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Introduction




In this book we have to presuppose the reality of reincarnation, i.e. the continuance of life before and after death, and the reintroduction of the same ‘spiritual entity’ into the physical realm in different times and places, often for the purpose of working out some unresolved matter from a previous life. In the present day, a large proportion of the world’s population, mainly in the East but growing rapidly in the West, holds this belief. In ancient times the Celtic Druids certainly had faith in reincarnation; indeed, debts were often carried over from one life to the next, payment legally enforced. The Bronze Age people of this book, c. 1500-1450BC, lived long before the Iron Age Celtic Druids came to the British Isles... but the belief in reincarnation was probably already here, hinted at in ancient legends and expressed in the circle, the spiral and the vortex — their most frequent and insistent symbolic images.




In this book we also have to presuppose that the realm we see with our eyes and kick with our feet is only one of the many realms we inhabit. Invisible presences are everywhere — either emanating from ourselves, or belonging to other realms altogether — and as ‘real’ as anyone we might invite to dinner.




The Temple of the Sun at Haylken is called Avebury in modern times, and is still to be seen in Wiltshire, England. “The Haunted Mound” is now called Silbury Hill. Both monuments are thought to be nearly 5000 years old.













Chapter 1




Wardyke’s shadow




Urak caused the drum to be sounded deep into the night, her bony hands moving too fast for human sight as she beat the taut hide hour after hour in the oppressive and listening darkness.




The voice of the drum and the voice of its echo mingled and blurred, rumbling and growling until the sky answered. Only then did Urak lift her hands and give the high, thin call that would give the drum rest. When the lightning came it picked out her figure on the top of the mountain, arms wide and high, head tilted to the sky, counting with her heartbeats the pacing of the thunderclaps. Nearer the storm came, and nearer — until the thunder struck at the same time as the lightning.




‘Bring me a worthy acolyte...’ was the message the rising wind scattered among the mountains, hissed through the branches of the trees, hurled through the narrow ravines.




‘Give me a name... a face... someone to call... someone to teach... someone to carry on my work...’




The long cloak she wore flapped around her and cast giant shadows across the valley. For a moment it looked as though she would lift off and beat her wings into the storm.




‘I have been tormented by fools...’ she howled. ‘Send me someone who will learn quickly... who will understand...’




She was an old woman, her skin a mass of folds. The hair that swirled around her was as white as smoke, never cut since the moment of her birth. She had sent away a score of apprentices in her long life, never satisfied, never ready to share her deepest secrets with anyone she did not consider her equal. But who could ever equal her, mighty witch-woman of the mountains, seasoned sorceress of nearly a hundred summers? Lately she had felt time slipping away from her: she could hear death whispering behind her, and she knew she had trained no one fully to follow her.




She tried to hold the rain back for she knew that once the rain burst from the black cloud that pressed so heavily down on the brow of her mountain, the storm-power she needed to use would be defused. With her own will she forced the cloud to hold its burden.




Once again her voice rang out.




Once again the wind carried her message.




In the livid light before the next whip-crack of thunder, she thought she glimpsed another figure on the rock platform beside her.




Her thin body was shaking with the strain of calling the storm and holding it poised. There was almost unbearable pain in every limb — but she knew she must hold on.




The next flash confirmed that she was no longer alone.




A man was before her — his eyes, the eyes of the dead.




She closed her own eyes and saw him still, held as an afterimage, accurate in every detail.




‘Your name?’ she asked in the language of the dead.




‘Wardyke,’ he said, his voice crackling like dry kindling in fire. Wardyke! She knew the name from a time when he had been her apprentice... one who had pleased her more than most.




‘Wardyke,’ she hissed, and felt the first hard hammer-blow of the rain. ‘Give me a name! Give me someone worthy to train as my heir, someone who will succeed in destroying the Temple of the Sun where I have failed, someone who will make Guiron wish he had never been conceived in the womb of Time — let alone born to cross my path in this life...’




Wardyke smiled darkly. He too had been the victim of Guiron’s power as High Priest of the Temple of the Sun. It was Guiron who had refused him the final prestigious mark of initiation into the priesthood after his long and arduous training at the Temple. It was Guiron who had masterminded the forces that had defeated him on the field of battle. And before that — in another lifetime — there had been another wrong not yet paid for... Wardyke had a great deal of bitterness to share with this wild and fearsome woman of the mountains.




He smiled because he knew a way to avenge both Urak and himself that was so neat, so economical, so marvellously simple and cruel, that she could not help but be delighted with it. He would give her a name that rang in the heart of both Guiron and Kyra, his two most hated enemies. He would give her an heir that no one would suspect until it was too late: an heir that would destroy the Temple from within. Urak would not regret calling his shadow up from those dark regions in which it had lain festering for so long. She would be proud of her one-time pupil. She and he would achieve together what neither of them had been able to achieve alone.




‘Deva,’ he said, his eyes darker than a cavern that had never seen the light. ‘Deva, daughter of Kyra.’




Urak did not know the name Deva. She did not know the name Kyra. Her quarrel had been with Guiron and, before him, with other High Priests of the Temple of the Sun who had tried to prevent the spread of her power.




‘Who is this Deva?’ she called. ‘Who is this Kyra?’ But the pressure of the cloud above her was now too strong for her to hold back and she could feel her will giving way, her body crumpling. The image of Wardyke was fading, the echo of his words diminishing until finally it was drowned out by the thunderous beat of the raindrops on the rock as the cloud burst. On her knees in the deluge she still tried to reach him, tried to learn more about the name he had given her... but all she could hear now was the clamour of a million tiny chattering rain voices warning her that she might pay dearly for the name she had been given, that she should not accept it lightly...




