?’

“They’ll hang the murderer if they catch him,” Cameron said grimly. “It’ streason to even waylay a
Y eoman, let donekill one”

Rhiannon did not know what it meant to be hanged, but to drive his point home, Cameron mimed it for
her. He hung an imaginary rope around his neck, then demonstrated the sudden jerk, the choking and
gargling, and then the cruel desth, eyes bulging, tongue protruding, head awry on the limp neck. Fedling
faint and nauseous, Rhiannon |ooked away.

“Why would they kill him? And beat and torture him?’” Maise said pitifully. Her face was blotched white
and red, and her eyes swam with tears. “He was only young too, did ye see? He canna have been more
thanthirty.”



“I kent him when hewasjust alad, no’ much more than Roden here,” Ninasaid, sitting down beside
them and resting her head in her hands. “He was a bonny, bright lad, and so brave. Hewasone 0’ the
very firs pupilso* the new Theurgia Och, His Highnesswill be furiousl Headswill roll, | guaranteeit.
Connor was his page and then his squire, and then one 0’ his bodyguards, and now one' 0’ his most
trusted lieutenants. They caled him the Just because he had such away o' enforcing law and order
wherever he went. Everyone liked him and trusted him. Who can have killed him, and why?’

“Hewas at Ravenscraig amonth or so ago,” Felice said in atear-choked voice. “1 danced with him. He
was such abonny dancer.”

“Happen he discovered aplot againgt the Righ,” Edithe said. “ So the plotterskilled him.”
“But why torture him?’ Ninacried. Shelooked ravaged with grief. “Why!”

“Happen to discover how much he knew,” Rafferty said. He was quickly recovering his spirits, and was
beginning to look rather excited. “Will the Righ send soldiers, do ye think? To discover who the murderer
is?’

Ninanodded. “I would say so. Or perhaps he will ask the MacBrann to look into it, since it happened
herein Ravenshaw. It will take along timeto get news o' Connor’s death to the Righ. Witches canna
scry over high mountains, ye ken, no’ without a Scrying Pool o' great power. The MacBrann will haveto
send messengers, and that could take weeks. For even carrier-pigeons have trouble getting over the
mountains here, they are so high and wild. Och, they will al be distraught when they hear the news.
Connor waswell loved.” She wiped her eyes and blew her nose, and smiled wanly at the innkeeper ashe
brought atray of steaming mugs. “Drink up, bairns, it’'ll do ye good. We' ve al had a nasty shock.”

Cameron reached for hismug eagerly. “ That hit the spot,” he said with asgh after taking along draught.
“Naught like awee dram to cam the nerves, or settle the somach.” He cast Rhiannon amocking glance.

“I’'m not much o' awhisky drinker,” Ninasaid, “but ye reright, Cameron, hot like this, with honey and
picesinit, it' sthe best thing for usall now.” She passed amug to Rhiannon, saying gently, “hereye are,
this Il help. Never mind, Rhiannon, asight like that is enough to give anyone the shivers.”

Rhiannon nodded and tried to smile, taking the cup in her trembling hands. She wondered if Ninawould
be so kind if she knew it wasterror that caused her hands to shake. All their talk of treason and hanging
frightened her terribly. She resolved to get rid of the damning necklace a the very first opportunity.
No-one must guess that she was the one who had shot the Y eoman dead.

Shelifted the cup and tasted the hot whisky toddy cautioudy. It was like drinking liquid fire. At first she
coughed and choked, but by the third sip, it went down her throat easily enough and warmed her body
al through.

“Connor the Just was with the auld MacBrann when he died,” Felice said. “He rode out that very night,
hedid no' even stop to say goodbye. We were dl rather chagrined, all uslasseso’ the court, when we
heard, for he was rather afavourite among us. | cannabelieve heis dead.”

“What was he doing up here, in the highlands?’ Edithe asked. “ There' s naught up here but goats and
peasants.”

Ninasighed. “Happen he wastrying to crossthe Razor’' s Edge.”
“Thewhat?’

“It’' sapass through the mountains to Rionnagan,” she answered. “ Though passisno’ quitetheright



word. It smore like ahigh bridge 0 stone, very dangerousto cross. It isby far the quickest way to
Rionnagan. Few go that way, however, unlesstheir need is desperate. A dragon roosts & Ben Eyrie, ye
ken, and the mountains are filled with ogres and goblins and wild satyricorn.”

Rhiannon thought Nina s eyes turned towards her as she spoke, and hurriedly she lifted the cup to her
mouth and drank again, afraid her face would give her away.

Fdice shuddered. “How horrid! Surely he wouldna have gone that way!”

“If his need was great enough, he might have,” Ninasaid. She gave alittle shiver. “I must say, the ripping
out o' histeeth could bethework o' satyricorns. | do no* ken much about them, but I'm sure |’ ve seen
them wear necklacesmade 0’ teeth and bones. | wish Lilanthe were here, she would ken.”

“Surely Lewen’ smother isno' asatyricorn?’ Edithe asked, scandaized. “I mean, | ken she'ssomekind
o faery, yeonly haveto look at her to ken that, but surely no' one o’ those dreadful wild horned
women?’

Ninawas exasperated. “ Lilanthe is atree-shifter, do ye ken naught?’ she snapped. “Ea’ s green blood!
Nay, | say Lilanthe would ken because she’ san expert in the faeries o' the forest. Sheraised them to
fight for Lachlan in the Bright Wars, did yeno' ken? Then, after peace waswon, she lectured in their
ways at the Theurgia. She was the one that persuaded them all to sign the Pact 0’ Peace, tree-changers,
sedlies, satyricornstoo. She kenstheir customs better than anyone.” Again she glanced at Rhiannon, with
frowning black eyes.

“How strange,” Edithe murmured. “Though, o' course, sheisafaery too.”

Rhiannon gritted her teeth and looked down into her cup. She was torn between ahysterical need to
laugh, and adesireto grind Edithe sface into the table. She wondered what the fair-haired girl would say
if sheredised shewas Sitting at the same table as one of those dreadful wild horned women. She could
just imagine how Edithe’ s nostrilswould flare and her lip would curl with distaste.

Iven and Lewen came dowly into theinn. Roden ran to hisfather and Iven lifted him up to his shoulder,
hugging him closdly.

“Waell, what adark end to our day,” he said, coming to Sit near hiswife. “Nina, my love, how areye
yoursdf?’

“Terrible)” sheanswered. “1 cannabelieveit istrue. Wasthat redly Connor lying there dl battered and
bruised, or wasit dl just abad dream?’

“No dream,” he answered shortly, sgnaling to the innkeegper to bring them more mulled whisky.

“To think we have lost onemore o' the gdllant League 0’ the Healing Hand! Thereisonly Finn and Jay
left, and Johanna, and Dillon.” Tearswelled up in her eyes and she pressed the hedls of her handsto her
face.

“Come, itisgetting late,” Ivan said. “I do no' think we should ride any further today. Have they enough
room here at theinn for the girls at least to deep in comfort? | seethey have afidd where we can let the
horses graze, and where we can make camp.”

“What have they done with Connor?’ Ninaasked. Her voice was so piteous L ulu stopped spinning the
apple she had been given, and cameto her sde anxioudy, looking up into her face and making little
whining noises. Nina petted her absent-mindedly, her black eyesfixed pleadingly on Iven' sface.



“One o' the boatmen hastaken him to Ravenscraig, to show the MacBrann,” Iven said unwillingly. “He
needsto be buried fast, he' sin bad shape after dl that timein the water, but we thought the prionnsa
should seehim firgt.”

“I’ve had athought,” Ninasaid. “lven, could Connor have been trying to cross the Razor’ s Edge? And if
s0, what news drove him to take such arisk? Do ye ken if there were any papers among histhings?’

Iven glanced at Rhiannon, and shook his head.

Rhiannon pressed her feet into the bags under the table, feding asow burn creep up her face. Ninaand
Iven both knew, then, how she had come riding down out of the mountains, dressed in the stolen clothes
of adead soldier. She should have guessed they would be told. She wondered if they knew she wasthe
daughter of a satyricorn too. Unableto help hersdlf, she gazed at Lewen pleadingly, and he refused to
meet her gaze. Apprehension dithered through the pit of her ssomach. Was she to stand accused of
murder? Would they hang her? She did her hand down to the knife she wore strapped to her belt.

Ninasighed. “I guessit wastoo much to hope for. We're lucky any o' histhingswerefound at al.” Once
again her eyesreturned to Rhiannon’ sface, filled with questions. Rhiannon looked back warily, her jaw
thrust forward. “Och, well, it isalmost dusk aready and | fed weary unto my very soul. Let ushavean
early night, and we' ll ride out with the dawn.”

“My love, I’ ve been thinking. Happen we should ride down the eastern sde o' the Findhorn River. | ken
the roads are said to be bad that way, but we need to get back to L ucescere just as soon aswe can. The
Righ will want to hear al we ken about Connor’ s death.”

“But, lven, should we no* go back past Ravenscraig, as we planned? The MacBrann may wish to
question us.”

Iven shrugged. “ Thisisamatter for the Righ, Nina, no for the MacBrann, even though it happened here
inhisland. Even if we go to Ravenscraig we will need to hurry on to Lucescere just asfast aswe can.
Themurder o' aYeoman isamatter for the roya courts.”

Rhiannon gripped her knife hilt. She was amazed how Iven and Ninawere able to spesk of onething and
seem to speak of another. To her, and to Lewen, sheimagined, it was clear they were debating whether
it was best to take her, Rhiannon, to Ravenscraig to face the reckoning, or head straight to the capital, for
her to explain hersdlf to the mysterious and powerful Righ they al seemed to admire so much. To the
other apprentices, though, there can have been no trace of the dark undercurrent of suspicion that
Rhiannon heard so clearly.

“We will head down the eastern bank then,” Ninasaid tiredly. “We Il save aweek or more if we do no'
have to cross the Findhorn.”

Iven nodded. “More, probably, for once we get to Ravenscraig we' d have to stay for days, no doulbt.
Y eken how dowly things move there, with al the confusion after Macolm'’ s deeth. The Righ will want
the news asfast as possible. Which reminds me, my love, do ye think ye can send abird acrossthe
mountains with amessage?’

Ninasighed. “I do no* want to be the oneto tell the news. It'Il break Johanna s heart.”

“They must be anxious about Connor aready. Surely it' skinder to let them ken than keep Johannain a
fret o' worry for the weeksit' Il take any message to get there from Ravenscraig.”

“I suppose s0,” Ninasaid unhappily.



She got up and shook out her skirts. “1I’ [l need ahawk at the very least. | had better go and start calling.”

Fascinated, the apprentices al followed her outside. As Rhiannon went past Lewen, she cast him alook
from under her lashes. His set expression suddenly broke. His hand shot out and caught her arm, in the
crook of her elbow, and he pulled her aside, |etting the others pass by.

“Rhiannon,” he whispered, his voice breaking. “Y e had naught to do with Connor’ s degth, did ye? Did
ye?’

She dropped her eyes, saying, “Nay, it wasno’ me.”

Helifted her hand in both of his, smoothing histhumb over the calouses on her padm. “Y e have the hands
o' anarcher.”

Her colour degpened. “I can shoot abow and arrow, aye. | bet | can out-shoot ye! That does no' mean
| killed him.”

He dropped her hand, and very gently touched the saddlebags she had clasped under her arm. “Are
there papersin there?’

She shook her head. “Nay.” A memory returned to her. “He had papers. They used them to feed the
fire”

He sghed and dropped his hand. “ Rhiannon?’
“Ayel?l

He shook hishead. “Naught. I'm just glad it wasno' yewho killed him. | kent him well, ye see. Whenye
spoke 0’ aBlue Guard that the herd took prisoner, | never imagined it would be Connor. | saw him only
amonth or so ago, at Ravenscraig. | cannabelieve he rode right past Kingarth and did no* stop to see
us. He mugt’ ve had urgent newsindeed!”

Rhiannon said nothing. She remembered how Reamon had begged her to help the captured soldier. “He
has news he must take to the court—the Righ isin dreadful danger,” he had said. But now the soldier
was dead and his news lost. There was nothing she could do about it now.

“Rhiannon, the Righ will want to ken dl ye can tdl him about Connor’ sdeath,” Lewen said. “Hewill be
angry and upset, he loved Connor well. Ye... yewill tell dl ye can, won't ye? And be polite and
respectful? 1 would no* wish...” Hisvoicetrailed off, and he sghed. “Happen we had best try to teach
ye some court manners afore we arrive in Lucescere.”

Rhiannon nodded her head. “ Aye, happen s0,” she answered, surprising him. His head came up and he
scrutinised her face closdly.

“I no" want offend him,” Rhiannon explained.
“Nay,” Lewen said and laughed. “Very wise, wild girl.”

Together they went out of the warm inn and into the chilly afternoon. The sun was setting behind the
mountains and long blue shadows were cast by every tree and hill. Ninawas standing out in the centre of
thefield behind theinn, her eyes closed, her handsloose by her sde. Her long chestnut curls were blown
about wildly by thewind. The othersal sat on the fence, arespectful distance away, watching in slence.
The sunbird perched beside them, occasiondly giving alittle questioning trill. Whenever it did so, Iven
tapped its beak with hisfinger and it would quieten, though it never took its bright eyes off Nina.



“What' s shedoing?’ Rhiannon whispered after awhile.

“Cdling abird,” Edithe answered curtly.

“But she'sno’ making any sound.”

“She'scdling it with her mind,” Felice explained with aquick smile.

A few minuteslater, Rhiannon heard ahigh, yelping call. Shelooked up into the sky but could see
nothing. The sun was balanced in acleft in the mountains, sending wide golden rays high up into the
colourless ky. Theyelping cry came again, and then Rhiannon saw, far up above, the shape of an eagle.
It swung intheair asif sugpended from a string. Without opening her eyes, Ninasuddenly raised one
hand. The eagle folded itswings and came plummeting down. Involuntarily everyoneflinched back asit
landed heavily on Nina s hand. It was enormous, with strong talons, acruel beak and golden-bronze
feathers. Only Ninadid not recoil. She opened her eyes and stared into the fierce golden eye so closeto
hers. For along moment they communed in silence, then Nina brought it to stand on the fence so she
could attach a message-tube to its great clenched claws. Then it spread its beautiful, barred wings and
launched itsdlf into the air, dlimbing swiftly up into the grey vault of the evening sky.

“If anyone can cross the mountains and come safely to Lucescere, it will be her,” Ninasaid, sounding
tired. “1 wish she carried happier news.”

Iven nodded and put his arm about her waist, and dowly they made their way back to theinn.



Ardarchy

They were up and away early the next morning, leaving the river behind them as the road swung east
through the hills. Occasiondly they saw asmal huddle of houses round avillage green, or asolitary croft
set among old plum trees, and mid-morning they saw agoose-girl driving aflock of greet white indignant
birds dong the road, hissng and honking, and terrifying the horses with their aggressively held heads on
long, snaky necks.

Blackthorn was sartled into the air, the first time she had flown since Rhiannon had captured her.
Rhiannon was amogt jerked off her saddle-pad, clinging to the mare’ s mane so desperately the coarse
hair cut her flesh. She had refused to admit she was rather frightened of flying on the mare' s back again,
and so she hoped no-one noticed how pale and cold her skin was when at last Blackthorn dropped
down to the ground again. To her relief, no-one seemed to have noticed, being too full of the mare’'s
beauty and grace to pay her rider any heed at all.

The sun had dipped behind the mountains by thetime Iven findly caled the hdt, drawing up his gaudy
caravan in the shelter of a copse of trees by theroad. Theriderswere all tiff and tired and cold, but the
horses had to be attended to and firewood gathered before they could at last Sit down and rest. Iven and
Nina made camp with swift efficiency, and so it was not long before the campfire was burning merrily and
the enticing smell of hot gew wasfilling theair.

While Ninatirred the big iron cooking pot, Felice showed Rhiannon where she was to deep. The blue
caravan which Iven drove was the one set aside for the journey-apprentices. Inside were four hard,
narrow bunks, one set above the other on either sde. Felice had lit alantern hanging by the door. By its
smoky, uneven light, Rhiannon peered into the dimness, noting the girls' clothes hanging from theralls, the
shoes and bags shoved under the bunks, the piles of securely bound trunks and barrel s and sacks of
supplies. It was dl very cramped and dark and smelly, and Rhiannon did not likeit at all.

“Where others degp?’ she demanded.

“Ninaand Iven and Roden deep in the red caravan,” Felice said, “and the boys deep round the fire
generdly. | dinnaken what they’ll doiif it rains. Seep under the caravan, | guess. It'sno' very saubrious,
iSit?’

Rhiannon did not know what salubrious meant, but she agreed with Felice' stone.
“Meno deep here” shesaid flatly.

“But where ese would ye deep?’ Felice asked in surprise.

“Medeep outsde.”

“With the boys? Surdly no* ?1t wouldna be seemly, Rhiannon.”

“Whét this seemly?’

Felicewaslost for words. “No'... no’ proper. No' appropriate. Boys and girlsdo no’ deep together. |
mean, N0 unlessthey... no' unlessthey’ re married.” She blushed roglly.

“Why?



“It'sjust no' appropriate.”

“Menocae...”

“Yeshouldsay ‘'l dono' care,” Felice said.

Rhiannon cast her alook of irritation. “1 dinnacare! | no* deeping here.”

“But why no'?1 mean, | kenit’ssmall and rather crowded with dl our luggage... and | must admit I’'m
used to having aroom to myself and found it hard to grow accustomed to sharing.” Shegiggled. “I hardly
dept awink thefirgt few nights for Maisi€' s snoring. And Edithe kept banging on the bottom o’ her bed
to try to make her stop. But I’ ve got used to it now, | hardly notice it anymore. Or maybel’m just so
tired fromriding so far. And it'sonly for deeping in. We spend dl our timetill we go to bed sitting round
the campfire, talking and listening to Iven’ s stories and songs. It’ srather fun, actualy.”

“I cahnadeep in here,” Rhiannon said. “It' stoo smdll, too close.” She gave alittle shiver and backed out
of the caravan, into the fresh air. Above her was avast arch of starry sky, and a sharp cold wind blew
through the leaves, making the flames dance. Rhiannon took a deep breath and atension she had not
known was there seeped away.

“Nina, Rhiannon says she canna deep in the caravan,” Felice said, sounding troubled. “ She wantsto
deep out here with the boys.”

“| dways deep out here,” Rhiannon said, indicating the wind and the stars and the trees with a sweeping
gesture of her arm. “1 dono’ likebeingdl...”

“Cooped up?’ Ninasaid, when Rhiannon’ s vocabulary failed her.
“Makes| fed... trapped,” Rhiannon said.

“Makes me fed trapped,” Felice corrected automatically.
“Makes me fed trapped? Why me? And no' 1?1 al other times.”

Ninasmiled. “Do ye ken, Rhiannon, | have no ideawhy. But Feliceisright. Happen | should set her to
teaching yetheruleso' grammar, for to tll yethe truth I’ ve never redlly understood them. | grew up
naught but ajongleur lass, ye ken. | probably make Felice and Edithe shudder with the way | spesk too.”

“Oh, no,” Felice said, horrified. “1 mean, | would no' presume...”
“Och, no need to blush. I'm no lady, no' me. Or should that be’no* 1?7’
“No' 1,” Felice said apologeticaly.

“Thereyego. Y € re hereby appointed as Rhiannon' s language teacher.”

Felicelooked at Rhiannon alittle dubioudy but could not hel p laughing at Rhiannon’s scowling
expresson. “I’ll be gentle, | promise,” shesad.

“And about deeping outside, | see no reason why Rhiannon cannadeep under the starsif she so wishes.
| often do in summer, | must admit. The ground' salittletoo cold for me at thistime o' year but if
Rhiannon doesno’ mind, | do no' see why we should.”

“But...” Felice ssid doubtfully.



“Areyeworried about the proprieties? | wouldna be concerned, Felice. Witchesrarely worry about such
things. | for one ken Rhiannon can look after hersdlf.”

Rhiannon smiled at her radiantly. “So | can,” she asserted. “ Or should that be‘So me can’'?’

Felice Sghed.

The other agpprentice-witches were huddled by thefirein their cloaks, surreptitioudy rubbing at their
bruises and complaining about their aches and pains. Ninapassed around ajar of salve and promised to
warm up bags of dried herbs for the girlsto take to bed with them, gpologizing for the hard pace they
were being st.

“Weather's chancy in the highlands,” she said, “and we want to make good time while we can. Last time
Iven and | were in the Broken Ring o' Dubhdain, we ended up being stuck in agoatherd' s cottage for
two weeks while asnowstorm raged.”

“Butit’ sspringtime,” Fdlice cried. “ Surely we shdlnaget snowed in now?’

Ninashrugged. “Like| said, the weather’ s unpredictable here. It's something to do with being circled by
mountainson al Sdes”

“Cold the wind blows and bleak the raven cries, down the stony glens o' black Dubhdain,” Landon
murmured. “What rhymeswith’dain'? Wane? Fain? Pain?’

“I think ye could do something with ‘pain’,” Felice murmured, rubbing her backside ruefully. Everyone
laughed.

“Doyekenwhy it's called the Broken Ring of Dubhdain?’ Iven asked. “I dinnakeniif it be true, but they
say therewas agreat act o' sorcery in these hills, many years ago, in thetime o’ Brann the Raven
himsdf.”

He paused for effect, taking asip of ale. “Now Brann wasone o' the First Coven, as ye ken. But many
0" his people hated and feared him, for he was a cold-hearted ruthless man and much given to dabbling in
mysteries that would have best been left undisturbed. One summer, it was said, Brann and hisretinue
were here in the highlands for he had decided to hunt down and capture the fabled black winged stalion
for himsdf.”

He nodded and smiled at Rhiannon, who was listening, rapt.

“Some o' hismen decided to lay atrap for him and murder him, making it seem like an accident. Brann's
son Dugald was only thirteen then and they thought they could rule through him. Brann saw into their
hearts, though, and laid atrap of hisown. In those daysthisvalley was surrounded on al sides by
mountainsin aperfect ring. They had ahard journey climbing up here, but Brann urged them on, taunting
them with their cowardice and weakness until at last they climbed the last cliff and cameinsdethering.
On they travelled, towards the high peak 0’ Ben Eyrie where it was said the black winged horsesflew.
Three daysthey travelled, and dways the rebelswaited for their chance to day the Raven. He never
seemed to deep, however, and they dared not face him awake.

“Onthethird night, Brann at last seemed to rest and they drew their knives and crept upon him. Just as
the ringleader raised his blade, Brann legpt up and sent him flying back with theforce o' hismagic. The
rebelsturned to flee but Brann struck the ground with his staff, enacting agrest spell o incredible



strength by using the perfect ring o' mountainsashiscircleo’ power. The earth itself groaned and shook,
and agreat crack opened up initsflank.

“A fountain o' water burst up from the deepest depths o’ the earth and swept away dl that lay aforeit,
including dl o' Brann’smen, traitorous or no’. And thering o' mountains was broken and the land
cleared dl the way to the sea, farms and villages and towns dl drowned in the flood. And where Brann's
saff had struck was agreat black fathomlesslake, which he caled Dubhglais.

“Then Brann came down aone from the mountains, following the new river, which he named the
Findhorn. And where theriver fell through the broken ring in agresat roaring waterfall he built acastle and
named it Ravenscraig. And on the far shore, in the shadow o' the broken mountain, he built hiswitches
tower. And no-one ever dared rebel against him again.”

“I’'mno’ surprised,” Landon said, looking up from the fire with dreamy eyes. “He was a cold, strange
man, by al accounts. Did ye ken he swore he would outwit Gearradh in the end, and live again?’

Everyone sighed and shivered and looked up at thetdl icy peaks surrounding them on al sides but one,
and hunched closer to thefire.

“Who that?’ Rhiannon whispered to Lewen.

“Brann? Hewasone o' the sorcerers from the Other World, who brought humankind here to Eileanan.
We cdll them the First Coven. Ravenshaw—this country we' rein now—that was Brann’sland and is il
ruled by one o’ his descendants, Dughall MacBrann.”

“I meant t’ other. The one that made everyone shiver.”

“Gearradh? Oh. Sheisthe one who cuts the thread, the third of the weird ssters, that we call the Three
Spinners.” Seeing Rhiannon’ s puzzled face, Lewen tried to explain again. “ She... | suppose sheislike
the goddess o' degth. She decideswhen it istimefor usal to die”

“No wonder everyone shivered.”
“It was as much at theidea of Brann the Raven living again,” Lewen said. “He was a scary man.”

Ninalaughed at their sombre faces and bade Iven play something to cheer them up while she served the
gew. “Yewillnafancy ye hear ghosts crying on thewind with abowl o' hot stew inye,” she said.

Iven strummed his guitar and sang ludtily:

“OEalet medie,

wi‘ aweedramat my lip,

and a bonny lass on my lap,

and a merry song and a jest,

biting my thumb at the sober an *just,
asl livel wishto die!

So drink up, laddies, drink,



and see ye do no' spill,
for if ye do we'll all drink two,

for that be the drunkard’ s rule!”

Despite the merry tune and the hot stew, the shadow of thetale lay onthem all ill. That night, as she lay
rolled in her blankets by the fire, Rhiannon could still hear the wind sobbing in the trees and fed the dark
gaze of the mountains upon them. It took her along timeto find deep, and she heard the Sighs of the
other apprentices as they too sought deep that would not come.

The next day they were dl tired and heavy-eyed, and quick to snap at each other, but no-one demurred
when lven began harnessing the carthorses to the caravans before any of them had even finished scraping
their porridge bowls clean. All were eager to leave the Broken Ring of Dubhdain behind them.

They rode hard that day, for clouds were pouring in over the greet peaks like agrey flood, dimming the
thin spring sunshine and swallowing the steep banks of pines and hemlock. When the road rolled out
before them Rhiannon challenged them dl to race and, to her great delight, beat every one of them. Her
pocket began to jingle with coins and she often dipped her hand inside to caress them, liking the cool
round perfection of them.

Mogt of the day they dl rode quietly, though, pacing the horses and nursing adong their saddle sores.
Rhiannon kept close and quiet, listening to the conversation and later asking Lewen to explain anything
she did not understand. Hardened by her upbringing, she did not suffer as much asthe other girlsfrom
thelong hoursin the saddle and so she was glad to look about her with hungry eyes, and listen to
everything that was said, sucking out its pith of knowledge. Rhiannon was determined to never again be
mocked for her ignorance. If learning was the currency of power in thisland, then Rhiannon would learn
al she could.

They cameto atown late on the third day, as the gloom of the cloud-hung day darkened to dusk.
“Thank Eal” Felice cried. “A proper bed tonight! Proper food!”
“Yedono' likemy cooking?’ Iven said, pretending to be hurt.

“Wdll, ye ken ye canna do much with apot hung over afire,” Felice said disarmingly. “ Stew, stew, or
Sew.”

“QOch, but such ddlicious stew!”
“Aye, thevery best. It will be nice to have something different, though, don’t ye agree?’

“Mmm, awee dram o' whisky would benice,” Iven agreed. “ Y e girls take up so much roomwith all
your fimble-fambles| havenaany room for anything but akeg 0’ de and that just doesna quench aman’'s
thirst the way adram does. Let’ shopethere saninn.”

The town seemed quite large and prosperous, sprawling round asquare of green grasswith abig old tree
at one end and asmall white rotunda at the other. Behind the houses were little walled fields devoted to
vegetables and orchards and afew grain crops, running up to steep hillsthat disappeared into forest. The
mountains behind were hidden in migt.

Many of the houses had large gardens, some hidden behind walls overgrown with ivy, others with nothing



but alow wooden pole fence to separate them from their neighbours. Coming down alow hill, they were
able to see how the town sprawled along asmall river, following its curve. At the far end of themain
street they saw awater-mill, and a hunchbacked stone bridge across the river, and then, away from the
houses, in abig garden dl bright with spring blossom, asmal round turret built of stone.

“Aaah, they have atower witch,” Ninasaid, pleased. “She'll give usabed for the night if there sno'
room for usal a theinn.”

Rhiannon stared about her with interest. Six boys, two girls and amob of goats surrounded their
cavacade now, dl the children chattering happily in high, piping voices, the goats bleating and lesping
about madly. A woman came to the door of one of the little grey cottages, wiping red, damp hands on
her gpron, acluster of children peeping out round her skirts. She exclaimed aloud and called to her
neighbour. Soon there were faces at every doorway or window, pointing at the long-billed, iridescent
bird perched on Nina s shoulder and the arak |egping about on the roof of the red caravan, and
exclaming with awe at the magnificent winged horse. Blackthorn curved her neck in pleasure, lifting her
feathered feet daintily. Rhiannon smiled and waved at the crowd, but did not answer any of the shouted
questions, not knowing what to say.

They came down the main road by the village green, past arow of shopfronts with big glass windows
filled with dl sorts of amazing things. One, with the Sgn of abee hanging aboveit, had windowsfilled
with candles of al shapes and sizes and colours, many lit so the window glowed golden, and jars of
honey with fabric tied over the top, some pale as sunlit water, some yellow as pollen, othersdark asa
forest pool. There was ahoneycomb dripping with fresh honey, and large jars filled with round dark
things Lewen said weretoffees.

Another shop wasfilled with tools of al descriptions, hoes and scythes and enormous two-handled saws,
and sacks of flour and meal, and bright saucepans and kettles and ladles, and mops and brooms and
feather dugters, and brown bags of seedstied with string. Another had stiff brown dried fish hanging from
hooks a ongside smoked hams, and huge round cheeses, and jars of preserved fruit and pickled
vegetables and jam.

There was atired-looking baker, giving avay handfuls of sugar-dusted pastry twiststo the children
before locking up his shop for the night, and an apothecary’ s shop, the window filled with jars of pills,
and bottles of potions, and bowls of dried herbs and flowers and mudin spell-bags, and hooks hanging
with bunches of bright feathersto sweep away bad dreams, and myriad charms and talismans dangling
from leether thongs.

Next to it was ashop filled with bolts of lovely coloured material, spread out to show their silky weave,
In one corner of the window was a headl ess wooden mannequin wearing a gorgeous dress made of blue
shimmering fabric tied up with silver ribbons. Rhiannon gazed at it longingly. Though she pretended not to
care, it bothered her that she had to wear hand-me-down boy’ s clothes when Edithe and Felice were
aways s0 beautifully dressed in fabrics as soft asthistledown. It was a congtant irritation to her, likea
burr under a saddlecloth, and her only consolation was the embroidered shawl that Lilanthe had given
her, which she wrapped around her shoulders every night asthey sat round the campfire talking and

Snging.

“It'd look bonny onye,” Lewen whispered shyly with anod of his head towards the dress. Rhiannon
scowled a him. She hated the way he aways seemed to know what she was thinking, no matter how
carefully she kept her fedings hidden. She gritted her teeth, waiting for one of the othersto mock her, but
they had not heard above the noise of the crowd and so she was able to pretend L ewen had not spoken
and ride on, head held high.



They cameto theinnin the very centre of town, facing the village green with itsbig old oak tree and its
pretty white rotunda where, Lewen explained, the musicianswould st to play for weddings and festivals.

Theinnwas smdl and quaint, with an enormous blue-painted door, big windows with blue wooden
boxesfilled with herbs and flowers, and a very steep roof with two gabled windowsin it like beetling
eyebrows. Outsde the inn were long benches where old men were sitting, hunched up in their heavy
coats againgt the evening chill, smoking long pipes. Over their heads hung abrightly painted sgn depicting
aca playing afiddle.

The innkeeper stood in the doorway, beaming. He was asolid, red-faced man with abig apron tied over
his breeches. Behind his square shoulder stood a thin woman, her hands clapped together in glee. It was
clear they saw agood profit ahead of them that night.

Everyonewas very chilled and iiff, and glad to dismount.

“Jongleurs” the woman cried. “We havenahad jongleursin Ardarchy for years. And such alarge
company! Will ye be putting on ashow for thetown?Y e may have the use o' our taproom, for sure.
Everyonewill come. And aflying horse! Graciousme! Doesit perform too? Och, | dinnaken if we have
roomfor itin here!”

“My wifeand | are mingtrelsand will be glad to give ye ashow, but I’ m afraid our companions are only
travelling with us and willna be performing,” Iven replied. “They are apprentices journeying to the
Theurgiaat the Tower o° Two Moons.”

“Witchlings? What are they doing in Ardarchy? There' s naught here but goats and geese,” the innkeeper
asked. Hisvoiceroseincreduloudy. “Yedo no' mean to cross the Stormness River, surely?’

“Aye, wedo,” Iven answered. “Why shouldnawe?’

“The bridgeis barricaded shut,” the innkeeper answered. “ No-one goes that way anymore. The land
acrosstheriver is haunted, did ye no ken?’

Ninaand Iven exchanged aglance. “ Surely the barricade can be taken down for us?” Ninasaid gently.
“Och, yewillnawant to be doing that,” the innkeeper said.
“Y e d bebest off riding back to Barbreck-by-the Bridge and crossing there.”

“But no' tonight,” hiswife said firmly. “Y € re cold and weary, and will bewanting asup o' something
hot, and happen adram or two to warm your blood. And no point wasting a good audience. The whole
o' Ardarchy will turn out to see ye perform—it’ srare we see amingtrel or jongleur here. A shameye're
no' al performers, but no doubt the witchlingswill still want amed and some detoo, and will watch the
show with therest o' us. We Il want acut 0’ the takings, mind. And ye Il want stabling for the horses, no
doubt, and that’ safew extra penniestoo. I'll call my laddie to come take the horsesfor ye.”

“WEe |l seeto the horses ourselves, thanks, but if ye could rustle up some hay and happen some bran
mash for them, we' d be grateful indeed,” Iven said. Felice moaned audibly. He grinned &t her. “Come,
lassie, surdly yewere no' expecting to eat and drink until ye' ve cared for your horse yoursaf? She' shad
along hard ride today and she' s chilled through. What if thislad kens naught about horses? Y e wouldna
liketothink 0’ her shivering in acold draughty stall without her blanket and nothing but abit o' auld
musty straw to chew on, would ye?No, o' course, that I'm wishing to cast aspersions on our good host
here,” he added with acharming smileto the innkeeper. “I’ m sure your stable iswarm and snug enough
for aprince. It'sjust the principle I’'m wishing to teach.”



“QOch, and fair enough,” the innkeeper replied jovidly.

He turned to the crowd of followers then and motioned away with his hands. “ Go on, get dong home,
there Il be no show now. Come back after supper.”

Iven had vaulted down from the caravan to speak to the innkeeper but now he turned and faced the
crowd, hisvoiceringing out clearly. “Good people o' Ardarchy, | am Iven the Magnificent, and | have
great pleasurein introducing the incomparable Nina, caled the Nightinga e by the Righ himsdlf for the
indescribable sweetness of her voice. Y ou may wonder what we do here, so far from the roya court, but
only afew days ago we heard we were called back to Lucescere by royal decree, for Ninato sing at the
wedding o' theroyd heir Donncan MacCuinn to his bonny cousin Bronwen.”

There wasamurmur of ddight and astonishment.
“Aye, | am glad to bethe oneto tell ye the happy news...”

As Iven continued on, captivating the crowd with his patter, the innkeeper hel ped Nina down from the
caravan, saying: “I’ll go and stoke up thefire for ye, and pull ye dl some ae, and add afew extra
potatoes to the roasting pan, and we'll have al ready for ye when your horses are seen to.”

“Wedono' eat meat,” Ninasaid. “Would ye have some vegetable broth or stew that we may eat
ingtead?’

“I have bean stew,” the innkeeper’ swife said, her voice faling in disgppointment, as bean stew was
worth quite afew pennies |ess than roast mutton and potatoes. At theword ‘stew’ an audible sigh was
heard from the gpprentices. Ninaflashed them an admonitory glance and allowed the innkeeper to show
her into the warmth of the taproom.

Lewen helped Maisie down from her fat pony and, leading his horse and hers, followed the innkeeper’s
plump son round the back to the stableyard, the otherstrailing tiredly behind.

“I wish my groom was hereto look after Reginafor me,” Felice grumbled. “I am so cold and so tired.
Cameron, will yeno' doit for me?’

Before Cameron could reply, Maise said in her gentle way, “ Och, we' red| cold and tired, aren’t we,
Cameron? And poor Reginamust be even tireder, for she wasthe one that did al the walking.”

Lewen looked at her with approval and she blushed and did her best to take off her pony’ stack by
hersdf. Lewen helped her, and then unsaddied Argent, who was looking very bad-tempered, not liking
being ridden for such along time on such stony roads. Felice sighed and started to undo the buckles and
Cameron left his own horse standing with steaming hide and hanging head to help her.

By the time the horses were unsaddled and groomed and tucked into their blankets, with fresh straw
forked into their stalls and buckets of warm bran mash and fresh water to lip at, and all the tack cleaned
and hanging on hooks, and the caravans secured, it was fully dark and everyone was weary indeed. The
work had kindled some sort of camaraderie between them, however, and they dl talked and joked
comfortably asthey made their way back to the welcoming warmth of theinn.

“A proper bed tonight,” Felice Sghed in ecstasy.
“I just hope they’ ve aired the sheets,” Edithe said.

“| doubt there sroomfor dl o' ushere,” Lewen said, looking up and counting the number of windows
greaming light. “Some 0" uswill haveto go and stay at thewitch's, | think.”



“I'will,” Edithe said. “Lesschance o' bedbugs, | bet.”

“Shelll probably rather have Ninaand Iven, so she can hear dl the newsfrom court,” Felice sghed
regretfully.

“I doubt the innkeeper and hiswifewill let them go,” Edithe said ironically. “1’d say Iven the Magnificent
isthe most exciting thing to happen round herein adecade, and they’ |l want to be the onesto hear dl the
gossip firshand.”

“Forget Iven, it's Rhiannon and her fabulous winged horse that’ s attracted most o' the attention,”
Rafferty shot back, with aquick sidewaysgrin at Rhiannon. “I bet Iven iswondering how he can
incorporate ye into his show. He Il have ye doing levades and caprioles by the next village we pass

through.”

Rhiannon had no ideawhat he meant but she smiled back anyway, deciding she rather liked Rafferty. At
least he did not leer at her, or sneer at her, or compare her breasts to mountain peaks.

“Wdl, I’'m happy to stay at theinn,” Cameron said. “Ale, de and more ale for me, please!”
“I'd like to see the witch’ stower,” Maisie said rather wigtfully. “I’ ve never seen one afore, ye ken.”

They came into the taproom and hurried to warm themselves by thefire, the boys gratefully accepting the
mugs of foaming ae the innkeeper tapped for them, the girls sipping hot spiced wine. Rhiannon had never
tasted mulled wine before and drank deeply, feding a pleasant euphoriafill her veins. By thetimethey
had been served a substantial meal of bean stew and roast vegetables, followed by asurprisingly
delicioustreacle pie, she wasfeding quite light-headed and was surprised to find herself giggling at one of
Edithe' s sarcadtic asides. Edithe was equdly surprised but rather gratified, while Lewen surreptitioudy
moved the jug of wine away from Rhiannon’selbow.

The boys began agame of chance with some dice which Cameron pulled from his pocket, and Rhiannon
went eagerly to join them. Soon their corner was noisy with laughter and the calling of bets, Rhiannon’s
face alight with eagerness as she challenged Cameron to another toss. Lewen was content to sit back and
watch her, sipping his ae and enjoying the warmth of the fire on the soles of his boots.

“I just cannaunderstand why it iswe haveto travel round Eileanan in thisridiculous fashion,” Edithe said
as shewatched Roden and Lulu practicing their juggling and Iven waking round the room on his hands.
“It redly is naught better than acircus. My father would' ve happily paid for meto trave to the capitd in
comfort and it would no' have taken me monthsto get there! Do yeno’ agree, Lady Felice?’

“Wdl, it' struemy dai-dein was no' very happy about it,” Felice said. “He wondered how safeit was,
particularly, ye ken, with the boys...” She nodded towards Cameron and Rafferty, who were eagerly
gesturing for the landlord to refill their detankards. “But the Coven ingstsonit, ye ken. Diantha, the
court sorceress at Ravenscraig, says it knocks any nonsense out o' us afore we get to the Tower and
gets us used to doing things for oursalves and rubbing elbows with dl kinds o' people.”

“Wall, that at least istrue,” Edithe replied and for once her voice was free of scorn, sounding only
resgned.

“Dianthatold methat the council o sorcerers believe it was because the Coven had grown arrogant and
isolated from the common people that the Day o' Betraya was able to happen at al. So now dl
gpprentices must travel dowly through the countryside afore they ever reach the Tower, learning whet it
means to be cold and hungry and afraid. We are lucky we are adlowed to ride. Diantha said the council
debated whether it would be wiser to make uswalk the whole way on our own two feet.”



“Eaforbid,” Edithe said faintly.

“Probably if each country had its own Tower, we would have had to, but asthe only Tower inal o
western Eileanan isthe Tower 0 Horse-Lairds and their wisdom isno® what most wish to learn, we all
haveto travel along way and so they allow us horses. Indeed, she said we were lucky indeed to get to
travel with Ninaand Iven, for they at least are great fun to be with, and will teach us much aong the way.
Besides, she said we should be honoured to be travelling in their company, and somehow | do no’ think
shewasjoking.”

“Honoured?’ Maisie and Edithe echoed.

Fdice shrugged. “ So she said. Ivenis some sort o' war hero, ye ken. He fought with Lachlan the Winged
in the rebellion againgt the Ensorcdllor, and was there when they rescued Daillas the Lame and many
other adventures they now sing about. And Nina... well, Dianthawould no’ say too much about Nina
but there was this note in her voice that made me wonder...”

“What kind o' note?’ Edithe said skeptically.

Felice shrugged. “I dinnaken. Awe. Respect.” Sheturned to Lewen, favouring him with her most
dazzling smile. “Lewen, your family kenstheroyd clan. What can yetdl us?’

“About what?' Lewen said warily.
“About Nina. She' sno' just an ordinary jongleur, isshe?’
Lewen choked back alaugh. “Well, ye only need to hear her sing to ken that,” he said.

“I mean more than that,” Felice coaxed. “Y e should' ve seen the way the MacBrann himsdlf bowed to
her. The young MacBrann, | mean, no' the auld mad one who' s dead now. There's some mystery about
her, | just kenit.”

Everyone was staring at Lewen now. He wondered how to respond. If Ninawanted her family history
told, would she not tell it? But perhapsit was hard for her to tell, just asit was hard for Lewen’sown
father to talk about his part in the war. And if they knew, these arrogant aristocratic brats, would they not
treat her with more respect? He glanced at Nina, warming her voice a the far end of the room with the
mogt exquigiterills of music, her sunbird trilling away with her in sublime accompaniment. She glanced at
him with her bright dark eyes, and Lewen redlised she knew exactly what they spoke about, huddled
hereinthelr ownfire-lit end of theinn. She smiled a him ruefully, shrugged her dim shoulders, and turned

avay.
“So0?" Edithe demanded. “What' sthe big mystery?’

“Ask her to sing the song o' the three blackbirdstonight,” Lewen said at last, his chest muscles
condricting tight.

“WM!
“Because no-one singsit more beautifully, my mother says. And because her brother wroteit.”
“But...” Edithe sounded puzzled.

Felice, court-bred, knew at once. “Y e mean the Earl o' Caerlaverock?’ Her voice came out in a squeak.
“The Righ'sown mingtrd ?’



“Wasna he the one who found the Righ, when he was still a blackbird, and saved him, and hel ped
transform him back into aman?’ Landon asked, eyes shining.

“It was Enit Slverthroat who did that,” Lewen said. “ Dide and Nina s grandmother. Didewas till only a
lad and Ninalittle more than a babe. Lachlan travelled with them for yearsin their caravan, learning to be
aman again. Dide wasthefirgt to swear alegiance to Lachlan and promise to help him win the throne.”

“Wasna Enit Silverthroat the auld Y edda who masterminded the rebellion againgt the Ensorcellor?”
Edithe said. “And then taught Jay Fiddler the song o' love, which he played at the Battle o’ Bonnyblair,
enchanting the Fairgean into peace?’

Lewen nodded. “ Though shewas no' aYedda,” he said. “ Shewasajongleur.”

They all turned and looked up the room at Nina, her head bent over her shabby old guitar, her messy
chestnut curls tumbling down onto agaudy orange and gold brocade dress, stained around the hem and
darned here and there with mismatching thread.

“Yeretdling me Nina isthesster o' the Earl o' Caerlaverock?’ Edithe’ s voice was dazed with
amazement.

Lewen nodded. “And Rodenishis heir, for he has no children o hisown, ye ken.”
“Roden isaViscount?’

Lewen could not help smiling as everyone stared at the grubby little boy juggling balls back and forth with
the arak, his chestnut curls uncombed and his grimy jerkin missing a couple of buttons.

“Wel!” said Edithe at last. “1 would never have guessed it.”

Edithe’' s expression of dazed wonderment stayed on her face dl through thejongleurs performance,
which was concluded with a storm of clapping from the townsfolk crowded into the long smoky room.
Ninawas begged for encore after encore, but at last she had to desist, hoarse-throated and heavy-eyed.
Reluctantly the crowd filed out into the frosty night, talking and marvelling, and Ninasat down limply,
drinking one last cup of honeyed tea, Roden nestled deepily against her side.

A tal woman in aflowing white gown cameto st next to her, talking quietly. Her brown hair wastied
back inalong plait that hung to her knees, and as she lifted her hand to gesture, light flashed off therings
on her right hand. Rhiannon came shyly closer and, a Nina' swelcoming smile, sat next to the woman on
the bench.

“Come, ye must beweary indeed,” the witch was saying. “Will yeno' bring yon lassies and come spend
the night with me? Arley Innkeeper has only two rooms here, no’ nearly enough for dl o' ye, and | have
room to spare.”

“I thank ye,” Ninaanswered. “Indeed we are al worn out. We ve been riding since dawn and had a day
likeit yesterday and another one ahead 0 ustomorrow.”

“I do no* understand why ye have comethisway,” thewitch said. “Do yeno’ ken theroad past hereis
rough indeed, for none o' ustrave that way? It isadark and evil land across the bridge. Ghosts walk
there, and evil spirits. Y ewould be better off travelling back up theriver to the bridge at Barbreck and
crossing there, to travel down the western bank of the river. Thereis another bridge at Tullimuir whereye
can cross again, and then ye need no’ travel under the shadow o' the Tower 0 Ravens.”

“But wewould lose weeksin thetravelling,” Ninasaid wearily. “We would have gone that way from



Ravenscraig if we had not had to go up into the highlands to pick up young Lewen and Rhiannon here.
But since we had to go that way, it made more sense to cut through the hills and save crossing the
Find-horn again twice. Thisway we can travel close round the base of the hills to Rhyssmadill, and then
up dong theflank o' the Whitelock Mountainsto Lucescere. It will be much faster than having to follow
the Findhorn south again, and then crosstheriver a Tullimuir Bridge, right a the mouth o' thefirth.”

“But haveye no' heard? Do yeno’ ken? No-one goes that way anymore. It'sacursed land. They say
the dead walk again there and what few people are | eft keep their shutters closed and their bolts shot,
even inthe heat o' summer, for fear o' what may come knocking on their door.”

Ninafrowned and unconscioudy nestled her deeping son closer to her. “We ve heard the tower is
haunted, o' course, but we do not intend to go there, just pass through the gap in the hills at itsfoot.”

Thewitch shuddered and made an odd gesture with her hands, circling the thumb and forefinger of her
right hand and crossing it with the forefinger of her left hand. “Truly, itisno' safe, my lady, no’ evento
pass under its shadow. The people o* Ardarchy do no’ go that way at all—we go north to
Barbreck-by-the-Bridge and south again on the far side of the river with our goods, aye, evento goto
the ports we go that way, rather than cross the Stormness.”

Ninalooked troubled. “1 thank ye for your warning, Ashelma, but we do no* havetimeto retrace al our
geps. Asl’m sureye ve heard, we' ve been summoned to the palace for Prionnsa Donncan’ s wedding
on Midsummer Eve, and | would no’ missit for anything. And | do no' fear ghosts. Ye o' dl people
should ken that ghosts do no* have the power to hurt us, they are naught but memories.”

The witch Ashelmalooked very grave. “Memories have as much power to hurt asany sword, if they are
cruel enough,” shesaid. “Anditisno’ just ghosts that haunt the land beyond the Stormness River. We
have heard tales of corpsesthat will no’ rest in their grave but seek to return to warmer beds, and
children stolen and found murdered.”

Ninalooked down at her deeping son and smoothed histangled curls away from hisflushed cheek.
“Doesthe MacBrann no' ken o' thesetales?”’

“Aye, o' course, but hishands are full enough dready, having only just inherited the throne from his
father. Auld Malcolm wasno’ agood laird, ye ken, being more interested in his dogs and his experiments
than in the problems o' the people. He grew more vague and eccentric with every year that passed, and
by the end was raving mad, by al accounts.”

Ninasighed. “It' s hard to ken what to do. Y our news troubles me grestly, but | ken the people o
Ravenshaw and how meancholy and superdtitious they are. There have been wild stories about the
Tower of Ravenssincethetime o’ Brann himsdlf, and that’ sathousand years o' unfounded supposition.
And two days o' hard riding and we are past the tower and into the lowlands. And | am no’ without
magic, asyeken. | think we must risk it, though | thank ye for the warning.”

Ashadmasighed and roseto her feet. “Well, let me seewhat | can do to make ye comfortable tonight, at
least.”

Ninarosetoo, lifting Roden in her arms and laying him across her shoulder. “My thanks,” she said.
“Rhiannon, will ye cal the other lasses? We shdl spend the night with Ashelma and meet up again with
Iven and the lads in the mom. Isthere aught ye need for the night?”

“| cannaleave Blackthorn,” Rhiannon said. “ She fret without me. | deepinthe sable”

Ashelmalooked a Rhiannon for thefirst time. Her eyes were dark and very serious, and seemed to see



everything there was to seein asingle searching glance. “Areyetherider o' thewinged horse I’ ve been
hearing so much about?’ she asked.

Rhiannon nodded.

“Yemay bring your horsetoo, if yeken,” the witch said. “ All beasts are welcome in my tower, asye will

Rhiannon thought for amoment, reluctant to rouse her drowsy horse and take her out of the warmth of
the stableinto the cold night. She felt agreat desire to see the witch’ stower, however, and so she
nodded abruptly and went to rouse the other girlsfrom their deepy repose by thefire. They got up,
yawning and stretching. Felice and Edithe wrapped themsdaves up in their fur-trimmed cloaks and pulled
on ther gloves but Maisie had nothing but an old shawl to wrap about her againgt the cold. She pulled it
close about her round face, her eyes shining with excitement at the thought of staying with ared witch.

“Sweet dreams, my ladies,” Cameron said rather unsteadily, looking up from the depths of his empty
mug. “Dinnamiss metoo much.”

“Missye?" Edithe said haughtily. “I doubt we'll notice ye' reno' around.”

She saw Rhiannon’ s mouth curve and flashed aquick smile at her, so that Rhiannon was unable to help
amiling back.

Lewen stood up and looked at Rhiannon alittle anxioudly.

She frowned at hislook, and he quirked his mouth, saying severdly, “Y e willna stab anyone, will ye?’
Shelaughed at that, and said, “Nay, o' courseno’. No' unless| haveto, that is.”

“Ninawill haveacarefor ye,” hesad.

“Me need no-oneto care for me,” she snapped back and then, when he grinned, realised he was teasing.
She would not relent, however, scowling a him as she pulled on her blue tam-o' -shanter and huddled the
thick, warm cloak about her.

“Good night,” he said. “ Sweset dreams.”
Shelooked back at him from the doorway and her expression softened.

“Good night to yetoo.”



TheWitch’'s Tower

It was hitterly cold outside, with a nasty snippety wind that found every gap in their clothing and sent the
fog swirling up around their ankles. Rhiannon led Blackthorn, the big blanket till flung over her withers
and concealing her wings. Ashemahad asmall two-wheeled trap pulled by a sturdy, shaggy-maned
pony. She tucked Ninaand Maisie and the deeping boy up under some soft goat-hair blankets, saying to
the other girls, “Y € re well-wrapped enough to walk afew blocks, | think?" as she took the pony’s
bridle and began to lead the way.

Asthey went down theill-lit street, past dark shop windows and deeping houses, alantern hanging from
the pony-trap’ s seet flickered into life by itsalf, making every hair on Rhiannon’ s body stand erect in
sudden superdtitious terror. No-one el se seemed to notice, though, except Blackthorn who shied
sdeways, dmost knocking Rhiannon over.

“It shard to believeitissoring,” Felice said with ashiver. “1t fedslikewinter. Look, I’ m breathing
smoke likeadragon.”

“It sawayscoldintheRing o' Dubhdain,” Ashdmasad. “We have asaying here: ‘Do no* put your

pladsaway, until thelast day o' May’.”
“It'smore than amonth to May Day!” Felice said. “I would' ve been crowned May Queeniif | had
dayed in Ravenscraig, ye ken. | was hoping, if we got to Lucescereintime...”

“Indeed?’ Ashedmaturned and gave Felice that grave, penetrating glance so that the girl flushed alittle
and logt her amile.

“Wadl, | was” shesaid alittle defiantly. “Though | hear the Banprionnsa Bronwen isall the ragethere
now. Apparently she' squite abeauty, though no' in theusua style. Anyway, never mind. There would
no' bemuch o' aMay Day celebration in Ravenscraig thisyear, anyway. The auld laird had just died and
the court’ sin mourning.”

“Theré |l be other May Days,” the witch said, quite kindly.

They came to the Stormness River, moving sinuoudy under the mist like a great black-scaled snake, and
turned to walk down a smooth narrow road along its bank. Trees and well-clipped hedges |loomed over
them. Thelast few lightsfell behind and al was dark and quiet and cold. Their lone lantern bobbed aong,
itslight little more than an orange blur through the fog. Rhiannon shivered inside her cloak. The wordsthe
witch had spoken in theinn echoed in her mind. Tales o' corpses that will no’ rest in their grave but
seek to return to warmer beds... children stolen and found murdered...

Shelooked acrossthe silent river but she could see nothing but wisps of mist floating up from the darkly
glinting water like the ghosts the witch had spoken of . She wished they did not have to crossthe bridgein
the morning but she would have cut off her tongue before she ever admitted it.

They cameto ahigh sonewall with an iron gate standing open. The witch led them insde and the gate
shut itself behind them. On either Sde stood tall trees covered in frail white blossomslike new snow. The
ar seemed suddenly warmer and sweetly scented. Through the mist Rhiannon could seelights shining
towards them, golden as sunlight. They came into awide cleared area before the house, along, low
building built of grey stone with apeaked roof covered in silver-green lichen, beside atal round tower
that rose higher than the trees. The light came from the windows and door of the house. A young woman



stood in the doorway, the light of the lantern she held throwing bright colour up onto her face and hair.

“Comein!” shesad. “Yemust be chilled to the bone. What a dreadful night. Morogh says bad westher
iscoming and indeed | think he’ sright. It's cold aswinter.”

Her voice was soft and kind with awarm undercurrent asif she had just this moment stopped laughing.
She came running down the stairs, wrapped in awoolly red shawl, and took the pony’ sbridle. “I’ll ook
after Drud,” she said. “You go onin and get warm. I’ ve got the kettle whistling on the hob if ye'd like
sometea”

“Lovey,” Ashemasaid. She helped adrowsy Maisie down from the pony-trap and up the stairs. Edithe
and Felicefollowed her eagerly, Ninabringing up the rear more dowly, carrying the heavy weight of her

deeping child.
“I will gablemy horse mysdlf,” Rhiannon sad.

“Of course,” the girl answered. “What abonny beast sheisl So tdl and finely made, and with such
magnificent long horns. | have never seen ahorselike her.”

“No" many like her,” Rhiannon said.
“No,” thegirl agreed. “A rare beast indeed. Ye and her are &kin, | can seethat.”

They had walked round the side of the house and in through a stable door as they spoke, and so when
Rhiannon looked up in sudden keen interest, she was able to see the other girl clearly inthelight of the
lanterns hanging on either wall.

Rhiannon’ sfirst thought was one of surprise. She had thought the other girl young and beautiful but now
sheredlized shewas at least six years older than Rhiannon, and quite short and plump, abig-boned
young woman with mousy-brown hair, around face and fresh, rosy skin. She looked with great
frankness and openness at Rhiannon, however, and as soon as she spoke again, theillusion of beauty
returned, for her voice was so warm and merry, and her smile so wide and friendly. “My nameisAnnis. |
am Ashdmad s apprentice.”

“My nameis Rhiannon,” she answered, hearing thering of pridein her ownvoice.

“And ye have tamed awinged horse,” Annissaid admiringly. “Och, thetownwasfull o' it. | ansoglad
ye cameto stay the night here for | would have been sad indeed to miss my chance to see your bonny
horse and meet with ye. | could no’ cometo hear Ninathe Nightingale sing, for | couldnaleave the
children, so | was hoping yewould al come home with Ashdma”

“Children?’ Rhiannon asked.

Annis had been swiftly unharnessing the pony from thetrap, rubbing it down with acloth and filling its
bucket with grain. All her movements were quick and neat, and she was surprisingly light on her feet for
such abig-boned girl. Rhiannon noticed she wore the white luminous stone on the middle finger of her
right hand that they all seemed to wear, as well as one made of some dark green stone.

She nodded. “ Aye, we run an orphanage here, ye see. We have two bairns from Ardarchy, but the
othersare dl from acrosstheriver. No' dl are orphans. Some were brought here by their parentsfor
safekeeping. Mainly boys. For somereason it is boysthat are in the most danger over there, we do no’
kenwhy.”

Annis pumped some fresh water into a bucket for Blackthorn, who had settled comfortably into a



straw-filled stall, her head drooping drowsily, and then quickly checked the water buckets of the other
animals. Apart from the shaggy pony Drud, there were atall chestnut mare, three goats, atabby cat, and
alarge number of fat henswith glossy feathers.

“It snows heavily herein winter,” Annisexplained, “and so it iseasier to keep them al under the one roof
and close to the house. The hens have had to learn not to lay their eggs under the horses' hooves but
otherwisethey aredl friendsand get on well.”

Sheled the way through an internal doorway into along fire-lit room. Overhead were carved wooden
beams holding up an arched ceiling, and tal gothic windows looked out on to the garden al aong one
sde. Animmense scarred table ran down the centre of the room, decorated with fat, Sweet-scented
candles and vases of spring flowers. Around the fire at the far end were drawn some deep, shabby,
cushioned chairs where Ninaand the witch Ashelmawere sitting, drinking teaand talking like old friends.
Another cat lay deeping on Ashema slap and by her feet was alarge hairy mass which, on closer
ingpection, proved to be three dogs, one of them a huge deerhound and another atiny whiteterrier,
smdller than the cat. The other was some kind of mongrel, spotted and brindled and patched with black,
and missing oneleg. An owl sat hunched on one of the rafters, while abandaged harelay despingina
box by the wall.

Maise, Edithe and Felice were al sitting curled together on a couch, covered by asoft blanket. Only
Edithe was till awake, and she had her head pillowed on her hand and her cup resting in her Iap, looking
asif shewould dip off into deegp a any moment.

Annisled Rhiannon to the only remaining chair, made her sit and poured her acup of somekind of pae,
flower-scented hot tea. She Spped at it suspicioudly.

“Chamomile,” Annissaid, smiling. “It will help you deep. Go on, drink it up. Yeal look worn out.” She
sat down on the ground at Rhiannon’ s feet, fondling the spotted ear of the three-legged mongrel, and
nodded a her encouragingly. Rhiannon drank obediently.

Ashdmaturned to her and smiled. “I wasjust telling the others about dl the animas. They think | keep
some kind o' menagerie but indeed itisno’ my fault. Annis collects wounded animals but somehow, once
they are hedled, they do no* wishto leave. The only creature that ismineis Strixathe owl, and believe
me, it isonly because o' the deep love she bears me that shetolerates dl the other animals. Particularly
Serenathe hare, our newest guest. We have to keep a close eye on Strixain case she forgets hersdlf and
swoops on her for her supper.”

The owl hooted contemptuoudy and spat a hard pellet towards the deeping hare, who at once sat up,
her long earstwitching nervoudy.

“The orphanageis Annis sideadso,” Ashemawent on. “1 do no* ken quite how it happened, but we
now have nine boys and one girl staying here with us. Mot are from acrosstheriver. Ning, | do no’ wish
to darm ye but ye must ken that it is dangerousfor little boys over there. All o the murdered bairnswere
boys, most around five or six yearsauld. Quiteafew o' our lads were brought here by their parents for
safekeeping. | wish yewould reconsider crossing the Stormness. | ken ye wish to reach the capitd in
time for the royal wedding, but surdly your wee laddi€’ s safety is more important?’

Ninawaswhite. “That'sno’ fair, Ashdma,” shesaid angrily. *Y e must ken Roden isthe most important
thing intheworldto me. O’ course| fed anxiouswith al thesetaes o' lads going missing and being
found murdered. But we are only passing through. In two dayswe' Il be gone. | think Iven and | can keep
Roden sefetill then. We shdlnalet himout o' our sight.”

“I’'m sorry, | dinnamean to offend ye,” Ashdmasaid.



Ninatook adeep bresth. “That' sal right,” she said after amoment. “Thefact is, Ashelma, we did no'
choose to comethisway lightly. If our only concern was getting back to Lucescerein time for the
wedding, we would' ve gone the usua way. We have plenty o time, thewedding isno’ until
midsummer.”

Ashelma nodded, looking an enquiry.

“Nay, the truth iswe were forced to change our plans. Aswe came through Barbreck-by-the-Bridge,
we found the body o' amurdered Y eoman, one 0’ His Highness' smost trusted and beloved men. He
had been beaten and tortured cruelly afore he died. Both Iven and | kent him well. There will haveto be
an enquiry into his death. His Highnesswill be most anxious for usto make our report, and Connor’s
gger... shewill want to ken dl we cantdl her.”

“How terriblel” Ashdmaexcamed. “I'm sorry, | dinnaredise”

“How could ye?’ Ninaasked. “Y e must see now that we shal save more than aweek in the travelling
coming thisway. And | must admit it wasin my mind to try to find the Scrying Poal at the Tower o
Ravens and useit to speak to His Highness.”

“Och, nay, yemust no' do that,” Ashemasaid. “The tower ishaunted, do yeno’ ken? Few who go into
the ruin come out again, and those that do are stark raving mad, they say. The ghoststhere are
maevolent and crud, and hatetheliving.”

Ninafrowned. “I have heard that,” she admitted. “1 was hoping it was al an exaggeration, however.”

“Och, nay,” Ashdmasad. “Itisdl true. And only getting worse, it seems. Theland that lies beneath the
Tower o' Ravens has been an unhappy place sincethe Day o' Betraya but recently it seemsthewhole
valley iscursed. No-oneis safe, no' man, woman or child. Particularly not young boys. Nina, in the
twenty-five years since L achlan the Winged won the throne thirty or more lads have gone missing.”

“Thirty or more boys? Vanished?’

“Murdered. Their bodies were found, but there sno sign o what killed them and no witch or skedlie
nearby to examine the bodies more closaly. Do ye wonder that the mothers 0’ boysdareno’ stay in
Fetterness anymore? Those that cannaleave bring their babes across the river to me, but | have no room
for any more and besides, they shouldna be with me, they should be safe with their families. Indeed, | do
no' ken what can be done.”

Ninashook her head, looking appalled.

“And that’ s not theworst o' it. Nina, the dead cannarest there. Graves both auld and new are found
open and the corpses walk around in broad daylight, dragging their rotting flesh behind them, seeking to
come home again.” She shuddered and wrapped her arms about her body in avain attempt to warm
hersdlf. Rhiannon shuddered too.

“And wefear the evil shdl find away to crosstheriver and shadow dl o' us here. Already we ve found
two graves robbed, or broken out o', though we have no' seen the dead they once contained walking
about, thank E&! And our town watchman has disappeared. We have his children here, Casey and Letty.
He went out one night to investigate anoise and did no’ come back. We never found his body. Since
then the town reeve has put a gate across the bridge and locked it, and only those that come acrossin
daylight and can satisfy him they have true business here are allowed through. Most are wanting work this
side o' theriver but we cannatake any more, and so now they head south towards the ports. No-one
has come knocking on the gate for close on two weeks now, and we' ve had no news since then.”



Ninalooked shaken. “1 had no ideait was so bad!” she exclaimed. “We heard rumours, o' course,
but... surely the MacBrann should ken 0’ this?’

“We sent amessage to Ravenscraig last market-day, but have heard naught from the laird. Who kensif
he even heard it? When the carrier returned from Ravenscraig it was with the news o' Macolm
MacBrann's death and al the court was in mourning. Our messenger had no chance 0’ seeing the new
laird. He passed the news on to aguard at the gate and came away. What more could he do? And |
cannascry to the court sorceress, even though we are so close, for we are bounded by two rivers here
and both are deep and fast. Just asit istoo dangerousto try to crossin aboat, so it istoo noisy for my
thoughtsto cross.” She sighed. “So we do what we can to help the people o' Fettemess, those who have
no’ fled, and shelter their children and guard our own doors and hope the MacBrann will send his guards
to investigate when he can. Happen ye will tdl the Coven yoursdlf, if... | mean, when...” Her voice
trailed away unhappily.

“I' will,” Ninasaid firmly. “Now we must to bed, for my lassesare adegp intheir chairsand | mysdf am
sick with weariness. | am sorry for your trouble. | will certainly tell the Key-bearer and when she can,
shewill no doubt come hersdlf to listen in the ruins and see what the ghosts have to say. For now, do no'
fear for us. | kenthe songso’ sorcery. We shdl be safe”

Ashelmanodded, looking tired and troubled. She stood up, gently tipping the cat in her Iap to the floor,
and helped Annisrouse Edithe, Maise and Felice. Ninalifted Roden to her shoulder, his curly head
nestling into her neck, and followed the witch and her gpprentice up abroad flight of stepsto abedroom
on the upper floor.

Rhiannon followed quietly behind, her head ringing with the witch’ swords. Satyricornswere afraid of
nothing living, but had a profound horror of anything supernatural. They spilt alittle blood every day in
supplication of the dark fiendsthey believed dwelt in every shadow and cleft, and if they had failed in the
hunt that day, they would open their own vein to make sure the sacrifice was made. Rhiannon had not
spilt blood once since leaving her herd, having been determined to leave dl of that part of her behind like
asnake s cagt-off skin. Her whole body was shuddering now, though, down to the very marrow of her
bones. She swore she would dice open her vein this very night and make an offering to the dark walkers
of thenight.

Therewas only one bed in the room but it was enormous, standing on its own platform with avelvet
canopy hanging overhead. Annis helped the other girls deepily strip down to their shiftsand climb up into
the bed, which had been warmed by long-handled brass-lidded trays filled with hot cods. They wereto
deep two at either end, with atrundle bed made up before the fire for Ninaand Roden. Rhiannon
allowed hersdlf to be tucked up under the white counterpane, pretending to be amost adeep so Ninaor
Anniswould not try to speak with her. The sheets were iff and smdlt of herbs, and the pillow was very
soft. Shewas S0 very tired it took astrong effort of will not to succumb to the ingstent weight of deep on
her limbs.

Shelay quietly, watching from under her eyelashes as Ninatucked up her son, washed her face and
hands, and shed her own clothes.

Thejongleur did not climb into bed at once, though. She picked up the smal bag she dwaysworetied to
her belt and rummaged ingdeit, taking out asmall stick and afew little cloth bags tied up with string. She
opened one and threw what |ooked like dead leaves on thefire. Little green-hearted flames sprung up
and curled away, scenting the smoke swestly asthey died.

She then drew her dagger from its sheath, agesture that made Rhiannon’ s eyes open wider and her
musclestense. Nina hesitated and turned to look towards the bed, asif she had heard the subtle change



in the rhythm of Rhiannon’ s breeth. Rhiannon breathed dowly, pretending to deep.

After amoment Ninaknelt before the fire and gathered together alittle handful of ashesfrom the hearth,
spreading these around her in acircle. She shook salt from one of the bags and sprinkled it on top of the
ashes, then sprinkled water about her aswell. Then, with her back stiraight, she swept the stick in her
hand al round her, tracing the shape of the circle, then repested the gesture with the dagger, muttering
words under her bresth. She knelt naked in the centre of the circlein silence for quite sometime,
unmindful of the cold, her unruly red-brown curls her only covering. At last she opened her eyesand rose
up onto her knees, her wand in one hand, the knifein the other. Facing the fire, she chanted in alow,
Sweet voice:

“ Goddess o' life, Goddess 0’ death,

Goddess o' all power that is the universe,

Shine your light o white upon me and mine,

Shield all within this house from that which is evil,
Give to me peace and protection from harm,

By the power o' thefire, by thelifein this blade,

By the power o' the earth, by the life in thiswand,

By the powers o' air and water, cup and bowl,

By the powers o' stars and moons and cold distances,

Shield us, Ea o' the green blood, and keep us safe.”

