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Prologue
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The first thing Otta could remember seeing was firelight. At the time she was too young to know it was fire. All she understood was that heat danced between darkness and scarlet. Later, when she was a little older and could walk outside, she discovered a golden source of heat high in the blue sky above her head. Her mother, Luella, called it the sun. In the kitchen she would watch her mother create a spark from two stones to light the hearth fire that cooked their food. And when Otta was about five years old she discovered how to make fire herself.

Her mother was heavily pregnant and very ill. One morning Luella was so unwell she could not descend the wooden stairs that connected the sleeping lofts to the large, flagstone kitchen. Alvar had shouted at Otta to keep her twin brother Erl out of the way and the two children sat in the cold, dark room. When Erl was shivering, Otta peered at the ash-filled hearth remembering how her mother kindled red fire every morning without fail. Otta raked out the white ash, concentrating on the task, blocking out the dreadful cries above. Erl fetched kindling for her and Otta carefully built a small wigwam of sticks. With Erl's help she found the firestones on the shelf beside the hearth and struck them together. A small, pale flame blossomed and she held it to the thin sticks of wood. The flame sinuously twisted around the dry kindling, emitting a crackling sound. The stick erupted into flame, generating fierce heat. Otta withdrew her hands as  the fire danced from stick to stick. When she judged the time right, Otta fed larger pieces of wood into the blaze.

The two children sat by the hearth, enjoying the heat and Erl stopped shivering. Their silent reverie was broken by the sound of their father running down the wooden stairs.

“You have baby sisters...” He stopped and stared at them. “Who lit the fire?” he whispered.

Erl pointed at his sister.

“How?” Alvar asked.

Otta held out the firestones. “With these,” she replied. “I’ve watched mother many times.”

Alvar’s blue eyes shone with laughter. “Well done, Otta!” He lifted her up and hugged her, then retrieved the firestones, replacing them on the shelf. Looking serious he said, “Do not mention this to anyone.”
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Chapter One - Weird Day
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Otta lay on her back and stared up at the dark beams above her head. She blinked, trying to remember. She was sure she’d dreamt of unicorns again. Yes, she could recall the gleaming white hides and silver horns glinting in the sun behind the mist... Then there had been a nightmare that had woken her up. Otta shivered and  recalled the strange features in the flickering torch light. The voices had sounded so harsh and uncaring. She felt as though she knew the people in the crowd but was sure she’d never seen them in her life. The only people she knew were the villagers, the occasional Suryan trader and charcoal burners. Her mind could not wriggle free of those cold eyes. It seemed to her that she had intruded on something that had happened recently.

Below her, in the yard, the rooster sent out his cry to welcome the new day and wearily Otta got out of bed. Her younger sisters slept as she pulled on the hated dress she wore on feast days then scraped her hair back in a braid that covered her ears. Slipping downstairs she lit the fire and mixed the dough for flatbread. Then she stepped into the scullery and splashed her face with cold water. She opened the door that led into the yard and threw the scraps from last night’s supper to the cats. 

Her own special cat, Mishva daintily picked at the leftovers Otta saved for her and rubbed her head against her mistress’ hands. Otta picked the old cat up and cradled her in her arms. Mishva purred and stretched out her neck for her chin to be tickled. Half the cats squabbling over the scraps were Mishva’s offspring. In her prime the cat had been a great hunter of mice and rats and she had bred good ratters. Whether it was Otta’s care for the cat or just that Mishva was a healthy animal, the cat had lived well beyond her own siblings. Her legs were stiff now and she hunted no longer. But to Otta she was still the most beautiful cat in the world.

Mist covered the tops of the outhouses and dewdrops hung from the nearby trees. The white fence that marked the boundary of the Homestead was only just visible. Otta breathed in deeply smelling leaf decay and moist earth. As she watched, a gentle breeze stirred and blew the mist into tatters for a moment until stillness descended on the forest once again. It would be a fine day, this Weird Day and she regretted that they couldn’t go hunting.

*

[image: ]


OTTA SAT SULLENLY IN the cart. She gazed enviously at her brother Erl as he strode along next to their father. Luella held the reins in her hands and directed the pony around the worst of the ruts in the track. Hen and Bee were no trouble at all, Otta reflected. They checked their hair was neat and that their ribbons were tied just so and then kept a look out for the boys they liked from the village. Otta frowned. She was sure she had never been like that at their age. Jak and Rob were horrid little boys who had to be watched all the time. Before they had reached the village she had had to stop Jak falling out of the cart twice and prevent Rob from losing a hand on the cart wheel. In the end she had cuffed their heads and reduced them to tears.

Once they reached Atwood there was more to distract the boys as the villagers started travelling towards the Sun Stone clearing to the north. Hen and Bee saw the boys they liked, waved to them and started giggling. Otta kept a watchful eye on Rob and Jak but they didn’t seem in danger of losing their limbs or their lives so she looked around. Alvar walked beside the cart,  talking to Bay the miller. They had to shout to make themselves heard.

“We need a good omen!” Bay announced.

“Why’s that?”

“Starling’s left the shrine.”

“Where has he gone?”

