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Chapter 1 

	Morbac Forest

	[image: Chapter01-b]

	 

	[image: Image]esterday, Henry was alone in the forest at dusk. He thought the woods sombre and mysterious, yet a part of life that could neither be ignored nor avoided. Deepening shadows drew away from beech and birch trunks draped with ivy, moss, and mistletoe as a breeze scythed through their branches. Bulb shoots thrust through half-frozen earth in a green display with burgeoning hints of white, yellow, and blue against the grey-brown leaf mould. It was difficult to feel daunted with the coming of spring. This was the first clear weather after what had been a tedious winter, and Henry wanted to make the most of it to hunt.

	He was not a hunter by trade, but indentured to his Uncle Edgar, the Hollowford Town blacksmith. Years before Henry’s parents were murdered by raiding bandits, but nowadays Hollowford’s yeomanry was better able to deal with brigands. Life had been peaceful in recent times. He became the smith’s apprentice by default, as there was no one else to take him in. Edgar was stern, but mostly they got along. Today was Henry’s day off, so he thought he’d try his luck at catching something extra for the stew-pot, especially as food had been rationed for weeks now. He carried a short bow made of layered spruce and had practised enough to be an excellent shot.

	There were many encouraging signs that game was awakening from winter’s grip and Henry had been tracking a deer herd for hours. If he returned with venison for the villagers, it would impress Chief Gareth, and it was always a good idea to stay on the right side of civic notables. But, he’d strayed too far to return home before dusk, and it looked as if he’d have to find a safe place for the night. He walked on until the forest opened into a large glade enclosed by beeches with an oak at its centre, standing like a lone sentinel. This was an ideal place to camp for the night, but Henry stopped short as he approached the tree. 

	A giant black boar was entangled in a briar patch beneath the branches, trapped while rooting about for any of last year’s acorns. Everyone knew these animals were dangerous and this beast’s growing anger and frustration as it battled the thorns made it even worse. It finally struggled free, leaving deep cuts across its jowls. No time was good, but this was an especially bad time to be spotted by an infuriated boar. Its nostrils flared as steam sprayed past its long, yellow tusks. The boar’s coarse hair bristled and it charged.

	Henry whipped an arrow from its quiver, nocked it, and drew the bowstring to his nose. Hitting a charging wild animal was chancy, but Henry’s nerve held as he released. The shaft drove through the boar’s eye. The boy reached for another arrow, but there was no time to shoot it. The boar slammed into him, driving all the air from his lungs. Henry crashed to the ground with the boar almost smothering him, but the arrow had penetrated its brain and the beast was dead. Only sheer momentum had finished the charge.

	Henry struggled free. Not only was he worried about being crushed, but the beast’s stench made him gag as blood oozed from its eye socket. The boy was battered and shaken, although he suffered no serious damage. He was amazed that he’d felt no fear during the charge, but realised there simply hadn’t been time. Now he must decide what to do with his kill. There was no doubt the villagers would eat it, and the women usually butchered game quickly, but they were too far away. He could leave it and return to Hollowford for help, except night scavengers were likely to spoil the meat, so he’d just have to do the job himself. The arrow was damaged beyond worth, so he left it imbedded where it was and set to work. It was night when he finished, however a full moon bathed the glade in light. He’d done a fair job on the carcass, certainly well enough for the time being. 

	Then he heard the first wolf howl.

	Soon joined by others, in no time the baying surrounded him. A pack had caught the scent of blood and they were on their way. Wolves were rarely troublesome, but a lone boy would have difficulty fending them off, especially if they were ravenous after lean pickings all winter. Usually they stayed in the high country of Enta Geweore and seldom hunted close to lowland communities. Henry thought of running and leaving them to it, but it was his boar and he was damned if he was going to give it up. The oak would serve well as a larder, so he began to heave the pieces of carcass into the lower branches. The boar’s head was all that remained when the pack swarmed into the clearing.

	There were two dozen, led by a monstrous grey wolf and its mate. Others followed in strict order of strength and prowess as was the way of the pack. Their eyes were ablaze and drool glistened from their jaws in the moonlight. The pack was desperately hungry.

	Henry bolted for the oak with the last of his catch. He leapt into the tree just as the leading wolf bounded into the air after him. He felt its claws rake his back. His leather jacket protected him as he clambered to safety. The pack leader joined the others to polish off the boar’s intestines, but it did not take long before their attention turned to the oak.

	The wolves leapt at the lower branches where the boar meat balanced uncertainly. They grew bolder with each bound, and Henry was so worried he’d soon lose the lot that he threw the boar’s head into the pack. They fell onto the prey in snarling bedlam until it was stripped to bare skull and they returned to the oak. He nocked an arrow to his bowstring and drew back. He couldn’t miss at such close range and in brilliant moonlight. The arrow pierced the alpha-male’s heart, killing it instantly. The pack fell onto it, but the leader’s mate drove them back. The pack challenged her persistently, but she stood firm.

	With the pack distracted, Henry moved his catch to the safety of higher branches. When he’d finished he clambered down a little way to see the she-wolf still fending the others off. They edged closer. Just as it seemed she would be overwhelmed, the pack appeared to lose interest and dashed away between the trees.

	The lone she-wolf stooped over her consort, licking his disfigured face with a melancholy tenderness that Henry might have found moving under different circumstances. At last she flung her head back and with a lamenting wail followed the pack into the forest. She must accept fate and mate with the strongest remaining male who may have already claimed leadership over the pack.