She then reversed the movement of wand and dagger, and swept up the salted ashes with her hands,
pouring them into alittle mudin bag with some of the dead leaves. Shetied the top of the bag with blue
ribbon and then dipped the cord about the neck of her son, kissing him gently on the forehead. He
murmured in his deep and turned, tucking his hand under one round cheek. Shivering, Nina dragged her
shift back on over her head and then crept into bed beside him, pulling the boy close against her body.

Rhiannon felt an odd prickling in her eyes, ahot achein her throat. 1t s the smoke, shetold hersdlf
irritably, and set hersdlf to waiting till Ninawas adeep. The jongleur seemed comforted by her little
charade by the fire and soon dipped into deep. Rhiannon waited patiently awhile longer, listening to the
sound of the wind in the branches outside, the sudden wash of rain. When shewas sure al was quiet and
gtill, she dipped out of the warm bed and went to kneel where Nina had knelt, in the haf-obscured circle
of ashes and sdlt. She gazed into the black and orange puzzle of glowing cods, unsheathed her dagger
and dashed it quickly across her outstretched wrist. Blood welled up, thick and dark, and dripped from
her wrist onto the flagstones.

Walk elsewhere, dark lords, Rhiannon said slently. Drink this blood | freely offer you and seek not
to take our souls. Walk elsewhere.

Then sheraised her wrist to her mouth and sucked at the cut, tasting the saltiness of her blood. She used



her dagger to tear astrip of materia from her shift, having nothing € se to hand, and bound the wrist
thoroughly. Almost immediately the white materia was blotched with a growing stain. She shrugged,
dipped the dagger back into the sheath strapped to her thigh, and crept back into the warmth of the bed,
fedling faint and sick yet obscurely comforted, ready now to brave the falling shadows of deep.

Next morning, therain fell so heavily it waslike acurtain of water drawn across the windows. Rhiannon
had dept badly, her wrist throbbing and her dreams troubled. When she woke her eyesfelt hot and
scratchy asif filled with sand. It was so cold and grey outside, she could not find the will to throw off the
counterpane and get up, and neither could the other girls. They al lay there drowsly, talking desultorily
among themsdves.

“Ligentothat rain!” Felice murmured, and awhile later moaned, “Och, my legd | swear | am chafed
raw.”

“I'wish| could lieabed dl day,” Edithe muttered, “but | guessthere’ sno chance o' that. They’ll make us
ridedl day intherain, just to make sure weredly ken what misery is.”

“Surely no' 7" Maisie poked her head out from under her pillow, her plaitsal touded. “I would liketo
bide here awee. | was so deepy last night | didnasee athing.”

“Just awholelot o' smelly animasand that disgusting owl that kept spitting thingsat me,” Edithe said
crosdy.

They al burrowed back under the counterpane and were quiet. Rhiannon cradled her wrist against her
breast and, when no-one came to rouse them, allowed hersdlf to hope they would not have to ride out
that day. She closed her eyes, feding hersdf dipping back into deep.

The door crashed open.

“Rise and shine, dug-a-beds,” Ninacalled, holding the door open with her foot, atray in her hands. “It's
long past dawn and time to be getting on our way.”

A chorus of groans met her.

“Butit'sraining,” Felice sad.

“And | acheadl over,” Edithesaid.

“Surely we should wait for the rain to stop?” Maisie pleaded.

“Blackthorn doesno' liketherain,” Rhiannon said firmly. “ And sheistill tired. Nidl said | must no’ ride
her too hard. He wouldnawant meto ride her intheran.”

“Isthat 07" Ninasaid. “ So ye lasses think we should wait for therain to stop?’
“Aye” they dl cried.

“What if it doesnastop for days?’ Ninasaid. “The Stormnessis dready swollen with the melting snows.
If it rains like thisfor much longer it could break its banks and then we' d be marooned here for weeks
and weeks.”

“Weeks?' Edithe cried in dismay.



“Aye” Ninareplied severdly. “Didnaye notice how high it waslast night?If ye wish to be witches, ye
must learn to look about ye.”

“I wastoo tired to notice anything except how much my legsached,” Felice said. “No’ to mention the
chafing. I’'m rubbed raw!”

Nina pushed the door shut behind her and put down thetray. They al sat up alittle, their eyes
brightening, and one by one Nina passed them asteaming cup of tea. Asthey drank gratefully, Nina sat
on the edge of their bed and regarded them with frowning black eyes, asdark as polished jet. Her face
looked rather pale and haggard asif she too had been troubled by nightmares.

Refreshed by her tea, Felice said with her most winning smile, “Weredly aretired. We' reno' used to
riding so far every day. Please, could we no’ rest today, and wait for the rain to stop? I’m sure Ashelma
willnamind.”

“Yedo look rather white, thelot o ye. Especidly ye, Rhiannon. Areyeno’ feding wel?1 would no' like
any 0 yetotakeachill.”

Edithe immediately coughed, and laid her hand on her chest. “1 am fedling rather unwell.”

Ninacast her astern glance but turned back to Rhiannon, first laying her hand on Rhiannon’ sforehead
and then lifting her wrist. Rhiannon flinched and Ninalooked down, her eyes at once widening in horror.
“Rhiannon, what have ye doneto yoursdlf! Y € ve cut yourself—ye re bleeding!”

The makeshift bandage was heavily stained and so was the sheet where Rhiannon had dept. Ninaheld
Rhiannon’ swrist in her cool fingers and stared into her eyeswith alook as sharp and penetrating asa
sword.

“What did ye cut yoursdf on?’

“My dagger.”

“How?

“I cut.” She demonstrated with one swift movement.
“Yecut yoursdf on purpose?’

Rhiannon nodded, not dropping her gaze. There was along silence. Rhiannon was conscious of the other
girlsshrinking back.

“Why?" Nina svoice was neutral.
“To make peace with the dark walkers.”
“Y e cut yoursdlf to make peace with... the dark wakers? What—or who—are they?’

Rhiannon shrugged, unable to hold Nina s gaze any longer. Not knowing how to describe what she
meant, she used the word she had heard so often in the last few days. “ Ghosts.”

Ninalet go of her wrigt. It was smarting cruelly, and Rhiannon cradled it in her other hand. Her cheeks
felt hot and she knew she was periloudly closeto tears. She could not look at Ninaor any of the other
girls

“Did ye bleed much?’



Rhiannon nodded.

Ninastood up. “ Stay in bed, Rhiannon. | will make ye a blood-strengthening tea. We shdl no' ride
anywheretoday. It redly isno’ the weather for riding out. Y e other girls can get up or Say in bed asye
please. | should tell you though that | willnaalow Annisto be bringing up traysto ye, 0 if yewish to edt,
get up, get dressed and come on down. I’ ll make an exception for ye, though, Rhiannon. Stay in bed and
rest.”

Rhiannon refused to be singled out, however. She got up when the other girlsdid, though shefelt awave
of dizziness wash over her, and washed and dressed hersdlf and went downgtairs with the others, holding
on to the banister rather tightly. Nina made no comment at the sight of her, though her frown deepened.

The long room was raucous with the games and fights of ten smdl children, most of them no more than
gx yearsold. Roden wasin the midst of it, shrieking with laughter, while Lulu was lesping about like a
mead thing, having stolen the only girl’ srag doll. Thelittle girl was sobbing despairingly and trying to
snatch it back, her younger brother enthusiagtically helping. The three dogs were barking, and awhite
and black cat was hissing and spitting from the mantelpiece. Strixathe owl huddled on one of the rafters,
occasiondly spitting out a hard pellet at one of the children. Her aim was excdllent.

Annis had abowl of porridge in one hand and adripping ladle in the other, and was trying to make
hersalf heard above the racket, while Lulu and the little boy dodged round her. The arak gibbering in
rage, the rag doll cradled closeto her breast.

When the other boysjoined in the chase, she suddenly jumped up onto the table, sending ajug of milk
flying, and legpt up to catch hold of theiron-wrought chanddlier, swinging from sdeto sdetill shewas
high enough to legp up into the rafters. There she crouched, rocking the doll and humming atuneless

lullaby.
“Oh, dear,” Ninasaid. “I’'m so sorry. Lulu! Naughty girl! Give back the dolly right now.”

Thearak shook her head, mumbling something in her own guttura language.

“Lulu, I an ashamed o' ye. We are guestsin this house. Come down now and give back the doll to the
weelasse”

Lulu gave asorrowful moan and very dowly and sadly swung down, hanging from her tail before
dropping lithely onto all fours. She raised the doll and kissed its painted face and then offered it back to
thelittlegirl. The girl snatched it and cuddled it close, glaring at the hairy little creature, who was looking
very shamefaced.

“Good girl,” Ninasaid. “Never mind. I'll makeyeadolly o' your ownif ye'd like one.”
Luluimmediately danced in joy, shrieking in approva.
“I am sorry,” Ninasaid. “Lulu forgets her manners sometimes.”

“No' toworry,” Annis said, looking rather harassed asthree of the boys raced past her, dmost knocking
her over. “Would ye prefer to have your breskfast in the kitchen? Medltimes are rather wild here, I'm
afrad.”

“I think we would indeed,” Ninaanswered. “That is, if ye young ladiesdo no' think it beneath ye?

“No' at dl,” Edithe said swestly. “Please, lead the way.”



“Thank ye, then, Annis, that would be grand,” Ninasaid. “Roden! Settle down! Poor Annis should no'
have to be worrying about ye aswell as dl the others. Sit down and eat your breskfast quietly, there'sa
good lad.”

Roden reluctantly gave up the chase and cameto sit at the table, dragging Lulu with him, and Ninaand
the older girlsthankfully made their escape.

The kitchen was ahaven of peace and warmth. A skinny old man with doleful dark eyes and avery long
straggly grey beard meandered back and forth, getting them bowls, stirring various pots on the squet little
stove and occasionaly shovelling in another spade of cod. A grey cat was deeping on one of the kitchen
chairs, and in abox by the fire were seven adorable yellow ducklings, al squawking and trying to climb
out over each other’ s backs.

Breskfast was asmple affair—porridge ladled out into bowls, tubs of honey and jugs of goat’s milk, and
abig brown pot of tea. Rhiannon felt much better after she had eaten her second bowl of
honey-drenched porridge, and Nina stopped regarding her with a crease between her brows. Rhiannon
was just finishing her third cup of teawhen the door opened and Annis camein, plumper and rosier than
ever.

“Morning, everyone,” she sang out. “I hopeye ve dl had a more peaceful breskfast than | did!”
“I'm surewedid. | hopeye do no' mind us abandoning ye,” Ninasaid.

“No, no, o' courseno’. | kent Morogh would look after ye. It s bad enough that | have to suffer the
bairns commoation without inflicting it upon ye aswell. | warn ye, though, it’sonly going to get worse,
They’re planning are-enactment o' the Battle 0 Bonnyblair, and are about to descend on the kitchenin
search of pots and pansto make armour. Ashelmaisin the tower, if yewould like to go through and visit
her there? Sheisno' teaching today so she' sfree, for the morning at least.”

“Thanks, wewould likethat,” Ninasaid, sanding up.

They followed Annisdown acorridor to alarge, arched doorway that led through into the tower. Built of
stone, the tower was three stories high, with a staircase that wound up around the inner wall. On the
ground floor was the witch's study and reception room, with another iron-bound door out into the garden
and four tall arched windows that could be opened to let in fresh air and sunshine. Therewasalarge
desk littered with scrolls and calendars and writing implements, afew straight-backed chairs and, by the
fire, two soft-cushioned, deep-seated chairs drawn close together, each with alittle wooden table just
large enough for acup or goblet.

Bookshelves had been made to fit the curved walls of the room, and these werefilled with spell-books
and scrolls and maps, jars of dried herbs and powders and polished stones, bottles of precious oils and
digtillations, skulls and bones and sticks and lumps of crystals, and candles of all szesand colours. The
room smelt faintly of incense and dried herbs.

Ashemawas gtting at her desk, writing, but she rose with asmile as Ninaand the four girlscamein. She
let them browse amongst the shelvesfor awhile, exclaming and asking questions. Edithe and Maise
were particularly fascinated, the first becoming absorbed in aleather-bound book of spells, the second
busying hersdlf looking through the jars of herbs and medicines.

After awhile, Ashdmatook them upstairs to show them the other two floors. The middle storey wasa
workroom and storeroom, with al the equipment necessary to grind powders, distill potions and prepare
spells. The girls browsed around for awhile, then followed Ashelmaas she led them up the staircase to
the upper level.



They dl exclaimed in surprise. The walls and domed roof of the tower were made entirely of clear glass,
supported by dender spans of stedl, so that they could see for milesin every direction, including up into
the black, roiling clouds of the storm. On the floor amosaic of coloured tiles and thin Strips of silver metdl
traced out the shape of afive-sided star set within acircle. The four directions were each marked upon
the perimeter of the circle with arcane symbolsin yellow, red, blue and green, and set at each of these
symbols was a twisted wooden wand made of willow, aceremonia dagger made of iron and
moongstones, asiver chaice, and a beautifully made clay bowl inscribed with asix-sided star and filled
with charred ashes.

“Thisisextraordinary!” Ninacried. “It redly isaminiature o' one o’ the grest towers. How on earth
could Ardarchy afford such awell-set-up witch’ s tower?’

Ashdmasmiled. “I won agrant from the Coven,” she answered. | studied at the Tower 0° Two Moons,
ye ken, and heard about the grantswhile | wasthere. It sanew initiative 0’ the Keybearer, to encourage
witchesto go out into the countryside and help remote towns and villages and teach them the ways o' the
Coven. Ardarchy hasno’ had its own witch since beforethe Day o' Betrayal so I’ ve had agresat deal to
do sincel came here. Certainly thetownsfolk are proud o' their tower and they profited from the building
0' it, because acondition 0’ the grant isthat it must be used on loca craftsmen and products. Only the
glass had to be shipped in, o' course, which was enormoudly difficult and expensive, but worthiit, |

think.”

“Oh, do yethink | could apply for agrant likethat? Maise said with shining eyes and clasped hands.
“My village is very poor and we have no-one to teach the children or do therituds, or even help the
women in their [abour. My mother used to do what she could, but she got sick with the fever and my
grandfather kens naught about healing, only about weather magic and blessing the crops, and so she
died... oh, if I got agrant, | could go back and build atower like thisfor us. It would mean so much to
dl thevillagesinthevdley.”

“O' courseye could, that’ swhat the grantsare for,” Ashelmasaid. “Most o' the common folk cannabe
travelling to the High Towersfor help intimes o' trouble, and so the Keybearer hopes that one day every
town or region will have its own tower, and everyone will be taught to read and write, and have accessto
hedlers, and cel ebrate the Sabbats as they should be celebrated. It has made dl the difference to
Ardarchy. I've started a village schoal, and | Sit on the town council, and | bless the crops, and organise
the parades and festivals, and often | mediate between the villagers so that the reeve does not haveto be
cdledin”

“And y€ ve sarted an orphanage and a hospital for injured animas,” Ninasaid with asmile.
Ashdmaamiled back ruefully. “A witch for dl seasons, that' swhat | am!”



Crossing the Stormness

The storm raged so violently the next day that even Ninahad to admit it would be dangerous to ride out.
Hall rattled against the windows, and the trees swayed and bent like sword-fightersin adud.

Iven and the boys braved the storm to come and join them, and arrived windblown, mud-splattered, and
eager to get out of the pelting rain. Ashelmawe comed them warmly, helping them find dry clothesto put
on, and advising them strongly againg riding on.

“Onceadorm likethissetsin, it'll take aday or two for it to blow itself out,” she said. “ Stay and rest up,
and set out again onceit’ s blown over.”

Ninalooked at the streaming windows and thanked her with asigh.

They weredl glad to have arespite from riding, even Lewen, who was used to spending hours of every
day inthe saddle. They sat in front of thefire, playing cards or dice games, cleaning their boots, or in
Landon’s case, writing in his dog-eared, ink-splattered notebook. “ Growing among trees o' blossom
white, her tower shines out with blessed light...” he murmured to himsdlf.

Thegirlsal had along soak in ahot bath, and hel ped wash and comb each other’ shair. Their clothes
were badly travel-stained, and so they took the opportunity to do their laundry, though Maisie had to
show them how to use the boiler and wringer. Nina gave them al some more save for their chafed thighs
and bound up Rhiannon’ swrist for her with fresh bandages.

The storm wasfiercer man ever by nightfal, and so Ashelmamade up palletsfor the boys before thefire,
They had ariotous mea with the orphans, who were bursting with energy after aday spent indoors, and
went early to bed, hoping for aclear dawn.

Rhiannon had determined to undo her bandage and open her vein again that night, once dl the others
were adeep, but in the end this was not necessary, for Annis brought her a half-dead mouse one of the
cats had caught. She gave the mouse to Rhiannon with avery grave face but said not aword, and
Rhiannon was able to dit the mouse sthroat and spill its blood without causing any commoation.

The next day was even wetter and wilder, and once again they delayed their riding out. Likethe
apprentices, Iven was quite content to lie around and read, or play with the orphans, or srum his guitar,
eating and drinking to his heart’ s content, while the rain streamed down againgt the windows. Nina,
however, was clearly anxious. She went out severa timesto check the height of theriver, coming back
drenched to the skin, shivering with cold and frowning.

The sorceress decided to put their enforced rest to good use, and so the apprentices had to spend the
morning in the study and practice of witchcraft. Rhiannon found these lessons fascinating, though it made
al the hair on her armsrise to watch the apprenticeslift awooden ball and set it spinning inmidair
without touchingit.

Anniswas st to listen to the students stumbling through the seven languages of birds and beasts, a skill
Nina apparently thought they were dl very weak in. Then she and Lewen spent an hour brushing up their
knowledge in mathematics and alchemy, subjectsthey obvioudy detested.

Discovering Rhiannon could not read or write, Ashelma undertook to teach her, and soon Rhiannon’s
eyes and head and wrist were aching, the witch being ahard taskmistress. If it had not been for Edithe's



raised eyebrow, and Cameron’ s snigger, half-hidden behind his hand, she would have rebelled but,
having set her will to prove them wrong, Rhiannon learnt surprisingly fast. By the end of the day she could
recognise her own name and Lewen's, aswell asafew key words like bread, horse, witch and school.
Thisgave her immense satisfaction, only equalled by her triumph over Cameron in the wrestling ring after
lunch.

A morning spent in study had made all the apprentices very cross and quarrelsome, and so Iven had
decided they needed some exercise. He pushed the table in the dining room to one side and asked the
apprentices to demongtrate ahdayeh to Rhiannon. Although primarily used by the Coven asaform of
meditation through movement, ahdayeh was also a system of hand-to-hand combat, and Iven set the
studentsto pitting their skills against each other. After watching afew rounds, Rhiannon was eager indeed
to test her own fighting skills. It took her only afew seconds to thrown Cameron flat on his back.

Hewas furious and sprang up at once, chalenging her again. Three times she threw him down, until he
was white-faced and dangerous with rage. Iven separated them then, and challenged her himsdlf, and
Rhiannon took great enjoyment in laying him flat on the carpet aswell. After that the competition beganin
earnest. Rhiannon found the only one she could not throw down with ease was Lewen, something which
gave her adegree of secret pleasure. They struggled together for close on haf an hour, hot and panting,
haf-angry, haf-laughing, before Iven at last stopped them and declared hisintention to teach them al
how to dance instead.

It took Rhiannon only a minute to decide dancing was not for her, primarily because she wastaller than
most of the boys and had absolutely no sense of rhythm, having never heard music before she met the
jongleurs. She had no desireto it and watch Felice flirting and laughing with Lewen as he spun her round
the room, and so as soon as the musi ¢ stopped and everyone changed partners, she stepped forward
and laid her hand on hisdeeve, asking himin alow voiceif heminded if she had alook at hislongbow.

Rhiannon had been fascinated by Lewen’ s bow from the moment she had seen him Strapping it to his
pommel. It was the tallest bow she had ever seen, dmost afoot longer than hers. The arrows he whittled
for himsdlf were aso longer than usua, and she had longed for a chanceto try her hand at them. Her
determination was only piqued by Lewen’s surprised laugh and shake of hishead.

“Yewillnabe able to draw my bow,” Lewen said. “Few can, ye ken. Y e need to be very strong.”
“Medrong,” Rhiannon said indignantly.
“No' that strong,” he answered.

“Lewen’ safamouslongbowman, like hisfather,” Iven said, lifting hisfingersfrom the strings of hisguitar
s0 he could join the conversation. “1t wouldnabe afair contest, Rhiannon.”

“Iven!” Edithe protested, as she and Cameron cameto a hat nearby. “Play on! We want to dance.”
Rhiannon lifted her chin. “Me shoot ogres afore, bet Lewen hasnal”
“Wadl, no, | haven't,” Lewen admitted, “but it still wouldnabe afair contest.”

“Oh, ungdlant,” Rafferty jeered, taking hishand from Felice’ swaist so he could join the conversation.
“I'd put my money on Rhiannon any day.”

“Refferty!” Fdicecried. “Do yeno' want to dance with me? lven, please, will yeno' play on?’

Iven did not hear her, turning to Rafferty and demanding whether he had ever seen Lewen shoot. “For |
swear hisarrows can fly round corners. Y€ d lose your money.”



“I'm afair shot too,” Cameron said belligerently, eager to overcome his humiliation in the wrestling ring.
“I bet | can out-shoot any lass, no matter how much o' atomboy sheis.”

“Let'sset up atarget,” Rafferty said eagerly. “1 wouldna mind trying my hand at Lewen’ sbow too. It's
mighty tall.”

“Iven!” Felicewalled.

“I'll play for you, lassies,” Ninasaid, looking over from the couch by the fire, where she was busy writing
in aleather-bound book. “Y €1l never drag Iven away from a shooting contest.”

“But we need the boysto dance with,” Edithe said waspishly, glaring at Rhiannon.

“If ye can persuade them to keep on dancing with ye, I’ [l be happy to play for ye,” Ninasaid. “But,
indeed, Edithe, | doubt they’ Il pay ye any heed.”

Nina proved to have the truth of it. The boys hardly heard the girls entreaties, being busy looking for
something to make atarget out of, and entreating Lewen to go and get his bow so they could dl try their
strength and skill. Lewen agreed with good humour, and he and Rhiannon went to get their bows and
arrows out of the stables, where they were stored with the rest of their luggage. Iven, Cameron and
Rafferty bused themsalvesrigging up aboard at the far end of the room, drawing rough concentric
circlesonit with chalk. Edithe went to sit down next to Ninawith a sour expression on her face, but
Fdicejoined the others, asking questions with great animation and much laughter. Even shy Maise grew
interested, and found the courage to ask Lewen, when he returned with hisbow and quiver dung over his
shoulder, why his arrows were so much longer than usua and why he fletched them with green.

“My arrows are longer because my bow islonger,” he explained with asmile, “and | fletch them with
feathers plucked from my mother’ srooster’ stail. They are very even and strong, see?”’

To Rhiannon’ s chagrin, she did indeed find it impossible to bend Lewen’ sbow. Her only consolation was
that none of the other apprentices could ether, not even Cameron, who almost burst avein trying. Lewen
grinned and obligingly gave them ademonstration of his bow’ srange and power. He was a superlative
archer. No matter where he stood in the long hall, he was able to send arrow after arrow right into the
heart of the target. He even, at Iven’ slaughing prompt, shot an arrow from outside the room, itsflight
path curving round the doorframe and flying straight to the target, plitting one of Rhiannon’sarrows right
down themiddle.

“That’simpossble,” Rafferty exclamed in awve.
“It' switchcraft,” Cameron said, aggrieved. “It shouldnabe dlowed.”
“I told ye he could shoot round corners,” Iven grinned.

“It' spart o' my Taent,” Lewen said gpologeticdly. “ Anything | make from wood with my own handsis
sort 0'... magicked. | did try towarnye.”

“ Shoot with my bow and arrows then,” Rhiannon cried. “We |l see how good ye are with a bow and
arrows ye havenamagicked.”

“Magicked redly isno’ aword,” Felice pointed out gpologeticdly, but they were dl too excited to listen
to her.

“It willnamake any difference,” Iven said. “1 bet ye awhole gold crown Lewen till beats ye hands
down.”



“I'mno’ betting,” Cameron said sulkily. “He sgot an unfair advantage.”

“I’'mno’ betting either but only because | havenaany gold crowns,” Rhiannon said, her cheeks flushed
and her eyesbright. “1’1l back mysdlf againgt ye, though, Cameron, any day. | bet ye three coppersthat |
can split your arrow down the centrejust like Lewen did mine.”

“All right then,” Cameron cried, seizing her bow. “You'reon.”

“Ded?

“Ded!”

Rhiannon spat on her hand and held it out and, his ears crimson, Cameron seized it and shook it angrily.

Hetook her bow, fitted an arrow to it and bent the bow, making avisible effort to calm histemper
beforefiring avery neat shot into the centre of the target. Rhiannon gpplauded him along with the others,
but then, with extraordinary swiftness, lifted and fired her bow in asingle smooth movement. The arrow
Cameron had shot fell gpart, split nestly intwo.

“Bravol” Rafferty shouted. “Beautiful shooting.”
“Go, lassel” Felicecried. “Y e show those cocky lads.”

Edithe said to Nina, who was watching the competition with as much interest as anyone else, “Do ye no'
find her forward behaviour very unbecoming? It is so very unladylike, don’'t ye agree?’

Ninacast her anirritated look. “No, no' redlly. Sheisavery accomplished archer, why should she no’
take as much pride in that asthe lads do? Redlly, Edithe, witches do no' much carefor archaic socid
proprieties. If ye wish to be a sorceress, ye must try to put aside such silly prejudices.”

Edithe flushed crimson and pursed her lipstightly.

Only Iven did not join in the generd praise, standing back, his brows drawn over hiseyesin amost
uncharacteristic frown. He looked from the arrow, embedded deep in the centre of the target, back at
Rhiannon with a sudden hard glare of suspicion.

“Where did ye learn to shoot, Rhiannon?’ he asked. “Longbows are no’ usua among your people, are
they?”

Rhiannon’ s bright colour faded. “The bow was my father's” she answered gruffly.
“And he taught ye to shoot so well?’

“My father dead. Metaught mysdlf.” Asusua intimes of emotiona stress, her newly acquired language
kills deserted her.

“Yetaught yoursdf very well,” he said, till staring at her with those hard, angry eyes.

“Thank ye,” she said, her eyesflashing up to meet his, then dropping again. “I did have help, to begin
with. There was aman who showed me...” Her wordsfatered away.

“| guessthe fact ye had to teach yourself showsthat | was right, and bows and arrows are no* common
among those 0’ your kind?’

“What kind isthat?" Edithe asked Nina, her eyebrows raised. Ninamotioned her to silence, looking



distressed.

“No, no' common,” Rhiannon answered after amoment.
“Any other longbowsin your herd apart from yours?’
“Herd?’ Cameron asked derisively.

Rhiannon shrugged, turning away to gather up her quiver of arrows. “A few, | suppose. I've never redly
noticed.”

Iven clearly did not believe her, but the restive curiosity on the other apprentices’ faces seemed to check
any other questions he wished to ask her. He picked up his guitar and went out of the room, and after a
moment Ninarose and went after him.

Everyone left behind felt confused and dismayed, not understanding why Iven had been so curt and
angry. Rhiannon finished packing away her arrows, and said to Cameron, “Do no' forget ye owe me
three coppers.”

He scowled and fished in his pocket, saying sharply, “ So where do ye come from, Rhiannon? What did
Iven mean, caling your folk a*herd’ ?”

“I"'m sure he was just speaking metaphoricaly,” Edithe said swestly.

Rhiannon flashed her an angry look, hearing the barb beneath the honeyed tone even if she did not
understand the figure of speech.

“Areye o' faery kind, Rhiannon?’ Felice asked with lively curiosity. “ A Khan' cohban or something, like
the Banrigh?’

“My mother was ahorned one,” Rhiannon answered shortly, not looking a anyone.
There was a surprised murmur.

“A satyricorn, does she mean?’ Cameron demanded.

Edithe sad, “Wadll, that explainsalot!”

“Shouldn’t ye have horns?” Rafferty asked.

Cameron thrust his coins back into his pocket, saying angrily, “Y e should vetold usearlier, it was an
unfair contest! I'm no* paying ye anything.”

Lewen had been quietly packing up his own quiver of arrows, but now he looked up and said, “What
difference doesit makeif Rhiannon is half-satyricorn? Iven just told ye alongbow is an unusua wespon
among the satyricorns. It takes naught away from Rhiannon’s success to ken her background, in fact, it
makesit even more remarkable. Y e owe her those three coppers, Cameron.”

“It wasnaafair contest,” he said sulkily.

“Yes itwas” Felicesaid. “Yeadways kent Rhiannon wastal and strong, Cameron, ye only have to look
at her to kenthat.”

“That'strue,” Landon said. “It would be dishonourable to refuse to pay.” He spoke with such clear
certainty that Cameron was abashed and thrust his hand into his pocket to retrieve the coins and throw



them at her. Rhiannon caught them out of the air, again startling them with the speed of her response.
Lewen looked at Landon and gave him his dow, warm smile, which the young poet returned shyly.

Maisewas|ooking at Rhiannon with frightened eyes, and Edithe looked asif she had just found
something foul on the bottom of her shoe. Rhiannon’ s face had settled back into its sulky lines. She did
not look at any of them but went out of the room, her back very straight.

“Yewill findfolk o' dl kindsat the Theurgia,” Lewen said in avoice made gruff with anger. “ Often those
born o' mingled human and faery blood have the most extraordinary powerso' al. Like the Keybearer
and the Banrigh who, as Felice said, are haf-Khan’ cohban. Or the Banprionnsa Bronwen, whose mother
was hdf-Fairgean. Thereisa Cdestinein my class, and acorrigan, and agirl who isatree-shifter, like
my own mother. Yewill have to get used to seeing faery folk about at the Tower 0 Two Moons.”

“Aye, but a satyricorn,” Edithe said. “No wonder sheis so uncouth.”

“Yewould be uncouth too if ye had been raised by satyricorns,” Lewen said angrily. “We cannahelp our
birth or our upbringing, but we can help the kind o' people we are now.”

Edithe raised her eyebrows, smiled coldly, and went to st down by the fire. After amoment or two,
Cameron went to join her, saying, “Well, no wonder she' ssuch alanky longlegs. A satyricorn!”

“| wonder shewas dlowed to travel with us,” Edithe said. “1 hope sheisno’ dangerous.”

“Shebloody well is,” Cameron said moodily. “Did ye see the way she snatched those coinsout o' the
ar?

Maisie was asking Felice much the same thing, and the pretty brunette was saying doubtfully, “No, I'm
sure Ninaand Iven would no' open usto any red risk. I’ m sure she' sa tame satyricorn.”

Lewen gritted histeeth together, and went in search of Rhiannon. As he expected, she had sought
comfort with her flying mare. Shelooked up ashe camein, and said sullenly, “What ye want?’

“Naught,” heanswered. “I thought I'd come and visit Argent. | wish | could take him out for agallop.
It saways such abore, being shut up ingdefour walls”

Her expression softened. “Aye, | wish too.”

“Happenit’ll clear tomorrow and we can ride out again.”

1] Hmm] m.”

He had got out his currying brushes and was grooming the grey stdlion, which haf-shut its great dark
eyesin bliss. He said no more, and after amoment Rhiannon got out her grooming kit and began to pet
and pamper her mare too, athough Blackthorn's coat dready shone like silk. They worked in
companionable silence for sometime, and Lewen was pleased to see Rhiannon' sface loseits hard, angry
lines. By the time they went back into the house for supper, she had regained her composure, though not
the bright, open, merry face she had worn during the archery contest, an expression Lewen would very
much liketo see again.

Asthey went towards the hall, they saw Iven waswaiting for them in the corridor. Rhiannon’s step
dowed. The jongleur stepped forward to meet them, saying, “Rhiannon, | just... | need to ken. Wasit ye
who shot Connor down?’

Shelooked straight into hisface and said angrily, “Nay.”



“Who wasit, Rhiannon? Can yetdl me? 1t wasone o' your herd, wasnait?’
“I dono* kenwho,” sheanswered. “| wasno’ there.”

“But ye have his clothes, hisdaggers,” Iven said.

“I won them gambling,” she said.

Hisfacerdaxed. “ That' d beright! | should’ ve guessed.”

Shejerked her head and went to move past him. He detained her with one hand on her arm. “1’m sorry,
| did no" meanto imply | suspected yeo' murder. | judt... | really did need to ken, Rhiannon.”

She nodded, removed his hand from her arm and went into the long hall, her head held high, her face set
and expressionless.

Iven looked at Lewen and shrugged, his hands held wide. “1 had to ask her.”
Lewen nodded. “I did too.”

“I'mgladitwasno’ her.”

“Soaml.”

“Do yethink she' s offended?”’

“Wouldn't ye be?’

“| suppose s0,” Iven said unhappily.

“Never mind,” Lewen said. “It cannabe helped. Y e had to ken. Ye could no' ride with her for weeks
suspecting her 0 murder. Better to get it out in the open.”

“I suppose s0,” Iven said again. “Ninathinks I’ m hasty and indiscreet. Happen | am a blabbermouth after
al.” He hesitated. “How are the other bairns? Kenning she’ sa satyricorn, | mean.”

“Itisnaught to be ashamed o ,” Lewen said Hiffly. “The satyricorns have shown themsdavesloyd and
true to the Crown, just like any other faery.”

“Aye, but...” Iven hated himsalf mid-sentence, tugging a his forked beard with both hands. “Auld
prejudices die hard,” he said then, half to himself.

Lewen nodded.

Iven flung an arm about his shoulder. “Let usgo and eat,” he said. “ At least we' re enjoying some variety
to our diet staying here with Ashelma. That man o hersisavery good cook.”

Together they went in to the long hall, where the dining table was back in itsusua place and the babble
of high, childish voicesfilled any awkward sllences. Roden and L ulu had spent the afternoon with the
orphans and seemed to have made lifelong friends with the two eldest boys. One of them had fashioned
himsdlf adingshot and was amusing himsdlf shooting Annisin the bottom with paper pellets, and
pretending it was Strixa the owl, much to the other children’ s amusement.

Ninahad drawn Rhiannon down to sit with her and was doing her best to banish the stiff wariness of her
face. Rhiannon would not be coaxed, however, and ate her meal in unbroken silence, sat through the



usua evening games and storytelling in unbroken silence, and went to bed in the same cold unfriendly
slence. It was only when Ninabrought her another half-dead mouse to sacrifice that her expression
relaxed. Shetook the warm, limp body and said “ Thank ye.”

“I dono' liketo seesmall creaturesbeing killed,” Ninasaid. “It is againgt everything the Coven believes
in. But | kenitisthenature 0’ the cat and the owl to hunt and kill, and | ken ye do so, no* from some
kind o' crudty, but because yetruly believe ye are keeping yoursdf safe by doing so.”

“Not just me,” Rhiannon said. “Usal.”

“Then | thank ye,” Ninasaid. “I hope| can one day teach ye other ways to keep yoursdlf safe from the
dark forces o' thisworld.”

Rhiannon gazed a her for along moment, then suddenly smiled, aswift, smdl, shy, surprisng smile.

“Happen s0,” she answered.

Overnight the steady thrum of the rain dowed to amere pitter-patter, and by dawn it had stopped
atogether. Ninaroused them dl early and bade them dress for riding, and come down for aquick hot
mesdl, for she wanted them on theroad by first light. By thetimeit was bright enough to see the road
without the need for lanterns, the carthorses were harnessed to the caravans and they were making their
goodbyesto Ashedmaand Annis, who came out in the cold, sharp wind in their dressing-gowns.

“Haveacarefor yourselves,” Ashemasad. “1 hope ye have aswift, safejourney.”

“Sodol,” Ninareplied with her quick smile. “Thank ye so much for putting usal up. I'm sorry it wasfor
solong.”

“It was our pleasure, wasn't it, Annis? Werarely get to enjoy the company o' other witches. | hopeye
will comeand vigt usagain.”

“We dloveto. Until then, goodbye!”

“Goodbye! Thank ye!” the othersal called and then, wincing astheir boots sank deep into the mud,
mounted up and rode away down the drive, the gates opening and shutting behind them of their own
accord.

The lane from Ashelma s house was hock-deep in muddy brown water, and one of the caravans was
bogged dmost immediately. By the time they had heaved it free, they were al wet and filthy and out of
temper, and they were not even out of sight of the witch’ stower. They rode on, hunched in their cloaks,
more than alittle perturbed at the Sght of theriver, brown and foamy as gushing ae, and carrying along
great broken branches at immense speed.

They cameto the crossroads and paused for amoment, looking back aong the road to Ardarchy. Warm
golden light glowed in the windows, and wood-smoke rose from the chimneys, torn into fragrant rags by
the wind. Some children were playing with hoopsin the street, and asmell of fresh bread came from the
bakery. A wagon was drawn up in front of the inn, with three men rolling big barrels down aramp and
manhandling them in through the huge door. Four old men sat on the bench in front, puffing on their pipes,
while further down the street two women stood gossiping, laden baskets on their ams, asalittle girl
dressed in ared hooded coat jumped glesfully in the puddles, unnoticed.

They glanced the other way. Only afew feet away the stone humpbacked bridge crossed the Stormness



River. A high, stout gate had been fastened acrossit, locked tight with heavy chains and an enormous
padlock. Theriver flung itsdlf againg the bridge angrily, throwing up gouts of brown foam. Beyond wasa
desolate landscape, grim and drear and empty of al life. The mountainsloomed over it, purple-hued and
draped with thick cloud. The road wound down away from theriver, narrow and rutted and stony,
running with water like astream-bed.

“Couldwe no' stay afew more daysin Ardarchy?’ Felice pleaded. “Indeed, it looks likerain again.”

Ninanodded. “Aye, | ken. But we' ve been delayed far too long already. Two more days on the road
and we' |l be past the Tower o' Ravens and back in the lowlands, where the weether isfairer.”

“What about the ghosts?” Cameron said sullenly.

“Most ghosts are only memories,” Ninasaid gently. “When a place has seen great sorrow or grest joy,
often the emotion soaks down into the very stones and leaves a shadow of itsdlf behind—and those that
havethe gift o' clear-seeing or clear-hearing can pick up fragments o’ those memories. Some people see
ghosts everywhere, and must learn to close their mind’ s eye to them. The Tower o' Ravensisbuilt ona
place o’ power, likedl the witches' towers, and it has seen much horror and bloodshed. Because of
whereit isbuilt, the memories o' those killed are magnified and so even those with very little talent can
sense or even seethe ghoststhat remain. It can be awful, | will admit that, particularly if ye are very
sengtiveto such things. Yefed asif ye are there, watching the battle again, hearing the dhrieks o' the
dying. But itisonly amemory.”

Therewas ashort slence, everyone staring across the river at the barren windswept moors beyond.
“Yesad most ghosts are only memories,” Felice said waveringly. “What about the others?’

Ninahesitated. “It istrue that sometimes a soul refusesto go on and be reborn, but clingsto itslife here,
for whatever reason—hatred, grief, horror, even athirst for life that canna be quenched. These ghosts are
more than just memories o' asoul, they arethe soul itsalf. They are trapped between worlds, unable to
go on because they cannaforget their lives here. That istragic indeed, for then the circle o’ life and death
isbroken and al is unbalanced. A trapped soul can be dangerous, | cannadeny it. Even those that are
no' maevolent but only wracked with grief or horror can cause harm, for they press upon our nerves,
they swamp our soulswith their own negative energy, and can drive those dready prone to melancholy to
deep depression or madness.”

“What about the onesthat are madevolent?’ Edithe asked, her voice shrill.

Ninasghed. “ Few ghosts have the strength to actualy harm ye, Edithe. They have no handsto hold a
sword, they have no feet to kick or teeth to bite. Sometimes, if their will is strong enough, they can cause
objectsto move, just asawitch can, but just clinging to thisworld sapstheir strength and their will and so
itisrare, | promiseye. Their only weapons are fear and horror. If yedo no’ fear them, they cannadrive
yeto madness or infect ye with their misery. Stay close, stay strong, and naught can happen to harm ye.”

The only sound was the wind rattling the branches, the angry roar of theriver and the occasiond clink of
meta as one of the horses shook its mane or stamped itsfoot. Then Edithe Sghed and said facetioudly,
“Very reassuring, thank ye, Nina.”

“My pleasure,” the witch answered, not smiling, and shook the reins so her patient horse leant into the
weight of the caravan and began to draw it forwards once more.

The town reeve reluctantly unlocked the barricade for them, after shaking his head and telling them
gernly it was his duty to warn them that the road that passed the ruined Tower of Ravens was not safe



and he hereby abjured al responsibility for them. Ninathanked him with astrained smile. Then one by
onethey crossed the bridge, the horses baulking at firgt, then shying nervoudy at the flying spray and the
thud of storm-wrack swept against the pylons. The reeve locked the gate behind them.

It began to rain again haf an hour later. It came down inlong danting lines, besting at their backs. There
was nowhere to shelter and so they rode on, enduring in silence. The clouds were so dark and heavy it
was like dusk, and all they could see ahead of them was the long, empty, winding road and the closing
ranks of steep, bare mountains. They passed aruined croft, its windows gaping like blinded eyes, its roof
fdlenin. A little further on they passed abroken fence, the falen dats covered in brambles. The road was
treacherous with mud and rocks, and the horses had to pick their way carefully, sometimes splashing into
puddles so deep the water was up to their withers.

The riders had al unconscioudy drawn together close behind the caravans, the hoods of their cloaks
drawn over their heads. Rain spat in their eyes, and trickled down their necks.

“I dono' likethisplace,” Landon said nervoudly.

“It doesnainspire yeto poetry?’ Cameron jeered, though it was clear he was edgy too from the way he
turned hisface from sdeto side, scanning the misty horizon, his hands fidgeting with the reins.

“I dono' likeit either,” Felicesaid. “1 wishwehad no’ come thisway.”

Blackthorn pranced uneasily, tossing her head and refusing to go forwards. Rhiannon leant forward to pat
her neck. “What isit?’ she murmured.

All the horses had to be urged onwards, and Rafferty had to tug hard on the lead rein before Mais€ sfat
little pony would submit to following him. Ahead was another abandoned croft, its garden and orchard
choked with weeds, its gate hanging off one hinge.

Blackthorn shied sideways, banging into Edithe’ s mare Donnagh, who reared and plunged sdeways.

“Keep your horse under control!” Edithe snapped, bringing her mare round smartly with aviciousdig of
her spurred boot, the reins drawn so tight the mare’ s chin was forced in to her breast.

Rhiannon’' snogtrilsflared. “Bad smdl,” shesad.
“I beg your pardon?’ Edithe demanded coldly.

“Bad smell.” Rhiannon nodded towards the abandoned croft, her brows drawn in over her nose,
breathing in deeply through her nose. She dug her hedsinto Blackthorn’s sde, so the mare legpt forward
into a canter. “Us get away from here.”

“What isit?’ Lewen asked, as she cantered past him, leaping over the ditch beside the road to the rough
soil of theunfilled fidds.

She looked back at him over her shoulder. “Bad smell. Bad fedling. Something hungry. Us better get
a/\/@/_”

The other gpprentices were darmed and began to try to urge their horses forward, but they al plunged
and reared, fighting therein.

Suddenly, apack of snarling, yammering dogs came hurtling out of the gate, skeleton-thin, with
hunger-crazed ydlow eyes.



Maise screamed, and kicked her wooden clogsinto her pony’ s sides. The pony bucked violently and
Maisiefdl off. The dogslegpt upon her, jaws gripping and tearing, and the shrill sound of her screams
rang through theair.



A PALE HORSE

“ And | looked and behold a pale
horse: and his name that sat on

himwas Death.”

Revdations, chapter 6, verse 8



Forest of the Dead

Everyone shouted in horror and dlarm. The caravans were dl over the road, the big carthorses rearing in
terror. The other horses were neighing loudly, and bucking wildly. Edithe and Cameron’s horses both
bolted, the gpprentices clinging desperately to their pommels. Iven was amost run down as he legpt to
the ground, his unsheathed sword in his hand. He had to press himsdlf to the Sde of the caravan to avoid
being trampled.

Landon and Rafferty’ s horses had shied sidewaysinto each other, dmost knocking Landon out of his
saddle. The young poet grabbed his horse’ s mane and hauled himsdlf upright again as his horse legpt the
ditch and galloped away over the rough fields. He had dmost lost his seet again, his stirrups bouncing
againg the gdding’ s sides, hisreinsflapping. Blackthorn flung open her magnificent wings and soared up
into theair, as Rhiannon flew in pursuiit.

Argent neighed a chdlenge and kicked out at the dogs, sending onerolling over and over, yelping. Lewen
legpt from the gallion’ sback, catching one dog by the ruff of its neck and hurling it away, fending off
another with hisarm as he laid about him with hislong dagger. One of theferd animas hekilled at once.
Othersturned to attack him, bearing him down onto his back, and he struggled to keep them from ripping
out histhroat. Argent reared above them, lashing out with his hooves.

Then lven was there, his sword flashing and darting. He ran through the dog at Lewen’ sthroat and
dragged the corpse away, so Lewen could roll over onto hisfeet, then turned to dash and stab at the
dogs dill tearing at Mais€ sflesh. Maise had ingtinctively rolled hersdf into abdl, her arms about her
face, so the dogs had not been ableto get at her throat or somach. Her legs and buttocks and arms
were badly bitten and bleeding heavily, however, and one ear had been haf-torn from her head.

“Eal ssweet eyes,” Ninasobbed, flinging hersdf on her knees beside the moaning girl. “Help me get her
into the caravan!”

Fdlice had been struggling to bring her panicked mare back under control. One big dog had legpt up at
her, seeking to drag her down from the saddle, but although her skirt was rent and muddied, she had not
been hurt. She did down from her horse now and, keeping atight grip on the reins, ran to help Nina.

Rafferty’ s horse had dipped and fdlen in the mud, but Rafferty had managed to fling himself free.
Attacked by three dogs a once, helaid about him with his sword while trying to help his panicked mount
toitsfeet. The rain made the ground so treacherous that he dmost dipped and fell himsdlf, but saved
himsdlf by hauling on the horse sreins. His gelding heaved itsdlf to its feet, and Rafferty managed to kill
one dog and wound the others enough that they ran off, tails between their legs.

“Someone help usl” Ninawept, another dog worrying at Maisi€ sfoot while she and Felice did their best
to drag her away.

Rafferty let go of hishorse sreinsand limped forward, seizing Maisie under her armpits and dragging her
towards the caravan. His gelding plunged sideways, and Felice caught hold of itsreins and held both
trembling horses ill. She was white as skimmed milk.

Driven off their prey by sword and dagger, the dogs prowled nearby, snarling. As one darted towards
them, Iven lunged forward and drove his sword through its breast. At once another one legpt and closed
his jaws upon the jongleur’ sarm. lven fell to one knee as Lewen fought to drag the dog away. For a



moment all was confusion, Lewen stabbing the dog wherever he could. Then at last itsjaws relaxed and
he was ableto pull Iven’ sbloodied arm free.

“Iven, we need help!” Ninacalled franticaly. She and Rafferty weretrying to lift Maisie up the stepsinto
the caravan, but the dogs were lunging and snapping at them, and the brown carthorse was rearing in her
traces, sending the caravan rocking wildly. Roden had brought the other carthorse under control, and
was staring round at them with awhite, horrified face.

With his hand pressed over the ragged wound in hisarm, Iven ran to her aid. Lewen, |eft to face the pack
of dogs aone, crouched down and drew Iven’s sword from the body of the dead dog, swapping his
dagger to hisleft hand.

With hislips drawn back from histeeth and his powerful shoulders hunched forward, Lewen gave such a
terrifying growl that the dogs paused, startled. They sniffed the air, then circled round him, snarling, the
hairs on their skinny backs standing up in aridge. Lewen growled again and suddenly lashed out at the
largest and most ferocious of the dogs, drawing blood aong its shoulder. 1t yelped and Sunk back, tall
between itslegs. After afew morefeintsand alot more vicious growling from Lewen, the pack of wild
dogs suddenly turned and fled back into the ruined croft, afew limping and whining.

Ninaand |ven together managed to lift Maise into the caravan. “ She' s been badly mauled,” Ninasaid,
wiping tearsfrom her cheeks. “The poor lassl Lewen? We need to find the others, quickly.”

Lewen nodded, and whistled to Argent, who came up a an easy canter. Reaching up with one hand, he
saized hold of the pomme and sivung himsdlf up into the saddle, no mean feat consdering how very tal
hisbig grey stalion was and how long his stride. Then they were off, galloping down the road.

Lewen caught up with Cameron fairly quickly, for hisgelding Bastawas generdly a steady,
well-mannered horse and had aready dowed from his headlong pace. Lewen was easily ableto catch his
bridle and bring him back to awalk, acknowledging Cameron’ srather curt thanks with anod and arapid
question about Edithe. Cameron, who was sickly white and clinging rather tightly to his pommd,

managed to raise one hand and point down the road.

“Go back to the others, get them moving fast. Those dogs are starving and will attack again. I'll try and
catch up with Edithe. afore that bloody skittish mare o' hersthrows her.”

Without any discernible signa, Argent began to lope forward again, moving quickly into histhunderous
gdlop. Mud and stones flew up from his hooves. Lewen leant forward, anxioudy scanning the
mist-wreathed valley ahead. Finaly he saw the silhouette of the running mare outlined againg the ky as
she bolted over the crest of alow hill. His heart jerked as he redlised the mare was riderless. With alow
murmur and a pat on Argent’ s shoulder he encouraged him to an even greater speed. Then he saw Edithe
lying on the road before him. As he pulled Argent to ahat and jumped down beside her, she moaned

and moved, lifting her hand to her head. He helped her sit up. Blood trickled from a nasty gash on her
temple.

“Can ye stand? Any bones broken?’
Shetried to stand, with his help, and grimaced with pain. “Ow, my ankle!”

He helped her limp to the side of the road so she could sit on the low wall, then knelt and took her foot in
hishand. “I’ll have to take off your boot,” he warned.

Edithe nodded. Hetried to do it gently but she cried out and began to weep as he managed to wrench it
off. Her ankle was discoloured and swelling rapidly. “I hopeit'sno' broken, only sprained,” Lewen said.



“I’'mno hedler, I'm afraid. Ninawill ken better than me.” He glanced back up the road but therest of his
companions were still out of Sght on the other side of the hill. “Do ye have adagger?”’

Her pupilsdilated blackly. “1? Nay, | have no dagger. Why? What do ye want it for?’

He bent and drew the little black dagger from hisboot and passed it to her, hilt forward. “Just in case,”
he answered. “I must ride on and catch your mare afore she damages hersdlf. I'll be back, never ye
fear.”

She nodded, her bregth alittle unsteady. “Y e expect trouble?’
Lewen gave her hislopsided grin. “Better safe than sorry.”

He vaulted into the saddle again, gathered up the reins and gave Argent asharp tap in the sdeswith his
boots. Argent neighed and took off, galloping down the road, ears pricked forward. The mare was il
running, but was worn out with her terror and dready beginning to founder. Argent was able to catch up
with her before she plunged into athick forest of dark treesthat filled the bottom of the valley, where she
might have hurt hersalf among the branches. Lewen caught her trailing reinsand hauled her to a
shuddering, blowing hdlt, her front legs stretched out before her ftiffly. Her dark brown coat was
scudded with swest, and her bresth was harsh.

Lewen dismounted dowly, not wanting to Spook her into running again, and left Argent to recover his
own breath as he sought to cam the mare. She was trembling violently and so he unpinned his cloak and
laid it over her, damp and mud-spattered asit was, then began to coax her to walk dowly in circles. She
stumbled wearily and he talked to her in alow, soothing voice.

Asthey circled closer to the forest he caught awhiff of something foul and wrinkled hisnose. The mare
amdt it too, for her nogtrilsflared in darm, showing the red hollows within. Shetried to shy away but
Lewen held her firm. Argent whinnied and cantered round them in abig circle, asif striving to head them
away from theforest.

Surprised, Lewen glanced towards the trees. He had thought the smell must come from some dead
animd that had crept into the wood to hide. Instead, with an instant shock of horror, he saw ahaf-rotting
corpse shambling out from under the leafy shadows, one putrid decomposing hand held out asif in
entreaty. It still wore thefilthy tattered remains of a shroud. One shriveled breast showed through the
rags. Its eye sockets were empty, eaten out. Its hair hung down in long, dirt-caked waves. Sowly it
stumbled towards L ewen, the stench coming over him in wavesthat made him retch.

The bay mare neighed and reared, tearing her head free of Lewen’sloosened grasp, and bolting back in
the direction she had come. Knocked off balance, he fell to his kneesin the mud, the dead woman
lurching doser to him with each ungainly step.

Rhiannon crouched on Blackthorn's back, forcing herself to watch as the ground fell away below her.
Even after dmost aweek on the winged horse' s back, she had not managed to control the ingtinctive
cower of terror as shefelt Blackthorn’s muscles clench and rel ease benegath her, felt substantia ground
fal away and the precarious power of air lift and hold her. She had nightmares of faling, dreams so redl
that she would rouse with ajerk and have to open her eyes and reach out her hand and clench on to the
roots of grassto reassure herself she was safe on the earth. The only fear more profound was the terror
that the others might guess and mock her, saying she was no true thigearn.

Blackthorn beat her long powerful wings, rising higher in the air. The wind was cold and made tears start



to Rhiannon’ s eyes. She pressed with her knees, directing the mare to veer |eft, as she rubbed away the
tears, searching for some sign of Landon. Clouds were rolling down from the mountains, and therewas a
low ingstent rumble of thunder. Rain washed over them, drenching them to the skin. Theonly sign of life
was araven flying high above theforest in the valey, occasondly caling out in his harsh, melancholy
voice. Otherwise dl was 4ill.

Rhiannon crouched lower on the winged mare' s back as Blackthorn shivered, her wingbests faltering.
“No need to fear, my bonny,” she murmured, stroking the damp black hide. “We just need to find
Landon. Can ye see Nuinn anywhere?’

Blackthorn whickered and began to circle lower. Rhiannon leant forward and saw Landon below her,
looking rumpled and muddy, leading hisgrey gelding back towards the road. Nuinn was limping badly.
Landon heard the beat of wings and waved hishand in urgent greeting. Blackthorn landed lightly before
him.

“Nuinn hurt hisleg,” Landon said anxioudly. “It’sbleeding. | dinnaken what to do, whether to make him
walk onit or not.”

“Storm coming,” Rhiannon said. “Wewak him back dowly.”

Landon nodded. “ That’ swhat | thought too. Oh, Rhiannon, | do no' likethisvaley. It makesmefed...”
He gave alittle shudder and tightened hisgrip onthe bridle. “I do no’ ken how to describeit. My skinis
al aprickle”

Rhiannon nodded. “Metoo.”

She dismounted and cast aquick eye over the gelding’ sforeleg. Blood oozed from along red gash, and
it was clear it hurt the gelding to put weight on that leg. Then shelooked up at Landon. “What about ye?
Wereyethrown?’

Landon blushed and nodded. “I’m no' avery good rider,” he said miserably. “No’ likeye.”
1] Hurt?’

“Shaken up awee,” the boy said, “and bruised al over, for sure, but nay, no' hurt. | just wish Nuinn had
no’ beeninjured. If I d been abetter rider this wouldna have happened.”

Rhiannon shrugged, leading the way back towardsthe road. “ All riders thrown sometimes. Dogs ' faullt,
no' yours. Horsesno’ like dogs.”

There wasaquick flash of lightning, and afew momentslater thunder growled again. Therain was
coming in waves over the hills, flattening the grass and the brambles. A grey twilight hung over the
landscape, and the encircling mountains were hidden in greet, roiling clouds.

“Bad storm coming,” Rhiannon said sombrely. “Bad feding here.”

“I fed like someone swatching us,” Landon said with ashiver and pulled his damp, muddy cloak about
him. They heard the raven cry again and looked up in sudden superstitious apprehension.

“Something iswatching us” Rhiannon said.

They felt very done and exposed in the middle of that rough brown field, and unconscioudy quickened
their step, forgetting Nuinn’ sinjury. The raven flew over their heads, and then the rain swept over them
asif tied to the bird' s black wings.



“There sthe others,” Rhiannon said, seeing the two caravans pulled up haphazardly ontheroad. “Let’'s
hurry.”

They ran forward over the tussocks of grass, Nuinn limping badly. Iven came out onto the caravan steps
and greeted them thankfully.

“WEe ve driven the dogs away for the moment. Lucky for us Lewen can speak the language o' dogsl” he
sad. He glanced at the pack of feral animals crouching just insgde the gate, their yellow eyesintent, the
hair on their spines stiff. One crept forward afew steps, snarling. Iven frowned.

“It won't be long afore they attack again. Let’sget moving. Roden, ye and Lulu get in our caravan and
do no' come out for anything. Felice, yego onin and seeif ye can hedp Nina,” he said. “Landon, ever
driven acaravan? No? Och, there’ s nothing to it, just hold the reins and Sure will do the rest. Rafferty,
can ye help Rhiannon lead the other horses? We must get away from here, those dogs are gathering
courage to attack again, sure as apples.”

“Throw them somefood,” Rhiannon said. “That’ | keep them busy while we get away.”

“Good ideg,” Iven answered, asthe growling rose in volume and ferocity. The horses al sidestepped
nervoudy, earslaid back.

“Pity ye have no meat to feed them,” Rhiannon said with fedling. Iven cast her arueful glance, knowing
how much she had missed eating meet Snce joining company with the witches, and scrummaged in the
store-barrelsfor something to throw the dogs.

As soon as lven flung some hunks of cheese and bread and onion pie at the dogs, the starving animas
legpt upon the food. At once the two carthorses began to jog away down the road, Rafferty and
Rhiannon close behind, leading the other horses. They met Cameron at the crest of the hill, and after a
hurried consultation he climbed up onto the driving seet of the red caravan, taking the reinsfrom Landon,
who was looking white and frightened. Behind them they heard vicious snarling and barking asthe dogs
fought over the remnants of the food. The carthorses quickened their pace, the caravans swaying
precarioudy.

Hafway down the hill, they found Edithe, sitting white-faced and bleeding on the ground, adagger
clenched in her hand.

“My mare!” shecried. “My horse! | just saw her, bolting away again. That way!”
“Where Lewen?’ Rhiannon asked.

Edithe shrugged, pointing down the road, which dipped and then rose again over the crest of another low
hill. Behind them they heard ye ping, alot more snarling, and then, ominoudly, the long, drawn-out howl
of dogs on the hunt. For amoment they al froze, listening, then everyone legpt into movement. Iven
half-carried Edithe up the stairs of the red caravan, shoving her through the door, then scrambled up into
hisdriver's seat again. He brought the reins down on the gelding’ s rump with athwack and the big,
shaggy grey began to jog forward, whickering in distress. <

“I get Donnagh,” Rhiannon said and thrust Basta sreins a Rafferty, before whedling Blackthorn round
and urging her into the air. The great black wingsrose and fdl rhythmically, horse and rider soaring high
into the air. Rhiannon could see the terrified mare ssumbling blindly across the rough fields, and followed
her, caling out to her with her mind. Sop! Yewill fall. Yewill break your leg. Do no ‘fear. | come. Me
and Blackthorn, we come. Sop...



The mare' s headlong pace faltered and she came to a hdt, shuddering with exhaustion, her head down,
her legs braced. Blackthorn folded her wings and went spiraling down, landing lightly next to her.
Donnagh flinched but was too exhausted to shy away. Rhiannon reached out her hand, grasped the bridle
and forced the mare to walk along beside her, her hide scummy with swest, her legstrembling. Asthey
walked, Rhiannon scolded the mare and she hung her head in shame. When the brown mare had caught
her breath, Rhiannon coaxed her into astiff-legged trot, conscious dl the time of the howling of the

pursuing dogs.

By the time they reached the road again the dogs were racing along just behind the caravans, which were
swaying roughly over therutsin theroad, dl of the horses galloping at full speed, necks siretched out.
Rhiannon let go of Donnagh’ s bridle, warning her sternly to keep close and not bolt again, then unhitched
her bow from her pommel. She drew an arrow from the quiver on her back and lifted the bow, aiming
carefully. Therewas atwang and then adreadful yelping. One of the dogs went down under the whedl of
the red caravan. Some of the pack turned on the injured animal, tearing it to pieces, but the others kept
on running, snapping at the horses hed s, trying to hamstring them. Rhiannon shot another arrow, and
another. Two more dogsfell.

Then Landon’s horse sumbled, hisinjured foreeg giving way. He fell heavily into the road, amost
dragging Rafferty down with him. Asthe dogs leapt upon the terrified horse, tearing out its throat,
Rafferty heaved himsdlf back into the saddle and forced his own horse's head around, whipping him
forward. He had let go of dl the lead reins but the horses were running together now, as a herd, and did
not need to be led. Blackthorn galloped behind them, keeping them all together.

“Where Lewen?’ Rhiannon asked again, anxioudy.

No-one could answer her.

Lewen scrambled to his feet just as the dead woman lurched forward, decaying arms held open asif to
embrace him. As her bony fingers seized him and drew him closer, the foul stench amost overwhelmed
him. For aningtant’ he stared into the empty eye sockets so closeto his, where he could see the wriggle
of white maggots till feeding. Violently he pushed her avay, staggering backwards. She fell, her mouth
open asif to shriek, and as she hit the ground her skin burst open like an overripe plum, putrid flesh
spilling out with aliquid splash that caused Lewen to bend and vomit violently. Again and again he
retched, until his somach had nothing left to give, and then he broke into astumbling run.

Blinded by the heavy rain, he dipped in the mud and fdll into along shallow pit. The bottom of the pit was
covered in water and he was drenched to the skin and smeared with clay. He hauled himsalf upright and
dragged himself out of the ditch, clutching at the dippery muddy sidesfor purchase. Wiping the dimy
muck from hisface he saw he was right up under the shadow of the trees. There were other mounds of
disturbed earth nearby, and afew long pitslike freshly dug graves.

Lewen’s skin was crawling, and he scraped away as much of the mud as he could, feding sick.
Something moved under the shadow of the low-hanging branches and every nervein his body jumped.
Lewen peered under the branchesfearfully. Seeing a dark, man-like shape lurching towards him, he spun
on hished torun.

A corpse stood right before him. Lewen cannoned into it before he could help himsdlf. He cried doud in
horror and recoiled, astherotting cadaver reached out with pleading hands, grasping hisarm. Lewen
wrenched hisdeeve avay, fedingit tear. “Stop it!” he cried. “Leave me aone!”



For amoment he stared into the cavernous, haf-rotted face, seeing beneath the grey skin and the staring
hollow eye sockets something of the man it must have once been. The stench was so overpowering his
bresth snagged in histhroat. He pressed his hands over his nose and mouith, trying not to vomit again,
and backed dowly away. He felt something, or someone, right behind him, and froze. Very dowly, his
limbstrembling violently, he turned.

Close behind him stood an old man. White hair still clung to his blackened sca p. Filthy scraps of shroud
hung from his bony shoulders. Bones gleamed paely through the withered skin. He was crying, his mouth
hanging wide open, hishandsheld up in entreaty. A horrible keening sound filled the air. Lewen thought
he could hear words among the sobbing and wailing. “Help us, save us, avenge us,” he heard. “Heedlp
g

Lewen backed away, turning on hishedl. On al sides stood emaciated corpses, their hands held out
pleadingly, their decomposing facestwisted in grief. More came shambling out of theforest. A few were
mere skeletons, their jerking bones held together by someinvisible force, their jaws clacking horribly.
Many were no higher than Lewen’ sthigh.

He heard Argent’ strumpeting neigh and ran that way, dashing tearsfrom hiseyes. Thestdlionwasina
terrified sweet, the white rim of his eyes showing, hisearslaid back. Somehow Lewen managed to haul
himsdlf into the saddle before hislegs gave way. The stalion swerved and began to run. Lewen made no
attempt to control the stallion’ s headlong pace, using al his strength just to stay in the saddle.

Then he saw the caravans hurtling towards him down the rough, stony road, swaying so violently it
seemed they must topple over. He leant forward, pressing one knee into Argent’ s hot, damp side, pulling
gently on onerein. Obediently the stalion veered round and came gdloping dongsde the blue caravan.

“Stop! Stop!” Lewen cried. He could not frame the words to describe what he had just seen, but knew
only they must not go any further.

Iven was driving the caravan. “Lewen! What' swrong?’
“Must stop,” Lewen panted.
“Cannastop,” Iven snouted back. “Dogs at our hedls.”

Lewen glanced back over his shoulder. Behind the swaying caravans, behind the galloping wild-eyed
horses, came the mob of dogs, howling with blood-lust.

“They took down Landon’s horse, you' d think that would hold them off for awhile,” Iven said. “But
they’ re mad with hunger, poor mutts.” Onewhed of the caravan hit a pothole and he was dmost jerked
off his seat. He hauled himsalf upright and concentrated on the road, such asit was.

“No' safeahead,” Lewen said. “Iven, there's... walking dead ahead. Dead people, corpses, walking
around in broad daylight.”

Iven' s eyebrows shot up. He hauled back on the reinsingtinctively, but the grey carthorse had the weight
of the caravan at hisback and could not easily stop.

“Dead people?’

Lewen nodded. “Onetook hold o' me.” He shuddered involuntarily, feding nausearisein histhroat. “I
pushed her off meand she... sort o' fell gpart. But there were others, Iven. | saw them moving in the
treesand... arrgh, | smelt them.” His stomach won out and he leant over, retching. Argent neighedin
protest and swerved sideways, dmost unsesting Lewen.



“Mad dogs behind, walking corpses ahead,” Iven said ruminatively. “ Delightful place, this.”

“What are we going to do?’ Lewen cried. “L ook, those trees just ahead, that’ s where they are, the
walking dead.”

Iven whipped his carthorse back into a ponderous gdlop. “Ride, Lewen!” he cried. “Ridefor your lifel”

Theroad ran straight through the spinney of trees. Trees crowded close on ether Sde, forcing them to
fdl into snglefile. Branches dammed into the sides of the caravans, scraping away paint and tearing free
some of the decorative fretwork. They made no attempt to retrieve it, the horses behind driving it deep
into the mud with their hooves. Asthe horses were forced to dow by the deep ruts and sucking mud, the
dogs swiftly gained ground on them. Lewen and Rhiannon turned and fired arrow after arrow into the
pack. Nearly every onefound its mark and those that fell were mesat for the other dogsto fight over.
Soon there was only ahandful of dogs still pursuing them, led by abig yellow brute with crazed eyesand
blood-davered jaws.

Rhiannon had only one arrow left. With her body twisted right round, rising and faling to the rhythm of
Blackthorn's powerful gallop, she raised the bow and squinted aong the arrow’ s length. Just as shewas
about to let the arrow fly, alow tree branch knocked her from her horse’ s back. With a scream shefell.

“Rhiannon!” Lewen shouted and brought Argent wheeling round on his haunches. Just asthe big yelow
dog legpt upon Rhiannon’ sfallen body, Lewen shot an arrow straight through its chest, knocking the dog
head over hedls. Then Lewen flung himsalf down on the road on hisknees, pulling Rhiannoninto his
arms. With frantic hands he brushed away the tangled mess of her hair, looking down into her face.
“Rhiannon, Rhiannon,” hewhigpered. “Areye hurt?’

She opened her eyes and looked up into hisface. “No' me,” she said.
Lewen bent his head and kissed her.

Theworld went gtill and quigt, al the clamour of snarling dogs, sampeding horses and jolting caravans
fading away. Rhiannon reached up her hand and cupped it round the back of Lewen’s head, fingers
threading through his curls. Lewen' s breath caught and he pressed his mouth down harder upon hers,
feding her body curl into him.

Then aghrill neigh of anxiety penetrated his dazed senses. He jerked upright, in time to see another dog
leaping upon them. Indtinctively hefdt for his sgian dubh, the dagger he worein his boot, but as his
fingersfound the sheath empty he remembered giving hisknife to Edithe. He had time only to seizethe
dog'sthroat in hishands and hold it off, even asthe weight of the dog bore him down onto his back.
Then suddenly the dog jerked and went limp, faling upon his chest, blood gushing dl over hishands. He
thrust the dog away and saw Rhiannon withdraw her dagger from its chest, and wipe its bloodstained
blade on her breeches.

“Best go,” shesad.

He nodded, bereft of words. Together they ran and vaulted up onto the backs of their horses, leaving the
dead dogs behind for the remnants of the pack to fight over. Then they were galloping down the road
again, eager to catch up with the caravans.

Lewen risked aglance a Rhiannon asthey rode. Her black hair whipped out behind her like aliving
cloak and her hands and face and body were smeared with blood and mud. She turned and smiled at
him, and he fdlt the hot clench of desire. He looked away, finding it hard to breathe. So beautiful , he
thought. So dangerous...



