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  Praise for Rag and Boyd: The Elfstone


“Engaging characters, a captivating storyline and enough suspense, thrills and humour to keep you gripped.”


“This book took me to a new world through its playful narrative voice and ability to merge fantasy with a believable story.”


“What really elevates this is the delightful cast of characters and creatures, vividly realized with marvellous descriptive prose.”
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  Prologue




The prosperous red brick and timber Tudor farmhouse and its sprawl of newly thatched outbuildings snoozed in the mid-summer sun. The rickety, hand-made wooden ladder belonging to the thatcher was still leaning against the ragged ends of the roofing straw, waiting for him to return and tidy them up. At the foot of the barn wall, fat chickens clucked sleepily as they settled down, round and brown as bread loaves, to doze in the dusty, dried earth that lapped up against the tawny bricks.


Penry stood nearby among the small grove of narrow-trunked young oak trees that provided a shelterbelt for the buildings and watched the farm. No adults were in sight, only a little, brown-haired boy in a crumpled doublet, his hose dusty at the knees from crouching down and dropping pebbles into the stone horse-trough; he appeared to be counting the ripples. Penry sized him up; the boy was maybe a hand-span smaller than he was, probably a mite sturdier, but then mortals of that age often were. As an alfar-born child he’d remain slender for many years to come; a more muscular body would only develop with his warrior training… if he chose that path. Still, Penry felt confident that in a knock-down fight, he could win. He looked down at the large, near-transparent stone, the delicately rippling surface almost silky, in his hands—now was the time to see if this thing worked.


Penry replaced the stone in his jacket pocket and slowly approached the dry-stone wall that divided the woods and open meadows from the farmyard. He was careful to keep in the shadows where possible and he knew his footfalls were silent—to the boy he would suddenly just appear, as if by magic.


‘You can come closer,’ the boy said.


Penry halted, one foot in the air, and wobbled a little before he recovered from his surprise and stood firmly on both feet. The boy twisted around to look at him, ‘Who are you?’ he said, not seeming at all alarmed.


Penry lifted his chin, ‘I am Pentagaron… er… Penry to you! And I am the fifth son of the Great Alfar, Dark Lord of the North Country.


The boy frowned, ‘You don’t sound Scottish.’


‘No!’ said Penry, ‘it’s not that north country!’


‘That’s good,’ said the boy. ‘My mam says the Scots Queen is a scarlet woman and a traitor to our Good Queen Bess.’


‘Who?’


“You’re not from around here are you?’


Penry scowled, he had been hoping for shock and awe from the young country boy, not polite conversation. He tried again. ‘I am come to claim sovereign rights over this household and this portion of ground.’


‘I don’t think you can do that.’ The boy stood up and came closer to the wall. ‘This is Grandma’s house and we’re only here because my mam has taken to her child-bed again.’


‘What?’


The little boy sighed, ‘Don’t you know nuthin’? When a mother needs to farrow, the other children get sent away till the new baby comes.’


Penry wrinkled his nose, ‘The beasts ‘farrow’. Is she giving birth to an animal?’


‘Nooo! Though it sounds like it. We should be going home soon to a new brother or sister, and I must be a good boy and help look after Gilbert and Joan, so my Pa says.’


This was not going as Penry planned. He shook his head, waved his hand to silence the chatter… then took from his jacket pocket the knapped, crystal Elfstone; its sharp edges glistened the startling blue of a butterfly’s wing where the sun struck it. Penry grasped it awkwardly in his fist, waving it in front of him. He had trouble holding it, because although it fitted an adult’s hand it was too big for his. He sliced extravagantly at the air in front of him with the tapered edge, but nothing happened. He tried again, his slashes getting wilder the more effort he put into it.


‘What are you doing?’ said the boy, watching with interest. ‘My name’s Will by the way. That stone’s pretty—Mam would like that. Do you want to swap it for a chicken? I’ll let you have a fat one.’


Penry growled with frustration. He tried to change his grip on the slippery surface of the crystal axe-head so he could hold it with both hands. Another slash made the air ripple for a moment with a glow of colours.


‘Yes!’ shouted Penry triumphantly, stepping closer to the dry-stone wall and slashing again even harder. It wasn’t clear if he tripped or if something tripped him, but suddenly Penry fell forward—the stone slipped from his hands, launching itself over the boundary wall. It bounced, flipped and rolled in the grass just as another faint ripple of rainbows ran through the air, reaching down to the ground. The bending colours flicked up and over the stone, which came to rest against a tussock of coarse grass.


Captivating, vivid blue… the slightly tapering crystal lay quiet and still, winking in the sunlight—it looked like a slice of pressured ice, stolen from beneath a glacier, and now forever immune from melting. Will stepped forward and picked it up. He weighed it in his hand; it felt heavy, heavier than a normal stone that size.


‘Give that back!’ shouted Penry.


