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  Beornamund’s Prophecy




  There was once a metal-smith named Beornamund who lived in Mercia, one of the seven great kingdoms of Englalond, that land of mist and mystery that lies on the north-western

  edge of things.




  In his youth he loved his Master’s daughter Imbolc, a name which in the old language means Spring.




  When she was carried away in a flood and drowned he dedicated his life to making objects in memory of her beauty and their love.




  So great were his skills, so profound his understanding of the mortal spirit, that he was made CraftLord, maker of great things. Many say he was the greatest of them all.




  Two objects above all gave birth to legend.




  The first was a flawless sphere of metal and glass he made in anger the day she died. It was so perfect that when he hurled it into the sky in defiance of the Gods who he thought had let his

  Imbolc die, it stole something of the fires of the Universe and all the colours of the earthly seasons. Seeing which, the Gods broke it into a hundred thousand fragments. He found only three of

  these, each a flawless gem which carried in itself the essence of a single season: one for Summer, a second for Autumn and the last for Winter.




  Beornamund was sure that the gem of Spring also lay near his workshop, but he never found it.




  The second great object was linked to the first most strangely. It was a pendant disc of gold in which he set the three gems he found in the belief that Spring, the lost one, might one day

  come to light.




  This pendant was worn down the centuries by Imbolc, whom the Gods had made Peace-Weaver in recognition of her purity and goodness and who rode the world of mortals, whether human or hydden,

  upon a white horse.




  Beornamund prophesied that before the gem of Spring was ever found those of Summer, Autumn and Winter must fall unseen and forgotten from the pendant he gave Imbolc. When the last of these,

  Winter, was lost, her journey as Peace-Weaver would be over. Only then could she return to him as Imbolc, his beloved, her duty done.




  But he also warned that so destructive were the greedy hands of mortals that with Imbolc’s final passing the Earth and Universe would face extinction. All that could save them was the

  coming of her fabled sister, the Shield Maiden, aided by a group of courageous mortals. Their first task would be to find the lost gem of Spring. After that and down the years the other gems of the

  seasons must be recovered from where they had been scattered across the Earth during the Peace-Weaver’s wanderings. Only when that quest was complete might the Sphere Beornamund first made be

  recreated, the fires of the Universe rekindled, the earthly seasons renewed and the Earth and Universe be saved . . .
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  THE RIDER AND HER QUEST





  Shortly before dawn on the first day of Spring the White Horse and its rider came out of the darkness of winter to pause awhile on Waseley Hill

  near Brum in Englalond.




  Wraiths of cold mist stirred with the fretting of the horse’s hoofs and lingered in the hollows and ditches downslope of where it stood, more fearful of the rising sun than of the rider on

  its back. For she was nothing much to look at now and barely more than a wraith herself.




  As she was too old to easily dismount, the White Horse dropped gently to its knees and let her down. Her hands and fingers were bent, her eyes rheumy, her white hair thin and her papery face

  wrinkled with fifteen hundred years of journeying.




  Around her neck was an old pendant disc of gold, worn and battered, its gems nearly all lost – yet still a thing of beauty.




  The rider had seen through all the seasons of her life and with the coming of Spring she had started to live on borrowed time while she completed her great task, before returning to the stars.

  For her quest was not yet done, and with what little time and energy remained to her she intended to see it to its end. Her body might be that of a crone but her eyes shone still with the light of

  the love she had received when she was young and beautiful, which she, in return, had given back to the Earth and mortals ever since.




  So now she stood on the wet grass of a hill where she’d once been held in her lover’s arms and surveyed the still-dark landscape below. In the fading gloom of the human city she saw

  that which no human was able to see, the secret and most fabled city of the Hyddenworld.




  Brum, the former capital of Englalond, was now the last stronghold of liberty and those most subversive of all mortal inclinations, good humour and individuality.




  The rider’s name was Imbolc, or Spring.




  Her lover had been Beornamund, greatest CraftLord of them all, founder of Brum.




  Her quest was the last of her great tasks and the hardest. It was to find her sister and successor, the Shield Maiden.




  For there was trouble in the air, not just in Englalond and across the wider world, but throughout the Universe. The time had come when the Shield Maiden was needed.




  The end of days was threatening and Imbolc the Peace-Weaver, having prepared the world as best she could for what needed to be done, knew she must leave the rest to her sister, wherever and

  however she might be found.




  So now she stood, holding her great steed’s rein for support and eyeing the cold morning all about, waiting for what would be.
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  BEDWYN STORT





  Three hydden and a half – the half being a thin, gawky, fair-haired boy of eleven – lay huddled and asleep in one of the ditches not

  far below where Imbolc stood.




  One was Brief, Master Scrivener of Brum and the most eminent archivist of his age. He was tall for a hydden, nearly three feet high, and was wrapped in a thick, grubby red cloak with the black

  woollen cap of a scholar on his head to keep him warm.




  Next to him lay the stocky well-made figure of Mister Pike who, at thirty years, was a good many years younger than Brief. He was a staverman: a hydden trained in the military arts, and his role

  just then was to protect Brief against those who might wish to harm him and his own occasional folly in venturing where he should not go. Pike’s heavy ironclad, a stave hooped at either end

  with cast-iron, lay beside him.