	Henry was in no hurry to climb down. He stashed his bow and arrows and wriggled into the fork of two stout branches, wedged securely in case he fell asleep. He dozed but was jerked awake by the sound of the wolf-pack baying close by. The howls changed to intense savagery as Henry imagined they’d tracked down some hapless prey. The cacophony was short lived and faded. Henry heard a few lonely wails, but at last the pack was heading back to its normal hunting grounds among the blue conifers in the snow-covered mountains. Hopefully, with the onset of spring and more plentiful game, they might stay there.

	Henry settled in for the night. 

	[image: Chapter01-b]

	[image: Image]awn sunbeams filtered through the tall timber as colour returned to the forest floor. A thin mist drifted upwards, but would quickly burn off and Henry knew there’d be no trouble finding his way home to tell the villagers, who would return for the boar. Following a narrow path, he soon reached the spot where the pack had made its kill, but it wasn’t game they’d brought down. The corpses of three men lay in the centre of a clearing; or what was left of them.

	The pack had ripped their flesh to the bone, but the victims had accounted for themselves well before they died. Several slain wolves lay where small scavengers and insects were already gathering to feast. A pair of broadswords and a dagger were discarded amid the carnage, so at least two of these men were warriors, judging by their weapons. Now Henry knew what had lured the pack away from his tree, confirming the wolves must have been famished to have attacked such a well defended trio. He was sure the pack showed no signs of rabies disease that occasionally maddened animals into unusual savagery. 

	He gingerly picked around the bodies, hoping to find clues to who they might be. They’d made camp, with the remains of a fire still smouldering, and there were also signs of horses that must have bolted before the warriors could mount up when the wolves arrived. Two cloaks lay crumpled where they had been cast aside, and their clasps caught Henry’s attention. Gold medallions had been worked into brooches surrounded by amber, topaz, and curious blue stones Henry couldn’t identify. These were not mere baubles, but valuable artefacts rarely seen in Hollowford. Chief Gareth’s wife, Ayla, certainly wore nice jewellery, but she was the richest woman around. Trading in precious currency wasn’t Hollowford’s style, where a barter system was the normal order of business. Henry wondered why fighting men would own such treasures; he understood soldiers mostly squandered their wealth as soon as they came by it on rough wine and even rougher women. 

	There were no further signs of wealth, although Henry found a purse containing coppers, but that was all. He pocketed the coins. The golden discs were intriguing items and Henry wondered whether they were talismans from a strange tribe or the badge of a secret brotherhood. Chief Gareth might know something about them, as he’d travelled all over Grambak Peninsula, whereas Henry hadn’t wandered very far at all. But if he showed the treasures to the chief, he might want to keep them.

	He thought of burying the men, but knew it would take all day. It was better to bring help and the sooner the better, because the corpses wouldn’t get any sweeter.

	He turned to leave and froze. The she-wolf was crouching arch-backed before him. He could only think that she had returned to her dead mate and followed his scent back here. Why she came was a mystery. Perhaps she had been replaced by a younger, fitter female and had been driven from the pack. Whether she connected Henry with the alpha-wolf’s death didn’t matter. Henry tucked the purse and brooches into the front of his tunic and seized one of the swords.

	The wolf circled him with fluid hostility.

	Where are the others? If they reappeared he was doomed. Sweat dripped from his brow as he held the sword uncertainly. He’d never formally trained in its use, other than sparring with other village boys using wooden weapons.

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I know you were just hungry, but I have to eat too. If I could change things I would, and maybe these men would still be alive as well.”

	The wolf drew closer.

	“I don’t want to hurt you. I know what I did must seem wrong to you. Forgive me.”

	I’m talking to a wolf! What good will that do?

	It did do some good, however. Henry inched towards the she-wolf, the sword raised in both hands. The wolf crouched before him and Henry was sure she’d attack, but she did not move. She bowed her head and her growling ceased. He lowered the sword and reached towards her with his free hand. He wasn’t really sure why, but she appeared so vulnerable now, no longer the savage beast that threatened him with her pack. Whether the wolf felt Henry’s regret, or merely thought the risk of taking him on alone was too great, would never be known. Had she been abandoned by the others and simply sought company and solace elsewhere? Was she acknowledging Henry as a surrogate for her mate? She raised her head and their eyes met. All the hostility was gone and she allowed him to stroke her back.

	“Well, that’s an interesting development,” Henry said softly, “but you must go now because I’m heading home, and I don’t expect wolves are welcome in Hollowford. Go on, scat!”

	She seemed reluctant to leave, then abruptly leapt to her paws and bounded away into the forest. Henry realised why, hearing the jangle of spurs and bridles. With the ever-present threat of bandits in the forest, he left everything where it was and, still armed with the broadsword, headed for Hollowford with the medallions tucked in his tunic.
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	[image: Image]he glade droned with swarming flies as two mounted and warlike men approached. Their hair and beards hung in long braids and both warriors wore mail tunics, leather breeches, boots and plain metal helmets. Their indigo cloaks were drawn around them and held in place by similar precious ornaments to those of the dead men. Both riders were on their guard and drew their swords as they inspected the glade, peering into the forest before dismounting.

	They poked around the bodies, taking particular interest in their abandoned cloaks.

	“Something big ’appened ’ere,” one of the men growled.

	“Any fool can see that.” The other spoke in barely more than a hiss.

	“The wealth is gone,” the Growl observed. “Someone took ’em.”

	“So I see,” the Hiss replied. “Won’t be ’ard to find. There’s the trail. We’ll press on.”