“No idea. He’s just disappeared. My wife, she saw him leave. She asked him where he was going but he didn’t reply, just raised his hand in farewell and walked off down the road.”

“Is there a new priest at the shrine?”

“No idea.”

“Hasn’t anyone been to check?”

Bay laughed. “What, go near those haunted ruins?”

Alvar shook his head in disbelief. “Well, today’s feast day is a good omen.”

“I believe so,” Bay glanced over his shoulder. “But Ram is seeing bad omens everywhere.”

Otta wasn’t surprised. Sometimes she wondered how the village priest managed to get out of bed.

“Funny, isn’t it?” Bay avoided a hole in the earth track.

“What is?”

“Weird Day.” The miller smiled. “Weird Day on which we remember Eran Silver Hand!”

“What’s funny about that?” Alvar asked.

“Well, Starling, he reckoned that in those days, people despised Eran. So, I wonder if we’ll have Hakim’s Day soon?”

Alvar did laugh then. “I doubt it!”

“I’ve heard rumours I have,” the miller said.

“There are always rumours.”

“They say Hakim didn’t die at his execution. They say he’s still alive.”

“Has anyone seen him?”

“Oh no! They’re just rumours, but...”

“Well?”

“This Hakim, he was an orator, wasn’t he? He came all the way from the desertlands across the water in order to preach freedom for his fellow slaves. I mean, he drew crowds to him, he always had a huge following.”

“So why don’t you think he’s alive now?”

“A man like that, he couldn’t keep silent, could he? If he really was alive he’d be out there again, telling people to treat the Suryan right, wouldn’t he?”

“Perhaps,” said Alvar thoughtfully.

The track turned eastwards and escaped from the trees. They had arrived at the Sun Stone clearing.

“Leave carts here!” shouted Rye the Baker. “Move into the clearing please, more folks arriving.”

Luella directed the pony to the shade of a spreading oak and Alvar tied the leading rein to a stout branch. Otta helped her siblings out of the cart and kept a tight hold on the boys’ hands.

“How’s that old cat of yours?” asked Rye as she walked past him. “She must be too old now for any use except boar bait!” He grinned, showing the gaps in his teeth.

Otta looked down her nose at him and the baker roared with laughter. She was kept busy for a while, finding other young children for Jak and Rob to play with. Hen and Bee skirted the stones, eyeing up the lads they admired from a distance. Otta found herself standing with the girls her own age from Atwood as they all kept a watchful eye on their younger siblings. Most of the girls were promised in marriage to farmers and artisans in the village. Not surprisingly their talk revolved around forthcoming nuptials.

“Mother’s taking me to the shrine every week,” giggled Fern, the miller’s daughter.

“She must be paying Ram a lot of money!” laughed Mae, the prettiest girl in Atwood.

“Oh, she has some jewellery,” admitted Fern. “Something her grandmother gave her and she pays for our prayers link by link.”

“My mother says prayers are a waste of time,” declared Willow, the potter’s eldest daughter. “She swears by Luella’s herbs.”

The girls glanced sideways at Otta and she stared back at them coldly.

“Well, I will go to the shrine once my husband has got me with child,” said Aspen shyly, “and pray for a perfect baby.”

“But mother says Luella’s herbs can cure harelips,” stated Willow.

“Why cure it if prayers can prevent it?” asked Aspen.

Otta let her attention drift. The talk of babies bored her. Having heard her mother give birth to Hen and Bee and watched her mother deliver Jak and Rob, she wanted no part in child bearing. The other girls were generally fair or mousy-haired with pale skin and curving breasts. Otta knew that the men of Atwood did not find her attractive. With sun-darkened skin from her time in the woods collecting herbs and hunting and her flat chest, she was more like a boy than a girl. She didn’t mind. No one could match the intelligence or practical skills of her brother, Erl. She considered the men of Atwood common peasants and boorish. Their hair was unkempt and long and she disliked the fact that her mother insisted that the males in their family wore their hair the same as the villagers. Otta tugged at the end of her long braid. Why did Luella insist that the girls at the Homestead cover their ears up? It made no sense. Girls in the village wore their hair in neat braids and showed off their tiny, round ears. Otta was aware that her sisters’ ears were not exactly the same shape as the villagers’ ears but why was that a problem? She had no idea what her own ears looked like. Luella possessed no mirror such as Udele was rumoured to have. Otta had only seen her reflection in woodland pools where the breeze broke up the surface.

She let her gaze wander around the clearing. Carcasses were being dressed at the southern end and her father was directing the building of the Weird Day fires to the east of the Sun Stones. Otta ran her eye over the eight standing stones that reared up out of the long grass. Each of them was different, ranging from a squat round boulder no higher than a toddling child to a tall, thin jagged monolith that rivalled the height of the ash and oak trees at the forest’s edge. She wondered who had put them there and why. That was a subject not covered by Ram in his teachings at the Atwood shrine. Something Fern said caught her attention.

“But the last time white deer were seen here there was plague and famine!” whispered Mae.

“It’s just a rumour,” said Willow dismissively.

Fern shook her head. “I heard my father talking about it to mother. That’s when she told him she’d seen Starling leave.”

“Two bad omens,” Aspen shivered.