  Further on still in this muddy abode was Barklice, one of the city’s most renowned verderers, whose ancient role involved travelling about Brum and its environs dealing with matters of

  dispute and litigation and soothing the troubled waters and sometimes intemperate spirits of different hydden communities thereabout.




  As such, and as a by-product of his demanding work, he was not only one of the most experienced route-finders alive in Englalond but also spare of build, thin of face and free of spirit.




  All were dressed in trews and jerkins, their shoes home-made, the uppers of leather and the black soles of the best material available to them: pieces of tread taken from the discarded car tyres

  of humans.




  None of these three had wyfkin or living family, which was why they had chosen each other’s company to trek out of the city the evening before to welcome the coming of Spring with story

  and chatter, shared jokes at themselves and the world at large, a few simple rituals that went to the deep core of their faith in Mother Earth. More deeply still they were worshippers of the

  Mirror-of-All in whose vast reflection they believed all mortals, hydden and human alike, had their reality and being.




  To hydden such as these, the first day of Spring was a very different thing than that which humans usually celebrate. For humans live mainly in cities and homes which isolate them from the

  elements. Which means that by the time humans recognize that Spring is in the air Spring is in fact already well begun.




  Hydden are closer to the Earth and know that the loveliest of seasons starts much earlier than March or April. It arrives with the first stirrings in the cold ground, and certain yawnings and

  scratchings in deep burrows, occasional glimmerings of softer light through clouds still bleak with winter chill and in the new-found life and joy of the rilling of the streams that comes with the

  thawing of winter snow and late January rain.




  No one can say with certainty at what hour or day Spring actually begins, but in the northern part of the Hyddenworld the first day of Spring is arbitrarily set at February 1st, using the human

  calendar, and that was why despite the cold, dank weather Master Brief and his friends had made the trek south-west out of Brum to Waseley Hill to welcome the season in with a warm brew and open

  fire. The mead had been strong and they snored still.




  The fourth among their number, the ‘half’ as Brief sometimes called him, though he was tall for his age, was his assistant Bedwyn Stort. He lay separately from the others wrapped

  tight in a discarded black plastic refuse sack – a logical if eccentric protection from the damp. He looked as he was, a restless sleeper, and he never imbibed. One foot, shoeless, had forced

  itself out of the bag on one side, the other had twisted and stuck uncomfortably into one of its corners.




  An arm, ending in a freckled hand, had thrown itself up the side of the ditch as if attempting to escape his body. The other hand was clasped tight over the face and eyes to protect them from

  the dawning light.




  But to no avail.




  Fingers parted, an eye opened and then closed again before the hand moved away altogether and Stort slowly opened his eyes and peered with such curious intensity that it was as if he was not

  sure where he was or even who he was.




  His nose, which was long, sniffled at the air and as he looked at the mist swirling just above it, and over his sleeping companions, his expression changed to one of surprise, even

  astonishment.




  He sat up and disentangled himself from the bag to reveal his normal garb, which was a suit of Harris tweed, made by himself to his own design, which had so many bulging pockets of different

  shapes and sizes that it was impossible to work out where one began and another ended.




  It was the mist that puzzled him.




  ‘Strange,’ he murmured, ‘it’s moving as if stirred, which means that something has stirred it, something big.’




  He heard the snorting of a horse.




  ‘A horse,’ he told himself aloud, which was how he often worked things out, ‘but no ordinary horse. No ordinary horse!’




  He glanced at his companions, saw they were fast asleep and heaved himself out of the ditch onto the grass above, where he stood quite still, his tousled head with its protruding ears to one

  side, listening.




  ‘Very weird,’ he told himself, adding with playful but serious irony, ‘wyrd indeed!’




  For ‘wyrd’ is what humans sometimes call fate or destiny. But for the hydden, wyrd is a matter of choice rather than inevitability and they know that to make the choice may change a

  life for ever. So wyrd was to be taken seriously.




  Stort hesitated only briefly before, without a thought for his personal safety, he began striding up the hill into the mist. For even at eleven Bedwyn Stort’s scientific curiosity and

  quest for answers ran far ahead of any danger his actions might attract.
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  PACT





  Whatever else Imbolc expected to appear at this late stage of her search for her sister the Shield Maiden, it was not a strangely dressed and

  gangly young hydden, barely more than a boy, climbing up the wet grass towards her.




  The White Horse had made itself scarce, so she stood alone pondering whether or not to change her guise, for there are few mortals able to look into the eyes of an immortal. On this occasion

  instinct told her to stay as she was.




  Peace-Weavers do not see like mortals only the latest, newest reflection from the Mirror of reality of what comes before them. They see as well what the Mirror has held in the past and will one

  day hold in the future. They see these things as not-quite-shadows, light grey with an occasional dash of real colour, vague precedents and prefigurings, fragments of time that add up to a

  life.




  As she now set eyes on Bedwyn Stort, Imbolc was astounded at what she saw. Image after image affirmed him as a most extraordinary hydden.




  An infant who from the first moments of his birth saw the world with the curiosity of a child; a child who bore himself with the courage of youth; a youth who wandered the world and bore with

  fortitude the loss of his family with the wisdom of an adult; an adult who cried out early with the pains of age and loss; and finally one of the old ones, his first innocence still intact and his

  eyes filled with that same light of life as when they first opened, despite the ravages of suffering and old age.




  Such seemed to be the past and present and future of Bedwyn Stort.