	They gathered the remaining sword, remounted, and began the hunt for Henry. Shortly after the riders disappeared, the she-wolf emerged and followed their path.
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Chapter 2

	Archer

	[image: Chapter02-b]

	 

	[image: Image]he thrill of last night’s events had waned when Henry reached Hollowford. He felt worn out, although he’d come across the slain warriors’ horses and rode one home while leading the other. It was mid-morning when he arrived.

	The original village had formed around a crossing on a waterway called Hollow Tree Creek because of the ancient willows along its banks. In time a bridge was completed over the ford where an enterprising individual built a water wheel and mill house from which the village developed. A surrounding wooden palisade had proved useful in troubled years. Over time, when Gareth’s militia had secured Hollowford’s relative peace and the community grew to a small town, the posts were adapted for other, less martial purposes, such as extending the chief’s feasting hall. Dwellings and stock pens now sprawled from the original fence boundaries. Pigs, geese, and chickens foraged, clearing up most of the village refuse. Enough land had been cleared outside town for crops, orchards, vegetable plots, and livestock.

	Edgar was busy at the forge and ambivalent about Henry’s return. He thought his nephew was a bit of a block-head, but was pleased to see him home safely. Henry showed some promise in the smithy and would graduate to journeyman in a few years, but after a restless night abroad, he wasn’t much use for the rest of the day. He explained about the boar to his Aunt Thayer, who organised a party of villagers to take a cart into the forest and retrieve the carcasses. Several of Gareth’s well-armed men accompanied them just in case the wolves showed up again.

	Henry climbed to the loft above the forge where he’d arranged his bed of hay, goose-down pillows, and animal hides and soon fell asleep despite the hammering and clinking below. He awoke at dusk, just as Thayer’s foragers returned with the boar piled high in their cart. They had buried the dead warriors where they lay. Henry hadn’t realised just how huge the animal was, certainly big enough for all the villagers to have a decent meal. So Ayla persuaded Gareth to hold a feast in his hall the following night for everybody to celebrate a treat of fresh pork and the spring equinox passing. The entire village loved a party, so all and sundry raided their cupboards to see what they could contribute. Even after a long winter, they managed to gather vegetables, dried herbs and fruit, kegs of mead, cider and beer, salt, sugar beet, barley and other grains for baking bread and pies. 

	Amid the bustle, no-one noticed two travellers walk their horses to Clem Foster’s inn. They concealed their weapons under saddle blankets and asked about accommodation for the night. Clem was a garrulous, portly fellow with a ruddy complexion, suggesting he favoured his own product.

	“A place for the night?” he boomed, accustomed to being heard over the usual taproom chatter. 

	“Yeah, that’s what I said,” the man with a rasping voice replied, wishing this fool would make less noise about it. The travellers didn’t want to draw attention to themselves.

	“You’ll be snug enough in the loft and the hay’s clean. Stash your gear there while my lad takes care of your horses. You’ll need a mug of porter by the sounds of you.”

	Clem Foster’s consisted of the dirt-floor barroom where a fire blazed in the corner. Clem had once covered the floor with straw, but it caught alight one night and only the fierce stamping of his patrons prevented the inn from burning to the ground. Tables and stools were scattered with a few outside, where folk liked to sit on summer evenings. Casks of beer, mead, and cider were stacked along the back wall behind a serving counter. 

	Clem poured a tankard of black ale for his guests.

	“We don’t get many strangers hereabouts, especially before the warm weather,” he declared.

	“I suppose not,” the Hiss replied.

	“Rabbit stew, eggs, and fresh baked bread for supper tonight, if you’ve a mind. Two coppers each and that includes feed for your mounts. You can’t ask fairer than that,” Clem said.

	The wayfarers handed over the money without haggling.

	“Young fellow from here killed a great boar in the forest last night,” Clem continued. “Came home all scratched about with a tale of wolves and dead men in the forest.”

	“Oh?” the Growl arched his eyebrows.

	“He’ll be in later, I’ll be bound. Want to tell everyone about it.”

	“That might be interesting.”

	“Aye, you’d probably have stories to tell y’selves, you being travellers and all. Folk’ll buy a round to hear a good yarn.”

	[image: Chapter02-b]

	But the lure of free beer didn’t appear to interest the strangers, who moved away and sat by the fire. Clem considered them a bit moody for his liking, but other customers were drifting in and he turned his attention to them.

	 

	[image: Image]hen Henry awoke he felt stiff and sore, but in good spirits.

	“Clem Foster dropped by,” Edgar said. “He reckons if you go over there and tell everyone about your adventures, it’ll draw a crowd.”

	“He’s too young to be hanging out with tavern riff-raff,” Thayer declared.

	“I drink with tavern riff-raff on occasion,” Edgar reminded her.

	“I’m not much of a drinker,” Henry said nervously.

	“Stick to small beer and you’ll come to no harm.”

	Thayer suggested Edgar accompany Henry, but he declined, saying his nephew should savour the moment unassisted. He thought Thayer brewed superior beer to Clem anyway. 

	“But remember, you’ll have to be up early tomorrow and ready for a full day’s work,” the smith added.

	So Henry kissed his aunt goodnight and left for the inn.

	“I suppose the time has come when he needs the companionship of men,” Thayer said.

	“Then it’ll be girls,” Edgar grinned, “and his troubles will really begin.”

	“I don’t see that you have anything to complain about. In fact, now that we have the evening to ourselves, you might be quite happy having a girl around. I wonder if that is why you were so keen for Henry to go out alone.”

	She sat on his knee and placed her arms around his neck.

	“I see my plan is working,” he said.