* * * *




The slave who served Urak, Boggoron, found her in the morning, soaked through and shivering, gibbering a name he did not know. He carried her to her cave and saw that the hearth fire was banked up. The storm had passed and the mountains rang with the sound of water on rock, birds greeting the sunshine, a shepherd calling his sheep.




* * * *




The same dawn saw Deva, daughter of Kyra, many days’ journey to the east of Urak’s mountain fastness, stirring and waking beside her husband Gya. A thin beam of sunlight driving through a small gap in the curtain pricked her eyelids like a needle. She tossed her head impatiently and turned over, her back to the window. But the damage had been done. She was awake and the birds, uttering every variety of trill and pipe and warble, insisted that the day was already under way and she was missing it.




She turned back again to the young man still asleep beside her and pulled the rug aside so that she could see the firm and muscular landscape of his back. She kissed the nape of his neck and then worked her way down his arm, pausing to give his elbow a sharp bite. He woke with a jerk and slapped at the place she had bitten. She laughed and bit him on the hip. He heaved over on his back and took her roughly in his arms, shaking her and then kissing her. But now that he was awake and she had him roused, she suddenly lost interest and pulled away, slipping from the bed and taunting him by standing naked just out of his reach. She felt restless, as though she wanted something, but she didn’t know what. A short while ago it would have been Gya. Then she could not have enough of his loving. But now... She reached for her wrap and covered herself.




He stared at her intently for a few moments, and then turned his shoulder to her, his fists clenched. He knew her well enough not to insist on anything when she had that expression on her face. He was fully awake now, and angry. He was angry with her and angry with himself. He wished he was not bound so close to her: wished that he could live without her. He told himself a thousand times that he had not chosen her — she had chosen him. He had walked into this community, its wood and reed houses clustered in the valley of Haylken near the Temple of the Sun, a free bowman, the hero who had helped to overthrow the armies of Groth, honoured, admired, in a position to take any woman he wanted. He could see them now, the young girls, clustering around him, their eyes begging for the slightest crumb of his attention. But Deva had swept them all aside. With a flash of her jet-dark eyes and a swing of her long raven’s-wing hair she had led him firmly from the others and set him beside herself at the victory feast. He had been astonished at her beauty and her boldness, and awed by the splendour of her dress, the great clasp of amber and gold that held her light cloak to her creamy-white shoulder, the gold bracelets that gleamed on her slender arms. He remembered, as a drowning man remembers the last glimpse of dry land as he sinks beneath the surface of the water, the comfortable and rounded contours of Farla, a less frightening beauty, on the other side of the long table, before he succumbed completely to the spell of Deva, daughter of the High Priest Khu-ren and his wife Kyra, mighty Lords of the Sun, the most powerful and respected people in the land.




Deva was getting dressed. He could hear her moving about the room. What would she do so early in the morning? Today was probably market day. She would be out before anyone else, making sure she had first choice of all the goods the merchants brought in, all the food the farmers stacked in such neat piles. She needn’t have bothered — for everyone knew her and everyone loved her and she would be given the first chance to acquire anything worth having that came into the Haylken community this day. Sometimes he called her a magpie. She seemed to need to accumulate things. He had seen her so often, flushed and bright-eyed, bargaining for some length of cloth or basket of willow wands that he knew she didn’t need. Crowds would gather round her, enjoying the heated exchange between the young woman and the salty old merchant, egging her on as she lowered the value of the goods for barter. And then, when she had him cornered, she would suddenly lose interest and move on to the next one. He would have thought the merchants would hate her for the way she teased them, but they did not — and nor did he. They, like him, probably remembered the times when she gave in suddenly, capriciously, beautifully.




She leant down and kissed the top of his head just before she left the room and he heard her humming as she stepped lightly out into the early morning sunlight. ‘Next time,’ he thought, ‘next time I won’t let her get away with it.’ He drifted back to sleep, pleasantly imagining how he would make love to her the next time she woke him as she had this morning.




* * * *




Isar awoke troubled. For the first time in many years he had dreamed about his father — not Karne, who had brought him up with loving care, but his natural father, Wardyke, who had raped his mother Fern, and who had been killed in the war between the Spear-lords.




As soon as he opened his eyes the dream began to slip away, as an intruder would when the master of the house begins to stir. Isar lay on his back staring at the wooden beams above him and the thatch that kept the weather out. The grey light of early dawn had entered through the window he kept unshuttered in all but the worst weather. Lark, who lay beside him still wrapped in sleep, hated the dark and was comforted to see the stars from their bed. She was usually awake with the dawn like her namesake, but this day she lay curled up with her hand over her eyes as though she didn’t want to face the day.




Isar tried to remember what he had dreamed. The impression of Wardyke’s presence was strong, but he could recall none of the details. He wished Lark was awake. He felt the need to talk about Wardyke. Strange after all these years! He thought he had put him out of his life forever. He kissed the shoulders of his wife and held her close. She stirred and turned to him with a sleepy smile. Lark, the girl who had saved his life more than once during that dreadful conflict with Groth and his followers, her tongue cut out on Na-Groth’s orders, a stranger to the Haylken community, was yet as close to him now as his own heartbeat.