  Most of all she saw in his eyes as he came up to her, undimmed by the times he must live through, the light of great love. She knew it as she knew her own. In that she guessed she had found at

  last one of those who, if they were true to their wyrd, and had the courage and strength to journey to the furthest end of the pilgrim road, would be the ones to help the Shield Maiden fulfil her

  difficult task.




  Stort stared at her and then at the pendant that she wore, old and battered as it was, its gems all gone, its gold dinted with many knocks, the white quartz in its centre worn and dull, with no

  hope, it seemed, of ever shining with the light of love again. He guessed who she was.




  ‘Is that the pendant Beornamund made for you?’ he asked, undaunted by her stare.




  ‘It is, Master Stort, the very same. Its gems are gone now, scattered across the Earth.’




  He stared at it more closely and said, ‘Master Brief believes . . .’




  ‘Sssh . . .’ she whispered, reaching towards him and placing a finger on his lips, ‘do not say what Brief said, it is better that I am not told.’




  She knew at once that she had done wrong, not through her words but by her touch, for it is said that a mortal touched by an immortal may be given thereby a burden too great to bear.




  Stort fell silent and felt flow through him a storm that began as an icy wind but ended with an elemental blizzard. It left him hollowed and aged, wore him to his knees and began to steal his

  life away right there on Waseley Hill.




  But it is said as well that what the mortal loses the immortal gains, and Imbolc the Peace-Weaver felt his youth pass briefly into her so that what once she had been to Beornamund the CraftLord

  she became again: young, beautiful, filled with the life and love of the season that bore her name.




  At once she knelt down by Bedwyn Stort, held him close and whispered, ‘You shall not leave us yet, for you have work to do . . .’




  Then she told him that someone was coming to Englalond alone soon who was in danger and might need help.




  ‘. . . he’s the giant-born on his way already . . . find him and do what you can. Do this and I will ask the Mirror-of-All to return your life to you by the light of this rising sun.

  Can you do it for me?’




  Stort nodded and reached up his hand and touched her lips as she had his. At once his youth returned and she began to age again.




  ‘There!’ she said, ‘It is good! It is as it had to be. See him now through the coming years so that he is ready to help find the Shield Maiden and change all your lives through

  the dark decades ahead when I shall be here no longer to help . . .’




  Stort fell into a deep sleep, and it was then that the White Horse returned, bent its head, and Imbolc, youthful a few moments more, climbed on its back and sped away. The sun rose and the mists

  cleared before its warmth, and she and her horse were no more than clouds across the sky.




  The sun woke Brief and the others. They saw that Stort was gone and, thinking all was not well, rose up, looked up the hill and saw him laid upon the grass.




  Pike reached him first, Barklice found the signs of horse’s hoofs, but it was Brief who guessed that Master Stort had been chasing more than wraiths of mists.




  They made him a brew, they brought him round and they gave thanks for youth and the first light of Spring.




  When he told them what had happened and that he had been given a task to perform, but he might need their help, they were ready to believe him.




  ‘What’s the task?’ asked Brief.




  ‘I don’t exactly know,’ said Stort.




  ‘Who’s the enemy?’ asked Pike, his right hand already firm upon his stave.




  ‘I’m not sure,’ said Stort.




  ‘Tell me the place and I’ll take you there,’ declared Barklice.




  ‘Um . . .’ began Bedwyn Stort uncertainly, ‘I can’t remember, but she said I’d find it if I looked hard enough.’




  ‘Who did?’




  ‘Imbolc. She touched me and . . .’




  They looked at each other in dismay, for every hydden knows that immortals never touch mortals but to harm them. They looked at Stort more closely and saw what he said must be true. For on his

  right brow and in a small patch at the back of his head they saw something that had not been there the night before – white hair, which in a youth is a sign of innocence and ancient

  wisdom.




  ‘All I know is that someone’s coming and he’s younger than me, that he’s in danger and that we can help . . .’




  ‘Gentlemen,’ said Master Brief, rising at once, ‘I believe we have work to do. You say “he is coming” but the rest you can’t remember?’




  Stort nodded.




  ‘Well,’ said Master Brief, ‘that at least is a start and we know he’s a boy! Your hands on mine if you please!’




  Pike and then Barklice reached their hands to his.




  ‘You too Master Stort!’




  They made a pact then to pursue the task that Stort had been set, as if it was their own, right to its end.




  ‘Now gentlemen, I suggest we climb this hill to see if Stort can get a better sense of where exactly it is we must go.’




  But it was not to be.




  ‘Humans,’ growled Pike in a low and urgent voice, ‘and near. I can hear ’em tramping over the hill.’




  They retreated then as only hydden can, into the hollows and ditches of the hill as the mist had done before them, and disappeared as it also had, before the rising sun.
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  STRANGE SITE





  Pike was nearly right, but it was one human, not several.




  Arthur Foale, former Professor of Astral Archaeology at Cambridge University, now dismissed and out of work, would have arrived earlier but for the mist.




  He had allowed two hours for the car journey from his home in Berkshire but it had taken three and he had missed the rising of the sun, though only by minutes.




  He had walked up by the public footpath that started at the car park at the bottom of the hill. He was big, bearded, and wore the kind of lived-in boots and muddied trousers, as well as a thick

  fleece against the morning cold, that suggested he was well used to such conditions.




  He wore a backpack and there hung from his neck a pair of binoculars and a small digital camera. His trousers were belted and to this was attached a small round leather pouch, robustly stitched

  and with a well-made strap and buckle. It was an army-issue prismatic compass.