	[image: Chapter02-b]

	[image: Image]f course everyone at Clem Foster’s wanted to hear Henry’s story and he retold it several times as the night drew on. He accepted a few tankards and felt heady after a while. Even though he was enjoying the attention, Henry remembered his uncle’s admonition and before too long bade everyone goodnight and headed home. He was feeling pretty smug about himself as he strolled through Hollowford’s narrow lanes. A night hunting in the forest, close encounters with a boar and wolves, followed by an evening in the tavern made him feel far more grown-up than he’d been a couple of days ago. He was startled back to reality when a cloaked figure appeared from a corner, blocking his path. He was silhouetted but Henry could still make out the sword he carried.

	The stranger’s breath came in rasps as he edged forward, gliding, almost slithering. Henry spun around only to be confronted by another figure. The man’s head was cloaked and his features hidden, but he too brandished a sword.

	“Hold up there, boyo,” the first man hissed.

	“We can kill yer easy enough,” his companion growled. “We’re ’ere fer our property, we know yer gorrit.”

	“What?” Henry stammered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Liar!”

	“To our way of thinkin’,” Hiss added, “yer’ll not wanna part from ’em valuables, so yer got ’em on yer and I sez hand ’em over right now.”

	Henry needed time to work a way out of this.

	“I don’t have them with me,” he said. “I’ve hidden them.”

	But the two men weren’t convinced.

	“Then yer won’t mind if we searches yer,” Growl said, “and if yer’re lyin’, we’ll kill yer out of hand.”

	Henry’s eyes darted back and forth for a bolt hole. He lunged sideward to dodge Hiss, who grabbed him easily and struck him with the hilt of his sword. Dazed for a moment, Henry crashed to the ground. Hiss raised his sword. If Henry still had the amulets, it would be easier to retrieve them once he was dead.

	Just as the sword swung, a shadowy form flashed before Henry and the she-wolf latched onto his attacker’s forearm. He yelped as she snarled and savaged his wrist, but the warrior was tough and quickly flung her aside. She smashed into a wall and lay still. Growl grabbed Henry as Hiss returned to finish him off. He was about to swing his blade, but stopped in mid-stride. A tall, rangy figure entered the alley-way. He carried a double-bladed battle-axe, but wore no armour or helmet other than a chain-mail sark, cowhide leggings, and boots.

	“This contest appears uneven, in my opinion,” the newcomer observed blandly. “I heard there were a couple of strangers in town. I’ve been keeping an eye on you two, but lost you for a moment in these laneways.”

	Hiss was not about to debate matters and lunged at the stranger who anticipated something of the sort. There was no room to swing the axe so, after deftly avoiding Hiss’s blade, the new-comer rammed the haft into his chest, knocking the breath from Henry’s attacker and sending him staggering backwards. Henry recovered sufficiently to get to his knees, just as Hiss backed into him and was sent tumbling into Growl, who came to join the fight. The stranger saw the advantage and lunged just as Henry lurched to his feet and they crashed into each other with a bone-jarring thud that sent Henry reeling once more.

	The attackers knew the commotion would soon draw others, so they fled into the darkness.

	“Out of the way!” The stranger roared, shoving Henry aside.

	The boy thumped into a wall, adding to his aches and injured pride as the stranger raced down several dead ends, but failed to find his quarry. He reached Clem Foster’s front door where several patrons were spilling out. 

	“Two men, where are they?” he yelled.

	“Out the back,” Clem said. “They dashed inside, grabbed their gear, and leapt from the loft window into the stable yard.”

	Suddenly, two riders clattered past, knocking the stranger over, causing him to roll into bystanders. He cursed sharply as they hauled him to his feet before he stalked away to find Henry, still slumped in the alley with the she-wolf across his lap.

	“Well?” the stranger demanded.

	“Oh, it’s you, Archer,” Henry stammered.

	“Yes, it’s me,” Archer replied without being particularly reassuring about it, because he was Gareth’s reeve and in charge of village law-and-order.

	Then he noticed the injured animal.

	“Will your dog be all right?”

	“She’s a wolf.”

	“I wouldn’t let that piece of news get around if I were you. Folk will skin her and peg the hide to a post outside town if they find out.”

	The wolf stirred and appeared to recover with only a few scratches to trouble her.

	“Where did you get a wolf anyway?”

	“In the forest last night.”

	“I heard about that and did you meet those two ruffians in the forest as well?”

	“No, I’ve never seen them before, but the dead men out there looked just like them.”

	“Come on,” Archer said, helping Henry to his feet. “You’d better come and explain things to the chief, and bring your pet with you. Has she got a name?”

	“I haven’t had time to think of one. What do you think about ‘Bronwyn?”

	“After your mother, is it?”

	“Yes, do you think she’d mind?”

	“No, she was much admired hereabouts. We all remember her in our own way, and you must do the same. Carry her memory with your new friend, Henry. It will please her spirit, I’m sure.” 
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	[image: Image]ormally Chief Gareth was a sociable fellow who liked to hold   court with his retainers, but tonight he and Ayla had retired early. His daughter, Macayle, was supervising their three servant-girls clean up after supper. While her mother was a golden-tressed, flawless beauty, Macayle favoured her father’s blazing red hair, emerald eyes, and uninhibited character. She was two or three years older than Henry, who adored her, but knew well enough she would never be for him.