Drifting between sleep and waking, Lark caught the shadow in Isar’s eyes and touched his lips with her fingers. She couldn’t speak but she could communicate with her hands, her eyes and her thoughts, and she had taught Isar that tongue-talk is only a very small part of the human dialogue. But Isar needed to use word-sound this morning, he needed to push out into the open what he was feeling. He needed to rid himself of the strange, haunting mix of emotions he had always had regarding Wardyke... As he talked Lark listened quietly, fascinated — her intent grey-blue eyes never leaving her husband’s face, seeing how he wavered between the love and loyalty of the distant past and the revulsion Wardyke had generated more recently. She saw an image of the man, tall and lean, with dark and penetrating eyes, aquiline nose, sharp and determined chin. The image was so clear in her mind’s eye she wondered for a moment if he were really there, in the chamber, watching them. She shuddered and buried her face against Isar’s shoulder. She prayed that the old chain was well and truly broken and that Wardyke would never again return to interfere in Isar’s life. With Guiron far away, Wardyke dead and Deva apparently happily married to Gya, it had seemed as though Isar was free at last to live a new life — but now, she wondered...




* * * *




Kyra was already in the Temple when the first light came. She too had sensed the stirring of an old danger and was preparing to combat it in the most effective way she knew — by calling on the help of the spirit-realms, by gathering strength from her peers across the world and across time. Khu-ren, her husband and High Priest of the Temple, was not with her. He had celebrated the turn into spring with them — the moment when the sap begins to rise and the travelling birds return — and was now on a progress through the land, visiting other communities, encouraging and strengthening bonds with the mother Temple, and making a particular point of calling on those priests who were failing to keep up regular contact through the thought-channels.




Like a silver shadow she slipped over the wooden bridge that spanned the deep protective ditch round the huge circle of standing stones. She greeted the night watchman and he stood aside for her, smiling as all people smiled when the Lady Kyra passed by. Khu-ren, her Egyptian husband, was admired; but she was loved. Although she had a married daughter, her step was still as light and firm as a young girl’s, and her hair, standing out around her this early dawn, was still like a fiery cloak of spun gold.




‘Stay in peace,’ she said softly as she passed.




‘Go in peace,’ he replied. It was too early for the dawn ceremonies — but the Lady could go where she pleased.




The grass under her bare feet was cold, a touch of late spring frost sparkling like powdered crystal on the leaves and stalks. She hardly felt it, pleased to be treading directly on the earth.




She did not use the three tall stones at the centre of the inner northern ring, the most sacred and powerful place in the whole system of circles, but went directly to her favourite stone — one she always turned to when she had a personal problem. It was an outer stone of the northern ring, the one against which Khu-ren had stood in that long-gone time when she had first called the Lords of the Sun to her aid, when she had not yet seen him in the flesh but already knew from his spirit-form that she loved him.




She leaned her back against it, looking outwards to the mighty stones of the main circle and the ridge beyond them. She would have seen nothing of the landscape surrounding the Temple even if it had been light, for the ridge would have prevented that, but she could always see the sky. She tipped her head back so that her golden hair flowed over the stone. She watched the subtle and gradual adjustment of colour tones as the earth prepared to receive the Light-giver, the King of Kings. She knew the sun was only the visible cipher for the invisible God, the Nameless One, but the miracle of the rising never ceased to fill her with awe. The sky was lightening to the purple of iris and gentian. One by one the stars were disappearing until, in a pale green dome, one enormous diamond hung, the morning star, the herald of the day, with its entourage of birds.




* * * *




Her husband, Khu-ren, in a distant forest, waking on his bed of moss and dry fern, looked up through the high canopy of branches and saw, blazing through an intricate net of twigs and new leaves, the morning star. He looked into its eye and smiled, knowing that Kyra had found a way to be with him; and then he frowned, for the star was already gone, and a shadow had touched his heart. Was it a warning from Kyra about dangers he would have to face, or was it a call for help against dangers that she had to face? He started to compose himself for spirit-travel, preparing to join her in the Temple — where she must surely be in order to send out such a powerful beam of thought. Before he could leave his body, however, he was distracted by a sound from above and to the left. He turned his head to find that he was being closely watched by the huge and unblinking eyes of an owl.




Khu-ren felt strange — as though he were under some kind of spell, as though someone were deliberately suspending time, deliberately holding him back. He became totally absorbed in his observation of the owl. Every detail of feather and beak, of folded wing, of claw on twig, fascinated him. All the time the light was growing stronger and the creature clearer. Its eyes seemed to stare dispassionately into his innermost thoughts, and by doing so, seemed to blot them out one by one, until his mind was left a blank. He no longer remembered the message of the star, no longer remembered that he had been about to try to make contact with Kyra.




At last the owl moved, and was gone instantly, disappearing into the shadows as though it had never been. Khu-ren ran to the foot of the tree on which it had perched, but there was no sign of it — nor had he heard any sound of beating wings. If it had been an apparition, its ‘sending’ was not from the Temple. He had not missed the malevolence of its penetrating gaze. Hastily he gathered up his possessions, anxious to leave the place.




* * * *




In the great house of the Spear-lord, overlooking the sprawling community of the Temple of the Sun at Haylken, Kyra’s brother Karne half woke to find that his wife Fern was not beside him, and turned over to sleep his dreamless sleep. She often left when first light came. He knew if he looked for her he would find her in her garden. There were three children apart from Isar, and the only time she really had for herself was before they woke in the morning. Sometimes even that was taken away by their youngest, who woke with the birds, but this day, mercifully, he was lying with his thumb in his mouth, breathing steadily, when she crept past him. Karne was the Spear-lord of his village, the first of his people to have that privilege, and the Spear-lord’s lady had not only her own family to attend to, but a constant stream of supplicants and guests.