Otta caught sight of Erl talking to Ram beside the stones and wondered what they had to say to each other. She sent out a silent query but Erl was concentrating on the priest’s words. Then Ram walked pompously off and Erl waved across the clearing to his sister. Otta felt no compunction in leaving her young brothers to the care of the village girls and ran through the long grass, feeling dew soak her skirts.

“I’ve been chosen to light the Weird Day fires!” Erl grinned down at her and showed her the sacred firestones that were normally kept in the village shrine. “Imagine that!”

Otta grinned back at him. “You must have been Vian’s choice.” Everyone knew how Vian wanted his only child Udele to marry Erl. “When do you light the fires?”

“As soon as the food is ready for cooking. Look, can you show me that knack you have of creating fire as soon as you strike the stones?” He pushed them into her hands.

Otta was about to warn him against her unorthodox practices and wanted to explain to him that she herself didn’t know how she created fire, when one of the village hunters ran into the clearing from the south.

“White deer!” he shouted. “Not a mile from here!”

Silence filled the clearing. Otta smiled to herself with dark pleasure, feeling the roughness of the firestones in her hands. Was this the third bad omen?

“Kill them!” came Ram’s high voice.

“Kill them!” shouted the men and as one, most of the able-bodied males ran southwards, picking up sticks on the way if they did not carry knives.

Otta watched regretfully as Erl ran with the men of Atwood. If she hadn’t been wearing a dress she would have gone too. She sighed and leant against a medium sized stone. Overhead the mist swirled as it thinned, and the sunlight grew brighter. Some women were carrying the carcasses for roasting to the fires on the east side of the ring and other women carried great cauldrons of soup. They would want the fires lit soon, Otta realised.

She felt somewhat let down. Three bad omens were not good, especially on Weird Day when Autumn ended and Winter began. She watched the women approaching the unlit fires and without thinking she pushed herself upright and walked over to the nearest pile of wood. Crouching down, Otta examined the firestones.

“I know Vian’s got Luella’s eldest boy lined up for his Udele,” came the voice of Mercy, the miller’s wife. “But I think my Jay would be better for her.”

“Oh no,” came Hope’s voice. “You don’t want Vian marrying into Luella’s family.

“Luella’s all right,” said Faith, “it’s that eldest daughter of hers who’s the problem.”

Otta smiled to herself. Hope and Faith were sisters, married to two brothers who bred pigs. She enjoyed the dislike of the women of Atwood. It made her feel superior.

“That Otta, she’s a changeling if ever I saw one,” sniffed Mercy. “She’s trouble, you mark my words.”

Feeling provocative, Otta stood up in full view of the women. Changeling was supposed to be an insult but it gave her power over them. The three women inhaled sharply as they caught sight of her. Their red cheeks paled slightly and they looked embarrassed. Mercy opened her mouth to say something but stopped as Otta struck the firestones together.

As always, she created a flame on her first strike. What she hadn’t reckoned on was the size of the flame. She was holding in her anger at the women and the suppressed energy came out as she struck the stones. The first fire roared up, causing Mercy, Hope and Faith to back away hurriedly. Otta felt the heat on her skin and revelled in its fierceness. Knowing she was showing off, she walked to the next fire, pulling a blazing stick from the first one. Something inside her shivered with delight as the women cowered. She knew her mother would disapprove of her attitude and she pushed that thought away. Holding the firestones in one hand she lit the rest of the fires with the stick and the sound of burning wood filled the silent clearing. Otta scanned the crowd to look for Ram as the sun burst through the cloud cover, drenching the clearing with heat. The priest was standing next to Vian at the forest’s edge and like the rest of the villagers was staring at her in shock. Otta strode through the grass to the priest and threw the firestones at his feet.

“Tell me,” she said defiantly. “Has any man ever lit the Weird Day Fires so quickly?”

Ram opened his mouth to speak and beside him Vian looked serious, though there was a twinkle in his eye.

“Sacrilege!” Ram gasped turning bright red. “How dare you create fire which is man’s right?”

Otta laughed in his face.

“Luella!” Ram shouted. “I call you to account for your daughter’s behaviour.”

Otta felt her stomach sink as she turned and looked at her mother. Luella’s face was white, her blue eyes flashing above her high cheekbones. Before Luella could say anything however, Alvar appeared.

“Otta, Jak and Rob have vanished. Go and find them!” Her father’s face was grim.

All her defiance at the village’s superstitions and beliefs disappeared and without even thinking about it, Otta ran into the forest. She supposed that the young boys had run off after the men chasing the white deer. They could be anywhere. But for now her flight was headlong. Although she despised the pettiness of Atwood, she had the utmost respect for her parents. To upset them or to make them angry were things she always sought to avoid. Not because they beat her as other parents did to their children in the village, but because she loved them.

Her boots were following a faint track and years of running in the forest made sure she did not stumble. Her dress was getting in the way though, tangling on old briars and dead branches. She could run and run for hours but suddenly felt the need to stop. Breathing deeply, Otta looked above her head at the slowly dying leaves. She frowned. Usually by Weird Day most of the leaves were dead, some would even start dropping to the ground. But most of the trees, save for the chestnuts, had green leaves. Just a few had dead leaves at their tops. Why was this? Had something happened to the seasons? Thinking back she realised that Autumn had been very mild with hardly any frosts. What had changed?