	Gareth kept a dozen men-at-arms who formed the nucleus of Hollowford’s defences. They trained the village militia, who were chauvinists to a man when it came to protecting their families and property. Faranden, Archer’s deputy, was the only other person around. He was muscular and blustery and Henry considered him to be a noisy bully, but he was a tough man in a fight and you don’t want a sissy when it comes to standing up to marauders or savage beasts from the forest. Macayle flirted shamelessly with Faranden, but it was unlikely Gareth would choose him for her either.

	A couple of Gareth’s mastiffs snarled a challenge when they saw Bronwyn, but Macayle silenced them with a sharp command. She tossed them each a mutton bone and gave Bronwyn a couple of shanks to pacify any canine angst.

	“Ah, our hero from the dark woods,” Faranden announced, raising his drinking horn in a mock toast. “An honour indeed, sirrah.”

	“He’s been having adventures closer to home,” Archer said, “and getting mixed up in street brawls with a couple of rascals. They galloped off, but you’d better double the night watch and warn them to be extra alert.”

	Faranden nodded and left. Although he was enjoying Macayle’s company, he knew better than to grumble in front of Archer. They both agreed it wasn’t worth disturbing Gareth to report a minor altercation at the inn.

	“Would you like a drink?” Macayle asked. “You both look as if you could use it.”

	She brought a pitcher of ale and two wooden mugs, eyeing Archer most of the time, but casting occasional glances towards Henry. They sat around a table, Macayle on a bench next to the reeve. 

	“So, what was that all about?” Archer said, straight to the point. “And don’t even think about lying to me or I’ll take over where those villains left off.”

	“That’s pretty much what they said,” Henry conceded.

	He told the whole story of last night’s adventure and concluded by taking the golden brooches from his tunic and placing them on the table. Macayle’s interest transferred from Archer to the medallions. She beheld them wide-eyed and stroked the golden smoothness, entranced by the intoxicating quality of the objects.

	“Nice,” Archer assayed. “Very nice indeed. Can’t say as I’ve ever seen anything like them.”

	“But how did they know I had them?”

	“Most likely they knew those dead fellows in the woods and just followed you here, wouldn’t you say?”

	“I suppose so.”

	“They’re beautiful,” Macayle purred.

	“The thing that bothers me is their strangeness. No one hereabouts crafted these for sure. I wouldn’t mind knowing if any foreigners are prowling nearby, and more importantly, how many. There are no tinkers or gypsies in town right now, but I know someone who might help, so I’d better hang onto these for a while.”

	Archer placed the amulets into a pouch strung around his neck and tucked it under his sark. Henry looked concerned and Macayle pouted with disappointment.

	“I’ll probably be able to protect them better than you two,” he sighed. “Anyway, it’ll only be for a few days, and then you can have them back. I’ve got someone to see tomorrow, you can come with me if you don’t trust me.”

	“Can I come too?” Macayle asked.

	“I’m sorry. Even if I agreed, remember your mother wants you to accompany her to Tremill Broch for a spot of star-gazing. With unknown outlanders wandering about, your father may keep you here anyway.”

	Macayle pouted again. Her mother was fascinated by the stars and never missed a chance to study the heavens with the scholars and astronomers who lived at the Broch sited on an island to the north of Hollowford. Dean Merrick, Tremill’s prime-wizard, had sent word that a once-in-a-lifetime extraterrestrial event was about to occur and Ayla couldn’t wait to see it. Macayle shared her mother’s enthusiasm, but the idea of riding to adventure with Archer and Henry sounded much more exciting.

	“Can you ride, Henry?” Archer asked.

	“I’m adequate,” he replied. “I have to ride the mounts my uncle shoes to make sure the fitting is correct.”

	“Do you own a horse?”

	“Actually, I own two now.”

	“Fair enough, we’ll start tomorrow morning. Come on, I’ll take you and your dog home, just in case those louts are still about.”

	“That’s a wolf not a dog. You’re not fooling anyone,” Macayle said.
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Chapter 3  

	Mother of Fantasies
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	[image: Image] he following morning dawned cold with a drizzling mist that finally lifted to be replaced by depressing rain, so the forge was the place to be with its roaring fire. Bron had caused some consternation when Thayer came to rouse Henry and discovered a wolf in the loft. Luckily her shriek woke him and he explained before Edgar could grab a weapon.

	“How will you stop her attacking our stock?” Edgar demanded.

	“I don’t think that’s an issue.’”

	Henry pointed to the remains of several rabbits Bron had hunted during the night. 

	“She seems quite tame now. I’m sure the only reason the pack attacked those travellers was because they were so hungry. With the snow melting and uncovering grasslands, rabbits are breeding again. There’ll be no shortage of game.”

	“Be careful, Henry. If just one goose or lamb goes missing, it’s the end of her.”

	But Edgar smiled and stroked the wolf, perhaps because she’d been named after his sister and the memory pleased him. He’d always called her “Bron” and the wolf became known in the same way.

	Edgar had started work when Archer turned up. The reeve wore a bearskin coat under his cloak with its hood drawn low over his brow.

	“Morning, blacksmith.”

	Edgar straightened, nodded, and continued hammering.

	“I’ve come for Henry.”

	“So he says. Although why, I cannot divine.”

	“He might remember something useful about the villains who attacked him,” Archer explained, turning to Henry. “Rug up, son. It’s sorely miserable outside, and bring your bow. Perhaps we’ll see another boar.”

	“Thanks, Uncle,” Henry said.

	Edgar shrugged. 

	“Archer is Chief Gareth’s reeve, so I’m bound to do as he bids. Mark him well and behave in his company. Make me proud that he has chosen you for assistance.”