‘Are you sure you don’t want a chicken for it?’ said Will hopefully.


‘A plague on you and all your chickens! Hand me the stone! My father will kill me when he finds…’ Penry fell silent for a moment when he thought about it and that that might actually be true… ‘It was a gift to my father from the Fair Folks’ Queen. It is not yours to keep.’


‘Aye, and I think by the sound of it, it wasn’t yours to take, was it now?’ said Will taking a step backwards.


‘Give it back. I command you to give it back to me!’ shouted Penry.


‘Come and get it then.’


Penry tried to scramble up the stone wall, but the invisible Veil that divided Penry’s world from Will’s, swept and rippled like the deep folds of an enormous curtain and forced him back. Penry pushed forward against the implacable barrier, which gave a little under his fists but could not be torn, pierced or broken by them.


 


Will watched the little alfar becoming wilder and more desperate in his fight against something Will couldn’t see. All he could see was a skinny little manikin with long black hair that fell loose around his shoulders, dressed in funny grey and black clothes with lots of shiny silver buttons and buckles to his sleeves and hose.


Penry came to a stop, breathing hard and only a little way away from panic. He swallowed hard. ‘Look here… Will. How about we make an exchange—what can I give you to throw the stone back to me?’


Will considered. ‘You must want this very bad—is it so valuable?’


‘It was a gift of tribute from the Fair Folk of Arden to my father, cased in a casket carved from the teeth of the great ocean beasts, and lined with golden sea-silk woven by mer-folk.’


‘Yes,’ Will nodded to himself, ‘that sounds expensive.’


‘Give it back!’ howled Penry.


‘Alright’ said Will, ‘but I want a pile of Marchpane, gilded with gold-leaf—all on a solid gold platter!’


‘Marchpane?’


Will nodded vigorously—he loved the sweet almond paste.


‘On a golden plate?’


‘Yes’ said Will, ‘I think that’s fair.’


‘Hold on. Stay there and let me think,’ said Penry, stepping sideways into the shadows and backing away towards the concealing thicket of oak saplings. Looking back, he could still see Will standing patiently, turning the Elfstone over in his hands, the boy even gave it a polish on the sleeve of his linen doublet.


Penry had an idea. He gathered up some dead twigs and quickly wove them together, placing large green leaves and dandelion flowers on top; then he picked as many buttercups as he could find and heaped them up. Carefully he carried his construction back towards the wall, murmuring the phrases for a simple glamour he hoped would hold long enough to pass the trick off to the mortal boy. As he stepped from the shadows, the sun glistered brightly off what looked like a sumptuous stack of marzipan sweets gilded with real gold leaf. The vision was a little unsteady and flickered in and out of focus, but Penry hoped it was enough to fool the lad.


‘Here—Marchpanes and gold,’ Penry announced as he reached his side of the wall.


‘God love us!’ gasped Will.


‘Now—you hand me the stone and I’ll give you this golden platter.’


Will held the stone up to the sun to admire it one last time. ‘All right—you put the platter on the wall and I’ll give you your trinket.’


‘No. You give me the stone first.’


‘We count to three and do it both together,’ said Will. ‘One, two, three…’


Penry put the plate of glamoured buttercups down; they wavered slightly but still looked like luscious golden sweetmeats. Will tried to put the stone down beside the plate, but it felt like he was pushing against something strongly resistant. The harder he pushed, the more his hand holding the stone rebounded, not only that, the ‘something’ was sweeping him backwards step by step, away from the wall.


‘Hurry, hurry,’ shouted Penry.


‘I’m trying. I—can’t—push it—through.’


‘Try harder!’


‘I am!’ Just then, Will noticed the pile of delicious marzipan sweets was nothing but yellow buttercups and leaves.


‘You wanted to cheat me!’


‘No!’ said Penry, ‘Yes—because you’re nothing but a stupid mortal and that stone is mine! Mine! Mine! Mine!’ Penry was jumping up and down with rage. ‘It’s mine, and you’re a thief!’


Will folded his arms and looked stubborn, ‘Am not.’


Just then somebody from the yard called Will’s name, he turned his head at the sound. ‘I have to go.’


‘Nooooo, give me the stone!’


‘Later. I have to go.’


Penry screamed in frustration.


‘You can’t get to it, and neither shall I,’ said Will, ‘see, there’s a gap in the wall down at the bottom behind the grass. I shall put it there and hide it, and I’ll come back soon.’


‘I cannot see you!’ shouted Penry.


Will stepped forward with an effort, crouched down, then came up empty handed and pulled two small dark stones out from near the top of the wall. ‘Look, I’ll mark it with these, and there’s an acorn sprouted there as well so I know I can find it again.’


‘No, nonononono…!’


A voice came from behind Penry. ‘Little Master, has this mortal boy seen you?’