  He held a blue, plastic clipboard which he opened and peered at before veering off the path to cross the fields at roughly the same contour where Stort had found Imbolc a little earlier.




  The clipboard held the relevant part of the local large-scale Ordnance Survey map, a geophysical survey of the area which looked mainly blank, and some A4 sheets on which he intended to take

  notes.




  He took the compass from its pouch and pushing his thumb through its ring attempted to take a bearing on the corner of the field some way above where he stood. He shook his head in apparent

  wonderment at the result and turned his attention to a location below him where part of the car park showed. Again he attempted to take a bearing and again he shook his head.




  He moved forward, stared at these two locations again, and from them straight ahead, and waited for the mist to clear some more. He spotted a distant feature of the landscape, located it on the

  map and then drew a few lines on the survey.




  In this way, dispensing with the compass and doing everything by eye, he proceeded by fits and starts across the field until half an hour later, checking his position with bearings all around

  him, he seemed satisfied. He took off his backpack and placed it on the ground where the slanting sun caught it and made it nicely visible. The spot was within two feet of where Imbolc and Stort

  had met.




  Arthur Foale then squatted on the ground and peered along it this way and that, like a golfer looking at the lie of a green before making an important putt. What he was doing was not dissimilar.

  He was looking at slight variations in the ground brought out as shadows by the sun.




  Finally satisfied, he moved the backpack a few yards downhill and to one side, where the stream that came from the hill above flowed near where Imbolc had first arrived. He then climbed up the

  hill with vigour and some excitement, not looking back until he was two hundred yards away and perhaps fifty feet higher.




  He looked back downslope to his pack, searching out again the variations in height he had made out earlier. He took some time doing this, so long in fact that the sun rose further and the

  shadows disappeared.




  But he had seen enough and seemed well satisfied.




  He pulled out his mobile and made a call home.




  His wife Margaret answered.




  ‘It fits,’ he said. ‘If I’m right, this is where Beornamund did his work. I . . .’




  He said no more.




  A fickle wind had twisted and turned across the face of the hill and strands of mist risen from the bed of the stream and briefly obscured the site he was looking at. With the coming of the mist

  his signal was gone.




  But that did not really surprise him. The geophysical survey and the difficulty he had found in taking bearings had prepared him for anything.




  The site was the strangest he had ever known in a career of busy and often controversial archaeology.




  Compasses went wild. Mobiles cut out. And the geophysical survey he had privately commissioned and which he now held in his hand showed absolutely no results of any kind at all in a wide circle

  around the spot where he had first placed the backpack. It was a bizarre white-out. Which was a first in his career and theoretically impossible, because there is always variation in the Earth and

  the only thing that could wipe the slate clean was a source of power so great that nothing quite like it had ever been found before.




  The mist’s brief return was over and the sun shone again but it was higher now, the shadows gone.




  His mobile rang.




  ‘Are you sure?’ asked his wife, who was Professor Foale too, but unlike him still in gainful employment. Her subject was Anglo-Saxon literature and her speciality the most

  extraordinary legend to emerge out of the Dark Ages. It concerned Beornamund, greatest of the Mercian CraftLords, who had given his name to the great manufacturing city of Birmingham or

  Beornamund’s Ham, which some dialects, now lost, were known to have corrupted to Brummagem or Brum.




  ‘Arthur, can you hear me?’




  Arthur Foale stood transfixed by the singular beauty that morning of the light across the hill and it made him think of the two objects for which Beornamund was most famous, both now lost.




  ‘Arthur?’




  ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I’m here but . . . give me a moment. I’m thinking.’




  ‘Thinking of what?’ demanded Margaret finally.




  ‘I am thinking that this is a site that should not be desecrated by excavation,’ he replied, as astonished by this strange impulse as she was. Excavation was what he did. Otherwise

  how was he going to unearth the story the site might tell?




  ‘I’ll have to find some other way of exploring its secrets,’ he said rather lamely.




  ‘Such as?’ Margaret wondered.




  Arthur’s methods could be unusual. Very unusual. They tended to get him into trouble.




  ‘I’m looking at my shadow on the hill, the sun being bright here this morning,’ he replied for no obvious reason.




  ‘Meaning . . . ?’




  Margaret was feeling ever more uneasy.




  ‘My shadow’s compressed by angle and slope. It’s perfectly formed but it’s something less than three foot high and makes me feel rather large as a matter of fact. Like a

  giant.’




  She knew the reference was to Beornamund and guessed that Arthur had just made a quantum leap of some kind in his thinking.




  For Anglo-Saxon legend said that the CraftLord was a child of the little people but, as the old language puts it, ‘giant-born’ – an aberrant, a mutant, a potential outcast.

  Most such were killed when their abnormal size began to show, but the CraftLord escaped and passed himself off as human. Then at the end of his life it was claimed he returned to the world into

  which he had been born, transmuted back to the size he should have been. It was mystery for which no one had an answer.




  But Arthur Foale had long had a theory, and the shadow at his feet had suggested a way of putting it to the test.




  ‘I’m coming home,’ he told Margaret, ‘I’ve found what I needed to here.’




  ‘Arthur . . .’ said Margaret warningly.




  It was too late and the phone was dead again.




  An idea had been sown and Arthur Foale was not the kind of man to give up on an idea until it had been proved false or true.