	“Don’t fret about Henry,” Archer said. “He’s attentive and not prone to waywardness. Events in the forest may signify or not, but we’d better find out. When I showed Gareth and Ayla the amulets, they were keen we should investigate.”

	Henry saddled Bella, who was stabled with Bruno beside the forge. Aware of his limited horsemanship, he chose the gentlest of the pair, although that was relative. Being warrior’s mounts, both were spirited and required some persuasive handling.

	Thayer supplied a muslin sack containing enough bread and cheese for them both. They mounted and disappeared into the forest, following a track shrouded by budding treetops. Water drizzled from above pooling in places or swirling away in streams. The clinging dankness was so different from before when, wolves and boars aside, Henry had enjoyed his hunting expedition. He drew his cloak closer, pulling the mantle further over his eyes. Bron followed, often disappearing into the forest for short periods before returning to the trail. Archer didn’t say where they were going. He was not inclined to conversation at all. Perhaps rain made him moody. 

	After a couple of hours’ bleak trekking, the forest opened into a small, roughly cleared meadow that barely contained the encroaching wild-berry briars. Beside a small vegetable plot stood a hut made from cast-off timber, mouldy thatch, shingles, and crumbling masonry. The hut was built against an oak whose roots entwined the foundations so solidly they’d become part of the structure. Blue smoke curled languidly through the thatch, rose a short distance, then oozed downwards under the pressure of rain. Water casks, wooden buckets, plant pots, garden tools, and bric-a-brac were scattered close to the front wall, shaded by a small porch. Two wicker chairs had been placed there. 

	“Hello inside!” Archer called. “Anyone home? You can’t be out in this weather. Come on, get off your rusty old backside. You’ve got visitors who’ve come all the way from Hollowford.”

	A muffled tirade followed from a voice that sounded like dry straw being set alight. Henry saw a gnarled, skeletal hand draw back the animal pelts that hung in the doorway. The oldest, least favoured, withered crone Henry had ever seen appeared. Her face was a skull of corrugated skin with a crown of tangled white hair. She was dressed in furs and waddled through the debris in her garden. She held a long shillelagh that she used alternately to steady her way and brandish in the air.

	Small she may have been, but daunting nonetheless. Archer dismounted and, to Henry’s surprise, stepped forward to embrace the harridan with genuine warmth. Hitherto Archer hadn’t demonstrated much emotion about anything.

	“Archer, you rogue,” she cackled. “It’s been so long since you’ve paid old Guilda a call, damn yer eyes. Been huddled up in the village with a gourd of porter and some buxom quean, I’ll be bound, you neglectful scoundrel.”

	“It’s your friendly, silk-tongued conversation I’ve missed mostly,” Archer replied.

	Henry knew of Guilda, the mysterious woman of the woods. Mother of Fantasies some called her. People spoke in awe of the spells and curses she could inflict with the help of a sinister hob-goblin who lived with her. Yet, she was known to tell fortunes accurately and dispense potions and charms that cured many ailments and bestowed fertility on brides seeking to become mothers. But this knowledge did not draw villagers willingly to Guilda because, even when she laughed, she seemed mildly crazy and a little scary.

	Henry’s uncertainty must have shown.

	“Who do we have here?” Guilda said, eyeing him slyly. “A trembling field mouse perhaps. Or something for the cooking pot, maybe?”

	“I’d watch my tongue if I were you, my only true love,” Archer warned. “This is Henry, boar-slayer and wolf-tamer. Behave or I’ll set him onto you.”

	“You call that a threat?” Guilda cackled through sparse teeth. “It’s been longer than I can remember since young men felt disposed to set themselves on me.”

	“Pleased to meet you, madam,” Henry said awkwardly. 

	“It’s a polite one you have here, Archer. You could learn a thing or two from the lad. Put you horses under the shelter out back and come in from the rain, before we all die of ague. I’ve got mushroom broth on the boil, and there’s plenty of cider.’

	She was unconcerned when Bron padded beside her into the shack and settled close to the fire. Henry stabled the horses and joined the others. It was a bit smoky and the cluttered randomness continued with jars, potions, scrolls, books, and provisions stacked on shelves around the room. A labyrinth of cobwebs stretched across the roof into every corner.

	Two beds stood on either side of the large room, a chunky wooden table and several stools occupied the centre. A bubbling cauldron hung over the fire and the soup smelt delicious. Guilda poured drinks from a firkin that lay against the wall.

	“Drink up,” she invited, “I have two more kegs stashed away, enough to last until apple-harvest when we can brew again.”

	It was tasty, made from fruit grown in Guilda’s orchard deep in the woods. The apples also stored well and supplied her with a healthy supplement to her diet during winter.

	“You should live in the village,” Archer advised. “You wouldn’t have to work so hard and you can beguile as many young fellows as you fancy.”

	“No, I think not. Folk may want my potions and cures at times, but I fear they’d have no time for an ancient like me.”

	“We do have other old people in Hollowford,” Henry insisted.

	“They’d probably drown me as a witch.”

	“You’d probably deserve it,” Arched said.

	“Don’t you get lonely?” Henry persisted. Somehow Guilda didn’t seem so sinister after you got to know her.

	“True,” she admitted, “but I have company at times and we had callers the other night. You and your kin up to mischief no doubt, Mistress Wolf.”

	Bron might have even looked a bit sheepish under Guilda’s gaze.

	“She’s docile enough now,” Henry said.

	“Aye, a lone wolf would have little chance of survival,” Guilda said.

	“She catches enough food.”

