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  PROLOGUE





  It was August, time of the first harvest.




  Right across the Hyddenworld folk were busy gathering their crops.




  By day they collected such fruit and grain, fungi and herbs as ripened early.




  By twilight they processed and stored it.




  By night they lit their festive fires and sang and danced their thanks to Mother Earth.




  At such times strangers were welcome at the communal fire. They brought news of the world beyond and shed light on old doubts and fears and new worries.




  Then, as the night deepened, and folk became responsive to the lilting word, the tale-tellers came to the communal fire, and the old folk too, passing on traditions and wisdom that reached into

  the hearts of all who heard.




  There are surely very few gatherings at harvest time that do not give thanks to the Mirror-of-All, in which hydden live their lives as reflections – living, moving, loving, dying as if

  they are real but knowing in truth that life itself is as insubstantial as a passing mist.




  Now here, now swiftly gone, yet so often filled with matters trivial and small that hydden forget that now – now – is all they truly have. The past is but remembrance of

  reflections gone, the future but fleeting hopes and dreams of things that may never even find their way to the Mirror’s light. Of these things tellers warn.




  Often at these moments by the fire, one or other of the speakers will express for all the greatest fear of hydden everywhere: that the day might come when the Mirror cracks and all that ever was

  and might have been will be gone forever, eternally forgotten.




  Few hydden can live long with such dread.




  They can hear the threat of it, told as a story, and dwell on its awfulness, but only as long as it takes to stoke the fire, re-fill a cannikin with a sustaining brew and welcome another to the

  circle, shoulder to comforting shoulder, watching in silence as the sparks rise to the stars, while they wait for a new speaker to offer diversion and a brighter prospect.




  If a tale-teller is known to be good, or a stranger comes to the circle with that quiet, rough confidence and grace that gives promise they have something new worth saying, or an old tale that

  might be newly told, he or she may be asked to speak.




  There are a few tales and wisdoms which have a very special place.




  No one asks for these to be told but, rather, hints at them obliquely, in the hope that one among the company who may not yet have spoken will finally speak up and talk of things others most

  want and need to hear at times of doubt.




  Such moments, which happen when the night is deep and the fire warms a hydden’s heart, so that utterance seems to come out of the Universe as if it is the Mirror speaking, are precious

  indeed. Such taletellers bless the company they keep, but their coming and going are unpredictable.




  Whole decades may pass before a hydden village is honoured by the presence of such a wanderer. When it happens it usually does so for a reason. Perhaps in gratitude for good things past; perhaps

  as a warning against shadows yet to come.




  Which is why one tale before all others is a favourite at such times, for it carries in its being both light and dark, warning and celebration. It feeds the mind even as it stirs the heart.




  It is the tale of Beornamund, greatest of the CraftLords or makers of objects of power. He was founder of Brum, former capital of Englalond and still the stronghold of that which all true hydden

  love and fight for – freedom of the spirit and liberty of the individual.




  His story is one of love lost in the mortal world but found again in the immortal one; of an object made of such perfection that it took to itself the Fires of the Universe and the colours of

  the seasons; and of a quest or quests to save mortal kind, whether human or hydden, towards which its folly in abusing the very Earth itself is surely leading.




  That’s a tale worth hearing and it’s one oft-told at harvest time when folk reflect upon the oldest truth and the simplest: each one of us must reap what we sow, for good and ill and

  good again, just as great Beornamund did.




  Though oft-heard, it is a tale rarely told well enough. It needs a teller who has plumbed the depths of life itself to bring back truths that have meaning for us all.
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  THREE TRAVELLERS





  In the third week of August a rumour, strange and wonderful, spread across southern Englalond, that sea-bound place of mists and mysteries which

  lies in the far north-western corner of the Hyddenworld.




  It told of three hydden who were travelling incognito, pursued by soldiers of the Fyrd, the fearsome army of the Empire which had subdued the country decades before. They were rarely seen and

  when they were they kept themselves to themselves, making camp in the shelter of isolated knolls, or on the holy ground of tumuli and other such burial places, or in the shade of a deep valley.




  Their identity was known to every hydden in the land but their names were rarely spoken, out of reverence to the dangerous mission they were on and because none who loved liberty and freedom,

  and cherished the Earth, would ever risk leading the Fyrd to them.




  Their starting point had been White Horse Hill in Berkshire, that much was known. Their destination was almost certainly Brum, city of freedom.




  The quickest and easiest route was north and westward, by way of the old pilgrim road that leads to Waseley Hill where Beornamund once had his foundry. From there it is but an hour or two to

  Brum itself.




  But the Fyrd patrolled that road and the three had been forced westward along green roads and river ways, the Fyrd close behind. From time to time they had called into a village along the way,

  for provisions and perhaps for company. None asked their names, though all knew them.




  None asked their destination, though any could guess it.




  Not a hydden ventured to ask their purpose, for to speak it might be to spoil it.




  They said little, but were not taciturn.




  They were well enough, but seemed weary with the weight of their wyrd or destiny.




  There was the light of prophecy and purpose about them and it was said that miracles happened in their wake: a sick child became well, a dumb boy spoke again, a blind wyf saw, angry neighbours

  learnt to laugh once more.




  Folk hoped the three might come their way and they prayed that if the harvest feast was set in their village they would eat and, when the fire was lit and stories told, the travellers would join

  the circle in the dark.




  Then, if the Mirror willed it, and all were hushed, and things were put in the right way and all was good, perhaps one or other of those famed travellers might say a word, speak a wisdom or tell

  a tale.




  ‘Would they?’




  ‘They might.’




  ‘Would they tell the greatest tale?’




  ‘Not if you ask ’em, no. But if the wyrd’s with us all and the stars are right and the fires good, then one or other of them might be moved to talk of Beornamund.’




  Such was the rumour, such the hope.




  Not least because that worrisome year, in Englalond as elsewhere, folk had lost confidence in their Mother Earth.




  She who had been abundant through so many generations was no longer so.




  She who was once benign was angry now.




  She who had been friend had turned enemy.




  The first harvest celebrations were muted and reluctant as if no one wanted to tempt providence. Strange unseasonal weather from Springtime on, unusual earth tremors and a collective unease and

  malaise among hydden folk ever since had made them jumpy and insecure.




  It did not help that the human world had been even harder hit by the destructive Earth events than the hydden one. Some towns and even cities had been half destroyed, road and rail disrupted and

  the humans were in the grip of fear, of violence and of death.




  A panic had seemed to seize the humans at the end of July and they fled from the south of Englalond to the north, or to the Continent, from lowland vales to the high passes of the Pennines and

  Cumbria, Wales and the borderland with Scotland, believing they might find sanctuary there. Indeed, though August was barely halfway through, many were already counting the days to the last and

  greatest of the harvest celebrations, which takes place on November Eve and is called Samhain.




  They watched the fields and sky with worried faces; they tasted the water of lake and river with dubious tongues; and they poked and sifted, sniffed and hearkened close to the moist and shifting

  humus in the woods, saying, ‘If we can only get through to the last day of October with all the crops safe in and stored, then perhaps . . . then maybe . . . maybe we might have a

  chance to survive this winter.’




  ‘Aye, neighbour, if we can, but only if! For winters that follow such an ominous harvest time as this are usually bad.’




  ‘Ssh! Say that not! Things may be late and all distorted, but at least the harvests have started and that’s . . .’




  ‘Yes, at least that’s . . . that’s . . .’




  ‘Good? Is it not good?’




  The other shifted about, hunched his head to right and left, wrinkled his brow and squinted at the still and silent trees whose leaves were already withering, and kicked the ground before

  answering.




  ‘Perhaps it is,’ he finally said grudgingly, ‘perhaps it’s not. The best I’d say is ’tis better than “bad”.’




  ‘Not good then?’




  ‘Not quite bad!’




  This gloomy exchange might have been heard in any of a thousand hydden villages in Englalond that month. But in reality it took place one mid-August evening on the outskirts of the hydden

  village of Cleeve. A pretty enough place which sits on the west and steeper side of the Cotswold Hills, overlooking the human city of Cheltenham, where it sprawls westward across the valley of the

  River Severn towards the great river itself, untidy, noisy, over-lit and generally polluting, as such cities are.




  The talk might have continued and become gloomier still had not one of the villagers suddenly started and, grasping the arm of the other, whispered hoarsely, ‘By all that’s blessed

  in the Mirror, look what’s coming down the hill!’




  The other stared, his eyes disbelieving and then filled with excitement.




  ‘Is it them and coming right towards us!?’