Otta regarded the path before her. It bent eastwards and was leading her into a part of the forest she did not know. To the north and the south the trees grew thickly, grey trunks looming up on either side. It was as if no one came here to coppice or even hunt. Her throat tightened as her stomach clenched. Eastwards lay the ruined temple, haunted by elven ghosts. An irrational thought came to her. Were the white deer the vengeful ghosts of the elves? Had they returned as they had a few centuries before to wreak havoc on the people who had ousted them from their land? Otta shook her head. She was letting the village superstitions get to her again.

She couldn’t go back, not yet, not until her parents’ anger had faded. Otta walked on, listening out for the sound of children. Birdsong echoed in the leafy air and the smell of leaf mould was strong. Leaves rustling behind her made her jump and she bit her tongue. Stopping, she turned round. Slender yellow sun beams filtered down through the beech and birch trees and she remembered another village superstition. Wood sprites sometimes tricked travellers, often leading them to their deaths in dense woodland. Otta swallowed nervously. She never felt like this when she was hunting. Taking a deep breath she watched the trees and bushes carefully. She was about to turn round and continue walking when a hazel bush on the north side of the path shook.

“Rob? Jak?” she called, her voice cracking.

The bush quivered again and out from the shadows emerged a white deer. It gazed at her with liquid brown eyes that seemed to have a malevolent spirit in them. With a sob of fear Otta turned and fled along the path, all the haunting tales told in the village at Yule returning to her. The path grew narrow and the trees pressed in on either side. Dead vines scratched at her face and last summer’s briars snagged the hems of her dress. She stumbled to a halt feeling sweat drenching her. Her hair was coming out of its braid and loose tendrils were plastered across her face. Otta bent over to catch her breath and control her fear. As she straightened she realised the path ended and all that was left was a space in the undergrowth where a bridge had once been built. A jackdaw cried in the distance and not far away a robin trilled a few scales.

She listened for sounds of pursuit and then realised how ridiculous her fear was. It was a white deer she had seen, not some vengeful elven spirit from the Otherworld. She started to laugh and the sound disturbed a pair of wood pigeons in the oak tree above her. They rose into the air with a frightful clapping of wings which made her jump. She lost her footing and fell down a steep slope covered in grass and brambles. Cold water brought her to her senses and she sat up gasping for breath.

She stood up quickly, feeling chilled. Sunlight shone through the forest canopy illuminating the water around her. The stream bed was rocky and the water shallow. Dappled patterns ran over the pebbles and glinted on three white, round objects. Otta would have expected to find smooth pebbles in a stream. Her father had once explained to her the way water eroded rough edges over time. But these three stones seemed out of place. She bent down and picked them up. They nestled in her left hand feeling cool and wet. Otta examined them, holding them up to the sunlight. One was slightly flatter and larger than the other two which were round. A master stone and two slaves; shrine stones to tell the Weird for a single person or a whole community. She had found Weird Stones on Weird Day. Was that a good omen?

Otta was suddenly aware of how cold the water was. The sunlight streamed down illuminating the opposite bank. There was a faint path carved into the earth and it led upwards and eastwards. Otta made up her mind. Weird Stones belonged in a shrine and the only one she knew of around here, except for Atwood’s holy place, was the shrine that the old priest Starling had kept near the ruined temple. Strangely her fear of the haunted ruins had disappeared with her laughter over the white deer. What could the dead do to the living, during daylight anyway? Resolutely she climbed up the path feeling water dripping from her dress. The sunlight was warm but did little to dry her clothes.

At the top of the bank the path wound between oak and elm trees, always heading eastwards until the trees gave way to a small, circular clearing. Otta stood beside an oak tree whose top leaves were yellowing. At her feet red fungi clung to the tree’s gnarled roots framing some small animal’s burrow. Before her, thin, dead sticks of rosebay willow herb shone transparently and unmoving in the still air. A square grey stone lay behind the patch of willow herb, half covered by dying briars. Her skin prickled. Something was there in the glade. Unlike the incense laden atmosphere of the Atwood shrine something was living and breathing here. Fear mingled with curiosity and she knew she should place the Weird Stones on the altar.

Nervously Otta stepped into the glade and breathed in the warm air. To her right she passed a bower that perhaps had been Starling’s shelter. Slowly she walked towards the altar and not knowing what else to do, Otta laid the Weird Stones on the flat surface of the block. Then she waited. What she was waiting for she did not know. All she knew was that something large and alive, something breathing fire into her veins was there in the glade. She didn’t know if she was scared or overjoyed. The feeling that something or someone was watching her grew stronger and she turned round to face the entrance of the clearing. At that moment a voice spoke.

No walls can hold me.

No building, however cunningly crafted

Can keep me inside.

Otta spun round to face the stone but no one was there. The sunlight continued to stream into the glade and gossamer drifted on the breeze.

I am the one who runs free every time.

I am the one who cannot be tamed.

I am the one who wanders.

I am the one who is always at home.

I am the one who cannot be foreseen

But through the lips of my chosen I tell the future.