 


It was Penry’s nurse-gard, come to find him, drawn by his shouts and her master’s thrall laid on her to be ward to his son. The tall alfar-maid glided towards them; gowned in greens and soft greys it almost appeared that she’d stepped out of one of the tree trunks of the nearby wood. Will stood still, open-mouthed, as the Green Lady approached them.


‘This will not do Pentagaron, your father is waiting for us to leave.’


‘But… but…’ stuttered Penry.


‘But me no buts!’ She turned to face the child across the wall: ‘Boy—you shall fall asleep.’


She pointed at Will and fluttered her fingers in a complex gesture, ‘And everything you thought you saw and heard will be but a dream.’


Will blinked, yawned, and slowly sank to his knees and over to his side, and by the time he had curled up in the sun-warmed grass he was fast asleep. A voice called Will’s name again from the other side of the barn.


‘Come Penry, we must go immediately, or your father will be angry.’ She clasped Penry’s hand and swiftly drew him away.


While young William Shakespeare, curled up in the long grass… dreamed of beautiful fairies and mischievous sprites.




  




  Chapter One




Spring’s changeable weather had settled to become summer sunshine… punctuated now and again by some tremendous thunderstorms that blew in from the west of course. Rag and Boyd both missed their old school-friends’ company, but they were beginning to get used to the rhythm of life now they lived up here in the remote north-west of Scotland with Uncle Wulf. And there were so many things they couldn’t talk to their old friends about, or say what their new life was like, that they both drifted away from the online forums they used to use.


The shock of their mother’s sudden illness and rapid death was beginning to fade, especially since their father, once missing and presumed dead had now been returned to Wulf’s castle. The adventure of that rescue—which even they had to admit had been foolish for them to attempt alone—the dangerous discoveries it had involved had begun to be part of the ongoing strangeness of their new world. Apart from worries that their father’s ill-health was barely improving, this rural life was their new, and very busy, normal.


Schooling had started; the post-mistress from the village a few miles away came up to the castle twice a week in her post office van to teach them Maths. They had English Literature and Language lessons from a retired teacher who also lived in the village.


Today they were on their way home from their English lessons. The Long Brothers, Peat and Russ, two of the clan of broons that lived and worked at Uncle Wulf’s castle had driven down to collect them, and once they’d left the public roads, Boyd was having another go at driving the enormous old shooting-brake car. He was having trouble with the gear changes, particularly as this stretch of road was very winding. The screech of metal as the gears crashed together was enough to put Rag’s teeth on edge.


‘No, no!’ Peat said, ‘put your foot right down on the clutch and lift it gently… no, gently. Feel for…’ The gears meshed again with a screech… ‘…the bite,’ said Peat.


‘Awwww…!’ Peat’s brother Russ moaned aloud, his usually handsome young face screwed up into a wincing frown. ‘I think maybe that’s enough, Boyd. Either the car’s going to give out or I am.’


‘Sorry,’ Boyd spoke through gritted teeth, ‘I’m nearly… there…’ The gears crunched again as he slowed for the next hairpin bend.


‘Yep. That’s great. Pull over…’


‘Now?’


‘Yes, lad, just over here,’ said Peat


Boyd guided the car to a juddering stop. Russ sighed with relief.


‘You’re getting the hang of it, Boyd,’ said Peat, ‘but maybe we’ll keep the practise for the straight bits first… Hop out and I’ll take over.’


Boyd reluctantly got out of the driving seat and opened the rear door to change places with Russ and slide in beside his sister.


‘I still think if he can learn to drive then I should as well,’ she said.


Peat slid over into the driver’s seat, pushed his dark hair back from his face as his brother climbed in, slamming the car door after him. Peat started the car up and pulled away smoothly, ‘All in good time, Morag m’dear, all in good time…’ The good-looking young broon easily negotiated the next bend and slowly gained speed as they bumped down the track.


‘If we had a smaller car, I’m sure I’d be able to manage it better,’ said Boyd, ‘This one is very heavy to steer.’


‘All the better to build some muscles on you,’ said Russ with a grin, he looked over to the back seat and winked at Rag—who was getting used to the two dark-haired brothers’ amiable little jokes and bantering ways.


‘But if you did have a smaller car then I could have a go too,’ she said.


‘We’ve told you, lass,’ said Peat, ‘when you can reach the pedals on this one, then you can have a go at the driving.’


Rag leant back in the seat and folded her arms tightly over her chest.


‘Ah don’t look like that,’ said Peat who could see her face in the rear-view mirror. ‘Ecru has a load of herbs for you ready in the still-room when we get you home. And Boyd, you’re to help Gam in the glasshouse—and both of you—don’t be late for your archery practise this afternoon.’


 


That was the one good thing about home-schooling—they’d found other lessons were practical to the point they didn’t feel like classwork—it was just stuff they were learning to do from the other broons at work in Uncle Wulf’s household, which apparently varied, but at present numbered twelve.