Rhiannon laughed.

The next ingtant they were once again having to rein their horsesin to aviolent halt. The blue caravan had
hit adeep rut and was bogged in the mud. Iven and the boyswere al desperatdly trying to drag it free,
Rafferty pulling at the big gelding’ s head, Iven and Cameron trying to lift the caravan with their shoulders
while Landon kndlt in the mud, thrusting branches under the whed!.

Lewen dismounted. To his surprise hislegs dmost gave way beneath him. “Here, let me help,” he said,
coming acrossto put his shoulder to the whed!.

“Quick! Quick!” lven cried.
“Thedogsare dl dead, or gorging themsalves on their kin,” Lewen said weerily.

“It' sno’ thedogs I’m worried about now,” Iven said. Lewen looked up in surprise. Only then did he
amell therank odour of rotting flesh. Something moved in the grey dusk under the trees, something out of
rhythm with the blow of leaf and rain.

“Oh, no,” he said blankly.
“Oh, yes,” Iven shot back. “Now, heave!”

With awill Lewen heaved. The caravan came up out of the mud with asucking sound and rolled
forward. The boys scrambled back to their feet. Then al went still and quiet as stone.

All round them stood the company of the dead. Some were nothing but bones and staring skulls, others
were freshly risen from their grave and bore only the faintest purple bloom of putrefaction on their chalky
skins. Some even had eyes Hill, filmed over, their eyel ashes clogged with grave-dirt. These were the ones
who reached out their cold hands asif begging, who stretched their mouths into moans and shrieks, who
groped their way forward, lifting their limbsin agrotesque parody of living movement. It was not the
jerking skeletons that caused the most horror but those most newly dead, who had skin and hair and
eyes dill, and features recognisable il as old man or young woman or little boy.

Rafferty made a gagging noise and swayed where he stood. Iven strode quickly to stand by him, holding
him up with one hand. “Ninal” he called softly. “Ninal”

The door of the red caravan opened and Nina stood upon the step, looking out into the twilight forest
where, step by stumbling step, the host of the dead closed in upon them. She stood frozen for amoment,
horror on her face. Then she reached back into the caravan and pulled out her guitar. “ Close your eyes
and your ears, my dears,” she said gently. “And throw your cloaks about your horses' heads. | am going
to sing the songs o' sorcery and | do no’ want ye ensorcelled too.”

For amoment no-one moved, their muscles paraysed with dread. Then everyone sprang to obey. They
wrapped their heavy, rain-wet cloaks about their horses' heads and then huddled their own faces under
the muffling folds of cloth, pressing their hands over their ears. Therethey hunched for an excruciatingly

long time, hearing nothing but the thunder of their own blood in their ears.

At last Lewen felt agentle touch on his shoulder. He stifled a shriek and sprang away from the touch,
fighting hisway free of thefolds of his cloak. Argent neighed and reared back, spooked by Lewen’sfear.
It was only Iven though, hisfar hair and beard bedraggled with rain.

“All iswdl,” he said. “Ninahas sung the dead home.”



Lewen looked about him in amazement. Lanterns had been lit at the front and back of both the caravans,
casting awarm circle of light over the road. The dead lay in crumpled hegps where they had fallen. Nina
sat on the steps of the caravan, her guitar drooping from one hand. She looked ill and haggard, with deep
blue rings under her eyes. The sunbird stroked itslong, curved beak againgt her cheek affectionately.

“How?’ wasdl Lewen could say.

Iven shrugged. “Yethink | ken, lad? | had my earswell plugged, | assureye. | am naught but ajongleur.
Itismy wifewho isthe sorceress. All | ken is she has drained her strength. | have to get her to warmth
and shelter, and quickly. | do no’ want her getting sorcery sickness! Help me rouse the others and let us
get away from this accursed wood.”

“Aye, avay from here” Ninasaid in adull, flat voice. “Away from the stench o death. Oh, Iven! Find us
ahouse, abarn, somewhere with walls and aroof. For there are more out there, | can sensethem. | do
no’ want to camp in the open tonight, when we are dl so weary.”

Iven swallowed and rubbed his hand over hisface. “Go and rest, my darling. | will find us somewhere
safe, | promise.”

She nodded and stood up, swaying for amoment as giddiness overcame her. Moving like an old, sick
woman, she hauled hersdf up the sairs, the guitar dangling from her hand.



Fetterness Valley

Lewen went to Rhiannon, gently drawing away her cloak. He was surprised to find her sckly whiteand
trembling al over, her pupils so widdly dilated her eyeslooked black in the flickering lantern light. To his
surprise and pleasure, she flung hersdf into hisarms, choking on sobs.

“Why, what' swrong, leannan?’ he asked, stroking her back.
She shuddered, unable to speak.

“Dinnabeafrad,” hesad. “All iswell. Look, Nina has sung the dead to deep, or true death, what, |
redlly do no' ken. But they are quiet now and willnabother usagain. All iswell.”

She pulled hersdlf away from him, her hands clenched into fists. “No* afraid,” she said.

Puzzled, he put his hand on her arm, trying to draw her round to face him. “No, o' course no’. Naught to
be afrad o' now. Come, ye re shivering. Y € re wet through with rain, and the wind is cold. No wonder
ye cannastop shivering!”

He put his arm about her, but she jerked away. “ Cdl thiscold?’ shejeered. “It'sno’ even snowing!” She
huddled her arms about her body, trying to control the shudders that racked her.

Ninapaused on the top step of the caravan. “Let her comeinto the caravan with me. | cannaheat usa
hot drink, but | do have dry clothes and warm blankets. We' re all exhausted.”

“No" exhausted,” Rhiannon said stubbornly. “I fine.”

“Rhiannon, ye retrembling,” Lewen said. “ Go in with Ninaand get dry and warm.”
“Nay. | stay with horse, | ride. Yego in and get warm, if ye so cold.”
“But Rhiannon...”

“| said | ride!”

“Butit'sraning...”

“Yethink | metinaweedrop o ran?’

“Nay, o' courseno! | just—"

“Yeno' worry about rain, why must 1?1 just as strong and brave asye.”
“Of courseyeare, | dinnamean to—"

“Then shut up and ride. Horses get cold.”

“What'sdl this clishmaclaver?’ Frowning, Iven came up to them, the other boys close behind him.
“What' swrong?’

“Naught,” they both said tiffly, moving away to grasp their horses and swing themselves back up into the
saddle.



“Rhiannon?’ Ninacdled frominsde her caravan. “Will yeno' comein and get warm?’

“I plenty warm,” Rhiannon said through her chattering teeth. “1 ride.”

“Areyesure?’ lven sad.

“Aye, | sure,” Rhiannon snapped, whedling Blackthorn round abruptly. “Why ye doubt me?’
“l dono’ doubt ye,” Iven said, taken aback. “I just—"

“Tdk, tak, dl any o' yeever doistalk,” Rhiannon said and kicked her mareinto agalop. Mud sprayed
up from Blackthorn’s hooves and splattered against Iven' sface, but by the time he had indignantly wiped
his face clean and opened his mouth to retort, girl and horse had vanished down the road.

“She' sgot a shocking bad temper, that lass,” Iven said, shaking off gobs of mud from hishand. “Well,
we' d best get after her. It' sabad night to be galloping about in.” He cast a shrewd look at Lewen, who
was s0 baffled and angry that he felt unable to speak or look at anyone, then sighed.

“| guess she doesnallike admitting she' safraid,” Iven said to no-onein particular. “ Silly lass. Everyone
fedlsfear sometimes. May aswel admit it. It'slike love. No point trying to hide what yefed. It'Il bresk
through in the end, regardless”

Lewen felt adow burn of shame and embarrassment spread over hisbody. He stared through Argent’s
earsgrimly, saying nothing.

“Comeon, let’ sget ontheroad,” Iven said, clambering up into the drivers seat and clicking histongue at
the big, grey horse standing so patiently between the shafts. Landon was hoisted back onto the driving
sedt of the girls caravan, and the other boys forced themselves to remount, groaning astheir aching
muscles complained. Only their fervent desire to get away from this place of deeth gave them the strength
they needed. They rode on into the damp gloom of the wood, staring al around them, flinching at every
creak of branch or rustle of wind. Lewen could not help peering anxioudy down the shadowy road,
looking for Rhiannon, but when she came cantering back up to them, jeering a them for being so dow,
he neither spoke nor looked at her, instead concentrating on spying out the road ahead. Shefell in behind
the caravans on the other side, asfar away from Lewen as she could get. Lewen's chest tightened with

misary.

He did not understand what was wrong with her. One minute she had been fighting by hisside, kissng
him passionatdly, laughing asthey galoped side by sde through the rain-swept forest. Then, the very next
ingtant, shewas cold and angry, rejecting him fiercely.

Lewen did not know what he had done to offend her. He hoped it was not his kiss that had changed her
so profoundly. He had not meant to kiss her. He knew how much she hated to be touched. He had
longed to take her in his arms from the very moment he had seen her, but shewaslike awild cregture
caught in atrap, ready to bite any who tried to free her. He knew she needed gentleness and patience
before she could be tamed, not the urgency of desire that sometimes threatened to overwhelm him. And
shewas only alass, and she had been placed under the protection of his mother’ s best friends.

It did not matter that Rhiannon was unlike any young lady he had ever met, haf-wild, and innocent of
society’ s etiquette. He knew that if Ninashould find him kissing Rhiannon, she would be troubled and
upset. He knew his mother would be horrified.

If hewasto do what society expected of him, he would wait till Midsummer and then ask her to jump the
fire with him. When they were properly handfasted, he could take her to his bed and keep her there, at



least for ayear, when he would ask her to jJump thefire again. If she said yes, then they would be wed,
and he could have her in his bed for ever after. He could not imagine anyone approving. Not his parents,
nor his Righ, nor the Coven, who liked their apprenticesto finish their training before they got distracted
with affairs of the heart. Certainly not Dillon of the Joyous Sword, captain of the Blue Guards.

Y eomen of the Guards swore to serve the Righ astheir first and only master, and those who wished to
marry usudly |eft the Righ’ s service, as Lewen' sfather Nial had done when he jumped the fire with
Lilanthe. Often they were given asmall estate to manage, or given some other role at court, but they
forfeited the right to wear the blue cloak and the badge of the charging stag.

He did not need to marry her, of course. The people of Ravenshaw were not like the Tirsoilleirean with
their fear and hatred of the natural desires of the body. Indiscretions of the heart were usually smiled at,
unless there was a babe, and even then neither party was reviled if they chose not to marry. Witches of
the Coven were even more relaxed in their attitudes. If Lewen decided to stay with the Coven, he could
do as he pleased, aslong as his affairs did not cause too much disruption. The Y eomen did not have the
same freedom. Dillon of the Joyous Sword kept very gtrict discipline and would frown on any amorous
indiscretion. Particularly one with awild haf-satyricorn who was suspected of being implicated in the
murder of aY eoman of the Guard. Lewen could not imagineit helping his career prospects.

Lewen would never have kissed Rhiannon if he had not spent the last few hours at the very extremities,
fighting for hislife and facing desth squarely in the face. She had not seemed to mind. She had kissed him
as passionately, opening her mouth to his, pulling him closer with an urgent hand, curling her body into
his. The memory of it was enough to make hot blood flood Lewen’ s groin. He stifled agroan and shifted
in the saddle, glancing Sideways at her cool patrician profile. She did not glance back.

On and on the horses plodded with hanging heads, following the swaying lantern at the back of the
caravans. They came out of the false dusk of the wood into the true dusk of the sinking sun, the sky
behind them flaming with brilliant reds and oranges that dowly faded to crimson, and then to pink and at
last to violet, asthey rode through unfilled fields, past abandoned crofts and ruined cottages, al gaping
opentothewind and rain.

On and on they rode in the darkness, till Landon was adegp on the bench, the reins flgpping loose, and
Rhiannon and the boys were jerking about on the backs of their horses, only kept awake by the cold rain
trickling down their necks.

Then the jongleurs caravans ground to a halt. Lewen, jolted awake by the cessation of movement,
looked up, rubbing his eyes. They had cometo agate in ahigh wal, topped with upright shards of glass
that glinted in the light of the lanterns. Insde thewall was asteep, peaked roof, and alow window from
which candldight shone, wel coming and warm, and the soft sound of voices.

Shivering in their damp cloaks, the boys watched hopefully as1ven climbed down from the caravan and
went up to hammer on the gate. Lewen smet wood-smoke on the breeze and something delicious that
made sdiva spring in hismouth. He had not redlised he was hungry.

At the sound of Iven’sfig, the faint murmur of voices faded away. Iven hammered louder. Therewasno
response. At last he cried out angrily, “For pity’ s sake, open the gate! We have an injured girl hereand
we aredl exhausted. Please, let usin!”

There was an exclamation and then a swift exchange of low voices. Then they heard a soft, cautious step,
and aman said, “Who' sthere? What do you want?’

“Just shelter for the night,” lven said, his voice hoarse with exhaustion. *We were set upon by apack o'
ravening dogs and were hard pressed to fight them off. One 0’ uswas badly mauled, agirl. She'sno' yet



Sxteen. Pleasg, let usin!”

There was no response.

“Pleasel” Iven cdlled. “It israining and we are dl cold and hurt. We can pay. We have money.”
“Who areye?’ The man’ svoice was surly with suspicion.

“l anajongleur, caled Iven Ydlowbeard. | have my wife and son here, and aparty o lads and lasses,
who haveridden far and fought hard today. Some 0’ us are hurt. Please, for E&' s sake, have mercy and
let usin.”

“A jongleur? Here in Fetterness?’ They heard the bolt scrape back and the gate opened barely a crack.
A man'sface peered out at them. He was dark-eyed and dark-haired, like most people in Ravenshaw,
and carried along double-bladed sword, nearly astal as himsaf. He held it out threateningly, hiseyes
running over the garishly painted caravans, the weary, mud-spattered horses and the hunched shapes of
Rhiannon and the boys, the youth of their faces evident in the glow of the lanterns. The door of the
caravans had opened, Ninalooking out of one and Felice out of the other, her dishevelment not

disguising her fresh young beauty.

“By my beard and the beard o' the Centaur!” he exclaimed. “Wéll, ye look live enough. | suppose ye can
comein.” He dragged the gate open, staring suspicioudy out into the darkness, his sword held high.
Gratefully they rode through and the man shut the gate quickly behind them, damming home the bolts.

“The gtableisover thisway,” hesaid. “ Y€ Il haveto pay mefor the hay. We have little enough left after
thewinter. Y our horseslook fair foundered. Come, I'll help ye unharness them and rub them down.
Look, those lads areriding in their deep! What on earth are ye doing out after sundown? Do ye no' ken
the dead walk these hills?’

“Aye, weken... now,” Iven answered heavily.

“I guessye meant to make Fetterness afore they shut the gates,” the man said. “They willna open after
the sun has gone, no' evenfor thelaird 0’ Fettercairn himself. Here, lad, take this bucket. There sawdll
intheyard. We'll just get these horses settled and ye can come in and rest by thefire. It' slate, we've
eaten our supper aready and were readying oursalves for bed, but I’ m sure my wife can find something
for yeto eat. There' s aways bean soup.”

Bean soup sounded heavenly.

They were dl sotired, the settling of the horses seemed to take forever. For once Iven did not insist on
every piece of leather and stedl being polished to a high sheen, but let them wipe away the worst of the
dirt and hang the tack on pegsto be cleaned in the morning. He then carried Maisie out of the caravan
and into the house, trying hard not to jolt her as he hurried through the pelting rain. Maisie was white with
shock and pain, and the bite wounds on her arm and legs and head were il bleeding duggishly through
their bandages. The otherstrailed behind, too worn-out and hungry to notice more than the warmth of the
firein the candldit kitchen and the good smell of soup.

Thefarmer was named Tavish MacTavish, and hiswife, al bones and cavernous hollows, was named
Alice. For awhile al was bustle and hustle, as Maisi€ s ugly bite wounds were cleaned and re-bandaged,
Iven'sarm and Edithe' s head and sprained ankle attended to, home-made hedling potions and afew
mouthfuls of soup swallowed, and the two injured girls tucked up to deep in the Sitting room, where the
fire ftill glowed on the hearth. The others were alowed to wash in the scullery and then fed black bread
and soup in deep bowls. Ninawas so exhausted that she sat in silence, Roden aslegp on her lap,



wrapped warmly within the shelter of her plaid. Iven managed to coax her to eat afew mouthfuls of the
soup, and then Alice, naticing her pallor, got down abottle of goldend oe wine and poured her atiny
glassful. Ninadrank it obediently and alittle colour came back into her cheeks and she stirred, reaching
for her spoon. The plaid fell away from Roden’ shead of chestnut curls, nestled sweetly into Nina's
breast, and Alice stopped in mid-movement, staring a him, her sudden pallor making her face seem
gaunter than ever.

“A weeladdie,” shewhispered. She put down the precious wine bottle with such nervelessfingersit
amogt toppled from the table. Tavish reached out and caught it.

“Now, now, Alice” hesaid anxioudy.

She sat down, taring at the deeping boy with an expression of such pitiful yearning on her face that her
husband came round to stand behind her, resting both hands on her skinny shoulders.

“Welost our boy,” he explained awkwardly. “ Just afore Hogmanay. She grieves till.”

“I’'m so very sorry,” Ninasaid, so tired and overwrought that quick tears of sympathy welled up in her
eyes.

“What are ye doing riding the moors at night wi* aladdie? Alice said accusingly. “Doyeno’ ken? How
canyeno' ken?’

Nina made a helpless gesture. “We heard stories but...”

“No ladsare safein thisvalley, do yeno' understand, yefools?’ Her voice rose hystericdly. “We
thought we could keep our boy Dooly safe, with our high walls and our long sword and the strength o
our love, but nay! He was taken from his bed, even while| dept only afew feet away, and though we
searched high and low, cdling and cdling, we did no* find him, no’ for weeks, and when we did he was
dead.” She began to weep, dow desperate tears that did nothing to relieve the hot knot of her grief. “I
should have kent! | should have kent! The moment he began to toddle about and call me*‘mam’, |
should' ve taken him and gone.”

“Alice had abrother that was stolen too,” Tavish said unhappily. “When shewasjust alasso' Six or
sven.”

“Twenty-9x years ago, he disappeared,” Alice said, raisng her gaunt face from her hands. “By the Truth,
ye dthink | would' ve kent better than to stay near that witch-cursed tower. It castsits foul shadow over
usdl.”

Iven frowned a her words. “Why did ye stay?’ he asked.

Tavish flashed hiswife an unhappy glance. “My father farmed thisland afore me, and hisfather afore him,
and hisfather afore him. There hasbeen aTavish MacTavish living in thishouse for Sx generations. |
could no' just abandon it.”

“Theré |l be no Tavish to inherit when you' re dead and gone,” hiswife said brutdly. “Our wee Tavish
would be diveill if ye'd only agreed to go. | should’ ve taken him and the lasses and gone. But likea
fool | stayed with ye and now we have no son, no wee Dooly!” She began to weep again.

Everyone was silent, not wanting to even move or cough, embarrassed to be witnessing this scene.

Aliceturned to Nina, her face ugly with grief and spite. “Have ye no care for your wee laddie that ye risk
being out after dark? Do ye no' ken the dead will no’ deep here, but walk the hills, looking for live



bodiesto takewi‘ them?We buried our Dooly, when we found him, but he would no’ rest in hisgrave,
did ye ken that? He dug hisway out and came sobbing back home, wanting usto let him in, though the
flesh rotted on his bones. We shut the gate on him but he knocked and cried al night, every night, for a
month, until at last my man could bear it no more and cut his head from his body with his sword. Canye
imagine doing that to your son?’ Her eyesturned feverishly from Nind s horrified faceto Iven's. “We
buried him again, head and rotting body together, but his spirit will no' rest. | hear him sobbing outside
every night, crying for hismam. Do ye wonder that every croft in the Fetterness Valey lies abandoned,
when our dead will no’ rest, no matter how often wekill them?’

Therewasalong, strained slence. The wind howled in the chimney and rain rattled the shuiters.
Rhiannon, her nails cutting into her pams, thought she could hear alittle boy’ svoice, crying pitifully
outsdethewadll.

“I'msosorry, I'm so very sorry,” Ninasaid at last, helplesdly.

“Why should ye be sorry, when your son gtill lives?” Alice said. She stared longingly at the profile of the
deegping boy, his soft curved cheek flushed and rosy. “Y e cannalove him like | loved my Dooly, when ye
bring himinto our valey without acare.”

“Wearejust passing through,” Ninasaid pleadingly. “We heard the stories but. ... | thought | could keep
him safe”

Tavish gestured towards the window. “Keep him safe againgt them? No-oneis safel”

Ninafrowned. “ Do ye mean the dead who walk? But they are no' the ones who took your laddie. It is
no’ the souls o' theliving they seek, but peace. They have been ensorcelled from their natura rest, those
poor dead people.”

“What would ye ken?” Alice said scornfully.

“We met with somein thewood,” Ninasaid gently. “They cameto us begging usfor help. They did no'
seek to hurt us. | went down among them and | saw they walked againgt their will, compelled by some
unnatural spell. So | sang the spdll 0 reversd, to unbind them from the enchantment, and then | sang the
songs o' death and o' farewdll, so their bodies could rest and their spirits go free.”

Tavish and Alice stared at her, taken aback and horrified. Then adark mottled flush spread up Alice's
thin, bony face. “Y e sang spdlls? 1 thought ye werejongleurs!”

“Weare” Iven said. “Though that isno’ dl we are. My wifeisaso ajourneywitch, who travelsthe land
working on behdf o' the Coven. These bairnsthat travel with us, they are apprenticestravelling to the
Theurgiato study.”

“A witch!” Alice spat. She got to her feet, backing away from the table. “Get out,” she cried. “ Get out o
my house and take your witch-bratswi’ ye.”

Nobody moved, dl stunned with surprise.
“Yeheard me! Get out!”
“But... it'slate, it'sraining,” Iven said. “Y e cannamean to turn us out into the storm.”

Alice sface was distorted with hate. “1 can indeed. Witches! | should' ve kent. No-one elsewould be
riding out on the moors after dark, wi‘ the ghosts and evil spirits and walking dead. Get out, get o,
afore ye cursethishouse.”



“But where could we go?’ Ninaasked, nonplussed. “Maisieis hurt sorely, and needsto rest, we al need
to rest, we are exhausted. We have done ye no harm.”

“No ham! Harmisall ye witchesever do.”

“Y e cannabdievethat! Why, since the Coven threw down the Ensorcdllor it has done nothing but good,
surely ye must ken that? Why do ye hate witches so?’

“Nothing but good!” She snorted with scorn. “All the evil that has ever happened in thisvaley isbecause
o' themeddling o' those blasted witches. Go on! Get out o' my house.”

Ninarose hestantly. “Please, may we no' deep in your stables? It isso late, and listen to that rain! We
have ridden so far already today.”

“No, no! | want ye gone!”
“Y e cannathrow usout into that sorm,” Iven said angrily. “1t would no beright.”

“Y € rewitches, surely ye can drive away the sorm?’ Tavish said sarcastically. He took afew belligerent
sepsforward, abig burly man with clenched fists.

Nina shook her head. “1 am no weather witch to command the storm.” Her voice was very tired and sad.
“Evenif | could, | doubt I’ d have the strength now. I’ ve dready worked strong magic today. Please do
no' driveusout. | am sorry if we have distressed ye...”

Tavish shook his head. “ Alice wishes ye gone. Gather up your things and get out.”

“I will goif yewish, but my wee laddie? Y ewould no' turn him out into the sorm? And Maise... and
Edithe... they are sore hurt... will yeno’ shelter them for the night at least? They are naught but lassies,
and deeping. And the other bairns? They are all so weary. Thereisno’ room for them dl in the caravans.
Please, will yeno' let them stay?”

Alice shook her head, eyes red-rimmed, arms fol ded.

Nina's black eyes sparked with sudden anger. “Yeken | could force yeto shdlter us, | could sing yeto
deep, or compel ye againgt your will, or | could even tell the boysto draw their knives and force yeinto
some cold storeroom to spend the night thinking about the meaning o' kindness and compassion. But |
shdlnado any 0’ thosethingsfor that isno' theway o' the Coven. | will wake those poor injured girls,
and | will take these poor weary bairns, and wewill al go out into the rain and the storm and the
darkness. But | hope ye never rest easy in your bed again, for ye are acruel, hard woman.”

Alice sface twisted and she tried to speak, but her grief and rage and hate was like aboulder in her
chest and she could not draw bregth around it.

Ninalooked round at the pale, miserable faces of the apprentices.
“Comeon, my dears. | kenitishard, but | for one do no* wish to spend another minute under this roof!”

Aseveryone dowly and unhappily got up, and gathered together their wet cloaks, Ninatook out her
purse with fingersthat trembled. “Here, for the hay, and the soup, and for your trouble.”

She hdd out aheavy gold coin.

Alice reached out and snatched it.



It was close on midnight and afoul wind was blowing. The horses refused to go out into the storm, and
they had to whip their flanks and drag at their heads, al the while the rain beating on them through the
open stable door. It was not until Lewen and Rhiannon seized their bridles and whispered cgjolingly in
their earsthat the horses at last consented to |eave the warmth of the stable.

Cocooned in blankets, Maisie and Edithe had been carried through the deet by Lewen and Cameron and
deposited on their narrow bunksin the cold, draughty caravan, frightened and questioning. Feliceran
behind them, cloak over her head, tears running down her face. At Rhiannon’ sinsistence, Landon took
the fourth bunk and he was so exhausted he did not argue, just thanked her and lay down, huddling the
blanket about him.

“Y€ Il haveto hold on tightly,” Cameron told them grimly. “It's as black as Brann’ swaistcoat out there,
and theroads are rough. I'll do my best, but | canna promise yewon't be jolted.”

He then put up the hood of his cloak and climbed up into the drivers' seat, gathering up the reinsdourly.
Rafferty climbed up next to him, too weary to ride any further. Iven was driving the other caravan as
usua, having first made sure Nina and Roden were safely tucked up in their bunksinside. Ninahad
protested, feeling she should drive the caravan since it was her fault they had al been turned out, but Iven
samply told her not to be agoosecap, and to get in and comfort Roden, who waswailing in the thin, high
tone used by very tired young children.

So that |eft Lewen and Rhiannon, the horse-whisperers, to lead the horses and keep them calm in that
thunder-rumbling, lightning-stalked night. It was adifficult job. The horses shied at every crack and flash,
sometimes rearing up on their hind legsin terror, sometimestrying to bolt and dmaost dragging their arms
out of their sockets. It was so dark they had trouble seeing the road, and so the horses sumbled into
every pothole and water-filled rut. Only the swaying orange blur of the lanternsin front of them kept them
from wandering off the road atogether.

They sumbled dong for haf an hour, shivering in theicy wind. The road was covered with water now,
swirling around the horses' hocks and sometimes splashing up to their withers. Once Edithe’ s nervy bay
mare Donnagh reared as a great white sheet of lightning illuminated the sky. Lewen realised with ashock
that they were making their way round the shore of an immense, wind-tossed |lake. He only had time for
one quick glance before he had to leap out of the saddle to help drag Donnagh to her feet, the mare
having dipped in the mud and falen on her sde. That one glance had been enough, though. Lewen knew
where hewas. That lakefilled the mouth of the valey, spilling down through the narrow gapinthe
Broken Ring of Dubhdain tofdl in agreat roaring weterfal caled the Findhorn Fdls.

Somewhere on the far side of the lake, hidden behind the spray thrown up by the roiling waters, was
Ravenscraig, built onits high crag of rock. That meant they must be coming close to the Tower of
Ravens, for Brann had built hiswitches tower on the crag facing the castle across the waterfal. Once,
the castle and the tower had been joined by agreat arched bridge of silver-bound stone, like a cold grey
rainbow, so that Brann could cross as he willed. So high wasthe bridge, and so terrible the fall, that few
had ever dared cross with him, the old stories told, even though it was the only way to cross from one
side of the lake to the other. The waters were smply too wild and the currents too strong for any boat to
risk crossing so close to the waterfall, which was more than one thousand feet wide from crag to crag
and fell amost three hundred feet to the lowlands below. The bridge across the waterfal had been a
marve of engineering, but was destroyed on the Day of Betrayd by the Ensorcdllor’ s Red Guards,
toppling down into the maelstrom below and taking with it ahundred fleeing witches.

Knowing where to look now, Lewen waited for the next flash of sheet lightning, then raised his head,
peering through the driving rain. Involuntarily he cried out, for ahead he could see the walled town of
Fetterness, built againgt a high ridge which rose and rose and rose into a grest, forbidding pinnacle of



stone. Perched high on thisbare, stern crag was the ruin of ahuge building, its stone blasted black with
fire. Only for an ingtant could he seeit, then the lightning was gone, leaving coloured midges dancing in
Lewen’seyes, and he could see no more.

“What isit? What wrong?’ Rhiannon cried.

“Naught,” he answered, hislips stiff with cold. “Look, aheed, there' sthe town. Fetterness, they cal it.
Happen we' |l be able to rouse someone to open the gate and let usin. There must be an inn where we
can stay, even o late asthis”

But the town of Fetterness would not be roused. Though Iven pounded and pounded on the gate, and
shouted until he was hoarse, no deepy gatekeeper or surly guard cameto open it up and let themin. At
last they had to admit defest.

“WEe I find acroft somewhere,” Iven said, hishair dripping into his eyes, his shabby clothes wet through
totheskin. “Do no* worry, Nina, there must be somewhere we can shdlter, evenif it’ sonly an auld ruin.
Why, if the worse comesto theworst, we' |l brave the tower! It cannadl be burnt and broken down.”

Nina, standing in the caravan doorway with a gorgeous green-and-gold shawl wrapped round her head,
shuddered and shook her head. “No, thank ye! I’ve had enough o' ghosts for one night. Iven, that farmer
said something about the laird, do ye remember? Thelaird o' Fettercairn, he said. If there salaird, there
must be acastle”

“Aye, Fettercairn Castle,” Iven said dowly. “1 remember hearing about it, ages ago. It guardsthe pass
down into the lowlands. It cannabefar away. Do yeredly wish to look for it, at thishour o the night?’

Ninanodded. “ Surely the laird willna have forgotten dl thelaws o hospitality, no matter how surly his
people? And | need to deep, Iven, we al need to deep. It simpossible to rest with the caravan jolting
and swaying the way it does, and we cannaal cram in, the vans are smply too small. | hate to think how
poor Maiseisdoing, al torn and bitten assheis. Let usfind this castle and if they willnaopento us, |
swear I'll sing the gate open, if | haveto! Never have | been in such an unhappy place!”

So on they trudged, following the road past the town and zigzagging up the side of the ridge. The wind
plucked at them with icy fingers, dragging at the caravans asif seeking to throw them off the sde. The
road was steep and narrow and cobbled with stone, dl dick and wet from therain, and in the darknessiit
was hard to see their way. Iven got down and led the grey gelding, afraid they would missaturn and
driveright over the edge of the cliff. Ninagot out and walked with him, to relieve the strain on the horse,
and called to those who were not injured to do the same.

The higher they climbed, the more vicious the sorm became. The wind sent their cloaksfluttering and
snatched Iven' s hat from his head, taking it whirling up into the Sky. Thunder grumbled al around them,
and flash after flash of lightning tore the sky from end to end. The horses were terrified, rearing and
neighing and fighting to be free of the firm handsthat held them steady. They cameto the last turn of the
road and, in agreat stabbing stroke of lightning that made that them al jump and swear, saw before them
along driveway, running through tall gateposts topped by stone ravens.

“No' that way!” Iven called back to Cameron. “That must be the way to the haunted tower. Turn this
way. Down the road. Down!”

The road wound down the side of the ridge, protected by tal battlemented wals all the way along.
Lewen could only see over thewal by standing up in his stirrups, and he sat down abruptly again for the
drop down into the valley below was many hundreds of feet.



The road was s0 steep they had to lean on the brake to stop the caravans from diding down on top of
the weary carthorses, who could barely lift one great hoof after another. Down another turn of the road
they went, and then the road ended at atall gatehouse with aenormousiron door. They looked around
them, suddenly fedling trapped in that narrow ditch of aroad, and realised that they had been passing
under the outer wall of the castle, which reared grim battlements and towers far above them on the | eft
gde

“Wadl, wefound Fettercairn Castle,” Iven said. He cleared histhroat, smoothed down his wind-ruffled
hair, twirled hisfair beard into its usua fork, both twists dripping water down his front, and tried to brush
away some of the mud.

“Big cadle” hesad.
“Plenty o' roomfor al o' us,” Ninaanswered.

Iven squared his shoulders and strode up to the enormous door. A bell hung besideit and herang it
loudly, catching his breath as echoes sounded from the abyss below. Again and again he rang the bell,
and wasjudt turning to Ninawith adisma shrug when alittle doorway cut into the gate opened. An old,
stooped man dressed in a nightgown and nightcap peered out, holding high alantern. “ Aye?’

“Please, we'retravellers, in desperate need o' shdlter,” Ninacried out. “ Please, let usin!”

“O' course, 0' course,” the old man said. “Bad night to be lost in. What are ye doing here, o dl places?
Och, ye canna go wandering round here at night, it's abad dangerous place, it is. Comein, comein, out
o' therain. What have ye got there? Caravans? I’ d best open the big gate.”

With aloud groaning noise, the gate swung open, revealing a narrow passage beyond, guarded by a
portcullis. Looking up nervoudly at the sharp iron prongs above his head, Iven led the carthorse dong the
passage into alarge stone room, the othersfollowing close behind.

Rhiannon dipped off Blackthorn's back to lead her through last of dl, feding a shiver run through the
mare sdelicate framethat she fdt in her own bones. Thiswasagrim, dark place indeed, the gatehouse
of Fettercairn Cadtle. Itswalls seemed to ooze fear and misery as much as they did dampness. Rhiannon
imagined she could hear cries and groans and the clash of arms, and looking round at the white, anxious
faces of her companions, she thought they heard them too. There were no windows, only small apertures
in the ceiling and walls through which arrows could be shat, or bailing oil poured. Weaponswere hung all
over thewalls, broadswords and axes and spiked clubs and flails. On the far side of the room, the
cramped passageway continued along to another great iron door, which presumably opened out onto the
road down into the lowlands.

To thel€ft, the room opened out into the ground floor of the barbican. An enormous hearth on the
eastern wall lay cold and empty. The old man opened another fortified door beside it to show anarrow
grassed area between the inner and outer walls.

“The stables are dong that way,” he said. “1 willnatake ye, | have no desire to get soaked to the skin.
Rouse up the groomsto help ye. Do no' fear, ye cannaget lost. There sno way in to the inner ward from
here. Y€l have to spend the night here in the gatehouse with me, o' course, | dinnawish to bewaking
my laird at thishour and | cannatake ye through to the castle mysdlf, I'm just the gatekeeper. It' srather
rough and ready, but there’ splenty o' room. We dinna keep men-at-arms here anymore, no’ being at
war, ye ken, so there' s just me and amessenger lad, who' s still deeping, despite dl the racket yelot
made.”

“Oh, I cannathank ye enough,” Ninasaid. “We vehad along day o' it, and afew 0’ usareinjured, and



we have no' been able to find shelter anywhere.”

“Aye, 0| canimagine,” the old man said. “Bad timesin the Fetterness Valey, these past few years.
Anyone who wishesto leave must come past me, and I’ ve seen many o' them, dl o’ them weeping and
wringing their hands. Och, well, it' skeen | am to get back to my bed, for it'sawful cold and my bones
fed it these days, indeed they do. Come, I'll show ye where ye can deep. There sfirewood if yewish to
light afire, and some blanketsin achest. Let the horses bide awee, whilel show ye. Inthemorning I'll
send thelad up to the castle to tell the laird ye' re here, for he'll want to ken.”

Ninanodded dumbly, and they followed the old man’ sflickering lantern up aspiral Saircaseto the
second floor, where he showed them into a bare dormitory with rows of narrow beds.

“Y €l be comfortable enough here, | imagine,” the old man said. “Better than camping out intherain.”
“Aye, indeed,” Ninasaid gratefully. “Thank ye!”

“Och, it smy job,” he answered with a shrug of his skinny shoulders. “No* that I’ ve been roused a night
for alongtime mindye”

He kindled a candle on the mantel piece, nodded goodnight, then went out, leaving them staring at the
cold, bare room, while outsde the wind howled like aflight of banshees. Rhiannon shuddered and
wrapped her arms about her body, feding a dark foreboding pressing on her spirits.

Ninasighed and looked at Iven.

“We ve dept in worse places, my love,” he said.

“Och, | ken. | just hope those mattressesaren’t full o' lice”
“Doubt it, looks like they havenabeen dept in for years.”
“They’ll be damp, for sure.”

“Wel, so arewedl. Come, leannan, thisisno’ likeye, ye reworn to ashadow. Let’sget afire going
and get oursalves dry and warm, and tomorrow we can drive on, and shake the mud o' Fetterness off
our feet. It'sonly one more night.”

Thewind shrieked in the chimney, asif in derison.



Fettercairn Castle

Rain lashed a the mullioned windows, an occasiond sheet of lightning irradiating the sky, beforethe
heavy gloom descended again.

“I have never kent such foul wesether,” Felice said discontentedly. “Isit dwayslike this?’

Ninawastrying to blow the sullen codsinto flames with the help of wheezy old bellows. Shelooked up
andtried to smile. “No" dways. If | did no’ ken better, I’ d think the Broken Ring o' Dubhdain sought to
keep ushere. Atleagtitisno’ halling.”

“In April!” Felicecried.
Hail suddenly clattered against the glass.

“| spoke too soon,” Ninasaid, and sat back on her hedls, wiping one hand across her brow and leaving a

dirty smudge.

It was midmorning aready. Everyone had dept very late, for little light penetrated the thick walls of the
gatehouse and they had al been exhausted. It was the sound of Mais€ s moansthat had woken themin
the end. She was sick with fever, and when Nina carefully dampened and pedled away the bloody, grimy
bandages, it was to find the wounds beneath festering and green. Landon was unwell aso, racked by a
hacking cough, and aches and painsin dl hisjoints. When Ninafdt hisforehead, the little crease between
her brows deepened and she bade him stay in bed. Cameron was coughing aso, and complained he had
not been able to get warm al night, and so he was abed aso, and Edithe too, while Iven had gone to ask
the gatekeeper for water and akettle, and any herbs or medicines he might have.

“I'll go and check the horses, Nina,” Lewen said, pulling on his boots. “We were so tired last night it was
all we could do to get their tack off them. | want to make sure the grooms have fed and watered them

properly.”
“I'll cometoo,” Rafferty said.

“Metoo,” Rhiannon said. She had been standing by the window with her forehead pressed against the
glass, staring at the hail, but now she turned and looked &t the others.

“Y€ Il get wet,” Lewen said to no-onein particular.
“Think | care?” she answered.
“Wewillnamdt,” Rafferty said with forced cheerfulness.

Ninanodded and gave aghost of her usua merry amile. “Thanks. Would ye mind bringing me some stuff
from my caravan? I’m worried indeed about poor Maisie. | wish | were abetter healer. | wish Isabeau
were here, or your mam, Lewen.”

“Metoo,” he said. After Ninahad told him what she needed, he led the way down the dimly lit stairs and
out the door into the outer ward.

“Poor Maisel” hesaid. “Evenif Ninacan clean out the infection, she'll beleft with nasty scars. It ssuch
ashame, she'saswest lass”



Rhiannon frowned, but said nothing. Rafferty made amurmur of agreement, then said anxioudy, “Doye
think Maisie will befit to ride out soon? Because glad as | am to be safe behind high walls, | cannawait
to get away from here. It' s creepy. | wish we' d never comethisway.”

“I’'m sure everyone does,” Lewen answered. “But how were we to ken? | mean, they may havetried to
tell us, back in Ardarchy, but who wasto ken how bad it redly was? | am just glad we ve come through
sdy.”

“We'reno' through yet,” Rhiannon said harshly.

“No,” Lewen answered, looking at her thoughtfully. Rhiannon did not return his gaze. They cameto the
door to the outer ward and pulled up their hoods againgt the rain.

Rhiannon could not have explained why, but she was angry with Lewen, and with al the otherstoo.
When she thought over the tumultuous events of the previous day, she felt such aconfusion in her
emotionsthat anger and fear, her two most familiar emotions, were the only ones she recognised. Since
Rhiannon hated to fed afraid, or to have others know that she fdlt fear, her only refuge was anger. She
stayed angry al through thetrip to the stables, avast stone building constructed within the double ring of
wallsthat encircled the castle, and protected by its own gatehouse and bailey. In times of war, the horses
could be fed and exercised within the outer ward, and if thefirst wall was breached, either taken ingdeto
the castle grounds, or used to escape through the back gate. The stable itself had room enough for a
hundred horses, though most of the stdls were now empty.

An old, wizened groom cdled Shannley, with aface set in lines of sour suspicion, grunted a the sight of
them. He and his stablehands had not been pleased to be roused in the early hours of the morning, and
by the expression on hisface, he was not pleased to see them now. Even Lewen, who could win over
most people with his degp warm voice and pleasant ways, could not soften the head-groom’ s manner.
Shannley showed them where the bins of grain were with ajerk of one spatul ate thumb, then shuffled
back to hisrooms, grumbling under his breath. The stablehands, meanwhile, got on sullenly with their
work, casting many acurious ook at Lewen, Rhiannon and Rafferty.

The horses were tired and bad-tempered after their hard usage, and so Rhiannon tried to work away her
own ill-temper with astable rubber, curry-comb and tack-brush. She groomed horses and carried
buckets of mash and polished tack till her arms ached and her head throbbed, but it did not help. She
wasin afouler temper than before, with most of her rancour directed at Lewen. If it was not for him, she
would never have made thisill-starred journey into aland haunted by evil spirits and the walking dead.
All night she had thought she could hear the sound of ayoung boy crying, and sobs of grief, and walls of
fear, and the moans of the dying. It had done no good telling hersdlf it was only thewind, or Maise
crying out in her fevered deep, or her own overwrought imagination. Even driving her fingersinto her ears
or pulling the musty-smdlling pillow over her head had not helped. She had not been ableto slencethe
echoesin her brain.

Rhiannon was shaken to the core by these supernatura terrors. Dark walkers stalked her imagination,
and not even the dicing open of her wrist and the spilling of her own blood on the hearth had relieved her
dread.

Asthey went about their business in the stables, she often felt Lewen’ s eyes on her face, puzzled and
questioning, but in his usua fashion he did not say anything, which only infuriated her more. By thetime
they were making their way back to the gatehouse, |oaded down with supplies from the caravans, even
unobservant Rafferty was shooting her anxious glances, and beginning to be wary of addressing remarks
to her.



They cameinto the dormitory to find Felice doing her best to keep Roden and L ulu occupied and out of
Nina sway as the witch tended to the sick and injured. The sunbird was adegp on the back of a chair, its
head tucked under one iridescent green wing asit was so dark and cold in the long room the bird thought
it was ill night-time. Thefire flickered dully on the hearth, for al the wood was wet, and sent out
unpleasant puffs of smoke every time the wind shifted.

“Iven’ sgone up to the castle, to speak with thelaird,” Ninasaid, looking tired and pae. “1 dinnaken
what we areto do, for Maiseisonly getting worse, and | havena al the medicines she needs, and I'm
worried about Landon too, he' sno’ as sturdy as ye other lads, and he was chilled through last night. | do
no’ kenif we should go on, and seek help from the apothecary in the nearest town, or wait here until the
bairns are fedling better. | must admit I’ d rather no* stay. This place makes me uneasy. It' slikea
fortressl Thelaird sent down soldiersto insist Iven attend upon him, and the gatekeeper seemsto dread
hisdispleasure. If only it would stop raining! | cannafed easy about going on in such wesather but | just
want to get away from this place!”

Seeing how anxiousthey dl looked, Ninalaughed ruefully, saying “I’m sorry, I'm al out o sortsfrom
such alate night and the anxiety over poor Maise. I’ m sure there isno need for usto worry.”

Poor Maisie, Rhiannon mimicked and then redlised that L ewen had been watching her, as usud, and had
seen her expression. He frowned and she glared at him, wondering what right he had to disapprove of
her behaviour. His frown deegpened, and she turned away and went to stand by the fire, pretending to
warm her hands beforeits sullen glow. Tears prickled her eyes.

“Thelaird sent down soldiers? That seems odd,” Lewen said.

“| supposeit’'sno' so peculiar when yethink o' al those missing and murdered,” Ninaresponded. “ They
must be suspicious 0 strangers. | must admit | dinnalike to see Iven go, however, flanked on al sdes by
guards armed to the teeth. If they decided to keep him, I'd never get him back!” She sighed,
unconscioudy pressing her hands together in agesture of rare anxiety.

“I canna help but wonder how it was the Red Guards were able to take the Tower o' Ravens by surprise
ontheDay 0’ Betrayd,” Lewen sad. “If the only way in and out isthrough the castle' s own gatehouse,
yewould ve thought the witches' tower impregnable to surprise attack.”

“They could' ve come over the Stormness River likewe did,” Rafferty pointed out.

“Aye, | suppose s0. Only... well, the tower looks over the Fetterness Valey, any force o' arms coming
that way would have been seen. And they would' ve had to have passed the town.”

“Therewas somekind o' trickery, or betraya,” Ninasaid. “I do no’ remember thetale. It al happened
afore | wasborn.”

“Heavens, that long ago?’ Felice said teasingly.
Ninacast her an amused look. “Aye, hard to blieve, isit no'?’

They heard Iven’ squick steps running up the stairs and turned to him expectantly as he camein, looking
afar different figure than the drenched and disheveled man of the night before. He had changed into his
very best coat, along-tailed blue velvet and silver-buttoned creation, over afresh white shirt with a
fashionably soft and flowing collar. His boots were rather worn but had been freshly polished, and he
wore baggy black satin trouserstied under the knee with ribbons. The ends of his moustache curled
upwards and his beard had been forked and plaited into two, with hislong hair tied back with aribbon.



“Sowhat wasthelaird like?’
“What did he say?’
“Wasthe cadgtle very grand?’

“Iven, what did he say? Those guards were so grim-faced, I’ ve been afraid...” Thelast question came
anxioudy from Nina, who had goneto him and grasped hisarm tightly.

“What, did ye think he meant to throw mein his dungeon? Ninal Y emust betired to fal prey to such
imaginings”

Ninaquirked her mouth. “1 ken, I’m sorry. | amtired, | must admit, and this place is grim enough to
make anyone imagine horrors.”

“Wadl that’ strue enough,” Iven looked around the circle of expectant faces, as aways enjoying having an
audience. “The cadtleisjust as grim, and very grand—or may have been, half acentury ago. Now it is
rather damp and cobwebby, and very much out o' style. The servants are either auld and grouchy or
young and nervous, and there are far too few o' them for such alarge place. Thelaird himsdf isavery
affable gentleman and surprisingly well informed on court matters, considering how far away from
anywhere we are here. He was most distressed to hear o our misadventures and has offered ushis
hospitality until we aredl fit to travel again. Indeed, my love, evenif Maise waswell enough to travel we
couldnaleave, for he saysthe storm has caused abig auld tree to fal acrossthe road, which may take a
few daysto clear, asit’'sawkwardly placed. We are stuck here, willy-nilly, and so | thanked him most
gracioudy. He is having rooms made up for us, and has promised to send over some sturdy footmen with
apdlet for Maise, and some auld nurse who he saysis as good as any skedlie with her herba remedies,
that he swearswill bresk theinfection quick smart.”

“Wadll, that at leest isarelief,” Ninasaid. “I am no heder, asye ken and I’ d begun to imagine us
wandering the countryside looking for succour while gangrene ate away poor Mais€e' sleg. | supposg, if
we must be marooned somewhere, it may aswell be at acastle! Come, lads and lassies, let’ s pack up
our things and make ready. | wish we could have a bath and scrub ourselves clean afore we need meet
thislaird. | fed damp and itchy and dovenly indeed, even with aquick wash and achange o' clothes.”

“Yelook most bonny,” Iven said. She seized his nose and tugged it. “Why, thank ye, sir! | could say the
same about ye.”

Iven twirled hismoustache. “Aye, indeed ye could,” he answered complacently, so even Rhiannon had to
amile

* % %

Fettercairn Castle loomed high behind its battlemented walls, agreat grey fortresswith narrow ditted
windows and two round towers, one looking into the Fetterness Valey, the other down into the lowlands
of Ravenshaw, many hundreds of feet below. It had stopped raining, though the sky till looked
ominoudy dark and the wind was strong enough to drag the girls skirts sideways and blow their hair
wildly.

The gatehouse led into the inner ward, alarge square courtyard surrounded on al sides by lofty walls. To
the south were the kitchens, staff quarters and workshops, al built no more than one storey high so that
the sun could strike in over the peaked roof and fal upon the garden built in the centre of the yard.

A long, green rectangle of lawn with an apple tree a one end and a greengage tree at the other, the



garden was surrounded by low hedges and bushes sculpted into balls and spiras. Narrow beds ran the
length of the garden, filled with white roses underplanted with blue lavender and thyme. Anold lady bent
over the storm-ruined roses, tying them up with some twine. She turned her soft, crumpled face towards
them as they made their awkward progression round the courtyard, al of them carrying bags and
bundles, and craning their necksto look up at the crendlated towerslooming over them.

“A garden planted for peace,” Maise murmured, gazing a the sweetly scented flower bedswith
pleasure. She was lying on amakeshift stretcher carried by two footmen, and had been much more
comfortable snce drinking a pain-killing dixir given to Iven by thelaird’ sold nurse. In fact, since
swalowing the dlixir, Maise had had a strange, dreamy smile on her face and had even hummed afew
bars of an old folksong as she was carried dong. Only the feverish glitter of her eyes and her scarlet
cheeks showed the insdious advance of the poison through her bloodstream.

“There' s another garden behind the kitchen,” Iven told her, walking along beside her, holding her hand.
“When ye are better I'll take ye there and show ye. Y€ ll likeit. It'sfull of herbs aswell as vegetables,
for thelaird’ snurseisas skilled askedie as any I’ ve seen. She has hyssop and sage and pennyroyal
planted there, and comfrey and feverfew, and many others| do no* ken.”

“Hyssop, sage, pennyroyd, feverfew,” Maisie repeated vaguely. “A garden for heding. Will | ever walk
there? Will | ever walk again?’

As she hummed afew more bars of music, Iven said uncomfortably, “O' course yewill,” and exchanged
aglance with Nina, who walked on the other Side of the stretcher, Roden skipping along beside her.

“Can| go play in the garden, Mam? Please?’ he asked, pulling against her hand. The old lady was
regarding them with greet interest, the twine falling from her hand, and he smiled at her brilliantly, for she
looked likethe sort of old lady that kept a box of sweetmeatsin her pocket.

“No' now,” Ninasaid absently. “Remember we are guests here, Roden.”
“Aye, Mam,” he answered in along-suffering tone.

The procession rounded the garden and came into the paved area before the main part of the castle.
Surrounded by a square of chainswas a pyramid of rocks, alittle higher than Rhiannon’ sknee. A raven
perched on top of the cairn, head tilted, regarding them al with one bright black eye. The deep, plaintive
cry of ravens echoed all round the courtyard and, glancing up, Rhiannon could see black-winged birds
circling the towersfar above.

“Haveye heard thetde o' theravens o’ Fettercairn?’ adeep, melodious voice said at her elbow.

Rhiannon turned. An elderly man stood beside her, dressed in ablack kilt under ablack velvet jacket.
Under the skirt he wore long black hose and black brogueswith silver buckles. Only his tiff white collar
and the crisscross of fine white and grey linesin the kilt broke the severity of hisdress. Hewas
clean-shaven, an unusud trait in a country where men were proud of their beards, and his short dark hair
glinted with slver.

‘“n

“Nay, | haveno',” she answered warily.

“Itissadthefirst laird o' Fettercairn was apage in the service of Brann 0 Ravenshaw. One day, during
the building of the Tower o' Ravens, Brann and hisretinue came to overseeits progress. As always,
Brann had hisfamiliar with him, alarge raven he called Nigrum. He had brought the raven with himin the
journey from the Other World, and so it wasavery auld bird but still went everywhere with Brann, Sitting
on his shoulder and whispering cruel nothingsin hisear. Or so they said, those who served him. They



aso said Brann loved this bird more than his own children and indeed, asye ken, hiseldest sondid in
timerebd againgt him, and so their saying may betrue.”

Rhiannon did not know, but said nothing, regarding the old man gravely.

“The raven Nigrum flew from Brann’ s shoulder, whether because he was hungry and wished to find food,
or because he was bored, who kens? Anyway, ascreech o' gravenings nested nearby and saw the auld
bird and came flying out to attack. My ancestor, who wasthen alad 0’ sixteen, picked up alarge rock
and flung it a the gravenings, striking and killing the one which had saized theraven in its claws. Rock
after rock he threw, until the gravenings fled and Brann’ s raven fluttered back to Brann, injured but

dive”

Everyone was listening now, and the old man moved his piercing black eyes, set deeply under strong
black brows, from face to face, smiling alittle as he noted their interest.

“The sorcerer was most impressed with his page s quick thinking and strong arm, and knighted him then
and there, naming him Sir Ferris, which means ‘rock’ . He then promised the lad anestling from the

raven’ s next breeding which, given the bird’ sage, wasto be hislast. ”Y e shdl stand guard over my
witches' tower asye stood guard over my raven,” Brann said then, and ordered that a great castle be
built to defend the approach to the tower, and that Sir Ferrisbeitslaird and protector. The rocks Sir
Ferris had thrown were gathered together and made into a cairn to mark the spot where the castle wasto
be built.” Heindicated the little pile of mossy rocks with a graceful gesture and everyone turned to gaze
ait.

“Brann aways had awry sense of humour, and so he decreed the castle be named Fettercairn, for Sir
Ferrisand his heirs would be bound here for dways, guarding the pass. Then he made a prophecy, as
Brann waswont to do. He said, ” Aslong as ravens on Fettercairn dwell, tower and castle shdl never be
felled.” Sowe let the ravens nest on our towers and feed them and protect them, so that Fettercairn
Cadtle shal dways stand. They are quitetame. Look.”

The old man held out hisarm and whistled, and the raven on the cairn spread itswings and flew acrossto
land on his outstretched wrigt. It was an enormous, glossy black bird, with acrud curved besk and
knowing eyes. Felice gave alittle shriek and jumped back, and everyone e'se exclaimed in surprise. The
old man smiled and stroked the raven’ s back.

“But the tower did fall,” Rhiannon said abruptly. She was frowning, for while the old man spokethe air
had seemed to thin about her so she could hardly breathe. She had heard faint cries and screams and the
clash of arms, and the sound of awoman wailing in such terrible and profound grief that every hair on
Rhiannon’ s body had sprung erect and she had shivered with sudden acute cold. She was shivering ill.

The smilefaded from the old man’ sface. After amoment he said, rather curtly, “Aye, that istrue, but
then Brann the Raven aso prophesied that he would outwit she who cuts the thread and live again, and
that ismogt manifestly untrue.”

He was quiet for amoment, preoccupied with thoughts that caused his thick dark browsto draw down
and his mouth to twist, and then he looked at Rhiannon again and smiled. “ Besides, the tower did no'
redly fal. It was built too well. Despite dl the efforts 0’ the Red Guards, and close on forty years o
neglect, most o' it still stands. Happen oneday it will be rebuilt and witcheswill study their craft there
once again. If yeligento village gossp, which | urgethat ye do no', they will tel ye the witches have
never redly left, that one fill lives somewherein theruins. They say they have seen lights and smelt
smoke, and even seen amysterious hooded figure in the forest, gathering herbs and mushrooms.”

“Isthat true?’ Ninaasked, raisng one brow in quick interest.



The old man sighed. “We o' the Dubhdain are said to be more superstitious than most, and those o’ the
Fetterness Valey more superdtitious than any. Y eredly canna bdieve aught that is said in the town or
valey. Thewintersarelong, and the auld folk tell tales to amuse and frighten the young, and seek to
outdo the tale that wastold afore. It isall fables and fabrications, nothing more.”

“The dead that walk are no' merefabrications,” Ninasaid. “Weadl saw them, and | myself went down
and walked among them and tried to speak with them. And we have dl heard thetdes o’ the lads that
disappear from their beds at night. We met one who had lost her son that way and her grief wasred

enough.”

The old man’ s piercing black eyes went from her face to her son’s. Roden was standing quietly for once,
holding on to Nina s hand and listening with greet interest.

“Aye” theold man said dowly. “That & least istrue.”

The old lady had come out of the garden to join them and now she reached out a gentle hand to ruffle
Roden’ s chestnut curls and stroke his cheek. “What abonny lad,” she said.

Roden submitted to the caress, though reluctantly.

The old man drew the old lady to him, tucking his arm through hers. “But | have been most remiss” he
sad. “What are we doing, standing here and telling dusty auld tales? Please, comein and be welcome. |
am Malvern MacFerris, laird o Fettercairn, and thisismy sister-in-law Lady Evadine NicKinney, who
was married to my brother who waslaird afore me, and is now chatelaine o’ my castle”

“Yearemost welcome,” Lady Evaline said sweetly, smiling round at them dl. “We do no' get visitors
very often, | am afraid. | hope ye will be comfortable, and that the ghostsdo no’ disturb ye too much.”

Everyone had begun to murmur an answer, and move towards the door, but a Lady Evaine slast words
every head swivelled to look at her.

“Ghosts?’ achorus of voices repested.

Lord Mavern looked uncomfortable. “1 am sorry. My sister-in-law is getting elderly now. Shewas
aways rather a day-dreamer, but in recent yearsI’m afraid...” He paused, searching for akind way to
say what he meant.

Lady Evaine turned to him reproachfully. “But Mavern, ye hear the ghogistoo, | ken ye do!”

He shrugged alittle and smiled. “Comein out o' thewind, my dear, and let me call Harriet for ye. Please,
everyone, comein, comein. Harriet!”

At hiscal abig-boned, red-faced woman came bustling along the hall and took the old lady by the arm.
“Timefor your nap, Lady Evdine” shesad firmly.

“But our guests! | must see them to their rooms and make sure dl is comfortable.”
“The maids can do that,” Harriet said.
“But that would hardly be very hospitable.” Lady Evaline looked distressed.

“Yewill seedl our guests again at dinner, my dear,” Lord Mavern said. “Yemust rest, elseye will be
too tired to preside over the table tonight.”

Lady Evalineressted for amoment longer, her face looking more crumpled than ever, then submitted



unhappily, alowing Harriet to lead her away towardsthe dairs.

The entrance hall was avast, shadowy room, with large doors leading off on either side, and another set
a thefar end, under the stairs. The walls were hung with ancient shields and spears, stag heads, and a
tarnished genealogical table adorned with swathes of black and grey tartan. A big man with greying hair
and beard stood to attention afew steps away from the lord, wearing ametal breastplate and
shin-guards, and a claymore strapped to hisback. AsLord Mavern led the way down the hdl, hefell
into place afew steps behind him, hisface impassive.

Footmen stood against the walls, staring straight ahead, and another man stood before the stairs, his head
bowed, waiting for his orders. He was dressed in immacul ate, dark livery, and hisvery large, very white
hands were folded before him.

“Could our guests be shown to their rooms, Irving? | am sure they would like to wash and rest awhile.”

“Certainly, my laird,” Irving replied in avery smooth, unctuous voice. He made a gesture with one hand,
and at once a skinny young woman came scurrying forward to make an awkward curtsy.

“Wilmaisthe chambermaid assigned to care for your needs, Sr, madam,” Irving said without actualy
looking a Ninaand Iven. “1f ye should require aught, please just ring the bell and she shdl cometo assist
ye. Wilma.” Hejerked his head. At once Wilma bobbed another curtsy and said rather breathlesdy, “If
ye could comethisway. Please. Sir and madam. Ladies and gentlemen.”

“I hope yewill find your rooms comfortable,” Lord Mavern said and, with anod and a smile, he walked
through into the next room, the armed man following silently behind.

“A laird o theauld school,” Iven said to Lewen in alow voice, asthey followed the maid up the sairs.
“Itisusualy only the prionnsachan that still keep agillie-coise &t their heds”

“What' sthat?’ Rhiannon asked, not recognizing the word.

“A bodyguard, | suppose. Once upon atime dl the lairds had one, for times were dangerous, but we
have been at peace now for years and most dinna see the need for them. | ken the MacSeinn has one
gtill, and the NicBride, for their lands are troubled till, but the MacThanach never does. | bet thelaird
has a cup-bearer too. Even the Righ does no' use one nowadays.”

The maid Wilma cast them a curious glance over her shoulder and Iven said no more, falling back and
alowing the othersto exclaim over therich, ornate tapestries and artifacts that crowded the dimly lit
gdlery. They wereled through averitable maze of dark, damp hals and rooms, and up another flight of
gairstill at last they reached a corridor with anumber of rooms opening off either sde.

The footmen carried Maisieinto one of the rooms and shifted her to the bed, which had been freshly
made, and Iven helped Edithe hop in and St down gratefully in abig chair by the unlit fire, Lewen finding
her afootstool on which to rest her sore and swollen ankle. The maid Wilmakindled thefire deftly,
knedling on the flagstones and blowing the sparks with apair of bellows until the kindling caught and
yellow petas of flame burst open al aong the sticks. She then stood and, curtsying, offered to show the
otherstheir rooms.

Landon and Cameron, both heavy-eyed and hoarse-throated, were glad to be tucked up in their bedsin
the room next door, but the other apprentices followed Ninaand Iven into the large chamber they were
to share, with views across to the waterfal and the burnt-out hulk of the tower. The room was cold, for
the windows had been flung open to alow fresh air in, and the floors had been freshly scrubbed so were
damp and chill underfoot. Wilmafrowned at the view and drew close the windows, so that the shapes of



crag and tower were obscured behind smal, thick, rippled panes of glass. The room wasimmediately
filled with a greenish gloom, for the glasswas so ald it tinted the air like water. Wilmakndt by the
fireplace and pulled out her tinder and flint, chasing away the watery shadows with warm golden flames.

The sight pleased her. She stood up, smiling, and rubbed away the smudges of charcod on her iff white
apron.

“Yeneed no' worry about the sheets, we aired them thismorning,” she said proudly. “And Lady Evaine
came through hersdlf to check al was nicefor ye. She picked the flowersfor ye hersdlf.”

Looking at the pretty tusse-mussies|aid on the pillows, white roses tied with lavender, newly opened
lily-in-the-valley and silver posie thyme, Ninaexclaimed with true pleasure. “ That waskind o' her,” she
sad.

“Lady Evdineloves her garden,” themaid said with asigh.

“It' salovely wee garden, no' at all what one expectsto find insdethese grim grey wals,” Nina
answered.

“Nay,” the girl agreed with agiggle, then added, “ Dedrie tends the garden for my lady.”
“Who isDedrie?’ Ninaasked. “Isthat thelaird’ sauld nurse?’

“Theauld nurse, aye,” Wilmaanswered, “though she was never the laird’ s nurse. Why, she’ d haveto be
ancient! Nay, shewas nurseto theformer laird’ s son. Lady Evaline sson.”

“Lady Evaine had ason?’ Ninaasked, unconscioudy drawing Roden to her and wrapping her arms
about his shoulders. He was young enough till to press close and return the embrace.

“Aye. Hedied, och, along time ago. Afore | wasborn.”
“And that was such along time ago,” Iven teased, and the maid giggled again.

“Wadll, ‘twas” sheinssted. “I'm seventeen now. Lady Evaline s son died twenty-five years ago. He was
justabarn.”

“Och, that'ssad,” Ninasaid. “How did he die?’

The maid shrugged and grimaced. “Inthewars,” she said vaguely. “Poor Lady Evaline, she's never got
overitredly.”

She seemed about to say more but asound from the corridor startled her and she blushed, dropped her
eyes, fiddled with her gpron, and then said with ahasty curtsy, “But if ye€ |l excuse me, madam, gr, | must
be getting back. I’ll bring ye up somejugs o' hot water so ye can wash. | hopeye' Il dl be comfortable.”

“I'm surewe shall,” Ninasaid and Wilmawent out, bobbing another curtsy at the door.

“Indeed, | think the Righ should be paying ye, no' me,” Iven said. “Y e are far better than me at loosening
peopl€e stongues, my love.”

Ninasmiled alittle ruefully. “Happen it sjust habit,” she said. “Though, Iven, areyeimplying... doye
think we are upon the Righ’ swork here?’

Iven hesitated, then shrugged. “Happen we are,” he said dowly. “Though | do no* kenwhy | fed so. My
skinisdl atwitch, though. That crofter swifelast night and her talk 0’ cursed witches—and she called



upon the Truth, remember? Maxims like that, they stay in the language, they can be hard to shake, weall
kenthat... but dill, she said it fervently, asif the words meant something to her.”

Ninanodded but raised her finger to her mouth, casting aquick glance at the door. Iven nodded and
turned to smile a Rhiannon, Fdlice, Lewen and Rafferty, al warming themsdaves by thefire and listening
with interest. “Go on, bairns, go find your own fires,” he said cheerfully. “Have ye naught better to do
than hog dl the warmth?’

Felice dimpled a him and moved away from the fire, shaking out her skirts so the hot materia would not
burn her legs. “Wedo no' ken where our own firesare,” she said.

“Go find one!” Iven said, flapping his hand at her. “ There seemed to be plenty o' room in this castle,
there must be some way Ninaand | can berid 0’ ye. We need some adult time, away from al ye young

things”
Felice sketched acurtsy. “O" course, we understand. Shall we take Roden for ye?’ she said cheekily.
“Now there sanidea,” Iven said, his blue eyeskindling.

“No!” Ninasaid and then coloured as everyone, including her son, looked at her in surprise. “I’'m sorry. |
just want to keep Roden near me. Until we areout o' thevalley.”

“Och, Mam,” Roden said in disgust.

“I’'m sorry, laddie. It'sjugt...” shetrailed away, not wanting to put it in words, her hands unconscioudy
tightening their grasp about her son’s shoulders.

There was aknock on the door. Iven raised one eyebrow at his wife and sauntered over to open the
door. After alow murmured conversation, he turned his head and called to Nina, “ Leannan, itis Dedrie,
the skedlie | told ye about. She has been to see Maisie”

“Och, ask her to comein, please, and tell me how Maisie does,” Ninasaid eagerly. “1’ ve been worried
indeed.”

Iven stood back and held open the door for asmall woman dressed in a crisp white gpron and cap, with
aheavily laden basket on her arm. Her eyes were brown, her hair was brown, and her dress was brown,
her cheeks as round and rosy as apples. She came in with aquick, supple step, looking round her with
great interest. As her eyesfel on Roden, both her step and her smilefaltered.

“Och, no, aladdie,” she whispered.
“Aye, aladdie” Ninaanswered giffly, her own welcoming smilefading. “What o' it?’

“Hasno-onetold ye?’ Dedrie said, her face creasing in anxiety. “Och, my lady hasno' seen him, has
she?’

“Y our lady? Do ye mean Lady Evaine? Aye, she saw usdl arrive. She seemed quite taken with my
boy.” Nind svoice was gill fiff and offended.

Dedrie sighed. “ Aye, well, she would be, wouldna she?’ She put down her basket blindly, groped in her
deevefor ahandkerchief and wiped her eyes.

Ninaregarded her curioudly, while Roden looked red and uncomfortable. All the conversationin the
room had stopped. Dedrie was oblivious of their curious glances. She blew her nose thoroughly, tucked



the handkerchief away, and went to knedl by Nina' s side, reaching out arather tremulous hand to touch
Roden' sruffled curls.

“Yeshould no' bide here” shesaid. “Thisisno’ ahappy house. Y e should pack up your thingsand go.”
“Areye saying we are no’ welcome here?’ Ninareplied in acold voice.

Dedrie shook her head impatiently. “Nay, nay, I'm saying thisisno’ the place to bring ayoung boy.
Particularly onewith red hair and dark eyes. Our boy Rory, he had hair this colour. Happen awee

redder, though it’s been so long, it' s hard to remember.” She sighed and took out her handkerchief again,
wiping her eyes.

“Rory was Lady Evaline sson?’ Ninaasked, her voice and manner softer now.
Dedrie nodded.

“Her son that died?’

The nurse nodded again.

“Yeaedradthedght o my lad will hurt your mistress? Stir up unhappy memories?’

“Aye, my lady,” Dedrie said, and hesitated for along moment asif wanting to say more but unable to
formulate the words.

“I’'m sorry for that, truly | am, but what are weto do? Maiseis sorely hurt, ye ve seen her, ye ken she
should no* betraveling, and besides, Laird Mavern saystheroad is blocked. We cannago on until it is
Cleared.”

Dedrielooked up, darm on her face. “The road? Blocked?’
“Aye, that’ swhat he said. Why? Do ye mean it isna blocked?’