  ‘I think it might be, brother.’




  ‘Shall we scarper?’




  ‘No, we stand our ground. Let ’em come right up to us if they will so we can see their garb and faces and know for sure.’




  Three travellers, two males and a female, had appeared off Cleeve Hill and were making their way towards them with the slow but rhythmic gait of those who have journeyed far that day and need a

  rest.




  ‘Hale and well met!’ cried one of them, a well-made youth of nineteen or twenty who portered a sizeable ’sac with ease and carried a hefty stave. He was open-faced but serious,

  dark of hair and eyes, and he carried himself with authority. His stave was unusual, being anciently carved down its length, the facets and curls catching the fading light of the sky so that it

  shimmered as wind does through the leaves of a copper beech.




  ‘Greetings to you too!’ cried out one of the villagers as they eyed the other two.




  Each was as striking and personable, though in different ways. One was a female, about the same age as the first male, fair and handsome but with weary pallor and tired eyes that suggested she

  had suffered a recent trial or tribulation. She wore a spousal ring of woven twine, newly threaded through with the fragrant stems of balsam and thyme, which suggested her union to one of the males

  was born in poverty or haste.




  The second male was unusually tall, red-haired, freckled and hazel-eyed. He wore poorly made trews of dark fustian, leather boots with different-coloured laces and a blue kerchief round his

  neck. It had been a warm day and he wore no hose. His thin, white legs were as freckled as his face and the backs of his hands. He stood lop-sided because his portersac, which was even larger than

  that carried by the other male, was ill-packed and poorly balanced. Its many pockets were filled to overflowing with objects of mainly human origin: a roll of black plastic bin bags could be seen,

  a spanner, the top end of a split cane fishing rod, a half-used church candle, green string, wire coat hangers. A cooking pan dangled from one of the ’sac’s straps, a small brass

  whistle from the other. His jerkin, which was strung, not buttoned, was open nearly to his waist. A thin rectangular object as long as a forefinger, as wide as a thumb, hung from a thin thread of

  gold about his neck. It was part glass, part mother-of-pearl, reflecting light as well as absorbing it.




  Yet it was not this strange, sweet disarray of his person which finally held the eye but the expression on his face. It was alert, enquiring, challenging and abstracted, like one who has been

  thinking deeply about one thing when his attention has been drawn unwillingly to another.




  They had a dog as well, a cross between a Labrador and red setter that settled at the tall one’s feet awhile, before, growing bored, he dashed off into nearby woods.




  One thing was certain: their youth, their pleasant manner, their peaceable and friendly approach showed they were no threat.




  But this was more certain still: these three were the most famous hydden in all Englalond and there they were, bold as brass, making fair greeting.




  ‘You seek bed and board?’ ventured the other villager before adding diffidently, ‘It be our festive night and your arrival is well timed! The bonfire has been long since made

  and all are welcome, provided they come with good intent and bring a peck or two of news from other parts.’




  It was the female who answered and she did so with a polite shake of the head.




  ‘That’s courteous,’ she said matter-of-factly, ‘but all we seek is a place to pitch our camp, take sup and rest our heads.’




  ‘That’s well too,’ they replied. ‘The visitors’ ground is across that field by the old oak tree. There’s flowing water, a stove and shelter from the wind and

  none will disturb you. But if you’re minded . . .’




  ‘This is Cleeve, I take it?’ said the tall one, breaking in abruptly. ‘Can you say how far it is to Abbey Mortaine?’




  ‘Too far to make before dark,’ said the first villager, ‘and it bain’t a place I’d go just now and nor should any sensible traveller.’




  They looked questioningly at him.




  ‘Fyrd,’ he said. ‘Came here questing, didn’t find what they sought and went on their way the day ’formidden.’




  ‘What were they seeking?’




  ‘Didn’t say, but we knew,’ said one meaningfully.




  ‘Daredn’t ask, but we mis-told,’ added the other, winking.




  The first of the travellers laughed.




  ‘Meaning what?’ he said.




  ‘We’m said that them they sought had passed this way and they’d just missed ’em.’




  ‘Did you say which way “they” went?’ asked the female.




  ‘Southerly, in a hurry, like they were on the run.’




  ‘And which way did the Fyrd go?’




  ‘Southerly, Cleeve folk being good at the honest lie!’




  There was more laughter.




  ‘Anything more?’




  One of the villagers shrugged.




  ‘Embellishment’s no bad thing. One of the Fyrd asked if them fugitives stated their destination so one of us, meaning me, said they surely had.’




  ‘Which was where?’




  The villager winked again and smiled broadly. ‘I told ’em that you . . . I mean the ones they sought, were heading for the centre of the Universe and were in a hurry for they had to

  be there by Samhain.’




  It was meant as a joke, for all knew that the Centre of the Universe was the Mirror itself and Samhain was a long way off, being the last day of October. But as he repeated it a strange thing

  happened.




  The stave of the first traveller who had spoken shimmered, a sudden gust of wind harried the trees nearby and the evening darkened as if time had shifted into night.




  ‘Well then,’ said one of the villagers nervously, ‘we’d best leave you to settle in. You’re welcome to join the feast later if you’ve a mind for

  it.’




  With that they left the travellers to it, without a backward glance lest the three decided not to stay.




  As they went, one said to another, ‘Now that’s a strange question from the tall one who, if I’m not mistaken, must be . . .’




  ‘No, don’t speak his name! ’Tis indeed most strange to ask the way to Abbey Mortaine when there’s nary living there but mean spirits and old choristers!’




  News of the arrival of the three young travellers in Cleeve spread fast and, despite the fall of darkness, far beyond the village. It was already full of visitors from places roundabout, there

  for the festival. From the descriptions given by the two who first met them, and further discreet investigation from afar, there was little doubt who the new visitors were.




  Not that anyone actually said so, but it seemed plain enough. No wonder folk sent runners out to their own communities to say who had come and that there was a chance, though no doubt a slim

  one, that that night, by the communal fire in Cleeve, if it was in the wyrd or destiny of things, three heroes of the Hyddenworld might honour the company with their presence and maybe share a tale

  or two of their own.




  ‘Are you serious? They’re in Cleeve right now?!’




  ‘They are, seen ’em myself and they looks like what folk say they look like: one tall and gangly-legged, one strong with the famous stave that shows his proper rank and one a female,

  who must surely be . . .’




  ‘Ssh! Speak that not, lest mal-destiny or Fyrd get to know of it. You say they’re there now and might attend the feast?’




  ‘I do and they might. Bring the kinder, for this could be a night none will ever forget.’




  ‘Should we bring gifts?’




  ‘No, better not. Best to pretend we don’t know who they are. Best not to tell the kinder except to say that important people are about, very important, the like of which they may

  never have a chance to meet again.’




  From Woodmancote and Southam folk came hurrying, from Slades and Longwood and the old fort on Nottingham Hill; from Postlip and the Common, and those places beyond that rarely venture over the

  hill to Cleeve – the lads in Corndean, the good folk of Humblebee and old folk from Winchcombe, they came too.




  Then in the late hour, burdened by their sick and lame, and by kinder sad and ill, one with a head swollen with water and pain, and a fair girl of three whose limbs grew awry and old Gretton of

  Greenfield, carrying his wife on his back in hope she might be healed of furrowed tongue. Even Old Annie, who lost a child and never recovered, came a-crawling out of Saxilberry as the fire

  deepened and the stories began.




  All of these hurt ones and maybe the healthy too, hoping to find healing in the weave of the words of such great strangers should they decide to speak.




  ‘As for you young ones, if you must stay up so late, you’d better be as quiet as mice and good as well-fed voles.’




  Wide eyes, whispers, stomachs full, the feasting over, the singing dying now, the dancing to tuble and ’bag only occasional, the jokes and japes quietening, as a night hush fell and

  someone stoked the fire.




  A hush then and a hope that the strangers would come from over the field, slipping in among them all, to listen awhile, to nod their heads, to smile and let their hearts move with the story-flow

  until someone of them, if their wyrd made it so and it was in the Mirror’s reflection, offered to speak.




  That was the hope of all, but not a body there who said it.




  Say it and it might never happen.




  Hope it and it might.
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  OLD FRIENDS, NEW QUEST





  The three travellers whose arrival had brought such excitement and anticipation to Cleeve were more famous than they knew, and with good reason. No

  wonder their reputation preceded them.




  The sturdy one with the stave that transformed light to something magical was Jack, Stavemeister of Brum.