Botany was gardening and herb-lore with Gam and his wife, Ecru—who created a whole pharmacy of salves and tinctures in her large still-room between the glasshouse and the kitchens; she coached them in preparing and preserving herbs and foodstuffs.


Biology ranged from water management to animal husbandry on both sides of the Veil that divided that strange Otherworld from their familiar ‘mannish’ world. They helped in tending to all sorts of creatures, from the normal farm animals, to the often weird and unfamiliar beasts of the Otherside—through to butchering rabbits, plucking chickens, and gutting fish. Rag didn’t mind the fish, but she was still squeamish about the rabbits.


‘Design and Technology’ was repairing fences, gates, and woodwork with Tan and Sandy, with the occasional bit of plumbing and building maintenance. There was also sewing, repairs, and the making of new garments with Sienna, and her twin sister, Sepia; the sisters also did leatherwork, making harnesses, bags, boots, and things. They had some basic cookery lessons—which came under both Chemistry and Survival Skills, according to Hazel’s assistant cook, Fallow—a younger, rather pretty, fair-haired version of Hazel, who seemed very fond of Peat.


Uncle Wulf set them History tasks to read about in the library… though both of them found a quick search of Wikipedia to be a useful shortcut! Geography lessons concentrated on map-reading and also included geology, understanding the landscape, and how to find their way without a compass—which might be with whichever broon they were outside with at the time.


They also learnt about Astronomy, and had begun horse-riding, archery, and some basic defence moves with sticks and staves, and for Boyd, with blunted practise swords—‘just in case…’ according to Peat. Rag insisted she wanted to learn ‘proper’ sword-fighting too, so Fallow was given the job of being her fencing-master, which initially made Rag sulk because Boyd was taught by Russ… who she secretly had a crush on… until she saw Boyd’s scraped knuckles and bruised arms—Russ and his brother did not give any quarter to their pupil!


 


Working and learning filled their days, and in the evenings they had books they were expected to read, poetry to learn by heart—Broonie, the Broon—chief among the household broons, had once been a bard and was unforgiving when they stumbled on a line. There was a whole selection of musical instruments in the music room for them to try out, though neither had settled on one to take-up seriously. They were encouraged to learn strategy games like chess and backgammon from the selection always ready in the drawing room.


 


They were busy, day and evening, with tasks about the farm and Keep, and with the animals in the enclave on the Otherside. But they made time every day to visit their father, going separately so he had more time with them. Lachlan was not well. Sometimes he knew them and would smile weakly and try to follow what they said, at other times he drifted in a dark, foggy place among shadows that could make him suddenly cry out. This frightened Rag, but Hazel was generally around when she visited her father, and would gently take the girl out of his room—often having to wipe away Rag’s tears. The little broon did her best to reassure her, but Rag could see her father wasn’t progressing well, and nobody could, or would, tell her why.


 


Muirdoch, the fearsome shape-shifting Water-horse, was slowly recovering from his own injuries sustained during their father’s rescue. He was keeping to his human form, having developed a nasty wound infection and septic fever to begin with, which had confined him to his rooms next-door to Uncle Wulf’s in the Otherside of the Keep. However, according to Russ, the Water-horse must be getting better and starting to heal properly, because he was becoming more and more bad-tempered whenever his dressings had to be changed.


One morning, when Rag and Boyd were doing their chores near the unicorn’s pen, this situation came to a dramatic head. From the Keep, somewhere above their heads, they suddenly heard an angry bellow, swiftly followed by a tremendous splash. They looked up towards the castle walls where a double-doored set of windows stood wide-open behind a stone-pillared balcony. They briefly glimpsed a flash of white diving from the balcony, before the sound of another large splash came from behind the high garden wall, soon followed by angry shouts and the noise of thrashing water.


Shortly afterwards, The Broon hurried out and planted himself, feet apart, arms folded across his chest, standing guard in front of a painted wooden door set in the grey stonework. From the other side of the tall sturdy wall they could hear more violent splashes… raised voices… and after a few minutes silence… sudden laughter. Broonie glared at them and waved them away to continue their chores. Soon after that, Russ and Peat appeared grinning from ear-to-ear, though they hid their smiles as they walked past Broonie, who glowered at them.


‘What was that? What’s going on?’ asked Rag.


‘Come away, and we’ll tell you,’ said Peat, ‘but not in front of Broonie.’


They walked down towards the next paddock—Russ and his brother could contain themselves no longer. They burst out in howls of laughter.


‘What?’ said Boyd.


Russ was holding his side to ease his ribs from the pain of laughing. ‘Oooh… Oooh… See it was Hazel took your man’s breakfast up as usual, and he said he didn’t want porridge, he wanted bacon—and then he took the whole tureen and threw it up the wall. Some hot splashes hit Hazel and she screamed, and the Laird came running in to see what was to do. Apparently, he took one look at all the mess, opened up the glass doors wide—picked Muirdoch up in both arms and threw him out the window!’