“Nay, nay, | judt... if my laird saystheroad isblocked, o' courseitis. | dono’ go away from the castle
much these days, | wouldna ken about the road.” She stopped and took a corner of her stiff, starched
apron and began to pleat it between her fingers. After amoment she said awkwardly, “1 do no* wish to
aarm yebut | am wondering if ye have heard the tdes... did ye come past the town on your way here?’

“Nay, thetown had closed its gates for the night and would no* open for us,” Iven replied, atrace of
anger inhisvoice.

Dedrie seemed to consider. “Happen ye have no' heard then. | wish | did no’ need to say this, but my
consciencewould no' rest easy if | did no’ tdll ye. Itisno' safe herefor young boys. Lads—many
lads—have gone missing from hereabouits. .. for yearsnow. If | wereye, I'd be on my way just asfast as
yecan.”

“But surely we are safe here, inthe laird’ sown castle?” Iven said. “ This placeisafortress!”
“Nowhereissafe,” she answered harshly.

“Lady Evding sson... isthat how he died?’ Ninaasked gently. “Did he go missng too?’
Dedrie hestated, then said roughly, “Hewasthefirst to die”

Ninawould have asked more, but the nursemaid got up, blowing her nose defiantly. “I have donewhat |



can for thelassie. They are nasty bites, degp and unclean, but | have washed them with water boiled with
adder’ stongue and . John’s Wort, and bound on a poultice o' bruised wintergreen, a herb which
growsfredy in these parts and which is very effective for healing open wounds. | have given her ahot tea
| made mysdlf, with feverfew and powdered willow tree bark for the pain and the fever, and chamomile
and valerian to help her deep, and devil’ s bit to expel the poison. | gave my borage syrup to the lads,
washed down with adose of ederflower wine, with peppermint and vervain in abasin for them to steam
their faces. Thelass with the sprained ankle, | made apoultice 0’ elder leaves, trefoil and figwort. An
afternoon’ srest and she' |l be waking by nightfdl, | promiseye.”

“Thank ye,” Ninasaid, sounding alittle dazed. “So when...”

Dedrie snorted. “ There is naught wrong with the laddies that allittle rest and warmth willnahelp, but the
lass... rattling round in a caravan willnado her any good, she' sin pain and shdl be for sometime. | did
no' wish to give her too much o' the poppy and nightshade syrup, for it shall give her nightmares, and too
much can be dangerous, but if ye find ye must be gone quickly, | will giveyeabottleo’ it and it shall help
her endure.”

Ninanodded. The blood had ebbed away from her face, leaving her eyes black and glittering. She
looked down & Dedrie, saying in acongtricted voice quite unlike her usud melodious tones, “Will ye ask
about the road for us, Dedrie?’

“Aye, that | will,” the nursemaid answered. “I will come back at dusk, to change the lassi€ s poulltice. |
will spesk with ye again then.”

“Thank ye,” Ninasaid.

As soon as Dedrie had curtsied and taken her basket of medicines away, Ninaturned to the others. “Go
and rest, my dears,” shesaid. “1 think we will be setting out again in the morning, Eawilling, and so ye
should enjoy asoft bed and warm fire while ye can.”

They dl nodded and murmured, without asmile or ajoke between them, and went quietly to their own
rooms, where the dancing flames of afreshly kindled fire helped, to some degree, to drive away the
sudden chill that had shadowed them.



The Nursemaid

Rhiannon woke dowly from a strange dream.

She had been in. the castle garden, sitting under the apple tree, watching ayoung boy dressed in stiff,
forma clothesrolling a hoop dong the pavement with astick. He had run to her, laughing, and she had
held out her arms, gathering himin close for akissand ahug. At first she had thought he was Roden, but
when she held him away, she saw it was some other boy. He had tugged at her hand and, smiling, she
had got up and followed him. Asthey passed through the great door into the castle hal, chill air had
struck at her, the bee-humming sunshine behind her siwalowed. There was a confusion of noise, shouting,
ged crashing, screams of pain, and she was running, the little boy’ shand in hers. “All will bewdll,”
someone whispered. “I’ll be back soon.”

Then she had been knedling in adark, icy space, sonewalls pressing close dl around. Weeping, she had
beaten her fists on the stone, screaming to someone to release her. “ So cold,” the little boy sobbed.
“Mama, I’'m so cold.”

Small, cold hands touched her face. Somewhere ravens were crying. “ So cold,” avoice whimpered in
her ear. “Please, I'm so cold.”

Rhiannon woke, tears on her cheeks. It took awhile for her shivering to ease. She rubbed her damp
eyes, redising shewaslying in awarm bed under a soft quilt, with firdight playing on tapesiry-hung walls.
She sat up. Rain drummed on the diamond-paned windows and the sky was dark. Ravenswere caling
weirdly. Felicewas sitting in ahipbath by thefire, her hair twisted up into tight knots al over her head,
washing her arms and softly humming. Rhiannon watched her for awhile, unable to completely shake
away the cobwebs of the dream. There had been aboy, she remembered, acrying boy. She shivered.

Felicelooked across. “ Och, ye ve woken at last. Y€ ve dept al afternoon.”
Rhiannon was surprised. “Have 1?7’

“Aye”

“| was exhausted.”

“Yedept likethe dead. No' even the servants bringing in the bath roused ye. | was debating whether to
try and wake yefor dinner or let ye deep on.”

“Thedead do no' deepinthisvaley,” Rhiannon said.

“Ouch! Must ye remind me? | wasjust beginning to fed awee bit better. Come, have a bath and borrow
some o' my perfume. That'll take your mind off such gruesomethings.”

“I had adream...” Rhiannon clutched the coverlet to her chin.
“What kind o' dream?”’
Rhiannon shook her head. “ Gone now. Something about cold hands touching me...”

“Gruesomer and gruesomer. Mind ye, this castl€’ s creepy enough to give anyone nightmares. I'm glad
we' re leaving tomorrow, even if it does mean poor Maisie shal be dl rattled about.” Felice stood up,



water streaming off her, rosy in thefirelight. She shivered, clambered out of the bath, and hurriedly
wrapped a bath-sheet about her. “ Come and have abath, and I'll wash your hair for ye,” she said
winningly. “Do yewant meto put it into ringlets?’

“Isthat why ye have dl those knotsin your hair?” Rhiannon climbed reluctantly out of bed.

Felice put one hand up to her head. “O' course. Dinnatdl me ye ve never seen anyone with their hair
papered afore?’

Rhiannon shook her head.
“Gracious me, where have ye sprung from, my sweet?’

Rhiannon’s mouth shut firmly, but Felice had no redl interest in an answer. Shewent on gaily, “I'll do it
for yenow, if yelike”

“Doesnait hurt?’

“Well, yes” Felice admitted. “It does make my scap ache awee, and | cannalie down and deep likeye
did very comfortably. But it' sal the fashion, ye ken. The Banrigh and the Keybearer both have the
curliest hair ye ever did see, gpparently, and now it isall the craze to have curlstoo.”

“I canng,” Rhiannon said. “1 must go and see to Blackthorn. She shdlnalike being confined within these
high sonewdls”

“Yecannago now, it'sclose on dusk dready,” Felicesaid in darm. “Thelaird kegps country hours here.
Weweretold to be ready for dinner at sunset and it’s nearly that now, look at the sky.”

Rhiannon looked out at the bruise-coloured sky, hesitating.

“Dono' fear, Lewen was going out to check on the horses when the servants came with my bath. He
would' ve cometo rouse ye if he was concerned, ye ken hewould.”

Rhiannon bit her lip but submitted, knowing Felice was right. She stripped off her chemise and stepped
into the bath, which was cooling fast. Dressed in petticoats and pantal oons, Felice brought her soap, but
stopped abruptly at the sight of Rhiannon’ swrists, which were roughly and inexpertly bandaged, the cloth
stained with seeping blood.

“Eaforbid! Rhiannon! Why do ye cut yourself so?It’shorrible. Look at your poor wrists. Have ye done
it every night? Why?| do no* understand.”

Rhiannon said nothing at first, but she liked Felice and found to her amazement that she wanted Feliceto
like her too. Thiswas anew experience for Rhiannon, and it caused her to blurt out unhappily, “1t’ sthe
only way | ken how to...” She searched for aword. “ Quiet down... the dark walkers. They demand
blood.”

“Yesadthat afore, the dark walkers. What does it mean? Ghogts? Y e think ghosts want to drink your
blood?” Therewasincredulity in Felice svoice.

Rhiannon tried again. “ Dark walkersthethingsthat lurk.. . evil spirits... unhappy spirits... they hungry...
they angry... they hunt at night, want blood. Spill blood, they drink, go away.”

Felice shook her head. “Who told ye all this? It s rubbish. Ghosts do no* want to drink your blood. It's
naught but an auld faery tale”



“Happen dark walkers no’ ghosts,” Rhiannon said. She searched for the best word. * Happen they
g(XjS,”

Felice stared at her, then came and knelt by the bath, taking Rhiannon’ s sore, abused wristsin her hands.
“None0' itistrue, Rhiannon, | promiseye. Whoever told ye thiswastricking ye. Wounding yoursdf like
this doesye no good. Yewill make yoursdlf ill and scar yourself, to no avail. Please do no’ do it any

longer.”
Rhiannon looked stubborn. “Must. | see dark walkers at the edges, everywhere. They want blood.”
“Must it beyours?’ Felice asked helplesdy.

Rhiannon looked surprised. “Nay. Any blood will do. Only | have no timeto hunt. Ride, ride, ride all
day, dl night, and no eating meat, no hunting. So only my blood left.”

“I will find ye something e setonight,” Felice swore. “If no', ye can cut me.”

Rhiannon looked a Felice s soft white wrists, with the blood pulsing gently through a delicate tracery of
blueveins. “Och, nay,” shesaid. “1 couldnado that.”

“That' sgood,” Felice said rather tremuloudy. “Because | redly do no* want yeto. We'll find something
else, much asit hurts me to wantonly kill another living cresture.”

“Why?" Rhiannon was perplexed.

Felice shook her head, dl her tight ringlets dancing. “Where did ye come from, Rhiannon? Do ye ken
naught about the Coven?’

Rhiannon set her jaw. “No' much,” she admitted angrily.

“Wéll, aconversation for another day. We re late and ye re ill very grimy. Let me wash your hair and
bandage your wrists and make ye bonny, and we' || worry about al this serious stuff tomorrow.”

Rhiannon submitted to Felice washing her hair and then tying it up into hard little knots that made her fed
asif her hair was being pulled out by the roots. Felice then laid her hot little hands over Rhiannon’s head,
explaining as she did so that this was one sorceresstrick she had learnt at court, to hasten the drying of
the hair. “Otherwise it can take hoursto dry, when our hair isall solong.”

Rhiannon was amazed at this magic trick, and so Felice amused her by causing the candles on the
mantelpiece to flicker out, then spring back into life again, and then warmed the cooling water by swirling
her finger round and round. “ Surdly ye must’ ve seen such tricks afore?” she asked. “The chdlenge o' the
flame and the void is an e ementary exercise—any novice cando it. Canyeno’ do it yoursdf?’

“l dono' think s0,” Rhiannon answered.
“Haveyehad nolessonsinmagic at dl?’
Rhiannon shook her head.

“Ninamust think ye have Taent though, ese she'll no betaking yeto the Theurgia,” Fdice sad
thoughtfully. “O’ course, ye ve tamed aflying horse and no lass has ever done that afore.”

Rhiannon smiled at the thought of Blackthorn. She hoped her horse was safe and comfortable in that
great, draughty stable. She stared at the candles on the mantel piece and imagined putting them out with
the power of her mind alone. Nothing happened. She scowled.



“It takestime,” Felice said, dressing hersdlf in along dusty-pink evening gown and hanging adelicate,
sparkling necklace about her dim neck. “Y e need to learn how to draw upon the One Power, and that is
no easy task.”

“What' s the One Power?”

Fdice hestated. “Itisthelife-force o' the universe, the energy that existsinsde dl matter, whether it be
stone or tree, star or moon, wind or water. It isthe whed that drivesthe motion o’ time and the seasons.
Itisin ustoo, our soul or our spirit, and when we die, our life-force dissolves again in theworld's
life-force, bringing with it al the gifts o' wisdom we have acquired in our life, to be born again in another
shape, another time.”

Shefdl slent and Rhiannon was quiet aso, thinking.
“What about ghosts?’ she asked after amoment. “Why do the spirits o' ghostsno’ dissolve?’
“I’'mno’ sure,” Felice admitted. “Happen they are no’ ready to go.”

Rhiannon thought she could understand that. She too had a hunger for life that she could never imagine
being satiated. If she wasto die now, in her youth, before ever having had al the things she wanted,
would she not cling to her empty shell of abody with fierce hands, refusing to let go?

Felice noticed her shiver. “Hop out now, that water’ s getting cold and | do no* want to use dl my energy
keeping it warm for ye.”

Rhiannon climbed out obediently and huddled hersdlf into the warmed bath-sheet Felice held ready.
“So these witch-tricks 0 yours, they take energy, just like running or fighting?’ she asked.

Felice nodded. “O* course. Working magic is very exhausting, and no’ just for the witch. The grester the
magic, the more energy ye draw upon—and no‘ just from your own reserves but everything around ye,
even other peopleif yeareno' careful. That iswhy witches must be taught to be canny in their use o' the
One Power, for misuse can be very dangerous. That iswhy we go to the Theurgia” She gave hersdf a
little shake, setting her ringlets dancing. “But dl thistak isvery boring. Let’ slet your hair out and see
what it lookslike.”

With Felice’ s help, Rhiannon put on her green silk dress, the other girl smoothing away the creaseswith
her witch-warm hands. Then Felice took out the papers from her hair, Rhiannon biting the insde of her
mouth to stop crying out in pain. By the time Flice had finished fussing, Rhiannon’shair hunginlong,
dusky ringletsto the small of her back, and her mouth and cheeks had been subtly rouged.

Looking at hersdlf in the mirror, adevice she had never before seen, Rhiannon smiled, and for the very
firgt time saw the flash of her dimplesin her cheeks. They surprised her and, after afew more tentative
smilesat hersdlf in the mirror, pleased her. The face that |ooked back at her looked nothing like the stern,
unhappy face that she had sometimes glimpsed in the satyricorns’ lake.

“Wadll, ye scrub up well,” Felice said, sounding very pleased with hersdlf. “ Though the dressis awee bit
too tight for modesty. If yewereno’ sotdl, I'd lend ye something o' mine.”

Rhiannon stood up, once again conscious of how much bigger she was than the dainty dark-haired girl
beside her. Felice smiled up at her. “Here, et me fold down your deevesto hide those bandages. We do
no' want anyone to see ye ve been wounding yoursdlf. Now, look, areye no’ bonny? Let us go show
theladdl”



Together they left their room, going next door to Ninaand Iven’ sroom, where they could hear the sound
of voices and low laughter. Rhiannon felt eagernessrisein her. She felt so much better after her degp and
abath; it had made her redlise how tired she must have been, and how very cranky and bad-tempered.
She felt sorry now, and resolved to smile at Lewen as soon as she saw him.,

But athough Lewen looked up when she came into the room, he only coloured and looked away when
she smiled a him. Rhiannon scowled at his averted profile and smiled at Rafferty instead, who went
scarlet and jumped to hisfeet, saying incoherently, “Y e look bonny indeed, Rhiannon, like anarcissus.
All dim and green, | mean, not narcissigtic. No' that ye' re green, 0’ course, except inthe dress. | just
mean... yelook bonny. Likealily-of-the-valey.” He gulped and managed to stop himself, and Rhiannon
laughed and let him pull out achair for her next to Nina.

Both Cameron and Landon were there aso, exclaiming over the efficacy of Dedri€ s herbal remedies,
and tdlling Ninashe must get the recipe for the elderflower wine.

“It wasthe most deliciousthing I’ ve tasted, and cleared my head something marvellous,” Cameron said.
“| fed so much better now.”

“Aye, happen so, but drinking too much o' that willnahelp any,” Ninasaid pointedly, looking &t the glass
of whisky in Cameron’s hand.

He flushed but drank a mouthful defiantly, saying, “Och, my granddad said adram o' whisky isthe best
thing for any alment. That’ swhy they cdl it thewater o' life”

“And your granddad was a heder, was he?’
“Wdll, nay, but helived to be sixty-four yearsauld,” Cameron said defensively.

“Well, my lad, let’ shope yeliveto bealot aulder,” Iven said, taking the cup out of Cameron’s hand.
“Dono’ forget we are guestsin this castle and | doubt the laird wishes drunk and rowdy young men at
histable”

“I'mno’ drunk,” Cameron said angyily.

“No‘ yet,” Iven answered, ill smiling. “But I'll wager ye two gold crownsthat Dedri€’ s e derflower wine
isas potent asit iseffective, and ye look like ye ve been drinking it al afternoon.”

“I had afew glasses,” Cameron replied, on hisdignity. “To clear my head.”

“To muddle your head,” Iven teased.

“I must givethiswineataste,” Rafferty said. “ Any left, Cameron?’

“O' course! | dinnadrink the whole damn bottle.”

“Well, when we come back up after dinner I'll come and have aswig,” Rafferty said.

“Maybe | should have custody o' thisfamous bottle 0’ wine?’ Ninasaid. “I'm sure Dedrie did no' mean
for yedl to get sozzled oniit.”

“Yejust want it for yoursdf,” Rafferty said teasingly.

“No’ I,” Ninasaid. “My father was both afire-eater and a drunkard, a combination that does no’ work
well. | will drink 1sabeaur’ s goldendoe wine at Midsummer, but naught else, ever.”



Her words cast a pall of sobriety over the room. She looked up and smiled. “Do no' fear, hedid no’
burn himself to death or anything awful like that. He just could no* work histrade, and he was ajongleur
to the bone, it hurt him to haveto leave the travelling life. Luckily my brother Dide had a house where he
could stay and do hisbest to drink the cellars dry. He died comfortably in his bed when Roden was a

“Thank Eafor that!” Felicesaid. “I wasimagining theworg.”

Ninasmiled. “I think my dawould probably have preferred to go out in ablaze o' glory. Dyingin bedis
no’ theway ajongleur wishesto go.”

“What isit about this place that makes us keep talking about death?’ Felice wondered. “ Cannawefind
aught elseto tak about?’

“I was happy talking about the wine,” Cameron said. Felice laughed and moved to Sit down next to him
by thefire.

Ninasmiled at Rhiannon. “Y elook the very picture o' courtly fashion. | fear it iswasted onthelaird O
Fettercairn. Did ye notice he wears his hair short and his chin clean-shaven? He wears the fashion of
thirty years ago. Hewillnalike al thelong curls and soft clothes o' today.”

She cast arueful hand down her own gown, alow-cut, cap-deeved orange velvet dress that brought out
fiery tonesin her long chestnut hair. Round her neck she had clasped an amber and gold necklace.
Roden stood between her legs, squirming and protesting as shetried to comb out hisunruly curls. He
was negtly dressed in aclean white shirt with aflowing collar and full deeves, under an embroidered
brown velvet jerkin.

“If thelaird willnalikeit, why do | haveto wesar it, Mam?’ the boy complained, tugging at hiscollar. “It's
tight. It itches. | dinnalikeit. Ow! Mam!”

“Sorry!” Ninafreed the comb from his hair and tried again.
“Please, Mam?| dinnawant to.”

“WEe re guests here, Roden, and must mind our manners. | canna have ye coming down to the drawing
room dl in atangle, and wearing a shabby auld shirt.”

“I dinnalikethisone. | want to takeit off!” He pulled violently at his collar and a button pinged free.

“Roden!” Ninasighed in exasperation and pulled him onto her lgp, as Lulu uncurled her long, dexterous
tall, retrieved the button from under the chair, and gave it back to Ning, al without moving from the table,
where she sat eating her way through abowl of small green apples.

“Can | have my sewing kit too, please, Lulu?’ Ninasaid, twisting Roden round so she could see where
the button had come loose. Obligingly Lulu legpt across the room, rummaged through one of the bags,
and brought back alittle floral-topped basket. Roden had become engrossed in looking at Nina's
necklace and so his long-suffering mother was able to deftly sew back the button without any more
trouble,

As Rhiannon sat down next to them, he turned and showed her the pendant. Frozen insde the large
amber stone was an orange-and-black butterfly.

“Mam saysitsthousands o' yearsauld,” he whispered. “ It must’ ve been sipping a the sap 0’ thetree
and got stuck, and dowly the tree-sap flowed al over it and set hard, and the butterfly was trapped



ingde. Wedo no' have butterflieslike this here in Eileanan, Mam says. This necklace came over with the
Firgt Coven. From the Other World, yeken. Soit'sno’ just thousands o' yearsauld, it'sfrom millions
and millionso’ milesaway! Isthat no' amazing?’

As Rhiannon nodded in agreement, Ninaturned to her and smiled, dropping akiss on Roden's curly
head. “He lovesthis necklace,” she said. “It belonged to my grandmother. | do no' ken where she got it
from, but | remember her telling me the story when | wasjust abairn. | dwaysloved it too.”

“It'sbeautiful,” Rhiannon said, putting her hand up to her bare neck. For the first time in days she thought
of her necklace of teeth and bones, hidden away inside her saddlebags, and felt a cold shudder of
revulsion. Her face must have reflected her fedings, for Nina s brows contracted and she leant forward,
her eyes asking a question. Rhiannon shook her head and tried to smile, pushing away the memory
forcefully. She was not a satyricorn anymore, shetold hersalf. She would throw the necklace avay the
first chance she got.

The door opened and Edithe limped in. She had put her hair into ringlets too, and was wearing avery
griking dress of gold lace, with abeautifully worked amulet hanging on along gold chain round her neck.

Cameron whigtled. “Going dl out, Edithe! Trying to impressthelaird?’

“What, with this auld thing?’ she replied coally, though the colour rosein her cheeks. “No" at dl. | only
brought afew clothes, we were no’ alowed to bring more than atrunk each, asye ken. The materid o
thisdressis sofine, it folds very small and doesnatake up much space.” She twirled about, holding the
skirt so the materid glimmered in the dim glow of the candles.

“Well, yelook mighty grand,” Cameron said.
Edithe smiled and thanked him, genuine pleasure on her face.

“A daffodil, aroseand alily,” Landon said. “The spirits o' spring.” A thought struck him and he groped
in his coat pocket for his notebook and the disgracefully chewed quill. Finding he had left themin his
everyday coat, hisfacefel, but Iven tossed him ascroll of paper and aquill, and it lit up again. He went
to the desk, found an ink-bottle and began to scribble, his handwriting looking like an insect had fallen
into the ink and managed to scrabbleitsway free.

There was a soft knock on the door. Lewen got up and opened it, to let in the nursemaid Dedrie. She
camein briskly, looking with approva at Edithe and saying, “Och, your foot isal better, | see. That's
good. And yelads? A lot more colour in your cheeksthisevening, I'm glad to see.”

“I think that may be due to the elderflower wine,” Nina said rather apologetically, putting Roden down so
she could rise to her feet. “ Cameron hastaken rather aliking toiit.”

Dedrie smiled. “He wouldna be the first young man to sneek afew extraglasses o' it. It isdelicious
indeed, and will do him no harm. No’ even a headache in the morn.”

“I must have therecipel” Cameron cried. “ Dear, dear Dedrie, will yeno' writeit down for me?’

“I cannawrite, dr. But if yelike, | can tdll ye the recipe, which is Smple enough, and ye can writeit down
yoursdlf.”

As Cameron thanked her exuberantly, Ninasaid to her softly, “\Were ye never taught to write nor read,
Dedrie? Do they no' have aschool here?’

“No* dncethefdl o' thewitches tower,” the nursemaid answered stiffly. “ That was nigh on fifty years



ago, when | was but a bairn. There has been no school since then, nor any hedlers, which, Truth kens,
we have need o' here. That iswhy | set mysdlf to gathering what skill | could in herb-lore and hedling,
sncetherewasno-oneelsetodoit.”

“I will let the Coven ken,” Nina promised. “Y e have no need o' aheder, for ye clearly ken your craft
well, but the bairns need a school, and Eakens ye need agood exorcist!”

She spoke lightly, but Dedrie did not smile. “What do we need a school for?’ she said hitterly. “There
are no bairns|eft to teach.”

Nina samilefaded. “Happen therewill bein thefuture,” she said gently. “Eawilling.”

Dedrie looked up at her. “My lady, | would no* be so quick to throw around your witch-words, if | were
ye.”

“Yearethe second person to say soto me,” Ninasaid, drawing herself up to her full height, her face
gern. “Why 0?7’

Dedrielooked away, the rosy apples of her cheeks darkening.

“Witches have brought naught but trouble to Fettercairn,” she said roughly. “1 mean ye no disrespect, my
lady, | ken you are a sorceress and | am sure ye mean well. But... we have long memories here, and
Fettercairn hasno' been well served by witches. There are those that will midike yefor your powers,
and it would bewisest no' to remind them.”

“But why are witches so didiked? What have they done?’

“Och, it was grand in the auld days, when the Tower was strong and people came from everywhereto
study here,” Dedrie said. “We were arich valey then, and ableto put up with the wildness o' the
students and the arrogance 0’ the sorcerers for we had money in our pocket. But then the Red Guards
came and burnt down the Tower and put al the witches to the sword, and anyone who protested was
killed too, without hestation.”

“They bided herein the castle, the soldiers, and no-one in the valley could mumble awitch-word in their
deep without them hearing it. We soon learnt to mind our tongues, we did. And the Seeker walked
among us and told us al the wickedness the witches had done, under our noses dl thetime, and
promised we would be rewarded for keeping faith with the blessed Banrigh, as shewas caled. Sowe
did what we weretold, and it wastrue, we al prospered better than ever afore, for the Banrigh cameto
livein Ravenshaw, at the blue castle by the sea, and needed guards and servants and food—and we are
closeto the blue castle here, only two days' ride away.

“But then the witch-rebels came and attacked Fettercairn Castle, and our laird waskilled and his son
too. Sincethen it is has been a cold, unhappy place, filled with ghosts, and each year it only grows
worse, S0 that no-one dares put their nose outside their doors after dusk. Y € ve seen the walking dead, |
ken, and heard the tales o' robbed graves and murdered children. All 0’ that has happened since the
witch-loving rebels sormed the castle and killed our laird. It is said the witches have long memories, and
will no' forgive or forget our support 0 Mayathe Blessed.”

“The people 0 Fetterness blame the witches? But that makes no sense! Why would the Coven rob
graves and murder bairns? That isridiculous.”

Dedrie shrugged. “If it wasno' for them, the auld laird would still be dive, and our dear Rory t0o.”

Ninawas slent, though her black eyes glittered with anger under her knotted brows.



Dedrielooked at her appedlingly. “ So ye see, they do no' like witches here, and though it is mostly
foolishness and superdtition, ye cannablame them. | do no’ mean that ye should hidewhat ye are, itis
too latefor that, but just... mind your words. Words can jab as sharp as any thorn and, when the wound
isaready deep, cause fresh blood to flow.”

“Thatistrue,” Ninasaid evenly. “1 must admit I midike hearing ye cdl upon the Truth. That was one
hypocrisy | thought never to hear again.”

Dedrie went scarlet.

“Enough!” Ninasaid, taking aquick step avay. “1 heed your warning and thank yefor it. | will mind my
tongue. Tell me, how doesMaise? | sat with her awhile and she seemed to deep easy enough. | did no'
dare remove the poultices to see the wounds, no’ wanting to undo your good work.”

“She doeswell. Sheisyoung and strong and will hea quickly. Therewill be scars, there' snaught | can
do about that, but the one on her faceisonly smal and will no* mar her too much.”

“Will she bewdl enough to ride out tomorrow?’

Dedrie pleated the edge of her apron. “1 fear the road shall no' be cleared in time, my lady. It would be
dangerousto try and leave afore the tree is taken away.”

Ninaregarded her with frowning eyes. “ Happen lven and | shdl ride out tomorrow morn and inspect the
road for ourselves,” she said slkily.

“Asyeplease, my lady.”
“Thank yefor enquiring.”

“No" a dl, my lady.” Dedrie curtsed, then said, with colour again rising in her plump cheeks, “My lady,
if I may be so bold... happen your laddie would rather have hisdinner up here, on atray? 1’ ve dready
asked the kitchen to bring up some broth for the poor wee lass. It would be no trouble for them to bring
up some more for the boy. 'Tisjugt... my laird israther auld-fashioned in hisways, he has had no bairns
0" hisown, heisno’ much used to their ways...”

Ninahesitated. “Normally I'd agree like ashot,” she said. “Rodenisno' good a forma dinners. But...”
“Och, please, Mam?’ Roden cried. “| wouldna have to wear this bloody shirt then!”
“Roden!” Ninacried. She cast avexed glance a Iven, who shrugged and held up hishands.

“If yelike, | could stay herewith thelad?’ Dedrie said. “I’ d like to stay closeto the lasstoo, her fever
dill worriesme.”

“| want to keep my laddie near me,” Ninasaid, dmost inaudibly. “I'm afraid...”

Dedrie nodded. “Aye. | undergtand. I'll have acarefor him, though, my lady, | promise” Therewasa
fierce note of passon in her voice.

There was along pause. Just before it grew embarrassing, Lewen bent his head and coughed into his
hand. “ Och, | fear I’ ve caught Cameron’s cold,” he said. “Do yethink | could be excused from dinner
too, Nina?1 really am no’ much good at forma dinners, either, and | do no’ want to cough all over my
lard.”

Ninalooked relieved. “Very well. O' course. Happen ye fed well enough to st up with Roden for awee



while and tel him some Stories afore he goesto bed?’

“Yippee!” Roden shouted. “Lewen, will yetdl mesome o' the talesfrom when your dai-dein wasa
rebel with the Righ? Please?’

Lewen grinned a Roden. “Surel”

Dedrie was frowning but when Ninaturned back to her, one eyebrow raised, she nodded her head,
smoothing down her crumpled apron with work-reddened hands. “ Sure, and that’ s a happy solution for
everyone,” she said. “Happen the young man can hep me with the lassietoo. | thank yedl. My lady...
my lady forgets sometimes, ye ken. It isno’ good for her to be reminded o' the past. Sheis happy
enough, in her own way, if she doesno' remember.”

Ninanodded, her dark eyes softening with sympathy. “It isaterrible thing, to lose achild.”

“Aye” the nurse said and, for one moment, crushed her apron between her two large, red hands. Then
she smiled ruefully, smoothed it down again, and moved towards the door, which Iven opened for her.

Just before she crossed the threshold, she turned back and regarded them all with those troubled dark

eyes, a such variance with her round, rosy cheeks and brisk step.

“Yell dl stay close, won't ye? Fettercairn’ sabig place, and very auld. Y e willna go wandering about,
will ye, or play any slly gameslike hide-and-seek?’

Rafferty and Cameron exchanged mischievous glances and Felice had to bite back agiggle, but they all
agreed solemnly that they would stay close to their rooms.

“Och, good,” Dedrie said. “I wouldnawant aught to happen to ye. Wait here, I'll send Wilmato direct
ye. Shewillnabe but amoment.”

The door shut behind her.

“What aweird auld lady,” Felice said. “1 swear my blood ran cold when she said ‘ stay close’, with such
ameaningful look. What do ye think she' safraid will happen to us?’

“Yemight get lost and spend therest o° your life wandering the hals o’ Fettercairn, looking for away
out,” Rafferty said solemnly.

“Happen they have dungeons. Or an oubliette,” Cameron said. “Y e could fal in and no-one would ken
where ye were. Someone would find yein ahundred years, naught but a skeleton wearing a
rose-coloured gown.”

“Happen the ghosts would get ye,” Roden said in his high, treble voice. “ O0000000000000000h,
0000000000000000-00h.” He pulled his shirt up over his head and ran round the room, wailing and
flapping hisarms.

Felice shuddered. “Enough!”

“Aye, that’s enough, laddie,” Ninasaid. “Y e can go and get out o' your good shirt now. | just wish |
hadna asked for it to beironed. Look at ye! Y € re grubby aready. Ten minutes on your back, and ye
look likeye' vedeptinit. | dinnaken how yedoit.”

Roden whopped with joy, dragged the hated shirt over his head and flung it On the ground. Lulu legpt on
top of it, jumping up and down, howling with glee. Laughing, Roden joined her, the little bag of mudin he
wore about his neck bouncing up and down on histhin chest.



“Roden!” Ninacried in exasperation. “Y € ve got your bootson! Look at it now. It’'ll have to be washed
again. Why do ye do these things?’

“I don't haveto go to dinner!” Roden sang. “Yippee!”

“We Il go and check onthe horses” Lewen said, “and givethem abit o' awalk in the grass, then have
dinner just thetwo 0’ us.”

“And agory.”

“Sure, and astory.”

“Ten dtoried”

“Three,” Lewen compromised. “And only if yedo no’ give me any cheek!”

“I wouldnado that,” Roden said in al sincerity, hiseyeswide. “Would I, Mam?’
“Never,” she said with asmile, and drew close to Lewen so she could thank him.

“I do no* wish to upset anyone, but | canna be easy about leaving Roden with a stranger,” she said softly.
“I ken I’'m probably over-anxious but all these taleswe ve been hearing. .. and those poor ensorcelled
corpses... | just cannabe easy in my mind.”

“Och, that’sgrand,” Lewen said. “I’'m happy to have aquiet night by thefire. | have no desireto get
mysdf dl fancied up.”

He caught Rhiannon’ s eye and looked away, and she turned her back, feeling unaccountably snubbed.
She smoothed down her green silk, shook back her ringlets, and smiled at Rafferty, who shielded his
eyes, saying, “All thisbeauty, | am blinded!”

Rhiannon did not glance at Lewen again as she dlowed Rafferty to show her out of the room.



The Great Hall

The maid Wilmawas waiting anxioudy outside to show them down to the dining room. They went down
two-by-two, and were shown into ahuge, gloomy room panelled from floor to ceiling in wood so dark it
was amost black. Each lofty wall was crowded with the stuffed heads of dead animals— stags, hinds,
boars, sabre-leopards, snow-lions, woolly bears, hoar-weasel s—their glass eyes shining awfully in the
dull flicker of theiron chanddier suspended from achain in the centre of the ceiling.

Nina s step faltered as shetook in the sight of al the disembodied heads and antlers, and Felice made a
face. Rhiannon looked round in interest. She had never seen the taxidermist’ s art before but she
understood the desire to digplay such trophies of one’ s hunting prowess.

In the centre of the room was along table spread with ayellowing linen tablecloth and decorated with
ornate slver candlegticks and an enormous siiver epergne. Lord Mavern sat at one end, looking with
displeasure at hiswatch, and Lady Evaline sat at the other, her face unhappy. There was an old man
wesaring round eyeglasses sitting on her right hand, and athin, brown, drably dressed woman sitting on
her Ieft, fiddling with her fork. Another ederly man with thin, gnarled fingers and anxious, grey eyessat a
little further dong, amiddle-aged man with the same grey eyes sitting beside him. All the other guests
looked apprehensive, and Lord Mavern was frowning heavily, two white dents driven down from his
hooked nose to the sides of his mouth.

“I'm sorry, arewelate?’ Ninasaid, crossing the room swiftly.

“Y our maid' sfault, no doubt,” Lord Mavern said, standing up and bowing stiffly.
“Nay, I'm afraid we were all rather tired and dow to get ready. | am sorry.”

“No matter,” Lord Malvern said.

The seneschd Irving wastherein his sombre livery, carrying awhite-tipped stick in one hand. He bowed
to Ninaand lightly touched the back of the chair on Lord Mavern’sright hand. At once afootman
gprang forward and pulled out the chair for Nina, who sat obediently. Irving touched another chair, and a
footman pulled it out for Iven. One by one, the seneschal indicated where each person wasto sit,
showing himsdlf uncannily aware of the order of precedence owed to each and every one of them.

Rhiannon found hersdlf Sitting right down the end of the table, next to the old man with the eyeglasses. He
peered a her over their rim, mumbled, “My, my!” and then introduced himself as Gerard the Sennachie.
Not knowing what this meant, Rhiannon smiled and nodded her head, and discovered, intime, that this
meant the old man looked &fter the family history and papers, and kept the clan registersand library in
order. Herambled on for what seemed like avery long time, telling Rhiannon dl about the long and
distinguished genedogy of the MacFerris clan. They were one of the few great families of Eileanan to
have an unbroken line of inheritance, father to son, for athousand years, hetold her.

“Isthat important?’ Rhiannon asked, bored.

Hewas surprised. “O" course! Though the lineis broken now, unhappily. Hopefully my laird can repair
the bresk and restore theline. | kenitishisdearest wish.” Just then the first course arrived, and he
thankfully subsided into Silence.

Lady Evdinewas scanning dl their faceswith anxious eyes. “Whereisthe lad?’ she asked piteoudy.



“Did | no' seealad with ruddy hair and dark eyes, just like my wee Rory?Isheno’ here? Washea
ghost too?’

Ninahardly knew how to answer, and everyone e se sat fedling troubled and uncomfortable. Then Lord
Mavern said very lightly, from the far end of the table, “ There’ saways lads running about, my dear, ye
ken that. It must have been some potboy ye saw.”

Lady Evaline shook her head. “| never seeladsanymore,” she said sadly. “No‘ anywhere. No' living
boys, anyway. Ghosts, only ghosts. Sometimesit ismy Rory that haunts me, sometimes other boys that
comeand go likewill o wigps, never here for long but dways crying, dways cold and crying.”

Lord Mavern stood up, the white dents gppearing beside his mouth. “My dear, ye are unwell. | shal cal
Harriet.”

Lady Evdine shrank back. “Nay, nay, | anwell, indeed | am,” she said. “No need to call Harriet. | am
sorry, it'sjust... I'msurel saw alad, aliving lad, but no to worry, never mind, | must’ ve been
mistaken. | am sorry.”

Lord Mavern sat back down again, hisface unreadable. He indicated with ajerk of hishead that the
footmen continue serving the soup and everyone was able to hurry into comments about how hungry they
were, and how good the soup smdlt, and how lovely was the table setting.

Lady Evdine s clouded gaze moved back to Nina sface plaintively. Ninasmiled at her, and turned her
gaze to the soup bowl being placed before her.

Rhiannon found her composure unba anced by the mention of the cold, crying boys, which brought her
own dream back to her vividly. She aso found the table settings very intimidating, for there were at least
four spoons and knives, some quite oddly shaped, and any number of glasses and bowls and platters and
tureens. She wished fervently that Lewen was there to show her what to do. She watched what the other
girlsdid and tried to mimic them, with mixed results, sncethisline of defense was complicated by the fact
that Felice and Edithe, as apprentice-witches, were not permitted to eat meat. Therewas barely adish
on the table without the flesh of some animd init, which made it hard for Ninaand the apprenticesto eat
without discourtesy. The soup at least was made of some sweet orange vegetable, but otherwise there
was alarge roasted fish on abed of spinach, achicken and leek pie, baked pigeons with asparagus and
fennd, adish of lamb and minted peas, and a buttered freshwater lobster. Rhiannon had been hungry for
mest since leaving her herd and so she made an excellent meal despite never being quite sure if shewas
using the right knife and spoon. She noticed that Cameron and Rafferty aso tasted many of the dishes,
even if rather surreptitioudy, and that Nina noticed too and was displeased.

The drab woman on the opposite Sde of the table from Rhiannon watched her chomp her way willingly
through everything on offer, and said faintly, “Heavens, the gppetite o' the young. How one forgets.”

Rhiannon regarded her thoughtfully, but said nothing. The old man with the anxious grey eyes, who was
apparently the clan harper, smiled at her, and said, “I dways enjoy watching young people enjoy their
food. | wish | could eat with such joyous abandon, but that is one more pleasurelost to me, I'm afraid.”

“Here, Dai-dein, try some o' thefish, that isno’ too rich,” his son said.

Further up the table, Lord Mavern was enjoying alively conversation with Edithe, who had been placed
at hisleft hand, in accordance with her noble birth. The young apprentice was smiling demurdly ashe
sad, “But what isyour father thinking, to let ye go off to court dl by yoursdlf, with no-oneto protect ye?’

“Itistheway o' the Coven,” Edithe said with asigh. “Indeed, my father was concerned but | was



determined to go to the Theurgiaand so at last he gave in and let me have my way.”

“Indeed, | can seeit would be hard toresst ye,” Lord Malvern said. “But why must ye go to the
Theurgia? Surdy alovely young lady like yoursdf must wish to be married?’

“Towhom?’ Edithe asked, raising her eyebrows. “ There is none with whom | would wish to jump the
fire”

“But surely ye must be inundated with suitors?” Lord Malvern said.
“None my father condgders suitable,” Edithe said, wrinkling her nose.
“Too auld or too young?’ Lord Malvern asked with asmile.

“Too poor,” Edithe answered.

Lord Mavern laughed. “Och, well, that isaproblem for any father. | pity him. Y e say ye have three
ssters? No wonder he has permitted ye to go to the Theurgia. To spend eight years so closeto court, it'll
be awonder if ye do no' meet some handsome young laird who will sweep ye off your feet.”

“One can only hope,” Edithe replied.

Lord Mavern laughed again, causing both Lady Evaine and her drab companion to look up at the table
a him. “QOch, if | wasjust forty years younger, I’ d be wooing ye mysdlf.”

Edithe replied sweetly, “And if ye were forty years younger, I'm sure I’ d be most flattered, my laird. Tell
me, do yeno' have ason or nephew as charming as ye, that ye could introduce me to?’

“I have no son,” he answered harshly. “ And though | had a nephew once, he died afore ye were born,

my lady.”
“I’'m sorry,” Edithe said, looking down at her plate.

The smile returned to hisface. “ Och, no matter. Y ewill have to make do with me, as ancient and
cresking asl am.”

“Yereno ancient!” Edithe responded with an arch smile.

“Compared to your young loveliness, I'm auld indeed, though | do no' fed it, basking in the warmth o
your smile. Indeed, it isa shame ye must ride on as soon asthe road is cleared. If ye and your friends
wereto bide awee, | swear | would shed years each day ye were here.”

“That would be lovely,” Edithe said with agiggle, “but | am afraid we must go. We have awedding to
atend!”

“Och, aye, the wedding o the young prionnsa,” Lord Mavern said. “To his cousin, the deposed Banrigh.
That isacanny politica liaison. | cannabe the only onein Eileanan that remembers she was named heir
to the throne when her father died.”

“Sheruled for only six hours,” Iven interjected angrily. “ And she was only anewborn babe at thetime.”

“But the only offspring o' the Righ,” Lord Mavern reminded him. “1 have never heard that youth was a
reason for disnheriting therightful heir to the throne. Eleanore the Noble was only eight when her father
died and she inherited the Crown and the Lodestar, if | remember correctly. Her mother ruled as Regent
till she wastwenty-four. And Jaspar himsalf was only fifteen when he inherited the throne. Why should his



daughter be disinherited just because she was a babe-in-arms?’
“We needed astrong manto rule,” Iven said quickly. “Wewere a war on every front, aland divided.”

“True,” Lord Mavern answered, “but why could the Banrigh’suncle no’ act as Regent and rule in her
name until she reached her mgority? Which | believe she has done just recently. No wonder her uncle
wishesto marry her off to hisson.”

Iven haf-rose. “ Sheisthe Ensorcdlor’ s daughter!” he roared.

“And Jaspar's,” Lord Malvern pointed out. “If the fact that she isthe Dowager Banrigh' s daughter sticks
in his craw so much that hewill no dlow her to rule, why is Lachlan the Winged marrying hisson to
her?’

Iven said nothing, though his blue eyes blazed with anger. Ninalaid her hand on hisarm.

“Besides,” Lord Malvern continued, unperturbed, “when has it ever mattered what evil actsone's
parents have been accused o, aslong as one' sright to the throne islega? Donncan the Black was no’
disnherited smply because hisfather Fearguswas accused o' terrible crimes.”

“Y e seem to ken your history well,” Iven said coldly.

“We were taught well when | wasalad,” Lord Malvern answered. “ It was thought that if we kent
history, we could try to avoid the mistakes o' the past. That isobvioudy no’ what is beieved now.”
Therewas atrace of bitternessin hisvoice.

“Comenow,” Lady Evainesaidin her siweet voice. “ | wastaught it is rude to discuss politics at the
dinner table. Tell me, my lady, how are your sick bairns? Has Dedrie been o' useto ye?’

“Aye, indeed,” Ninaanswered, her cheeks rather flushed. “ Asye can see, the boys are both well enough
tojoin us herefor dinner, and Editheis only limping dightly. Dedrie seemsto ken her craft well.”

Lady Evainesighed. “Aye. | dono' ken what we would have done without her dl these years.”

“She'saskilled heder, ye are lucky. So many remote villages and towns are till without properly trained
hedlers, even so long after the witch-burnings. Indeed, it was an evil thing, thekilling o' so many harmless
skedlies and cunning men. Most 0’ them had done no more wrong than do their best to help the poor and
auld and sick.” Nina s eyes sparkled with anger. It was clear the lord’s comment had cut her on the raw
too.

Another uncomfortable silencefell. All of the castle folk stared &t their plates, and Lord Mavern'sthick,
dark brows were drawn down angrily. He laid down hisknife and leant forward, asif about to speak.

Lady Evdine spokefirg, hurriedly. “But ye have no' yet told me what ye do, travelling through
Fetterness Valley? We are S0 pleased to have guests, it has been adreadfully long time since anyone has
cometovigt us. Yesay yearetravelling to Lucescere, for the wedding? Why come thisway? Most
people seem to prefer travelling down thefar sde o’ the Findhorn, where the roads are so much better
and where there are no ghosts.”

Lord Malvern’ sfrown deepened and once again he made to spesk.

Iven cut across him. “Indeed, we would normally have chosen to go the other way too, my lady, sinceit
isdifficult travelling with caravans on rough roads. However, we have news we were most anxiousto
take to His Highness, and so we decided to come thisway, sinceit is so much shorter. Or, so at least we



hoped. We have had nothing but bad luck and foul weeather since we chose thisroad.”
“What news may that be?’ Lord Mavern demanded.

Iven turned to him palitdy. “One o' the Righ’ s Blue Guards was found murdered in the highlands, my
laird. He was one of His Highness s most trusted lieutenants and both Ninaand | kent him well. Hissister
isthe head of the hedlers' guild and isadear friend 0’ ours. We wished to take the newsto her, and to
His Highness, as quickly aswe could.”

“Oh, | see” Lord Mdvern replied, hisfrown relaxing.

“How very sad,” Lady Evdine said and the other castle inhabitants murmured a so.
“How did he die?’ the harper’ s son asked.

“Hewasshot,” Iven replied.

“And ye kent him well?’ the drab lady asked.

Ninanodded. “I’ ve kent him since he wasjust alad. He was one o' the League 0’ the Healing Hand.
Have ye heard the tales about them? They were aband o' beggar children that joined the rebellionin
Lucescere, och, many years ago, and did many brave deedsto help Lachlan the Winged win the throne.”

“The League o' the Hedling Hand?’ the harper asked with great interest. “What a strange name.”

“One o' thelads, Tomas, had the power to hed with thelaying on o' hands. He was only awee laddie,
six or seven, perhagps. Connor, the Y eoman whose body we found in the highlands, was just hisage and
his best friend. They formed the League to help and protect Tomeas.”

“And whereisthislad now?He must be aman grown?’ Lord Mavern asked with sudden interest.
“Hedied at the Battle o' Bonnyblair,” Iven said. “It was agreet tragedy. He died saving the Righ’ slife.”
Lord Mavern turned his attention back to hislobster. “Very sad,” he said.

“It was his second death,” Iven said, noticing the eager interest in the eyes of the harper and his son, who
were naturaly stirred by such agtory. “ Thereisabeautiful song about him, written by the Righ's mingtrd,
who isnow the Earl o' Caerlaverock. | will sngit for yelater, if yelike.”

“I would likethat,” the harper’ s son said eagerly. “We hear so few new songs here.”
“What do ye mean, it was his second death?’ the harper asked, his grey eyesalight with curiosity.

“Tomas died earlier, during an ambush by the Bright Soldiers. He had used dll o' his powersto savethe
Righ, who was sorely wounded. Lewen should tell thisstory, it was his mother Lilanthe who saved him.
She had been given aflower o' the Summer Tree by one o' the Ceestines. The flowers have immense
power in them, it iswhat givesthe Celestinestheir magica ability to hea by thelaying on 0’ hands, an
ability that Tomas had inherited. Lilanthe roused Tomas enough o that he could egt the flower, and it
brought him back to life and made his miracul ous powers even greater. He saved thelives o thousands
0 soldiersduring the Bright Wars, so many | think it isfair to say we could never have prevailed without
him”

Lord Mavern had looked up from his plate again. “ So those uile-bhei stean—the fagriesye cal
Celestines—they can bring people back to life?”



Ninaand Iven both stiffened at his use of theword. Ninain particular looked outraged, her cheeks
flushing red, her black eyes shooting out dangerous sparks.

“Wedo no' cdl those 0’ faery blood uile-bheistean anymore,” shesad coldly.

Lord Mavern waved his hand dismissively. “Whatever. Y e were saying they can bring people back to
life?” His gaze wasfixed with disconcerting intentness upon Nina sface.

“They can hed,” Ninasaid giffly. “Particularly those o' Stargazer blood. The Stargazers are those who
have eaten o' theflower o' the Summer Tree. They areliketheroyd family o' the Celestines.”

“I see,” thelord said thoughtfully. “But they can hed even those so sordly wounded they are closeto
death?’

Ninanodded. “If they are powerful enough.”

“What afascinating sory,” he said, beginning to eat again. “We must certainly hear the song after dinner.
Some music would be amost pleasant diversion. And perhaps the young ladies would like to dance? My
piper and my harper would be glad to play afew redls.”

Feice clapped her handsin ddight. “ That would be wonderful!”

“I'm suremy ankle will be ableto stand afew turns” Edithe said.
“Thenit'sarranged. In the grand drawing room after dinner, Borden!”
“Asyewish, my laird,” the old harper said, bowing dightly.

Once the meal was cleared away, Lady Evaine and her companion rose and left the room, Ninaand the
three girlsfollowing her. They sat in one of the drawing rooms and drank tea, and made stilted
conversation. As soon as the seneschal had indicated the footmen could remove the tray and had left the
room himsdlf, shutting the door behind him, Lady Evaine leant forward.

“My dear madam, please will yeno’ tell me, ye did have aboy with ye, dinnaye? A laddie with red
har?’

“My lady,” the drab companion protested weskly.

Lady Evaine kept her eyes on Nina sface. Thejourney witch pressed her lipstogether and reluctantly
nodded. “My son, Roden,” she answered.

Lady Evaine clapped her hands. “I thought hewasno' aghost! Och, | am glad. | had begun to think |
must reglly be going mad.”

“Evdine, my dear,” her companion said anxioudly.

Lady Evalinewaved ahand at her. “1 just wanted to be sure, Prundlla. Tell me, did heno’ come down to
dinner because they warned ye to keep him away from me?’

Ninanodded, looking very uncomfortable.

“I knew it!” Lady Evaline cried. “ They do worry about me. But ye must no' worry, my dear. | would
never hurt your son.”

“I' hopeno’,” Ninasaid steadily, aspark igniting in her black eyes. “For | am asorceress, ye ken, and



one should never enrage a sorceress.”

Lady Evaine nodded wisdly, though her companion looked scandaised. Edithe and Felice exchanged
glances, trying not to giggle.

“Believe me, | ken how to protect my son,” Ninawent on, her colour high.

“Moretea?’ Miss Prunellaasked, lifting the tegpot. She had a soft downy moustache above her lip,
which quivered.

“Nay, thank ye,” Ninaanswered, putting down her cup. “I think | have had quite enough.”

“I thought | could protect my sontoo,” Lady Evaine said. “1 thought the strength o' these walls and the
srength o' my husband' s arm, and my own love would be enough to keep him safe, but | waswrong.”

“Evdine” Miss Prundlaquavered. Ninaand Lady Evaine both ignored her.
“I'm sorry for that,” Ninasaid gently. “1 ken how much ye must grievefor him.”

“They try and makeit up to me, but there’ s naught they can do,” Lady Evaine said in her soft, plaintive
voice. “A mother kens her own son, dead or dive.”

Editherolled her eyes and made alittle corkscrewing gesture beside her ear that dmost made Felice
giggle out loud. Ninashot them afiercelook. “O* course” she sad.

The door opened and Lord Mavern camein, smiling.
“That was quick,” Lady Evdine said. “Would ye like some tea?’

“None o' my guestswere smoking men,” he answered equably, scanning them al with hisfierce black
eyes set under bristling grey brows. “ Do we fed like some dancing? Shdl | send for my harper and

piper?’

Edithe and Felice squealed and clapped their hands. Lord Mavern rang the bell and Irving came,
bowing, to smoothly arrange the removal of various chairs and tables from the large drawing room.

“We have abalroom, but that istoo large for only afew couples,” Lord Mavern said. “For afriendly
little dance, thisismore comfortable, | think.”

Then the harper and his son came, carrying various ingtruments, and an old man with aset of bagpipes,
and for the next hour, the time passed merrily enough, with no moretalk of ghosts or dead boys.
Rhiannon was the only one of the girls not to enjoy hersdlf thoroughly, for she could not dance. Also, she
could not rid hersdf of theweird feding that dl thistalk and laughter and music was asham, and that
under the smiling faces and lively chatter, other darker thoughts hid, like asnakein the grass. Shefdt like
she was being watched dl thetime. Refusing every exhortation to join the dancing, she sat againgt the
wall, ligening and observing. The candldight wavered in her tired eyes, and she thought for amoment she
saw alittle boy standing forlornly in the shadows. She started and blinked, and the mirage was gone, but
she could not shake the nervous tension that kept her musclesal in aknot.

Landon did not much enjoy dancing, either. Dutifully he danced with Edithe, managing to tear the hem of
her gauzy gold gown, and with Felice, who laughingly pretended to limp away afterwards, declaring her
feet were black and blue with bruises, and then he thankfully sat down against the wall too. After awhile,
when he thought no-one was paying him any attention, he drew out his dog-eared notebook and his quill
and, balancing the inkpot on the gilded, satin-covered chair beside him, began to scribble with great



intentness.

Rhiannon watched him with interest. She had begun by thinking Landon avery peculiar young man, but
she had grown to like him very much, something which surprised her. He was not strong, or fast, or
brave, or handsome. He sat on ahorse like asack of potatoes, and showed no interest in wrestling or
hunting. He did not like being wet or cold or tired or hungry. He was, in fact, the sort of person she
would normally view with contempt. Y et, despite his physicd frailty, despite his shyness and oddities,
there was something about him that made her warm to him, and want to look out for him and keep him
from hurting himsdf.

After awhile she did dong the seats towards him, noticing with amusement that hisinkpot wasleaving a
round dark stain on the lord’ s straw-coloured satin chair.

“What ye write?’ she asked.

He glanced up at her, looking alittle cross, but then when he saw it was Rhiannon interrupting him, he
blushed and ssammered and dmost tipped hisinkpot over. Rhiannon rescued it with agrin, and he said
shyly, “It' sonly rough still, but | could read it to yeif yelike?’

When she nodded, he cleared histhroat and read aoud,

“How dark this place, how grim!

Where the black wings o' ravens shadow the sky
Where the wind sobs round the tower high

Like the desolate cries o' a murdered child.

My own life, once so keen and bright, grows dim.
My own song falters; my pulse iswild.

In my dreams | hear thetoll o' death’s bell,

Beneath my feet yawns a bottomless well.”

Rhiannon stared at him in true amazement. “ Y efed it too?’ she whispered.
He stared at her in surprise and pleasure. * My poem means something to ye?’
She nodded. “1 hate this place. | wish we could get away.”

“Metoo. But | dinnakenwhy. It'sall dreams and shadows. | dinnalike to say aught, | ken the others
would just laugh a me, but...” He paused, and then said, “1t'sno* ahappy place, this castle”

“No,” Rhiannon agreed. They sat in sllence for awhile, watching the dancers twirl about the room, then
Landon said, very shyly, “I’'m so glad ye liked my poem.”

* % %



After Lady Evaline and her companion had retired for the night, and the musicians had packed up their
instruments, Lord Mavern offered to show them around the castle and they agreed eagerly. He led them
through various vast picture hals, abalroom with amusic galery, alibrary filled with books and maps
and agreat desk piled with papers, the grand dining room which wasfar larger than the private room
they had just dined in, and then, lastly, the great hdl. Thiswas an immense cold shadowy room that made
Rhiannon shiver and edge closer to Nina. The witch seemed to find the atmosphere of the room
unpleasant also, for she hugged her arms with her hands and |ooked about her with troubled eyes. “ Do
ye usethe hall much?’ she asked politely.

“No' these days,” he answered. “It has unhappy memories.”

AsLord Malvern spoke, Rhiannon felt astrange, disturbing thinning of the atmosphere. Her breath
puffed out white. For amoment her companions faded away, and she saw aroom filled with men, weary
and bloodied with battle. One wore long red robes, others wore the livery of the MacFerrisclan, but a
few were dressed in shabby, stained motley, little better than rags. Two men faced each other acrossthe
points of their swords. One was young and dark, with a hunched shoulder, and a surly, unshaven face,
wrapped in afilthy black cloak from head to foot. The other was older and dressed formally in avelvet
doublet and black kilt, with embroidered stockings and neatly combed hair and beard. Rhiannon heard a
snatch of voices, shouts, curses, a hysterical-sounding ranting from the man in red. Then the swordsrose
and clashed, there was asharp cry of horror, and then the older man dowly fell to his knees, both hands
clutching his stomach. Then he toppled sideways and blood spread across the paving-stones.

“Blood,” Rhiannon said, and clutched a Ninafor support. “Blood was spilt, just there.”

“Blood spilt, here?’ Ninarepeated, and looked at the floor asif expecting the stain to remain. Edithe
gave alittle shriek and leapt back.

“Aye” Rhiannon said. “A manwaskilled.”

“Sheisright,” Lord Malvern said unwillingly. “It was my brother’ s blood that was spilt. Hewas
murdered here on thisvery spot.”

Everyone exclamed in shock and moved back uneasly.

“It wasavery long timeago,” Lord Mavern said. “1 do no' like to come here mysdif, but | am surprised
the lass should be able to sense aught. | daresay she has the witch-sight, though, heh?” Hisvoice was
heavy and sarcadtic.

“| daresay,” Ninasaid, drawing Rhiannon close.

“Wasno' murdered,” Rhiannon said in aclear, cdm voice that sounded to her own ears asif it came
from avery great distance away. “Wasfair fight.”

Lord Mavern turned on her in sudden rage, two white dents on either sde of hismouth. “A fair fight!” he
cried. “Thelard o' the castle, cut down in hisown hal by amob o' filthy rebels? How isthat fair or

right?’

Rhiannon was coming back to hersdlf in wracking shudders. She leant heavily on Nina, her voice as
tottery asher legs. “I dono'... kenthelaws o’ your land. In my land, if one raises hand or wegpon
againg another and... iskilled, isno' called murder. Iscaled fair fight. Fancy man... your brother... he
gruck first blow... wasno mob... fair fight with dirty man... dirty manwon.”

“Indeed, the dirty man did win,” Lord Mavern said very softly, looking away into the gloom. There was



avery long silence. Rhiannon tried to till the trembling of her arms and legs. She saw nothing now, but
the memory was vivid in her mind' s eye. Haf-fearful, haf-curious, the others glanced about theill-lit
room, its hearth swept clean and bare asif it was never warmed with dancing flames.

“Did ye see aught?’ Cameron whispered to Felice, who shook her head reluctantly.
“| felt something,” she whispered back. Landon nodded, eyeswide.
“Sureyedid,” Edithe said caudtically. “ The damp and the cold.”

Felice cast her acutting glance but dared say nothing else, for Lord Mavern had stirred and brought his
stern gaze back to them.

“Itiscold in here. Let uswithdraw to the drawing room,” he said with greet politeness. “May | offer ye
some mulled wine, my lady?’

“No' for me, thank ye, my laird,” Ninasaid just aspolitely. “I find | am rather tired ill and would liketo
retire to my bedchamber. | thank ye for amost delicious med, though, and for your hospitality.”

“Tell me” lven said, “what news o' the road? For we are anxious to be on our way, aswe explained.
Werealy must get to Lucescere asfast as we can, the Righ will be looking for us.”

Lord Malvern grimaced and shook his head. “No good news, | fear, sir. The road was badly damaged
and ishard to repair because o' the stegpness 0’ the dope. | have dl my spare men working on it though,
and hope yewill be on your way again as soon as can be.”

Iven inclined his head. “I ken something o' such things, my laird. Happen | may be ableto help?’
“Thank yefor the offer but I’ m sure my men have al under contral,” he answered.

“Nonethdless, | would liketo have alook, my laird, if only to give me something to do while wewait. |
fear | am unused to much rest.”

“Y e should enjoy the chanceto relax whileye can,” Lord Mavern smiled.

Iven sighed. “True, but | fear alifetime o' habit ishard to overcomein only afew days. And | am
curious. It must indeed be adifficult job, to repair aroad in such conditions. Happen your men can teach
me something.”

“Very wel.” Lord Mavern bowed siffly. “1 shal instruct my men to show ye the road in the morning.”

They had come back through to the main wing of the castle and stood now at the base of the grand stone
staircase that led up to their rooms. Lord Malvern bade them a rather grim goodnight and rang for a
footman to show them the way back, even though Iven protested that there was no need, they knew the

way.

“Itisavery large castle, and much o' it isempty these days,” Lord Malvern responded. “1 would hate ye
to becomelogt, particularly so late a night when most 0’ the servants are degping.”

“Thenthank ye,” Iven said, allowing afootman carrying agreat branch of candlesto lead them towards
their rooms. Rhiannon felt odd, asif her feet were weighted with lead and her head was aslight asa
belfruit seed. It was very dark and quiet in the corridors, and bitterly cold, so all were glad to reach
Nina swarm suite, lit generoudy with scented candles and aroaring fire. Roden wasfast adegpin Nina
and Iven’ sgreat canopied bed and Lewen was sitting drowsily before the fire, his boots off, his shirt



undone at the collar and rolled up to show his powerful brown forearms. He had been whittling arrows, a
great pile of them lying beside him, waiting to be fletched.

“How was dinner?’ he asked, standing up and yawning.

“Creepy,” Felice answered, coming to stand close to thefire, and smiling up a him. “No’ ascreepy as
the greet hall, though. Rhiannon had afit, and saw blood everywhere, and ghosts, and the laird was
furious. He doesnaliketak o' ghodts, it seems.”

“Who does?’ Lewen answered, looking past her to Rhiannon, who was now so exhausted she could
barely stand upright on her own feet. “How are ye yourself?’ he asked.

“Grand | am, indeed,” she answered, and fainted.



The Dream

Rhiannon woke with ajerk. For amoment she was disorientated. Everything was dark. Thefire had
falleninto ashes. Shelay Hill, temples throbbing. Her mouth was dry.

Someone stood by the bed.

Rhiannon’s heart dammed hard, and she said with asharp risein her voice, “Roden? What' swrong?’
The boy said nothing.

“Roden?

“So cold,” he whispered. “So cold.”

Rhiannon lay very 4ill. “Who are you?’

He stepped closer. In the darkness he was nothing more than a pal e shape. She could fed him trembling.
“Please...” hewhispered. Then anicy cold hand touched her face.

Rhiannon screamed.
Felice sat bolt upright beside her. “What isit? What' swrong?’
“A boy... aghogt!”

“Yerejust dreaming,” Felice mumbled. The candles on the mantel piece flickered into life, showing the
bedchamber was empty. “ There’ s naught here. Y e were just dreaming. Y € re sick. Go back to deep.”
The candles snuffed themselves out, and Felice rolled over and wasingantly adeep again.

Rhiannon lay, every musclerigid. Then she dowly brought one hand up to cover her cheek. It was chill to
the touch. She shuddered.

After amoment she very dowly and carefully put back the bedclothes and got up. In the darkness she
pulled on her woollen stockings and boots, and wrapped her cloak about her. It was so dark she had to
fedl her way to the door, but the hallway waslit dimly by alantern left on asidetable, turned very low.
For amoment she stood, listening. Then she picked up the lantern, turning up thewick so it cast acircle
of warm light into the frigid darkness. Immediately her heart began to dam againgt her ribs again.

At the far end of the corridor the boy waited. He was dressed in forma clothes, and hisfeet were shod in
buckled brogues that seemed to rest solidly enough on the carpet. He had dark, sombre eyes and ruddy
hair. He was shivering, and had his arms wrapped tightly about his skinny body. He looked back at her,
then made hisway dowly round the corner. Rhiannon followed him.

Heled her away from the guest quarters towards the northern tower, which Rhiannon knew was set
asdefor Lady Evdine suse. He went swiftly and steadily, but not so fast that Rhiannon had trouble
keeping up with him. Shewas just beginning to think that he was perhaps areal boy, a pot-boy who

liked to play sy tricks on guests, when he passed straight through the grest oak door that led into the
tower. This discomposed her so much she stopped, fighting to regain her breeth, her heart galloping likea
runaway horse. Her nerve dmogt failed her, but her hunger to understand was greater and so she went

on again, opening the door as slently as she could. There was no sign of the ghost, and she was angry



with herself. She moved on through the narrow stone corridor anyway, itswalls hung with faded
tapestries. She cameto aspird staircase and began to climb it, her shadow preceding her up the round
walls like some black, formless giant. Then she rounded the central pillar and saw the ghost standing
there, only afew steps ahead, staring at a door half-concealed behind atapestry. As she shrank back,
inginctively shielding the light of her lantern, he looked back at her, beckoned urgently, then stepped
forward and vanished through the solid wood.

It took Rhiannon along time to find the courage to open the door. Her hand was trembling so much the
lantern’ s flame flickered and shook, sending shadows swinging everywhere. She steadied it at last, and
saw asight which chilled her to the very marrow of her bones.

Inside was aboy’ s bedroom. There was alittle bed with a patchwork counterpane, arocking horse, a
wooden castle with tiny soldierslined up along the battlements, a puppet thegtre, and a basket filled with
balls and wooden animas and toy swords. There was a big barred window with a cushioned window
seet and faded curtains covered with prancing red horses. Againgt one wall was a cupboard painted with
stars and moons, and against the other was atoy chest, itslid propped open.

The room wasfilled with the ghosts of boys. One rode the rocking horse back and forth, back and forth,
its rockers creaking. Another examined the puppet theatre, afew more were crouched over the castle.
One was curled up in the big chair, trying to look at abook. One crouched on the window seat, sobbing
into hisarms. Another lay weeping on the bed. One boy was dripping wet, sitting in a puddle, shivering
and crying. Another rocked back and forth in silent terror beside the door. Some were dressed in
nightgowns, othersin rough homespuns, afew in neat suitswith collared shirts, afew othersin heavy
winter coats and red woolly hats. The more shelooked, the more ghosts she saw, some asinsubstantial
as heat rising from a sun-baked stone, otherslooking like living boys, except that as they moved about
the room, their bodies merged into each other and materiaised again on the other side, like flickering
shadows.

The ghost Rhiannon had seen first was standing in the centre of the room, hisarms huddled about him.
Heturned hisface towards her and said pitifully, “ All lost. Cannafind their way home. Lost.” He
shuddered violently and said in athin whisper, “ So cold. Mama, it'sso cold.”

It was cold. Rhiannon’ sinner ears ached painfully. Her breath came out in frosty plumes, and she was
shivering so violently the ail in the lantern dopped about and the flame sunk away into darkness. All she
could hear was the muffled whimper of crying and the creak, creak of the rocking horse.

Sowly Rhiannon backed out of the room, the lantern dropping from her nervelessfingers. The sound of it
breaking went through her like a shock of lightning. She dammed the door closed, then ran down the
dairs. Shefdt faint and sick, so faint she was afraid she might lose her wits again. Back through the dark
hallways and galeries sheran, and ran, and ran, down unlit stairs and through cavernous chambers,
banging into furniture, becoming entangled in hanging curtains, bruising her hips on unexpected hal tables,
and, horribly, coming face to face with the gloomy eyes of ancient paintings, until the stitch in her side
forced her &t last to dow, fighting for breath. Only then did her panicked mind admit that she had no idea
where she was, or how she was to get back to her room. Shewas|ost.

For awhile she huddled on a couch in animmense, high-cellinged room, her cloak wrapped tight around
her, overcome by such terror that unconsciousness passed over her in black, roaring waves. The muscles
of her urinary tract had relaxed involuntarily, so that she felt asopping patch on her nightgown grow, the
initial warmth passing to bitter cold. All she could do wasfight to get breath into her pardysed lungsand
try not to lose control of her other bodily functions, which threatened to shame her further. No-one could
endure such extremities of emotion for long, though, and eventually she was able to control the shudders
that wracked her, wipe the tears from her face and get up. Shefelt her way to the paer oblongs of the



tall windows, looking for some clue as to where she was in the vast, silent castle. There was no moon to
help her but the sky swarmed with stars. She wrenched the window open and leant out, breathing in
great gulpsof fresh, cold air, fixing her eyes on the familiar constellations above. When her eyes adjusted
to the darkness, she was able to see the shape of battlemented walls and the pointed roofs of towers
slhouetted againgt them. She gave asmile of pure relief, redlising she was back in the main part of the
cadtle, looking across the inner ward to the gatehouse.