  The female was Katherine, human-born. When she first came into the Hyddenworld folk thought she was the Shield Maiden, the vengeful warrior of the Universe, come to punish mortal kind for its

  many wrongs against the Earth. They were wrong but not far wrong. It had been the wyrd of she and Jack to meet and fall in love. The result of their union was an extraordinary but disturbing child

  named Judith. It was she who was the Shield Maiden, born less than four months before, which was why Katherine looked drawn and tired.




  But where was Judith now?




  The answer was a tale any hydden would want to hear if Katherine could be persuaded to tell it. As it was, what had happened to their daughter had been in its way so shocking, so far beyond the

  normality of things, that she had said nothing about it since the beginning of August despite the attempts of both Jack and Stort to get her to unburden herself.




  Now she was tired and wan, not her former self at all. It was for that reason that Jack had brought them into a village, in the hope that some company at harvest-time would lift her spirits.




  The tallest and oldest was Bedwyn Stort, scholar and scrivener, traveller and inventor, loved far and wide for his courage in helping others before himself. He was held in awe because it was now

  known that more than any other it was his responsibility to fulfil a quest set in motion fifteen hundred years before by Beornamund the CraftLord.




  If Stort and his friends succeeded, then all might be well across the Earth again. If he failed, then mortalkind faced extinction.




  No wonder folk in Cleeve and thereabout wanted to hear one of them speak.




  In fact they might have left when they were told that the Fyrd had come calling but when they heard they had been sent on a wild goose chase to the south they decided to stay.




  ‘It means it’ll be safe to go to Abbey Mortaine,’ said Stort, ‘if only we can find an easy way to get there. It can’t be more than ten miles off but we’re too

  tired to head back up into the hills in the dark.’




  They had hoped to reach the Abbey some days before but, as so often on their trek from White Horse Hill since the start of the month, the Fyrd had got in the way. It was Stort’s job to

  route-find, Jack’s to act as defender of them both, with Katherine a stout fighter too and normally a stable presence.




  They did not use the visitors’ site but returned to higher ground, overlooking the village. Jack felt they were more secure, for it gave them a view of things. As he had expected,

  Katherine was reluctant to join the festivities, though they could see the bonfire and hear the singing and the harvest dance.




  It was a welcome and unusual sight, for as their name suggests hydden normally stay out of sight.




  They had got their name millennia before, in the days when regular communication with humans was coming to an end. Though these two strands of mortal kind came from a common ancestor, time and

  inclination had made them separate.




  Humans are giants by another name. To the hydden they are aggressive, acquisitive, clumsy and fearsome. More than that, as their numbers grew, they displaced their hydden cousins who, at only

  three feet high, could not easily resist them. It proved easier to learn to make themselves scarce, to seem as the fox does, or the deer, or the plump fish in a stream: nearly invisible.




  It was then that the hydden became known as such, the word ‘hydden’ meaning just what it looks like in the old language.




  Gradually the humans began to forget them and learnt, without knowing it, not to see them. The hydden became a memory that turned to a myth and story of little folk told in many ways in

  many lands. Folk who were magical and fey, or malign and mischievous. Until the time came when no humans knew them at all and most believed that the little folk were make-believe.




  It was an outcome that protected the hydden from human aggression, which ran amok in the centuries following. The hydden went to extraordinary lengths to stay unseen. Their humbles or homes were

  underground or in places humans could not reach. Their settlements were far from those of humans. There the hyddening arts developed to such a degree that a hydden was better than a deer at staying

  unseen and faster than a snake to disappear.




  Then, in the nineteenth century, with the human industrial revolution, something extraordinary happened.




  Humans began to create buildings and structures within which, or between which, were spaces which they themselves could not see or easily visit. Sewers, conduits for water, ducts for service

  pipes, the undercrofts and footings of buildings, streams and even rivers built over, the interstices of factories where no human ever went.




  These places the enterprising hydden soon colonized, finding it easy to remain unseen. So it was that urban hydden came into being, for the pickings were good from wasteful humans and the

  structures sound and often very long term.




  There came a time when scarcely a human city in the world did not have its counterpart in the Hyddenworld.




  One of the oldest of these was Brum in Englalond, always its capital before the Empire sent the Fyrd to occupy and control that ancient land. They turned London into their garrison and sought to

  sideline rebellious Brum.




  As human settlements spread and the first villages turned to towns and gradually some of those to cities, the humans lost touch with all that the hydden held dear: the elements of nature, the

  movement of the stars, the diurnal rhythms of the seas, even the beginning and ending of the seasons, for Spring starts earlier than most humans realize, and Summer flees before they know it. Then,

  too, Autumn is a mystery to them, and when Winter or Samhain begins on the last night of October and November dawns they run shivering to their houses, light artificial fires, escape the dark with

  electric light and lose the benefits of the most sacred time of the year, when darkness descends and all things fall still to give space for thought and healing, worship and renewing.




  These things the hydden knew.




  So they were not surprised when the humans so far forgot their once-close companionship with hydden that even when, by some unhappy chance, they were brought face to face with a hydden, alive or

  dead, they quite literally could not believe their eyes. If alive they said they must be ‘seeing things’; if dead, then the only explanation was that it was a dwarf, a freak, and

  inexplicable.




  But the appearance of bonfires in the open, like the one now at Cleeve, was something else again. The violent earth events of recent months had so far disrupted human life that even the most

  elementary of precautions against the humans seeing hydden were being ignored.




  In a world of fear and disarray such as now beset the humans, who among them was going to investigate a fire up in the hills? It might be dangerous to do so. It must certainly be made by humans

  up to no good. No, turn the other way, pretend it is not seen, flee to places of greater safety.




  Even so, the Cleeve fire was bigger than they had ever seen before and as the evening wore on Bedwyn Stort spent long minutes staring at it.




  ‘I never thought the day would come so soon in my lifetime,’ he said, ‘when hydden could be so sure that humans would not venture to find them that they would dare light such a

  fire as that in the open air.’




  He said this grimly and with little pleasure.




  ‘Which said,’ he continued, ‘I am inclined to wander over and join them to see if I can find someone who knows a privy way to Abbey Mortaine. We should go there soon, while the

  way is clear of Fyrd.’




  ‘If it is clear,’ said Jack. ‘But they’re never far away. Maybe one patrol has been sent in the wrong direction but we can’t be sure there won’t be others

  round the Abbey.’




  ‘No reason why they should be,’ said Katherine. ‘No one in the whole of the Hyddenworld but Stort would think such an out of the way place would be worth a visit, let alone at

  a dangerous time like this.’




  She said it affectionately and without any hint that they should not go there.




  Stort was more than a scrivener and scholar; he was, in his quirky way, a seer too. Twelve years before, when she and Jack were six and Stort only eleven, he had led his mentor Master Brief of

  Brum and some others on what had seemed a pointless journey south-west of Brum because he sensed they would be needed.




  They were.




  On a night of rain, on an obscure piece of road where no one could have guessed Katherine’s father would be driving the car, he crashed and died. Her mother was badly hurt and Jack hauled

  Katherine clear though he himself was badly burnt. Stort’s adult friends were more than witnesses. Without their help Jack and Clare, her mother, would have died of their injuries.




  There were other occasions when Stort proved himself able to be in the right place at the right time without any reason to be there beyond instinct. More than that, he sometimes seemed to see

  things before they happened.




  So when, soon after leaving White Horse Hill two weeks before, he suddenly announced that there was wyrd in their need to go westward to avoid the Fyrd, and that the Abbey was a place they must

  go to, neither Katherine nor Jack questioned it.




  But naturally they wondered why.




  ‘It’s a place well known to scholars as the source in medieval times of certain manuscripts including early musical notation.’




  ‘That’s no reason to go there now,’ Jack had said. ‘We need to get to Brum.’




  Stort had frowned, shaken his head and begun to hum. He did that when he was thinking.




  ‘The Abbey Mortaine,’ he eventually explained, ‘is also illustrated on one of the panels in the Chamber of Seasons in Brum.’




  ‘So are many places, I should think,’ said Katherine.




  The Chamber was in the official residence of Lord Festoon, the High Ealdor of Brum. It was one of several extraordinary creations by the nineteenth-century hydden architect, scholar and

  lutenist, ã Faroün. It showed the full cycle of the four seasons with strange doors embossed with the name of each of them in turn. These doors were rusty and stiff with time. Until

  Jack, Katherine and Lord Festoon had reason to escape the Chamber, the door of Spring had never been fully opened. That door, at least, had had the magical quality of taking those who passed

  through it to where they needed to be, which was not exactly on the other side: it was somewhere else and at a slightly different time.