  I’ll have to find some other way of exploring its secrets he had said.




  Margaret did not like the sound of that at all.
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  GIANT-BORN





  That same morning, across the North Sea from Englalond in the uplands of Germany, an extraordinary conversation was taking place in German.




  ‘So this is the boy? The one?’




  ‘Das ist der Junge?’




  The three hydden nodded at the woman addressing them, fear and fatigue in their eyes in equal measure. They stared at a sturdy boy of about six.




  ‘How can you be sure?’




  ‘Look at him! He’s the one they’re looking for, the one they’ve been trying to kill.’




  It was the oldest and most respected of them who spoke – he was the Ealdor, the leader of their village. He was frailest but the most passionate and his face was grey and drawn with the

  effort of their journey up into the mountains, and with the constant fear that they would be betrayed.




  They need not have feared.




  The hydden of the Harz Mountains in middle Germany were renowned for keeping their secrets close and their mouths shut. The natural adversaries of authority, they were the sworn enemies of the

  Sinistral, who dominated the Hyddenworld with their dark armies, the Fyrd.




  Right across the globe, old kingdoms, ancient republics and entire tribal structures that had stood the test of time collapsed before the advance of a single, unified, system, that of the Fyrd,

  a word which in the old language means ‘occupying army’.




  Not since the rise of Imperial Rome in the human world, two thousand years before, had mortalkind seen how a combination of military might and technological innovation, fuelled by the spoils of

  victory, could so rapidly and completely take over the old and replace it with the new.




  So the Harz Mountains, like Englalond, were a bastion of liberty.




  Their female leader is called Modor, from which the word ‘Mother’ derives. Her consort is known as the Wita or Wise Man.




  They looked ordinary enough, perhaps even poorly dressed. But they carried themselves with the calm authority and simplicity which experience and wisdom bring.




  The Modor looked carefully at the boy who, in hydden terms, was already adult size. Apart from his height he looked normal – most unusual in one who suffered his rare condition, which

  healers called giantism and could not be cured.




  His head, his feet, his hands, his limbs were perfectly proportioned. Better still, he had bright eyes, an intelligent look, a cheerful face, and he was still a happy child.




  His size made him seem more human than hydden.




  The Modor frowned and looked at the Ealdor. ‘You’re his grandfather, aren’t you?’




  The Ealdor nodded and sat down. The boy moved closer to him, as much out of love as for reassurance. The old hydden patted the lad’s shoulder affectionately.




  ‘His mother gave him to me for safekeeping after the Sinistral sent their people to kill him, and I fled here with the help of my two friends, to bring him straight to you. I fear now that

  our village will have been destroyed and that you see before you its only survivors.’




  The Modor shook her head sadly. ‘Does he speak German yet?’




  ‘His first language is our own Thüringian dialect, but German proper . . . well, that’s coming. English not at all.’




  ‘He’s definitely still growing?’




  ‘Fast,’ sighed the Ealdor.




  ‘Then he’ll need to learn quickly. He cannot stay with us long because it will not be safe for him. We must train him at once to the stage that he is ready to leave the Hyddenworld.

  It is the only way he can survive, and he’s still young enough to learn to pass himself off as human.’




  The Ealdor nodded sadly.




  ‘Where will you send him?’




  ‘To the one place in the world where the Fyrd have not yet destroyed all freedom. He will be taken across the sea to Englalond. Once he has finished growing, the Sinistral will not be able

  to find him there, and nor will they think they even need to, for they will believe he can never come back into our world.




  ‘We shall teach him English, which fortunately shares roots with his own language. We shall also teach him to use his strength. We shall teach him to trust his intelligence.’




  The Ealdor sighed. ‘And the Hyddenworld? Will he learn to foget that too?’




  The Modor and the Wita looked at each other, but it was he who answered.




  ‘We cannot do that now, even if we wished to, for we can see that you have put into him something that means he can never forget where he came from, not in his inner being at least. These

  mountains he may forget, or your village, and all of us gathered here, but in his heart the Hyddenworld and its wonders and its wisdoms will always remain his home. Look at the boy! Look into his

  eyes! You and your kin put love into him, Ealdor, and he will never forget that.’




  ‘But he will never be able to come back. He will be . . . a giant. Like a human. He cannot ever . . .’




  But the Wita shook his head.




  ‘. . . Oh, but he can,’ he said. ‘The journey back and forth between human and hydden is not an art that has been entirely forgotten, Ealdor, even in these most forsaken of

  times. There have always been those, on both sides, who have discovered how to travel between each other’s worlds. It is done through the henges, whether of wood or stone, living tree and

  living water – there are many kinds and they exist the world over. The only difference between a human and a hydden is one of size, and that is a relative thing, a matter of perception. Your

  grandson will come back.’




  The Ealdor looked puzzled.




  ‘But the henges are fallen, the White Horse not heard of in centuries, the rituals forgotten . . .’




  They smiled.




  ‘Yet we still preserve that ancient skill, and have ourselves sometimes journeyed back and forth. Recently, too, for we have been expecting you to bring the boy to us, so we have already

  found a place in Englalond where he can go, and people there who will watch over him.’




  ‘Other free hydden, you mean? Not the Sinistral – or the Fyrd who are under their control?’