She made her fumbling way through the room and out to the gallery above the main sairs. Here another
lantern glowed softly in the darkness, lighting the landing. More light spread out in an arc from adoor
down on the next floor. Rhiannon hesitated for amoment with her hand upon the lantern. Withitshelp
she thought she could find her way back to the warmth and safety of her own bed. But she could not help
wondering who in the castle was awake at this late hour, and what they were doing. Since seeing the
ghosts of so many little boys, Rhiannon could fedl nothing but the deepest horror and suspicion of
everyonein the castle, but it only sharpened her desire to know, to understand. So she made her dow,
tentative way down the stairs and put her eye to the crack of the door.

She saw high shelves of books, flickering in the dancing shadows of flames, and the high back of an old
leather chair, and the gleam of awooden desk. The air breathing out of the room was warm and smelt
pleasantly of smoke. Everything was quiet.

After awhile she gently pushed the door open. Still therewas no sign or sound of life. She looked about
her warily. Long wooden cabinets lined thewalls. She pulled open adrawer. Inside were hundreds of old
bones, dl laid out neatly and tagged. Another drawer held a collection of desiccated claws and paws.
She recognised the black massive hand of an ogre and the yellow claw of agoblin, asnow-lion’s heavy
white paw, and a scaly webbed hand that she guessed must belong to one of the sea-folk. In the drawer
beneath it were rows and rows of human hands, all severed at the wrist. Some were badly preserved,
some bare bones, but most looked asif they had just been cut away from aliving body. Her ssomach
quivered uncomfortably. Rhiannon touched one. It was cold and hard and | eft an oily residue on her
fingers. She swallowed and wiped her fingers on her nightgown. She fdlt, suddenly, very cold and
frightened.

The warmth of thefire drew her irresigtibly. It had only just been built up with fresh wood and roared
away merrily on the hearth. Shetiptoed towardsit. A dead baby floated in ajar on ashdf. Anogre's
head glared from another jar. Nailed to aboard was aglittering scaly skin in the shape of aman. In
another jar was apile of strange white round things. Rhiannon could not bring hersdf to examine them
closdly. She stood before the fire and warmed herself, wondering what kind of man would surround
himsdf with such things

The hands of the clock on the mantel piece were moving towards twelve o' clock, the only time Rhiannon
could tell. She hdd her icy handsto thefire, watching the smaler hand tick round, wondering why the
roomwasal lit up and the fire burning, when no-one was there. When the front of her body was so hot
she had to hold the cotton of her nightgown away from her, she turned and basked her backside.

A hugewoally bear stood in the corner of the room, muzzle snarling, claws raised. Rhiannon bit back a
ghriek. Wildly shelooked round for aweapon. Her daggers were back in her room. She cursed herself
for leaving them there, even as she seized a heavy Slver ornament from the mantel piece. As she swung
back round to face the bear, her impromptu wegpon raised, she wondered in amazement what awaoolly
bear could be doing here, in the lord’ sown library. Lewen’s parents had kept one as a pet, though, so
she supposed it was not as uncommon as she would have imagined.

Breathing fast, she stared at the bear, who stared back at her with glassy eyes. For along moment they
eyed each other, then Rhiannon dowly lowered the ornament and took a tentative step forward. The



bear did not move. Shetook another step forward. Still the bear did not move. She crossed the room
warily, and reached up a hand to its fiff, cold snout. The stuffed bear stood frozen, yellow teeth
exposed, huge claws curved. Rhiannon shook her head in wonderment.

Then she saw something that made her eyes widen and her bregth catch. One section of the bookshelves
had siwvung sideways, revealing anarrow doorway. She would never have seenit if she had not goneto
examine the stuffed bear. Rhiannon tiptoed to the secret door and looked inside. All was black and chill.
It smelt likeagrave.

Rhiannon stared at the secret passage for along time, her breath coming short. Every ingtinct in her body
bade her flee back to the warmth and safety of her own bed. Her brain, however, told her that the gaping
holein thewal must hold some clueto dl that was wrong and malevolent in this castle,

Rhiannon was not deceived by the affability of their hogt, or the sweet face of their hostess. From the
moment she had ridden in under the portcullis, Rhiannon’ s skin had been prickling with an awful sense of
dread and horror that had only grown with every moment spent inside the massive wdls. Terrible things
had happened here, she knew that as surely asif blood oozed from every stone. Everyone who lived
within these wdls felt the weight of disquietude and fear. She had seen it in the nervous mannerisms of the
maid Wilma, in the belligerent stance of the castle guards, the surly sideways glances of the grooms, the
nervous obsequiousness of the gatekeeper, the awkward deference of the dinner gueststo their
short-tempered lord. The sight of that dreadful playroom, haunted by the ghosts of dozens of murdered
little boys, had only confirmed what she had aready feared.

And whatever secret was hidden behind the lord of Fettercairn’s smiling face threstened Rhiannon and
her companions, shewas sure of it. The satyricorn girl had lived dl her lifein the Broken Ring of
Dubhdain. She knew this foul weeather was unnatural. She knew gales of such ferocity did not last day
after day after day, at atime when the skieswere normaly fair and the winds warm. She had watched
the eyes of the lord and lady follow young Roden about, and she had seen the anxiety on the nursemaid's
face as she begged them to take the boy and get away. She had come to recognise the white dents that
appeared beside the lord’ s mouth when something was said to displease him, and knew that al about him
dreaded that tightening of hisjaw.

On the desk were a decanter of whisky and aglass. Rhiannon put down the silver ornament and swigged
half adram for courage. She knew she could not go back to her bed without finding out what secret
Lord Mavern had behind his smooth manner. If danger was threatening them, Rhiannon wanted to know
from which direction it would come, and when. Though she coughed and spluttered, the whisky did give
her both warmth in the pit of her belly and the nerve to go into the hidden passage. Remembering
Lilanthe’ swords, sheturned her cloak insde out, so that the grey camouflage was on the outsde. Then
shetook one of the branches of candles and the tinderbox off the mantel piece, for she was more
frightened now of the dark than anything, and went through the narrow portd.

Freezing cold, musty air flowed over her. Shewalked quickly, trying to warm hersdf. The passage was
only narrow, but high enough for her not to have to worry about hitting her head. The walls and floor and
celling were dl made of the same massive grey stone blocks as the castle. She thought she must be
passing through the middle of the thick walls, and wondered where the passage was taking her. Thefloor
began to angle downwards, and then she noticed the walls were now rock, damp and dimy to the touch.

Then the passage opened out into a sizable cavern. Passages and antechambers ran off on different sides,
and Rhiannon could hear the roar of running water. She thought she must be coming closeto the
waterfal. She hesitated, not knowing which way to go, and unable to see very well because of the violent
flickering of the candle-flames. A cold draught bresthed on her neck, lifting her long tendrils of hair.



Suddenly the candles were snuffed out. She scrabbled to light one again. Asthe flameignited, illuminating
the cavern more fully than before, she saw, crudely etched on the far wall, the shape of araven.
Breathing quickly, she hurried that way and found another passage built by human hands, leadingup a a
dight angle. Rhiannon followed the passage and soon found herself climbing broad, even steps that rose
steeply ahead of her. On and on she climbed, panting alittle, the backs of her legs aching.

Fresh air blew coldly against her cheek. She came to another swivel door, standing sSideways on its pivot.
Shielding her candle with one hand, she crept out into the ruins of the Tower of Ravens. It could be
nothing e se, this edifice of crumbling stone with grass and brambles growing through cobblestones, and
crooked wallsrising like broken teeth high into the sky. It was very dark and her candle made only a
smal circle of light, but she held it high and examined the ancient marks of fire onthewalls, thetree
growing out of acrevice twenty feet above her head, the untidy ravens nests high in the tower.

Rhiannon could hear the sound of chanting and she crept towardsiit, blowing out her candle and putting it
down on the ground so the light would not revedl her. In the numb arc of frozen sky above her, the stars
blazed whitdly.

She came to a broken archway and looked through, her heart pounding.

Standing in acirclein the central courtyard of the ruined tower were nine people, al dressed in long red
hooded robes. Holding hands, they were chanting in alow, monotonous tone. Rhiannon was not close
enough to hear thewords. A sullen fire burnt in aclay dish in the centre, reeking of strange incense. Nine
enormous black candlesin iron cages cast aflickering, uncertain light. As Rhiannon leant forward, trying
to hear, the nine people stopped their chanting and stood in silence for amoment, al looking up at the
sky, and then they broke gpart. One man turned and knelt to the north, laying his forehead on the ground,
his arms outstretched. Another figure came up behind up him and bent to unfasten hisrobe, stripping it
down 0 hisback waslaid bare. The red-robed figure then drew awhip with nine knotted lashes out of
itsdeeve. After amoment spent inritud prayer, the figure began to whip the haf-naked man, dowly,
rhythmicaly. Ninetimes the nine-lashed whip rose and fell, and when &t last it waslaid down, the victim's
back was running with blood.

Helay ill for amoment, shoulders heaving, then struggled to hisfeet, drawing hisrobe up to cover his
abused flesh. Then he turned to face the others. Eager to see who it was, Rhiannon leant right forward,
but al she could see under the hood were glittering eyes, amouth clamped shut with pain, and a
cleanshaven chin. The man gestured imperioudy and one of the other anonymous figures came forward,
carrying asack. The man who had been whipped took the sack, plunged his hand insde, and withdrew a
rooster by its spurred feet. Its raucous protests were loud enough for Rhiannon to hear, and she watched
asit struggled to bresk free, pecking at the hand that held it hanging. The other hand came up, there was
aflash of dlver, and then blood sprayed from the rooster’ s neck. Immediately everyone began to chant
again, in high, hysterica voices. Desperate to hear more, Rhiannon lay down on her ssomach and
wriggled dowly across the cold, muddy ground until she reached a broken colonnade of arches closer to
the circle of chanters.

“... By the power o' the dark moon, by the power 0’ spilled blood, by the power o' darkness and the
unknown, by the mysteries o’ the deep, | summon and evoke thee, spirit o' Falkner MacFerris, long
dead brother and laird o' Fettercairn. Arise, arise from the grave, | charge and command thee...”

Three timesthey repeated the charm. To Rhiannon’ s horror, by the end of the third repetition she saw a
frail shapelift out of the ground in the centre of the circle, its head bowed, its arms folded about its chest.
It lifted ahaunted, cavernous face and said: “Why will yeno' let merest?’

“Fakner!” cried the leader, the man who had been whipped.



“Fakner, we come closeto finding the secret. | beg o' ye, do no’ despair yet. | ken it hasbeen along
and weary time, but | swear to ye, we come close.”

“A long and weary time, aye, that it has. Why do ye hold meto thisworld? | want only to rest now. Let
me be.”

“Doyeno want vengeance?’ the leader cried. Rhiannon was almost certain it was Lord Malvern, but
she could not be sure, for this man’ s voice was high and shrill and desperate.

“Vengeance?’ the ghost asked in mild curiogty. “Itisal dust and ashesto me now. What do | care?’

“But doyeno’ wishto live again? Do yeno' wish to embrace your loving wife, do ye no* wish to hold
your son in your arms? What would ye no’ giveto fed the sun hot on your skin and fill your lungswith
swest air, to drink cool water and eat your fill o' thefruitso’ the earth? Falkner, once ye raved for these

things, yebegged me...”
“They aredl good things,” the ghost said dowly. “Indeed, | had amost forgotten.”

“Fdkner, Falkner, how could yeforget!” one of the others cried, stretching out trembling, age-spotted
hands. The ghost turned his face towards her.

“Evding” hewhispered.
“Fdkner, my lovel”
“It hasbeen so long. | had begun to let go, to drift away, to forget.”

“It has only been five months, Falkner,” Mavern said impatiently. “Welast raised ye on All Hallows
Eve, aswe have done every year snceyedied. Tonight isthe spring equinox, the night when the hours of
darkness equa the hours o' light, and tonight the moon is dark. It seemed too good a chance to waste.
We carinaraise ye too often, ye ken that. It istoo dangerous...”

Asif hiswordswere akey to unlock a door, the candle-flames suddenly wavered and were snuffed out
as abitter-cold wind swept round the courtyard. The fire whirled away in ablast of sparks and ashes,
plunging the courtyard into darkness. There were afew terrified screams.

“Hold fast!” Lord Mavern shouted. “Hold the circle o' protection!”

All Rhiannon could hear were the shrieks of panic and fear, and then every hair on her body stood erect
and quivering. She could sense something new in the courtyard, something huge and cold and maevolent.
She shrank down, hiding hersdlf, as afraid as she had been when lost in the castle.

Suddenly ninetall pillars of pae greenish fire shot up from the candles. Mist wasroiling everywhere, dank
and foul-sméling. The ghost of awoman stood in the centre of the circle, regarding the cowering figures
with amusement. In the one glance Rhiannon took before she pressed her face back down again, she saw
only that the woman seemed richly dressed, and that her skin waswhite and her hair dark.

“Y e seek to raise the dead, ye fools?’ the ghost said. “With a daughtered cock-a-doodle-doo and a
handful o' powdered nightshade? Amateurs!”

Lord Mavern struggled to hisfeet. “Begone, foul spirit!” he cried. “Yewereno’ invited here. By the
power 0’ the sacred circle, | command ye to return to theworld o* the dead.”

She laughed, and raised her hand. The bitter-cold, uncanny wind blew up again, strewing the sat and



charcod of the circle they had drawn across the stone.

“If ye open aporta to the spirit world, ye must expect some uninvited guests,” she said. “Look out into
the darkness. Can ye no' seethe ghosts that siwarm about your pitiful circleo’ protection like ahive of
angry hornets? Y e stand here upon aHeart 0 Stars and call upon the dead, and think ye can open and
closethedoor at will?’

The nine hooded figures |ooked fearfully out into the darkness, cringing in their fear. Rhiannon looked
also and had to bite her knuckle to stop from crying out, for ahost of dead were indeed crowding close
round the circle of candleswith their strange, green flames. The ghosts seemed made of starlight and
shadow and bone, only bardly visblein the darkness, yet as they pressed forward eagerly, Rhiannon
could see their faces, some grave and terrible, others cruel and greedy, others distorted with grief or
rage. The longer shelooked, the more she saw, hundreds of phantasms melting into each other like palid
marsh-flames.

“They areangry,” thewoman said. “I wonder why? So many spirits o' the dead, eager to kick open this
door ye have opened and swarm upon ye like maddened bees. Do no tell me. | can guess. Y e have been
experimenting, haven't ye?'Y € ve been trying to discover the secret 0’ resurrecting the dead. Y e have
dug up corpses and tried to reanimate them, ye have killed othersin order to study the moment o desath,
to understand how and when the spirit is severed, to find out how long it lingers, to study the psychic
memory 0’ bones, to use them as objects o' power for your rituals, to seek to know death. Wereye
never taught that it isno’ for usto decide thetime o' aman’s death, but for she who cuts the thread?”

“Who areye?’ Mavern said in ahigh, desperate voice. “What do ye want o us?’

“For yeto bring me back to life, o' course,” she answered. “That iswhat al these ghosts want, crowding
round your door. | am the only one who kens the secret though. | am the only one who can help ye.”

“Who areye?’ he asked again.
“Never mind who. All ye need to kenisthat | can help ye raise your beloved ones from the dead.”
“Yecan helpus? Lady Evaline asked in aquavery voice.

“Aye, | can. | have waited long for this chance, | have clung to life with tenacious hands, | have refused
to go on to thefind dissolution o' sdf, in the hope that somewhere, somehow, | would find someone with
the will, the wit, to evoke the spell o' resurrection. | will tell ye whereto find this spell, if ye promise that
yewill rasemefirs.”

The hooded figures were irresolute. Some looked out at the darkness with terrified eyes, others huddled
together, muttering.

Lord Mavern was not hesitant. He stood up straight, looking the ghost in the eye. “| have waited
twenty-five yearsfor this chancel” he cried, exultant. “ Twenty-five years | have sought to find the secret
o' bringing the dead back to life, and dways | have failed. We have done such terrible things—we have
dug up corpsesin dl stages o’ putrefaction and cast al manner o' spells upon them. We have tortured
men to watch how many timesthey can be killed and revived afore the spirit flees forever. We havetried
every way imaginable, and dwayswe havefaled. O' coursewewill help ye, my lady, whoever ye are.
Wewill beglad to help ye!”

“Excdlent,” the ghost said in her low, rich, purring voice. “Fird let usdrive avay some o' these listeners,
and then | shdl tell yewhere ye may find the spell.”



Rhiannon was suddenly convinced that the ghost knew there was aquick soul listening aswell asahost
of dead ones. Shefdt an overwhelming need to escape before she was discovered. She began to dowly
creep away, keeping aslow and quiet as she could, until a last she reached the shelter of the wall. She
wastrembling in every limb, but at last she managed to light her candle and find her way back through the
secret passage and into the library.

She dared not warm herself before the fire, but hurried back up the stairs and through the maze of
corridors and galleriestill she at last reached her own room. By now Rhiannon was so cold and weary
she could hardly put onefoot before the other. Her legs threatened to buckle benegath her, every limb
trembled, and black specks danced before her eyes. She came into the bedroom at last, and stripped of f
her cloak and boots so she could creep under the warmth of the eiderdown, shaking and prodding the
deeping Felice until at last the other girl yawned and haf-woke.

“Felicel We must get away from here. Felice! Wake up! Felice!”
“What isit? What' swrong?’ Felice said deepily.

“We must get away from here. They mean usevil, | ken it. We must wake up Ninaand Iven, and the
others, and get out, somehow, | dinnaken how, we must get away asfast and as quiet aswe can...”

“Rhiannon, ye re gabbling! What' s the matter with ye?’

As Rhiannon tried to explain, Felice sat up and laid ahand on her forehead and then on her cheek.
“Rhiannon, your hands and feet arelikeice! And your head isboiling hot. Look &t ye, ye re shivering.”

“Cold, so cold,” Rhiannon muttered, and shuddered as she redlised she had echoed the refrain of the
ghostly boy.

“Let me put some morewood on thefire, get yewarm.”

“Never mind about that,” Rhiannon said impatiently, though she gratefully huddled under the counterpane
Fedlice pulled close around her. “We have to get away. There are ghosts, Felice, hundreds o' them...”

“Yeand your ghogts,” Felice said, suppressing ayawn. She dragged her dressing-gown around her and
got out of bed. “ Thisisthe second time tonight ye ve woken me gabbling about ghosts. | wish I'd dept
with Edithe, ye' reamost unrestful bed partner.” She threw some wood on the ashes of thefire, stirred it
once or twice with the poker, and then caused the logs to burgt into flame with awave of her hand. She
yawned again, so widdy that Rhiannon could not help yawning also, and climbed back into bed.

“Nay, nay, we have to get up, we haveto go,” Rhiannon said feverishly.

“It' sthemiddle o' the bloody night, for E&'s sake! We canna go anywhere. Now go back to degp andin
themorning I’ll get ye some o' that wine Cameron kept raving about. | think ye must’ ve caught the boys
cold.”

“I do no* want wine,” Rhiannon said, Sitting up in bed, clutching the bedclothesto her chin. “Areyeno’
ligtening? They’ re murderers, thelot o them.”

“Who?Who are murderers?’
“Everyone! Everyoneinthecadtle”
“Oh, Rhiannon! Go back to deep, please.”



“Seep?How can | degp? Did yeno' hear me? | saw ghosts, the ghosts 0 murdered boys, and then |
saw them, thelaird and lady, working some kind o' evil to bring back the deed...”

“Yewerejust dreaming, Rhiannon. Come, y€e re not well, and this place is enough to give anyone
nightmares. Lie down, and let metuck ye up, ye re shivering. In the morning ye' Il fed better, | promise.”

“ must tell Nina...”

“Yecantdl her inthe morning. There s naught ye can do now. Ow, your feet arefreezing! Let mewarm
the bedpan for ye. There, that’ s better. Go to deep now.”

“No! | must tell Ninanow. Do yeno' understand? They mean usevil!”
Felice hestated. “Happen I’ d better wake Nina. | think ye'reredly ill.”
“Aye, aye, wake her,” Rhiannon said desperately.

Felice nodded and went quickly out the door. Rhiannon sighed and let her head sink down onto her
pillow. Her bonesfelt as heavy as sone. In afew minutes, Ninacame hurrying into the room with Felice
close behind.

“Rhiannon! What’ swrong?’

Rhiannon dragged hersdf away from the pillow. “We must get away from here,” she said, clutching at
Nina shand. “Oh, Nina, it was awful.” She did her best to describe what she had seen that night, but her
tongue seemed more wooden than ever and she was so very weary she could hardly keep her head from
drooping back down to the pillow. It waslike talking through mud. Ninatook her wrist in one hand, and
felt her forehead with the other.

“Your pulseistumultuous,” she said. “Lie back, Rhiannon. Here, haveasip o' water.”

Rhiannon drank gratefully, for she wasindeed parched, then shetried again to describe al she had seen
to Nina, plucking a her deeve with nervy fingers. Ninaseemed not to understand the dreadful urgency of
Rhiannon’ s news, patting her soothingly and telling her not to fret, to lie down and rest.

“Nay, nay,” Rhiannon cried, ressting all attemptsto push her down on the pillow. “We must fleg, now!”

“How canwe?’ Ninasaid reasonably. “It isdark, and raining till, and Maiseisvery sck. Theroad is
blocked by thet fallen tree, remember, and even if it wasn’t, how could we get away without rousing the
whole castle? It would be unpardonably rude.”

Rhiannon laughed wildly. “Rude! She worries about being rude!”

“Rest now, my dear, and we' || make ready to leave as soon as we possibly can. Aslong asye rewell
enough.”

“Mefinel” Rhiannon felt hot tears of frustration scald her cheeks. A sudden paroxysm of coughing shook
her. When at last it passed she could not speak for exhaustion.

“Lie back, my dear. I’ll just be amoment.” Nina pushed her back onto the pillows gently and went out of
the room, telling Felice to stay with aquick gesture. Rhiannon scrubbed her cheeks dry and laid her arm
across her face, hiding her hot tender eyes. Shefet Felice stroking back her tumbled hair and was
obscurely comforted. For along while there was Slence, and Rhiannon felt hersdlf diding towards deep.
Shetried to cling to consciousness, but the gentle stroking hand on her forehead and the irresistible



softness of her pillows dragged at her. Shelet hersdf drift for amoment.

The sound of quick footsteps roused her. Shefdt peculiar, asif she had falen into adark well of time
where minutes, perhaps even hours, had passed without her knowing. She struggled to Sit up, opening

her bleary eyes.

Dedrie was leaning over her. At once Rhiannon cried out and cowered away.
“I’'msorry, | sartledye,” the nursemaid said. “Y e have afever. Here, haveasip o' this”

Rhiannon clamped her mouth shut and shook her head. The motion caused pain to shoot through her
temples.

“It will makeyefed better.”

Rhiannon put one hand to her throbbing head, and shook it again, more gently thistime. Her head felt
strangely large, and her feet seemed along way away. Her armswere so limp it took a great effort to
move them.

“My lady? Would ye mind? Our wee patient willnatake her medicine from me. Happen shewill from
ye’

Ninacameinto Rhiannon’ sfield of vison, leaning over the bed. She held the cup for Rhiannon to sip, but
Rhiannon still refused. She would have liked to have pointed at Dedrie and accused her, but she dared
not. Had Dedrie been one of those red-cloaked figuresin the ruined tower? Rhiannon did not know, but
sheviewed any intimate of Lord Mavern’ swith great suspicion now. She did her best to communicate
her distresswith nothing but her eyes and facid muscles, but Nina.only looked puzzled and alarmed,
saying in her beautiful voice, “Do no’ fear, Rhiannon, it is only something to ease the cough and the fever.
It' [l makeyefed better.”

When Rhiannon persisted in her refusal, Nina stepped back, looking troubled. Dedrie stepped up to the
bed briskly, saying, “ She' sddirious, look at her! See how much her head aches, the way she turns her
face on the pillow. We must bring down her fever.” Then, so suddenly Rhiannon had no time to react, the
nursemaid clamped her hand over Rhiannon’s nose, the hed of her palm pressing Rhiannon’ s head back
into the pillow. Rhiannon tried to heave herself away but the nursemaid was surprisngly strong. Rhiannon
opened her mouth to protest, and immediately Dedrie tipped in the medicine, then grabbed Rhiannon’s
chin, forcing her mouth shut so she could not turn her head and spit the mixture out. It tasted foul.
Rhiannon choked and spluttered, but the hands on her forehead and chin were inexorable, and the weight
of the nurse' s upper arms pressed so heavily upon her body that she could hardly move.

Rhiannon heaved her body upright, sending the nursemaid sprawling, and spewed the medicineinto her
face. She gasped for breath, the inside of her mouth and throat fedling asif they had been blistered raw.

Dedrie cried out and groped for the damp face cloth, urgently wiping her face clean.
“ She'strying to poison me,” Rhiannon cried.
“Rhiannon!” Ninasaid in gentle reproof.

“Nay, nay, that’ s no poison, though I'll warrant it tastesfoul enough,” Dedrie said. “1t' smy borage syrup.
It hasthymein it aswell, and various other things, but no poison, | promise ye. Och, y€e re burning up,
my lass. No wonder ye' re sowild.”

Rhiannon swatted away the nurse' s hand, scowling ferocioudy. Her mouth tasted disgusting.



“Here, have some o' my elderflower wine, to wash the taste away,” Dedrie said soothingly. “1t'll ease
that cough too.”

“No!”

“It'syour choice but | promiseyeit’'ll hep.”

“Nina”

“There, there, Rhiannon, ye'reill. Haveasp o' thewine; then lie back and try to get some deep.”
“Get that cursehag away from me. Shef strying to kill me!”

Dedrie shook her head sorrowfully. “Completely delirious. Thefever can take ye like this sometimes. It
makes them very hard to nurse. Sheredly needsto swalow some o' the syrup, my lady. Such high
feversare dangerous. Will ye help me hold her down?’

“Isthat really necessary?’ Nina asked.

“Aye, itis. Fever o' thebrainisvery dangerous. Yedo no’ want it to kill her, do ye?’

“Kill her?O' courseno’!”

“Then hep me get some o' the medicineinto her. | cannabreak her fever without it.”
Ninalooked at the small dark bottle in Dedrie’ shand in perturbation. “Is sheredly that ill?’
“Look & her, she' sraving!”

“I no' raving!” Rhiannon said desperately. “Nina, ye must believe me. Do no’ listen to this cursehag!
She'sone o' them. She' strying to kill me. Shekenswhat | saw...” :

The nursemaid suddenly stepped forward and deftly tipped another measure of medicine into Rhiannon’s
mouth. Taken by surprise Rhiannon choked and spluttered, involuntarily swalowing amouthful. It tasted
like dime. Incoherent with anger, she swung at the nursemaid, punching her so hard Dedrie went flying
back and crashed to the floor. The medicine bottle flew out of her hand and smashed in the hearth, the
fireleaping up like hissng green adders.

Dedrie sat on thefloor in awelter of skirts, one hand to her temple, the other bracing her on thefloor.
For amoment her face was white as paper, her eyeslooking like hard brown pebbles, her lipsdrawn
back and stiff with rage. She took a deep gasping breath as Ninaflew to her assstance. Dedri€' s eyes
bored into Rhiannon’ swith such unmistakable enmity that Rhiannon could not believe Ninawas heping
her up and slammering gpologies. The very next instant the colour came back to her cheeks and the
rigidity of her features relaxed.

“Obh obh!” she said reassuringly. “Never yemind, my lady. It'sno' thefirst time addirious patient has
struck out at me. Never ye mind about me, I'll befine. I'll rub in some arnica cream later and the bruise' |l
soon fade, never ye worry. But she' s gone and broken the bottle and al the borage syrup is spilt. Luckily
| have some more. It may take me sometimeto find it, though. Y e go and get yoursdlf ready for
breakfast, and leave the poor lassto me.”

“l anso very sorry,” Ninasaid again. “1 do hopeyeareno' hurt.”

Dedrie rubbed at the purpling bruise. “I must admit she took me by surprise. Never ye mind. What she
needs now isdeep. I'll bring up some more medicine later, and one o' the maidsto help me, and she'll



befit asafiddleinnotime.”
“Tell her to go away, Ninal | need to talk to ye.”

“Notaking,” Dedrie said firmly to Nina. “Hear how hoarse her voice is? She needs peace and quiet.
She'll fed much better after somerest.”

“Dinnaneed rest!” Rhiannon said forcefully and tried to St up. The movement made the pounding in her
head come back, but she ignored it, reaching out her handsto Nina. “Nina, pleasg, listento me.” Her
throat was so sore it was hard to speak.

Nina hesitated.

“Later,” Dedrie sad firmly. “She' sddlirious, cannaye seethat? Let her deep, and she can tell ye about
her nightmares|ater.”

“Very well then,” Ninanodded, and alowed Dedrie to usher her and Felice from the room. Rhiannon
moved her head restlesdy on the pillow, tears choking her so she could not, for amoment, cry out or
protest. By the time she had swallowed her tears, Dedrie had gathered up the dirty washing, taken the
spent lantern, and gone quietly away, leaving the room dim and quiet.

Tears spilled over. Rhiannon scrubbed them away furioudy, and cautioudy heaved herself upright. She
did fed very odd indeed. Her chest hurt, her head ached, and shefdlt utterly exhausted. When she swung
her legs out of bed, awave of dizziness washed over her and she clutched at the bedpost to steady
hersaf. She sat for amoment, waiting for her vision to recover. Then shelooked for her boots, but they
were gone from the side of the bed. Her cloak was gone too. Thisfrightened her. Shewas trembling all
over with the cold, despite the fire glowing in the hearth. Slowly Rhiannon made her way to the cupboard
where she had hidden her saddiebags, holding on to the furniture to steady herself, and found her shawl
and wrapped it tightly round her grubby, mud-streaked nightgown. Then she made her way to the door,
opening it acrack and listening. Therewas alow murmur of voices from Iven and Nina s room.

When shefélt certain she could not hear Dedri€’ s voice, Rhiannon went down the hallway, one hand on
thewall, and opened the door.

Ninaand Felice were there, and dl of the otherstoo, even Maisie with her head swathed in bandages.
The shutters were open, showing aclear ky just brightening with dawn. Outsde the windows, ravens
hovered in the wind, calling sadly. Roden sat up in bed, drinking acup of milk. Nina, looking distressed,
wasteling everyone what had happened. Everyone was talking excitedly. As Rhiannon camein, they
turned in surprise. Ninagot at once to her feet and came forward swiftly, remonstrating with her. Lewen
stood up aso, looking worried.

“Y e should beresting,” Nina scolded.

Rhiannon took a deep breath. “ Cannarest. Nina, can ye no' see what' s going on? We canna stay here,
we must get away just asfast aswe can. They'reevil, every one o’ them. | heard them... what the
word? Say true?’

“Confess?’ Lewen said.
“Aye, confess. | heard them confess to murdering people, lots o' people. And | saw their ghosts.”
Cameron shook his head. “ That was some nightmare.”

“No nightmare! | saw truly. Boys, lotso' dead boys. And in the Tower, more ghosts, hundreds o’ them,



thousands o' them. Too many to count.”

“Rhiannon, my dear, indeed yeare no’ well,” Ninasaid, putting her arm about her. “Please, ye must get
back to bed.”

Rhiannon broke free. “No! We must get away. Cannayefed how evil this placeis? Why do ye no
believe me?’

“It'sno’ that | do no’ believe ye, dear,” Ninareplied, her voice astroubled as her face. “Itisjud... well,
we cannaget away now. Yeare unwel, and Maisetoo, and theroad is blocked...”

“Itisatrap,” Rhiannon said with conviction. “They want to kill ustoo. Hesaid... thelaird said... they
like to see how many timesthey can kill aman and bring him back to life.”

A shocked murmur rose.

“When?" Edithe said kepticdly. “When did thelaird say this? To ye? He confessed dl thisto ye last
night? Oh, please!”

“No' tome,” Rhiannon answered. “Hedid no’ ken | wasthere. | was listening, watching.”
“Spying?’ Edithe said nadily.

“Och, aye, Jpying,” Rhiannon said impatiently. “ They were therein the Tower, nineo' them...”
“Nine?’ Ninaasked sharply.

“Aye, nine, dl dressed in long red robes with hoods. | could no' seetheir faces.”

“But yekenit wasthelaird and lady,” Edithe said.

“Aye, 0' course. They raised aghost, aman, thelaird’ s dead brother. They said it wastoo good an
opportunity to miss, it being adark moon. But then, another ghost came. A lady.”

“| thought ye said there were hundreds o' ghosts,” Cameron said, nudging Rafferty and smirking.

“Aye, therewere.” A fit of coughing came over Rhiannon, so fierce she thought she would cough up her
heart. Nina supported her, rubbing her back. When at last it subsided, Rhiannon was too exhausted to
gpeak. She leant on Ninaand listened to the others scepticism.

“Loss o' blood will do that to ye,” Cameron was saying, grinning. “ She' s been cutting hersaf every night,
Fdice says. Seeing ghogts everywhere. Barmy.” And he rotated one finger round and round near his ear.

Felice cast Rhiannon an gpologetic glance. “ She' ssck,” she said defensively.
“No wonder,” Cameron replied.
“It wasjust anightmare,” Edithe said. “Y e dept with her, Felice. She wasthere dl night, wasn't she?’

Felice shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “I think so. | mean, | was adegp. She woke me afew times,
thrashing round and calling out. She thought she saw aghost sanding over us.”

“Ddlirious” Edithe sad.

“People have rotten dreams when they’ re Sck,” Landon said defensively. “And we' ve heard so many
terrible stories since we came here. | dreamt o' ghostly boystoo, last night.”



“Dreams can seem very red sometimes,” Iven said comfortingly. “ Especialy when ye ve got afever.”

“No' adream,” Rhiannon said angrily. She unwrapped her shawl. “Look a my nightgown! Would it be
thisdirty if | had no’ been crawling around inthemud init?’

Cameron sniggered, and Rhiannon felt blood surge up her face.
“Walking in her degp?’ Edithe hazarded.

“No, walking awake! The laddie came and took me to his room, and showed me dl the dead boys. He
wants meto help them.”

“Och, sure, indeed,” Cameron said. “He cameto ye. Why no* Nina, or Iven, | wonder?’

“Because | canseehim, | think,” Rhiannon said flatly, and sat down abruptly. She clenched her hands
together to hidetheir trembling.

Therewasawel of slence, and Rhiannon spoke into it, trying to choose her words with care. 1 was
frightened. | ran away. | saw light coming from the laird’ slibrary. | went down. There s somekind o
hidden doorway in the bookcase. It leadsto a hall between the walls. | followed it. It goesto the auld
Tower. They werethere, the nine peoplein hoods. Chanting. They killed arooster.”

“Indeed?’ Ninasaid, exchanging glanceswith Iven.

Rhiannon was encouraged. She tried to remember more detailsto tell. “One o' them whipped thelaird dl
bloody. Thewhip hasnine... what would you cal them? Strings?’

“Aca o ninetails” Lewen exclamed.
Rhiannon was puzzled. “Nay, no cat. A whip.”

“A whip with ninethongsiscaled acat o ninetails. | dinnaken why. Happen because it makesthe
victimyowl likeacat.”

“Thelard did no' yowl. He dinnamake anoise. It must’ ve hurt, though, for his back wasdl bloody.”
“Yearesureit wasthelaird?’ Edithe asked, scandalised.

“I did no* see hisface, he had his back to me. But he had no beard, and when he spoke it sounded like
thelaird. And I’'m sure he called the ghost ' brother*.”

“Which ghost?’ Edithe said. “Y € ve seen so many it’ s hard to keep track.”

Rhiannon stared at her in cold, white anger. “ Thefirst ghost to come, the one they seek to bring back
from the dead. He called him * Falkner’, and then * brother and laird 0’ Fettercairn.’ Heisthe same ghost
as| saw inthe great hdl last night, the one that waskilled by the young, rough-looking man. They
chanted these words, | dinnaremember what, and then he just sort 0'... floated out 0 the shadows.”

“Laird Mavern wantsto resurrect his brother? But he died so long ago,” Ninasaid.
“Twenty-five years they’ ve been trying to bring him back to life. | heard them say s0.”

“Twenty-five years?” Iven repeated thoughtfully. Cameron went to say something and the jongleur
shushed him with an upraised hand. Rhiannon went on wearily.



“They arethe onesthat have been messing with al the dead people, digging them up and trying to learn
how to make them come aive again. He said so, | heard him. And killing people, experimenting with
them.”

“How awful,” Landon said, whey-faced. Maisie gave alittle moan and raised one hand to her bandaged
head.

“Then the other ghost came, the woman. She mocked them for standing on aheart o starsand calling
the dead. They were dl frightened 0’ her. She said shewould tell them the secret o raising the dead if
they promised to raise her first.”

“Indeed?’ Ninasaid again, exchanging an incredul ous glance with Lewen.

“Gracious, ye cannabelieve her?” Edithe burst out. “L ook at her, she' ssick asadog. She cannaeven
stand. How can ye believe such things o' our host? He was amost charming and cultured man, and she's
accusing him o’ necromancy, and torture, and murder most foul. She must be mad!”

“ She' s been seeing ghosts everywhere,” Cameron said, and Rafferty gave an unhappy murmur of
agreemen.

“There are ghosts everywhere,” Rhiannon said thickly.

Therewas silence. She saw Editherall up her eyesand gritted her teeth together, her eyes burning with
tears. Shelooked defiantly at Nina. “Do ye believe me? Or do yethink it’ sjust adream too?’

Nina chose her wordswith care. “1 do no' ken, Rhiannon. It’ strue ye are sick and shaking with fever,
and dreams are often more vivid when ye' re feverish, but even so, dreams can be true sendings &t times.
And though | do no’ see the ghosts ye ve seen, that doesno’ mean they areno’ there. | have felt
troubled and uneasy since | cameinto this castle, and have fancied I’ ve seen curtainslift when thereis no
breeze, or heard voices crying in the night. Happen ye have the gift o' clear-seeing, more strongly than
any 0’ us. | dono' ken what to do, though. This needsinvestigation. Editheisright. These are serious
alegations. | would no’ liketo accuse aman o' necromancy and murder without strong evidence. And
my heart misgives me grestly, for if your dream betrue...”

“Itwasno' adream,” Rhiannon said stubbornly.

Ninawent on asif she had not spoken. “ ... then we may be in grave danger. | wish we had never come
thisway, but sncewe did, and we are herein Fettercairn Castle, | think we should do our best to leave
asquickly aswe can. Thisisamatter for the Righ’smen to investigate. We must try to send him a
message now, just as soon aswe can, for if Rhiannon is right then we arein atrap and may have trouble
getting out ' it. Iven, why do yeno' take the boys and go and inspect this damage to the road? See if
we cannamake our way padt it, even if it meansleaving the caravans.”

Iven nodded. “ Good idea.”

“Rhiannon, my dear, go back to bed, please. The sooner ye are well again, the sooner we can go.
Lasses, | think we should go and see what we can find out. If Rhiannon isright, then the castle isthe
source o' dl theevil and troublein thisvaley and the Righ will needtoken o' it.”

Nina s voice was coming in waves, loud, soft, then strangely loud again. Rhiannon felt warm hands on her
arms and looked up, her head feeling heavy and large on athin, weak neck. Lewen bent over her. She
looked up into hisface and, to her surprise, tears sprang from her eyes.

“Comeon, leannan,” he said softly. “Y e should bein bed.”



“Doyebdieveme?’ shewhispered urgently, fixing her eyeson his.

He nodded, and gently wiped away her tearswith histhumb. “O* course | do. Come, let me get yeto
m-”

He bent and gathered her up into hisarms. Rhiannon was too tired to argue. She put her arms about his
neck, rested her head on his shoulder, and let him carry her from the room.



Cold Comfort

When Lewen came out of Rhiannon’ sroom, it wasto find the maid Wilmahovering in the corridor, her
ear bent to the door into Ninaand Iven' s suite. She started at the sound of his step and moved hurriedly

away.

“I’'m sorry, sir,” she gasped, twisting her apron in her hands. “1’ ve been sent to wake ye dl and bring ye
down to breskfast. | dinnaken if Magter Irvingwarned ye... | kenitisearly... | dinnawant to
intrude...”

“Itisearly,” Lewen agreed. “It' sbarely cockcrow.”

“My laird likestoriseearly,” shesaid. “I wasworried... | kenitisno' what isdone at court, dining so
early, | mean, but my laird does hate anyone being late.”

“Doeshe?’ Lewen said genidly. “1 imagine no-one dares ever keep him waiting then.”
“Oh, no, gr,” she bresthed.
“Wadll, witchesrise early too,” Lewen said cheerfully, “sowe are dl avake.”

“Och, soit’struethen!” she blurted and then turned crimson. “ About ye al being witches, | mean. |
didnabelieveit. | mean, yedl seem so nice, and my laird haslet ye dl stay and...” Her wordstralled

avay.

“No" dl o' usarewitches” Lewen said. “Most o' us are mere gpprentices. Why, doesmy laird no’ care
for the Coven?’

“Oh, no, gr,” shesaid in surprise. “Why, he used to hunt witches down and burn them, my datold me!”
“Isthat 0?7’ Lewen said, turning hishead to stare & her.

Immediately Wilmawas thrown into confusion. “ ‘Twasalong timeago. .. timeschange, they say ... |
dinnakenif it betrue...”

“Times do change, and we must change with them,” Lewen said, with no change to his affable manner.
Hisveinswere swelling with rage, though, and it took an effort to keep hisvoice steady.

Wilmalooked at him doubtfully. “Yes, gr.”

“Isthat tea | seethere on your tray?’ Lewen gestured to the laden tray on the hall table. “Y€'ll be
welcome at any hour if ye bring Ninatea. Come, bring it in, and tell us where we are to go for breakfast
and when.”

“I'll show yedl down,” Wilmasaid. “Master Irving said | wasno' tolet any 0 ye go wandering off by
yoursalves. In caseye get lost, | mean.”

“O' course,” Lewen said, opening the door for her. She picked up the heavy tray with avisible effort and
carieditin, saring at Ninawith apprehensive eyes asif suddenly expecting her to have sprouted horns
and atall.

Ninawas sitting wearily by the fire, Roden on her lap, while the other apprenticeswere dill adl heatedly



discussing Rhiannon’ s news. Ninawas not listening to them, but was staring into the flames asif their
ephemeral, many-tongued shapes could speak to her. She was so entranced she did not notice Wilma at
firgt, but as slence fel, she glanced round and smiled and thanked her.

Wilma poured the tea, Lewen and Landon helping pass the cups around, and then she said diffidently that
shewould be back in an hour to take them down to the breskfast hall.

“Isthat adifferent hal to where we ate last night? Thank Eal | do no* think | could manageto eat a
mouthful if | had to do so under thegaze 0’ dl those poor daughtered animas,” Ninasaid.

Wilmagave ashy smile of sympeathy. “I do no' like them much ather,” she admitted. “ Us maids hate
having to clean the dining hdl late a night. Their eyes gleam o, it lookslike they’ re fill dive.”

“Doesthelaird eet there every night? | wonder he doesno' suffer indigestion!”

“My laird likes such things,” Wilmasaid. “He hasawhole stuffed bear in hislibrary, and drawers and
cabinetsfull o' strange things—a webbed hand and the head 0’ an ogre, and abraid o' witch'shair, and
thejaw o’ adragon, and the skin o' one o’ the sea-folk, and a pickled baby—"

“Urrk!” Felice cried.
“A pickled baby?’ Rafferty and Landon both echoed.
“Surely no'!” Edithe said.

Wilmanodded. “Aye. He collects such things. Folk hereabouts are always on the look-out for curiosities,
for he payswdll for them. He has drawers and drawers o' old bones and stones and skulls, and lots O
dead paws and hands. | seen them once. Normdly usmaids do no' clean hislibrary, hisgillie does that
for him, but | was sent to fetch something for him and | saw the bear, it’ s near twice astal asmeand
lookslikeit’saivel And some o’ the drawers o' the cabinet were open, and so | couldnaresist having a
quick peek. I had nightmares after, though, | tell yewhat! O’ dead hands creeping after me—"

“Wilma, have ye naught better to do than stand here gossiping?’ Dedrie spoke sharply from the
doorway.

Wilma jumped asif she had been stuck with apin, and made a hasty curtsy. “ Sorry, ma am, o' course,
ma am, I’ll go now, ma am,” she squeaked, and hurriedly clattered everything onto the tray and made a
hasty exit, dmost tipping the whole lot to thefloor in her discomfiture.

Dedrie shook her head indulgently. “Lasses! They aredl the same. Will stand around al morn repesting
idlegossipinstead o' getting their work done.”

“Isthere something | can do for ye?’ Ninaasked in acool voice. “We were just about to get ready for
breskfast.”

“Och, naught. I’ ve just brought yon lassie some more borage syrup.” Dedrie lifted her basket of
medicines, but did not comein. “1 would no* have disturbed ye, but | heard young Wilma chattering on,
and did no’ want her bothering ye. It is so hard to get reliable servants nowadays!”

“Rhiannon isdeeping peacefully,” Ninasaid, her brows drawing together. “I do no* think she should be
disturbed.”

“I'll only beamoment,” Dedrie said with awarm samile, and turned to go.



“Nay!” Ninacried, getting to her fest.

Dedrie looked round in surprise. Asthe light of the room fell upon her face, Lewen saw in surprise that,
aswell asthe nasty bruise blooming on her temple, the nursemad’ s skin was badly blistered and raw dl
down one side, asif she had been burnt.

“I do no" want her woken,” Ninasaid, with afair attempt a asmile. “ Seep isthe best thing for her.
Leavethe medicinewithmeand I ll offer it to her when she wakes.”

Lewen smothered agrin. He knew that witches al took an oath of truth-telling when they joined the
Coven, aredtriction that often irked those who worked in secret on the Righ’ s behalf, like Ninaand Iven,
or Finn the Cat and Jay the Fiddler. He recognised an evasion of the truth when he heard it. Ninamay
offer Rhiannon the medicine, but both she and Lewen knew that Rhiannon would most certainly refuseit.

By the ook on Dedri€’ sface, she knew it too.

“Och, my lady, no need to trouble yourself,” she said. “Y e go on down to breakfast and I’ ll look after
thelass. That'smy job, after dl.”

“No need,” Ninasaid pleasantly. “Y e have done enough for us dl. I’'m sureamorning in bed will work
wondersfor Rhiannon, and we will hopefully al be out o your hair by this afternoon.”

Dedrie’ ssmilewas unnaturdly rigid. “But my laird... | mean, what about the falen tree? It has proved
difficult to move with the weather so rough.”

“Today looks set to befair,” Ninasaid, glancing out the window. The sky was crystal-sharp and
azure-blue, and the windblown leaves of the trees glittered asif they had been polished. “I am surethe
laird’s men will have no trouble moving the tree now that the storm has blown over.”

“The ground is till very wet and dippery,” Dedrie said sharply.

“Och, wewill go and lend ahand or two,” Iven said cheerfully. “I'm sure we' Il manage. We have
trespassed long enough on your laird’ s hospitality.”

“But the lasswith the dog bites... ye cannamean to move her so soon. In those rough, jolting caravang!”
Dedrie sounded scandalised.

“Maiseismuch better,” Ninasad firmly. “Aren't ye, dearling?’
“Aye” Masesad uncertanly.

“She shdl spend the morning resting too, and then when the treeis gone and the road clear again, we'll
be on our way. We' || make sure Maiseis as comfortable as possible.”

“| cannaagreeto ye moving the lasswith the fever,” Dedrie said. “I dinnathink ye redlisejust how sick
sheis. I've seen feverslike that afore. Expose her to anasty wind like that, and dl thejolting o' those
caravans, and ye could kill her, | warnye.”

“I think ye underestimate Rhiannon,” Ninasaid. “ She' svery strong and her fever redlly doesno' seem
that bad. | think she'sjust caught achill.”

“Wéll, on your own head beit,” Dedrie said angrily. Sheturned to go.
“Happen ye had best |eave the medicine with me,” Ninasaid, holding out her hand.



Dedrie grasped her basket tightly to her. “Och, no need,” she answered. “If thelassisdeeping I'll leave
her be. I'll look in on her later. Y e had best dl be getting ready for breakfast, my laird does no' liketo be
kept waiting.”

“So we ve gathered,” Ninasaid dryly. Dedrie gave a curt nod of her head, aquick fake smile, and I ft.

Ninawent and shut the door behind her. “Did ye see her face?’ she said quietly to Iven. “I told ye that
Rhiannon spat her medicine out al over her. Do yethink... 7’

“Surely no'! Imagine what such medicinewould do to your insdesif... E& sgreen blood! | seewhat ye
mean. Do yeredly think so?’

Ninastood for along moment, pondering, then turned to the apprentices, milling uncertainly near thefire.

“Maisie, my dear, | dono' think ye should go down to breakfast, ye' re fill rather unsteady on your poor
auld pins. Do ye want to go back to bed for awhile, and I'll arrange to have some food sent up to ye?’
Maisie nodded and got up stiffly from her chair. One heavily bandaged arm wasin ading and she limped
panfully. “ Rafferty, hedp Maisie back to her room, will ye?’

As Rafferty offered theinjured girl hisarm, Ninarubbed her forehead asif it pained her.

“I do no’ fed happy about leaving Rhiannon dl by hersdlf, or Maise ather,” she said aoruptly. “Rhiannon
did not seem ddliriousto me. Landon, would ye mind staying with them? Y e fill have abit o' acough
and shouldnabe out in that cold wind. I'll leave Lulu with yetoo. Send her to meif aught happensto
worry ye.

“Y ethink Rhiannon’ swild taleistrue then?” Cameron asked in some surprise. “Y e sugpect we truly may
bein danger?’

“I have avery bad feding,” Ninasaid. “| want to get usdl away from herejust asfast as| can.”

Iven put hisarm about her. “Y our wish ismy command, dearling,” he said chearfully. “Besdes, | havea
strong suspicion that whey-faced senescha o' thelaird’ swaters the wine. That stuff heinflicted on uslast
night was undrinkable!”

“Wadll, | never thought I d say thisbut persondly I'll be glad torideon,” Fdice said. “ This castle gives me
the cregps.”

“I think ye are dl absurd,” Edithe said with an angry titter. “The MacFerrisclanisone o the oldest and
most respected familiesin Ravenshaw, and Laird Mavern was perfectly charming. Rhiannon is obvioudy
ahysteric who cannabear no’ being the centre o' attention. Persondly | find her behaviour absolutely
gppalling. From the moment shejoined our party she has done naught but cause one scene after another.
Itisdl anact, I’'m surprised ye cannasee that, Nina. Sheis nothing but ascheming, conniving little cat...”

“Thank yefor your opinion, Edithe,” Ninasaid wearily. “| think we ken your position on the subject.
Shall we all go and dressfor breakfast now? 1 would no' liketo be late.”

Iven grinned at her. “I wonder what the penalty isfor being late to both dinner and breskfast? The
dungeons?’

“Dono’ joke about it,” Ninasaid with an involuntary shiver. “Happen it’s because I’ m ajongleur born
and bred and have no liking for high stonewalls, but | really do no’ like this place. | fed most unessy.
Let’sjust get through breakfast as pleasantly as possible, and get on the road again! Bairns, can we no'
talk about what Rhiannon thinks she saw last night? Let’ sdl pretend everything isfine. If by horrible



chanceany o' itistrue, | dono' want to rousetheir suspicions.”
The apprentice-witches nodded their heads solemnly, al except Edithe, who sighed and rolled her eyes.

While the others went to wash and dress for the day, Nina beckoned Lewen to come and help her. “1 am
worried about that stuff Dedrie gave Rhiannon,” she said to him quietly. “ Did ye see the blistering on
Dedri€' sface? Sheforced some o' that stuff down Rhiannon’ sthroat. | fear it' ssomekind o' poison. |
may no' beaheder but | ken something about the art, as al witches must. I’ m going to mix up an emetic
and giveit to Rhiannon. I'll make her very sick but &t least it' |l get that stuff out ' her somach. Thething
is, Il need your help to get it down her. She trusts ye more than anyone. Will ye help me?’

“O' course” Lewen answered, feding light-headed with the rush of ingtant anxiety. “Will it have done her
any harm dready?’

“I dinnaken,” Ninaanswered. “| do no' ken what wasin the potion. | hopeno'. | think it would no'
work too quickly, they’d want her death to look naturd.”

Lewen’sskin crept with horror. He hurried to Rhiannon’s room as quickly as he could, while Ninamade
up her emetic. The satyricorn lay in her bed, her black hair spread out al over the pillow, damp with
perspiration. Her face was damp too, and flushed crimson, and he saw in dismay that her lips were badly
blistered. She moaned and turned her head restlesdy on her pillow, her hands clutching at the
counterpane. Suddenly shejerked upright and said something in aloud, guttura voice, in alanguage he
did not recognise. Her eyes stared straight at him but did not recognise him.

Lewen soothed her, laying her back on her pillows, then wrung out acloth in cold water and laid it on her
forehead. Sheflung it from her irritably. He picked it up again and gently dabbed her face and neck with
it. Within secondsit was warm to the touch.

“She' sfeverish,” he said shortly to Nina, as she came hurrying in with her hands full of bottles.

Ninafdt her forehead and then her pulse. “ Aye. | hope | willnabe doing her more harm than good by
giving her the stonecrop. It' s hard to ken what’ s best to do. Am | maligning that nursemaid, suspecting
her o' trying to poison Rhiannon? Happen she saw the coming o the fever better than me.”

Rhiannon moaned and twisted in the bed, uttering more unintelligible gibberish.
“Her mouth isblistered,” Lewen said.

Ninalooked closdly, then gently did her fingersinto Rhiannon’s mouth so she could open it and ingpect
her tongue and gums. Rhiannon grimaced and tried ingtinctively to bite. Ninawithdrew her fingers
quickly.

“Aye, and so are her gums. Poor |ass. Here, lift her up and hold her ill, Lewen. I’m going to give her the
stonecrop, and then I'll try to dab on something to ease those ulcers.”

Lewen did as hewastold. Rhiannon shrieked and flung herself back when shefelt hishands on her, but
he spoke softly in her ear and she camed, seeming to rouse alittle.

“Here, Rhiannon, swalow thisfor me, sweetling,” Nina coaxed, holding a beaker of somethick, green
liquid to her lips. Rhiannon moaned and moved her head away. Lewen shifted his grasp so he cupped the
back of her head in his hand. The nape of her neck was damp and hot. He did his other hand round to
cup her chin and swiftly Ninatipped the beaker up.

Rhiannon went mad with fear, and Lewen had to hold her tightly to keep her ill. He pushed her mouth



shut and she swallowed ingtinctively, though her body twisted and flailed like atrout on the river bank.
One hand caught him aglancing blow on hisface, but grimly he held her firm until she had swallowed
every drop. Then he relaxed hisgrip and tenderly laid her down. She opened her eyes, staring at him with
such alook of terror that his heart lurched.

“I’'msorry, I'm sorry, it had to be done,” he said.

She gazed a him with ablank, wild-eyed ook, then suddenly began to vomit. Ninaand Lewen flinched
back, then hurried to support her, Lewen holding her upright while Ninathrust the bowl she had brought
under the satyricorn’sface.

For amost ten minutes Rhiannon retched, until there was nothing left in her to lose. As each paroxysm
passed, she would stare up at Lewen with such a heart-wrenching look of hurt and betraya that he felt
quite miserable and choked in the throat. At last the vomiting eased, and Ninawas able to give her
something to help her deep, and soothe some balm onto her blistered lips and gums. Rhiannon was so
exhausted by then that she barely resisted. Lewen was ableto lay her down, and wash her face and
hands while Nina quickly tore off the soiled counterpane and covered her up with the cover from her
own bed.

“I'll wash this out and hang it to dry afore thefire,” Ninasaid. “We do no' want Dedrie to guess what we
have done. Hurry and get dressed, Lewen, and make sure ye wash well. We both stink o' vomit.”

Lewen quickly did as hewastold, but even so, by the time he had cleaned himsalf up and dressed,
Wilmawas aready waiting anxioudy at the end of the corridor. Nina came out of her room, looking
ruffled, buttoning up one deeve as she came.

“Arewelate?’ she asked. Wilmajust bit her lip, cast them a scared look, and hurried them down the
gairs. She had drawn her cap down low over her forehead but, walking close behind her, Lewen could
not help but notice that one ear was red and swollen asif it had been soundly boxed.

The breskfast room was another long, gloomy room with dark panelling and amassive fireplace with an
ornately carved mantelpiece. No stuffed animal heads stared down from the walls, but an enormous trout
was mounted above the fire and ancient fishing lines and netswere hung al around therails, dbove a
number of dark paintings depicting limp pheasants with wrung necks, or dead fish with palely gleaming
eyes. Lewen and Nina exchanged wry glances.

Lord Mdvern sat <tiff-backed at the head of the table. He was pale, with deep lines graven from his nose
to hismouth, and heavy pouches under his eyes. He looked like aman who had not dept well.

Lady Evdine, her companion Miss Prunella, the librarian, the harper and his son were aso Stting sllently
intheir customary places round the table. They too looked strained and tired. As Irving the seneschal
bowed and |ed Nina and the apprenticesto their places, the clock on the mantel piece struck the hour.
Without valition they al quickened their step, and Felice gave anervous giggle as she collgpsed into her
seat. As soon asthe last chime died away, the doors swung open and aprocession of slent servants
camein carrying covered plates and tureens. Once again meat dominated the menu. There was bacon
and eggs, smoked haddock, aside of beef, aplate of kippers, avery pink ham, and eggs scrambled with
sdmon.

“Just some toast and honey for me, thank ye,” Ninasaid quietly. “ Or happen some porridge, if ye have
ay?

Lord Malvern nodded at Irving who bowed and jerked his head a one of the servants.



“Oh, please, do no' makeit just for me,” Ninasaid.

“I’'m sure the cook will have made porridge for the servants,” Lord Mavern said coldly. “It isno
trouble”

Felice giggled again, then bit her lip and looked down at her plate.

“I believe ye are anxiousto deprive us o' our company,” thelord said to Iven, signdling to hisgillietofill
his plate with beef. “1 am sorry for it. | was hoping to persuade ye to bide awee longer.”

“Wewould loveto stay, but indeed, we have been delayed far too long dready,” Iven said. “| was
wondering what progress has been made on clearing the road?’

Lord Mavern made an expansive gesture. “ The weether has been most inclement,” he explained.
“Aye, indeed, it has,” Iven agreed. “ But today has dawned fair, thank heavens.”

“Aye. | have ordered some men to get to work clearing the tree but indeed, we have al suffered alot o
damage from the storm, the people o’ the valley as much aswe here at the cadtle. | fear my men will be
kept busy al day mending roofs and fixing fences.”

“Aye, 0' course,” Iven said. “ And the wesather is so chancy herein the highlands, | imagineye must dl be
anxious to do what must be done afore another storm blows up.”

“I’'m so glad ye understand,” Lord Mavern said.

“Wemust no' stidlewhiledl around uswork, though, must we, lads?’ Iven said, turning with agrinto
Lewen, Cameron and Rafferty. “Happen we can relieve my laird o' having to clear the road for us? Why
dowe no' walk down and have alook at this pesky tree after breakfast?’

Lord Malvern looked annoyed. “ There isno need, | assureye.”

“Oh, notrouble,” Iven assured him airily. “In fact, I'm sure we d legp at the chance to stretch our legs,
wouldn't we, lads!”

“Aye, indeed,” they chorused.
“But what kind o' host would | be, allowing my guests to undertake such hard manual |abour?’

“Och, weareno' afraid 0’ work,” Iven said. “These are big, doughty lads, my laird. The exercisewill do
them good.”

“But | fear it may be dangerous” Lord Mavern said. “Itisavery big auld treeand it hasfdlen
awkwardly acrossthe road, bringing down apile o' rocks and mud with it. Indeed | think ye had best
leaveit to my men, who are experienced in such things.”

“Och, no need to fear for us,” Iven said cheerfully. “Y eomen o' the Guard are used to turning their hands
to al sortso’ work, and Lewen hereisthe grandson o' awoodcutter and probably kens more about
how to movethe treethan any o' your men. We Il takealook at it, and | promiseif | think it's
dangerous, I'll no* lay afinger uponit.”

Lord Maverninclined hishead. “Very well. | thank yefor your offer o help. Durward, will ye
accompany my guests down to examine the treg?’

Thegillie-coiseinclined hishead. “Aye, my laird.”



While lven and Lord Mavern had been talking, afootman had brought in abig tureen of porridge and
had ladled some into everyone but Edithe’ s bowl, the blonde girl obvioudy taking Lord Mavern’sjibe
about it being food fit only for servantsto heart. She was daintily eating toast with honey, and sipping a a
cup of lukewarm tea. Everything was somewhat cold, the kitchen being along way away from the
breskfast hdll.

An awkward slencefell while everyone ate. Lord Mavern did not seem aware of it, frowning down at
his plate with a preoccupied air, while Lady Evaine seemed even vaguer than before. Miss Prunella
cleared her throat nervoudy and hurried into speech.

“Perhaps, while your husband rides out to look at thistree, ye and the lasseswould like to have aturn
about the garden? It is Lady Evaline shabit to st there most fine days, and | am sure she would enjoy
some company thismorning. It is so pleasant to see the sun again, isit no'?’

“Thank ye, | am surewewould enjoy that,” Ninareplied politely.
“I want to explore the castle,” Roden said. 1 want to find that room with dl the toys.”

Nina s eyesflashed up from her bowl. “Y e need some fresh air, my lad,” she said. “Why do yeno' go
with your father to look at thistree?’

“I could do with some help, laddie,” Iven said solemnly.
Roden looked pleased. “Och, aye, that soundslike fun. Can | have ago at the saw?’
“Maybe,” Iven replied.

“I'll go and look for that boy’ sroom later then,” Roden said, causing Ninato flush alittle and bite her lip.
Lord Mavern stared at him coldly, and Lady Evaline looked up from the scrambled eggs she was
pushing round and round her plate.

“Do ye mean my boy Rory’sroom?’ she said into the silence. “ Do ye want to play with histoys?1’ve
been saving them, ye ken, for when he comes back. | do no* think he would mind ye playing with them.”

“Oh goody!” Roden said.

“I hopeyeareno' scared 0’ ghosts,” shesaid. “He s till there, ye see, he playsthere ill sometimes and
all the other boystoo.”

“Evdine” Lord Mdvern sad forbiddingly.
“What, Mdvern?’

“Yemust no' frighten the lad with your ghost stories,” he said. “He' sa animpressonableageand I'm
sure hismother would no’ thank yefor telling him scary taes.”

“I like ghost stories,” Roden said. “And I’'m no' scared 0’ anything.”

“No' even ghosts?’ Lord Mavern said with such heavy meaning in hisvoice that Ninalooked up the
tableat him, sartled.

“Nay,” Roden said scornfully. “Ghosts canna hurt ye, Mam says.”

“Areyesureo’ tha?’ Lord Mavern said, ill staring a him from under beetling brows.



Roden looked troubled. “1 guess s0.”

“Then ye cannahave heard any true ghost stories,” Lord Mavern said, with such astrange notein his
voicethat Ninalooked dlarmed. “Believe me, | could tell ye afew taesthat would have ye whimpering in
your bed at night and begging your mother no' to take the candle away. | could tell ye talesthat would
freeze your blood in your veins—"

“My laird!” Ninacried.

Heturned hisfixed, intent gaze towards her.

“Yeareright! Heisbut alad and | would no’ thank ye for scaring him.”
Lord Mavern laughed. “No, that | warrant.”

Lady Evalinesaid kindly, “Yeneed no' be scared o' Rory, laddie. Hewould no' hurt ye. Hewasjust a
boy when he died, no' much aulder than ye.”

“How did hedie?’ Roden asked curioudly.

“Itwascold,” Lady Evaline said in awhisper. “Och, it was so very cold and we could no* get out...”
Tearsfilled her eyes.

“Fettercairn was attacked by some very bad men,” Lord Mavern said harshly. “ They used foul sorceries
to trick and overwhelm us, and my brother Falkner paid for it with hislife, and with thelife o' hislittle
boy. They will pay, though. Och aye, they will pay, and one day soon too!” He laughed and Lewen felt
an uncomfortable tightening of his scap. Everyone sitting round the table was staring at thelord in
fascination, al except Lady Evaine, who was nodding her head in placid agreement.

“1 do hope yewill come and see us afore ye leave,” the harper said suddenly to Iven. “I did so enjoy
hearing some o' the new songs and storieslast night. | wish ye had time to teach us more.”

“Why do ye and thelassesno' take morning teawith usin the north tower?” Miss Prundlasaid just as
hurriedly to Nina. “I’m sure Lady Evdine would like to show ye her embroidery.”

AsNinaand Iven both turned to answer politely, Lord Mavern laughed on. Hisface was white, the
dents beside his mouth very deep. “ They say revenge is a dish best eaten cold,” he said to Lady Evaine.
“Well, we are used to cold comfort, aren’t we, my dear?’

She nodded her cloudy white head in sad agreement. Lord Mavern laughed, so strangely that no-one
could pretend al waswell. “ Soon,” he said. “ Soon we shall have—"

The harper’ s son said sharply, “My laird!”

Lord Mavern whipped round to stare at him, his face suddenly transformed with rage. “Y e dare interrupt
m”

“My pardon, my laird,” he said with lowered head.
“Never interrupt me again,” Lord Mavern hissed, “eseI'll have your entrailsfed to the ravens.”

There was along silence. Iven stood up. “Well, thank ye for breakfast but | hopeye'll excuse us. The
day’ srunning away with usand I’d like to get to work. Come on, lads!”

Lewen, Cameron and Rafferty dl stood up immediately. Lord Mavern turned to stare blankly at them,



amost asif he had forgotten who they were. Then suddenly his brows snapped together and he cast a
quick look around the room, asif redising he had revea ed something he meant to keep hidden.

“I beg your pardon,” hesaid. “ An auld family joke.”
“No‘ atdl,” lvensad just aspalitely.

After along, frowning moment Lord Malvern stood. Lewen noticed he moved dowly and stiffly, and
kept his shoulders very still. He wondered if the back under the black velvet coat was whipped raw and

bloody.

“Durward will take yeto thefdlen tree,” he said heavily, and jerked his head at his bodyguard.
Immediately the big, quiet man moved to stand at Iven' s shoulder. “ Take care, won't ye?” thelord then
saidto lven. “I would hate any accident to occur while ye were guestsin my home.”

Ninathrew an anxious look at her husband and stood up too, pushing her plate away from her. She had
eaten very little. Iven smiled at her. “ Och, thank ye for your concern,” he said to Lord Malvern. “But
thereisno need to worry. WE Il take very great careindeed.”

“What about the other lad?” Lord Malvern asked suddenly. “Wasthere no' four o' ye? Whereis he?’

He cast apiercing look at Irving, who bowed and said expressionlesdy, “ The other young man isresting
inhisrooms, my laird. Apparently his cough worsened overnight. | ordered atray to be taken up to him,
and to the two young ladies who were both gtill degping.”

“Aye,” thelord said thoughtfully. “Theair o Fettercairn does seem rather unhealthy to those o' your
party, doesit no' ?Itisvery damp here, it istrue, so close to the Findhorn Falls, and cold too, at nights.”
Heflashed alook at Nina. “| understand one o’ your young charges went deepwalking about the castle
last night and has caught abad chill. | am sorry. | do hope shewill fed better soon.”

“I'm suresheshdl,” Ninareplied.

“My nurse Dedrie will take excellent care 0° her, | assure ye. She kens better than anyone what harm the
damp night air can do.”

“Thank ye, my laird,” Ninasad flatly.
Heinclined hishead. “No" at al.”

Ninanodded to him, glanced round at the other inhabitants of the castle, who dl sat asif frozen, and then

went swiftly from the room. Iven and the apprentice-witches followed, the soft-footed bodyguard close
behind.

“I will just go up and check on Rhiannon and Maisie,” Ninasaid. “Have acarefor yourself, won't ye,
Iven? And for Roden. Do no' let him do anything reckless.”

“I'll domy best,” Iven said cheerfully. “ Though he sas much o amadcap as| wasat hisage.”
Ninasmiled wanly.

“Try to havearest, my love,” Iven said tenderly. “Y e redl worn out. We |l come back for lunch, and |
hope to see somerosesin your cheeks by then.”

“Aye, dearling,” Ninasaid submissvely and turned towards the stairs. Before she had taken more than a
few steps, Irving had moved smoothly ahead of her, bowing and showing the way with afluid motion of



one of those large, white hands.