Fern loved the early morning. It was true the night gave one respite from the noise and bustle of the day, and the difficulties that seemed insoluble at sunset were often sorted out when the mind was still; but the darkness carried its own burdens, and nightmares could creep in below one’s guard. In the morning everything was fresh and new... all good things seemed possible.




She drew her woollen cloak closer over her night shift. It was still very cold, but she knew the sun was returning, and she could stand anything as long as the sun was on its way. Winter was not a good time for her. She hated the long dark when her companions, the plants and the trees, shut themselves down. For months she could have no communication with them. The wind howled through their bare branches with its own voice, not theirs, and she felt alone when she walked over the crackling brown bracken of the forest.




Now everything was stirring again. She could feel the movement inside her rowan tree when she rested her cheek against its bark. Every cell was vibrant with activity — the sap rising through the twigs, pushing out the leaf shoots and the tiny curled blossom buds. Everywhere the earth was cracking open as the green shouldered its way out of the dark towards the returning sun.




Every morning and evening at the same time three geese flew diagonally over her garden, uttering their strange raucous cries. She smiled as she heard them approaching now. Their regularity was comforting though she could never understand why they flew from one apparently identical pool of water to another a few miles away each day and returned to the first each night. Sometimes they dropped feathers for her as they passed. She had a collection of bird feathers in a little wooden box Isar had made for her, the lid beautifully carved with images of birds. She sometimes allowed her daughter Inde to look through them and choose some to play with. The best and largest ones she herself had woven into the slender golden ring she wore around her head sometimes on ceremonial occasions. Her long red-gold hair had a few strands of grey in it now, and she was not as slender as she had been as a young girl, but when her hair was piled on top of her head under the feather crown, and her best green cloak was caught at her shoulder with an amber and gold clasp, she did not look like the mother of four children, one of whom was already grown to manhood.




The geese passed but dropped no feathers this day. Fern went from plant to plant in her garden, tenderly freeing a shoot from the weight of a stone here, placing a stick for a tendril to grasp there. For some reason she began to think about Wardyke. Puzzled, she told herself it must be because she was paying such attention to the new growth coming through. It reminded her of the time her forest began to grow again after Wardyke had cruelly burned it down. She had hated Wardyke and he had raped her, but she no longer carried bitterness for this. Had not this evil brought about her handsome and much-loved son Isar? But she found it difficult to forgive the burning of her forest. She still woke sometimes in the night with tears streaming down her cheeks, unable to tell Karne what was troubling her. It seemed to her she could hear her green children screaming as the flames devoured their branches and tumbled the trunks that had taken so many centuries to grow. It was true a new forest had sprung up again from the charred remains of the old one — buckthorn and dogwood, hazel and alder and ash — but her mighty oaks and the yew trees that seemed to have been growing from before time began were gone, and in this life she would not see them grow to that size again.




‘Why do I remember this now?’ she thought angrily. ‘It’s a long time since I’ve had that dream.’ She shook her head, trying to shake away the memory. The light had been steadily strengthening since she left her bed, and the long rays of the sun were beginning to pick out the frost crystals on certain tall grass leaves so that they momentarily blazed with light and then dissolved. ‘I will not think of Wardyke,’ she told herself. ‘He has no place in our lives now.’ But her tryst with the dawn had been spoiled and for once she was not sorry when she heard the call of her second son, Jan.




Jan was a boy of eleven summers, restless and energetic, usually his father’s companion when he rode or strode about the valley, but not averse to working with his mother in the garden when there was nothing else to do. He came running down the path, ready for the day, impatient that no one else was up and about, chewing on a piece of yesterday’s loaf, a large apple from the last of the winter store in his hand.




Fern straightened up and smiled. Jan was good company — perhaps he would help her dig a trench for the new plantings. She sent him off in search of an antler pick she had put somewhere at the end of the summer and he left with a good grace, glad to have something to do. ‘How tall he is growing,’ she thought, ‘hardly a child any more.’ Inde, her daughter, was a year older, but shorter than he and very different in temperament — passive, steady, reliable but somewhat unimaginative. Jan was quicksilver — never still, never dull, alternately surprising them with his maturity and shocking them with his childishness. If anyone could drive the shadows out of her thoughts it would be Jan. She was glad he was up and about.




* * * *




Unaware of the shadow that was beginning to stalk the quiet community of the Temple of the Sun in the valley of Haylken, Guiron, now a very old man who, after years of wandering, had finally come to live beside the great Nile river in Egypt, went about his daily business. His friend Userhet, also a man long retired from active life, was teaching him to read the writing of his people.




When Guiron first exiled himself from his homeland, Britain, where he had been High Priest of the mighty Temple of the Sun for more years than he cared to count, he made sure that an ocean lay between him and those he loved and whom he felt he had betrayed. But the narrow ocean was not enough. On a clear day he could see a faint smudge of white on the horizon, the white cliffs of his birthland, and he found himself gazing at them, remembering the past with nostalgia, when he should have been seeking the future.




Sadly he gathered his new possessions together and set his face towards the north-east. There he found the climate harsher and the people less friendly. He told himself as he battled against wind and storm and driving sleet, as he was turned away from hearth after hearth, as he heard the wolves singing in the forests and the prey of the bald eagle screaming, that he deserved no more. He journeyed perpetually, seeking some sign, some sage who would teach him something he did not yet know, something that would help him overcome his own nature and free him from the guilt he still felt for what he had done.