  Festoon had rarely let others into the Chamber before and, as far as Jack and Stort knew, had never done so since. But the images of the seasons, which ran continuously round the octagonal

  Chamber, were known and had been studied, not least by Master Brief, an expert on ã Faroün.




  Stort, too, had studied them. There was a different version of it, a very strange one, in the Library in Brum, in the form of a richly wrought embroidery, believed to have been made by the

  architect himself, which was the size of a large dining table, perhaps six or seven feet by four. It, too, had strange qualities, the most striking of which was that the threads and appliqué

  used in its making were so lustrous, and the imagery so complex and convoluted, that it seemed the landscapes and characters and the light that illuminated them moved and changed before a

  viewer’s eyes.




  It was these images to which Stort had referred when announcing his desire to visit the Abbey.




  ‘You see,’ he had declared, ‘the Abbey is shown in the section relating to the month of August, which is now. Evidence enough to convince me that going there should be part of

  our present quest.’




  The nature of the quest itself was by then well known to every hydden alive. It was to find a gem made by Beornamund . . . or sort of made. Made accidentally, along with three others which

  together constituted a gem for each of the seasons. Stort had found the gem of Spring on the last night of that season. It had been stolen from Brum by the Emperor of the Hyddenworld and Brief had

  been killed trying to protect it. Nothing daunted, during the Summer just past Stort and Jack had retrieved it, along with the gem of Summer.




  Now the season of harvests had begun and Stort and his friends were in pursuit of the gem of Autumn. That was why they were heading back to Brum where, they had guessed, the quest for the gem

  should really begin.




  ‘So what is the significance of Abbey Mortaine?’ Jack and Katherine asked.




  Stort shrugged.




  ‘Nothing complicated. Master Brief went there two decades ago but did not find what he was looking for, which was a medieval musical instrument called a Quinterne. It was for that the

  notations were made. It was said by those who heard it that it was capable, in the right circumstances, of making a sound as beautiful as musica universalis.’




  ‘The Music of the Spheres,’ said Katherine.




  Jack looked puzzled.




  ‘Musica is the sound of the harmony of the Universe,’ she explained, ‘the sound the reflections in the Mirror make as they come and go, the singing and the raging of the

  stars, the sound of everything as one.’




  ‘Ah!’ said Jack, not quite getting it.




  ‘Which of course,’ added Stort without expression, ‘mortal kind cannot actually hear in its purest form. Except, I suppose, in special circumstances of which I know

  nothing.’




  ‘So how can a musical instrument make such a sound if it can’t be heard?’




  Stort had shrugged again.




  ‘I don’t know any more than you do but Brief believed it existed and might be found and because of its importance among the images in the embroidery, he argued that it was connected

  with the gem of Autumn.’




  ‘But if he never found it, why should you? If it now exists at all.’




  ‘I just feel we will,’ said Stort simply.




  Which, in the end, had been enough for Jack then as it was now. Stort had saved his life once by following his instinct. If it led him now towards an artefact that probably no longer existed,

  Jack was not going to argue.




  Now Stort wanted to follow his instincts again and join the festivities, even though he was as tired as they were.




  ‘But if you’d prefer to sleep then let us stay right where we are.’




  They hesitated and finally it was Katherine who made the decision, to the surprise of both of them.




  ‘Come on, let’s go. We need a break and I could do with a good brew before I go to sleep!’




  They put something warm over their jerkins and made their way through the darkness towards the fire’s glow.




  A hundred heads in silhouette, brief glances of pleasure as they came, room made for each one of them but separately: Jack with the two villagers they had first met, Katherine with a group of

  wyf and kinder, as seemed the custom in Cleeve, and Stort backaway, watching, alone for a time until the man who had borne his wyf on his back for a healing came from one side and Annie from

  another, quiet for once, at peace in Stort’s goodly presence.




  ‘Evening!’ he cried out cheerfully.




  The evening had truly begun.
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  THE GREATEST TALE





  It was Katherine, not one of the villagers, who finally prompted Stort to tell a tale or two of famous people he knew in Brum who were only names

  to the folk of Cleeve: of his mentor Brief, Master Scrivener, wise and good; of Mister Pike, a fearsome stave fighter who was in charge of law and order; and Barklice, Chief Verderer of the city,

  reputed to be more skilled in the arts of hyddening than anyone alive.




  ‘Aye, I met ’im once myself,’ called out a pedlar of festive candles, ‘and that was a hydden could make himself scarce and unseen in the blink of an eye. Saw him last on

  meadowland near Cheam, not a bush in sight for a hundred miles and the next thing he was gone like he never was.’




  ‘Be it true, Mister Stort,’ asked another, a burly lad from Humblebee, ‘that Mister Pike’s as good with the stave as they say?’




  Stort replied, ‘I’m the wrong one to ask that question since we have in our midst none other than the Stavemeister of Brum himself, Mister Jack.’




  They all knew that was so, the lad as well, and had hoped Stort would oblige by bringing Jack into their circle of story.




  ‘Tell us the greatest fight you ever had, sir!’ someone asked.




  Jack grinned and replied, ‘I can tell you the greatest fight I ever lost! And that was in defence of Katherine here, who was taken from the human world by fighters from Brum before they

  knew us as friends. They were former Fyrd, who knew the shadow arts, which turn a hydden cold and freeze his mind so he’s helpless and in their power.




  ‘I did my best to rescue her as she was forced sinister round the tree henge of Woolstone but . . . but . . .’




  ‘I could see him,’ said Katherine, ‘but it was as if my voice was frozen too and I knew he mustn’t try to get me, but either he didn’t understand or didn’t

  care. The next thing I knew was that the shadows were round me and him going to be hurt and . . .’




  The listeners craned forward as her voice quietened, feeling the remembered terror with her. The silence was such that even the slightest sigh and crackle in the dying fire at their feet could

  be heard.




  ‘Well, I did my best,’ said Jack, ‘and entered the circle and tried to get to her but it was no good and I was losing. They advanced on me to finish me off when there came

  spiralling out of the darkness from the dexter side of the henge, which is the side of truth, as you may know, a carved stave the like of which I had never seen. It caught the light of the stars to

  itself, sending it out like showers of blinding light which beat the shadow fighters back. When I dropped the stave it leapt right off the ground back into my hand! It saved my life but they took

  Katherine away before I could do more. So I lost that fight but lived to tell this tale.’




  ‘And get her love as well!’ called out Old Annie, which was the first time she had ever got a laugh in Cleeve.




  ‘What happened to the stave?’




  Jack seemed uncertain how to reply.




  Then he said, ‘The late Master Brief, who Stort mentioned, held the office of Stavemeister. He was there in the henge with Barklice and Pike and it was he who threw the stave to me to use.

  A test, I expect. When he died earlier this year the honour of being Stavemeister fell to me.’




  He paused, turned round and took up a stave from the ground behind him.




  ‘This is that stave,’ he said.




  He held it up and it caught the light of the fire and the stars above as he had said, and the silvery moon as well.




  ‘Watch, but don’t move,’ he said quietly, ‘for if you do you might get a knock on the head.’




  Then he pulled back his arm, the stave in his hand, and hurled it high over the fire into the dark.




  They heard it go, a whirling of sound.




  ‘Don’t move,’ he repeated warningly, standing up, ‘but listen!’




  The sound of its flight suddenly ceased but they did not hear it fall to the ground. Instead, after a short pause, they heard it coming back. It reappeared in the firelight, a trail of light

  behind it, curved right round the company, turning end on end as it went, missing a head here, a leg there and sending embers flying before Jack held it once more.




  ‘By the way,’ he said in the awed silence that followed, ‘I would advise anyone here against trying to pick it up. It has a habit of thumping anyone but its owner.’




  There was a brief silence before some bright spark said, ‘If that’s the case, Master Jack, why didn’t it thump you in the henge that night of the shadows?’




  ‘It knew I was Brief’s heir. That was his test. Luckily I passed!’




  The night turned into a telling indeed.




  It was one of the folk from Woodmancote who raised the inevitable, in a roundabout way. She made the point that some tales have more of a message than others, but which did the travellers think

  had the greatest message of all?




  Everyone waited with bated breath for Mister Stort to take the bait.




  He did.




  ‘I imagine,’ he said, ‘that you are thinking of the much-loved tale of Beornamund?’




  ‘She may be at that,’ said another.




  ‘Which, no doubt,’ continued Stort in all innocence, ‘someone here has already told this evening?’




  There was a murmur which was meant to make clear that no one had and they all hoped Stort now would.