Otta turned again to glance behind her. Starling’s bower sagged between two hazel bushes. The oak tree appeared serene in the sunlight. Something within Otta began to reach out to that which was without.

I am the one who desires no sacrifice

Or offering or money or life

I am the one who desires the whole life

Of those dedicated to me.

Shivers ran along Otta’s arms. Was this a god speaking to her? The voice was as deep and rich as sunlight.

I am the one who has called you here

I am the one who has spoken through your dreams

I am the one who has drawn you to myself.

That which was within her made contact with that which was without. Otta stood in a blaze of molten light which ran over her, seeped through her, soaked her, and drenched her to the core of her being. She drew deep breaths of light, each inhalation sparking through her blood vessels like firestone flame.

“Who are you?” she asked. She never knew if she spoke with her voice or her soul.

I am the one who speaks through unlikely omens

I am the one who accepts the imperfect and makes it perfect...

“Taur?” she asked, thinking of the powerful bull-god. “Lyo?” she suggested when the voice did not respond. “Arie? Scorp? Capri?”

No! the voice sounded angry. I am none of your petty gods you worship in your stone built shrines. I am different. I am not a household god.

Otta thought desperately. “I don’t know the names of any other gods,” she admitted in the end.

Then call me Nagaru.

“Nagaru. What does that mean?”

You will come to learn that in time. I have called you for a purpose.

Otta felt excitement welling up out of the ground. Was this how Eran felt when the White Stag had spoken to him?

Keep well the Weird Stones and seek for the unicorn.

She found she was holding the stones in her left hand though she had no recollection of picking them up. “Yes, I will look after the stones,” she said. “But unicorns are just a legend aren’t they?”

Are they?

“That’s what I’ve been told.”

Have you ever tried to find them?

“Well, no...”

The light was fading and Otta became aware that the sunlight was diminished.

Stretch out your hand, ordered the voice.

Obediently she stretched out her right hand, palm up.

Turn your hand towards the earth.

She did so.

Can you feel this?

Otta jerked her hand away, surprised.

Put your hand back.

She stretched out her hand again and felt the shock of energy go through her. It was like an invisible silver river that quivered and trembled, that shot lightning through her body.

This will lead you to the unicorn, the voice promised.

“What do I do when I find the unicorn?”

I will let you know when you find him.

Otta was aware that Nagaru’s presence had faded. The sun was sinking and she was missing the Weird Day feast. She wondered if Jak and Rob had been found and suddenly knew without knowing how, that they were safe. She could feel Nagaru’s presence inside her, waiting for her to call on him. Otta shook her head, feeling strange. Then she stretched out her right hand and followed the unicorn’s trail.
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Chapter Two - The Hunt
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Erl ran through the forest, his booted feet finding the safest paths. Whilst the other men stumbled around him, unused to sustained running, he passed through them, moving swiftly and silently as Alvar had taught him. He measured his breathing whilst those around him panted hoarsely. Shouts up ahead indicated that the herd of white deer had been sighted and fear lent speed to the farmers and craftsmen. Erl pushed ahead of them, hoping to scare the deer away and prevent a senseless slaughter.

“Slow down!” called one of the hunters. “We’ll surround them.”

Erl ignored him, springing over a fallen trunk towards the sunlit canopy ahead.

“Erl!” called another hunter, “This way!”

Erl ignored him also, running more heavily now, hoping to startle the herd into a wild, scrambled flight. He would have liked to have hunted one of the bucks or maybe even the stag. But they were not desperate for food at the Homestead and he knew the men of Atwood would massacre even the fawns and does because of their fear. Erl was not imaginative. He did not really believe in spirits and ghosts, though his father’s tales of the elves who saw such beings were entertaining. To him, deer were deer. They were beasts to be hunted, either for food to prevent starvation or to cull to prevent the ruin of the forest. Alvar had instilled into Erl a reverence for life. He enjoyed the hunt and even the satisfaction of a good, clean kill. The men of Atwood, though, were superstitious and fear makes a man less than a beast.

He was leading now and the hunters were calling him desperately from either side. Sweat held his cotton tunic close to his body. Erl took in deep lungfuls of air and ran out into a large clearing. The herd of white deer was enormous and already Erl could see the damage they had done to the young trees at the edge of the glade. Before him were does with last Spring’s fawns. Their heads shot up and they started away from Erl, sending a ripple of alarm through the herd. Branching bone-white antlers gleamed in the sunlight as the stag stood his ground while the herd moved instinctively southwards away from the hunters. Erl kept on running as the stag pawed the ground and lowered his head.

A scream of pain cut through the air and Erl swerved aside to avoid the stag. Behind him one hunter and a group of farmhands had caught a fawn and were bludgeoning it to death with sticks. Erl ran back to them and pushed them roughly aside. The awful sound of sticks on flesh ceased. The fawn moaned, desperately trying to walk, one of its back legs broken. In one motion the young man pulled the dagger from his belt and slit the fawn’s throat. The agony in its eyes melted as death froze its features. Something inside Erl cried as he wiped the blade clean on the grass and stood up.

“Where are they?” Rye the baker ran up, his face flushed with exertion.