AsNinaand the girlswent up the airs, Iven turned to the gillie and said, “Now, let’ s have alook at that
tree, shal we?’

Durward bowed his head and led them down the hall.



The Haunted Room

It was very quiet up on their floor of the castle. Maisie and Rhiannon were both adeep, thefirst
pesacefully, the other tossing and turning and muttering incoherently. Landon had been doing hisbest to
soothe and comfort her, but was very glad to leave Rhiannon aone for amoment and come and join
theminthemain suite.

Ninamoved restlessly about the room, standing at the window for awhile, and then coming acrossto pet
her sunbird, who sat on the top rung of the chair-back, head cocked.

“I just wish we could get out o' here,” the journeywitch said unhappily. “1 hate being confined within four
wadlsdl thetime”

“Persondly I'm enjoying being back in civilisation,” Edithe said, smoothing the velvet of her skirt over her
knees. “I canna understand why ye wish to spend al day riding through therain in preference to being
here, inthelap o' luxury.”

“I cahnahelp feeling we' re caught in atrap,” Ninasaid. “| cannaeven call abird to my hand to takea
message to the Righ! I’ ve been trying since we arrived, but the ravens just chase any bird that comes
away. I'dfed happier if someone kent where we arel”

The sunbird gave along, mdodioustrill.

Landon looked up. “ She' sabrave bird, volunteering to fly to the Righ for ye. It' salong way for such a
weebird.”

“Isthat what she said?’ Felice exclamed. “Y € re good, understanding her. | just cannaget my head
around the language o' hirds. It sounds awfully pretty but working out what it meansl” She shook her
head ruefully.

“It'stoo dangerous,” Ninasaid. “I couldnabear to lose her. She kenstheway, o' course, she has been
to Lucescere hundreds o' times, but never alone and never across the mountains.”

The sunbird trilled again, derisvely.

“Could yeredly give her amessageto take?’ Edithe wasincredulous. “ She' s naught but agilly little
parrot. How would she ken where to go?’

Ninasaid angrily, “ She may be smal but she' s smart as anything, and she kensthe Righ well. He speaks
thelanguage o' birds, and has always taken the time to converse with her.”

“Then should ye no' send her?’ Landon asked. “I mean, if that’ s our only chance 0’ getting amessageto
theRigh?’

Ninastroked the bird’ siridescent cheek. “ She’sno’ strong enough to fly across the mountains.”
The sunbird squawked indignantly.

Ninasmiled faintly. “1 ken ye are amountain bird, my pretty, but ye cannatell me asunbird is strong
enough to crossthe ranges here, they’re very high.”



The sunbird shook out her brilliant tail-feathers and puffed up her wings, looking cross.

“Areyesure?’ Ninasaid. “For indeed | am anxiousto tell the Righ o our suspicions. Though we will be
abletotdl him oursalves, 0’ course, once we get to Lucescere. But just in case...” Her voice died awvay.

Therewas along slence. Felice looked rather scared. “We'reno’ in any danger, are we, Nina?’ she
asked at last. “Yedo no’ suspect...”

Ninagot up, shaking out her skirts determinedly. “I’ m sorry, my bairns,” she said with areturn of her
usua manner. “I’m all on edge from being kept cooped up in here. A jongleur to the bone, | am, I'm
afraid. We like therolling road and the open air. Do no' mind me. I'll send the Righ amessage, just to
put my mind at peace, and then I’m going to go out and get some .fresh air!”

She sat down at the desk and tore athin scroll of parchment from the writing paper stacked there. She
quickly wrote a brief message onit, and then rolled it up, inserting it into amessage-tube that Lulu
brought her from her bag.

“Isit safe, to just send amessage like that?” Felice asked, wide-eyed.

“| wrotein code,” Ninasaid. “Believe me, Lachlan and Dide and | have been sending each other
messages by bird since we were bairns. He will understand.”

She hdld out her hand to the sunbird, who flew acrossto her with aflash of its brightly coloured wings.
Ninacrooned to it lovingly as she attached thelittle stedl tube to the sunbird’ sleg. “Fly swift and safe, my
pretty,” she said, opening the casements wide and throwing the sunbird out. Higher and higher the little
bird flew, up towards the sun, carolling joyfully to be out riding the winds again.

Suddenly therewas aloud, harsh cry. A raven dropped down from the castl€' s northern tower, itswings
S0 black and glossy in the sunshine they seemed to flash silver. Ninacried out in darm. The sunbird
ducked and dived, but the raven wastoo fast for it. It seized the little green bird in its claws and pecked it
cruelly, once, twice, thrice. Theniit let go, calmly circling back up to itstower. The sunbird fell inawelter
of bright feathers.

Ninacried out, then turned and ran from the room. They al hurried after her, distressed. It wasalong
way down to the courtyard below, and they brushed past countless surprised servants and avery
displeasad senescha on the way, dmost toppling him over. When they findly reached the courtyard, with
itsgreen oblong of garden set in the centre, it wasto find Ninaon her knees, cradling her dead bird,
weeping. None of the apprentices had ever seen the sorceress break down before and, appalled, they
crowded round her, trying to comfort her.

Ninagot to her feet, wiping away her tears with an impatient hand. “1 should have kent better,” she said
grimly. “O" course the ravenswould no’ let her pass.”

She kissed the dead bird’ s limp head and then turned to Landon. “Will ye help me bury her?’
He nodded, looking white and shocked.
“Edithe, | do no' want Rhiannon and Maisieleft done. Can ye go and sit with them, please?’

Edithe was displeased, but she nodded reluctantly and went back into the castle, while Felice did one
arm about Nina'swast. “I’'m so very sorry.”

“Metoo,” Ninaanswered. She turned her face up to the sky, where ravens wheeled ceasdesdy around
the two looming towers, cawing loudly asif in mockery. “1 hate this place,” she whispered. “Oh, when



can we get away from here?’

The road down to the lowlands was enclosed on both sides by high ssonewalls so Lewen felt asif they
walked aong atunne. Although the sun shone and the wind blew briskly, it was cold asiceingdethe
walls and the stones wept water.

Gradudly thewall on their right grew lower, until Lewen was able to see glimpses of the valey below if
he stood on histoes. It looked impossibly benign in the sunshine, arolling landscape of freshly tilled
fields, green meadows and fluffy white sheep.

At last they cameto the edge of the castle, and the high stonewall turned at asharp right angle,
continuing up asteep, rugged cliff. Only afew steps past the end of thewall, amassvetreelay right
across theroad. It had smashed the low wall on the right-hand side, its branches hanging out above the
precipice. Itsbulk completely filled the road.

“It’'ll take forever to saw through that,” Cameron groaned.

Durward glanced at him and the heavy muscles beside his mouth moved infinitesmaly. Lewen wondered
if that waswhat passed for asmile on the gillie' sface, and wondered why the man should be pleased.

Iven raised an eyebrow at Lewen, who shrugged and stepped forward to lay his hand on the thick,
mossy trunk. It was an oak tree and immensdy old. In theinnumerable rings of yearsthetree carried
withinits core, he could il sense the dow song of growing, of wind and rain and sunshine and birds
singing, the deliberate groping down of root and groping out of branch and twig, the swelling of lifein
countless acorns then lost to the immutable laws of gravity. That solemn song, that could have been
intoned for another century or more, had been broken in ashriek of metal, shuddering branches, and then
the dow inevitable topple and crash of theliving giant.

Lewen stepped away from the tree, glanced at Durward’ simpassive countenance, and then at Iven. Then
he went to the smashed wall and swung himself up into the branches, making hisway out past the wall
and leaning periloudy above the abyss. It was afall of several hundred feet to the river below, the steep
cliff broken only by the regular lines of the road switchbacking its way down the cliff-face.

“Becareful!” Iven cdled. Roden jumped up and down, saying, “Can | climb out theretoo, Dai, please? |
want to seel”

Even hanging as he was so dangeroudly above that dreadful drop, Lewen did not climb back at once,
transfixed by the sght of the Findhorn Falls roaring down the cliff so close by. It was truly amagnificent
sght. The waterfall looked as wide as an ocean, dl foaming white and bursting in cataracts around
outcrops of rock that broke the seamless curtains of water. The spray was so thick he could barely see
the towering shape of Ravenscraig, built high onits crag of rock, on thefar sde of theriver.

“Lewen!” Iven cried imperatively.

“Coming,” he caled back, and began to carefully make hisway back to the road, clinging tightly to the
massive branches. The tree rocked alittle with hisweight, causing Cameron and Rafferty to cry out in
adarm. Lewen shifted hisweight, legpt down lightly onto the trunk of the tree and ran up its length towards
itsroots.

“Y e should get down, lad,” Durward suddenly called. “ That tree sno' safe.”



It wasthefirst time they had heard the gillie-coise speak. He had an oddly light, shrill voice for such a
large man. Lewen ignored him. He caught hold of the massive roots and pulled himsdf up so he could
look down into the muddy pit where the tree had once clung to the cliffside. Then he thoughtfully made
hisway back down the dippery trunk and jumped down to land with a heavy thump in the ditch of the
road.

“Wdl?" Ivensaid.

“Cameron’sright, it' sabig job to cut through the trunk,” Lewen said. “That oak will be ashard asiron. |
reckon we can lever it over the edge, though.”

The musclesin Durward' s forehead contracted dightly.
“Will it no' just crash down on the road below?’ [ven asked.

“No’ if we get enough momentum up. WEe |l use Sure and Steady to help us drag the tree forward, and
weight the branches, and lever up the trunk. It should flip right over, with dl that weight, and fall down
into the river. We may need to help drag it out o’ the river once we get down there, in case it causes an
obstruction, but that willna be too hard ajob.”

“Excdlent,” Iven said. “Let us go and get Sure and Steady, and some tools, and get towork. I'd liketo
be on our way by this afternoon, if we can.”

Durward’ s brows inched closer together.

Asthe men began the walk back up to the castle, Lewen fell back behind the others with Iven and
Roden. Thelittle boy was engaged in jumping in al the puddles, splashing mud and water highinto the
air, and it was not hard to let the others hurry on ahead with exclamations of annoyance astheir boots
and breeches were wet through.

“Thetreewasfédled,” hesaidto lveninalow voice. “It didnafall naturally.”
“Y e mean it was cut down? On purpose?’

“No' cut down, as such. The ground benesth the tree was loosened, with picks and shovels, it looks like,
and some of the tap-roots severed. Then the tree was hauled down with arope. Thescars o’ it are clear
onthetrunk.”

“Areyesure?’

“Sure I’ m sure. Working with wood ismy Taent, remember. Thistree did not fall down and block the
road naturdly, that I'm sureo'.”

“ S0 happen the laird did mean to keep us a Fettercairn,” Iven said dowly. “But why?’
“For hisexperimentsin death, o' course,” Lewén said. “Y e heard what Rhiannon said.”

“Soyeredly think Rhiannon istelling thetruth?’ Iven said curioudy. “It'salot to swalow, dinnaye
think?’

Lewen dropped his voice even lower as he noticed Durward turn to stare at them. “ She kens nothing
about witches or the Coven. How could she ken necromancersuse acircle o' nine? Or sacrifice acock?
Shedidnaken what acat o' ninetailswas, remember?’

“| suppose that’ s true. Though it would be easy enough to pretend no’ to ken details like that.”



“Shekent the name o' thelaird’ s dead brother,” Lewen pointed out. “How could she possibly have kent
that without overhearing it?’

1] TrlE.”

“And she said something about the tower being built on aHeart o' Stars. How on earth could she ken
what that was? A satyricorn lassthat has never left the mountains afore?’

Iven quirked his eyebrow. “Lewen, we only have Rhiannon’sword for it that sheisawild satyricorn girl
from the mountains”

Lewen gtared & himin surprise. “But...”

“Och, | agreethat it would be an elaborate deception and | can seelittle reason for it, but ye must no'
aways be taking things at face vaue. Onething yelearn in the business| aministhat people very rardly
tell the truth. That's one reason Connor will be so sorely missed. He had an uncanny ability to convince
peopletotdl true”

Lewen was dlent.

Iven grinned at him. “I’'mno’ saying | think Rhiannon has been lying to ye every step 0’ theway, my lad,
I’'m just saying no' to believe everything ye hear, from anyone. NO' even me.”

Lewen took a deep breath. “Fine, happen that' s so, but ill, what Rhiannon says she saw last night
explainsan awful lot, dinnaye think? About what' s been happening in the Fetterness Valey?’

Iven nodded. “ Aye, it does. Enough to make mewary o' shadows. But Lewen, why would thelaird o
Fettercairn try to keep us prisoner here? Do yeredly think he plansto murder us? All o' us?’

Lewen was troubled and unsure. “ After twenty-five years, it must be hard finding peopleto kill and then
try toraise again. The people o' Fetterness Valey are frightened now, and do no’ go out alone anymore.
He must’ ve thought a caravan o' wandering jongleurs agift from Gearradh.”

“Y e reright. No-one would' ve kent what happened to us. We would' ve just disappeared. So why then
hasheno’ killed us?’

“Happen he did no* ken who ye were when he had the treefelled,” Lewen answered. “It'sonething to
waylay any auld traveller, but the sster o’ the Earl o' Caerlaverock, the Righ’s best friend? And aformer
Y eoman? Escorting agroup o' witch-apprentices, some o' them nobly born? Hewould no’ dare. We
would be missed and eventualy tracked here to the castle. Nay, | reckon once he found out who we
realy were, he decided it would be too dangerousto just murder usout o' hand.”

“But dill he doesno' want usto clear away thetree” Iven said, pretending to smile asthe gillie once
more turned to stare at them.

“No. | wonder why?’
“Ye dthink he d want to get rid o' usfast, once he decided it was too dangerousto kill us.”

“Happen he redlises that we have begun to suspect him,” Lewen said. “ Certainly they must ken Rhiannon
saw something last night. They cannaken how much, surely.”

“Wewill need to be very careful. If he redlises how much we dready ken...”

“Dai! Dai! Look!” Roden called, and jumped with both feet into such an enormous puddle that brown



water flew up everywhere, splattering them from head to toe.
“Roden!” lven said in exasperation. “Look at ye, ye re soaked! Y our mamawill be furious. Come here!”

He bent and brushed off the worst of the mud, then took Roden’ s wet hand. Lewen took the boy’ s other
hand and between them they swung Roden back and forth, moving up the last stretch of road to where
Cameron, Rafferty and the gillie waited for them, the gilli€’ sface hard with suspicion. Roden squeded
with excitement.

“Wemugt act asif we ken naught, suspect naught,” Iven said rapidly over Roden’ s head. “ And we must
get amessageto the Righ, just in case something happens. ..”

“But how?’

“The Scrying Pool a the Tower o' Ravens,” Iven said decisively. “The MacBrann used it during the
Bright Wars. If the pool worked then, happen it ill works now. Lewen, ye must go and see. We must
think o' some excuse. Take Roden, go tell Ninawhat we ken. Tell her to do whatever she must to
soothe their suspicions. If the laird thinks we ken, we' |l never get out o' here dive.”

“Agan! Again!” Roden cried, and they swung him highinto theair.

“Yeare nothing but trouble,” Iven said to him asthey came up beside the others. “Look &t ye! Y our
boots are wet through. Y our mother will have my head.”

Roden looked down at hisbootsin surprise.

“Lewen, will ye take this wicked laddie back to hismam? The last thing we need is Roden coming down
withachill.”

“Sure” Lewen answered.

Roden wasfurious. “No! | dinnawant to go back. | want to see the tree crash down.”

“No, laddie. It’stoo dangerous, and | do no* want ye getting underfoot. Go on back to your mam.”
“No! | won't!”

“Och, aye, yewill, my lad,” Iven said sternly. “ Y € re soaked through and it’s cold. Now do as | say.”
Roden beganto cry. “No! | dinnawant to! Please, Dai, | want to stay, please, please?’

“Nay, laddie. Go on back with Lewen now.”

“Come on, Roden,” Lewen said winningly, but Roden dragged his hand away and sat down obstinately
inthe middle of the road.

“'mno going!”

Iven jerked hishead at Lewen, who bent and picked Roden up. “Never mind,” he said consolingly.
“Let’sgo and see what we can find for morning tea. | bet | can rustle up some hot chocolate for ye.
Thet'll warm ye up again.”

Roden wept noisily, squirming like an edl. Lewen carried him swiftly through the gatehouse towards the
castle. Ashe went he heard Iven say to the gillie, “Bairng Have ye any yoursdf?’



By the time they reached the inner ward, Roden had insisted on being put down so he could walk. “I'm
no' ababe,” he said furioudy.

“Then stop acting like one,” Lewen said, and Roden thrust out his bottom lip and stalked ahead with a
gregt air of injury.

Looking white and unhappy, Ninawas sitting with Lady Evaine under the apple tree, while Felice and
Landon wandered aong the lawn. Miss Prundla sat a short distance away, working on some
embroidery. Ninarose at the sght of Lewen and her mud-splattered and highly indignant son.

“Roden!” she cried. “What' swrong?’

“Dail willnalet me stay and watch the tree crash down,” Roden said with aquivering lip and flung himsalf
in hismother' sarms.

“Iventhinksit’ stoo dangerous,” Lewen explained, “and he was worried about Roden catching achill. He
wasjumping in puddles”

Ninalooked rather puzzled. “Och, Iven doesnanormally even notice things like that.”

“He doesnawant Roden to catch afever,” Lewen answered. “1t does seem asif Laird Mavernisright
when he saysthe air hereisunhedthy.”

Ninaglanced up a him, her brows twitching together. “Well, let’s go get ye dry and changed,” she said
to her son, then cast arueful glance down at her own gown. “And metoo, now. Look at my skirt! I've
got mud dl over it

Lady Evdine had been gazing at Roden with alook of longing and now she reached out afrail,
blue-veined hand to ruffle his curls. “Och, he' s such abonny lad.”

Roden gave her alook of disgust. “I’'mno’ bonny, that’sfor girld” he retorted. “1’m doughty!”

“Indeed ye are,” Ninasaid with an gpologetic smile a Lady Evaline. The old woman smiled back
wigtfully, her gaze returning to Roden’ sface.

“A big doughty lad like ye must be hungry,” she said. “Would ye like to come and have teawith me when
y€ re changed? My cook makes some very nice honey cakes.”

“Lewen said | could have hot chocolate,” Roden said winningly.

“O' course, the very thing to drive out the chill. Miss Prunella, could ye ask the kitchen to heat up some
chocolate milk for Rory?’

“My name' s Roden,” he said crosdy, the scowl returning.
“O' course. I'm sorry. | get muddled sometimes. For Roden.”

“O' course, my lady,” Miss Prunellasaid, folding up her embroidery and risng. Shelooked asif she had
been sucking on alemon, her face was so sour.

“I'll comeupwithye,” Lewen said to Nina. “Asye can see, | got rather wet too.” He cast arueful hand
down his mud-splattered clothes.

Fdlice and Landon had both drawn near and waylaid Lewen afew moments with questions about the
falen tree and what the others were doing. He escaped them as quickly as he could and hurried after



Nina, who was climbing up the stairs hand-in-hand with her son, who was gtill very cross at being made
to come back indde the castle. Thankfully there was no sign of the ubiquitous Irving, who was normally
so careful to make sure they were escorted anywherein the castle. He was able to tell Nina about the
deliberately felled tree, and what conclusions he and Iven had drawn. She agreed that he must try to
escape the castle and find the Scrying Pool at the Tower of Ravens.

“I tried to send my sunbird with amessage but one o' the ravenskilled her,” shetold him unhappily.
Lewen exclaimed, and she pressed her handsto her eyes.

“Aye, | ken. | loved my wee bird, | canna believe it happened. | should no' havetried to send her.” She
let out her breath in agreat Sgh and blotted away another tear. “ Anyway, what canna be changed must
be endured. We must focus now on getting dl o' usout o' thisblaygird castle dive. Lewen, | think Iven
isright. We must get amessage to the Righ and the Scrying Pooal isthe only way. Though how we areto
do so without arousing any more suspicion, | dono’ ken,” shesaid. “They must no' guesswhat ye are
about.”

“I'll think o* something,” Lewen said. “How is Rhiannon doing?’

“She' sdegping ill. The fever does seem to have eased. Landon says Dedrie cameto look in on her but
went away again once she saw him stting there. Edithe isthere now. | thought poor Landon needed a
break.”

But when Lewen opened the door into Rhiannon’ sdim, fire-lit room, it was not Edithe he found leaning
over her bed, but Irving. The seneschd swung round abruptly at the sound of the door and Lewen saw
with horror that he held apillow in hishands.

“What areyedoing?’ he cried sharply.
“Jugt adjusting the young lady’ s pillows,” Irving answered suavely, turning back to the bed.

“Get away from me!” Rhiannon cried, her voice rough and breathless. “Lewen, Lewen, hetry... he put
pillow onme... | couldnabreathe... Lewen!”

Lewen came swiftly to the bed. Rhiannon gazed up at him, her eyes so dilated with terror they seemed
black. Her cheeks were red and had faint creases pressed into them. Her breath came harshly.

“Get away from her,” Lewen hissed.

Irving looked surprised and stepped away from the bed. “1 assure ye, the young lady is mistaken. She
has been most feverish and | merely sought to make her more comfortable.”

“Hetry kill me” Rhiannon gasped.

“Where' s Lady Edithe?’ Lewen demanded, Sitting beside Rhiannon and pulling her into hisarms, stroking
the damp tangled hair away from her face.

“Theyoung lady was rather bored when | cameto bring her some morning teaand | suggested she go
down to thelibrary to find herself abook to read. My laird has avery extensve library.”

Lewen was s0 furious he could not speak for amoment. Irving moved away, fluffing up the pillow and
placing it on achair nearby, looking as Suave as ever.

Just then, Ninacamein. “What on earth isthe matter?”’



“Hetry kill me,” Rhiannon said, her bresth still coming short. “He put pillow on me, hdld medown ol
couldna bregthe.”

“That'sridiculous” Irving said, hiscolour dtering just alittle. “ The young lady isdelirious.”

“Oh no, has her fever got worse?’ Ninaasked in concern, coming across the room quickly. “ Shewas
quite incoherent thismorning, but | had hoped... och, ye poor man! Yemust no' mind her.”

“No, hetry kill me!” Rhiannon protested.

“Oh, dear, sheredlly is quite crazy with thisfever! What are we to do? She hit poor Dedrie, did ye hear?
And Lewen too.”

Rhiannon shrank away from Lewen. “That’sright,” shesaid in ahorrified voice. “1 had forgotten... |
thought it but adream. Y e poison metoo.”

“No, no,” Lewen said in distress, trying to draw her back into hisarms. “We were trying to help.”
“Yeadl try kill mel” Rhiannon stared from one face to another with huge, terrified eyes.

Ninashook her head sorrowfully. “ Dedrie said the fever can take one like this sometimes, but it’ svery
distressing, isn't it? Look at her, the poor deluded lass!”

Rhiannon clutched the sheet to her. “Why ye want kill me? Why?’

“Nay, nay, leannan. Y€ re safe, | promiseye,” Lewen soothed her, torn between his desire to comfort
her and hisdismay at having forgotten they were meant to be damping down the suspicions of any of the
lord' sminions.

Rhiannon did not believe him. She sat very ill, her bresth coming fast, her eyes darting from one faceto
another. Lewen could see apulselegping in her throat.

“l am so very sorry,” Ninawas saying to Irving, drawing him away from the bed. “I do fed dreadful.
First Dedrie hit in the face, and accused so wildly, and now ye. | hate to think what the laird must think o'
us. | do hopeyewill forgive us. Rhiannonis... well, she' sdifficult, there’ sno gainsaying that. The best
thing for her now is peace and quiet.”

Nind s voice faded as she escorted Irving from the room. Lewen tried to draw Rhiannon back into his
ams. Sheressted violently.

“Leannan, no, do no' be afraid,” he said in distress. “Indeed, | ken what ye must think but it'sno’ like
that. Yemust ken | would never hurt ye.”

“Yemademesick,” sheaccused. “Y e poison me!”
“*Twasno' poison,” he protested. “We... we were trying to make ye better.”
She made adisgusted noise. “ Go away,” she said, pushing him with her hot, damp palms.

“Rhiannon, indeed ye are sick. Please, lie back, let me sponge your face. | ken... he' sabad man, that
Irving, | kenthat. It'sjust we need to pretend for now... until we can get away from here...”

Sheligtened to him, and after awhile let him lay her back down, and smooth back her hair, and dab her
face with the coal cloth. After awhile her eyes closed and shefell adeep again. He sat watching her,
feding such ahot painful feding round his heart it was asif the organ was actudly bruised.



Ninacame quietly back into the room. “1s she deeping? Poor lass! | could sirangle Edithe. What was she
thinking, leaving Rhiannon done like that?’

“Nina, he had apillow over her face, I'd swear it!”

“l dono' doubt it,” Ninasaid. “We cannaleave her done. Maise says shewill come and sit with her a
while now, she' sfeding much better after adeep, wel enough to sit up for awhile anyway. I’'m going to
go and find Edithe and rip shreds off her!”

“I"ll 9t with Rhiannon,” Lewen said.

“Yecanna,” Ninareplied. *Yemust find someway to dip out and get to the Tower o' Ravens. Noon
and midnight isthe best time to use the Scrying Pool, or dawn and sunset, and | do no’ want ye there at
night. I’m beginning to believe dl those tales about maevolent ghosts that haunt the tower! Soit’d be
best if ye went now, and got there afore noon.”

Lewen nodded and got reluctantly to hisfeet, casting onelast look a Rhiannon’ s flushed and deeping
face. Shelooked soft and vulnerable. He marvelled how this had the power to hurt him. He would have
liked to have lain down with her, and curved hisbody to hers, pressing his mouth to the arch of her neck.
He did not want to wake her, though. He did not want to watch her flinch away.

The door opened and Edithe camein, absorbed in athin, vellum-bound book she held in her hand.
“Where have ye been?’ Ninaat once exclamed furioudy.
Edithelooked up in surprise and chagrin. “I was only gone aminute!”

“A minute is more than enough,” Ninasnapped. “And it was much longer than that. We ve been herefor
closeonten.”

“Wdll, I'm sorry, but | got chatting with Laird Mavern. Heredlly isavery interesting man, so cultivated
and so learned. Hislibrary is absolutdly fascinating. | would have liked to have stayed and et him show
me his collection, but | came hurrying back here because | kent ye wanted someoneto it with the
satyricorn girl.” Her voice wasfilled with sdf-righteousindignation. “ Redlly, | cannathink why, yedl
seem to have got infected with her hysterica nonsense...”

“Edithe, until we arrive a the Tower o' Two Moons, | am your teacher and mentor. If | tell yeto stand
onyour head in agraveyard dl night yedo as| tell ye, without question and without hesitation.” Though
she spoke softly, Nina s voice had an edgeto it like awhip. “I have never kent an gpprentice with less o’
the qualities the Coven thinks necessary in awitch. Yedo no' listen, ye do no’ watch, and ye do no'
learn. Sit down in that chair and do no’ move until 1 say ye may. And be glad your stupidity hasno' had
more dire consequences.”

Edithe' s colour was high and her eyes glittered with angry tears, but she swept to the chair and sat down
asordered, disposing her skirts about her feet with exaggerated care. She then opened her book and
began to read with an air of great interest.

“I'll just tell Maisie she can bide awee longer in bed, | want her as strong and well as possible for the
journey ahead,” Ninasaid as she led the way out of the room.

Lewen nodded, hismind aready busy with plansfor getting away from the castle without arousing
suspicion. Hetook onelast ook at Rhiannon, deeping restlesdy in her bed, then followed Nina across
the hal and into Maisi€' sroom. She was out of bed and limping about, but it was obvious her deep
festering wounds still troubled her. She was glad to get back into bed and have Nina give her another



draught of pain-killing poppy syrup and tuck her up in her eiderdown. Lewen stoked up thefirefor her,
and moved the cup of water closer to her hand.

“Cdl out to Editheif ye need anything,” Ninasaid gently, “and try to get some deep.”
Maise nodded gratefully and shifted onto her side, trying to find a comfortable pogtiontoliein.

“I wonder where Luluis” Ninasaid anxioudy, asthey went out into the hall again. “I would' ve thought
she would have been quite happy playing with the doll | made her and no' gone wandering off. She
doesnalike Edithe, though. Happen | |eft her too long and she went looking for Roden. We' d better go
find her, Eakensthe trouble she could be causing!”

She put her head in the door of the big suite. “Roden? Roden?’
Therewas no answer.

Ninawent in, and hurriedly searched the room, her face growing whiter by the second. “He' sgonel” she
cried. “I left him only amoment, just while | looked in on Rhiannon. Och, the wicked boy! Where has he

gone?
Lewen came in too and searched in the cupboards and under the bed. There was no sign of Roden.

Ninawas s0 white he thought she might faint. He supported her with one hand and went to pour her
some water but she refused it impatiently. “Wemust find him!” she cried. “Och, thisisno’ the placefor a
wee laddie to be wandering round by himself. Oh, Lewen! Do ye think someone took him? That
dy-faced Irving!”

“Well find him,” Lewen reassured him. “Nina, can ye sense where he is? Close your eyes, concentrate.
Y e ken him better than anyone. Cannaye sense him?’

Ninatried to cdm hersdlf. She sank down on one of the cushioned chairs, Sipped at the glass of water
Lewen passed her, and closed her eyes, resting her face in her hands. The only sound wasthe cry of
ravens outside. Lewen saw one had come down to perch on the windowsill. He went to the casement,
threw open the window and violently shooed the bird away. It cawed mockingly and flew off with dow
flaps of its enormous black wings.

“I think... he'sover that way somewhere,” Ninasaid, waving her hand to the north. “Oh, Lewen!”

“WEell go and find him now,” he said, leaning down to help her up. “Do no' fear, Nina. He' sbored and
restless, and angry he wasna alowed to watch them move the tree. HE s gone off exploring, that’sal.”

“Happen he' sgoneto find that room with al thetoys” Ninasaid. “I’ll skin him divel”

Together they went quickly aong the hal and down the gairs, keeping awary look-out for any servants.
They heard voices from one room and passed it silently, then hid for amoment in an antechamber as
some footmen went pagt, carrying some silver down to the kitchensto be cleaned. Otherwise al was
quiet.

“I wonder wherethelaird is?” Lewen whispered.
“Stll in hislibrary, I'd say.”
“I hope Edithe kept her mouth shut!”

“Unlikely, but | do no’ think it’' Il matter. She didikes Rhiannon so intensely she would' ve done a better



jobthan any o' usin discrediting her. I'm sure she told the laird that Rhiannon is haf-satyricorn and quite
wild and a congtant trouble .to us dl. By the time she would have finished, the laird would be surewe
suspected noill o' him!”

“I hopeso,” Lewen said grimly.

They cameto athick oak door that stood gjar. They could hear nothing beyond so eased it open alittle
further and dipped through. They tiptoed down astone-floored corridor that led to aspiral staircase,
winding upwardsinto gloom.

“He' s here somewhere,” Ninawhispered. “Upgtairs, | think. It's so hard to be sure. These thick stone
walls confuse my witch-sense.”

Then they heard the low murmur of voicesfrom aroom to their right. Moving very carefully they pressed
themsalves close to the door to listen.

“ Someone has been sneaking about and spying,” Lord Mavern said angrily. “Irving found asmashed
lantern on the steps near Rory’ sroom, and | swear someone has beenin my library! Yeken | canna bear
to have thingsout o place, and things have definitely been moved. None o’ the circle would' ve doneit,
they al ken better!”

Lady Evaine murmured something about degpwalking.

“Seepwalkersdo no' take lanternswith them,” Lord Mavern cried. “Nay, that girl knew what she was
doing. The question is, how much did she see?’

Ancther low murmur from Lady Evdine.

“Dedrie says her boots and cloak were dl muddy. She must have gone outside at some point, and |
canna help thinking she may have found the secret way to the tower. If so, who kenswhat she may have
seen and heard! We cannarisk her telling asoul. Thank the Truth the witch suspects naught.”

Lady Evaline made somekind of protest.

“It'salittle late to get cold feet now, Evaline. We're so close! Do ye no' want Falkner and Rory back?
After dl theseyears, dl thistrouble, ye cannaget squeamish now!”

“There ve been too many deeths,” Lady Evaine said unhappily.

“But the thingswe have learnt! And now we are o close, ye cannasay it hasno' beenworthit. The
secrets o' resurrecting the dead! That is a prize worth sacrificing for.”

Lord Mavern’ svoice came closer, asif he were striding around the room. Ninaand Lewen flattened
themselves on either side of the door, but were too eager to hear moreto retrest.

“If we can just stop her from telling them dl she saw! I'm surethey do no' suspect anything. Lady Edithe
says she' s some haf-breed faery girl that is quite wild and hysterical, so happen they will no’ believe her,
no matter what she says. We cannatake that risk though. We must stop her mouth somehow.”

Lewen gritted histeeth together in rage and Nina cast him awarning glance.
“What about thelad?’ Lady Evdine sad pitifully.

“Och, he' sjust too perfect,” Lord Mavern said with a strange note of longing in hisvoice. “It cannabe
coincidence that aboy just the same age and height and colouring as Rory comes riding through our gate



the very day wefinaly get the secret o' resurrecting the dead into our hands!”
“But they’ll take him away! Oncethey ride out o' here we may never see him again.”
“Aye, o' coursewewill. We'll find him again when thetimeisright.”

“How can ye be sure?’ she asked. “Oh, Malvern, he' s so like Rory, so bright and bonny! | wish | could
take him into my lap and hold him, but that witch keeps him so close | have hardly been able to touch
him. | wish we could kegp him hereawhile longer.”

“Aye, aye, | ken, but we cannataketherisk, Evaline. Surely ye seethat?’

She said something low and he sighed in exasperation. “ Our firgt priority isgetting hold o' the spell. | do
no' ken how long that will take, Evaline.”

Again they heard the soft pleading murmur of her voice and then Lord Mavern'svoice, asloud asif he
was standing next to them, “Och, very wdll, Evdine! Anything to keep ye happy! | must go now and find
out what is happening. Do no' weep, now. We are closer than we have ever been.”

They heard his quick impatient stride, and both Nina.and Lewen whisked themselves away from the
door, making it into the shelter of the staircase scant seconds before the door opened and Lord Malvern
came out. He went away down the hall, astall and giff and black asapillar of obsidian, and Lewen
heaved asgh of rdlief.

Nind s face was pinched and angry. “We have to find Roden and get away from here! What do they
have planned for him? Oh, it cannabe good, Lewen!”

Lewen nodded in agreement, and pressed her hand in comfort. “Where is he? Can ye sense him?’
Nina pressed her handsto her temples. “I'm so afraid | cannathink straight.”

“Lord Mavern mentioned something about a broken lantern on the sairs. Let’ sgo up and have alook
around.”

Ninanodded and led the way up the spird staircase. “Why, oh, why did | ever comethisway?’ she
murmured. “ Again and again we were warned, and | did no’ listen!”

The staircase wound up to a narrow wooden door, half-hidden behind afaded tapestry curtain. They
heard the sound of aboy’ s voice and quickened their step, though both felt a sudden superdtitious chill
that raised the hairs on their arms. “L et it be Roden and no'* that poor wee ghost,” Ninawhispered, then
pushed open the door.

Roden and Lulu were Sitting together on the floor, playing happily with some toy soldiers. Helooked up
at the sound of the door opening and smiled. “Hi, Mam,” he said.

“Y e naughty, naughty boy!” Ninacried and flew across the room, dragging him to hisfeet. “What areye
doing here! Don’t ye ken ye scared me hdf to deeth?” She gave him agood hard smack across his
bottom, then pulled him into her arms, hugging him tightly.

Roden looked sulky, and Lulu jumped up and down, gibbering in distress. “And asfor ye!” Ninacried,
turning onthe arak. “I told ye to stay! What are ye doing wandering al over the castle?”’

Thearak hid her face in her hands, peered round in abashment, then covered her eyesagain.

“Luluwasbored,” Roden said defensively. “ She wanted to find that little boy’ s room too. She came and



got me when she’'d found it. O° course | had to come and have alook. See, Mam? There sacastle and
evaything.”

“I told yeto stay in your room!” Nina swrath had not abated.

“Yerejust mean,” Roden burst out. “Why cannal play with the toys? We' ve been stuck in thisboring
auld castlefor days and days, and | wasna even alowed to watch the tree go crashing down. | just
wanted to look at the toys.”

Ninatook adeep breath. “Thank Eaye re safe,” she said. “Please, please, do no' do that again, Roden.
No' herg, inthiscastle”

“All right, Mam,” he said in long-suffering tones.

She drew him close to her and caressed his dark red curls. “1 ken ye're bored, dearling. Let’sgo and see
how dai-dein isdoing moving thet tree, dl right?’

He brightened at once, and Lulu skipped about joyfully.

“Leavethetoyshere,” Ninasaid sternly, and reluctantly the boy and the arak put the toy soldiers back
into the cadtle.

“It' scertainly just as Rhiannon described it,” Ninasaid, glancing round the room.
“Except for the ghosts” Lewen replied with adight grin.
“Och, the ghost ishere,” Roden said unexpectedly. “ Cannaye see him?’

Ninaand Lewen stared at him, their flesh cregping. Roden pointed at the rocking horse. “He' sthere. He
doesnawant me to go. He's so sad and lonely.”

They stared at the rocking horse. There was nothing to see.

Roden lifted ahand. “1 got to go now, but happen I’ll come back later. Bye!” Then hetook Nina s hand
and went out of the room with her, Lulu scampering on ahead. Lewen followed, the nape of his neck
prickling asif someone had blown on it with icy bresth. He could not help looking back over his
shoulder. The wooden hose had begun to rock backwards and forwards, creaking gently. Lewen
shivered and shut the door firmly behind him.

Rhiannon woke and lay for awhile, staring about her room. Everything was quiet. On the hearth thefire
had fallen into codsthat gleamed dully. Somewhere ravens were crying. Edithe sat in the cushioned chalir,
onefoot swinging, reading abook and sighing every now and again asif bored to distraction.

Rhiannon gently put back the bedclothes and did her legs out. A wave of dizziness overcame her as she
stood up. Sheleant her hands on the bed and let her head hang forward till it passed.

Edithe turned her head. “ Oh, ye re awake. | thought ye were going to deep al day!”
Rhiannon said nothing, just stared at her with suspicious eyes.

“They brought yefood if yewant it.” Edithe jerked her head & asmal pot of soup set in the hearth to
keep warm.



“| eat naught they bring me,” Rhiannon said sullenly.

Editherolled her eyes. “| suppose ye mean ye are afraid it’ s poisoned? Redlly, | think ye are quite mad.
What do ye intend to do? Starve yourself to death? I’ d expect anything from agirl who cuts hersdlf for

“Dinnado it for amusement,” Rhiannon growled.

“Wall, it certainly doesnaamuse any o' usl I’'m quite embarrassed to be one 0’ your party. What the
lard o' Fettercairn must think, | cannaimagine.”

“Hebad man,” Rhiannon said sullenly.

“He saperfectly charming gentleman, and thelaird o' one 0’ the auldest and most respected clansin
Ravenshaw,” Edithe said sharply. “And if ye think anyone will believe your wild accusations and danders
ahead 0' hisword, ye are very much mistaken.”

Rhiannon lost her temper and rushed at Edithe, knocking her down with agreat shove. Edithe went down
with a scream, knocking over the fire-irons and bashing her head hard against the wall.

“How dareye!” Edithe cried, pressng her hand to her head. *Y € re naught but awild animal! Y e should
be locked up in acage like asnow-lion. Wait till | tel what ye ve done. My father shall make sureye

pay!”
She scrambled to her feet and ran from the room, her face red with rage.

Rhiannon’ s eyes smarted with tears. Her legs were so wobbly she had to grip the back of the chair to
stop them giving way. She waited amoment, breathing deeply, then made her way across the room,
leaning on the furniture for support. She dressed, her fingers fumbling over the buttons and ties, and drew
on her boots, which she found clean and freshly polished in her cupboard. Her cloak hung there too, and
she dipped it about her shoulders, the camouflaging grey side outwards. Then she picked up her
saddlebags and dipped them over her shoulder.

The morning had been onelong, horrible blur to Rhiannon. She remembered mogt of it inweird
disconnected flashes, mostly red-hued and throbbing. Her deep had been tormented by strange visions
and nightmares, and she found it hard to remember how much of it wastrue. Had Lewen redlly held her
down while a grim-faced Ninaforced poison down her throat? She knew it had made her sicker than she
had ever been beforein her life. She did not want to believe Lewen and Nina could do such athing, but
the vomiting had been no nightmare, the stink of it was till in her hair and she tasted it still upon her
tongue. And she knew Lewen had seen Irving with the pillow in his hands, and yet he had done nothing
to defend her. Rhiannon had to escape from this place.

It was easy enough to make her way through the castle without being seen. The sun was high and
everyone was at lunch. Rhiannon did not go out into the inner ward, but found the back way to the
stables. They too were empty, except for the horses that drowsily lipped at the straw or put their heads
over their stdlsto greet her.

Blackthorn whickered eagerly. Rhiannon felt arush of tearsto her eyes at the sight of her, but brushed
them resolutely away, stroking her muzzle and murmuring love nonsense to her till the ache around her
heart eased alittle.

Then she opened the stall and let Blackthorn out. The winged horse came out prancing, restless after so
much time confined. Rhiannon buckled on the soft pad and the saddlebags, then led Blackthorn over to



the mounting-block. Shewas Htill fedling so very wesk and dizzy she did not think she could mount
without assistance.

Once she was astride the mare' s back, she looked about her one more time and noticed that Sure and
Steady were both missing, athough the caravans were still drawn up to one side of the big barn. Then
sherealised Argent was gone too. Shefdlt ajolt of disappointment and rage. “Heleft me here,” she
murmured. “ He doesna care one little bit.”

The thought spurred her on. She pressed her hedlsinto Blackthorn's Sdes and the mare went daintily out
into the courtyard. A groom was there, lazily forking manure into the muck heap. He straightened at the
sght of her and sad, “Oy!”

Blackthorn danced sideways, then broke into atrot. The groom ran towards them, arms spread wide,
shouting, “What yethink ye re doing? Where ye going?’

Rhiannon urged the mare into a canter, then lifted her weight from Blackthorn's back. Obediently the
mare spread her wings and soared up into the air.

Carina keep a thigearn trapped inside walls, Rhiannon thought with satisfaction.

The groom leapt out of the way hurriedly, landing face first in the muck heap. Rhiannon gavehima
mocking salute as he sat up, furioudy spitting and wiping clean hisface. Then hewas on hisfeet and
running to raisethedarm.

Blackthorn whedled inthe air, tilting her wings, then rose higher, leaving the grim grey castle behind her.
Rhiannon leant forward, enjoying the view. She could see the vast expanse of lake, whipped into shining
waves by the breeze. The wind was very strong today, dragging her hair al over her face, sending her
cloak whipping and Blackthorn’s mane swirling. The mare had to fight to keep her course steady against
itsrough buffeting.

Asthey came over theridge, Rhiannon saw the distant grey bulk of Ravenscraig on its pinnacle of stone,
and the broken arch of the old bridge across the lake, and the great clouds of spray flung up where the
water bent its great weight over the lip of the cliff. Shewatched it in fascination, never having seen such a
magnificent Sght.

A digtant cry caught her attention. She looked down. Below her was the gatehouse. On the far Sde of it,
Rhiannon saw the massive old tree across the road, and men swarming over it with ropes and tools, and
the carthorses dragging at the ropes patiently. Someone had seen her and was pointing up &t her. She
brought Blackthorn about, heading back towards the mountains, away from al those faces turning up to
dare a her. The mare' sblack wings beet steadily.

Below her were the broken spires of the Tower of Ravens. Beyond she could see the small walled town
of Fetternessbuilt at the foot of the hill, and the green of the forest curving al round, and the brown of the
untilled fields running down to the weter.

Themarewastiring in her battle against the wind, and so Rhiannon looked for aplaceto land. She
brought Blackthorn down near the road, and then saw, under the shadows of the trees, another horse
and rider cantering along. At once she urged Blackthorn up into the air again.

Someone cdled “ Rhiannon!” behind her.

She glanced back and saw the rider was Lewen, stlanding up in his stirrups, calling to her. Rhiannon's
heart wasfilled with anger and bitterness. She leant forward, urging Blackthorn to fly faster. But the wind



was smply too wild and turbulent. Blackthorn whickered in distress, and Rhiannon brought her down the
ridgeto land lightly on the lower curve of the switch-backing road. She thought she had Ieft Lewen far
behind her but then she heard the thunder of Argent’ s hooves as he galloped round the bend. Rhiannon
bit her lip and kicked Blackthorn into agallop.

Down the steep winding road the two horses raced, the trees tossing wildly overhead. Every now and
again Rhiannon glanced back over her shoulder and saw to her dismay that Lewen was gaining upon her.
She urged the mare on, even though the mare skidded at one of the hairpin turns and aimost fell, the road
il being very wet and muddy. Here and there brancheslay across the road, blown down in the wind,
and Blackthorn legpt them nimbly. The wind was so cold it brought tears to Rhiannon’ s eyes. She had to
hold back her hair with one hand. At last the road began to level out, leading past the walled town and
aong the lake shore.

A girl was herding geese along the road. Blackthorn plunged into the flock, sending indignant birds
honking up into the air. They had just settled back to the road when Argent came thundering past,
sending them dl upinto theair again.

Rhiannon leant lower over Blackthorn’ s mane, murmuring encouragements, then she glanced back one
moretime. Lewen was close enough for her to see hisface. It was set and grim and angry, and her heart
gave agtrange little lurch. She urged the mare to run faster but dowly, inexorably, Lewen gained upon
them.

Faster and faster the two horses galloped, moving fluidly, silver and black together, like one horse and its
shadow. Redlly frightened now, Rhiannon tried to bring Blackthorn swerving away, to find roomto rise
into the air again, but with a curt command, Lewen brought Argent round, cutting the mare off and
forcing her to dow. They cameto ashuddering hdt in the shade of agiant hemlock.

Lewen threw himsalf down from the stallion’ s back and seized Rhiannon round the waist, dragging her
down from the mare’ s back.

“What in blazes do ye think ye redoing!”

Rhiannon leant her head againg his chest, trembling in every limb.
He shook her, nonetoo gently. “Yeshould bein bed! Y€ reill!”
“Me need escape,” shesaid. “They try kill me.”

He had her up hard against his body, holding her so she could not escape. Now he twisted hishand in
her hair and pulled her head up so he could see her eyes. “O' coursethey tried to kill ye,” heydled. “Ye
idict, if yedieo pneumoniathey’ll have succeeded! Y e should bein bed, no' out in thisfreezing wind.”

“Yekent they tried to kill me? And ye il left me?” The hurt of hisbetraya wasbitter in her voice.

“Yewere safe. The others were watching over ye. | had to go...” Hisvoicetrailed away. “Did yethink |
wasno' coming back? Rhiannon, | would no’ leaveye. | promise.” He bent his head and kissed her.

Tears sporang to her eyes. She wound her arm about his neck and kissed him back.
When he spoke again, his voice was ungteady. “Rhiannon...”
“Why yego?’ she demanded. “Why yeleave me?’

“I haveto find the Scrying Pool, at the Tower o' Ravens. | meant to find it by noon but we' retoo late



now. | was going to tel the Righ what we havelearnt. .. in casethe laird tries something. .. in caseweal
disappeared.” Hisvoice was grim.

“Soyedid believe me?’
“O' coursel believeye!”
“And Nina? Iven? All the others?’

“Ninadoes, I'm sure. Iven... | do no' ken. It doesno’ matter. Once the Righ kens what we ken, he will
send men to investigate and they will find thetruth o' it dl. For now, we just have to get awvay from here
safely. Oh, Rhiannon, why did ye run away? The laird will be suspicious now, and happen we have lost
our chanceto talk our way out 0" here. Y e should’ ve trusted me.”

She moved away from him, her face set initsold wary, sulky lines. “How was| to ken?’
Hedrew her closeto him again, tipping up her face so he could kissher again. “I ken. I’'m sorry.”

The wind whipped her hair across his face, and he smoothed it down, cradling her facein his hands. He
fdt asif hewerefaling down adeep hole, from which there was no way of climbing back to thelife he
had imagined for himself. She was tiff in hishands, her face sullen. He bent hishead again, determined to
kiss her into pliancy, but she leant away from him, her eyes suddenly widening. “Look at that ssorm!”

Lewen turned and immediately gaped in surprise. To the north immense black clouds were building over
the distant pesk of Ben Eyrie. Lightning played eerily dong its belly, then Lewen heard alow rumble of
thunder.

“Mighty EQ” Lewen cried. “It was such abeautiful day! Where has that sorm come from?’

“It’ sthose necromancers,” Rhiannon said in alow, husky whisper. “They’ ve called the ssorm up. They
want to keep ustrapped here.”

“Och, surely no',” Lewen said, even though he haf-believed her. “They areno’ witchesthere, what
would they ken o' weather magic?’

“They canraseghosts,” Rhiannon said flatly.
“We d better start back,” Lewen said. “We dinnawant to be caught in that.”

Rhiannon nodded. She seized Blackthorn’s mane and let Lewen lift her up onto the mare sback. “It's
cold,” shesad. “I'm shivering. That sormisno’ naturd, | swear toye.”

“Ninasaid storms can blow up fast around here,” Lewen said, bringing Argent round so he could mount.

“Aye, that'strue. | lived dl my lifein these mountains, remember. But this cold, that makesdl the hairs
on my body stand up, and makes my ears ache, that’sno’ naturd. It happens whenever magicis
worked. | ken. | havefdt it every time.”

Lewen turned to stare a her. “ Y e can fed achill in the air when magicisworked?’ hesaid dowly. “Ye
must be very sensitivetoit.”

“Lucky me,” Rhiannon answered, and wrapped her cloak tightly about her.

The horses broke into arestive trot, the wind blowing their manes and tailsinto banners. Thunder
grumbled through the valey. The clouds chased them dl the long ride home, dong the shore of theloch



and up the road towards Fetterness. The [abourers were coming in from thefield, looking anxioudy up at
the sky, and shop-keepers were pulling closed their shutters. By now the clouds had raced to cover the
whole sky, and the trees were bending over in the wind, which crackled and roared with lightning.

“Should we stop here?” Lewen called. “I do no' want yeto get caught in therain, when ye' ve been so
sck. Theré |l be an inn where we can take shelter.”

Rhiannon frowned. “Nay, let’s get back. We could be stuck here dl night, if the sormisaswild asthe
last one”

“Let’shurry then,” Lewen shouted back, the wind catching at hiswords, and kicked Argent into a
canter.

It wastiring fighting againgt the wind, and the horses reared and whinnied as blown branches whipped
againgt them. Rhiannon was soon so weary she could barely keep her balance. Lewen lifted her from
Blackthorn’s back, holding her before him. For once Rhiannon made no protest, huddling under the
cloak againgt the bitter cold that struck into the very marrow of her bones.

Asthey reached the top of the ridge, they saw the rain sweeping across the valey below like advancing
ranks of grey-clad soldiers. Lightning flashed, making the horsesrear in terror, and seconds later there
was an enormous clap of thunder that seemed to make the ground shake.

“We Il never makeit to the castle,” Lewen cried, asthefirst scud of rain spat into their faces. “We're
going to get soaked to the skin! Let us go to the tower. Y e can rest while | try to find the Scrying Pool.
Sunsetisatime o' power—I can try to reach His Highnessthen.”

“Theré Il be no sunsat tonight,” Rhiannon said through chattering teeth. “ Only storm.”



The Tower of Ravens

Ahead of them loomed tall stone gateposts, with iron gates lying broken and open. The wind tore the
hood from Rhiannon’s head, and deet lashed her face. She coughed, the paroxysm so severe she could
not catch her breath.

Lewen kicked Argent forward into agallop. “Come on then.”

They rode hdlter-skelter through the gateposts, head bent againgt the vicious wind that seemed filled with
thousands of little needles of ice. Within was arisng avenue of dark yew trees, growing so close
overhead it gave them some protection from the storm, though they could barely seeto avoid the ruts and
potholes. The driveway led straight as an arrow up the hill and through a great arched gateway in awall.
Asthey passed through the archway, the rain hit them again like ahammer and Lewen spurred Argent
on, Blackthorn cantering close behind, through courtyards and broken colonnades and blackened ruins,
until at last they burst through a doorway and found themselvesin adry, dark place.

Lewen dismounted, trying to catch his breath, and wiped hisface dry with hisdeeve. A sudden sphere of
light suddenly winked into existence above his head, making Rhiannon gasp withdarm. “It'sdl right, it's
just me” Lewen said. “1 wanted to see.”

Helooked about him. They werein along low building, very grimy and filled with old, cobwebbed
contraptions that once would have been carts and carriages. A row of stalls stood empty, but Lewen saw
with interest that one near the door was filled with fresh straw and had been cleared of the worst of the
Spiderwebs. The trough was clean and half-filled with water, and against the wall was arow of clean,
shiny binsthat must befilled with grain.

“So someone kegps ahorse here,” Lewen said. “L et us hope he doesnareturn soon. There's no muck
heap, s0I’d say it’sonly an occasiond visitor.”

Rhiannon lifted atired hand and pushed back her hood. Her cloak was dripping wet.

“Here, let mehdpye,” Lewen sad, lifting Rhiannon down. She was shivering with cold, and so heled

her to sit down on one of the bins, and unfastened her cloak. Lewen shook it out and spread it to dry
over one of thelow walls between the stalls. He did the same with his own cloak, then turned his
attention to the horses. Rhiannon’ s saddlebags and her precious bow and quiver hung from the pommel
of her soft saddlepad. He unbuckled these from Blackthorn’ s back, and hung them on the wall, then gave
the mare aquick rubdown with awisp of straw. He unsaddled Argent and rubbed him down too, then
put the horses together in the stall. He gave them a bucket of oatsto share, and then turned his attention
back to Rhiannon. She looked pale and hollow-eyed, and coughed every now and again.

“Let’stry and get yewarm,” he said. “Wait here, I'll just have alittle scout around.”

Helooked out the doorway, where the rain was still teeming down, then went through the stablesinto the
next building, which seemed to have been some kind of quartersfor the stablehands. There was akitchen
with abig hearth, and atable and some old broken chairs, afew old pots, filthy with dust and
spiderwebs, and a scullery with asink and pump. After afew energetic jerks, there was a spurt of filthy
water that then ran pure. Lewen rinsed out the sink, washing away myriad dead spiders, then tasted the
water, which was sweet. He explored alittle further, finding a couple of dark, smelly rooms above and
what once would have been a kitchen garden beyond, but was now just weeds. The best find was a pile



of firewood outside the kitchen door, protected from therain by the eaves. It wasfilled with al sorts of
creepy-crawlies, but Lewen banged it dl together and built afirein the old hearth, which helit with a
snap of hisfingers. With firdight dancing over thewalls, the old kitchen began to look amost hospitable.

He went back to the stable and gathered together armfuls of straw, chearfully telling Rhiannon what he
had found. She followed him through to the kitchen and he made her abed on the floor before thefire,
then hung their cloaks out over the back of the chairsto dry.

“Areyedill damp?’ he asked. “Happen ye should take off your coat and stockings, and let me hang
them afore thefireto dry.”

Rhiannon did as she was told then, dressed only in aloose white shirt and breeches, huddled closer to
thefire, her hands held out. The wind moaned and sighed dl round the ruins, and they could hear the
occasond growl of thunder. An early dusk wasfdling.

“Happen we' re stuck herefor the night,” Lewen said. Rhiannon looked back over her shoulder a him
and smiled.

He smiled back at her and stripped off his own coat and boots, arranging them over the back of old
chairs so they could both stop the draughts and receive some of the warmth of the fire. His shirt was
damp aswell, but he wastoo shy to takeit off in front of Rhiannon so he smply undid the collar and
deeves, and ruffled hisdamp hair, and looked about for the cleanest pot. “I dinnathink to bring any
food,” he said. “But | can make us some sort o' porridge from the oats, and | saw some herbs out in the
garden, I'll go and pick some to make us some teawhen the rain dies down awee.”

Rhiannon lay back in the straw, looking dreamy. “It doesno* sound asif it's ever going to stop.”

Lewen looked down at her, and felt an absurd desire to say that he wished it never would. He bit the
words back, and busied himsalf with practical matters. He scrubbed out a pot, then went into the stable
to scoop acouple of handfuls of oats out of one of the bins. Whileit cooked, he quickly whittled them a
rough spoon from apiece of firewood, porridge being difficult to eat with thefingers. He and Rhiannon
then put the pot of porridge between them and took turnsto eat. It was rather tasteless, but it waswarm
and filling, and both felt much better after esting.

“I hope there are no ghosts here,” Rhiannon said. “1 never want to see aghost again.”

“I doubt whether anyone died in thisroom,” Lewen said. “The Red Guards did no* kill the servants o
the witches, only the witchesthemsalves. Most o' the battle would have taken place in the actua Tower,
no' herein the stables.” Hereached out alazy hand and threw another log on thefire. A smal lump of
wood fell down from the pile and rolled across the floor and he picked it up, and examined it in thefitful

light

“I think thisisrowan,” he said in surprise, and scratched at it with hisnail, then lifted it to hisnose and
sniffed. “Yedono' usudly burn rowan,” he explained to Rhiannon, taking hisknife and beginning to
whittle. “Rowan isone 0’ the sacred woods. It isthought to be particularly powerful protecting against
evil soirits”

“Why?" she asked.

Heshrugged. “1 dinnaken. It just is. They plant it in graveyards, along with yew, to stop the spirits o' the
dead from wandering, and countryfolk often hang it above their door to keep the house safe. In the Other

World, they often used it to beat suspected witches, or make crossesout o' it to try to repel the devil. All
nonsense, 0 course, naught but auld-fashioned superdtition, but till it isapowerful tree. I'll makeye



something fromit, acharm againg evil.”
“All right,” she answered, pleased. “What will ye make?’

“I dinnaken yet. Something to hang about your neck, | think. That isthe best way to wear acharm.” He
lifted the knot of wood, and turned it first one way, then another. “A star,” he said softly. “A star for my
darry-eyed lass.”

Shegmiled a him.

In companionable silence, they sat together before the fire, listening to the constant wash of therain, as
curl after curl of whitewood fell to thefloor. It did not take him long to make. Aslarge as Lewen’'s hands
were, they were deft and nimble, and he wielded the knife with great confidence. A five-pointed star set
within asmall hoop soon emerged. Hisfocus grew more intent, his movements more careful and studied.
Soon the amulet was smooth and silvery-pale.

“I wish | had some beeswax to polishit with,” he said at last, passing the amulet to Rhiannon. “I’ll polish
it for ye when we get to Lucescere.”

“It'sbonny,” she said, turning it in her fingers. The hoop was about as large as the circle made by thumb
and forefinger, the star within as ddlicate asthorns. “Will it redlly protect me against ghosts?”

“Ghogts and sprites and things that go bump in the night,” he answered with agrin. *Y e should wesr it
againg your skin, just here, above your breast bone.” He touched her gently with one finger, and felt her
take agtartled bregeth. “See, I’ ve drilled alittle hole here for ye to thread aribbon through.” He reached
behind his head and pulled loose the black cord that bound back hisunruly hair. It fell loose about his
face as he threaded the cord through the aperture and knotted it together. “ There you are,” he said,
pleased. “I'd liketo see ye wesr it. I’ ve noticed ye have no necklace like the other girls”

Her face suddenly darkened.
“What'swrong?’ he asked.

“Naught,” she said, but he saw how she shivered and at once built up the fire so sparks flew up the
chimney. “Y€erecold,” hesad. “Comewarm yoursdlf by thefire, and I’ [l make ye sometea.”

She obeyed, huddling her arms about her knees, the pentagram hanging about her neck.

Lewen pulled his cloak over his head and ran through the storm to grab afew handfuls of weeds. He saw
peppermint, thyme, and chamomile, and awoody old lavender. There may have been more, but therain
was coming down so thickly he did not wait to see. He came back into the warm peace of the kitchen,
and saw Rhiannon sitting staring down at the star charm in her hands. She gave him aradiant smileashe
shook off the rain, and Lewen felt warm happiness well up through his body.

He sat next to her, poking at the fire and throwing the herbs into the water. “| wish we had some honey,
hesad.

“Cannahave everything,” Rhiannon said. “| think we doing well, dl things consdering.”
He nodded and smiled. “Warm enough?’

“Lovey and warm now, thanks,” she said and rested her head on her hand. “Will they be worried about
LS?!



Lewen nodded. “If | find the Scrying Pool I'll try to scry to Nina,” he said. “ The storm may makeit hard,
and | anno' very skilled a scrying. | dono’ keniif it'll work.”

“What isscrying?’
“Taking mindto mind,” Lewen sad.

Rhiannon gtared at him in amazement. “Y e can tak to Nina, when sheistherein the castle and we are
here?’

“Maybe,” Lewen said. “1 ken Ninawel, and she'll be listening for word from me. True witches can scry
at digtance, but | canna, no' yet. I'm ill learning.”

“I'm amazed,” Rhiannon said. “Isthere aught ye canna do?’
Lewen flushed. “O' course”

“I'veyet to seeit,” Rhiannon said. “Y e can make a spoon out o' alump o' wood, or acharm against
ghogts, ye can light afire with asnap o' your fingers, ye can talk to birds and dogs and horses and
faeries, ye can make usamed out o' weeds and horse food, and ye can outride and outfight any man.”
Her voicewasfull of pride.

Lewen leant on hiselbow. “I’ ve only managed to outride ye once.”
“Aye, that' strue,” Rhiannon said complacently.
Hesmiled. “Wdll, at least | beat ye at archery.”

“Aye, | ken,” she said and flashed her dimple. “Ye strong.” Shelifted one hand and felt hisarm muscles
aoprovingly.

Lewen shifted hisweight, flushing. “The water’ sbailing, let’ s have sometea,” he said. “ Oh, no! We have
naught to drink out o'. Dinnasay | have to whittle usa cup aswdl!”

“I haveacupin my bag,” Rhiannon said. “We could use that.”

“I'll gpand get it,” he said and sat up.

Shefrowned. “I'll getit,” shesaid.

“I tel yewhat, I'll get your saddlebags and ye can find the cup,” Lewen said, grinning, a her. “1 ken how
yefed about people looking through your things.”

Her frown did not lift. “No looking,” shewarned him.

“No looking,” he promised. He got up and went out of the circle of light, into the chilly darkness beyond.
When he came back, afew minutes later, he had Rhiannon’ s saddlebagsin his hands. He tossed them to
her, and warmed himsdf by the fire as she surreptitioudy looked through her things. By thetime he had
swung the pot off the fire and thrown on afew more logs, she had drawn asilver goblet out of the bag.
Simply made, it had awide cup set on asmooth, dender stem. In the centre of the semwasalarge
crystd that caught the light of the fire and glittered with rainbow prisms.

“It'slovely,” Lewen said. “Where on earth did ye get it?’ She said nothing and he looked at her sharply.
“Wasit Connor’s?’



She nodded, looking anxious and guilty.

“I thought ye gave my mam dl o' Connor’ sthings, to giveto hisfamily.”

“She asked mefor his clothes,” Rhiannon explained.

He could not help laughing, though the admission troubled him. “What ese did ye keep?’

She drew out apretty music box that played an ethereal tune when she opened the lid, and the small
golden medal with the device of ahaoed hand. Lewen touched it with onefinger. “ The League o' the
Hedling Hand,” he said, sounding sad. “Y e cannatedll astory about the Bright Wars without hearing tales
0 theLeague. They aredmogt dl dead now.” Helifted hisgaze. “Y e canna keep these things, Rhiannon.
Truly ye canna. They belong to Johannanow. If Connor carried them in histravel-pack, it meansthey
meant alot to him, and they will to her too. Do ye understand?’

“I suppose s0,” Rhiannon answered crosdy.

Hetook the goblet. “We may aswell drink out o' it now, though, although it’ sfar too preciousfor thyme
teal”

Very carefully he managed to pour some of the fragrant teaiinto the goblet. “Thiswill help warm ye, and
will easethat cough,” he said. “Drink up.”

She took the goblet between her hands and sipped at the hot liquid within. After afew mouthfuls she
passed the goblet back to him. “Y e now.”

He drank deeply, though the draught was quite bitter without honey, then passed it back to her, watching
as shelifted the cup to her mouth and drank again. Her black hair was kindled with gold and bronze light
where the fire struck through it, and her eyes were shadowed. He thought she was the most beautiful
woman he had ever seen. Asif senang histhought, she looked up and smiled at him.

“Thank ye,” shesaid. “1 amwarm dl through now.”

Unableto help himself, Lewen bent over and kissed her. She caught her breath in surprise, then drew his
head closer, one arm diding up round his shoulder. Lewen lost himself in sensation. Her skinwasjust as
satiny-smooth as he had imagined, and warm from the fire. Her mouth was soft and sweet, and she
kissed with an intoxicating combination of ardour and inexperience. When Lewen entwined histongue
with hers, he felt her shudder and sigh and creep closer, and he felt such a desperate eagernesshe
surprised even himself. He tried to draw back, but she would not let him, raising hersdf to follow him.

He sghed and folded her under him, fedling their bodies shift and curve to each other’ s shape. One of her
hands dipped down under his collar and caressed the skin of histhroat. He closed hiseyesand let his
own hand dide under her shirt, finding the naked skin of her back, dipping round to caress her dender
waist, and then finding at last her breast. She moved in sudden surprise and he heard her breath catch
and sigh. He had to draw away then, to look down into her face, to watch as he undid her buttons with
shaking fingers. Her eyes were closed, her face as soft and vulnerable as he could ever wish for, and a
smile curved her lips. As he drew away her shirt, cupping her breasts with both hands, the smile
deepened and her eusive dimple flashed in her cheek. He drew adeep, shaking breath and brought his
mouth down to the creamy curve of her breast. She arched her back.

“Rhiannon, Rhiannon,” he whispered at last, managing to lift his mouth away. He felt drunk.

“Lewen,” she whispered back, and kissed his ear.



“Rhiannon, | canna....”

“What?’

“Rhiannon, if we go on, | willnabe ableto stop. | dinnathink | can stop now.”
“Stop? Why?’ she asked in surprise.

He kissed her again, drew back to ook at her, swooped down to kiss her again. Thefed of her
half-naked body beneath him was drugging al his sense,

“Rhiannon... areye sure? Isthiswhat ye want?’

She turned her head blindly, seeking his mouth. He took her head in both his hands, hisfingerstangledin
the slkiness of her hair, and pressed her to him. They lost themsalvesin each other’ s mouths for what
seemed avery long time. Then Lewen managed to disentangle them from their clothes, each discarding
reveaing anew source of joyous sensation. Rhiannon’s body was just as beautiful as he had imagined,
dim and lithe and milk-white, with aflowing curve from breast to hip that he marvelled over with mouth
and hand. She was as eager to touch and explore his body as he was hers, and Lewen’ s urgency was so
great he feared the mere touch of her hand would be enough to undo him. So he captured both her hands
inhis, stretching them out above her head and holding her till with the weight of his body.

“Please, dearling, leannan, please, lie dtill,” he begged.

She smiled up a him and obeyed. Cautioudy helet go of her hands, but she did not try to move. Very
dowly he put his hand down between their bodies and pried her legs apart. She was wet and warm and
dick. Hebit hislip, then drove into her. She cried out in shock, but Lewen was beyond hearing her.
Again and again hethrust into her, crying doud in pleasure, and sheraised her hips, thrusting against him,
so that hefelt agreat roar of blood race through him, deafening him. He raised himself high on his hands,
his groin fused with hers, his head flung back, groaning. They were &till amoment or two, Lewen dowly
moving in and out of her again, then he bent hisarms, laying hisweight upon her again, utterly rlaxed and
replete.

“That was beautiful,” he said at lagt. “Y € re beautiful, Rhiannon.”
She sighed. He said her name again and turned her face with both hands so they could kiss again.
“I loveye” hesad. “I loveye so much.”

She looked up at him curioudly, the firdight playing over the planes of her face. Her eyeslooked very
blue, and her lipswere red and swollen.

“Y€ereso beautiful,” he said again, kissng her very gently.

Stll shewas slent. He shifted hisweight to the side, so he was not crushing her, and fet himsdlf dide out
of her. He sighed with disappointment and pressed himself as closeto her as he could get. She cuddled
againg him, and that gave him the courage to ask, againgt dl his better judgement, “Rhiannon? Do ye
love metoo?’

Shelooked himintheeyes. “I dono' kenwhat loveis. Isthislovel fed?’

“What do yefed?’ he asked, threading his fingers through hers and holding their entwined hands up
against the golden glow of thefire. He was so afraid he dared not meet her eyes.



“Happy,” she said wonderingly.