  But he knew the game as well as they did and said, ‘I will say this of the true message in Beornamund’s story of the gems, a subject much discussed by scholars in Brum, living and

  dead. It is simple enough. The story tells us that our future is ours to make or break. It is in our own hands.’




  He was silent and the disappointment at this short statement was palpable.




  Jack laughed.




  ‘Go on Stort, tell us the tale. You were raised in Brum so you ought to know it.’




  He needed no further prompting but did not spin it out for he was tired now and sensed they all were.




  ‘You all know that Beornamund, who lived fifteen hundred years ago in Mercia in central Englalond, loved Imbolc. In the old language that name means Spring.’




  He told how Imbolc died in a flood before their love had time to live through its natural course of Summer, Autumn and Winter. Beornamund blamed the gods. Gods to which different hydden at

  different times give different names but which are generally known as the Mirror-of-All.




  In his anger Beornamund made a sphere of crystal and metal of such perfection that when he hurled it into the sky in defiance and fury it gathered to itself something of the Fires of the

  Universe and the colours of all four seasons.




  The gods saw it and were afraid, fearing that what he had done had power to destroy all life. They caused the sphere to be broken into a hundred thousand pieces, which fell back to Earth like an

  exquisite rain, falling lightly where Beornamund stood, cooling his ire, putting wisdom in his heart and mind before they disappeared like mist.




  But a lost love does not rest easy.




  The sphere was broken but not quite destroyed.




  Four pieces remained, each an uncut gem which held the ancient fire still and across whose surface ran the colours of one of the seasons.




  He found three of the gems but not the first, which was Spring.




  Seeing his sorrow and remorse for what he had done – for a hydden should not blame his gods for the wyrd of things – they sent Imbolc back to him at the end of his long and

  productive life, during which he made many things of wondrous beauty in payment for his youthful pride.




  She came in half-mortal, half-spectral form, upon the White Horse, which some say is the Mirror itself, made corporeal. Perhaps it is.




  It came to the old and nearly blind Beornamund, bearing his beloved on its back, and he understood at once what he must do and why.




  In a single night he made a pendant of the purest gold into which he set the three gems he had found: Summer, time of abundance; Autumn, time of harvest; Winter, time of terrible renewal.




  He left another setting empty and in the centre placed an orb of quartz and in the centre of that a roundel of jet.




  The pendant was attached to a chain which he put around Imbolc’s neck. It was this action which transformed her into the Peace-Weaver, doomed to wander the Earth for fifteen hundred years

  bringing calm and resolution to mortal kind, as best she could, until one by one the three gems fell from the pendant with the passing of the three remaining seasons of her long life.




  Some say that each gem lost was a reminder to Beornamund that even his great skills could not make something that could withstand the Scythe of Time. Only when that lesson was learnt and the

  Peace Maiden’s journey was done might she join him at last in immortality, his time of punishment and separation served, their love requited in the stars.




  Such is the story told of Beornamund at harvest time, and at every other season come to that, though with embellishment here and new fancy there, and a whole cast of characters along the way as

  suits a teller’s time and circumstance.




  ‘Make new brew!’ one will then cry.




  ‘Bake new brot for the nourishing stew!’ another commands.




  ‘Put logs on the fire, tuck the kinder in bed, let the strangers now be known as friends!’ each says to his neighbour.




  It is then, the harvest night now deep but no adult yet yielding to the temptation of sleep, that the prophecies are spoken which arise from the CraftLord’s tale.




  These come as answers to four simple questions.




  Will the lost gems, including that of Spring which Beornamund himself never found, be rediscovered?




  If so, by whom?




  And where?




  Finally . . . what will happen next?




  The different answers have through time merged into accepted prophecy overladen with one stark truth which stems from the certainty that the gems contain the Fires of the Universe and reflect

  the colours of the seasons. Meaning, they will be found when they are needed because the fires are waning and the colours are fading, which reflect – repeat, reflect – that a

  time will come when the Mirror will crack.




  The wise ones long believed that the gems would be found by mortals – whether hydden or human or both none knew – at a time of great threat which would be marked by the birth of the

  Peace-Weaver’s successor, the fearsome Shield Maiden. Their task was to find and give her the pendant Beornamund had made, which she would wear until each of the lost gems was put into the

  settings from which it had been lost or, in the case of the first, Spring, had never been placed.




  Failure to find and return the gems before the end of their respective season would bring down upon mortal kind her wrath and that of the Earth she wandered. The destruction was nearly

  unstoppable and would be worse than a mortal mind could imagine.




  The prophecies also said that three individuals in particular would lead the search and discovery and return of the gems to the Shield Maiden. One would be human, one hydden and the last a

  ‘giant-born’ or an individual born to a hydden but whose wyrd it was to grow to human size. A monster in one world, an alien in the other.




  These were the key prophecies that sustained the spirit of hydden through the centuries and comforted each succeeding generation when they grew fearful that one day the Mirror would crack.




  Such was the tale Bedwyn Stort told that night, his audience rapt and appreciative.




  ‘But you’ve left it hanging in the air, Mister Stort!’




  ‘And you bain’t told it quite to the end as we’ve heard it.’




  They were not going to let him go without telling the worst and the best.




  The worst was what folk across the Hyddenworld had seen with their own eyes: that the Earth had inflicted tremors and quakes all over and the harvests were bad because of it. In short, the

  Mirror might already be cracking.




  ‘Yes,’ said Stort, the fire now barely a glow, ‘I think it might.’




  As for the best, as the gathering saw it, it was that Stort himself had found the lost gem of Spring. If it was true.




  ‘Is it? Did you?’ asked his increasingly bold audience.




  ‘I did,’ said Stort sombrely, adding firmly, ‘but that isn’t a tale I want to tell now.’




  ‘But that means there’s hope, don’t it?’




  ‘It does. Even more so that Jack here helped me find the gem of Summer too . . .’




  Jack grimaced and said, ‘. . . and that’s also a tale best told another time.’




  They rose, hoping to escape.




  ‘And now, sirs, what now?’ the crowd persisted. ‘Must you find the gem of Autumn like the prophecies say?’




  ‘We must. That is the quest we are upon.’




  ‘And will you?’




  Another pause.




  ‘Will you?’




  A final lull, the time of tales surely near its end.




  ‘We will try,’ said Stort quietly. ‘We will try very hard to find it. Which reminds me, I was hoping that someone here might tell me an easy way to Abbey Mortaine.’




  Twenty people offered to at once and surrounded Stort and Jack to tell them how to make that trek.




  Yet that was not quite the end.




  Apart from Annie, it had been the males who asked the questions and told the tales.




  Now, as people began to leave, a couple of females approached Katherine shyly.




  ‘Be it true, like we’ve heard, that you did bear the Shield Maiden?’




  ‘It’s true.’




  ‘Tell us, if you will. Tell us about her birth.’




  ‘Well, I don’t know . . .’




  ‘It was on May Day Eve, they say . . .’




  ‘It was.’




  ‘Tell us.’




  So she did, while Stort and Jack talked to the males.




  Quietly, wyf to wyf, a telling of Judith’s birth in the henge at Woolstone, overwatched by White Horse Hill, a night of destiny and love.




  ‘A good birth then.’




  ‘A good one,’ she agreed. ‘But afterwards, that was not so good.’




  ‘Tell us. Babbies and birthing, new life, the oldest pain: they’re the tales that are greatest of all, my dear.’




  A hand touched her arm, another her cheek, a third rested on her shoulder.




  ‘You’re tired out aren’t you, through and through?’




  ‘She wasn’t an ordinary child. She . . . she . . .’ Katherine tried to speak. She had never talked of it before, not the guilt she felt for Judith’s growing pain, nor the

  void that her rapid growth and departure two weeks before had left in her heart.




  ‘She may have been the Shield Maiden, but Judith was also my daughter. She was born to pain and then was gone to fulfil her task as Shield Maiden. I know she’s alive but it feels

  like she died and I don’t know how to get her back.’




  It was raw and it hurt and it went deeper than almost all of them understood.




  Until Annie came forward and said, ‘I know, child, I know. The loss don’t ever seem to want to go away until suddenly it’s gone. Which one day it be. It weren’t your

  fault and who knows the life she’ll live in the Mirror’s light one day, who knows?’




  She smiled on Katherine that same lovely smile that folk in those parts had not ever seen until earlier that night. Is was a kind of miracle.




  She put her old arms round Katherine and let her weep.




  ‘One day the pain will go for you as well, my dear, for all life is blessed by the Mirror’s light. Did you see the White Horse?’




  Katherine nodded.