“He scared them off.” The hunter Erl had pushed aside snarled and spat.

The farmhands held their sticks and glowered. Erl swallowed, wondering if they would attack him next.

“The stag’s gone that way!” came a call from across the clearing.

“If we kill him,” said the hunter near Erl, “We can pick the others off piecemeal.”

They started running again and Erl ran with them. They ignored him and he ran parallel to them, intending to stop any cruel killing. Inside him a voice grieved and moaned and tears pricked at his eyes. He was not a weak man neither was he particularly sensitive. But killing for pleasure distressed him. He never felt like this when he hunted. He made sure the deer did not run far so they were not over stressed and their deaths were swift and painless. Anger was building inside him on top of the wailing voice that sobbed incessantly. How could men be like this? Why could they not sense how precious life was? How could they be so irreverent?

They were running through a patch of beech trees whose leaves were just turning. Their feet scuffed up leaves from previous years raising small showers of golden colour. Erl continued to measure his breath and discovered he was moving ahead. He deliberately slowed his pace, keeping a look out for fallen trunks and sticks that might trip him up. A swift flowing stream curved westwards, blocking his path. He leapt over it and ran on without faltering. He heard the other men floundering through the chill water and slowed to a loping jog.

Erl recognised the stream. It was the one that wound its way past the Homestead where his mother would wash clothes and bed linen once a month. He grimaced as he envisaged the sight of wet ash being smeared onto material and then washed off and pounded against the flat rock on the bank. Every month the ritual took place from Spring to Autumn. In winter they had to make do with dried herbs scattered in their beds to keep the linen fresh.

The ground sloped away and silver birches replaced beech trees. Erl ran carefully as the way was strewn with small boulders and rotten tree trunks. His foot slipped on a patch of wet leaves and he realised he’d outrun the men from Atwood. He slowed down and as he did so he was aware of someone behind him. Instinctively he turned, raising an arm to ward off a blow. His foot slipped again and he fell backwards knocking his head against something solid. Darkness swallowed him.

*
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ERL WAS AWARE OF DRY leaves beneath his hands and the smell of leaf mould was strong. A breeze whispered in the birch branches above his head and without using his eyes he knew that several more golden leaves came floating down. Beneath the leaves the earth was damp and cold. The tree roots grasped the ground firmly but already the sap was sinking as Winter approached. Erl felt curious about what lay beneath the tree’s roots and without moving he explored.

The top soil was dark and damp but crumbled easily. It smelt pungent and rich as though hundreds of years of leaf mould had decayed into it. He dug deeper reaching the layer of soil that relied on the rains to keep it fertile. The earth smell was sharper now and the dampness more pronounced. But still the tree roots delved deeper and he followed them down. He became aware of the slow movement of worms in the upper layers. Beetles, usually black and shiny in the sunlight were dull creeping things that burrowed and fed and burrowed again. The larvae of may bugs and caterpillars waited to be discovered by badgers and birds. Sinking lower Erl came across a layer of sandstone that crumbled slightly at his touch. He dug deeper and below the sandstone was a layer of clay.

He was starting to feel short of breath and paused for a while. The weight of the earth above pressed down upon him but when he looked up he could not see the way he had come. Clay oozed moisture and the air was chill. He had lost the tree roots and apart from pushing upwards, had no idea of where to go next. Keeping his breathing shallow, he waited. And as he sat there he became aware of another presence waiting with him.

“I wondered how long it would be before you found me.”

Erl glanced around, startled. It seemed as though he were in some kind of dream but everything felt real. Water was seeping into his boots and had penetrated his doeskin trousers.

“Don’t try to see me,” said the voice. “I cannot be seen, unless I choose to take on a form.”

“Who are you?” Erl whispered, trying to control his fear.

Laughter filled his ears. It had a hint of mockery in it but he felt that the voice was laughing at his fears, not at him.

“Are you a ghost?” asked Erl when the laughter ceased. After all, where better to find a ghost than in the earth where a body might have been buried?

“You don’t believe in ghosts.”

“I don’t,” Erl agreed. “But my father tells good tales about spirits and the elves.”

“Who is your father?”

“Alvar,” Erl replied, wanting to trust the voice. Perhaps the voice could return him to the surface. “He’s the forester for this part of the land.”

“Intriguing name, Alvar,” mused the voice. “Do you know what it means?”

“No,” Erl felt perplexed. “Why does a name have to have a meaning?”

“All names have a meaning, that’s what gives them and the people who have them definition.”

Erl took a deep breath inhaling dank decay. “What does Alvar mean?”

“You need to find out,” the voice sounded as though it was smiling. “I’ll give you a clue. It means “an army”. But an army of what?”

Erl shook his head feeling tired. He had never had a dream like this before.

“This isn’t a dream,” said the voice sharply. “You’ll forget all about this when you wake up but I’ll make sure you remember it at the right time. Just don’t be afraid to face a fight.”

“I try not to fight,” Erl said. “I like to make peace.”

“How very noble. I’m not saying you have to fight but you mustn’t be afraid to fight if you really need to.”

“All right, but I don’t like to fight.”

“You may have to. You may have to protect your sister.”