In the long dark winter of the far north, where the sun hardly rose for half a year, he thought for a while he had at last found such a sage, such a teacher. The Mogüd, a wise-man, a shaman, holed up against the winter with his apprentice, his grandson, took him and gave him shelter in his rough hut of reed and hide, smoke blackened and stinking of dried fish. He had found Guiron on the verge of death, lost in a thick fog, shivering and frightened, his long years as High Priest forgotten. It was as though he was the first man, crawling on his hands and knees, faced by the primeval void. The Mogüd had lifted him up in his huge arms and carried him until they were on a slope above the fog and Guiron could see a blaze of stars. He wept like a child, knowing that he had forgotten the splendour of existence and had succumbed to unforgivable despair. It was the Mogüd who gradually gave him back himself.




Outside the tight little world of the shaman’s hut the wind howled and the snows piled up. The three of them lived on a sparse diet of dried meat and dried fish. Edible mosses and lichens gathered in the good weather were a welcome supplement. The two old men managed reasonably well, but the growing boy’s eyes grew wild and feverish as he became hungrier and hungrier.




Guiron watched the boy’s training with interest, the very frenzy of his hunger being used by the old man to prod him into states of trance. The shaman’s way was different in many instances from the way of the Temple of the Sun. When he told the Mogüd how differently they worked, the Mogüd said it was because they had a different end in mind. He said that the Lords of the Sun mastered the skills of earthly spirit-travel and could roam the world in search of their peers, but he aimed at leaving the earth altogether and flying to the celestial world of the gods above. Yet even among the shamans of his line there were different methods of working. There was the ‘ladder’ method, where one trained slowly and laboriously to climb step by step to the celestial regions; and there was the method of the eagle, where one flew instantly and directly to one’s goal. He was trying to train the boy to fly — for this was the way with which he was most familiar.




As the winter grew deeper and deeper, and there was no end to the howling of the wind and the darkness that pressed close around them, Guiron and the boy became more and more disorientated, more and more prone to shaking fits and morbid dreams. The Mogüd watched them carefully, eking out the food and water.




One day Guiron woke to find the Mogüd muttering incantations and preparing something in a small wooden bowl. He was taking a pinch of powder from one leather pouch, and a handful of herbs from another. Gradually he mixed together a great many different substances. Guiron watched closely. He could feel that this day was going to be different from the others and he wondered if it would bring him the wisdom and relief he sought. The firelight flickered on the shaman’s face — the contrast of light and deep shadow making an impassive mask of it. Guiron glanced across at the sleeping boy, his tousled hair catching the light but his face still in darkness, unaware that from today there would be no turning back for him.




The Mogüd completed his preparations and called his two students to his side. The old man and the young boy crawled out of their sleeping rugs and stretched, looking hungrily at the rough shelves that housed what food was still left so late in the winter. The shaman shook his head. Today they would not eat. Today he had something much more important for them to do. He produced two ragged cloaks of eagle feathers from a pile of dusty objects behind the food store and bade them put them on. With some distaste, Guiron pulled the half-rotted garment around himself. It scarcely covered his shoulders. But the boy’s face lit up when he saw what his grandfather held in his hands, and he eagerly reached out to take it. His was the longer cloak and he wore it proudly, smoothing out the feathers that were ruffled and out of place, adjusting it until it lay around him like folded wings.




Then the Mogüd took out two pipes and filled their bowls with the mixture he had been making. Solemnly he lit them and handed one to Guiron first and then one to the boy, indicating that they should smoke them. Guiron hesitated a moment, wondering what the shaman was up to, but the boy trustingly put the pipe stem in his mouth at once. Guiron met the Mogüd’s eyes and hesitated no longer. In accepting the Mogüd’s teaching Guiron had agreed to suspend his own judgement... a thing no teacher at the Temple of the Sun would ever have advised — or indeed allowed.




He drew heavily on the pipe and felt the warm smoke filling his lungs.




Satisfied that his students were in the mood to obey him, the Mogüd took out a drum and began to beat it. For a while Guiron squatted on the floor dreamily smoking his pipe, listening with detachment to the music the Mogüd was making. Then, gradually, it began to seem as though the beating of the drum was coming from inside him and he felt the urge to move with it, to express it, to dance...




Guiron and the boy danced round and round, faster and faster. Then it seemed to them that the giant form of the Mogüd stood over them and commanded them to fly, commanded them to overcome the pull of the earth and to fly... to fly above... beyond... to fly like the eagle.




The urge to fly, the belief that he could fly, was all that was left of Guiron’s consciousness. He spread his wings, his feathers ruffled in the dark wind and, straining muscle and sinew, he lifted at last to the air — and flew.




The agony of muscles that had never been used before was almost more than he could bear, but the Mogüd’s voice drove him on, and the passionate desire to fly like the eagle held him to his course. He banked, he turned... his eye as red as a dying sun saw the earth a thousand leagues below him — a blue pearl, luminous in the darkness that surrounded it.




‘Ai,’ his bird-voice called. ‘Ai... ai... ai-i-i...’




The stars, like a handful of diamonds flung into a shaft of sunlight, glittered for a moment and then disappeared. He was among the ‘gods’. He could see their forms: some huge and menacing, others slender and wraithlike, some bedecked in jewels and rich fabrics, some in simple robes of white, some with the shape of men, some alien and weird... All with masks.




Guiron was filled with terror. ‘If only I could see their faces,’ he thought. ‘If only I knew who they were. If only I could look into their eyes.’




His human frame could take no more. His wings failed him and he spiralled down and down through darkness and cold to fall with a sickening thud at the feet of the Mogüd.




After a long time he opened his eyes.