	“Yes, and she’ll live on small game all summer and autumn, but come winter when they’re all buried snugly underground, she’ll be hard pressed against anything bigger like a deer, unless it’s old or sick. She might be lucky and find carrion, but who’s to tell? It’s not just food, you see. Wolves are sociable creatures that crave company. She’d rather be with you than be lonely. I’d say you’ve found a loyal friend there, Henry.”

	“She’s proved that already. I think she’s forgiven me for killing her mate.”

	“It may be that she just sees you as a stronger alternative. Wild creatures must be pragmatic. Life is short for many, so they don’t have time to dwell on misfortune. We have mostly lost our contact with birds and beasts, but a few still hold onto that magical lore.”

	“The pack didn’t harm you, it seems,” Archer observed.

	“Jongarrat led them away. He is one who has some skill with animals,” she continued. “He’s not back yet.”

	“I hope he’s safe, I wanted to talk to him.”

	“So the truth is out, you blaggard! You’ve not come to visit me at all.”

	Archer had to do some fast talking to avoid Guilda’s ruffled feathers, although teasing him was one of her favourite pastimes.

	“Who’s Jongarrat?” Henry asked.

	“He lives here, you see,” Guilda replied, but did not elaborate. “But, I sense it is you, Henry, with something on your mind. Do you want to tell me?”

	Henry glanced at Archer, who nodded, so he quickly told Guilda about his adventures. When he finished, Archer produced the amulets for Guilda to examine. She studied the treasures closely, squinting in the dim, smoky light.

	“The runes are interesting,” she said, “and the artisanship exquisite, but truth to tell, I’ve not seen the like before. As you say, Jongarrat may be able to help. He’s always wandering far and wide.”

	“The scholars at Tremill Broch might know something,” Archer suggested.

	“Those buffoons with their heads in the clouds,” Guilda retorted in a true assessment as the Tremill academics were fascinated by astronomy and astrology. “They wouldn’t notice if the world caught fire around their precious island. Practicality isn’t their strong point. These trinkets don’t look like heirlooms to me. They’re recently made for sure.”

	“Lady Ayla and Macayle set great store by Tremill Broch. Why they’re travelling there soon to gaze at the sun and stars in some mysterious formation that only appears every hundred years, although how they know that is anyone’s guess.”

	“Records, my boy. Almanacs, scrolls, and tomes by the score. They write down everything.”

	“Perhaps they’ve written something about the medallions.”

	Guilda merely shrugged.

	“When will Jongarrat return?” Archer said.

	“When the mood pleases him, it’s his way,” she replied, “but I might have a little something to relax you while we wait.”

	[image: Chapter03_b]Guilda scratched among her phials, sacks, baskets and gourds. She placed a mixture of ingredients in a vessel and hung it on a spit beside the cauldron. The hut was soon infused with an intoxicating aroma that made Henry drowsy. He was only half-aware of Guilda’s chant droning vaguely in the distance. 

	 

	“Powder of eft skull and bantam blood,

	Hawk’s eye in brine to feed the brew,

	Poppy seed and withered thyme,

	Yarrow and mistletoe will do,

	[image: Chapter03_b]Nightshade and folk’s glove,

	Dried mandrake root, a pinch or two,

	Star shine and moonbeams,

	To charm our celestial dreams anew.”

	 

	The ingredients morphed into an effervescent, clear liquid that fumed endlessly. Guilda doled the steaming mix into two bowls and passed one each to Archer and Henry. The lad looked doubtful, but Archer drew the concoction to his nose and inhaled, tossing his head backwards with closed eyes.

	“Don’t be afraid,” Guilda crooned in Henry’s ear. “The philtre will not harm you. Take up the vapours and sip the broth. You’ll be rid of all woe for a while. See your friend Archer, I imagine you’ve never seen him so at peace.”

	Not that Henry had many woes, but Archer did look happy. Then again Archer wasn’t exactly Henry’s friend, so he didn’t know how at peace Archer normally was. The reeve smiled and Henry was under the influence of the fumes by then. He breathed deeply and even sipped from the bowl. It tasted of mushrooms, herbs, and some unfamiliar flavours. Relaxed, he let his fancy drift where it chose. Henry became light-headed, his surroundings merged into hazy shadows and drifted away, only to rush back with acute clarity. The hut walls faded. He grew lighter, then weightless, and his body began to float. A feeling of freedom swept over him as he slowly rose and drifted straight through the thatched roof.

	Soaring over the forest and finally above the clouds, he wondered absently where the rain had gone. The peaks of Enta Geweore emerged and he spied Hollowford and the northern wilderness through breaks in the weather, even glimpsing the sea beyond. He had never thought of water being there and had no idea of what terrain lay beyond Morbac Forest. There’d been no reason to go there, therefore no reason to think about it. Far off on the western shore, shrouded by mauve haze, he saw two glinting lights. Everything else faded to mist and he was only aware of the flickering orbs. They grew clearer until he identified them as medallions like the ones he found on the dead warriors. He made out each intricate design of swirling runes, so similar yet subtly different from the ones he knew. The gold and coloured crystals were mesmerising. They seemed to draw Henry, challenging him to come and claim them.

	He hovered for a long time until, just as they emerged, the artefacts faded into drifting smoke. Henry didn’t feel his descent, instead he simply found himself back on the stool. His mind cleared, leaving him mildly deflated as the euphoria drained. The hut was as he left it. Old Guilda was staring at him with amusement and rain still poured.

	“Did you see me?” he asked.

	“Yes, you’ve been right here all the time.”

	“No, you’re mistaken. I flew through the roof, right into the sky. I could see everything for miles, even the ocean.”