Otta! Where was she? Why wasn’t she here with him? Then he remembered, they shared thoughts, not dreams.

“This is what you will remember. ‘You will find the one they are after in the Temple.’”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Erl protested.

“It will.”

Erl opened his lips to speak but the sensation of soil falling into his mouth caused him to retch. He found he couldn’t breathe and felt himself slipping into unconsciousness again.

*
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WHEN HE OPENED HIS eyes it was twilight. He was lying on his back under something tall and his head ached abominably. He lay there staring up at the darkening sky wondering what he was doing. Eventually he sat up, his skull pounding. Carefully he leant forwards and held his head in his hands. He tried to think but his thoughts were impeded by pain. Tentatively he explored his scalp and discovered a tender swollen spot on the back of his skull. That, he deduced was making his head hurt. But what had caused the swelling?

With a shock he realised he had no idea who he was or what he had been doing before he ended up under this tall object at his back. He had a vague memory of a conversation with someone in a dark, earthy place but could recall no more than the fleeting impression of a dream.

Twilight deepened into night and above him, through the outspreading thin projections he could see pin pricks of light. They were stars, he suddenly remembered. There was something called moon as well but he couldn’t remember if she would rise tonight or not. The thing behind him was a tree and the thin projections were branches. The breeze was chilly and his clothes felt slightly damp, as if he had been running before he rested. Slowly he stood up and the pounding in his head increased. He found that if he was careful not to make any sudden movement, the ache in his head didn’t get any worse. Taking a few steps away from the tree he felt incredibly sick. He sank to the ground waiting for the nausea to subside.

It was then he heard footsteps approaching from the other side of the tree. His first instinct was to hide but he didn’t know why. His condition rendered him useless for anything except passive acceptance of what was to come. Gradually he turned his head so that he could see the approaching person or persons. The footsteps became louder and a slender figure came into view; a shadow moving against the darkness. Curiosity warred with fear. The figure paused, holding one hand out as if they were following an unseen trail.

“Who’s there?” came a familiar voice.

Inside his head the same voice spoke. Erl?

What was Erl, he wondered, as the figure approached him. He recognised her as a woman. Her long hair was loosely tied and framed her face. It was an odd shaped face that he felt he should know. The chin was pointed and swept up into a wedge. The eyes were pale and stared into his. She wore a long, grey dress that was grass stained and ripped in several places.

Erl? said the voice in his head. It’s Otta.

He knew the name Otta but couldn’t place it.

“What’s wrong?” Otta asked out loud.

He suddenly discovered he didn’t know how to speak. He knew he had once been able to but now he couldn’t work out how to formulate the words.

“Your head is hurting,” Otta reached out a slender hand to touch him and he shrank back.

How did she know he was hurting?

“Come with me,” she ordered and helped him to his feet. “It’s not far to the Homestead. Mother will know what to give you.”

This time he found he didn’t feel quite as sick and slowly they made their way step by step to a familiar looking stream. White mist lay above the water’s surface gleaming in the starlight. Otta had an arm around his waist and talked quietly the whole journey. He half listened to her as his thoughts spun, making his head ache even more. How did he know Otta? Why did he feel uncomfortable with her touching him? Who was he? Where was she taking him?

They seemed to walk forever along the bank of the stream until at last they paused at a wooden bridge.

“We’re here,” said Otta. “Don’t you recognise the Homestead?”
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Chapter Three - Ram's Proclamation
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Otta stared up at her brother feeling frustrated. What was wrong with him? He was treating her like a stranger and not even responding to her thoughts. She sensed a great bewilderment about him and a pain in his head. The sooner she got their mother to look at him, the better. Gently she led him over the plank bridge, through the hanging mist and across the meadow where the goats and the pony Cloud grazed during the day. The air smelt damp and the grass was heavy with dew. Still Erl walked liked a somnambulist and looked around as if he had never been to the Homestead in his life. She opened the five bar gate and led him into the yard.

Despite the lateness of the hour there were candles burning in the kitchen and loud voices argued. She could hear her father’s voice raised in anger and the strident tones of the priest Ram shouting him down. Anger boiled within her. How dare that priest enter her family’s house and shout at her parents! She didn’t want to take Erl inside with the priest there. She wanted to find out what was going on before calling her mother. Quietly she led her brother round to the stable and sat him down against Cloud’s stall. He closed his eyes and appeared to relax a little. Otta bolted the stable door behind her and crept up to the kitchen window.

Alvar stood before the hearth, hands on hips, eyes blazing. Luella sat at the table her face white and her lower lip bloody where she’d bitten it. Standing in the middle of the kitchen was Ram, his crumpled robes muddied at the hem. The door into the yard was not quite closed so Otta could hear everything.

“I am formally banishing your daughter Otta from Atwood.”

“You can’t do that,” Alvar said hotly. “We do not live within the village.”

“But you come under Atwood’s jurisdiction,” Ram smirked.

“We live here by the permission of Vian,” Luella said quietly.

“I am the priest of Atwood and if I say someone is banished then they are banished.”

“I think we’ll wait until morning and go and speak to Vian about this,” said her father clenching his fists. “If you’ve nothing more to say than insult our ancestry and beliefs, I suggest you leave.”