  The Fyrd of whom he spoke were the strong arm of the ruling Sinistral: an army of fierce warriors with no pity or compunction in their creation. They controlled the hydden cities and routes

  throughout Englalond, as they now controlled them all the Hyddenworld over. Over recent years the Fyrd had become liberty’s shadow, freedom’s bane.




  The Wita said, ‘We’ve known for centuries that once the giant came, then the hydden and the humans he needed to help him would come too. They know he’s coming.

  They’re readying themselves.’




  The Ealdor looked fearful again. ‘Humans?’




  The Modor laughed, her consort joining with her: the joyful laughter of free spirits.




  ‘Humans aren’t all bad,’ she said. ‘Two of them even came to these parts ten years ago trying to find us. We nearly let them, but . . . we felt it better to wait for the

  boy. They came before their time but were not to know that.’




  ‘But he wasn’t even born then.’




  ‘Nor were you a century ago, but we knew you must come before he did, and you did. The timing of things is not what it seems, and the wyrd of things is not entirely beyond our control.

  Remember, the coming of the giant was predicted by Beornamund himself fifteen hundred years ago, at the time when he made the Sphere and captured the Fires of the Universe.




  ‘This boy’s task is greater than we can even conceive, as was the nature of the Sphere itself. The whole Universe held in only two hands – just imagine it!’




  ‘He’s just a boy.’




  ‘He’s a giant in the making and his time is coming. You have done your part. We shall now do ours, and then . . . then . . .’




  The Modor suddenly dug deep inside her pockets and pulled out a single scrap of paper with human writing scribbled on it. ‘Humans are the most trusting and foolish creatures in the world,

  as well as the most destructive.




  ‘The woman merely left behind a cross of twigs and a wreath of wild flowers on a stone. Touching really, because I think she assumed we must be pagans. The man was more practical and left

  this.’ She held up the piece of paper.




  ‘What is it? What must you do with it?




  The Modor began laughing again, the boy joining in.




  ‘After a millennium and a half, he expected us to break the silence between hydden and humans just like that!’ explained the Wita more seriously. ‘It takes your breath away,

  such simple trust! Yet it makes a certain amount of sense. For how else will they know the boy is coming?’




  The Ealdor took the torn paper and stared at it. ‘What is it?’ he asked in puzzlement.




  The Modor retrieved it and put it back in the folds of her dress. ‘They call it a telephone number. He hoped we’d make a telephone call just like humans do.’




  She laughed again for a moment at that.




  ‘And will you?’ The Ealdor looked appalled, as did his companions.




  ‘Me? I’m too scared of such things,’ admitted the Modor. She looked at the Wita. ‘But him? Do you know I think he’s crazy enough to do it!’




  The Ealdor stared at them both in wonder: actually thinking of talking to humans? That was the greatest taboo of all.




  ‘But—’




  The Modor raised a hand to silence him, her expression serious again. ‘We have said enough now. It is generally best to leave the future unspoken,’ she said, ‘for fear that by

  talking of it we make it turn out differently.’ She turned to the boy and signalled him to come near her. ‘Now, what is his name?’




  He went over to her, obediently.




  ‘His name is Yakob, as is my own,’ the Ealdor replied. ‘That is the tradition in our village.’




  She looked at the younger Yakob, deep in thought for a moment, then reached an old hand out to touch him. He was a well-made boy, as strong as they come. He grinned at her, and then he too

  looked serious.




  ‘From this moment on, boy, your name is Jack. Do you understand me?’




  ‘He doesn’t speak English.’




  ‘Well, he’ll not learn it if I continue to speak German!’ she replied sharply. ‘Do you understand, your name now is Jack. So . . . My name is . . .’




  The boy stared at her, his eyes alight with this new challenge. He concentrated as she repeated what she had just said.




  He nodded carefully, thinking how to form his first words in this new language.




  ‘My . . .’ he began.




  ‘My name is . . .’




  ‘My name is Jack,’ he said.
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  THE CALL





  A telephone rang in Berkshire, England, a month later. It was old-fashioned and made of black Bakelite and it was mislaid somewhere in a room full

  of papers, books, ashtrays, files, a baseball cap, several walking sticks, African carvings, a model Inuit canoe, three empty glasses, which had contained shots of whisky now evaporated, and a cat

  . . . so that when it rang, it proved impossible to find.




  Arthur Foale knew it was there because he could hear it ringing, but whether it was actually on his desk or under it, or in the heaps of things to one side, he had no idea.




  His wife Margaret looked up from her own desk in the tidy half of the room and said, ‘Good heavens, is that your phone ringing?’




  She sounded surprised because hardly anyone called Arthur these days.




  ‘It’s a mistake obviously,’ he replied as he scrabbled about. ‘I’m just trying to find it so I can stop it ringing.’




  ‘It may not be a wrong number,’ she suggested.




  ‘Well it is,’ he said, when he finally found the phone, just after the ringing stopped. ‘Or it was.’




  His wife glanced at him sympathetically and returned to her work. She knew there was only so much she could say or do in the unfortunate circumstances in which Arthur now found himself –

  out of work and without any prospect of paid employment. Someone had to earn the money for them to live on and it could no longer be him.




  Until just three years before they had been considered one of the most interesting couples in the British archaeological firmament, each holding a full professorship in one of its oldest

  universities.




  Then Arthur had been stripped of his position as Professor of Astral Archaeology at Cambridge University for causing a public ruckus with the Director of the National Physical Laboratory, and

  several others, during a live televised debate about Creationism.