‘No!’ gasped Rag, ‘that’s two floors up!’


Peat nodded vigorously, ‘He did. Hazel saw it. Then the Laird strips off all his clothes and dives out after him, stark naked. That’s why Broonie is guarding the door to the pool garden. And all the lasses are forbidden from working in the rooms above it on this side. Broonie says if he finds any of them have been peeking out the windies, he’ll tan their hides.’


‘There’s a pool, a swimming pool?’ said Boyd.


‘Oh aye,’ said Russ quietening down and wiping his eyes, ‘his lordship had it made years and years ago when Muirdoch first came here.’


‘A proper pool?’ said Boyd, staring up at the surrounding wall. The splashing noises of vigorous swimming drifted into the air, along with more laughter.


‘Yes, it was when one of the dragons came visiting—before we came to live here,’ said Peat. ‘The broons had dug out a great big pit and lined it with clay brought from over the glen, then the dragon blew fire all over it—fired the clay hard, like rock. They diverted a wee brook and the pipes from the glasshouse boilers discharge into it too so the water’s warmed. It overflows down into the loch when it gets too full.’


‘Nobody mentioned there was a swimming pool,’ said Boyd. ‘I’d love to go swimming in a proper pool with warm water.’


Russ clapped him on the back, ‘I’m sure the Laird will agree to that—just not today, eh?’


Russ escorted them down towards the feeding hoppers. Another louder peal of laughter and the sound of more splashes drifted over the garden wall. Boyd turned his head to look back and sighed longingly, then followed Rag, who had hurried after the Long Brothers, towards the feeders and their next set of chores.


 


Later that evening at supper, the table in the small dining room was laid for four people. Rag and Boyd had taken their seats when Uncle Wulf and Muirdoch joined them, both of them looked cheerful, and although Muirdoch still favoured one leg he now moved with more of his characteristic easy grace. After the meal, Gam came to clear the table and Wulf told him they’d take coffee in the day-room across the hall; it was a small cosy room, with only two sofas and a couple of armchairs, when compared to the much larger formal drawing room. Contrary to its name, it was more often used in the evening when anyone wanted somewhere comfortable to read quietly.


‘We should talk about what’s to become of your parent’s house,’ Wulf began, as they settled into the chairs.


‘I don’t want to sell it!’ said Rag immediately.


‘No. That is not my suggestion,’ continued Uncle Wulf, ‘while Lachlan is still… ill, it will be impossible for you three to live there.’ Wulf raised a hand to stall further interruption. ‘So I propose we bring everything you decide to keep up here. We can arrange for any furniture you especially want to be stored, or brought here by a removal company, and the house itself can be rented out rather than left empty.’


Boyd frowned, ‘It was our home…’


‘It still could be,’ said Rag.


‘Yes, it still could be, but not yet,’ said Muirdoch, ‘your father is still thralled, he’s not well enough to leave us.’


‘How long will it take? For him to recover?’ Boyd asked.


Wulf and Muirdoch exchanged glances.


‘But he will recover—won’t he?’ Rag said, looking from one to the other of the two.


Uncle Wulf nodded slowly, ‘Yes, I do believe he can, but… time is another matter.’


‘And do you not think of the Keep as home? All the broons say you seem to enjoy your life here?’ said Muirdoch.


Boyd was surprised Muirdoch had even asked about them—he’d always seemed quite aloof the few times they’d seen him in the weeks since they bought their father back—but then, he thought, both the horse… and the man-part of Each Uisge must have felt increasingly confined hobbling around in his room… never mind his bird aspect!


Ecru had mentioned to Boyd when they were mixing salves that to begin with, though everything had seemed well, Muirdoch quickly developed a raging fever from his wounds, which had turned bad, and that had made them heal slowly. Something which left Muirdoch increasingly frustrated, and probably accounted for the outburst of temper this morning, thought Boyd, suddenly aware that Rag was talking.


‘So how are you going to get there? What will you bring back—can I go too?’


‘I thought it would be better for you both to go. You and your brother can choose what you want to keep with you here. And decide what you want to be stored if you don’t want it now.’


‘I want my mother’s paints and pictures,’ said Rag


Uncle Wulf nodded, ‘Of course.’


‘And Dad’s books and papers,’ added Boyd.


‘Absolutely. Everything you think he will eventually want, you should bring back with you.’


‘But that’s a lot of things, we can’t carry it on our own,’ said Rag.


‘Of course not, child—Russ and Peat will drive you down in the car, and you can fill it.’


Boyd nodded, ‘Yes that should do it.’


He smiled at the thought of reclaiming the things from his old bedroom—until another thought swiftly followed—did he still want them? And just thinking of that made him feel disloyal to his mother’s memory, and his father—it had been their home too. He frowned at his own thoughts.


“When are we going? Rag demanded, ‘Soon?’