“I haven’t finished yet,” Ram drew himself up. “I also banish your son Erl from Atwood.”

“What?” Alvar exploded. “Why?”

“He deliberately scattered the herd of white deer so the men sent to kill the fiends could not do so.”

“Then why hasn’t he returned with the rest of the hunters?” Luella asked.

Ram shrugged. “No one knows where he is.”

Otta detected a minute tightening of the priest’s jaw and knew he was lying. Someone had known what had happened to Erl. She thought about bursting in and telling her parents in front of the priest what had happened to her brother. But when Ram spoke again she froze.

“I have ordered that Otta and Erl are to be killed on sight or taken prisoner if anyone finds them within ten miles of the village.”

“You cannot do that!” roared Alvar.

“I can. I am the priest of Atwood. I have to make decisions that will please the gods. Both your children defied the will of the gods today and if they are not punished, Atwood will be.”

Luella rose to her feet in one fluid motion and the priest took a hasty step back. Otta felt cold sweat break out all over her body at the look on her mother’s face. Never before had she seen such naked hatred on her mother’s sharp features.

“You overstep yourself you superstitious scoundrel. If you do not revoke my children’s banishment I will put a curse on you that will make you beg for death...”

Otta swallowed hard transfixed by her mother’s blazing eyes and mask like expression.

“That’s enough!” said Alvar sharply and Luella broke off, still glaring at the priest. “What you do is wrong Ram. You cannot banish them from this Homestead.”

“I can and I have. My word is law.”

“We’ll see about that in the morning,” Alvar promised him. “Get out!”

The priest had moved out of Otta’s view and was fumbling at the door. The girl slipped away from the window and around the side of the house. Her heart was racing as she leant against the stone wall and gazed unseeing at the stables. She had never seen her mother look that angry before and neither had she seen her father so furious. What else had been said before she arrived? Otta took several deep breaths and calmed herself as her father had taught her many years before. She heard the priest fling the door open and her mother’s voice sounded clearly in the still night air.

“I forbid you to cross our boundaries. You will not step foot in our Homestead ever again!”

Otta heard Ram retching as he ran across the yard to the white gate that opened onto the track leading to Atwood. The sound of convulsive swallowing made her stomach clench. The gate banged shut and Ram’s retching ceased. She heard him panting and then set off down the track at a stumbling run, muttering to himself. The girl shivered. What kind of power did her mother have? The door slammed shut and Otta heard her parents talking in hushed tones. What should she do? Erl needed attention. Otta closed her eyes and reached out to the mysterious being who had spoken to her that afternoon.

Nagaru? she asked silently. What should I do?

What did I tell you to do? came the reply.

Otta grimaced to herself. She should be following the unicorn’s trail. But how... A smile spread across her face. Of course! That would solve all their problems. She would follow the trail and take Erl with her. Thus they would be well away from Atwood. But first Erl needed medical attention. She walked round to the kitchen window and paused. Her parents were staring out across the yard. She pressed herself against the wall and listened.

“If we can find them...,” came Alvar’s voice.

“...could send them to your parents...,” suggested Luella.

Otta strained her ears but neither door nor window was open. She had never heard of her father’s parents or her mother’s. She had never bothered to ask. The children of Atwood knew who their grandparents were but it was something that had never been important to Otta. But now she was intrigued. Why hadn’t Alvar and Luella talked about their families before? The voices faded as her parents withdrew to the hearth. Otta made her decision. If they were talking about sending them away then she could not go in and ask for their help. They might send them in the opposite direction to the unicorn’s trail and Otta had no wish to disobey her parents. She would have to treat Erl herself and get them both safely away before anyone found them.

Keeping herself pressed against the wall in case either of her parents returned to the window Otta edged her way round the corner and then ran carefully across the earthen yard past the stables and hay store to her mother’s still room. This was a separate building from the house and stood next to the equipment and clothes store. Otta pushed the wooden door open and inhaled the peaceful scent of dried herbs. Reaching up to her right she found the covered bowl of phosphorescence and removed the lid. The faint glow grew stronger as she walked between the long tables laden with mortars and pestles where she and her mother prepared the herbs. No windows were set into the stone walls so that the sunlight could not leach the herbs of their healing properties.

Otta walked to the far end of the room where large wooden cupboards built by her father dominated the back wall. Opening the left hand cupboard she peered up at the jars of remedies, all labelled with her mother’s neat handwriting. She wasn’t sure what to give Erl for loss of memory, that was something she had not come across before. But he had obviously injured his head which was paining him. Arnica would be good for the bruising and accelerated healing. Perhaps once the wound had healed he would remember who he was. She reached up for the jar of ground Arnica and carried it to the nearest table. There were small boxes and jars stacked in the centre of each table. Otta was used to dispensing her mother’s herbs and swiftly poured some powder from the main jar into a smaller one. Quickly resealing the large jar she also sealed her own and replaced the former on its shelf. The smaller jar she placed in an empty leather pouch which she hung around her neck. She touched the bulge between her breasts to check the Weird Stones were still there and picked up another pouch. Returning to the entrance of the still room she re-covered and replaced the bowl of phosphorescence and closed the door behind her.
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