He was in the smoky hut of the shaman. Beside him lay the body of the boy, with the wizened form of his instructor crouched over him, rocking on his heels, keening.




The boy was dead.




Shaking and confused, Guiron rose and stood beside them, gazing down at the body of the boy, the shell, the pathetic little pile of flesh and bone still in the cloak of dead and lustreless feathers.




Guiron felt sick and sad. He turned away and crept into his sleeping rugs in the corner. He lay down with his face to the wall and pulled them over his head. He was weary, weary. He was no longer sure what was right and what was wrong. He had had great faith in the Mogüd — but now he wondered. He felt dissatisfied, as though he had been cheated in some way, as though his flight had been an illusion induced by smoking the pipe and not as he had always understood such flights should be — a reaching of the actual soul, the eternal Self, towards the higher realms. He had always believed that these higher realms were not literally above the stars, but out of Time and out of Space altogether — a question of quality rather than of position. No wonder the ‘gods’ he had seen had been masked — they were no more than figments of his own imagination performing the role he demanded of them, like actors in a play. He had not really wanted to see behind their masks, because, if he had, he would have known them for what they were. How he longed for some One he did not know, some One he could not know... the Nameless One beyond all self-deception and illusion.




The Mogüd had suggested that the Lords of the Sun were earth-bound, and Guiron admitted it was this earth-realm that concerned them most — but only because without an understanding of what they were here and now they could not adequately prepare for what they were to become. When they reached for the celestial realms they wanted to be sure they could distinguish what was real and what was not.




In the spring Guiron left the Mogüd, seeking the sun and a teaching that he could better trust. It was thus that he had come, at last, to Egypt.




Guiron’s admiration for Userhet knew no bounds. He was an adept of the highest order and a master of his country’s enormous and complex store of knowledge. Coming from a culture that wrote nothing down, but learned everything by direct transmission from teacher to pupil, Guiron was fascinated by this, to him, new way of learning. He begged Userhet to teach him how to decipher and to inscribe, hoping perhaps to find among these elaborate glyphs something that would lift him far beyond himself. Userhet, in turn, was interested to learn what he could from the traveller — for what had been certainty when he was young now seemed, in old age, not so simple, not so certain.




While Wardyke and Urak hatched their plans for vengeance against him in Britain, Guiron lived a pleasant life in Egypt, full of hope that he had finally put to rest the old and troublesome web in which he had once been caught.


















Chapter 2




Isar and Deva




Urak dismissed Boggoron and prepared to make the search for Deva, daughter of Kyra. There was a flat, smooth slab of black stone just outside the entrance to her cave, very different from the grey limestone on the rest of the mountain, and this she swept carefully — using a small brush of eagle feathers tied with a wolf-skin thong. Then she polished the stone with a soft cloth of doeskin. When she was satisfied that it was spotless she arranged a circle of red jasper pebbles on it, smooth and river-worn. In the centre of this she marked a pentacle, using a piece of white chalkstone.




There was one more thing to do. From a thong around her neck she untied a flattened disc of flint with a hole in the middle. She laid it in the pentacle so that it formed a small circular holding plinth. Then she went to a niche in the darkest part of her cave and drew out a snakeskin pouch. From this she removed a sphere of dark, almost black, smoky quartz. She had shaped and polished it from a huge single crystal until it was a smooth black ball, a scrying stone with a mirror surface.




The sun was rising fast, shining through the branches of the tall trees that grew in the valley well below the witch-woman’s cave, their crowns on a level with her floor.




She arranged the black sphere with great care, edging it from side to side until she was satisfied that it was perfectly centred. Then she waited, squatting cross-legged beside it with her back to the cave, facing the forest and the sun. She was ready the instant the sun rose above the tree tops and blazed down on to her table of symbols and artefacts. As the sunlight reached the black sphere, it illuminated not only the surface but the depths as well. As Urak leant closer and peered into it, she seemed to catch a glimpse of a huge circular temple of standing stones surrounded by a deep ditch and a high ridge; by burial mounds; by encampments and settled villages. She knew at once that this was the Temple of the Sun at Haylken, the centre from which all the thousands of stone circles throughout the land drew their strength and to which all who wanted to be of the priesthood gravitated for training.




The vision was gone almost as soon as it came. The sun had climbed higher and the angle of its rays no longer focused the light in that particular way. But Urak had seen enough. She knew the place. She had been there as a child, taken by her parents to be offered for training — partly because her family were convinced that she was a natural candidate for the priesthood with her strong psychic abilities, and partly because she was such a headstrong and difficult child they did not know what else to do with her. They hoped the famous Temple discipline would tame her and give them and the rest of the family and their neighbours some respite from her increasingly sadistic tricks. But she had refused to stay. There was something about the Temple that made her uncomfortable.




She had passed all the tests the priests put her through and everything seemed settled, when suddenly she started to weep and stamp her feet, and demand that she be taken home. She could see the eyes of the High Priest now as though it were yesterday — looking into her own with that disconcerting, steady, penetrating gaze. He knew then why she could not stay and quietly told her disappointed and protesting parents to take her home. Before they left he drew her aside and made various secret signs and passes over her head. When she demanded to know what he was doing in her small piping child’s voice, he looked at her very gravely and murmured, more to himself than to her: ‘I have done what I can... but I fear you will one day prove to be too strong for us.’




At the time she had not taken much notice of the enigmatic words and, indeed, was so delighted to have won her battle to be going home that she had apparently forgotten them until this moment. Now, as they came back to her from some deep storage region in her mind, she took them as a sign that she would be successful in taking whatever or whomever she wanted from the Temple.