  ‘Then you’ll be all right. The greatest tale is that of each one of us. Remember that, my dear.’
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  WYRD DECISION





  They intended to leave for Abbey Mortaine early the next day but it was not in the wyrd of things that they did. For one thing, Stort’s dog

  Georg had disappeared, not for the first time.




  Stort called him ‘Georg with no E’ because that was the way his name was spelt on the collar he still wore. He had been an abandoned dog, once owned by a human. The previous month

  Georg had defended Stort from attack by a pack of feral dogs in Germany while he and Jack were recovering the gem of Spring from the Imperial Headquarters in Bochum. The dog had hung around ever

  since, companionable and protective, and returned to Englalond with them, as faithful to Stort as any mongrel hound could be.




  But he came and went as he pleased and that morning he had gone.




  What also made them hesitate about going to the Abbey, despite Stort’s belief that the secret it held about the Quinterne would help them in their quest for the gem of Autumn, were new

  reports of Fyrd being seen north and east of Cleeve, the direction they wanted to go.




  But there was something more immediate.




  There was a slight earth tremor in the night, barely enough to wake anyone, though Katherine felt it. Then, in the morning, their camp struck and their ’sacs packed and ready, another

  strong tremor was felt. It was enough to bring down some humbles in Cleeve and to send the ashes of the remnant bonfire into the air, where they hung oddly, making people cough, before a violent

  wind rushed down Cleeve Hill in the wake of these earth movements and blew them westward.




  Was it a sign?




  Katherine thought so.




  Her mood was sombre for she was drained from her time with the wyfkin the night before.




  Jack and Stort felt her mood but did not understand it and she made no attempt to explain. Perhaps one of the wyfs was right when she said that ‘fellows were dim’ when it came to the

  aftermath of babbies and birthing.




  The tremor came and went, the wind after it, and Katherine wanted to go on west to the Vale of the Severn, away from the Cotswolds.




  But they hesitated, making the excuse that it was Georg they were waiting for.




  At noon, when he did not come back, Jack made the decision for them all.




  ‘I’m not going to risk us getting caught by the Fyrd by back-tracking to the Abbey,’ he said, ‘especially if Katherine wants to go a different way. Our wyrd has taken us

  westward ever since we left White Horse Hill and we’d best trust it. The Abbey must wait.’




  Stort hummed and ha’d but not for long. It was not in his nature to argue against others’ decisions if they were well meant and reasonable. He could see the bleakness in

  Katherine’s eyes and appreciate Jack’s overwhelming desire to protect them all. That was his nature. In any case, Stort’s interests were so many that if one opportunity was

  lost, he soon made another appear.




  ‘I am not entirely unhappy about this,’ he declared, a few minutes after they had said goodbye to their hosts and were striding westward along the green road once more, ‘though

  when I tell you what is in store for us, historically and scholastically speaking, I fear you may not be best pleased.’




  ‘Enlighten us,’ said Jack drolly.




  It was one of the intense pleasures, and occasional great irritations, of travelling with Brum’s best-known scholar, that he knew a great deal about nearly everything and was not slow to

  pass his knowledge on.




  ‘This route circles Cheltenham to the north, which means that we’ll be heading directly towards Half Steeple, whose reputation – in cartographic and etymological terms –

  precedes it. It may strike you as a rather odd name considering that its human church has only ever had one steeple and that it was built before the year 1349.’




  ‘So?’ prompted Jack. ‘What’s the significance of that?’




  The day was a warm one, the sky blue in parts and they caught wider and wider glimpses of the great vale beneath them as they dropped down through the glades on the scarp side of the hill and

  the trees were behind them.




  ‘I mean to say it was never rebuilt, it has never been “half a steeple”, though there is one view, dismissed by most, that it gained that name in medieval times because money

  ran out when the steeple was incomplete and the job not finished until years later.




  ‘In fact, as I said, the steeple predates the year I mentioned, which is the year in which two things happened: one odd, the other seemingly miraculous, both involving Half

  Steeple.’




  Katherine perked up. She was always open to Stort’s quirky facts and histories.




  ‘Why, goodness me,’ cried Stort, ‘if I’m not mistaken there’s Half Steeple now!’




  They paused to take breath and gain a second wind, leaning on their staves as they did so.




  They could see, framed by two great horse chestnut trees whose leaves were reddened with mite, the Severn Valley below them, stretching away to west and north. Part of Cheltenham lay immediately

  off to the left, but it was the flat vale which drew their eye and a solitary steeple in the far distance rising from the buildings of the town with a strip of dark beyond, which looked like the

  River Severn itself.




  ‘You see, it’s all there, not just half of it!’ he said, pointing his stave towards it. ‘The odd thing I mentioned is that an early poet of Englalond penned some lines

  which describe a terrible vision of destruction of two human settlements; one can be identified as Half Steeple, whose name the poem includes. Which is very strange indeed when you consider that at

  the time of writing steeples were unknown in Englalond and the word was borrowed from the Frisian. In short, we may believe it was a vision of the future or some future event. It may or may not be

  significant that no hydden has ever built his humble in that particular location and I am myself reluctant to go too near it. It’s a purely human settlement.’




  Jack pondered this with a puzzled frown.




  ‘And the other settlement?’ asked Katherine. ‘Which presumably suffered destruction or will do, if the poet is right? What was its name?’




  ‘Brum,’ said Stort shortly. ‘The poem seems to predict its future destruction.’




  They walked on in silence as the path flattened out and they faced the long trek across the vale, Half Steeple now out of sight.




  Jack said, ‘And what was the miracle?’




  ‘I mentioned the year 1349,’ said Stort sombrely. ‘Do you know its significance for Englalond?’




  They shook their heads.




  ‘It is the year when the Black Death devastated our land, killing seven out of ten humans and hydden. Few places escaped it south of Brum.’




  ‘And Half Steeple?’




  ‘That was the miracle. Not a single inhabitant within its city walls suffered the plague. All lived. It was claimed it survived because one of its citizens, human of course, made a pact

  with what they call the Devil.’




  ‘He or she or it doesn’t exist,’ said Katherine.




  ‘Maybe not. Nor evil, perhaps,’ said Stort. ‘But darkness does and the utter darkness of extinction too, which is what happens when the Mirror cracks and cannot be repaired.

  Our mission, I believe.’




  ‘What was this pact that was made?’




  ‘That Half Steeple would be spared until the end of time.’




  ‘Seems a good deal to me,’ said Jack.




  ‘And me,’ added Katherine.




  ‘But supposing time ends sooner than we think? Supposing time is ending now? Has it not occurred to you that the strange shifts in time associated with the earth tremors – a lost

  minute here, a strange hour there – which I myself have noted and put down to a faulty timepiece, and which we saw earlier this year in Brum, might be due to the breakdown in time? Could it

  be that the process has begun? I think it may have and that is why the gem of Spring made its presence known to me and we were able to recover that of Summer. That is why the Shield Maiden was

  born, painful as that has been for both of you. That is why our mission now to find a third gem and get it to her is so important.’




  Hours later they reached a bluff a mile to the south of Half Steeple, the wide slowly flowing grey water of the Severn to their left. Over the river to the north, not too far distant, was the

  dark rise of the Malvern Hills.




  ‘The Severn Valley may be our easiest route north,’ said Jack, ‘but that means Fyrd patrols will be hard to miss.’




  Stort agreed and said, ‘The Malverns have a grim reputation but . . . well . . . they seem a better and safer option.’




  ‘Grim?’ said Katherine.




  Stort welcomed the question but Jack held up his hand.




  ‘Don’t tempt him, Katherine, it’ll be another dark tale to make us feel threatened and gloomy.’




  ‘I was only going to say that it is said there are monsters of a . . .’




  ‘Please don’t,’ said Jack, laughing.




  ‘Of a rather fanciful yet interesting kind in those hills.’




  The sun came out and glistened on the pale yellow stone of Half Steeple’s spire and red-brick houses.




  Jack asked, ‘This poet, did he offer any other information?’




  He sounded ironic but Stort looked very serious. He was gazing across at a group of trees on their side of Half Steeple. They were filled with rooks which rose and fell above the branches,

  fighting each other, their caws harsh on the breeze.




  ‘He did,’ said Stort, ‘though the script is unclear and the translation difficult. But he seemed to suggest that the end of days would come when time ended and the

  “hroc” or rook flew backwards over Englalond.’




  Jack followed his gaze and said, ‘Well, they’re not doing that today, and I doubt they ever could.’




  Katherine suddenly stood up and asked, ‘So, do you two want to know my preference about which way to go?’