‘In a day or two when I have made the necessary arrangements,’ said Uncle Wulf.


‘Cool!’


‘Umm,’ began Boyd, ‘…it is a very long drive… is there any other way to get there?’


Muirdoch snorted with laughter, ‘Already. He will be wanting a Pegasus-pony next!’


Wulf raised his eyebrows at Muirdoch, and gave a tiny shake of his head, before turning to Boyd. ‘Other means of transport… would leave you on the wrong side of the Veil when you got there, and having a unicorn cut an entrance for you… might be more noticeable than we would like.’


‘Oh—I suppose…’ said Boyd.


Rag interrupted him, instantly alert. ‘What are Pegasus-ponies? Are they flying horses? You have flying horses? Really?’


Muirdoch avoided catching Wulf’s eye, and busied himself with the coffee tray. Uncle Wulf heaved a sigh, ‘Yes, there are such creatures, and no, you cannot have one—not yet anyway.’


‘But I could have a flying pony? For real?’ Rag bounced in her armchair.


Wulf raised a hand. ‘Not until I am satisfied you can ride well enough.’


‘Oh, I’ll practise—every day. I really will, Uncle Wulf!’


‘Ummmmm—we shall see. That goes for you also, Boyd.’


‘Actually, I’d prefer to have driving lessons—and is it alright if I use the swimming pool, please?’ said Boyd, looking across at Muirdoch.


Uncle Wulf smiled, ‘that can be arranged. In the meantime, if you want to go upstairs you are free to leave us. I will tell you both more about our arrangements very soon.’


Rag and Boyd got up to leave; Rag was still fizzing with excitement at the thought of her own flying horse.


‘Goodnight Uncle Wulf. Goodnight Muirdoch—thank you,’ said Boyd. Muirdoch inclined his head slightly and smiled.


‘Night!’ Rag called, already out of the door.


 


Once they’d left, Wulf rang the servant’s bell; shortly afterwards Gam scratched the door and entered. He gave a small bow.


‘Gam—ask Russet and Peat to come to me now.’


‘Here, laird?’


Wulf nodded, ‘Yes, send them up straight away.’


Muirdoch stirred his coffee cup. ‘You noticed the boy still wears that gold torc about his arm?’


Wulf nodded, he checked the pot to see if there was more coffee.


‘Will you speak to him?’


Wulf shrugged, satisfied there was another cup left. ‘When the time comes. I believe the torc has settled itself on him.’


‘You’re not worried?’


‘Too soon to be worried, perhaps a little concerned, but… to him it is simply a bracelet he found. I shall leave it that way, at present.’


A soft scratching at the door interrupted them.


‘Come,’ said Wulf.


The door opened, Russ and Peat entered, evidently having quickly brushed their long, unruly hair as it lay flatter than usual. They both gave Wulf a small bow.


‘Good,’ said Wulf, ‘I have a task for you—come closer.’


The brothers walked over to where Wulf sat.


‘I have your loyalty?’


‘Aye, lord.’


‘Always, lord.’


Wulf smiled and nodded. He held out his hand, and in turn each of them bent formally to brush their lips against his knuckles and the heavy, engraved gold seal ring he wore.


‘I trust both of you to defend me and mine…’


‘Of course, lord,’ said Peat quickly, ‘with our lives.’


‘I hope not this time, Peat of the Broons,’ Wulf smiled, ‘but I do ask if you will take on a wardship for me.’


‘Laird?’ said Russ.


‘The day after tomorrow I wish you to drive Morag and Boyd to their old home so they may collect their possessions. They will be in your charge. You know they are precious to me, as were their parents. Will you bear my ward upon you while you are their Gard?’


The brothers gave each other a quick glance before both of them placed their right hands to their chests and bowed low.


‘Aye lord, we accept,’ said Peat.


‘Aye, that we do’ added Russ.


Wulf nodded in acknowledgement of their pledge. ‘Bare your left fore-arm and take turns to kneel before me.’


The brothers rolled up their sleeves, Russ looked apprehensive, but Peat winked at him encouragingly, and then knelt before Wulf, holding his bared arm out. Wulf took Peat’s arm and laid it wrist upwards over his knee. He took off his ring, turned the inset seal over to reveal a tiny razor-sharp shard embedded in the underside. He pressed his forefinger onto the shard, and bright blood welled up from the cut. Then he pressed the still bloody barb into the middle of Peat’s forearm, and murmured a few words under his breath. Peat hissed at the sharp pain. Wulf withdrew the ring, and with his bloody fingertip, swiftly drew a complex, knotted pattern above and below the tiny cut on Peat’s forearm. The alfar blew along the fine crimson trail laid over the muscle; it vanished instantly.


The broon looked down and could see the now pearl-white pattern twisting slowly just beneath his skin like a pale serpent. Peat bowed his head once in acknowledgment and stood up, moving aside so his brother could take his place at the laird’s knee.