  It would have been funny in other circumstances but not in those. Arthur was a big man with a big heart, but he didn’t suffer fools gladly and sometimes lost his temper. He had now lost it

  one time too many and, though it made good television, he’d been blackballed professionally.




  Since then he had been unable to obtain a paid position in any college within reach of their home in Berkshire, or even to get his controversial work published in journals.




  A television series he had made on Anglo-Saxon Cosmology was shelved and his American publisher dropped the series of lucrative textbooks of which he was author. No one was interested any more

  in a middle-aged ex-professor with a reputation for being too outspoken. And too controversial: for instance his theory that prehistoric wood and stone henges were not ‘cosmic

  calendars’, as people liked to think, but portals into other worlds.




  ‘Mad Professor Says Stonehenge Is a Time Machine’ was not the kind of subsequent headline that did Arthur any good. In a matter of months he had gone from being an expert with too

  many demands on his time to someone nobody in the media wanted to talk to.




  Sighing at the missed call, he heaved his large, shambolic body from the chair, grunted and grumbled for a bit, and then headed off towards the conservatory and through its wide open doors out

  into the garden.




  Five minutes later his phone rang again.




  Margaret Foale picked it up. ‘Yes?’ she said, hoping there was enough distance in her voice to discourage unwanted callers.




  A strange voice spoke. She listened.




  ‘Can you repeat that?’ she said finally. ‘I am finding you rather hard to hear.’




  She listened again and then said, ‘I’ll fetch him. I think he’s in the garden. Please do not hang up.’




  She went to the conservatory and from there through its open doors.




  Arthur was standing looking up at his trees.




  She stared at him for a few moments before speaking.




  If she had known how to tell him how much she loved him just then, she would have done so, but there were not words enough and if there were she did not even know the right ones.




  ‘It’s for you,’ she called finally, trying to sound as if such an occurrence was entirely normal. Even so there was a touch of excitement to her voice. For the call she had

  taken was either a prank by some former student or else something that might change the world. She did not know which of the two she would prefer.




  ‘For you!’ she called out again.




  ‘What is?’ he said, turning to face her.




  Two great trees rose up behind him, on the far side of the rough lawn. They were magnificent as they caught the evening light.




  ‘The phone call,’ she said.




  ‘Who is it?’ he asked.




  But she had already gone back inside.




  Arthur Foale followed her and took the phone from her tense grasp.




  ‘Yes?’ he said cautiously.




  ‘Professor Foale?’




  ‘Er, yes?’




  The caller began talking very softly.




  ‘Can you speak up, please?’




  The caller continued, but the voice sounded little louder, just clearer. It was really no more than a whisper and it might have been male, it might have been female. It was old and it was

  heavily accented and it was other-worldly.




  Arthur Foale listened closely, at first unable to make much sense of it, then beginning to understand. And then his head began to spin as if what he heard was beyond belief. He signalled

  Margaret to come and listen in.




  ‘You understand? The boy is coming. He is ready now and he must come. It is too dangerous here. He comes. All is ready.’




  ‘Is he . . . ?’ Arthur began hesitantly.




  ‘He is the giant-born.’




  ‘But where? Where will he be?’




  There was no answer to that.




  ‘When?’




  ‘Tomorrow.’




  ‘Tomorrow?’ repeated Arthur faintly.




  ‘You do nothing. Wyrd will decide. Wyrd . . .’




  ‘But . . . ?’




  ‘There is no more to say. The boy is coming to Englalond. The time has come.’




  The phone went dead.
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  INTO THE WORLD OF HUMANS





  The boy, who looked about six, appeared early the next morning at the front door of a foster home on the North Yorkshire Moors, in the north-east

  of England, as if from nowhere. There had been the hammering sound of a horse’s hoofs just before the unexpected ring at the door, but when it was opened the only sign of a horse was a

  magnificent white mare in a field some way off across the moor, its white mane and tail brilliantly catching the morning sun.




  The boy smiled at them, evoking a similar response, but when they looked up from his face the horse was gone, and there was only a streak of white cloud across the bright blue sky to suggest

  that it had ever been there.




  His arrival on the first day of March coincided with the first warm days of Spring, so mild and warm that in the weeks that followed the sloe blossom came out early, shoots pushed through soil

  still moist from the snows of February, and the buds on trees grew fat and sticky as birds paired up and busied themselves with their nests.




  The boy was of average height but stocky, and he looked exceptionally strong and healthy. Whoever had abandoned him had thought to dress him sensibly against the chill winds that blow across the

  North Yorkshire Moors. But there was an odd thing about his clothes, in that they carried no clothing company labels. They were old-fashioned and hand-made, as if someone from a bygone era had

  dressed him. He was carrying a suitably child-sized backpack made of old, worn leather, most beautifully stitched and preserved, unlike anything that could be bought nowadays in a shop. It looked

  as if it came from another time and culture and it was certainly a lot older than its owner. It showed signs of having done a lot of travelling.




  The oddest thing of all was that there was nothing inside it except for a ragged but obviously much-loved soft toy, a horse that was once white but now grubby. The boy let the staff examine the

  pack but kept a tight hold of the horse.




  Some numbers and a name were inscribed inside the flap of the backpack in Gothic script of the kind that used to be common only in Germany. The name was ‘Yakob’, but when they

  repeated it the boy shook his head firmly. Despite their best efforts to question him he remained silent, so they named him Jacob or usually Jack for short.