“Metoo,” he answered gladly and kissed her. She wrapped both her arms about his neck, her breasts
spreading againg his chest. At once hefdt hisbody stir and smiled ruefully, lowering one hand to caress
her inner thigh, then stroking his hand up towards her breast. To his surprise he left rust-coloured stresks
on the warm creaminess of her skin. He looked down, and saw blood trickling down her thigh.

“Rhiannon!” hecried.

“Aye?

Heleant up on hiselbow, winding her hair around one finger. “Have ye never lain with aman afore?’
“Me? O’ courseno’. Who would I have lain with?”

He was taken aback. “But | thought... yesad...”

“I No-Horn,” she said. “The favours o' the men were kept only for the leaders o’ the herd. | saw them
mate often. It wasno' likethis, | think.”

Lewen sghed. Helay quietly, thinking. “I’'m sorry,” he said after amoment. “1 should' ve stopped.”
“Why?’ she asked again.

He could not explain to her. Shewriggled alittle closer, and traced acircle on his hard belly with her
finger. “It worries ye, this blood?’

Hesdghed. “Aye. Though | must admit, it pleases metoo, that | was the one to deflower ye. | dinnaken
why | tell yeso.”

“Deflower?’ Rhiannon was puzzled. “1 girl, no* plant.”

Lewen laughed and traced round and round her nipple, watching it harden. “Indeed, ye are, my dearling.”
He closed his mouth over her nipple and the sound of her sigh went into him like asword. He did his
hand down between her legs and felt the hot stickiness of her, and then, his own desire quickening fast,
did down and tasted it. He had himsdlf well in hand thistime, determined to take histime over theloving
of her, but her own desire was so swift, and her expression of it so honest and free, that once again it
was aquick, hard, passionate coupling they had in the Straw before the fire. Afterwards, helay with his
head on her scomach, feding her hand twirling his hair, feding exhausted, replete, and very happy.

“Yemine now,” Rhiannon whispered. “ Do ye hear me? Mine.”

Herolled over, reaching out one lazy hand to trace down her brow, her nose, across the soft pads of her
lips, down her chin and throat and the bare cleft of her breaststo her belly-button. “Aye, | hear ye,” he
sad softly, and kissed her. “I’'myours.”

“Always” shesad.
“Always,” he repested.
“Soisthislove, what I'm feding?’

“Aye” hesad and kissed her again. “Thisislove.” They kissed lingeringly. “Say it,” he commanded.
“Say, ‘I loveye, Lewen'.”



“I loveye, Lewen.”
“I love yetoo, Rhiannon.”

They smiled, and then, for no reason, laughed. The fire was dying down, and outside the sorm il
howled. Rhiannon gave alittle shiver.

“Y€regetting cold,” Lewen said remorsefully and sat up, looking for something to cover her with.
“Look, it' sdark. We ve missed sunset. Oh well, it' steeming down out there. | doubt | could have found
the pool anyway. I’ll haveto try again a dawn.” He got up and felt the edge of her cloak but it was il
damp, so he threw some more wood on the fire and then poured her some more tea, warming the gobl et
between his hands until steam wisped up. “Drink this, my love, and I’ ll find something to wrap yein.”

She took the goblet from him, smiling, and he was compelled to kiss her again, quickly, before getting to
hisfeet. “My shawl isin my bag,” she said, and drank the hot tea gratefully.

Lewen went over to the saddiebag and pulled out the embroidered shawl with aflourish. Something
camerattling out of the bag with it, and he bent and picked it up from the floor. His entrails knotted. In
his hand was a necklace made of bones and teeth. Even in the subtle, changeable light of the fire he could
see mogt of the teeth were human. He stood Htill, frozen with shock, while hismind nestly put dl the
pieces of the puzzle together and made awhole. Even while he tried to deny and make excuses, his
andytical brain turned the puzzle over and examined it from every angle. There was no mistake.

He turned and went back to the fire. Rhiannon sat in the straw, her arms about her knees, her hair
streaming down her naked back, looking more bewitching than ever. He tossed her the shawl, and she
caught it and smiled, wrapping it about her shoulders. When he did not smile back, her expression turned
grave. Shelooked up a him questioningly.

He held out the necklace. “Isthisyours?’

All the soft, warm, living flesh of her turned dowly to stone. Shelifted eyesthat had gone huge and dark.
“Aye” she answered reluctantly.

“Arethose Connor’ steeth, hisfinger?’
“Aye”

“Soyekilled him?Yelied to me?’
“Aye” she answered again.

He suddenly become conscious of his nakedness. He dropped the necklace on the table with as much
horror asif it had been asnake, then came back to the fire pulling on his shirt and his breeches, which
were dtill unpleasantly damp. He then sat down on the floor to pull on his stockings and boots. “Why?”
he asked, not looking at her.

Her voice shook. “He would ve told them I d helped him to escape. They would have torn meto
pieces”

“Soyekilled him.”
“He had my mother, hewas going to kill her!”

“But ye hated your mother.”



She nodded, tearswelling up in her eyes. He thrust his handsinto his pockets. She looked at him
pleadingly but he would not look at her, and the tears overflowed. She buried her facein her arms.

“Why dinnayetell me afore?” Thewords burst out of him.
Sheraised her miserable face. “ They said whoever had killed him would hang. | do no* want to hang.”

“Nay, | guessno’,” he said hitterly and got to hisfeet. He did not know where to go, or what to do, so
after amoment he prodded the fire, saying over his shoulder, “Y € d better get dressed, your clothes are
dry now. Y e should try and get some deep, it'slate”

Shedid not move. “Lewen?’
Hedid not answer.

“Lewen?’ she said desperately.
“What?" he said harshly.

“I sorry. | didnawant to hurt him. | had to, cannaye see that? Please, dinnabe angry. | couldnahelp it,
truly | couldna. | didnaken!” The words came tumbling over each other and she held up both handsto

himimploringly.

Hedid not reply.

Shetried again. “Lewen, dinnabe angry. Please, please.”

“Yeshould have told me,” hereplied, prodding at the fire even harder.

“I couldnatell ye. Doyeno' understand? Lewen?’

Heturned on her, hisface twisted with pain. “Yeareamurderess! A liar and atraitor! Yekilled my
friend!”

Shetried to speak, but could not. Weeping, she pulled on her clothes and huddled herself into the shawl.
Lewen got to hisfeet. “I'll degpinthe stable,” he said. “Hopefully the storm will have blown over by
morning.”

Catching up his cloak, he went away from the dim, warm room into bitter cold and darkness.



The Scrying Pool

He passed in and out of uneasy deep dl the long, unhappy night. The sound of thewind in the broken
stone worried him like icy teeth, so that only the imprecise memory of nightmares showed he had dept at
al. Yet when hefinaly woke, feding agreat weight of misery, it wasto find aclear, cold dawn and the
winged horse gone from the stall. Argent stood there done, his head sunk, eyes shut, one hoof relaxed.

Lewen stared in stupefaction, then turned and ran into the kitchen. It was grey and empty, smelling of
smoke. On the table were the silver goblet, the music box, the golden medd, and a gruesome necklace of
teeth and bones. There was no sign of Rhiannon.

Lewen could not believe she had gone. How had she managed to get Blackthorn out of the stall, when he
had dept in the straw right next to the horses? He imagined her cregping out into the dark and the storm,
and felt such apit of loss open up ingde him he came the closest to weeping since his roan pony Aurora
had died when he was till alad. Anger and grief together make a bitter brew, and Lewen was so angry
he was blind and deaf with it. He did not know what to do. He sank to his knees and covered hisface
with his hands, trying to hold back the howl that seemed to be gathering inside him. At last the howl
knotted itsdlf into ahard lump in his chest, and he was able to get up. Hefilled the goblet with water and
drank deeply, trying to wash the knot away, and then splashed hisface again and again. A longing to
gpeak to hismother came over him. Heimagined her distress and felt his ssomach quiver. Hurriedly he
gathered up Connor’ s treasures and shoved them in his own saddlebags. Then heled the big grey stdlion
out into the courtyard.

It was dmost dawn and the sky was clear. Puddles gleamed everywhere, and the courtyard was littered
with broken branches and torn leaves. High overhead ravens wheded in the wind, hundreds of them,
cdling harshly. They looked like ashes blown from abonfire. Lewen moved dowly through theruin, the
gdlion following. Much of the main body of the building had been destroyed by fire, leaving nothing but
blackened stones all overgrown with brambles and nettles. He found the gate that had once led out to the
bridge across the waterfdl, and looked out over the dizzying chasm, able to see nothing of the castle on
thefar sde of theriver for the great gusts of spray that dashed him in the face. Heleft Argent lipping at
weeds in what once would have been a pleasure garden, and climbed an old stone staircase to explore
the wreck of avaulted gallery where once great sorcerers and prionnsachan would have walked
together. He came down again carefully, feeling desol ate and aone. Nowhere was there any sign of
Rhiannon.

Then he and the stallion came to the central courtyard and found there around pool of water, shimmering
with reflections of the dawn sky. Despite the wrack of the storm that littered the cracked paving-stones,
not asingle leaf spoiled the sparkling perfection of the silver-lined poal. 1t was enclosed inside stone
arches fretted with entwining lines and knots, and guarded by large stone ravens.

Lewen sighed and sat down heavily on the curved bench encircling the pool. He had haf-hoped,
half-dreaded finding the Scrying Pool.

He remembered hearing Dughdl MacBrann tell the story of how he had crept here to the Tower of
Ravens one hitter winter’ s night o he could scry to Lachlan and tell him news of the war againgt the
Bright Soldiers. “1t'sawonder my hair and beard are no' aswhite asmy father's,” he had said. “For the
tower was thick with ghosts and evil memories, and al | could remember wasthat old story about Brann
the Raven and how he swore he would outwit Gearradh inthe end and live again. | swear | felt him
bresthing down my neck thewhole time!”



If the MacBrann had been able to use the Scrying Pool twenty-five years ago, the chances are the pool
would be useable now. Thefact that it was ill brimming with crystal-clear water, untarnished after fifty
years of neglect, indicated the magic of the pool was unbroken. Lewen badly wanted to speak to
someone. Hefelt asif hisinner compass, that had led him true dl hislife, was now spinning out of control.
He did not know what was right and true anymore. Rhiannon had lied to him, she had tricked and
deceived him, she had made afool of him. The thoughts spilled through hismind like acid. He looked
back over the past few weeks and writhed in interna torment, seeing how easily he had been seduced by
her air of wild and innocent beauty. Had it al been alie? He could not tell anymore. Helonged to be able
to tell someone, and have them set him straight again. He longed for comfort and reassurance, for
someoneto say to him, “But sheis naught but awild child, shedid no' ken what she did, how could she?
O’ courseshelovesye, o' course her heart is pure and true, o' course sheisno’ acold-blooded
murderess, how can yethink suchthingso’ her?’

So he sat cross-legged before the pool, staring into its silvery depths, caling to Ninain hismind. It took
only afew seconds for her image to appear to himin the pool. She looked white and anxious and he
heard her voicein hismind.

“Lewen, where are you? What happened to ye?’

“We were caught in the scorm. We took shelter in the auld tower.”

“Areyedl right?’

“Aye we'regrand. At least, | am...”

“What do ye mean? Where' s Rhiannon? |'s she with ye? She' s disappeared!”
“Nay. | mean, | dono' ken. She'sgone.”

“Gone? Do you mean she was with you? Where has she gone?”’

“I dinnaken. She crept away last night, while | wasdeeping... she' srun away.”
“But why?”

“I found out. .. something.” He took a shaking bregath, then the words burst out of him. “Oh Nina, it was
Rhiannon who murdered Connor. She confessed it dl to melast night, and now she’ sgone. | dinnaken
where, she disgppeared during the night.”

Ninawas slent for along moment, then she said steedily,

“Weadl kent it may have been her, Lewen, we ve suspected it from the beginning. Even Lilanthe feared
s0, and ye ken your mother dways thinks the best o' everyone. We will haveto find her, we need to
take her to Lucescere to betried and judged.”

“But, Nina, they will hang her!”
“Maybeno'. If it was an accident...”
“It was no accident,” Lewen said harshly.

“That will befor the court to decide,” Ninaanswered. “ Lewen, come back to the castle. We will find
her, dinnayeworry.”

“I amno’ surel want to find her,” Lewen said, hisvoice bresking.



Ninalooked troubled. “I cannajust let her fly away, Lewen, no' if sheisresponsible for Connor’ s degth.
The Righ would want usto make every effort to find her.”

He said nothing, and she said again, with degp concernin her voice, “Come back to the castle, Lewen.
We ve dl been very worried about ye. Y e must be cold and hungry indeed. Come back, and we' Il talk
about it then.”

“But what about Rhiannon?’ Lewen said. “1 do no' want to just leave her. She went out into the storm,
and she’ sbeen s0 sick, and Blackthornisso nervy...”

“Thelaird sent out search partiesfor thetwo o' ye, happen they will have had sght o' her. We |l talk
about it when ye are here.”

Lewen sighed. “All right.”

“Areye using the Scrying Pool? For indeed your face and voice are clear asif ye were standing afore
rre”

Lewen nodded, fedling Sick at heart.
“Thank E&l Have ye spoken to the Righ? What did he say?’

“I havena contacted him yet.” Lewen’svoice was dull and atrifle defensive. “1 have only just found the
Poal.”

“Thenwill ye scry to the Righ now? 1 think he should ken everything we do, just in case wefail to makeit
back to Lucescere. My heart troublesme... thelaird is angry and suspicious indeed about ye and
Rhiannon going missing.” She paused, then went on more strongly, “ Tell HisHighness dl ye can, Lewen,
he needsto ken.”

“Butitissofar... 1 dono' kenif I'll beableto reach him. | am no good at scrying.” Lewen knew he was
making excuses. He did not want to haveto face his Righ and tell him he had fdleninlovewith a
murderess.

“The Scrying Pool will help ye, Lewen, that’ swhat it' sfor. Remember your scrying exercises. Empty
your mind, control your bregth, and imagine hisface. Reach out to him. Yewill reach himif yefocus
srongly enough.”

Lewen nodded reluctantly and closed his eyes, emptying his thoughts. He waited afew minutes, then
stared once more into the pool, imagining the dark, stern face of Lachlan MacCuinn, the Righ of
Eileanan. “My laird,” he cadled in hismind, “can ye hear me? Can ye hear me, my laird?’

The shadows in the pool gradually shifted into the shape of a man, black-haired and black-bearded, with
the curve of black wingsrising from his shoulders. Lewen heard the startled mind-voice of the Righ.

“Lewen, my lad?

“Aye my laird, itisme.”

“What on earth isthe matter? Why are ye caling me?’
“I have news, my laird, | thought ye should ken.”

“If itisthe news o' Connor’s death, we received word o' it, thanksto avery tired and bad-tempered
golden eagle. It isunhappy newsindeed, we are al most distressed.”



“Aye, my laird. I'm glad the eagle made it, we were no* sure he could cross the mountains, the westher
has been foul indeed.”

“Hasit?l’m sorry for that. Areye delayed?’

“Aye, my laird, we are.” Lewen took a deep, shaking breath and forced himsealf to go on. Hefelt quite
sck with the conflict of emotionsingde him. “ There s more news than that, though, my laird. We have
found out who killed him, Y our Highness. It was agirl we found in the mountains, dressed in his clothes,
astyricorngirl.”

“A Horned Onekilled him?”

“She'sno' horned, my laird, but asatyricorn nonetheless.” Lewen heard the bitternessin hisown voice.
“Shewastravelling with us but when | discovered thetruth. .. shefled, my laird.”

“Yemust find her, and bring her here,” the Righ commanded.

“The satyricorns have sgned the Pact o' Peace, they are subject to thelaws 0’ thisland. Themurder o' a
Blue Guard is a heinous crime indeed, and Connor the Just was one 0 my best and most faithful men.”

“I ken, my laird,” Lewen said unhappily.

“Y e must capture the murderess and bring her hereto facetria, do ye hear me, Lewen? Thewhole city
grieves hisdeath. Where are ye? Are there men ye can call upon to help lay this murderess by the heels?’

“I think so, my laird. | am at the Tower o' Ravens.”

“Yeare using the Scrying Pool? Good lad! No wonder your face just popped up in my wash-bowi. |
was wondering how ye managed to scry across the mountains so clearly, | thought ye must have found
someway to fly across likethe eagle. | could wish ye were closer, we are al keen indeed to charge the
murderess and deal with her afore the wedding. We want no unpleasantness to mar the festivities.”

“No, my laird.”
“Wadll, fareye wdl, then, my lad, and good work.”
“Y our Highness, thereismore. | think ye should ken it al, just in case something happensto us...”

“Happensto ye? What in E& s green blood do ye mean? Areyein somekind o' danger there? Isit that
sayricorn girl?’

“Nay, my laird. It'sjust... my laird, in our effort to return to ye quickly, we came down the eastern bank
of the Findhorn River, through the Fetterness Valley.”

“Aye, 0' course, yemust've, if ye're at the Tower o' Ravens. A bare, bleak place, if | remember rightly.
Wefought abattle there, at Fettercairn Castle, many years ago.”

“That iswhere we are now, my laird. We ve been trapped here for some days...”
“Trapped? Held againgt your will, do ye mean?’ The Righ spoke urgently.

“Nay, no' entirely. The road was blocked. Thingsare no’ right here, though, my laird. Thereismuch talk
0" murders, and children missing, and corpsesthat will no’ rest, and there seems to be necromancers
usingtheauld tower...”



“Necromancers!”

“Aye. Trying to raise the dead. Rhiannon saw them invoke acircle, my laird, and sacrifice acock, and
speak with the spirits o' the dead.”

“Who is Rhiannon?’

Lewen'sheart sank. “ The satyricorn, Y our Highness”

“The murderess?’

“Aye my lard.”

“Did anyone e se see this so-called necromancy ?’

“No, my laird, but—"

“She could be seeking to deceive, to throw suspicion for her nefarious deeds onto others.”

“I dono' think so, my laird.” Lewen saw the Righ’ sfrowning eyebrows shoot up and went on quickly,
“Please, | havenamuch time. Y our Highness, there has been much evil donein thisvaley, evil much
greater than Rhiannon isresponsible for. Shekilled Connor high in the mountains, my laird, up under Ben
Eyrie, no' herein Fetterness. She has never been here afore. The murders and the necromancy, that is
thework o' others, and | fear it means some danger to ye, my laird. Thelaird heretalks o’ seeking
revenge for the deeth o' his brother—I think ye may havekilled him, sir. Or one o’ your men. A little boy
died too.”

“I dono' remember aboy,” the Righ said.

“I think Connor heard something, knew something o' thelaird o' Fettercairn’ s plans, though | do no' ken
how or what. Connor was just acrossthe loch, at Ravenscraig, when the auld MacBrann died. We were
there too, for my mother to help ease him. The MacBrann was very ill, raving o' ghostsand auld
prophecies and evil deeds. We dl thought him mad. All except Connor. My laird, the very night the
MacBrann died Connor took his horse and rode out for the Razor’ s Edge. That is a pass through to
Rionnagan, Y our Highness....”

“I kenthe Razor' s Edge, | walked it mysdlf once, long ago,” the Righ said gruffly. "It isno' aroad one
would take lightly.”

“Nay, my laird. | think Connor must’ ve had heard something that made him fear for ye, or for your
kingdom. Why else would heride that way? He died afore he could tell ye hisnews...”

“Fettercairn Castle,” the Righ said broodingly. “That isaname | have no' heard for many years, but |
remember it well. A place o’ blood and treachery.”

Lewen nodded.

“Y e have donewel,” the Righ said abruptly. “Y e must go. If there are sorcerers there strong enough to
raise the dead, they will be strong enough to eavesdrop on your scrying. Get out o' there, Lewen, asfast
asye can, and come hereto me. | will hear dl your news and judge then what is best done.”

“Aye, my laird,” said Lewen and sat back on hishedls. A wave of dizzinesswashed over him, and hefelt
tired enough to weep. He had not redlised what a gresat effort of will and focusit took to scry so far, for
so long. He ground the hedls of his handsinto his eyes and then got to hisfeet. Only then did heredise he



was not alone.

Thetdl, quiet man who guarded Lord Mavern’s back was leaning on his claymore only afew feet avay,
with ahandful of men that Lewen recognised from the castle. There was Shannley, the old groom who
had tended the horses, and his assistant, Jem, and afew of the footmen. They all looked surly and
uncomfortable.

“Glad we areindeed to have found ye, young Sr,” thelaird’ s bodyguard said in his oddly feminine voice.
“WEe ve been searching since dawn. My laird has been most anxious about ye.”

“I’'msorry,” Lewen sammered. “Wetook refuge from therain.”
“And ye so closeto the cagtle,” he marveled.

“Rhiannon hasbeen sick,” Lewen said defensively. “I did no* want her to get wet through. It was deeting
down.”

“And whereisthe young lady now?’
“I dinnaken,” Lewen said sullenly. “We quarreled and she ran off.”

Therewasalittle rumble of laughter from the men, and aquick nudging of each other’ sribs. Lewen went
crimson.

“We need to find her,” he said. 1 was just about to head back to the castle to ask for some help.”
“Isthat 07" Jem sneered. “ It looked like ye were mooning about, staring at yourself in the water.”

There were afew more sniggers. Lewen cast him an angry look, but said nothing. He could only hope
that none of them there had any witch-skills, to eavesdrop on his silent conversation with the Righ. It
seemed afutile hope. Some at least of these men must be part of the necromancers' circle of nine.

They dl rode back to the castle, Lewen fedling like a prisoner in the midst of the other men. Hewas
escorted slently through the gatehouse and the garden to the entrance hal, where Ninaand lven were
both waiting with Lord Mavern. Ninaflung her arms about his neck.

“Thank heavensye are safel We' ve been so worried about ye.”
“I'm sorry,” Lewen said defensively. “Indeed | could no' helpit.”

“O' courseno’, laddie,” shesad. “It wasawild storm! It seemed to blow up out o' nowhere. I'm just
glad ye could find somewhere to shelter.”

“Whereisthelass?' Lord Mavern demanded.

“I dinnaken,” Lewen said. “We quarreled, and she ran off whilel was deeping.” He turned to Nina
anxioudy. “We need to find her,” he said.

“A lover'squarrd, eh?’ Lord Mavern said with atiff, unnatura smile. “1 see, | see”

Lewen ground histeeth. As hisanger and hurt cooled, he was increasingly anxious about Rhiannon and
sick with fear a the possible consequences of histelling Ninaand the Righ about her confesson. He
wished he had not told anyone. He could not understand why he had. Now the Righ demanded Rhiannon



be found, and brought to Lucescereto facetrial. Lewen could not bear the thought that she might be
found guilty and hanged, but then neither could he bear the thought that she had flown out of hislife,
never to be seen again.

Surely the court would understand? Surely they would not condemn such ayoung and beautiful woman
to hang? Lewen moved restlesdy. He wished he had never found the necklace. He wished he had dept
al night with Rhiannon nestled into the curve of his body, and woken in the dawn to marvel & the peace
of her deeping face. He wished he had never met her.

But he had met her, and falen in love with her, and promised himself to her, and then betrayed her. He
could not ignore that. Though he still felt gutted with pain at her deceit, he could not bear to be
ingrumenta in bringing her to the hangman's noose. Rhiannon may have killed Lewen' sfriend, and
hacked out his teeth and chopped off hisfinger, and stolen his clothes and histreasures, and lied to
Lewen, but he till loved her, Ea save his soul. He thought he dwayswould.

Lewen turned to Nina desperately. “Where is everyone?’

“Lewen...”

“Where'slven?’

“He sgoneto bring her back,” Ninasaid softly. *Y e must’ ve kent he would have to do so, Lewen.”
“She'll belong gone by now,” Lewen said defiantly.

Ninashook her head. “ She'sno'. | scryed her out. She' s up on the ridge behind the castle, watching. |
dono’ kenwhy shedidno' fly further away. It would no’ have made any difference in the end, though.
Iven would gtill have ridden out after her, it just would' ve taken longer to find her.”

“Nina,” hesaid pleadingly. “ Cannawejust let her go? She' sonly alass. | should not havetold ye.”

Sherose and cameto him, taking both hishandsin hers. “1 ken how ye must fed, Lewen, but Rhiannon
killed aY eoman. She must face the consegquences o' her actions. Y e ken she must.”

He saw Lord Mavern’s eyes narrow and wrenched his hands away from Nina so he could pressthem
againg hiseyes. “ Shedidnaken!” he cried. “ She wasjust protecting herself.”

“Then she must tell the court so, and they will judgetheright o it,” Ninasaid with inexorable cam.
“Come, Lewen, ye are worn out. Do no’ be fretting so. The men have found her and will soon be
bringing her back. Y e can spesk to her then.”

Lewen stared at her increduloudy. Did she not redlise the danger Rhiannon wasin? He could say nothing
with thelord of Fettercairn standing just there and listening, and the hdl full of footmen, and Irving the
seneschd, hovering nearby with his stiff, white, unpleasant face set as usud in an unctuous smile. Lewen
fet asif he had strayed into a nightmare, the sort where you tried and tried to run but found your body
would not move.

He turned and strode away down the hall, leaving Lord Mavern frowning after him.

Nina picked up her skirts and ran to follow him. “Lewen, where do ye go? Lewen, ye re worn out, and
garving hungry! Do no' beslly. Lewen!”

Hewastired and kept having to stop to rub hisfilthy hand across his eyes, which smarted with angry
tears. She caught up with himin the inner ward. “Lewen, ye must leaveit be,” she said softly. “Itisout o



our hands now.”
“It'sdl my fault. If | hadnatold ye... if | hadna...” He broke off, unable to speak another word.

Nina stepped closer, holding his arm with both her hands. “1’m so sorry,” she said inadequately. “ Indeed,
| see how hard this must be. But she did kill Connor, Lewen. She shot him through the back, and hacked
out al histeeth and mutilated his hand, and then tossed him into theriver likeaload o garbage. Sheis,
no' the lassyethought shewas.”

Lewen took adeep breath. “But sheis,” he said gruffly. “I dways kent what sort o alassshewas. She's
wild and fierce, | ken that, but oh, Nina, sheisbrave and loyal and loving too, | swear to ye, and she's
been treated cruely al her life. She kent no other way to be.”

“Thenwe ll tdll thejudges s0,” Ninasaid, and lifted her hand to wipe her eyes. “Oh, Lewen, | wish... but
it stoo late. The men have ridden out to find her and bring her back, and they will, ye ken they will.”

“Shell no' comeeasly,” Lewen said sombrdly. “ She'll fight for her freedom, and shefights dirty, Nina
Someone dse may die”

“I hopeno',” Ninasaid.

“1 do no* want it to be her,” Lewen said and tore hisarm out of her grasp, striding away acrossthe
courtyard.

“Whereareye going?’

“Tofind her, o' course,” he said grimly over hisshoulder. “ Y ethink the laird’ s men will let ustake her to
Lucescere, to tell her story and throw suspicion upon them? O’ course they willnal They mean to kill
her!”

“But Lewen, Ivenisthere, hewillnale—"

“What can Iven do? Besides, heis till aY eoman himself at heart, ye ken that, and he loved Connor well.
Hewillnasave her.”

Nina protested again but Lewen did not wait to listen. He broke into arun, sprinting towards the stables.
Argent had been unsaddled and put into astdl. Ignoring the curious groom who sought to waylay him,
Lewen seized hisbow and quiver of arrows and then grabbed Argent’ s bridle off its hook.

“Which way did they go?’ he said through histeeth.

“Durward, ye mean?’ the young groom said nervoudly.

Lewen dragged the bridle over Argent’shead. “Which way?’

“Out the back gate.”

“Openitfor me” Lewen vaulted onto Argent’ s bare back, kicking the salion into maotion.
“But...”

In asingle swift motion Lewen had pulled an arrow from his quiver and had it aimed directly at the
groom'’ s heart, the bow’ s string quivering with the strain.

“Openit for medsel’ll shoot ye!”



The groom ran to open the gate.

Argent galloped through before it was fully opened. It was easy enough to follow the other men. They
had left awidetrail of hoof prints churning up the mud. The path was steep and dippery, and Argent
amost fell once. Lewen dragged his head up and spurred him on. They reached the top of the ridge and
came out on awide, windswept moor. Rhiannon was struggling against four men. One was Cameron, the
others were men from the castle. Her nose was bleeding. Blackthorn reared and plunged nearby, while
Rafferty and afew other men sought to throw arope around her neck. Iven was seeking to intervene,
cdling, “Rhiannon, do no' resist! They’ll only hurt ye. Rhiannon!”

Durward stood watching, abow and arrow raised high. Rhiannon sent Cameron sprawling with a
well-aimed kick between the legs, then wrenched hersdlf free of the hands that sought to constrain her.
For amoment she stood, struggling to regain her breath, then she whirled and ran afew stepstowards
Blackthorn. Durward released the arrow.

It raced through the air towards her, swift and merciless. The spin of theworld on its axis seemed to dow
about Lewen. He put back his hand, seized an arrow and cocked it to his bow. He bent the bow and
raised it. He released the arrow. It sprang from his bow like abird, soaring up, up, up into the sky. It
reached the apex of itsflight and began to descend, snging alittlein thewind. Then his arrow smashed
into Durward's, sngpping it in two. Both arrows fell harmlesdy to the ground.

Amazed faces turned towards him, mouths hanging open. Lewen felt the world lurch back into motion
again. Heran forward afew steps, his hand outstretched to Rhiannon. She had seen him knock the
arrow out of the sky and her step had fatered as her eyesflew to his. The moment’ s hesitation cost her
dearly. One of the castle men threw the noose of rope over her, and dragged her off her feet. Inaminute
they were dl upon her, punching her with clenched fists and kicking her with their boots. One drew his

dagger.

“Stop! Stop!” Iven cried, and threw himself into the fray, dragging the laird’ s men away. “We do no'
want to kill her! Stop, yefools.”

Reluctantly they al stood back. Rhiannon lay still on the ground. A few feet away, Blackthorn neighed
and pawed the ground in agitation. Asthe men turned towards her again, she spread her wings and
soared away, the sound of her unhappy whinniesringing in the wind.

Lewen fell to hisknees by Rhiannon’s body. He turned her over, lifting her into hisarms. Her face was
smeared with blood and mud. He could see bruises springing up on her pale skin. With shaking fingers,
Lewen opened her shirt. The charm he had whittled for her fell out, so that he amost cried out in his pain.
He put his hand on her chest and felt benesth hisfingers the rapid besting of her heart. For amoment he
could not speak, hisrelief was so great, then helooked up at Iven. “Shelives” he said.

Iven nodded, looking very grave. “Well done,” he said. He stared round at the castle men with anger
gparkling in hisblue eyes. “If ye had killed her, | would' ve had ye dl arrested,” he said. “Thisisamatter
for the Crown!”

“My laird would never havelet ye,” Shannley sneered.

“Hehasno' the power to stop me,” Iven replied. “Come, let us take her back to the castle. We shall ride
for Lucescereimmediately!”

Lewen saw how dl the castle men hit their lips and muttered among themselves, but they did not try to
interfere as Iven lifted Rhiannon and trussed her to the broad back of the grey carthorse. Rafferty bent
and picked up Rhiannon’ s saddlebags, and her bow and arrows. She had not even had timeto try to



defend hersdf.

Silently they made their way back to the castle, Durward striding ahead and looking very grim. All the
men were muddy and disheveled, and Cameron, who sported anasty black eye, waslimping painfully.

“Isshebadly hurt?’ Ninaasked quietly, coming to Iven’ s stirrup and looking up into his set face asthey
rode back through the gate.

“I dono' ken,” hesaid. “Shewould be dead if it wasno’ for Lewen. Thelaird sgillietried to shoot her
down.”

Nina s gazeflew to Lewen' sface and then to the gillie’s. “I’'m glad ye got thereintime,” shesaid to
Lewen.

Iven dismounted with asigh and drew Ninato him and kissed her hair. “ She sunconscious. I'd say shée'll
be out for sometime, leannan. Will ye help me put her to bed in the caravan? W€ |l have to shackle her
to the bunk, | dinnawant to risk her escaping.”

Nina nodded and beckoned to Cameron and Rafferty to help carry the unconscious girl to the caravans.
Lewen watched as the two boys carried Rhiannon’ s limp form up the steps and into the red caravan,
Ninafollowing close behind. He felt powerlessto move. It was asif dl thewill and desirein hisbody hed
been drained away, and he was | eft just ahusk of man, unableto even lift afinger.

The stableyard was crowded with people. Landon, Maisie and Felice looked shocked and unhappy,
while Edithe looked very smug and sdlf-righteous. Lord Mavern had been congratulating his men and
hearing their account of the capture, made Lewen grind his jaw together and clench hisfists. Now the
lord turned back to Iven, saying affably, “Well, now your miscreant is caught and the road is clear, ye will
no doubt wish to be on your way. I’ ve arranged the kitchens to pack up some suppliesfor ye, including
some bottles of Dedri€' s elderflower wine, which | believe was very popular with your young folk. | do
hope ye have enjoyed your stay with us.”

“Y e have been most hospitable, thank ye,” Iven answered. “We are indeed eager to be on our way.”
“So | understand.”

“I thank ye again for your hospitaity and your help,” Iven said rather shortly. “If yewould be so kind as
to arrange for al our luggage to be brought down?’

“O' course,” Lord Mavern answered, waving one hand at Irving, who was as dways hovering in the
background. Irving bowed and went silently away.

“I'm sureyewillnamind if | pack up my own belongings?’ Ninasaid, coming down the caravan steps
and shutting the door behind her. “I do like to make sure | have everything in place. Lewen, happen ye
could accompany me, while the other lads get the horses ready?’

“Shannley, Jem, yewill o' courseassst?’
“O' course, my laird,” the old groom said with an obsequious bob of his head.

“Cameron, ye stay here and guard the prisoner,” Iven said. “Maisie, my dear, happen ye had best go and
liedown, ye arelooking very pae.”

“I dinnawant to go in therewith her.” Maisie shrank back.



“Shelll deep awhileyet,” Iven said wearily, “and even when she wakes, she' stightly secured. She canna
hurt ye”

“Sill,” Maisesad.
“Very well, yemay rest in our caravan, if yelike. | do no' want yetryingto rideyet.”

Maisie nodded and limped over to the blue caravan and hauled hersalf up the stairswith gresat difficulty.
The door shut behind her.

Lord Mdvern smiled and inclined his head, and Nina gathered up her skirts and followed him. Just as she
passed through the doorway, she turned her head and said sternly, “Roden, stay with your dai-dein, do
ye hear? No more running off!”

“Aye, Mam,” Roden answered in long-suffering tones and, hand-in-hand with Lulu, he dawdled aong
behind hisfather.

Ninawas obvioudy eager to cross-examine Lewen but she could not speak because Lord Malvern had
turned to them and asked them a polite question about their plans. As Ninaanswered, just as politely,
they came up the side of the centra garden and Lewen saw Lady Evaline sitting under the appletree. She
looked at him and raised one lace-mittened hand to beckon him. Reluctantly Lewen approached her, the
scent of sun-warmed lavender rising around him.

“Yearedl leaving now?’ Lady Evaine asked wigtfully.

“Aye, theroad is clear and we must be on our way.”

“Theladdietoo?’

“Aye, 0' course Rodeniscoming too,” Lewen said.

“Aye, best get him away quickly,” she said. “Too many ghosts here dready.”
“Aye,” Lewen agreed, not knowing what elseto say.

“Such abonny lad heis,” she said sadly. “ Such ashame.”

“What' s such ashame?’ Lewen asked, confused and unnerved by this peculiar old lady with her
crumpled, vacant face.

“That hemust die,” sheanswered. “They dl die, yeken.”

“Do ye mean, everyone? Everyone must die?’

“Aye, everyone must dieintheend,” she said with asigh. “I hopethey let merest when | die”
“Evdine!” Lord Mavern called. “Yemust no' keep thelad gossiping. Lady Ninawishesto be avay.”
“Away,” Lady Evaine murmured. “1 wish | could be away adso.”

“Why doyeno' gothen?’ Lewen asked, his sympathy stirred.

Sheraised her soft eyesto his. “Wherewould | go?’ she asked smply. “At least here | have my ghosts.”
“Evding” Lord Mavern cdled impatiently.



She patted Lewen’s cheek. “ Goodbye, lad. Have acare for yourself.”

“And yeyoursdf,” he answered and broke away so he could rejoin Ninaand Lord Mavern by the steps.
Hefelt shaken and unnerved by his conversation with the old lady. She was indeed quite mad, he

thought.

“I must apologisefor my sgter-in-law,” Lord Mavern said, smiling. “ Sheisvery auld now, and quite
V@LB_”

Lewen nodded, smiling perfunctorily. He had a sudden overwhelming desire to be away from this cold,
vadt pile of stonesand out in thefresh, clean air. It took astrong effort of will for him to force himself to
follow Ninaup the stairsand into its front hall, and he glanced over his shoulder ashewent in, for alast
glimpse of sunlit green. He thought he understood why Lady Evaline spent so much time sitting under the
appletree.

It did not take long to pack up al their belongings and hel p the footmen carry them out to the gatehouse.
All the horses had been saddled and bridled, and were eager to be off. Irving had supervised the loading
of sacks and barrels of fresh supplies, and Dedrie had come down to say farewell to her patients. She
looked rather pae and tired, and did not have her usua brisk manner as she pressed a basket of herbal
remedies upon Nina, aswell asafresh tusse-mussie of lavender and herbs.

“Lady Evdine picked them for ye,” shesad. “ Shewants... shewishes...”
“Aye?l

Dedrie cast aquick glance a Lord Mavern, who was chatting with Iven some distance away. “ She says
to have acare for yourselves and for thelad,” she said then, in afierce, low voice. “ Get him away from
here, my lady! Thisplaceisno good for laddies.”

Ninaopened her mouth and then shut it. “ Never fear, we are out o' your hair now,” she said lightly.
“Thank yefor your help.”

“I’'mglad | could do something to help. Have agood journey now,” Dedrie said.

Ninaquirked her mouth in sudden ironic amusement. “Let ushopeitisaquick one,” she answered and
then turned to give her hand to Lord Mavern as she thanked him again. Then the gpprenticesall
mounted, Ninawas handed up to the driving seat of the red caravan with Roden beside her, and Iven
legpt up to the seat of the blue, clicking histongue a Steady. The massive gates groaned open, and the
caval cade rode out from the shadowy gloom of Fettercairn Castle and into the quick bright windy day.



TO THROW A PRINCE

“They say princes learn no art truly
but the art of horsemanship. The
reason is, the brave beast is no
flatterer. He will throw a prince as

soon as hisgroom.”

Ben Jonson (1573-1637)



Tales of the Past

The road went down at a steep angle, so they had to go carefully, Ninaand lven both leaning on their
brakes. For quite along way they were enclosed within high wals, then gradudly the wall dropped away
and they were able to see down into the lowlands, which spread before them, the river winding away like
abroad glver ribbon.

“Look, wasthat the tree that fell? Isn't it enormous? No wonder it took so long for ye dll to clear the
road!” Felice called, pointing down the hillsde. An immense oak tree lay tumbled to one side of the road,
smashed and broken. They could see whereit had fallen through the undergrowth, tearing up bushes and
scarring the ground.

“Yeken, | wronged thelaird,” Rafferty called back. “I really had begun to suspect him o' making up the
falen treeto try to keep us at Fettercairn.”

“Metoo!” Fdlicesaid.

“What rubbish,” Edithe said. “Y e people have such imaginations. Laird Mavernisfar too noble and
upright aman to stoop to such asubterfuge. Why on earth would he want to do such athing?’

“Why indeed?’ Landon said.

“Next ye'll betelling meye believed dl thoseterribleliesthat satyricorn girl made up!”
“| do believe her,” Landon said defiantly.

Cameron snorted. “Yewould.”

“Well, | believe her too,” Felice said. “Evenif shedid kill that Y eoman, doesna mean she wasnatelling
the truth about other things.”

“My dear Fdlice, what an innocent ye are,” Edithe said.

“That' senough, Edithe,” Ninasaid sharply. “I think we should leave any discusson o' Rhiannon’sguilt or
innocence to the judgesin Lucescere. Let usjust concentrate on getting her there safely.”

Lewen said nothing. Hewas very tired.

They cameto a sharp corner, the road doubling back on itself, and now they rode back towards
Fettercairn Castle, which loomed high overhead, ravens whedling above its two grim towers. The vast
expanse of white, faling water dominated the view. The shadow of the cliff fell over them, cold fingers of
spray stroking their faces and hair. At last the road turned again, the cobblestones dangeroudy dippery
with the damp, and they faced out into the sunlit valey again, feding an immediate sense of relief. Six
more times the road switchbacked, and then they came down along, low decline that led them gradually
out into rolling meadows where goats grazed by the river. They were able to quicken their pace until the
great brooding cliff waslost to sght behind them, and on al sides there was only open pastures, small
copses of treesand tilled fields, with the broad river winding through the middle. The air smelt sweetly of
apple blossom.

Rhiannon woke during the afternoon. Lewen had been riding close to the red caravan, straining hisears
for any sound from her, but for hours everything had remained quiet. Then he heard acry of pain and



alarm, then a sudden banging noise, and knew she had woken. Nina heard it too, and compressed her
lips. Lewen made amove asif to go to her, and Nina shook her head at him sternly. For awhile, they
listened as Rhiannon fought to free herself, then Nina handed the reins to Landon and swung round to the
steps, opening the door and going inside. Riding as close as he could, Lewen could hear nothing more
than arisng and faling murmur of voices. Argent sensed his unhappiness and danced restively, but
Lewen hardly noticed. After afew minutes Nina came out again, her face expressionless, and swung
hersdf back to the driving seat. Everything was quiet.

The sun was getting low in the sky when Argent suddenly pricked his ears forward, whickering loudly.
Lewen was roused from his miserable abstraction to look about him. He felt asudden jolt of excitement
as he saw afamiliar black winged shape flying behind them, keeping close to the dark line of the woods.
At once he glanced about but no-one €l se has noticed. After that he saw Blackthorn often, though the
winged mare was taking care to keep hersalf hidden. It cheered him immensdly, knowing Blackthorn had
not abandoned her rider, and he wished he could Iet Rhiannon know.

They soon cameto avillage, and Ninaand Iven decided to make camp for the night near the safety of its
lights. Ninawas eager to buy fresh supplies, being determined not to touch asingle mouthful of the food
given to them by Lord Fetterness. The gpprentices were al glad to dismount, looking towards the village
lights eagerly. None of them had been fully able to shake the unease they had felt while staying a
Fettercairn Cadtle, and theidea of having afew dramsin the village inn and talking with ordinary people
cheered them dl. All, that is, except for Lewen, who was racked with misery and guilt. He would have
liked to stay with the caravans and try for a chance to speak with Rhiannon, but Ninawould not let him.

“Let her be, lad,” she said, as she poured away every drop of the soup and wine and medicinesthat the
castle servants had packed for them.

“But | need totry and explainto her...”

“I’d rather yeleft her done, Lewen,” Ninasaid, astern note hardening her voice. “To be honest, I'm no'
surel cantrust ye no’ to help her escape. As sympathetic as| am to your distress, sheis an accused
murderess and the Righ hastrusted usto bring her to the courts.”

“Please, Nina...”

She shook her head. “Nay, Lewen. | want ye to stay away. Come with usto the village, and drown your
sorrows with the other lads. There aretimesit can do ye good. Besides, thisisthe closest lowland village
to the castle. They must’ve heard tales o' Fetterness. | want to hear them.”

So Lewen found himsdlf accompanying Ninaand the othersto the village, while arather cross Refferty
was left behind with lven and Lulu to guard the camp and their prisoner.

It was aclear, cold evening, with the wind shaking the black branches about and the sky over the
mountains very red as the setting sun stained the clouds. Everyonewas full of talk and conjecture, for
nobody had felt freeto talk freely while under Fettercairn Castle’ sroof. Only Lewen did not speak, even
when Edithe said she had aways thought Rhiannon ady hoar-weasdl or when Maisewondered if it hurt
to be hanged.

Linlithgorn’sinn was rather small and rough, but it was crowded with farm labourers, milkmaids,
ed-fishers and plump crofter’ swives with red hands and cheerful faces. Thetalk was dl of the weather
and the spring sowing, and despite himself, Lewen found his mood eased as he drank his dram of
whiskey, ate asolid vegetable stew with dumplings, and listened. The strangerswere dl greeted with
jovid good spirits, and Ninatold them a much edited version of their adventures.



The news they had come from Fettercairn Castle was met with great interest. “ Och, they’re an odd
people, up therein the highlands,” the innkeeper’ swife said as she ladled them a second serve of stew.
“Keep themselves to themsdves, they do. Every now and again we get afamily coming through, heading
for the ports and hoping for work. Terrible storiesthey tell. We dinnabelieve most o them, o' course,
those highlanders are dl awee touched in the head, but till... enough to make ye check your doors are
locked twice over. Y e can never betoo careful .”

Under Nina s gentle questioning, the innkeeper’ swife expanded like dough in the warmth. She had
nothing much new to tell them, except that afew travellers had gone missing in recent years, dong with
onelazy farmer’ s boy, who was prone to leaving his goats to wander as they pleased while he went
fishing or fell adeegp inahayrick.

“If it sstories o' Fettercairn ye want, ye should ask auld Martin. He came down from the castle nigh on
twenty-five years ago, and married aloca girl. HE sfull o' ories, likedl those highland dreamers.”

“I"d liketo hear hisgtories, if wehavetime,” Ninaanswered. “Where can | find him?’

Theinnkeeper’ swife jerked her head towardsthefire. “He |l be entertaining the drinkers,” shesaid
dryly. “I’d ask him now, afore the whiskey muddles him more than usud.”

“Thank ye, | will,” Ninareplied and rose and made her way towards the fire, Roden swinging off her
hand, Lewen and Landon following close behind. The others stayed where they were, Cameron calling
for more whisky, though Felice turned to watch them with curious eyes.

A group of men sat before thefire, some playing trictrac, others gambling on theroll of the dice. A tall,
thin man sat folded up on achair, staring into the flames. He had a crinkled brown face and melancholy
grey eyes, and was dressed in arough smock and leather gaiters. He wastelling some tale, which he
illustrated with dramatic gestures of his hands. As Ninaapproached there was a sudden roar of laughter,
and one of the men cried, “Och, pull the other one, Martin! Ye and your auld tales.”

“I've heard ye reagrand storytdler,” Ninasaid gently, pulling astool towards her and sitting down at the
thin man’sgangly knee. “Will yetdl usatde?’

“Givemeadram o' whisky and I'll tell ye two, and happen throw in asong aswell,” Martin said, lifting
his dreamy eyesto Nina sface. “Y € reawitch, yeare. | like witches.”

“That’sgood,” she answered. “WEe ve just come from a place where witches were hated, and | dinna
likethat at all.”

“Och, y€e ve been a Fetterness, have ye? Bad place. Very bad place.”
“Why?Why isit such abad place?’

He stared down at his empty cup and ruminated. Ninaglanced at Lewen, who went back and took the
whisky decanter from Cameron, despite his howl! of protest, and brought it to top up the old man’sclay
mug. Martin tasted it thoughtfully, swirled it round his mouth, swallowed, then Spped again. When his
cup was empty, Lewenfilled it up again.

“I was born in Fetterness, ye ken. More than fifty years ago. They were the good auld days, indeed they
were. The Tower o' Ravens till stood and the town was filled with laughing students who bet on which
cockroach would scuttle away the fastest, or which raindrop would reach the bottom o’ the panefirst.
Lairds and prionnsachan cameto the valley to consult the witches wisdom, and the MacBrann could
often be seen crossing his silver bridge, his cloak flying in the wind, his guards and servantstrying to keep



up. Hewas no' mad then, nay, he was sane asye or |. But then that was afore the Day o' Betrayd,
when the whole world went mad.”

Martin stopped and drank some more, then looked round the little circle of rapt faces. He wasindeed a
madter storyteller.

“ Jagpar, who was the Righ then, he had married for love, like al young men, and like al young men, he
found love can beacrud joke.” Hisgrey eyescameto rest on Lewen’ sface. “His pretty wife Mayahad
her own plans, and one cold winter’ s day the whole world found out what they were. Jaspar had given
her alegion o' soldiersfor her own, and she dressed them in red, like she wore hersdlf, and smiled a
them and young men came flocking to serve her. That cold winter day her soldiers struck at every
witches' tower in theland, and threw them down, and Maya declared the witches were traitors and
should bekilled, every one 0’ them.”

Helooked back at Nina. “Y e are too young to remember, but I, | remember it well. My family worked
at thetower and so | wasthere, alad o only five. | remember the screaming, and the black smoke
everywhere, and the way the soldiers went through every room and hall, killing every witch they found,
and any who dared to defy them. Most were put to the sword, or were crushed under the falling masonry
asthe soldiers used their machines to drag down the walls. Some they dragged to the garth, and tied
upon agredat pile o’ firewood and burnt them to degth, feeding the flames with the books from the library.
| hid down the well, and so they didna find me. My parents both died, though neither were witches. So,
yeseg itisno' aday I'd forget easly.”

Ninanodded, her mouth twisting.

“When at last | crept out, | didnaken whereto go or what to do. At last | went to thelaird. Where else
would | go? They gave me ajob scrubbing potsin the kitchen. | was grateful. At least | waswarm there,
and had food. It wastherethat | heard what had happened. For the Tower o' Ravens was very strong,
ye ken. No pretty red soldiers should' ve been able to throw it down, no’ with those high wals and
lookout towers and al those witcheswith their far-seeing and clear-seeing skillsinside. And then there
was Fettercairn Castleitslf, built to guard the road. How had the soldiers got through? | mysdlf did no'
much care, being too young and full o' misery to wonder, but the servants at the castle wondered very
much, and | listened asthey talked, like young boysdo.”

He rested his gaze now on Roden’ s mop of bright, curly hair, nestled in against his mother’ sside as he
sat at the floor at her feet. Then helooked back at Lewen and suddenly his gaze seemed very clear and
intent.

“Thelard syounger brother was then staying in the castle, and | heard many mutters against him. He had
been an apprentice once, just like ye, my lad. A witch’s apprentice at the Tower 0° Ravens, but he had
been disgraced somehow. Chesting at exams, | think, though it was so long ago, | cannabe sure.
Happen it was trouble over alass. There' sawaystrouble over lasses. Anyways, he' d |eft the tower and
goneto the capital, and by al accounts he was very sore at the witches who had been histeachersand
fellow students and swore revenge on them. When he came back, he wore along red robe and said he
wasin the Banrigh' s pay now.”

“A Seeker?’ Ninabreathed. “Laird Malvern was once a Seeker?”’

The old man flashed her aglance. “We caled them witch-sniffers, for they sniffed out magic, but I've
heard them called Seekerstoo.”

Ninanodded, her dark eyes burning bright. “ So he was a Seeker! Och, that explainsalot.”



“Thered soldierswere hisfriends,” the old man continued. “ He had brought them to visit Fettercairn, and
they had gradudly filled up every spare room, till the laird was very impatient and told his brother they
must go. But they did no* go, they attacked the Tower 0’ Ravensinstead, and though | dinnaken
whether it be true or no', it was said Mavern, who' slaird now, showed the redcloaks the secret way to
the tower, so they could come in darkness and stedlth, and attack from within.”

Ninaand Lewen exchanged quick glances.

“Later, after thelaird and his son died, Malvern put aside his red robes and became laird himsdlf. For a
while dl went well, for hewasafavourite o the Banrigh. But once the Banrigh was thrown down, well,
he retreated insde his castle and | hear he hardly ever comes out now. That was when thingsin
Fetterness went from bad to evil, | heard, though | had |eft by then, hoping to leave evil things behind
me”

“How did thelaird and his son die?’ Nina asked persuasively, and Lewen topped up the old man’s cup.
He drank deeply, then sighed and wiped his mouth on hisdeeve.

“Another sad tale that one. Would ye no' rather | told yethetale o' Bessie and the runaway pig?’
Ninashook her head. “Nay, please, we really do want to ken.”

Heheld out hiscup again. “To tell asad talelikethat | need to wet my whistleagain,” hesaid. “1t' satale
to make ye weep.”

Lewen obligingly filled up his cup, and put the empty decanter down. Martin was quiet for amoment,
garing dreamily into the flames. Ninawas about to prompt him again when he stirred and began again to

speak.

“Y our wee laddie there hasalook o' thelaird’ s young son about him. It' sthe ruddy hair and black eyes,
ye dinna see that very often. He was born about ten years after thefal o' the Tower o' Ravens. Thelaird
had taken ayoung girl for hiswife, a pretty wee thing, half hisage. They loved that laddie, and spoilt him
half to death. Now, at the time Mayathe Blessed ruled the whole country with an iron hand concedled in
avelvet glove. But no’ everyone loved her, .and rebelsworked to bring the witches back. | must admit |
loved to hear thetales o' those rebels, and often used to dream O’ running away and joining them. The
rebeswereled by aman they cdled the Cripple, for he had a hunch to his shoulder and atwist to his
spine, and could scarce walk astep. Thethingsthat Cripple did! He must’ ve had magic o hisown, for
they never managed to catch him, even when he rescued a cartload o' witches from right under the
Banrigh'snose”

Ninaand Lewen exchanged asmiling glance. They knew better than most the many stories about the
days when Lachlan the Winged had hidden himsdlf in the guise of a hunchback, working to overthrow
Mayathe Ensorcellor and bring back the Coven of Witches. It had been Nina' s grandmother Enit who
had masterminded many of those daring rescues and many awitch or afaery had, like Lachlan, been
hidden inthejongleurs caravan asthey roamed around Eileanan. Lewen’ s mother Lilanthe had hersalf
travelled that way, the jongleurs keeping her safe from Maya s Seekers, who would have burnt her to
degth if they had found her.

“Now the witch-sniffer Mavern hated witches and rebels, and he hunted them down far and wide. Every
village skedlie and cunning man onthisside o' the river was burnt dive, and anyone who had auld books,
or who swore by E4, or even protested that the witch-hunts were too brutal. And he seemed to have an
uncanny way o' kenning what ye thought, so none o' usdared ever look him in the eye, or mutter under
our breath. He had us under hisfist, from Barbreck-by-the-Bridge down to Tullimuir and right round to



Rhyssmadill itsdlf. It was asad day for usal when Laird Falkner let his brother come hometo stay.

“One day he had his soldiers bring in alass who was accused o witch-talent. Her mother had been burnt
asawitch and her grandfather too, but she had been taken in by neighbours and brought up asone 0’
their own. Her name was Oonagh and she hated the witch-sniffers for what they had done to her family.
She saw onein the marketplace one day and had some kind o' fit, and thunder and lightning came out O
nowhere, and hall. She was sick as adog after, and they arrested her and took her to the castle for
questioning, which we all kent meant torture. They were dark days at Fettercairn.” He sighed and shook
his heed.

“Somehow the Cripple found about this poor lass and that very afternoon they cameto the castle, some
hidden inside the dung-cart, some disguised as labourers or farmers bringing produce. Therewere only a
dozen or so o' them but somehow they managed to lock up the castle garrison and rescue the girl. They
could no’ get out again, though, for Laird Mavern sniffed them out and attacked them with his own men.
Therewas viciousfighting, al through the castle. Me and some o' the other potboys helped the rebels,
for we hated the witch-sniffer and his crud ways. We took the Red Guards by surprise, and locked them
inoneo the hals, and then the Cripple caught the sniffer and held him hostage.

“It must’ ve been about then that Laird Falkner took hislady and son, who was abouit five, | think, and
hid them for safety. But then he was captured too and taken to the great hall, where the Cripple accused
the witch-sniffer o' murder and torture and treason and al sorts o’ other things, and held atrid. Truly it
was amazing. The rebels had won the castle with only ahandful o men! Wedl kent wewerein the
presence 0’ greatness, even the fat auld cook fdlt it. Those rebels, though they were dl filthy and stunk to
high heaven, they were brave and bold and laughed as they fought, and they made no moveto hurt usor
molest any o the maids, or even stedl the laird’ sgold. The Cripple himself was only afew years aulder
then me, and | must admit | admired him, for doing what | could only dream o’ doing.”

Lewen was enrgptured. He wondered if hisfather had been one of those men. Nial the Bear had turned
rebel asayoung man, and had worked with Lachlan the Winged to rescue witches and undermine Maya
for many years before they at last succeeded in overthrowing her and regaining the throne. Swiftly hedid
the arithmetic in his head. If the Tower of Ravens had been thrown down by the Red Guards forty-odd
years ago, and the rebel s had attacked the castle fifteen years|ater, then it was highly likely hisfather
would have been fighting with Lachlan, for he had not yet been twenty when hejoined the rebels.

Martin had paused only long enough to drain his cup. His eyes were unfocused now, and hiswords
durred, but hisvoice still had power to cast aspell. “ The laird was furious and caled the rebels cowards
and cheats and traitors, but the Cripple only mocked him, and told him that he was the coward and
traitor, to kidnap and torture ayoung lass near to death. The laird had no* kent about the witch-lass, he
tried hisbest to turn ablind eye to the things Mavern did, and he was horrified, ye could seeit on his
face. Laird Falkner shouted that it wasno’ true, it was dl lies, and attacked him with hissword. The
Cripple was clumsy on hisfeet, being a hunchback, and no* the best fighter, but the laird was mad and
blind with rage. They fought and the Cripple killed him, though | dinnathink he meant to.

“It was dl confusion after that, and the battle broke out again, for the laird’ s bodyguard went mad and
attacked the rebel swith naught but his bare hands. Somehow, in dl the fighting, the laird’ s brother
dipped away, | do no' ken how though | wasthere, watching it all with my own eyes. Wefound hisred
robeinthelibrary.

“It was only then that we discovered the lady and her son were missing. The boy’ s nurse set up agreat
screech and the castle was searched from top to bottom, but no sign o them was found. We al thought
they must’ ve escaped with the witch-sniffer. Haf 0’ usjoined the rebels, and the others were dlowed to
leave, which they did right gladly, for everyone had expected the rebelswould kill anyone who disagreed



with them. But they didna. There was a greet feast instead, and singing and dancing, and the Cripple
opened up the laird’ streasury and gaveit al to the poor folk. It was like amad dream. A week or so
later, the witch-sniffer returned with abig army to take the castle back, but the rebels saw them coming
and went in the night, for after al, therewas only adozen or so o' them, and thousands 0’ the Red
Guards.

“I went with them, so | wasna there when they discovered the lady and the young boy had no' fled with
Malvern but had been hidden in a secret room by the laird. More than aweek they were locked in that
room, inthe dead o’ winter, with no food or water. By the time Mavern opened up the secret pandl, it
wastoo late. The boy was dead and his mother was quite mad. They say Mavern was stricken with grief
and guilt, and indeed he quit the Banrigh' s service after that, and stopped hiswitchhunts. | never went
back to Fetterness, but I’ ve heard the shadow o' those dark days still stretches acrossthe whole valley
and that the ghost o' the wee lad haunts the castle, crying aloud from the cold.”

There was a short silence, then Roden lifted his deepy head and said, “It’ strue, thereisaghost o alittle
boy there, | saw him. He has the bonniest rocking horse. Therearelots 0’ boysthere, and dl o' them cry
' cause they want to go home.”

“Isthat so, laddie?” Martin said dowly. “Obh obh, it'san evil place, Fettercairn. I'm glad | got avay
from there”

“So arewe,” Ninaanswered, cuddling Roden close. “1 cannatell ye how much.”



In the Night

Rhiannon lay in the darkness, dowly robbing her cloth-muffled chain back and forth against the timber
post of the bunk-bed. She had to control her desperate impatience, for if she jerked the chain too hard it
rattled, and she did not want to dert anyone to her wakefulness. She had only these quiet hours of the
night to wear away the wood till it was weak enough to snap, setting her free. If anyone discovered what
shewas doing, her chance would be lost.

A muted sound outside made her pause and turn her head. Then she fdlt the caravan shift as someone put
their weight on the steps. Rhiannon found it hard to bresthe. With al her musclestense, she listened as
someone very gingerly turned the door handle first one way, then another. There was a pause, and then
she heard the furtive sound of someone fumbling with the lock. Rhiannon tested the chain between her
hands. It was not long enough to wrap around athroat and garrotte someone, but perhaps, if she pinned
them to the bed with it, she could hold them down long enough to choke them. She raised herself onto
one ebow, holding the chainrigid so it would not rattle, then managed to get up onto her knees, pressing
hersdlf back against thewall.

Thetiny sounds from the doorway continued, then she heard aclick asthe lock sprang free. The door
swung open, and someone dipped insde and closed the door behind them. Rhiannon listened as they
took astep or two towards her, her heart hammering so loud she thought they must hear it. A dark,
faceless shape loomed over her, and she tensed, ready to Strike.

“Rhiannon?” adeep voice whispered.

Shelaunched hersdlf a him, burying her head into his shoulder, jerking her wrists painfully as shetried
ingtinctively to throw her arms about his neck. “Lewen!” she gasped, and then, as his arms closed about
her, fet the painful swelling in her chest burst astears gushed from her eyes.

“Hush, hush, my dearling, my sweet, they must no' hear,” he whispered, stroking her hair. She buried her
head degper into his shoulder, trying to control her shuddering sobs. Murmuring endearments, he pressed
her back so he could lie beside her on the bed, hisarm cradling her close. He felt something hard
between them, and redised, with alittle jerk of hispulse, that she wore the amulet he had carved for her
hanging between her breasts. Eagerly he sought her mouth, cradling her head in both his hands, desperate
to tell her how sorry hewasfor betraying her.

Shetore her mouth away. “Y e told them! Y e helped them hunt me down!”

“I’m so sorry, my dearling, I’'m so sorry, | didnamean for thisto happen, | didnawant this.” He kissed
her wet face and she recoiled away from him.

“Yetold.”
“It just happened, | didnamean to.”
“What do ye mean, it just happened?’

Lewen buried hisfacein her hair. “1’m so sorry, Rhiannon. Redlly, | didnamean for them to hunt ye
down or cageye up likethis. | just...” Wordsfailed him. He could not explain. After amoment he said
again lamdy, “It just happened.”



Shewas slent for amoment, then hefelt her lay her head down on his chest again. “Like me and the
soldier,” shewhispered. “I never meant him harm. It just happened. | wish it never had.”

They lay inslencefor awhile.
“Will they hang me?’ she whispered.

“I willnalet them,” Lewen burst out, the desperation in hisvoice telling her more than he meant to. She
shivered and clung to him.

“I haveto escgpe,” shetold him. She heard him sigh and shift hisweight. “I cannastand it in here,” she
went on wildly. “I fed like | cannabreathe! The air presses down on me and chokesme. | canna stand it!
| cannal Help me get out O° herel”

“But how?’ hesaid at last. “1 only managed to get in here to see ye by putting adeeping spell on
Rafferty, but | am no' strong yet in such Skills, there snoway | could ensorcel Ninaor Iven, | daren’t
eventry. And even if ye managed to get away from the camp without anyone seeing ye, Ninahasonly to
cal out to the birds for help and she'd find ye in minutes.”

“I want my horse,” Rhiannon said passionately. “If | had Blackthorn, | could escape!”

Lewen hestated, then said, “Blackthorn is near, she follows the caravans. But oh! Rhiannon!”
She pushed hersdf away from him, her chain rattling. “ Blackthorn follows?’

“Aye, shefollows, but Rhiannon, | do no' think...”

“Lewen, unchain me! Please!”

“I canna,” he said unhappily.

“Why no'? Areye afraid?’ Her voice was thin with contempt.

“Aye, 0' coursel’mafraid,” he answered crosdy. “| risk being charged with treason just by being here
withye, doyeno' kenthat! But | cannaunchain yejust because I’ m scared, Rhiannon. | havenagot the
key, and these chains are too thick for meto break, no matter how much | want to. And Ivenisadeep
just outside, and he'll wake at the dightest noise. So please, stop rattling those chains and hissing at me!
I’ ve been thinking and thinking what’ s the best thing for usto do, and | cannathink that running away is
it. Sssh! Please, just listen. Rhiannon, if | managed to free ye now, what would ye do?’

“Find my horse and fly away,” she answered promptly.
“Where?’

“Anywhere,” she answered impatiently.

“Back to the mountains?’

She hegtated. “I dinnaken. Maybe. I'd find somewhere.”
“And what about me?’ Lewen asked.

“Y e could comewithme,” she said, seizing one of his hands.

“How? Blackthorn canna carry us both, I’'m much too heavy.”



“Y e could come and meet me.”
“If I kent whereyewere, and if | wasno' arrested for setting ye free.”
She sighed. “They wouldna arrest ye, though, would they? No* ye.”

Lewen shrugged. “1 dinnaken. If the Righ was angry enough... it doesnamatter. I’ d be ruined anyway.
There'snoway I’ d be dlowed to join the Blue Guards or be the Righ’ ssquireif | had hel ped an accused
murderer escape, and happen they’ d throw me out o' the Theurgiaaswell. That doesnamatter. I'd do it
if I thought it'd help. But | do no’. All it would mean isthat ye d be on therun for ever after. There d be
bounty hunters galore eager to catch yeif the reward was big enough, and I’ m pretty sure the Righ would
set Finn the Cat on your trail and she always findswhat she hunts. It' sher Tdent.”

Hetook a deep breath and drew her closeto him again. “It’ sno life, leannan, dways on the move,
gtarting at shadows, waiting for someone to bring yein. And there’ d be no chance o' mercy if ye made
the Righ hunt ye down. Nay, | think it would be best to go willingly to court and try and explain to the
Righ what happened. I’ d stand behind ye, and I'm sure Ninaand Iven would vouch for yetoo.”

“But they hunted me down!” Rhiannon cried.

“Sssh!” He put his hand gently across her mouth. “No‘ so loud, leannan, ye Il wakelven and then I'll
redlly bein the soup. | ken they caught ye, my love, and chained ye up in here, but they were following
orders. Iven was once a Blue Guard, remember, and he gtill worksin the Righ’s service. He could no’ let
ye go, but | swear he feels bad about it, and Ninatoo. I'm sure they’ll speak up on your behdf, and they
aregood friends o' the Righ’ sand will have influence over him, I’'m sure. And | ken His Highnesswould
no’ want to hang such abonny young lass.” He bent and kissed her mouth. She sighed and kissed him
back, tasting the st of her tearson hisskin.

At last they drew apart. “So ye will no' help me escape?’ she said in avery low voice.

He shook his head. “Rhiannon, | love ye. | love ye so much. | want alifewith ye. | do no' want to bea
fugitivetherest 0’ our days, sick at heart ‘ cause | betrayed my Righ'strust. | do no’ want yejust to fly
away into the blue yonder, never to be seen again, either. Thisisthe only way | can think o' to make sure
we can be together. If ye swore service to the Righ, as penance, perhaps? There must be something we
cando.”

“What if there’ sno' ?What if he says| must hang?’
“Then | will free yethen, and we'll run away somewheretogether, | promise. | will no' let ye hang.”

Rhiannon nestled her head on his chest. Shewas so tired, it was ardief to murmur an agreement and let
her muscles sag and her eyelids close. Shefdlt like she had been running and fighting for so long, and dll
to no avail.

Lewen kissed her forehead. “ Leannan, | must go. My deeping spdll willnalast forever.”
“Dono' go,” she murmured, not opening her eyes. “Please, do no’ leave me.”

His chest rose and fell under her cheek as he took and released a deep breath. His arm came tightly
round her, holding her close, and Rhiannon sighed and dipped into deep.

She woke drowsily some hours later, as Lewen stiffened and tried to sit up. Rhiannon would haverolled



over but the shackle on her wrist prevented her. The painful tug of the chain jerked her to wakefulness,
and she opened her eyes and levered hersalf up on one elbow.

Iven stood in the doorway of the caravan, regarding them thoughtfully. Behind him stood atouded and
indignant Rafferty.

“I thought Ninatold ye to leave Rhiannon be?” lven said.
Lewen nodded jerkily. “Aye, shedid, but | needed to talk to Rhiannon, | needed to explain.”

“I see” Ivenreplied. “1 suppose Ninaand | have no red authority over ye, Lewen, but ye were placed in
our care and so | would expect yeto listen to us and obey us.”

“I had to see Rhiannon,” Lewen repeated. “Nobody could have stopped me.”
Iven stroked his beard.

“I didnahelp her escape,” Lewen said defiantly. “We are both il here.”
“Aye, | can seethat.”

“Rhiannon’s promised she willnatry to escape,” Lewen said, with aquick glance at her. “Yedo no' need
to leave her locked up in this stinking caravan anymore. It'sno’ right. She hates being confined. Will ye
no' let her come out and breathe the fresh air and Sit in the sunshine? It s crud to lock her up like this.”

Iven' s brows drew together. He looked consideringly at Rhiannon. “1 hope yewill no' take thisthe
wrong way, Rhiannon, but | cannafed surethat apromise from yeisto be trusted.”

Rhiannon did not reply.
“I will stand warranty for her,” Lewen said.