 


As they walked back to the kitchen’s sitting room, Russ rubbed hard at his forearm.


‘It doesn’t hurt,’ said Peat.


‘No,’ said Russ, ‘but it itches.’ He pulled his sleeve up to look at his bare arm; the pearly pattern beneath his skin gently swirled in mesmerising knots.


‘Well stop scratching and it’ll keep still.’


‘Easy for you to say,’ mumbled Russ.


‘Och away! Stop scratching—and I’ll get wee Fallow to be a good lass and sneak us a drop of whisky each,’ said Peat.


‘Oooh. Fine thought!’ said Russ, cheering up at the idea.


‘And, my wee brother, you’re always saying you want to get out an’ about a bit more… Now’s your chance!’


‘How far is it anyway?’


‘Oh a dare say it’ll be a good few hours’ drive,’ said Peat.


‘And how far is that?’ said Russ… before they were enveloped by the light and warmth of the kitchen-parlour where the other broons were relaxing after finishing the chores of the day.




  




  Chapter Two




In the middle of England, the same red-brick and timber farmhouse basked again in the midsummer sunshine; it sagged a bit, the bricks had flaked and the roof was mossy… but then it was about 450 years later! Otherwise, thought Penry, it hasn’t changed that much. Though its surroundings had—the oaks that were once verdant on both sides of the divide had all gone on that side, not a stump remained, and the approach to the old farm was now surrounded by dark, smooth-surfaced roads, rows of houses… and lots of people. He knew they couldn’t see him through the Veil; the more attuned ones might have a feeling of being watched, but they wouldn’t see who by.


Penry circled the grounds, looking for the right place—behind the barns, but slightly to one side. There should be a wall… then he saw it, and he remembered what the boy had said ‘there’s an acorn shoot…’


The shoot was now a 450-year-old oak tree, and it’s spreading roots and expanding girth had demolished a substantial piece of the original dry-stone wall. What remained had been re-built to curve around the trunk, before it ran off to border a grassy area, before colliding with a tall hawthorn hedge that ran across its path.


Around him on his side of The Veil, the land was grassy Common lightly studded with trees, the grass kept short by the wide-horned cattle the villagers grazed there; big, white beasts that stood as tall as he was at the shoulder. Nobody was in sight, which was a good thing; he didn’t want to be seen by the village folk, they would question what a young svartalfar was doing here, especially one alone. Their houses were some way away and Penry had thought it unlikely he’d be seen, and even if he was—he was sure he could talk his way out of any problem. Or, if it came to it, he could summon his personal Gard—the one he’d been very careful to ‘lose’ before he came down here. A mixture of persuading, cajoling and insisting on having his way, had forced one of his father’s men to bring him here using the warrior’s Vortex to instantly transport him.


He found a combination of silky smiles, veiled threats, and easily-forgotten promises got him most things he wanted, at least when he was outside the hearing of his Gard—who, very unreasonably, thought privileges needed to be earnt! In getting what he wanted, he modelled himself closely on his father; even if he was the fifth and youngest son, he would make his father proud. Which is why he had returned here, determined to retrieve what he’d lost all those years ago.


 


He could still remember his father’s curses when they’d returned to the first of the mountain fortresses to rest the Pegasus mounts overnight—they were strong fliers, but needed a break every few hours. His father had called for the casket so he could inspect the tribute from the Fair Folk—the one he’d cajoled from them with silky smiles, scarcely veiled threats and empty promises. He was furious to find the ornate ivory casket was empty.


Penry had hidden, quaking with fear that he might be discovered, but his father had never even considered that the babe of the family might have taken it. He was sure one of the fairs had stolen the stone away before they left the convocation. He raged and cursed, then dispatched his own guards to retrieve his ‘gift’. Using the Vortex to get there and back, they returned an hour or so later, their hands and armour spattered with blue fair blood, to report that The Court was gone and the few stragglers they had caught had denied everything, right until their painful end.


The Svart Lord was incandescent with fury, even the Guard-Captain kept his eyes on the ground, but ranting, raging and throwing the furniture around didn’t bring the stone back, even if it relieved his father’s temper. At that point, Penry certainly wasn’t going to volunteer any information as to its whereabouts. The atmosphere of the remaining journey home was prickly with his father’s barely contained anger—everyone had performed their tasks as dutifully and swiftly as possible so as not to raise his father’s wrath again.


 


Penry gave an involuntary shiver at the memory—never since, well almost never, had he seen his father so enraged. It was only quite recently that he had discovered the rarity and true importance of the curious crystal and what it could do, and why his father had wanted it. Knowing the real power of something that as a small child he only thought of as a pretty plaything had made him concoct this plan to get it back—and prove to his father he was as good, if not better, than his brothers. He’d show them! He was pretty sure he could find the hiding place, although having seen how things had changed… but it should still be there. All he needed was for someone to invite him across…


The main attractions provided to visitors to the old farm seemed to be away from this side of the barns, which was good. He could study the remains of the wall and work out which way the oak tree had grown—these stones, so he’d heard, reached for the light, it wouldn’t have let itself be buried too deeply, at least that’s what he hoped. He stood among the shadows of the remaining trees in his Otherworld and watched carefully for somebody to come by.