	“The potion can do that, but you must use it sparingly or you may come to depend on the feeling.”

	“I saw more medallions.”

	“They might have just been these,” she indicated the talismans on her table.

	“No, they bore different signs.”

	“What are you babbling about, Henry?” Archer demanded, emerging from his dreams in a sour mood.

	“I saw where the talismans come from, Archer. We must look for them on the west coast.”

	“It was a dream, just your imagination.”

	“Wait,” Guilda said. “If outlanders have come, the western strand is a likely place to use.”

	She explained that the eastern shore of Grambak, where it joined a sea known as Black Water, was protected by a series of reefs called Ita Cay. Only mariners with sound local knowledge or foolhardy courage would attempt to navigate those shoals.

	“Perhaps it’s only a dream or possibly a portent, who knows?” Guilda said. “But, don’t you think it’s worth finding out?”

	“You’re right as always,” Archer conceded. “I don’t like the idea of strangers roaming about without knowing why.”

	So they talked on while sharing Guilda’s soup, but left in time to be home before nightfall. They bid her farewell, promising to return before long.

	“You’re welcome to visit any time when you’re hunting this way, Henry. Now that you see I’m quite harmless,” Guilda called as she waved. “I’ll tell Jongarrat you came by.”

	They rode back in silence. The rain was clearing and for a while the sun broke through the forest canopy. Bron disappeared again and returned with a large rabbit between her teeth.

	As they neared the village, Archer turned to Henry.

	“All right,” he said, “if Gareth grants me leave to go traipsing around the countryside, you can come too, as my page or assistant, or whatever. Come on, we’ll be home just in time for the feast.”
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Chapter 4 

	Enta Geweore
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	[image: Image]hief Gareth was an ample and enthusiastic man, whether feasting, carousing, hunting or waging war, he pursued them all with equal vigour. He’d reached an age when his flowing red hair and beard were flecked with grey. He always carried a double-bladed broadsword he’d appropriately named Goresax, which he wielded with bludgeoning effect. He was the bravest, toughest, most ruthless and cunning fellow around, which was precisely why he was chief. He sat upon his favourite chair with Ayla on his right and Macayle standing behind. Gareth’s wife was a dozen years younger, sensually beautiful, serene, tactful, considerate, and charming. She was fifteen when she knew Gareth was the man for her, flirting with him outrageously and, even though every other Hollowford girl wanted to be his bride, she’d beguiled him completely. She begged her father to approach Gareth with a marriage proposal before another girl beat her to it. She needn’t have worried, Gareth loved her and the negotiations were a mere formality. The wedding was held on Ayla’s sixteenth birthday and the entire village grew to admire and cherish her. Macayle was Gareth and Ayla’s only child, but hers was a difficult birth and, despite their enthusiasm, no other children followed. Even Guilda’s potions proved futile.

	When Henry and Archer arrived, the feast was in full swing with the entire village crammed into Gareth’s hall. A great fire blazed to roast the pork and vegetables. Other pots bubbled with tasty soups and sauces, while freshly baked loaves and fruit pies were stacked in baskets on the tables. Ale and mead flowed without restraint. The villagers dressed in their finest clothes, the ladies with embroidered gowns and the men in colourful tunics. The girls adorned their braided hair with spring blooms and were all in a coquettish mood. Everyone was having a great time.

	“So you want to go roaming further, do you?” Gareth boomed, as it was not his way to whisper. “Fine reeve you are. Who will manage affairs while you’re gone, may I ask?”

	“Everything appears in order under your stewardship, lord,” Archer parried glibly. Gareth didn’t stand on ceremony. He was chief, everyone knew it, and no one challenged his authority. But, Archer enjoyed throwing in an honorific or two when wheedling his way round Gareth, although many villagers, including Henry, addressed their chief as lord out of respect and to keep on his good side.

	“Flattery is it, you slippery-tongued scoundrel?”

	“Why no, lord, just the plain truth and did you not agree that we best investigate any oddness close by?”

	“The western strand is not close by.”

	“Indeed not, but we may not have to travel so far. And who knows, there might be more of Henry’s precious lucre to be found.”

	Both Ayla and Macayle’s eyes widened. They were girls who knew their priorities.

	“Enticing baubles no doubt,” Gareth conceded, “but their owners may not part with them willingly, and I do not believe we have yet stooped to highway robbery.”

	“Why, no such notion crossed my mind.”

	“Go where you must then. And while you’re at it, see if you can spy out what the ruffian Olag Blackaxe is up to over at Velma.”

	Olag was the chief source of mischief for Hollowford. He led a large gang of cut-throats who constantly terrorised the town of Velma, where they made their winter quarters. Velma lay to the south and was squalid, vice-ridden and rat-infested, which suited the brigands handsomely. Hollowford folk seldom travelled there as it was dangerous and generally unprofitable. Blustery maybe, but Gareth was no fool. He was not much of a diplomat, but he was a shrewd strategist who knew the value of reconnaissance, especially when an enemy might become active as the weather improved.

	“I can spare no one to go with you, mind,” Gareth said. “I’ll need Faranden to take over until you get back.”

	“I’ll take Henry. He found the amulets after all.”

	“He could be useful and he is a boar-slayer now, but I daresay that’s between you and the smith.”

	That was not entirely true, as chief Gareth could do pretty much as he pleased, although he did pay lip-service to the town council. The blacksmith’s professional mystique afforded some privileges, but Archer omitted those niceties, making it sound like an order when he explained the plan to Edgar. 
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