‘So, Deva, daughter of Kyra, you are at the Temple of the Sun. But your destiny does not lie there and there you will not stay.’




Urak replaced the precious black sphere in its pouch and returned it to the depths of her cave. The red jasper pebbles were placed in their own pouch of wolfskin beside it. The pentacle she rubbed out with spit and her index finger. The flint with the hole she returned to the thong around her neck.




She had located her heir. Now all that remained was for her to claim her and train her.




The sun was much higher now, shining down into the valley that lay at her feet. The sides of the gorge were steep, birch and hazel and mountain ash clinging to the silvery grey walls of rock, ferns and moss flowing from crevices where soil had gathered and retained some moisture on the surface. Most of the rainwater in these mountains disappeared down sinkholes and drained away in an elaborate series of underground rivers and waterfalls. Urak knew that her mountains were hollow. What looked like gigantic slabs and mounds of solid rock were mostly thin shells of limestone over vast underground passages and halls. Guiron, in banishing her to these mountains, was unwittingly giving her access to a labyrinth which served her both as a luxurious dwelling and a hideaway where no one would ever be able to find her.




* * * *




Isar was preparing for a journey. Kyra had expressed a wish for a very special wooden bowl in which to keep her precious collection of double-ended crystals, and Khu-ren had asked Isar, the Temple wood-carver, to make it for her as a surprise. Isar had looked through the seasoned wood he had in store and found that none of it was suitable. He remembered a huge old oak he had once seen in a forest some distance away, so old that half of it had been brought down in a storm, while the rest remained standing black and gnarled with age, but still putting out fresh green shoots in the spring. He was by no means sure that it would still be there for him, but it was so far off the beaten path he had hope that it would not have been spotted by any of the woodsmen. On the fallen part there was a huge oak burr that would do very well for Kyra’s bowl.




He set off along the ridgeway that led towards the north, soon striding past a place the locals called the ‘field of the grey gods’ — that strange and haunted field where his palace had once stood in a past life, long-gone, ancient days. He remembered a time in this present life when, as a child, he had been taken there by Wardyke and glimpsed for a moment something of the splendours of that distant past life of his. He remembered also how Kyra had come seeking him and angrily pulled him back to the present.




But the field was soon past and he forgot the shadows it contained as a skylark trilled above his head. The huge circular Temple of the Sun was no longer visible, nor the plumes of smoke from the long wooden buildings that surrounded it. Even the mysterious flat-topped hill beyond the Temple that some people thought was a haunted burial mound, but which he believed to be a holy mountain raised in the ancient days to be close to the moon, the sun and the stars — even that had finally disappeared from sight. Everywhere the soft flush of hawthorn blossom drifted like white mist over the green, while underfoot all manner of small flowers peered out — the tiny crocus and the violet, the tall speckled snake-head fritillary so sacred to the Temple, the primrose, the lover’s periwinkle. What had been bare fields a few weeks before were now emerald green as the barley and the wheat began to grow. The high ridge took him into the forests at last, but he still had a long way to go. Oak did not grow comfortably on the chalk and was not commonly found among these gentle white hills.




About midday he rested in the sunshine with his back against a tree. He was tired and soon dozed off. The sun had moved a long way and he was in the shade when he woke, startled, at the sound of someone approaching.




‘Deva!’ he called out in surprise. Kyra’s beautiful daughter was indeed standing in front of him, out of breath but smiling broadly. She was dressed in travelling clothes, close-fitting buckskin trousers under her thigh-length tunic, boots laced up to her knees and a short cape flung jauntily over her shoulder. Her long black hair was plaited and tied back so that her face was completely clear of it. Her jet-black eyes were sparkling.




‘Yes, Deva,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Not an apparition or a dream or a ghoul. Deva in flesh and blood!’ And she laughed as she held out her hands to him.




Delighted, he took them in his own and allowed himself to be pulled to his feet by her.




‘What are you doing here?’




She stood on her toes and kissed him lightly on his lips: a butterfly wing could not have administered a lighter touch. He squeezed her hands warmly and kissed her where her hair joined her forehead. For the moment, in the joy of seeing her so unexpectedly, he had forgotten that recently, on more than one occasion, he had intercepted a look from her that made him uneasy.




‘I’m going to Farla’s wedding at Hael,’ she said, naming a village not far from the very place where he hoped to find the oak burr. ‘I heard you were probably on this road and I hoped I’d catch up with you. I’ve been running most of the way!’




He grinned. ‘It would be good to have your company,’ he said lightly. ‘But we’d better get on if we want to reach Hael before nightfall.’




But Deva was hungry and thirsty and they stayed a while longer for her to eat some of Lark’s freshly baked bread and drink from his water-skin. She had left in such haste she had not brought any provisions for herself.




Isar cast an anxious look at the sky. It was later than he wished and a billowing mass of clouds was piling up on the horizon.




‘If we don’t start soon we’ll be caught in that storm,’ he said. But she insisted that she was still tired and needed more rest.




‘Those clouds will take a long time to reach us,’ she protested.




But a wind had sprung up and they were moving with alarming speed across the sky.




‘Come,’ he insisted, and held out his hand to help her to her feet. It had been pleasant for a time to sit at the roadside talking of this and that, but he was beginning to feel impatient to be on the way again.




As he pulled her up, she stumbled slightly and fell against him. There it was again — the look in her eyes that should not have been in any woman’s eyes for a man not her husband. He moved away quickly and started to stride forward. She followed, two steps to his one, complaining that he was walking too fast. He did not slacken his pace.