  They turned to her and then south-westward, as she did. The sun caught her fair hair and turned it gold and made her eyes shine. But it also showed her fatigue and recent strain.




  ‘I’d like to forget all the things we’re meant to be doing, the great quest we’re meant to be on and ignore the way our wyrd keeps leading us. I want to turn south and

  head instead for the West Country and . . . and . . .’




  They barely had time to register this unexpected announcement when a shimmer of light shot among them. A tremble in the trees sent a hiss among their leaves; a ripple of water shot across the

  current of the river and sent a vole scurrying from its hole on the far side.




  It felt like a moment when time was no more. It was cold and menacing. It felt as if they had missed a heartbeat and something might have been lost that was irrecoverable.




  It felt like the moment of death and Katherine put a hand to her mouth and stepped back. At once they both went to her side. Jack put his arm out to support her. Stort stared at her intensely,

  then across the river, then south-westward, as she had been doing.




  He shook his head, puzzled and perplexed. Then he pulled out his chronometer and stared at it with a frown.




  He tapped its glass, put it to his ear and stared again.




  ‘It’s nothing,’ said Katherine, ‘just a dream. There’s no reason . . . there’s no need to go.’




  ‘No,’ said Stort sharply. ‘No reason at all to travel to a region where time, it is said, stands still.’




  Yet that was the way they stayed facing awhile until they felt an urgency in the need to get back to Brum. Even Katherine felt that, despite her sudden whim.




  ‘It’s Brum by the direct route or the Malverns,’ said Jack.




  ‘Toss a coin,’ said Katherine.




  ‘Throw a straw to the fickle wind and see which way it blows,’ said Jack.




  Which is what Stort did, the breeze whirling the straw out of his hand high over their heads before it was carried off to west and north towards the river.




  ‘It seems we’re to cross the Severn and continue by way of the Malverns, after all, Mirror help us,’ he said quietly as if it was something he had feared might happen all

  along. ‘Let’s go.’




  Right on cue, as if Stort’s quiet instruction was a loud command, Georg appeared out of the trees behind them and raced headlong towards the bridge.
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  IN AN ANCIENT FOREST





  By the time Bedwyn Stort and the others had found a place to camp for the night up on the Malverns, it was late and rapidly getting dark. Even

  Georg was tired, settling down to sleep without even sniffing about or looking for food.




  The hills were indeed bare, shorn of all trees and shrubs by humans centuries before, and grazed by sheep ever since. Only when they stumbled on a remnant of the ancient forest, down a forgotten

  gully, did the travellers take shelter among some stunted trees where a stream offered a supply of good water.




  The place had a drifting, uneasy air, as if spirits came and went in search of what they could not find. They discovered the skeletons of two dead sheep, both so desiccated they no longer gave

  off the rank smell of death, just the odour of abandonment.




  There were signs of humans being there – a dry-stone wall, a fallen post, litter such as wrappers and cola cans hurled by human ramblers from the paths above. Hydden did not litter.




  It made a sorry sort of site, barely horizontal, yet it had a certain timelessness as if it was a place to stop and not move on. Their small fire sent up heavy soporific smoke which, though

  there was a wind above, hung about the old trees like wraiths unwilling, or unable, to move on.




  The place might feel uneasy but it stilled and slowed them and, tired though they all were, there was still much on their minds that had been left unsaid through the days past, perhaps waiting

  for such a time and place as this.




  So they sat close and talked.




  Each had something different weighing on their mind; yet each recognized they had a common cause.




  Jack thought it was just his duties as Stavemeister to Brum that troubled him. In fact, he didn’t know why he felt it but he thought that back there by the Severn they had made a wrong

  turn.




  ‘The mission I was charged with was fulfilled,’ he said, ‘to help you get the gems of Spring and Summer to the Shield Maiden, but when we later met our friends from Brum on

  White Horse Hill, I was still too sick from what had happened to give them a full and proper account of things they need to know.’




  ‘I did that.’ said Stort.




  ‘I’m sure you did, but there are things you will have missed, in particular the strength and disposition of the Fyrd as we saw them then. Since we came back . . .’




  The mission had been to travel to the Hyddenworld’s Imperial City of Bochum, in North-West Germany, and win back a precious gem that had been murderously stolen from Brum

  by the Emperor’s agent Witold Slew.




  Jack had touched the gem, and a second one, which it was unwise for mortals ever to do, and Jack’s illness was of the mind as much as of the body and it had nothing to do with his duty to

  Brum. In Bochum he had met his mother for the first time since his birth, but it was for moments only. That had eaten at him since and awoken emotions and yearnings he could not lay to rest.




  ‘It makes me wonder,’ he had said later, to Katherine, when he was still sick and speaking openly about such things, ‘who my father was.’




  ‘Maybe he . . .’ she said.




  ‘Maybe I don’t care,’ he said savagely.




  ‘No, Jack,’ she had replied, ‘maybe you’re not ready.’




  The mission had aged and sickened Jack, and the trek across Englalond since had been in the nature of respite and recovery.




  But he was still Stavemeister and as giant-born he was a protector of place and people. Now he was finding strength to face these responsibilities again.




  ‘Since we came back and ran into all these Fyrd, it’s become obvious that the Empire is preparing the ground for an invasion of Englalond and an attack on Brum to recover the

  gems,’ he said now. ‘That’s why we must get to Brum as quickly as we can, to warn of the danger it is in.’




  Katherine’s talk by the fire that night expressed different concerns, but these too would surely affect them all.




  In that same instant, just three months before, the child of Jack and Katherine was born. Her name was Judith and it was her dread wyrd to be the Shield Maiden.




  Her malaise and fatigue arose because her child Judith the Shield Maiden was doomed to live an entire mortal life of three score years and ten, from birth to death, in just nine months, from the

  first day of Summer to the last day of Winter. Which is to say from May 1st of the present year to February 1st of the one coming.




  It meant that her days and years passed in a different and crueller timeframe than anyone else’s. She aged in days and months, not years and decades. Within three days of her birth she was

  a year old, within a week nearly three years. Her body was racked by growing pain and each scream, each torment, each dreadful bewildering moment of stretched, torn, anguished growth was a hot

  knife turning in her mother’s breast.




  But there was something worse, the loss and separation when Judith left home at the beginning of August. By then she was a full-grown woman, already older than her mother and father, angry,

  tormented, not yet knowing the nature of her brief task upon the Earth but for one thing: if by then she had not been given the golden pendant Beornamund had made, the gems of Spring and Summer

  with it, she would wreak havoc on the Earth and those she loved. But no sooner had Stort fulfilled that part of their quest than the new one for the gem of Autumn arose.




  Meanwhile, no wonder Katherine felt loss for a daughter who grew too fast, and guilt that she could not succour her better. No wonder she sought escape earlier that day with thoughts of the West

  Country.




  No wonder the Mirror had chosen her to be mother of one so important to the Universe as Judith. No one else could have been found to carry the child with such love, to tend her despite all pain

  and now to desire to set forth, though so hurt and half-broken, for a time-bound quest for the next gem of Autumn.




  ‘Whether I’ll be able to keep up with you or help in any way at all, I doubt,’ she said by the smouldering fire, ‘but I’m here, and I miss Judith, and I hurt, but

  I’d not really choose to be anywhere else.’




  Jack smiled and held her close while Stort said what he had to.




  His concern was something else entirely, though it enmeshed itself in all his journeying, whether of body, mind or spirit. It was not something he spoke of easily, even to his closest

  friends.




  Perhaps only to Mister Barklice, Chief Verderer of Brum, had Stort opened his heart fully on the subject of love and, more particularly, his seeming inability to find it. Not the pure and simple

  love of friends which Stort had the knack of engendering in all who knew him, for his innocence, his natural generosity and his selfless courage on their behalf – so frequently and modestly

  demonstrated in acts great and small. Such love he could make sense of and acknowledge.




  No, the kind of love that he and Barklice endlessly debated and chewed at, like companionable dogs at a meaty but awkwardly shaped bone on which the best bits were annoyingly just out of reach,

  was that between a male and a female. Love of the grand, universal kind which caused the stars to shine brighter, the moon to orbit the Earth more swiftly and the sun’s rays to carry their

  joyous warmth to a hydden’s innermost being.




  This kind of love had been something at once alluring, alarming and elusive to Bedwyn Stort until quite suddenly, but days before embarking on the journey they were now on, it had descended upon

  him with all the force of a hammer blow from Beornamund himself.