“I ken how ye must fed, Lewen,” thejongleur said after along pause. “ But ye must remember
Rhiannon’s crimeisaserious one, and she haslied to us and tried to flee afore. | cannadlow yeto take
such aresponghility. If shefled, yewould hang in her place, do ye understand that?’

Lewen swallowed convulsvely.

“What if ye shackled her to me?’ he said after amoment. “ She can ride with me, she can liewith me. |
will keep her close, | promise.”

“I'msureyewill,” Iven said, with afaint smile. He scratched his cheek, regarding them with thoughtful
eyes. “How am | to be surethat shewill no' hurt yeto try to escape?’ he asked, half under his bregth.
“We have seen how ruthless she can be. It takes acold head and heart to hack out aman’ steeth and his

finger”

“I had to do that!” Rhiannon cried indignantly. “If | had no* claimed blood-right, | would have lost
everything, and I’ d have been scorned by the herd. Worse, they would' ve been suspicious and watched
me, and | could never have escaped. Y ethink | enjoyed doing it? It made me sick to my stomach, and |
shook al over. | could no’ bear to wear the necklace afterwards. | had to do it, though. Have ye never
donethingsyewished ye did no' haveto do?’

Iven nodded. “I'm asoldier,” hesaid wryly. “O' course |l have.”

“Wadl then,” Rhiannon answered, her voice losing none of its passion. “Why judge me so hard? Yedo



no' kenwhat it waslikein the herd. Any sign 0’ weskness, and they would have killed me. | wasfighting
formy life”

“Itisno’ for metojudgeyeat al,” Iven said rather coally. “That will be me court’sjob. Mineisto bring
yeto them safdly.”

Rhiannon lay back, covering her face with her arm. “I cannabear it in here,” she whispered. “I canna.”
Lewen drew her closer.
“Lewen, truly | do no' think thiswise,” Iven said warningly.

“If yewillnalet her out, | will stay in herewith her,” Lewen said. “Wemay no' have much time together, |
willnabe parted from her.”

“Lewen...”
“Pleasg, Iven.”

Iven sighed. “Rhiannon, ye must give me your solemn oath that ye will no* try and escape. And do no’
think I willnabe watching ye.”

“I will sivear ablood-oath, if yewill give me aknifeto cut myself with.”

“No need for that,” Iven replied, wincing alittle. Y e have wounded yourself enough, | fed. Very well
then, if ye promise”

“I will no* try to escapewhilel aminyour care,” Rhiannon said. “ After that, | will no’ promise.”

“Fair enough,” Iven replied. He put hishand in his pocket and pulled out akey. “1 will shackleye
together, though,” he warned. “I’ m not taking any unnecessary risks.”

“All right,” Rhiannon said, so thrilled at the idea she might be dlowed out of the caravan that she would
have accepted far dtricter preventative measures.

Lewen did away from Rhiannon and stood up. As lven stepped past him, Lewen touched hisarm briefly.
“Thank ye,” hesaid.

Iven nodded and unshackled Rhiannon. As she rubbed her bruised and chafed wrists, he unwound the
chain from the bedpogt, pausing to examine the damage she had done to the wood, then quickly and
deftly snapped one of the shackles around Rhiannon’ swrist and the other around Lewen's. “1 hopel’'m
no' being played for afool,” he said to no-onein particular and stood back to let Lewen lead Rhiannon
out into the dawn.

The other apprenticeslay in their degping rolls around the fire, which had sunk into grey ashes. Although
it was light enough to see, the sun was not yet up and no birds caled. The horses stood with sunken
heads and relaxed forelegsin their hobbles. Even Lulu dept in alittle round huddle.

“That was some deeping spell ye cast, Lewen,” Iven said wryly. “1 felt like I’ d been hammered over the
head when | woke. Y our teachers at the Theurgiamust be pleased with your progressif ye can cast a
spell asstrong asthat aready.”

“Me?’ Lewen asked in amazement. 1 canna cast deeping spellsthat strong. Most o' my power liesin
wood-working, ye ken that. My spell should have kept Rafferty deepy for half an hour a most.”



Iven raised one eyebrow. “Look at the horses,” he said. “L ook, even the bird in that treeis adeep.
Happen ye re stronger than ye thought.”

“I ken my strengths and weaknesses well,” Lewen argued. He glanced a Rhiannon. “Happen it was
Rhiannon,” he said, frowning. “ She has Taent, we ken that, but she’ s never been tested. We have no
ideawhat she can or cahnado.”

“A deeping spel isno’ theeasest o' SKills,” Iven said. “Y e haveto be very subtleif it isto work, and no
wild talent isever that subtle, no matter how powerful they may be.”

Lewen shrugged. “It seemsvery odd,” he began.

Just then the door of the blue caravan opened and Nina stood with her shawl wrapped tight about her
nightgown, her dishevelled hair hanging dmost to her knees. “Roden!” she cried, in avoice made shill
with anxiety. “ Roden! Where areye?’

Iven started forward. “Ninal What' swrong?’
“Where' s Roden?’
“Isheno’ withye?’

“No, no, he'sno'. | cannabelievel did no’ fed him getting out o bed.” She put her hand to her head,
swaying. “I fed s0 dck, so heavy-headed. | dept so very deeply. Maiseis still degping, | couldnawake
her. Oh, that naughty lad! Where can he be?’

Ninacaled her son’s name again and again, and began to search through the bushes, though her feet
were bare and the grassicy with dew. lven and the others began to search too, everyonefedling a
creeping sense of dread. Therewas no sign of thelittle boy. Ninabecame increasingly distressed.

“He was deeping right beside me, | had my arms about him, and Maisie dept on the other side. No-one
could've stolen him, it simpossible”

“Unlessavery strong spell was cast indeed,” Iven said grimly. “Wedl dept heavily, every oneo' us. |
could no’ believeit when | woke and it was dawn. | was meant to wake and relieve Rafferty o
guard-duty in the dark hours. | have never no’ woken afore.”

“| dept too,” Rafferty admitted shamefacedly. “I could no' helpit.”

“Metoo,” Lewen said. “I dinnathink I’d deegp awink, | had so much on my mind, but | dept likethe
dead.”

They all looked at each other, ashen-faced, then Nina began a strange, low keening. “Nay, nay, no' my
baby, no’ my laddie, nay, nay, | cannabelieveit. They canna have got my baby.”

“If they have, they’ll be sorry for it,” Iven said grimly. “They must have left atrail o' sorts. Do no” worry,
my love, wéell find him.”

“Thebirds” Ninasaid wildly. “The birds may have seen something.”

Iven pointed to anearby tree, where two smal birds dept Hill, their heads tucked under their wings. “A
strong and subtle spell,” Ninasad, unnaturdly camly, when theimplications of the sight had sunk in.
“There’ sa sorcerer at work here.”

“Laird Mavern?’



“| fear s0,” she answered. “ Remember, he was an apprentice at the Tower o' Ravens once, and they
sad hiswitch-sniffing powers were uncanny. Oh, Iven! Please, we must hurry! | fear for my Roden.”

Rhiannon had been standing till, the chain between her and Lewen drawn taut, looking intently at the
ground. “1 seeafootmark here,” she said then. They al crowded round her, but could see nothing but a
faint smudge in the damp soil. Rhiannon ignored their questions and exclamations, walking dowly awvay
towards the wood. Lewen followed her, tugged dong by the chain between them. *“He went through
here,” she said, examining abroken twig, then bending to look at the leef litter.

“Areye sure?’ Ninaasked hel plessy, unable to see any marks on the ground.

Rhiannon glanced back at her. “One thing asatyricorn kensis how to hunt,” she answered, her voice
warm with compasson. Nina' s eyesfilled with tears.

“Rafferty, rouse the others,” lven cried. “ Get the horses saddled up, get my sword.”
“And my bow and arrowstoo, please,” Lewen added.

“And mine,” Rhiannon said, giving Rafferty avery clear, direct look out of her blue-grey eyes. Rafferty
hesitated and looked at Iven, who waved him on impatiently.

“Rhiannon, where now?’ hecried.

She led them deep into the wood, through amaze of trees and thorny bushes. At last she cameto asmall
clearing. “Horsestethered here” she said. A mound of fresh horse droppings galvanised them all into
excitement. “ Three horses,” Rhiannon said. She suddenly bent and picked up something from the ground.
It was asmal wooden soldier.

Nina sface crumpled. “Hetook it to bed with him last night. Oh, my laddie! Where are ye?’

“Fettercairn Cagtle,” lven said in amurderousvoice. “I will raze the place to the ground if | haveto, to
get my son back.”

“Aye, with ahandful o' ladsand your sword,” Ninasaid in avoice blank with despair.
“We may be able to catch them afore they get back to the castle,” Lewen cried.
“Wemust be quick!” Iven said, gripping hishandsinto fists. “ Rhiannon, which way did they ride?’

Breaking into arun, Rhiannon led them through the trees to the other side of the wood. Beyond was a
long meadow stretching back to the north. They could al see the deep indentations the horses' hooves
had made in the damp soil. “They were gdloping hard,” she said bending to touch one hoofprint. “ At
least half an hour ago.”

Ninawas white and trembling.

“| bet they cannarun asfast as Argent,” Lewen cried.

“Or Blackthorn,” said Rhiannon. She put her fingersin her mouth and whistled piercingly.
“Y€ll haveto unshackleus” Lewen said. “ Argent cannarun if heiscarrying both o' us”

Iven did not hesitate. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out the key. “I'll beright behind ye. I'm
sure the boys willnamind me taking one of their horses. My auld Steady istoo big and dow for this
task.” He unlocked the shackles and the chain fell &t their feet.



A shrill whinnying rent the air, and Blackthorn came galloping out of the wood, her tail held high, her
mane rippling like ablack satin banner. Rhiannon flung open her arms, her face radiant, and the mare
cameto aplunging halt before her, to blow grass-stained dobber al over her shirt. Her wingswere
unfurled, flashing blue as akingfisher, and her horns cut through the air like rapiers as she tossed her
head, pawing the ground. Rhiannon embraced her passonatdly.

Then Rafferty came up at arun, Cameron close behind him. They led their two geldings, and the girls
two mares. Argent cantered close behind, neighing in excitement, unsaddled, unbridled and untethered.

“Hewould no' let me saddle him,” Rafferty panted. “I’m sorry.”

“That'sall right, I'll ride bareback,” Lewen said and vaulted up onto the stalion’ s back. Rafferty handed
up Lewen’slongbow and quiver of arrows, which he dung over his shoulder. Then the boy turned to
Rhiannon and, without aword, passed over her bow and arrows, and her beloved silver and black
daggers. Rhiannon took them with aquick shining smile and anod of thanks, and quickly hid them about
her person.

“Rafferty, | want ye and the girlsto rideto Linlithgorn and raise the reeve. Tdl him to get as many men as
he can on short notice and ride for Fettercairn Castle. We cannaalow the laird to escape the Righ's
justice any longer. Take my courier’ s badge from my caravan, and show thereeve. It givesmeHis
Highness s authority.”

Rafferty nodded, though it was clear he would rather be riding to the rescue with the others.
“May | borrow your horse?’ Iven asked him. “1’m too heavy for the mares, over such adistance.”

Rafferty nodded. Iven mounted with the easy grace of aonetime cavdier, taking his sword from
Cameron with anod of thanks. Then he and Lewen were off, galloping across the meadow. Rhiannon
swung hersdlf up onto the black mare’ s back with awild whoop, then the mare bounded after them, her
wings hdf-unfurled.

Nina seized the bridle of the brown mare, then she was up into the saddle too and galoping away, her
unbound hair whipping behind her. Cameron grimaced at Rafferty, and then swung himsdlf up onto
Basta s back and kicked him into motion. Asthe gelding broke into arun, Lulu came scampering out of
the forest, whimpering in distress. Shelegpt up Bastal stail and onto the back of Cameron’s saddle,
clasping hisbdt. Cameron cried out in shock and dmost fell off.

“Get off!” hecried, but Lulu clung on, gibbering loudly. He scowled but did not try to shake her off,
bending low as hetried to catch up with the others.

The horses were fresh after their long stay in the laird' s stables and the easy ride of the day before. Their
heavy hooves seemed to eat up the miles. Rhiannon rode ahead, following thetrail left by the kidnappers.
There was no doubt thetrail led towards Fettercairn Castle.

By midmorning the castle wasin sight, frowning down from the greet height of its diff. They had been
aternating between atrot and a canter for the last few hours, so as not to exhaust the horses too much.
Argent and Blackthorn were some distance in front, the otherstrailing behind.

Suddenly Rhiannon shouted and waved her arm. She could see three horsesriding up the long green
dope towards the road. One of the riders carried something before him. Everyone kicked their horses on
to anew spurt of speed. There was aflash of aface as someone looked back at them, then the three
horses broke into agallop again. The race was on.



Up the steep, cobbled road the horses thundered, striking sparks from their steel-shod feet. Stride by
stride Argent and Blackthorn closed the gap between them. The kidnappers reached the first switchback
corner and took it fast, one of the horses almost dipping on the damp stones. Rhiannon dragged up
Blackthorn’s head, urging her into the air. With awhinny, the mare spread out her wings, tucked up her
legs and rose swiftly off the ground. She landed in the middle of the road above, turning to face the three
riders galoping towards her. Rhiannon saw Lord Mavern, hisface twisted into agrimace of fury and
hate, the seneschd 1rving, and the laird’ s bodyguard, who cradled asmall, cloak-wrapped figurein his
ams

Rhiannon undung her bow and pulled an arrow from her quiver, setting it to her string and raising the bow
high. She did not know who to aim for. If she shot the bodyguard, Roden might be severely injured in the
fal. Y et she wanted desperately to save the boy for Nina. She had only afew seconds. In amoment the
horses would be upon her. Rhiannon took a deep breath, aimed for Lord Mavern, and let the arrow go.

It sang out into the air. Lord Mavern cringed back, his horse faltering in its headlong gallop. Scant
seconds before the arrow found its mark in his shoulder, his seneschd Irving brought his horse plunging
across the road, throwing himself before hislord. The arrow caught him in the throat, and he went down
under the horses' thundering hooves.

Lord Mavern managed to heave himsdlf back in the saddle, and spurred his horse on, tumbling the
seneschal’ s body aside. Blackthorn reared, then with agreat thrust of her hindquarters, managed to leap
into theair just asthe bodyguard’ s huge charger galloped past undernesth her. Rhiannon leant down and
made agrab for Roden, but the bodyguard had the little boy in too tight agrip. All she managed to do
was drag the cloak from his head so she could see his bright curls, and the pale curve of acheek. His
eyeswere closed and he breathed stertoroudly. The wind from Blackthorn’s steadily beating wings
caused the bodyguard' s cloak to toss and twist wildly. Only this saved Rhiannon, for the bodyguard had
hissword in his other hand and as she reached down for Roden, he brought it up in agreat whistling

swipe that would have taken off Rhiannon’ s head if the sword had not got caught in his cloak. Asit was
the sword nicked her arm, causing her to cry out in pain. She dragged Blackthorn’s head up, and the
mare rose higher, her wings beating strongly. The bodyguard galloped on, Lord Malvern close behind,
and Blackthorn came down to land lightly on the road again.

Rhiannon grasped her arm, trying to stop the blood. Argent came galloping up and she shouted, “ Go!
Go! They have Roden, | saw him.”

“Yeadl right?’ Lewen shouted asthe grey stalion raced past.

“Aye, aye, just go!” Rhiannon looked down at her injured arm and saw she had taken a nasty swipe.
Cursing under her breath, shetook her shirt between her teeth and tore awvay a strip, which she clumsly
wound round and round the gash. She had to bend her arm to tie the ends into a knot and this caused her
such intense pain she dmost swooned. For amoment she leant forward, resting her head on Blackthorn's
mane, trying to fight off the dizziness. Blackthorn stood steady, though her chest heaved and her legs
trembled. The dizziness passed, and Rhiannon tucked her injured arm against her body and urged
Blackthorn on. At first the mare baulked, exhausted by the effort of her flight, but Rhiannon insisted and
S0 the tired mare broke into a canter, following Lewen and Argent.

She heard hooves behind her, and then Iven was beside her, astride the brown gelding. “Areye badly
hurt?’ he said. She shook her head. “I hate thisdug! | wish | had my auld war-charger. Then Lord
Malvern would ken what areal horse can do.”

“Saw Roden,” Rhiannon panted. “Tried to shoot... thelaird down... Irving took the arrow.”



“Aye, | saw. It wasabravetry. Come on! We must get them afore they reach the gatehouse.”

Iven spurred his horse on, and Blackthorn legpt to match the gelding’ s stride. Rhiannon was too weak
and dizzy to direct her. Shejust hung on grimly, trying to protect her wounded arm from the worst of the
jolts

Back and forth the road climbed up the cliff, like agreat sony snake. Often the sound of the kidnappers
hooves was S0 tantalisingly closg, it felt asif they could reach up their hand and topple their horses by
seizing their hock. Iven drew ahead, and Ninarode up behind, barefoot and clad only in anightgown, her
hair wild. She shouted aquestion to Rhiannon, who was too winded to reply. Nina shot her alook of
deep concern but did not stop, racing on to catch up with her husband. Rhiannon’ simpromptu bandage
was now red with blood, and her hands were dick with it. Suddenly Blackthorn’ s withers rose up and hit
Rhiannon in the face. Blackness overwhelmed her, and shefdll. She hit the cobblestones hard, rolled over
and over, and cameto arest against the wall.

Rhiannon lay still for amoment, trying to get her breath. Her arm throbbed unbearably. A dark whiskery
face bent down to nudge her and blow aworried query. Rhiannon laughed shakily, wiped her eyes, and,
clinging to Blackthorn’ s mane, hauled hersdlf upright again. Thistime she sat for amoment, waiting for the
red waves of pain to recede. Ye'reno' thinking, shetold hersdf. Ye have a winged horse. Use her!

Behind her she could hear Cameron gpproaching fast. She clambered up the wall and remounted
Blackthorn, being too weak to vault up onto her back the way she usudly did. Then she set Blackthorn
at thewall. The winged mare took afew strides, leapt over the obstacle and spread her wings. They
soared into the air, right above Cameron’ s startled head. Lulu, clinging still to Cameron’s belt, gibbered
and cringed. Thevaley tilted away below them, sunlit and golden. Blackthorn veered, beat her wings
rhythmically, and began torise.

Up, up, they went, passing one level of the road after another. They passed Iven and Nina, who were
both whipping their foundering horses on mercilesdy. They passed Lewen, crouched on Argent’ s neck,
the stallion galloping on tirelessly. Then, just round the next corner, they passed the foam-flecked,
blowing mounts of Lord Mavern and his bodyguard. The lord drew his sword and dashed a them as
they flew past, but Blackthorn swerved nimbly so he missed. Rhiannon could only hope the lord had not
seen how very nearly she had been unseeated by the sudden move.

They landed on the readjust outside the gatehouse. The gates were wide open, yawning blackly, but
there was no sign of the gatekeeper. Rhiannon did off Blackthorn's back, and leant against her for a
moment, taking strength from her warm, swesty flank. Then she straightened hersdlf, turning to look at
theroad. At thefar end, Lord Mavern and his bodyguard were just turning the corner and coming
towards her. Both their horses were badly winded, barely managing a canter. It was cruel to whip them
on, and Rhiannon told the horses so, as they came wild-eyed and foam-flecked towards her. Ye deserve
better masters than this, she said slently. How dare they whip ye and spur ye and drive ye to gallop
up such a cruel, steep hill asthis. Yeare Horse. Ye are not their slave. Sand still. Refuseto run

anymore.

For amoment she thought she had failed, for the horses came on at the same headlong pace, their nogtrils
flaring red, their eyes rimmed with white. Then the bodyguard' s horse suddenly came to ajuddering halt,
legs splayed, head hanging. Though the big, grey-bearded man whipped it with hisreins and dapped it
with theflat of hissword, it refused to budge. Suddenly itslegsfolded and it sank down in the middle of
the road. The bodyguard jumped off, the unconscious child lolling in hisarms, and dragged at the bridle,
trying to forceit on. Meanwhile, Lord Mavern's horse was rearing and plunging, refusing to go forwards.
He dashed at it with his sword, and it reared so precipitately the lord was thrown from its back.
Rhiannon whooped with joy, and so did Lewen, who had turned the corner and was galoping up the



cobbled hill towards the foundered horses. Ninaand Iven were close behind him.

The bodyguard glanced back at him, then dropped the reins and began to run up the road towards the
gatehouse, Roden’ sarms and legs flopping wildly. Lord Mavern rolled, got to hisfeet and began to run
too. Both men had naked swordsin their hands, and murder in their eyes. Rhiannon set an arrow to her
bow with shaking fingers. Again her aim wavered between them. She did not want to risk shooting
Roden, but if she shot down Lord Malvern, the bodyguard would be upon her, with the open gate only a
few dtrides past her. Shetried to steedy her breathing, and shot the bodyguard in the thigh. He cried out
in agony, but athough his stride faltered and broke, he did not stop, lurching forward with the feathered
haft of the arrow sticking out of hisleg. Rhiannon shot him again in the same spot, and then, in
desperation, in the other leg. Hefdl, Roden rolling out of hisarms. Lord Mavern bent, caught up thelittle
boy, and ran on. He was too close now for Rhiannon to shoot him down. She drew her dim black
dagger from her boot and flung it & him. To her horror he smply raised one hand and the dagger spun
away harmlesdy. Then he raised his sword and swiped at her. Blackthorn reared and he shrank back
ingtinctively, alowing Rhiannon to roll away under his sword. Then the winged horse bent her head and
charged him. One of her long, sharp horns dashed him across the face. He screamed and dropped his
sword, putting his hand up to cover the gash. Rhiannon reached out a hand to try to trip him, but he
stumbled past her and through the gates, Roden till clasped againgt his chest. The massive gates clanged
shut behind him.



Storming the Castle

Rhiannon sat up dowly, sick with disgppointment.

Argent cameto ablowing halt afew feet away, and Lewen jumped down and came to help her up.
“Hegot past,” Rhiannon said, her voicethick.

“Yedmost had him,” Lewen said. “It was so close.”

“Now what?" she asked, tears stinging her eyes.

“Wegoinand get him out,” Lewen said, looking up a theimmense wal towering over their heads.
Rhiannon heaved a sigh that came from the very pit of her chest cavity.

“Firdgt, we question the bodyguard,” Lewen said, letting go of Rhiannon’s arm as she leant againgt the
wall. He drew his knife and walked back down the road towards the bodyguard. The man was clutching
his shattered leg, hisface twisted in pain. Helooked at Lewen’s set, determined face, then back down
the road, to where Ninaand |ven were cantering up towards them, Cameron close behind. With agreat
effort he staggered to hisfeet, and then, before Lewen could stop him, dragged himsdlf up onto the wall
and launched himsdlf into the dizzying space on the far sde. They heard athin wail, and then asickening
bone-crunching thud. Soon after, there came another, more distant thud, and then another. Then there
wasonly slence.

Grey with horror, Lewen ran and looked over thewall. Then he turned back and sank to his haunches,
his dagger dropping from his hand. Iven and Ninaflung themselves off their horses and ran to look too.
Ninawas weeping.

“I guess he didnawant to be questioned,” Rhiannon said through the roaring in her head, then she did
down thewall till shetoo was ditting. Ninaran to her sde.

“Rhiannon, Rhiannon,” she sobbed. “ Och, yewere so close! | redly thought ye d saved him.”
“I tried,” Rhiannon said. “I’'m sorry.”

“Nay, nay, ye did so well, ye were so brave, so clever,” Ninawept. “Och, my laddie, my babe. We
were so close!”

Rhiannon dropped her head onto her arms.

“Yéeresorely hurt,” Ninasaid, dashing the tears from her face. “Let melook at your arm. Och, | have
naught here, naught to ease the pain or stop the bleeding. What a hare-brained, madcap rescuethisis,
me barefoot and in my nightgown, and only asword and afew daggers between thelot o' us. How are
we meant to storm the castlelike this?” Her tears began to flow again, but she unwrapped Rhiannon's
arm deftly, examined the ugly wound with compressed brows, and then bound it up again with clean cloth
torn from her nightgown. Her bandage was far more effective than Rhiannon’s.

“I shdl haveto fly over thewdl,” Rhiannon said dowly, cradling her arm againgt her. “It’ sthe only way to
getin”

“But yereinjured,” Nina pointed out, taking her shawl off and fashioning Rhiannon a gorgeous,



many-coloured ding. “ And Roden could be hidden anywhere insde thet castle”

“It' stoo dangerous,” Iven said reluctantly. “Unless...”

“Blackthornismine” Rhiannon said. “ She willnacarry anyoneelse”

“No* even me?’ Lewen said.

“Y€eretoo heavy for her,” Rhiannon said.

Lewen acknowledged the truth of this. It was arare horse that could carry hisweight.

Ninasat back on her hedls. “It'sthe only way,” she said. “But can | let yedo it? What if they shoot ye
down?I’d never forgive mysdf.”

“Better | die here, flying on my horse' s back, trying to save Roden, than at the end of the hangman’'s
rope,” Rhiannon said wryly. She managed to stand up.

Cameron was hanging back, wide-eyed and pale-faced. Lulu, who had ridden the whole way clinging to
Cameron’ s belt, darted forward and seized Rhiannon’ s blood-dick hand in her tiny, leathery paw. She
jumped up and down, gibbering, waving up at the castle with her other paw.

“Shewantsto go with ye,” Ninasaid. “ She wantsto help ye find Roden.”
Rhiannon looked &t the little arak doubtfully.

“Shehasavery precise sense o' smell,” Ninasaid. “And she can climb anything. Happen she can help ye
find Roden? For ye may be ableto fly over thewalls, Rhiannon, but how are yeto find my lad onceye're
ingde?’

“I dono' think Blackthorn will likeit,” Rhiannon said. “Lulu’ sawfully smelly.”

“Shewillnamind,” Ninasaid eagerly. “ Oh, please, Rhiannon. Yedo no' ken Lulu. She' svery clever, and
quick, and nimble, and she adores Roden. She'll help ye, | ken shewill.”

“All right,” Rhiannon said. Shelooked up at the stone bulwark again and could not help alittle shiver.

“I dinna even have water for ye and Blackthorn to drink,” Ninasaid remorsefully. “No* acrumb to edt.
After such ahard ride too!”

“That'sdl right,” Rhiannon said absently. “1 am used to being hungry.”

She whickered to Blackthorn, who whickered back, and led the mare over to thewall so she could
mount. Before she could clamber up on to thewall, Lewen was beside her, lifting her in his strong arms
and throwing her up onto the mare’ s back. She smiled at him, and he held up his hand to her. When she
took it he drew her down so he could kiss her.

“Be careful, my love” he said. “Come back safely.”
“O' coursel will,” shereplied with an attempt at her usud jaunty manner.

He undung his quiver of arrows and passed it up to her. It wasfull of arrows, fletched with shining,
iridescent-green feathers. “I have a Tdent with wood, ye ken. | made al these arrows with my own
hand, and they will dwaysfly true. Take them.”



“I' will, but no' because I need enchanted arrows to shoot true,” she said with aflash of her dimple.
“I ken, itsjudt...”

She nodded and passed him her own quiver with its handful of clumsly whittled arrows. “Y ours are much
bonnier, I'll be glad to take them,” she said cheekily. “ Thank ye.”

Iven stepped up to give her his hand. “Thank ye, Rhiannon,” he said gravely. “ Bring Roden back to us.”
“I will,” shesaid gamdly. “What will ye do now?Where shdl | meet ye?”’

“Wewill go now and bang on that door until someoneletsusin,” Iven said. “It'sal | canthink o' doing.
In the meantime, |et us hope the reeve from Linlithgornison hisway. If he refuses us permission to
search the castle, surely he cannarefuse the reeve?’

“Laird Mavern rulesthisland asif he were aprionnsaand thiswere hiskingdom,” Ninasaid unhappily.
“I"'m sure he will have no hesitation in refusing the reeve, and | doubt the reeve will have the courage to

ingg. After dl, he doesno' ken who we are and he would ken and respect the laird al too well, | think.
All thelaird hasto do isdeny everything.”

“He |l have trouble explaining the gash across hisface,” Rhiannon said grimly. “| think Blackthorn put out
hiseye”

“We can but hope,” Iven said and stepped back, so Nina could come and embrace Rhiannon.

“Y e have power, lasse,” thewitch said to her intently. “1 have sensed it in ye, and ye used it here, to
bring thelaird’ s horsesto their knees. Trust in yoursdlf, and draw upon it in need. It shalnalet ye down.”

Rhiannon nodded sceptically, then waved her hand to Cameron. “Bye, laddie!” she said. “ See ye soon.”

“Good luck!” Cameron replied. “1 hope yefind Roden.” He hesitated amoment, then said in arush, “that
was amazing what ye did afore, with thehorsesand al, | mean.” As Rhiannon shrugged and smiled, he
continued, “1I’m sorry | punched ye. Y e ken, yesterday.”

Rhiannon touched the yellowing bruise on her temple. “Well, I'm sorry | kneed yeinthe bdls,” she
replied.

Cameron grinned, though his brown cheek coloured. “Soam |,” he said.

Nina passed up Lulu, who clung to Rhiannon’ swaist with her skinny, hairy arms, gibbering alittleand
bouncing up and down with excitement. Blackthorn shied and spread her wings, dancing Sideways.

“Ssssh,” Rhiannon said sternly to thelittle arak. “ Thigearns do no' bounce.”

Luluimmediately stopped bouncing, though Rhiannon could fed her quivering, whether with fear or
excitement it wasimpossible to tell. She took adeep bresth. She was trembling hersdlf, and very
definitely from fear. She amiled at the circle of upturned faces, determined they would not know how
very scared she was, and then wheeled Blackthorn round and set her into a canter. After afew quick
strides, the mare unfurled her blue-tipped wings and legpt into the ar. The circle of facesfel behind.

Blackthorn was weary and the wall was high, so Rhiannon took the ascent dowly. They flew dong the
wall, away from the gatehouse, gradually gaining height, then at last they breached it near the end. All was
quiet. Too quiet. Rhiannon could not see asingle soldier or servant. The castle could have been deserted.

Rhiannon directed Blackthorn towards the northern tower. Roden would have been taken to Lady



Evaline, she guessed, who had her quartersin that wing. Rhiannon was not entirely sure she understood
the madness behind Roden’ s kidnap, but shefelt sure Lord Mavern had doneit for hissster-in-law. He
hed called Lady Evaline old and mad, but Rhiannon felt that it was the lord who was truly the mad one,
the one obsessed with bringing his brother and his son back to life, and expiating the guilt he felt at their
deaths.

Blackthorn was beginning to tire, and so Rhiannon brought her in close to the tower. The castle had been
built for defence and so the only windows were high up under the roof, and heavily barred. The length of
the tower was broken regularly with narrow arrow-dlits, however. Blackthorn hovered as close to one of
these as she could get, while Rhiannon lifted Lulu and thrust her towards the tiny gperture.

“Find Roden, Lulu,” shewhispered. “And be quick!”

Lulu nodded, whimpering alittle with fear, and legpt acrossto the arrow-dlit. She crept through the gap
and disappeared from view. Blackthorn then flew up and landed gratefully on the roof of the tower. This
was steeply peaked, but there was alittle flat edge just before the battlements where Blackthorn was
ableto stand, and Rhiannon could stretch out in the warm sunshine and rest.

She shut her eyes, feding very tired after the long, hard ride.

She dmost fdll adeep there, resting in the sun, the painin her arm dying down to adull throbbing. But
then Blackthorn nudged her with her nose, blowing on her and nibbling at her shoulder. Rhiannon sat up

rather groggily.
“What isit?’ sheasked.

Blackthorn looked towards the battlements curioudy. Rhiannon looked too, and saw to her horror a
small brown wrinkled hand reaching over the stone. She thought of all the dead severed hands she had
seeninthelord slibrary and a cold shudder went down her spine. It was al she could do not to scream.
Surdly the lord could not animate those emba med hands and send them creeping down corridors and
climbing tal towers, hunting down his enemies and strangling them to death?

Another hand reached up and grasped the stone, then Lulu’ sanxious face, so like an old, old woman's,
suddenly appeared. Rhiannon’ srelief was so profound she dmost fainted.

The arak crept over the battlement and legpt to Rhiannon’ s side, seizing her hand urgently. She gibbered,
dancing up and down.

“Roden?Y € ve found Roden?’

The arak dragged her to the sde and pointed down. Rhiannon leant over the battlements, clinging tight to
the stone with her uninjured hand. The tower fell away to the courtyard so far below, the vast drop
making her fed dizzy. Lulu gibbered again, pointing, then swung hersaf down. Rhiannon watched in
amazement as she clambered down the sheer drop, clinging to the stones with hands and feet and tail-tip.
She came to a deegp window embrasure and hung aboveit, looking up at Rhiannon.

Rhiannon nodded her head and climbed up onto the battlements so that she could more readily reach
Blackthorn's back. Her arm throbbed painfully and her head siwam, but she ignored it and managed to
dide her leg across the mare' s back. Blackthorn legpt out into the air, Rhiannon shutting her eyes against
the sudden spin of space. She wondered how long it took most thigearnsto get over the involuntary spurt
of terror that came from flying on awinged horse' s back.

Blackthorn flew down so that she was hovering just below the window where Lulu hung upside down.



Rhiannon could hear the sound of low, murmuring voices. Shefdt sure one of them was Lord Mavern.
Her pulse quickened and she signalled to Blackthorn to fly closer.

She could just make out the words.

“Doyeno’ carewhat I’ ve been through to bring him back to ye?’ Lord Mavern was shouting. “Irving is
dead and Durward too, and | was dashed across the face by that great horned beast. Look, | bleed!
Doesthe spilling 0 my blood mean naught to ye?’

“There has been too much spilling o' blood,” Lady Evaine answered in awavering voice.

“But yesaid yewanted him! I’ ve risked much to get him for ye, no' to mention losing two o' my most
fathful men. It would' ve been much better to have let them ride away, suspecting nothing, and then to
have stolen him later, when | had the spell in my hands and was ready to resurrect Rory’ s soul. Now we
have to hide him and keep him safe from prying eyesfor weeks, months even, until | find the spell. Why
on earth did ye weep and wring your hands at the thought o' losing him if ye did no' want meto take him
forye?’

“Y e do such mad, strange things,” the old woman said in abroken voice. “I cannaunderstand ye
sometimes, Mavern. Och, | kenyefet for mein my grief when | lost both Falkner and Rory so crudly, |
ken yefdt yewereto blame. But so much time has passed, and | grow auld. Such fury o' emotion seems
odd to me now.”

“But yewept!” Lord Mavern wasfurious.

“Aye, | wept, aye, | was sorry the laddie had to go, aye, | wished he could stay here with me and
brighten my days,” Lady Evdine said just asangrily. “I did no" mean for yeto go and stedl him! Why do
ye do these things? So many boys! Y € ve stolen so many boys for me and in the end killed them dll, for
yecould no’ stand the way they wept for their mothers, or shrank away from ye, frightened. Thislad is
no' Rory, he can never be Rory, cannaye seethat?’

“Ohyes, hewill,” Lord Mavern saidin acold, maevolent voice. “Wewill kill him and Rory will take
over hisbody, and then yewill thank me.”

“But will it redlly be Rory?’ Lady Evaine asked unhappily. “His body rotted away long ago, and
Fakner' stoo. We have thair bones, it’ strue, but we ken we canna reanimate them, we have tried and
tried.”

“The body is but a sack to keep the spiritin,” Lord Mavern said impatiently. “It isthe soul that matters,
and we have tied their souls hereto us. All we need do isfind appropriate vesselsto pour their souls
back into. And ye cannatell meyedo no’ think thislad agood vessdl for Rory. | have seen theway ye
look a him and long to caress him. Soon, soon, ye shall have him again, your own darling son, back ina
living, breathing body, asye have longed for so long.”

“I'just wishwe dinnahaveto hurt thislad,” Lady Evaline murmured.

“We shalna hurt him. We do no' want Rory to wake to pain or amarred body. Wewill kill him very
gently, | promiseye.”

Lady Evdine Sghed. “ Sometimes ye make my flesh cregp on my bones, Mavern, even after dl these
years”

“Dono’ dare stand there and stare at me with those wide, innocent eyes, Evaline,” he hissed. “Y e may
no’ have wielded the knife yoursdf but ye have been complicit in each and every death! Yethink me



mad?Y ethink me evil? Everyone| havekilled was killed to make ye happy!”
Therewasacry from Lady Evaine. “Look, hewakes! Sssh! Do no’ frighten him.”

Then Rhiannon heard ahigh, treble voice, wavering with tears. “Where am |? Where smy mam? | want
my mam!”

“I am to be your mamanow,” Lady Evadinesad. “Do no’ cry, my love.”

“Y€reno' my mam! Y€reauld! | want my own mam!”

“1 am your mama, Rory.”

“My name sno' Rory! I'm Roden. Go away!”

“Rory, do no' speak to your mother likethat,” Lord Mavern said in achilling voice.

“She'sno’ my mam! My mam isyoung and bonny. She' sawitch, and she'll turnyeinto adug for this.
And my da sasoldier and he'll step on ye and squash yeflat. They’ Il be coming for me, just yewait and
seel” Thelittle boy’ s voice wavered and broke.

“No-onewill comefor ye, Rory. No-one kenswhere ye are. Y e would be best to keep a quiet tonguein
your head, and be loving and respectful to your new mamaese !’ ll squash ye asflat asadug. Doye
understand me?’

Therewas a short, fraught silence and then Roden began to wall, “I want my mam, | want my mam.
Mam! Mam!”

“Shhh, no, swestling, do no' cry. Yewill forget her soon, and we' Il be so happy together. Come, will ye
no' st hereon my lap and | shall read ye a story? Come, come, my darling, do no' weep. Uncle Malvern
will go now and leave ye here with me, and we' Il have alovely cuddie and I'll play with ye. Mavern, go
and leave me with my son.”

Rhiannon heard the faint sound of a door shutting, and then there was no sound except for Roden's
sobbing and the anxious attempts of Lady Evaline to soothe him. As she kept telling him that he would
soon forget hisreal mamaand she would forget him, al she managed to do was drive Roden deeper into

despair.

Rhiannon shifted her weight, wondering what she could do to rescue Roden. There seemed to be no way
in to thelittle tower room except through the window above her head, which was heavily barred.
Blackthorn wastiring quickly, her wings not built for hovering. Whatever Rhiannon wasto do had to be
done quickly.

Lulu turned her smdll, wizened face to Rhiannon anxioudy, gestured broadly, and then svung herself
down and into the windowsill. For amoment the arak clung to the bars, then she put her hand through
and tapped gently on the glass. A moment later, Roden’ s chubby face appeared at the window. He saw
the winged horse and rider, and shouted with excitement, jumping up and down and waving. Then he
unlatched the window and flung it open. Lulu squeezed through the bars and flung hersalf upon him,
dancing up and down on his shoulder with joy.

Rhiannon stared at the bars in consternation. She flew closer and reached out one hand to test them.
They were stout and strong. Roden reached through the deep aperture and grasped her fingers. Behind
him there was sudden movement.



Rhiannon took a deep bregth. She had nothing on her that could wrench the bars from the stone. No
rope. No chain. All she had was her desperate desire to free Roden, and her will. Rhiannon had listened
to the apprentices at their lessons often enough to know the keystones to witchcraft were will and desire.
Both of herswere strong. She grasped the bars with both hands, focused her mind with al thefierce
determination she was capable of, and jerked them hard. To her surprise and wild joy, the bars
wrenched free. They flew out of the window-frame at great speed, almost whacking her over the heed,
and tumbled down to smash into the courtyard below. Rhiannon dmost followed them, jerked off
balance. Only Blackthorn’s speedy manoeuvre kept her on the mare' s back.

Roden did not hesitate. In a second he was scrambling up onto the windowsill. Then he climbed through
the window. Rhiannon grasped hiswrists and siwvung him onto Blackthorn's back, behind her. Thelittle
boy whooped with joy and excitement. The next second Lulu was legping after him, landing on the
winged horse’s mane. Blackthorn wheeled and soared away.

A despairing scream came from the window behind him. “Rory, no!”

Rhiannon looked back. Lady Evaline leant out of the window, her arms outstretched. “My son! Ye're
steding my son!” the old lady cried, tears streaming down her face. Suddenly she climbed up onto the sl
and launched hersdf after them, calling Rory’ s name. Rhiannon and Roden could only watch in numb
horror as shefel over and over, tumbling down the great length of the tower to the ground. She hit the
paving stones and bounced once, then sprawled il like abroken doll. Sowly atide of red crept out
from her skull.

Roden hid hisface. Tears started to Rhiannon’ s eyes. She wiped them away, then bent to stroke
Blackthorn’ s swest-lathered neck.

“Takeushome,” she whispered. “Find Lewen for me.”
Blackthorn whedled and flew to the south.



Rhiannon lay in Lewen’ sarms, feding warm and comfortable and at peace, despite theiron chain that
weighed down her wrist and rattled whenever she moved.

Firdight flickered over the trees, which seemed to lean over the camp like protective guardians. Nina sat
onthefar sde of the flames, Roden leaning againgt her, her arms about him as she whispered silly jokes
inhisear to make him giggle. Lulu was curled againgt him, one paw nestled in hishand. Both looked asiif
they never wanted to let him go again. At the sound of Roden'’ s laughter, Iven looked up from the guitar
he was gently strumming and smiled.

The other gpprentices were playing cards by the light of alantern propped on abox. All except Edithe.
She sat by hersdlf, reading a spell book and looking very sour. She fdlt the arrest of the lord of
Fettercairn to be adur on her perception, and was adamant that it was all adreadful mistake and thelord
would be cleared as soon as they reached the roya court.

More than aweek had passed since Rhiannon had snatched Roden from Fettercairn Castle. She had
managed to stay on Blackthorn’s back long enough to see Nina clasp her son in her arms. Then she had
fdlen.

The next seven days were nothing but a hideous blur. Strange nightmarish visions stalked her imagination.
Shewasfirg burning with fire, then tossed in an icy waterfdl, then dried out with merciless hest likea
lizard on arock. Her limbs seemed to grow like tentacles, reaching for miles across the countryside, and
then shewas very tiny, apale crustacean pried from her shell and held dangling above an open mouith.
Dark walkers haunted her dreams and bent over her waking hours, pinned to the hedls of those who
tended her.

They had tried to put her to bed at the Linlithgorn inn but she had fought so vicioudy againgt being taken
insde sonewallsthat Ninahad had to care for her in the open, with no more shelter than the leaves of
the trees and a.canopy of oilskins strung up with rope. In her rare moments of [ucidity, Rhiannon was
ableto tare up at the shifting green pattern of sunshine through the leaves, or the great vault of the night
sky starred with familiar congtellations. Gradually, her soaring temperature cooled, the crippling headache
faded, and the dark walkers stepped back into the shadows, leaving Rhiannon weak and uselessasa
newborn kitten but aware of who she was and where she was.

Ninasaid she had suffered from sorcery sickness, avery dangerousillnessthat could overcome anyone
who drew too deeply upon the One Power. It was awonder, she said, that Rhiannon had survived it.
Many wild Taents, who had not been taught how to use their powers properly, died after such adisplay
of magica strength, or at the least wereleft broken in mind and body. Rhiannon must have great inner
reserves of srength, Ninasaid, for she had wieded powerful magic by wresting the iron bars out of the
stone. Rhiannon had aready been weakened by the poison Dedrie the nursemaid had forced down her
throat, and worn out by the desperate chase after Roden, and the loss of blood from her injured arm.
“Indeed | think Eawas watching out for ye, my dear,” Ninahad said, “and | am so glad. | could no' have
forgiven mysdlf if ye had died rescuing my laddie, after dl ye ve been through this past week.”

Ninahad ins sted that the whole company wait until Rhiannon was strong enough to ride again before
they left Linlithgorn, and she had not alowed anyone to talk to her about what had happened at
Fettercairn Castle. At first Rhiannon had been grateful for this, for her dreamswere il disturbed with
visions of creeping hands, pickled babies, bloody puddies, the unhappy ghosts of murdered children and



the dreadful scream of an old lady as shefdll to her death. She was content to spend afew days Sittingin
the leafy glade, enjoying the tender ministrations of Nina, who could not do enough for the rescuer of her
son, and watching the sorceress as she called birds and small animalsto her hands, and sang quiet songs
of peace and hedling over Rhiannon’s head.

Once Rhiannon had been strong enough to walk about the clearing, or to ask after the others, her
peaceful timewas over, though. Iven had come with the chain and shacklesin his hands, and amost
apologetic look, to fetter her limbs again. Ninahad protested angrily, and Iven had said, “I'm sorry, my
dearling, I’m sorry, Rhiannon, but naught has changed. | still must take yeto Lucescereto facethe Righ's
justice. Yeken | wish | could just leave ye be, and pretend | do no* ken ye were the one who killed
Connor, but | do ken and so doesthe Righ. | cannatake therisk that ye will decideto fly off once

more.”

“But Ilven!” Ninacried, dmogt intears. “If it were no’ for Rhiannon, wewould no’ have our own boy
back again. We arein her debt!”

“I ken, dearling, and believe me | shal make surethe Righ kensit. Heisafar man, and fond o' yeand
Roden. | am sure he willnalet the courts hang Rhiannon when he understands—"

Ninawas aghast. “Iven! Surely there can beno question o'... Iven, ye cannadlow...”

Iven'sface was troubled and unhappy, but still he clasped the shackles around Rhiannon’ swrists and
fastened the chain to thetree. “I’' m sorry. Believe mewhen | say | will do al in my power to make sure
the courts dedl fairly with ye, my dear. Y our help in rescuing Roden and your testimony againgt thelaird
0 Fettercairn—thesewill no' mean naught, | promiseye.”

Rhiannon had not fought him, or protested in any way, but she had felt aheavy mantle settle over her
shoulders, asort of weariness and fatalism she had not previoudy felt. Ninawas worried about her, she
could tell, and had tried to argue that they must stay afew more days until Rhiannon was stronger. Iven
had shook his head, though. “We must ride on, my love, ye ken that. We have been delayed far too long

dready.”

So Lewen and the other witch-apprentices had at 1ast been alowed to join them, and the obvious
affection in the faces of most of them had bolstered Rhiannon’ s spirits, and made it easier to bear the
heavy chain that rattled every time she moved. Lewen had brought Blackthorn with the other horses, and
the sight of the mare had given her fresh strength and courage.

The apprentices had spent the afternoon fussing over her, giving her little gifts of flowers and honeyed
cakes, and telling her how brave and clever she was. This had been sweet. Sweseter gill wasthe sight of
Lewen's steadfast brown eyes and the warmth and strength of his hands, which he found impossible to
keep away from her. She was able to lean againgt his broad shoulder, and rest her head on his chest, and
fed hisfingersentwined in hers, and felt awarm glow of happiness she would have thought impossible
earlier that day. Lewen had, without the need to speak, unshackled the chain from the tree and clasped it
round his own wrist and Rhiannon had understood this gesture as it was meant—he would stand by her,
and support her, and help her bear her fate.

The company planned to ride on again the next day and Ninahad prepared afeast to celebrate. The
village of Linlithgorn had provided them with fresh fruits and vegetables and ripe cheeses and newly
baked bread, which everyone had enjoyed very much, and now Rhiannon was replete and drowsy, and
ready to hear at last what had happened while she had been lost in nightmares.

“Sowhat did ye do then?” Rhiannon asked Lewen.



“WEell, it was just as Iven predicted. The gatekeeper opened the gate and was surprised to see us. He
told us there must be some mistake, no-one had been in or out of the gatehouse dl day, but he sent his
lad to fetch thelaird when Iven inssted. Thelaird made uswait for ages, which made Ninafurious, and
she marched into the castle. When the gatekeeper tried to stop her, she sang aspell o' deep, which was
rather funny, particularly since Cameron did no’ heed her warning to cover hisearsand so hefell adeep
too. She ensorcelled half the castle garrison and quite afew servantstoo, and at last found thelaird in his
library, much to hisdismay. Y e should’ ve seen hisface when he called and called for his servants, and
then found them al shoozing!”

“What did he do?’ Rhiannon asked, grinning.

“Hewasal honey and poison, looking Nina up and down asif she was amadwoman and speaking to
her very soothingly. | must admit she looked rather wild, being barefoot and dressed in atorn and bloody
nightgown, with her hair looking like she' d ridden through awhirlwind. Ninadidna care, though, she
looked and acted like the countess sheis. | do no' ken what would' ve happened, if the auld lady’s
servant had no' come bursting in, sobbing and raving about Lady Evadine. That must’ ve been so horrible,
seeing her fdl likethat.”

“Itwas,” Rhiannon admitted. “1 wish she had no doneit. | cannahelp feding it was my fault. If only I'd
been quicker, happen | could’ ve caught her or something.”

“Y e probably al would' vefdlen then, Blackthorn’sno' strong enough to carry such aload.”

“Aye, happen s0... sill, | wish she hadnadoneit.” Rhiannon pressed Lewen's arms about her more
firmly, the star amulet pressing into the tender flesh between her breasis.

Lewen kissed her temple and went on. “ Anyway, after that, the laird had to change histune. He acted all
shocked and distressed and pretended he kent naught about it al. He put the whole thing onto Lady
Evaline and her companion. Miss Prunella confessed to hel ping the senescha kidnap thirty-four boys
over the past twenty-five years, and to helping him dispose o' them when they failed to make Lady
Evdine happy. That waswhy they did it, she says. To make the auld lady happy.”

“Andthelardistrying to pretend he' sinnocent in al this?’
“Very persuasvely,” Lewen replied grimly. “He hastheresve o' Linlithgorn more than half-convinced.”
“But | saw him!” Rhiannon said indignantly.

“Aye, but ye'reno' the most credible witness, my love,” Lewen said. “ Thelaird has argued most
compellingly that ye are trying to deflect suspicion away from yoursdf. Ninaand Iven have had to admit,
most unwillingly, that they never actualy saw thelaird' sface. Y ewere the only one.”

“What about hiseye?’ Rhiannon cried. “How does he explain Blackthorn putting out his eye?’

“He saysthe seneschal did it. He said he' d been worried and suspicious about Irving for sometime, since
he was often no' there when the laird wanted him, and so he had lain in wait for him that night, wanting to
see where he went and what he got up to. Except Irving pulled asword on him and dashed him, and the
laird was so sorely wounded he was unable to pursue him. The laird says Irving had been hisbrother’s
sarvant and wasfaithful to Lady Evdine, no’ to him.”

“It' sunbelievable!” Rhiannon was so angry and upset she sat up, and Lewen had to draw her down into
hisarmsagan.

“Unfortunatdly, it'sall believable. For every accusation we' ve made, the laird has been able to come up



with amost plausible explanation. And the fact that he has placed himsdlf so willingly in the reeve shands
has worked in hisfavour too. All he asksfor, he says, isachanceto go to the Righ’s court and plead his
case. He has offered to pay restitution to the grieving familiesfor their loss, on behalf o' hissster-in-law,
who he says was quite mad. He has offered to give any assistance he can to the Righ’ s officersin their
investigation. All he asksfor isachanceto clear hisname.”

“It'svery odd,” Rhiannon said after amoment. “What about the necromancy?’

“Again, yearethe only onewho saw that,” Lewen said unwillingly. “Basicdly, he's put hisword against
yours. Thereeve did find achest full of red cloaks, and black candles and so on, but that was hidden
under the seneschd’ sbed, and so Laird Malvern has been able to deny any knowledge o it. A few o’
the footmen have fled, and the auld groom, and afew others, making it seem asif they were the ones
involved.”

“But | saw him! Laird Mavern! He called the ghost his brother.”
Lewen sad nothing.
“But I’'m ahalf-satyricorn accused o° murder and treason,” Rhiannon said glumly. “And he'salard.”

“Theworg thing is, Miss Prundlla, the auld lady’ s servant, canna be questioned about her rolein al this
anymore.”

“Why no'?’

“Shelsdead,” Lewen said shortly. “ Shetook poison... or someone gaveit to her, we do no' ken which.
We never thought... if we had only guessed what she planned, happen we could have stopped her
somehow.”

Rhiannon was gppdlled. “ Y e mean, she just died? And now she cannatell anyonethetruth o' it al?’

Lewen nodded. “ That’ sright. | canna help wondering how she got the poison. | swear the nursemaid
Dedrie kens more than she' s saying, but she's shut up tight as a clam and willna say aword, and neither
will any o' the other servants. They have dl been arrested too and face trid with the laird in Lucescere,
but they do naught but swear their innocence most convincingly.”

“I guessthey al fear the hangman’ snoosetoo,” Rhiannon said in avery unhappy voice.

Lewen kissed her. “They willna hang ye now, Rhiannon, surely? No' after ye saved Roden. HE sher to
the Earl of Caerlaverock, after al, the Righ’ s dearest friend. Ninawill testify on your behdf, and His
Highness has ared soft spot for her, he' sknown her since shewas ababe. I'm sure he'll pardon ye.”

“I hope s0.” Rhiannon shivered.

“Weridefor Lucescere tomorrow. We' |l be there in afew weeks, and then we'll ken. Do no' fear,
Rhiannon. With Ninaand Iven and me al vouching for ye, the Righ canna condemn ye.”

“Wadl, we'll find out al too soon,” Rhiannon said. She looked up at the star-strung sky and the diver of
new moon hanging over the mountain. By the time the two moons were full, she would bein the Shining
City, facing her fate. Despite Lewen’ s confidence, Rhiannon could not fed the same optimism.
Satyricorns believed in dark walkers and fearsome gods. Happy endings were not part of their
mythology. She had the space of one moon, though, to grasp what happiness she could. She dipped her
hand under Lewen’ s shirt and caressed his bare back, her chain rattling.



“Since we are so tightly shackled together, do ye think Iven would notice if we dipped away to the
forest?| have had enough o' ghosts and death. | want some warmth and loving.”

Lewen’ s breath caught and he bent his head and kissed her. | think he may turn ablind eye... for awee
while”

“Let’sgothen,” she said and stood up, tugging him up by the chain fastened to hiswrist. “ Though | think
we Il need more than just awee while.”

“Yereaforward lass” he said gpprovingly, getting up with aacrity. Hand-in-hand they went away from
the flames and into the darkness of the wood, the chain swinging between them.



Glossary

acolytes

ahdayeh

Annis

apprentice-witch

arak

Arran
Ashelma
Adinn
banprionnsa
banrigh
Beltane

Ben Eyrie

blaygird
Bléssem

Blue Guards

Brann the Raven

Broken Ring of Dubhdain

Bronwen NicCuinn

Candlemas

students of witchcraft who have not yet passed their Second Test of
Powers; usually aged between eight and sixteen.

asaries of exercises used as meditation in motion. Derived from the
Khan'cohban art of fighting.

gpprentice to Ashelma, the witch of Ardarchy.

astudent of witchcraft who has passed the Second Test of Powers,
usudly undertaken at the age of Sixteen.

asmall, monkey-like creature.

south-east land of Eileanan, ruled by the MacFoghnan clan.
the witch of Ardarchy.

deeply forested land, ruled by the MacAidin clan.

princess or duchess.

queen.

May Day; thefirst day of summer.

third highest mountain in Eileanan; part of the Broken Ring of
Dubhdan.

evil, awful.
rich farmland south of Rionnagan, ruled by the MacThanach clan.

the Y eomen of the Guard, the Righ's own €lite company of soldiers.
They act as his persona bodyguard, both on the battlefield and in

peacetime.

one of the First Coven of Witches. Known for probing the darker
mysteries of magic, and for fascination with machinery and
technology.

mountains which curve in acrescent around the highlands of
Ravenshaw.

daughter of former Righ Jaspar MacCuinn and Mayathe
Ensorcellor; she was named Banrigh of Eileanan by her father on his
deathbed but ruled for just six hours as a newborn baby, before

L achlan the Winged wrested the throne from her.

the end of winter and beginning of spring.



Carraig

Cdegtines

Clachan

claymore

cluricaun

Connor

corrigan

Coven of Witches

Craft

The Cripple

Cuinn Lionheart

Cunning
cunning man

cursehags

dai-dein

Day of Betrayal

Dedrie

Dide the Juggler

land of the sea-witches, the northernmost land of Eileanan, ruled by
the MacSeinn clan.

race of faery creatures, renowned for empathic abilitiesand
knowledge of stars and prophecy.

southernmost land of Eileanan, aprovince of Rionnagan ruled by the
MacCuinn clan.

aheavy, two-edged sword, often astall asaman.
smdl woodland faery.

a'Yeoman of the Guard. Was once a beggar-boy in Lucescere and
member of the League of the Healing Hand.

mountain faery with the power of assuming the look of aboulder.
Themost powerful can cast other illusons.

the centrd ruling body for witchesin Eileanan, led by the Keybearer
and acouncil of twelve other sorcerers and sorceresses called the
Circle. The Coven adminigters dl ritesand ritualsin the worship of
the universal life-force witches call Eg, runs schools and hospitals,
and advisesthe Crown.

applications of the One Power through spells, incantations and
magica objects.

leader of the rebellion againgt the rule of Jaspar and Maya.

leader of the First Coven of Witches; his descendants are called
MacCuinn.

gpplications of the One Power through will and desire.
village wise man or warlock.

wicked faery race, proneto curses and evil spells. Known for their
filthy persond habits.

father.

the day Jaspar the Ensorcelled turned on the witches, exiling or
executing them, and burning the Witch Towers.

heder at Fettercairn Castle; wasformerly nursemaid to Rory, the
young son of Lord Falkner MacFerris.

ajongleur who was rewarded for his part in Lachlan the Winged's
successful rebellion by being made Didier Laverock, Earl of
Caerlaverock. Is often cdled the Righ's mingtrel.



Dillon of the Joyous Sword

Donncan Feargus
MacCuinn

Dughall MacBrann
Durward

Ea

Eileanan

Elemental Powers

Enit Slverthroat

equinox

Evaline NicKinney

Fairge; Fairgean
Falkner MacFerris

Fettercairn Castle

Finn the Cat

Fionnghal NicRuraich

First Coven of Witches

Gearradh

captain of the Y eomen of the Guard. Was once a beggar-boy and
captain of the League of the Hedling Hand.

eldest son of Lachlan MacCuinn and Iseult NicFaghan. Haswings
like abird and can fly. Was named for Lachlan's two brothers, who
were transformed into blackbirds by Mayathe Ensorcdllor.

the Prionnsa of Ravenshaw and cousin to the Righ.
Lord Mavern's bodyguard.

the Greet Life Spirit, mother and father of al.

largest idand in the archipelago called the Far Idands.

theforcesof air, earth, fire, water and spirit which together make up
the One Power.

grandmother of Dide and Ning; died at the Battle of Bonnyblair.

atimewhen day and night are of equa length, occurring twice a
yedr.

widow of Lord Falkner MacFerris, former lord of Fettercairn
Cadle

faery creatures who need both seaand land to live.
former lord of Fettercairn Castle.

afortress guarding the pass into the highlands of Ravenshaw, and the
Tower of Ravens. Owned by the MacFerris clan.

nickname of Fonngha NicRuraich.

eldest daughter of Anghus MacRuraich of Rurach; wasoncea
beggar-girl in Lucescere and lieutenant of the League of the Hedling
Hand.

thirteen witcheswho fled persecution in their own land, invoking an
ancient spell that folded the fabric of the universe and brought them
and al their followersto Eileanan in ajourney cdled the Great
Crossing. The deven great clans of Eileanan are dl descended from
the First Coven, with the MacCuinn clan being the greatest of the
eleven. The thirteen witches were Cuinn Lionheart, his son Owein of
the Longbow, Ahearn Horse-laird, Aidinnathe Dreamer, Berhtilde
the Bright Warrior-Maid, Foghnan the Thistle, Ruraich the Searcher,
Sainneadair the Singer, San the Storm-Rider, Tuathanach the
Farmer, Brann the Raven, Faodhagan the Red and histwin sister
Sorchathe Bright (now called the Murderess).

goddess of degath; of the Three Spinners, Gearradh is she who cuts
the thread.



gillie
gillie-coise
Gladridllethe Blue

gravenings

Grey cloaks
Harriet
Hogmanay
Horned Ones

Irving

| sabeau the Shapechanger

Iseult of the Shows

Iven Yellowbeard

Jaspar MacCuinn

Jay the Fiddler

Johanna
jongleur

journeywitch

Kalea
Keybearer

Khan 'cohbans

Lachlan the Winged

personal servant.
bodyguard.
the samdler of the two moons, lavender-bluein colour.

ravenous creatures that nest and swarm together, steal lambs and
chickens from farmers, and have been known to steal babies and
young children. Will eat anything they can carry away intheir claws.
Collective nounis'screech’.
the Righ'sarmy, so called because of their camouflaging cloaks.
servant to Lady Evaline.
New Y ear's Eve; an important celebration in the culture of Eileanan.
another namefor the satyricorns, arace of fierce horned faeries.
seneschd at Fettercairn Castle.
Keybearer of the Coven; twin sister of the Banrigh Iseult NicFaghan.

twin sster of 1sabeau NicFaghan; Banrigh of Eileanan by marriage
to Lachlan the Winged.

ajongleur and courier in the service of Lachlan the Winged; was
formerly a'Y eoman of the Guard; married to Ninathe Nightingale
and father to Roden.

former Righ of Eileanan, often caled Jaspar the Ensorcelled. Was
married to Mayathe Ensorcdllor.

amingtrel in the service of Lachlan the Winged. Wasonce a
beggar-lad in Lucescere and member of the League of the Hedling
Hand.

aheder. Was once abeggar girl in Lucescere and member of the
League of the Hedling Hand.

atraveling mingre, juggler, conjurer.

atravdling witch who performsritesfor villagesthat do not have a
witch, and seeks out children with magica powerswho can be taken
on as acolytes.

anise.
the leader of the Coven of Witches.

afaery race of warlike, snowskimming nomadswho live on the high
mountains of the Spine of the World.

Righ of Eileanan.



The League of the Healing
Hand

leannan

Lewen

Lilanthe of the Forest

loch; lochan (pl)

Lucescere

Mac

MacAhern

MacBrann
MacCuinn

Magnysson the Red

Malvern MacFerris

Maya the Ensorcellor

moonbane
necromancy

Niall the Bear

Nic

Nila

Nina the Nightingale
nisse

Olwynne NicCuinn

aband of beggar children who were ingrumentd in helping Lachlan
the Winged win histhrone.

sweetheart.

an gpprenticewitch and squire to Lachlan; son of Lilanthe of the
Forest and Nidl the Bear.

atreeshifter; married to Nidl the Bear; and mother to Lewen and
Merid.

lake.

ancient city built on an idand above the Shining Waters, the
traditiona home of the MacCuinns and the Tower of Two Moons.

0n of

one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Ahearn the
Horddaird.

one of the eleven gresat clans; descendants of Brann the Raven.
one of the eleven great clans, descendants of Cuinn Lionheart.

the larger of the two moons, crimsonred in colour, commonly
thought of asasymbol of war and conflict. Old tales describe him as
athwarted lover, chasing hislost love, Gladrielle, acrossthe sky.

lord of Fettercairn Castle; brother of former lord Falkner
MacFerris.

former Banrigh of Eileanan, wife of Jaspar and mother of Bronwen;
now known as Mayathe Mute.

ahalucinogenic drug distilled from the moonflower plant.
the forbidden art of resurrecting the dead.

formerly a'Y eoman of the Guard; now married to Lilanthe of the
Forest, and father to Lewen and Merid.

daughter of.
King of the Fairgean; hafbrother of Mayathe Ensorcdllor.

jongleur and sorceress of the Coven; sster to Didier Laverock, earl
of Caerlaverock, and granddaughter of Enit Silverthroat.

smal woodland faery.

daughter of Lachlan MacCuinn and Iseult NicFaghan; twin sster of
Oweln.



One Power

Owein MacCuinn

prionnsa; prionnsachan (pl)

Ravenscraig

Ravenshaw

Razor's Edge

Red Guards

Rhiannon

Rhyssmadill

righ; righrean (pl)

Rionnagan

Roden

Rory

Rurach

sabreleopard

sacred woods

Samhain

satyricorn

scrying

thelifeenergy that is contained in dl things. Witches draw upon the
One Power to perform their acts of magic. The One Power contains
al the dementa forces of air, earth, water, fire and spirit, and
witches are usualy more powerful in one force than others.

second son of Lachlan MacCuinn and Iseult NicFaghan; twin
brother of Olwynne. Haswingslikeabird.

prince, duke.

estate of the MacBrann clan. Once their hunting castle, but they
moved their home there after Rhyssmadill fell into ruin.

deeply forested land west of Rionnagan, ruled by the MacBrann
clan, descendants of Brann, one of the First Coven of Witches.

dangerous path through the mountains of the Broken Ring of
Dubhdain, only used in times of great need.

soldiersin serviceto Mayathe Ensorcdlor during her reign as
Banrigh.

ahalfsatyricorn; daughter of One-Horn and a captured human.
the Righ's castle by the sea, once owned by the MacBrann clan.
king.

together with Clachan and Bléssem, therichest landsiin Eileanan.
Ruled by MacCuinns, descendants of Cuinn Lionheart, leader of the
First Coven of Witches.

son of Ninathe Nightingale and Iven Y dlowbeard; Viscount
Laverock of Caerlaverock.

deceased son of Lord Falkner MacFerris of Fettercairn and Lady
EvdineNicKinney.

wild mountainous land lying between Tireich and Santan, and ruled
by the MacRuraich clan.

savage feline with curved fangsthet livesin the remote mountain
aress.

ash, hazel, oak, rowan, fir, hawthorn, and yew.

first day of winter; festival for the souls of the dead. Best time of
year to seethe future.

arace of fierce horned fagries.

to perceive through crystal gazing or other focus. Most witches can
scry if the object to be perceived iswell known to them.



Seekers

sedie

seneschal
sennachie
sgian dubh

Santan

skedie
il

Sinners

Talent

Test of Elements

Test of Powers

Theurgia

thigearn

aforce created by former Righ Jaspar the Ensorcelled to find those
with magical abilities so they could betried and executed.

atdl, shy race of faeriesknown for their physical beauty and megical
ills

steward.
genedlogist and recordkeeper of the clan chief's house.
smal knifeworn in the boot.

northwest land of Eileanan, famous for its weether witches. Ruled by
the MacSan clan.

avillage witch or wise woman.

acommon gpplication of magic, such aslighting acandle or dowsing
for water.

goddesses of fate. Include the spinner Sniomhar, the goddess of
birth; the weaver Breabadair, goddess of life; and she who cuts the
thread, Gearradh, goddess of desath.

the combination of awitch's strengthsin the different forces often
manifest asaparticularly powerful Taent; for example, Lewen's
Tdent isinworking with wood and Ninasisin snging.

once awitch isfully accepted into the coven at the age of
twentyfour, they learn Skillsin the dement in which they are
dsronges, i.e. ar, earth, fire, water, or spirit. The First Test of any
element winsthem aring which isworn on the right hand. If they
passthe Third Test in any one element, the witch is called a sorcerer
or sorceress, and wears aring on therr left hand. It isvery rarefor
any witch to win a sorceressring in more than one e ement.

awitchisfirg tested on hisor her eighth birthday, and if any magica
powers are detected, he or she becomes an acolyte. On their
sixteenth birthday, witches undertake the Second Test of Powers, in
which they must make amoonstone ring and witch's dagger. If they
pass, they are permitted to become an apprentice. On their
twentyfourth birthday, witches undertake the Third Test of Powers,
inwhich they must remake their dagger and cut and polish astaff. If
successfully completed, the gpprentice is admitted into the Coven of
Witches. Apprentices wear black robes; witches wear white robes.

aschool for acolytes and apprenticewitches at the Tower of Two
Moonsin Lucescere.

horselairds who ride flying horses.



Tireich

Tirlethan

Tirsoilleir

Tomas the Healer

The Towers of the Witches

tree-changer

trictrac

uile-bheist; uile-bheistean

(pf)
Yedda

Yeomen of the Guard

land of the horselairds. Most westerly country of Eileanan, ruled by
the MacAhern clan.

land of the Twins; ruled by the MacFaghan clan.

the Bright Land or the Forbidden Land. Northeast land of Eileanan,
ruled by the MacHilde clan.

boy with healing powers, who saved the lives of thousands of
soldiers during the Bright Wars, died saving Lachlan'slife at the
Battle of Bonnyblair.

Thirteen towers built as centres of learning and witchcraft in the
twelve lands of Eileanan. Most are now ruined, but the Tower of
Two Moonsin Lucescere has been restored as the home of the
Coven of Witches and its schoal, the Theurgia. The Coven hopeto
rebuild the thirteen High Towers but also to encourage towns and
regionsto build their own towers.

woodland faery that can shift shape from tree to humanlike creature,
A hdf-breed iscdled a tree-shifter and can sometimes|ook amaost
human.

aform of backgammon.
mongter.

sea-witches.

Also known asthe Blue Guards. The Righ's own persond
bodyguard, responsiblefor his safety.
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