It was not long before the clouds completely covered the sun, and they were nowhere near Hael when the rainstorm broke.




The distant landscape disappeared under a heavy veil of grey and the wind roared and rattled in the forests, rubbing and beating the branches of the trees together. Isar looked back at Deva and saw that she was almost being knocked off her feet by the fierceness of the gusts. He raced back to her and took her arm. Everything loose seemed to be whirling around them and everything rooted was being tugged and shaken. Then the first drops of rain fell, heavy and fast.




‘We’d better take shelter,’ Isar shouted against the wind and she nodded. The road here was wide and exposed, a ridge above the forest to the left and the open country to the right. They were already almost soaked through. He looked desperately around, but there was nowhere to go except down into the forested valley and hope that they could get below the wind and under trees clustered thickly enough to keep off most of the rain.




They slipped and slithered over the deep matting of wet dead leaves and down a steep slope, hand in hand. The spring growth was not as thick as they would have liked and most of the trees afforded very little shelter. The noise of the gale in the branches and the increasing orchestra of sounds in the valley as the stream swelled, rushing and gurgling over the rocks, put them into something of a panic. What if a tree blew down? They had both seen trees uprooted by gales, huge branches snapped like thin twigs.




‘There!’ shouted Deva suddenly, and pointed to a place where there was an overhang — a cliff that leaned over a turbulent stream and a ledge halfway up and out of reach of its fury. They edged their way over a crumbling scree to reach it, clinging to saplings, not letting one go before they had another in their grasp. At one time Deva lost her grip and her footing and slid some way before the huge old stump of a tree halted her. The black leaves on the forest floor were dangerously slippery now and it was some time before, bedraggled and scratched and out of breath, she reached Isar’s side again, and they were both comparatively safe and dry on the ledge.




She was shivering and he put his arm around her as they sat close together, watching the rain pouring into the forest, listening to the wind howling and shrieking in the high canopy above them.




They looked into each other’s eyes and laughed, exhilarated and happy that they had outwitted the onslaught of the elements. Isar kissed her wet cheek with a grin, and hugged her. The innocence of their childhood love had returned and for the moment Isar was no more than the cousin the much younger Deva adored. The far-memory of the more complicated adult love, and the life they had shared centuries before which had ended so disastrously, was dormant, sleeping below the surface, biding its time.




They had thought they would only have to shelter under the overhang for a short while, but the rain showed no sign of abating. After a while the wind eased off, but there was no break in the steady drum of the raindrops.




Isar unrolled his woollen cloak and wrapped it around both of them. Deva nestled into his shoulder.




He half expected her to say, as she had so often done as a child, ‘Tell me a story, Ia... the one about the revenge of the wolf-princess.’ This was one of her favourites — largely, he thought, because he had to accompany it with suitable howling and snarling.




She must have remembered those days too, for she looked sideways up at him now and there was a mischievous twinkle in her eye.




‘Tell me a story, Ia,’ she said.




‘The wolf-princess?’ he asked: but she shook her head and laughed.




‘No — that’s a child’s tale. Tell me the one about the storm that opened up a hole in the earth and those who fell through were not heard of again for a thousand years.’




He smiled, telling the old tale... the sadness of those who had lost their families and lovers... the passing of time on the surface of the earth so that generations lived and died, while for those who had fallen into the hole and now lived in a magical land more beautiful than any words could tell, hardly any time passed, at all.




Deva listened with delight to the descriptions of the splendours in the other world — the crystal towers, the shimmering forests, the lakes so clear that the diamond sands beneath them shone night and day and boats sailing on the surface of the water cast no shadows, for the light was coming as much from below as from above. But when he reached the part where the earth opened up again and the lost people emerged excitedly to look for their loved ones and found that the world had changed beyond belief and no one was there who could recognise them, tears gathered in her eyes and she gave a sob.




Isar held her close, suddenly realising why Deva had always loved this tale. Had she not waited as ghost-lady of the lake beside the Haunted Mound for centuries for his return... and when he had at last returned, nothing was as she had hoped.




Forgetting everything but the passion of that ancient life, he gathered her even closer and kissed her deeply. Had they been wrong to try to break the thread, change the pattern? Were they not destined? He felt her response to his kiss. She was winding herself around him like a vine. His heart was hammering painfully, and from being so cold he was burning hot. How he desired her at that moment! But consummation was not possible on that tiny, crumbling ledge, and discomfort broke them apart. Trembling, he drew himself up and away from her, and found that the rain had ceased and the night was coming on rapidly.




‘Deva,’ he said sharply. ‘We must go.’




She looked at him, dazed, puzzled — and then with extraordinary bitterness. She picked up a loose stone and hurled it with all her strength away from her. It hit the trunk of a tree and ricocheted against two more before it fell with a thud to the valley floor. To her it seemed he was calmly folding his cloak and preparing to leave. Because his back was to her she could not see that his hands were shaking so much he could scarcely make the folds.




* * * *




Isar’s wife, Lark, had something to tell his mother, Fern. For some time she had suspected that she was pregnant and now she was sure. Her body was gradually changing. She could feel the subtle adjustments it was making. A new soul was nesting in her and she had to prepare for the physical nurturing of it until it was ready to take its own place in the world. She had held off telling Isar because twice before she had conceived and had had a miscarriage, and this time she did not want to raise his hopes until she was sure the soul would stay. She had been on the verge of telling him before he left to fetch the oak burr, but his long and anxious talk about Wardyke had put a thought into her head that she wanted to examine before she told him anything. Fern was the one to tell. Fern, the mother of Isar. Fern, who had known Wardyke.
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