  Unfortunately for Stort, as with so many innocent but hapless lovers before him, the subject of his passion was unavailable to him. He might as well have fallen in love with a female in

  permanent residence on a far distant planet as she upon whom his thoughts now dwelt. His chosen beloved was none other than Judith herself, fierce and unhappy bearer of the gems of Beornamund, an

  immortal in the making, who now and forever was surely not a being who could love an ordinary mortal. Or rather, if she did, which had seemed unlikely, could never say so – any more than he

  himself could.




  This hopeless passion had begun simply enough but from the first it knocked him sideways and left him utterly bewildered.




  Katherine fell pregnant, Stort, an innocent in word and deed, had contrived to fall in love with her unborn child when Katherine had placed his hand on her belly and he felt Judith’s first

  movements.




  The love was pure and deep, something universal, as if, in new life, new birth and the journey of the Shield Maiden, Stort had discovered not only that he could love, but that he might dare hope

  he was loved in return.




  It was, of course, impossible. A mortal, even a rather special one like him, cannot hope for such love to be returned. And yet . . . yet . . .




  It seemed to be.




  In Stort alone did Judith the Shield Maiden find release from pain. In his faith in her, in his unsullied love, his courage before her and boldness in being his own self – and finally in

  his being the one who could and did place Beornamund’s pendant round her neck as she mounted the White Horse, and then affixed the gems of Spring and Summer in their rightful settings –

  all that made her love him, though she could not say so.




  Only now, just over two weeks later, sitting by a fire in a gully with his friends, he dared speak of his love and his impossible yearnings and conclude, ‘My dearest friends, parents of

  the one I love, I do not have any expectation in all of this. Except to hope that in her dark times, as she ages and grows old and in pain once more, she will know, always know, that she was, she

  is and always will be loved by me. Know in the very stars! Know in the wondrous music of the Universe! Know through every twist and turn of time itself. So there it is . . . there it is . .

  .’




  Such were the different thoughts and feelings expressed by those three that night in the shadows of an ancient forest.




  As the fire guttered, each turned to the others and bade goodnight and lay still and silent until the last ember ceased to glow, and such few stars as they could see through the rough thicket

  above their heads were obscured by rolling cloud.




  ‘Goodnight, Katherine.’




  ‘Goodnight, my love.’




  ‘Goodnight, Stort.’




  ‘Goodnight.’




  Later, when darkness had descended: ‘Stort? You awake?’




  It was Jack speaking, Katherine stirring in his arms.




  ‘I am.’




  ‘What was the monster that you said lives in these hills?’




  Jack’s voice was light, Stort’s reply was serious.




  ‘It is called the Scythe of Time. Trust me, it’s better if it remains a myth and does not become real to us.’




  The trees bent close and the darkness deepened as they slept and grew thick and resonant, filling with the shadow lives of other times.




  They woke refreshed after a night without incident or any evidence of ‘monsters’, let alone scythes. They struck camp early and were ready to move with first

  light.




  It was Jack’s habit to check that it was safe to depart. The coast may have been clear the night before when they dropped down into the gully, but who knew who might have appeared above

  overnight?




  It was as well he did.




  ‘Fyrd!’ he whispered, after a quick reconnaissance. ‘Searching in force on the slopes above. For us, I think. Those patrols we nearly ran into yesterday may have caught sight

  or scent of us in some way.’




  He decided that the safest thing was to stay just where they were until the patrols moved on.




  ‘They’ve dug themselves in,’ he reported later. ‘I suggest we do the same.’




  ‘Anyway,’ said Katherine with feeling, ‘we all need a rest.’




  Jack grinned.




  ‘Another night or two in this dank old forest should prove one way or another whether your monster’s still alive, Stort, or died several centuries ago.’




  They moved lower down the gully, to a place overhung with rocks and bent old trees that were half dead and covered in ivy. No Fyrd were going to find them there.




  Later, Stort was the first to bed himself down again, soon followed by the other two and Georg. Time drifted, day became night again and rest was theirs at last.




  







  6




  EMPTY HOUSE





  Two days later at eleven in the morning, seventy miles away in Woolstone House, in the lee of White Horse Hill from where Stort and the others had

  originally begun their new quest, two phones began ringing. They were the old-fashioned black Bakelite kind, one in a study downstairs, the other on the landing upstairs. Their sound was solid,

  sonorous, and as antiquated as the way they looked.




  The house itself was a vast rambling structure, parts dating back to the fifteenth century and the contents ranging from an old oak pew that was even older, to nineteenth-century fenders round

  the coal fires, cracked twentieth-century linoleum on the bathroom floor and a twenty-first-century computer sitting on an office desk of indeterminate age.




  The house was not quite tidy, nor quite chaotic, but aesthetically it was a complete mess. Yet it had about it the sense of a proper home, in which people had lived modestly but lovingly and

  enjoyed the many books, the poorly hung prints on the walls, the occasional oil painting of an ancestor, and outdoor pursuits such as gardening, walking and – judging from the weathered

  chairs and benches in the equally rambling garden – simply sitting still with a tea or whisky to enjoy the unmown lawns, mature trees and distant prospect of the White Horse galloping from

  left to right across the scarp face of the steep chalk hill that rose like a wall a third of a mile to the south.




  The persistent ringing of the telephones echoed around the house and brought from the first-floor bathroom a sigh of discontent and then a mild swear word as it continued. Finally there was the

  wet pad, pad, pad of dripping feet, first on lino then on the thin and faded carpet of the upstairs corridor.




  Yet when Arthur Foale finally got within reach of the upstairs phone, a towel around his ample waist, he did not pick up, but let the ringing continue. Instead, with water still running down his

  back and stomach, his shins and calves, forming wet patches at his feet, he just stood still.




  He was a man in mourning and maybe he thought the call was not for him but for his late wife. Or, if it was not for his wife then it was about her, and he had no wish to take any more of

  those kind of calls either.




  Whatever the reason, he let the phone ring until it stopped and stayed just where he was as the echoes died away into the cobwebs and far corners of their home, which was now his alone with no

  one to see him standing there, dripping, cold and, just then, rather sad.




  The worst thing about a once-busy home where all the former inhabitants but one have gone is not so much the silence as the fact that nothing moves unless the last person left standing moves it.

  In fact nothing happens unless he or she makes it happen.




  But for a phone-call, or a knock at the door, or an aeroplane droning overhead in the night as they sometimes did over Woolstone, taking supplies to a war zone, or a disaster, or bringing back

  the military dead of some other activity connected with any one of the several military bases in those parts.




  Margaret had died a month before, and in the busy days following, Arthur had thought he had informed all her friends. It turned out they had been many and more varied than he

  had realized. Now he was tired of conversations that began with him saying, ‘I’m very sorry, but Margaret has . . .’




  Arthur was portly, heavily bearded, an aged but still vigorous bear who looked like he still had teeth and claws if he ever needed them.




  The phone began ringing again, upstairs and down. He glowered at his feet, scratched his moist belly, and continued to stay where he was.




  Why should he move?




  What had he to do?




  Which direction might he go which had meaning or purpose?




  So he stood and listened to the phone, waiting for its ringing to end once more so he could chase the last of the echoing sound round the house in which he – no, which they –

  had lived and loved for fifty years.




  ‘I daresay it’s for you, my dear,’ he murmured, bewildered as he was by grief and struggling now to find a reason for continuing on the road alone.




  To his side was a wide staircase whose shallow, elegant steps, covered in a worn runner with loose-looking brass rods holding it in place, turned down around corners to the ground floor below.

  Vertically above it, another floor-height up, were damp-stained walls of peeling paper which ended with a window-light. An old woven cord used for opening and closing it was loosely attached to a

  brass tie on a nearby wall. It was half-rotten and they had been afraid to use it for several years, fearing that it might break and they would not be able to repair it, or ever close the heavy

  window-light and then open it again.




  ‘Catch 22,’ as Margaret had been in the habit of saying as she ascended the stairs in stormy weather, eyeing the cord as it blew about in the draught, drops of rain falling faintly

  on her head.




  ‘Humph!’ replied Arthur, who did not read the same books as she did and had never heard of Joseph Heller. He preferred archaeological journals to novels. ‘Catch 22’ might

  be to do with fishing, as far as he was concerned.




  It was not the second time that morning that the phone had rung, but the third. Each time it seemed to do so with more irritating insistence and for a longer time.




  This time, when it finally ended and the last echo had fled, Arthur sighed, frowned, and, urging himself to move, he turned and retraced his own wet footsteps to the bathroom.




  ‘Bloody silly,’ he murmured as he dried himself.
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