 


 


Mackenzie was bored. It was hot, and she’d had enough history for one day. Coming on this Performing Arts trip while her mother did the Climate Change conference had seemed like a great idea. Her mother as chief representative for the United States of America had to be there every day for meetings, consultations, and whatever else they did. She’d told Mac that even at 15, there was no way she could stay at a London hotel on her own for a whole week, but if she went to Warwickshire with her performing arts group on this student exchange Summer School thing, why then afterwards they could have two whole weeks together and go to Paris AND Rome! And it had been sort of ok to begin with, but staying with the English family in their tiny house, in their tiny spare bedroom, had lost its gloss. She was getting bored with them, and bored with Shakespeare; she preferred modern plays, or even better, parts in movies or TV. The other girls might think it was dreamy to play Ophelia or Juliet, but if she had to, she wanted to be Puck, or Portia, or maybe Henry V—and she had a suspicion that some of them thought she wasn’t ‘right’ for playing Shakespeare, even after they’d been to the theatre in Stratford and seen black actors making up half the cast.


 


The others were absorbing the atmosphere ‘Wow, do you think Shakespeare could have stood, like, right here?’ Or they were trying to flirt with the only two male, costumed guides that were under 50. Mac had found a couple of the women talking about family life in Elizabethan times interesting, but she didn’t care about the farm animals, so she’d wandered off to look for a wifi signal and somewhere to sit down.


It was a hot, sunny day and this patch of shaded grass looked like a good spot for some ‘me-time’. She was just choosing between full sun or dappled shade when she suddenly noticed the spiky-haired guy standing in the shadows. She could have sworn he wasn’t there a minute ago. He was weirdly dressed in black and grey, with long hair spiked at the front almost like an anime character; she’d have missed him if he hadn’t waved to attract her attention. She sighed—she did not want to be instructed about anything else that happened on Elizabethan farms! He was smiling, so she had to smile back… and, on closer inspection, he did have a rather cute smile.


 


‘Hello.’ Penry approached the old stone barrier, where a wild rose was doing its best to get its roots deep between the rocks and make even more of the wall fall down.


‘Hi,’ said Mac.


‘Are you visiting?’


‘Yeah, with my friends—are you… working here?’


‘Me? No, no just passing through, same as you must be,’ said Penry vaguely, adding with a winning smile, ‘I like your shoes.’


‘What, these? These are last seasons, but my mom is going to buy the new Nikes when we’re in Paris’


‘Ooooh… ’ said Penry, not understanding but still smiling encouragingly.


‘You sure you don’t work here? Only your clothes are… a bit…’


‘Really? Yes, I suppose. My family—they’re quite independent. You could even say out of this world.’ Penry smiled at his little joke.


‘Oo, I get it, that’s cool. I like Alternative, especially that sort of Goth look… stuff …but, you know how it is—my mom, her job, she says I have to make a good impression.’


‘Your mother has an important job?’


‘I guess.’


Penry continued looking into her eyes and smiling, making Mac feel quite a bit warmer than the air temperature should have made possible. A flush crept into her brown cheeks making them quite rosy; she looked down, noticing that although this Emo-kid wore boots they weren’t DMs, but something more sort of historical looking, like riding boots or something. And he was so pretty! She found herself wondering what his long, shiny black hair smelt like…


 


Penry pushed his glamour as hard as he could. It wasn’t a proper thrall to have her completely under his will, he wasn’t strong enough to achieve that yet, but he wanted her to agree to what he asked—it was part of his plan to get through the Veil that divided their worlds.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Mackenzie, but everyone calls me Mac.’


‘Hello Mac, I’m Penry.’


‘Penry—that’s unusual.’


Penry gave a thrilling little laugh, designed to send shivers down her spine. ‘Well Mac, we’re an unusual family.’


Mac could feel herself grinning like a fool, but he was really, really cute.


‘We have lots of old traditions—did you know it’s always considered very rude to enter a property without being invited? You’ll need to ask me in if you want to meet me properly.’


‘Really? I thought that was vampires and stuff.’


‘Sorry?’


‘Never mind.’


‘Anyway,’ Penry continued, ‘to cross the wall, you have to invite me over the threshold. And to show you mean it, without wishing me harm, you need to make a welcome gesture—by spilling a drop of your blood.’


‘Shut up!’


‘It’s true. I have seen it done—you have to pierce your fingertip, just a little, and leave a drop of blood on the stone—it placates the gods of the boundaries.’
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