  There was no record of a missing child of his description to be found on any of the national or international registers, nothing at all. But, for the time being, the newspapers were kept out of

  it because, in such cases, something usually turned up.




  Just then, anyway, the newspapers had something better to shout about than a missing child, namely the strange behaviour of the weather. All over the world it was out of kilter with both

  latitude and season, and was acting as if it was feeling deliberately malevolent towards mankind. It was as if a band of mean old gods, long since banished even from folk memory, had returned to

  say just how much they disliked mortals.




  Their violent breath, in the form of freakish winds, scattered the sands of deserts and felled the bushes and trees of the temperate zones; their rough old hands tore clouds apart and caused

  such deluges of rain that people the world over were not just drowned, they were swept away; and what the roaring thunder in their voices did not scare to death, their cold stare froze wherever it

  stood, even in places that had not experienced a frost in decades.




  Not yet, however, on the North Yorkshire Moors, or any other part of the British Isles either, which continued to enjoy that strange and beautiful early Spring, even if uncertainty about the

  coming days was growing as such extreme weather began to encroach on neighbouring parts of Europe.




  The authorities decided to keep the boy there in the foster home where he had arrived so mysteriously, until inquiries about him bore fruit and a decision about his future could be made.




  But, six weeks after his arrival, he made it for them.




  The boy, for all his obvious physical well-being, was a natural target among the other children, some of whom had problems with controlling anger and aggression. He didn’t speak or answer

  to ‘Jack’, the name they generally used, and he had a habit, annoying to others, of being nearly incapable of being by a window or door without wanting it wide open. He seemed not to

  feel the cold.




  In the common room one evening after supper, an older boy of ten, who along with two others mildly terrorized the younger ones, grabbed the new boy’s pack and pulled out his toy horse.




  Until then the boy had said nothing in all the time he had been there, and certainly nothing provocative or in any way aggressive, but now he spoke out.




  ‘Give it back,’ he said firmly.




  But the older one said he wouldn’t until the boy told them his name.




  ‘You do have one, yeh?’ he taunted.




  The boy fell silent, seeming more surprised than scared.




  ‘But it’s mine,’ he said finally, stepping forward and stretching his arm up as the older boy raised the horse just out of reach. That was when someone else tripped the

  newcomer up.




  As the boy tried to rise to his feet, someone pushed him back down.




  Then they all moved in, kicking and punching and shouting at him.




  What happened next was as extraordinary as it was unexpected.




  The boy rolled away from his tormentors, stood up, and looked around the room for a weapon. The only thing he could find was a tatty TV magazine, which he rolled up tight.




  His attackers stood back and then laughed as they saw what he hoped to defend himself with. They began to close in, and the atmosphere turned ugly with excitement and bloodlust.




  There was another derisive laugh as the boy raised the baton of newsprint in front of him. Maybe they should have been warned by the expression on his face, but he was smaller than the bullies,

  despite his muscular build.




  If they had known how to assess it, they would have recognized unusual determination and self-control.




  He rolled the magazine even tighter, his calm and measured movements sufficiently intimidating for them to pause. Too late: like a firework exploding the boy lunged hard and fast against the

  first and tallest bully. He thrust one end of the rolled magazine up hard into his throat.




  As his victim gasped with pain and began gagging, the boy pulled back to consider for a moment, then lunged forward again, this time thrusting the magazine hard into the other’s groin. The

  bully collapsed straight to the floor, his mouth gaping in pain, his skin turning pallid in shock as he tried desperately to catch his breath.




  The boy turned instantly on another of his attackers, thrusting the makeshift weapon straight into his armpit. His second victim clutched there instinctively, leaving his solar plexus open to a

  further jab, then he doubled up and toppled slowly backwards, hitting his head against the arm of a chair.




  By now the others sensibly backed off, and the sound of screaming and moaning had brought a member of staff into the room. The boy calmly retrieved the toy horse and returned it to his

  backpack.




  ‘My name is Jack,’ he said quietly.




  Of the pair he had attacked, one was taken for treatment by a doctor, while the other was obliged to go and lie down for several hours.




  The foster home isolated Jack instantly, and phoned the authorities. The incident was so strange that reports of it very quickly went from local to regional level.




  ‘Are you sure there’s no clue at all about who he is? He hasn’t mentioned anything at all about someone who might know him?’




  They confirmed there were no clues at all. Even though Jack was talking now, he would not or could not shed any light on where he’d come from.




  ‘Check again carefully. Things easily get missed.’




  They did, and found that something had indeed been missed.




  It was the jumble of numbers written, alongside the name Yakob, in his backpack. They were oddly spaced but, looked at the right way, might resemble a telephone number.




  It was Arthur Foale’s number.




  They rang it the following morning.
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  ON BORROWED TIME





  At about the same time that day, the White Horse arrived with Imbolc as if from nowhere out of a cloudy sky. It landed in a fallow field in

  Warwickshire, in the realm of Englalond, its great hoofs sending mud and grass flying to right and left as it skidded to a stop in the lee of a blackthorn hedge, whose white blossoms trembled

  briefly and then stilled.




  The Peace-Weaver’s work was hard, so many were the conflicts between the hydden and human worlds, so hard and complex their resolution. But that day Imbolc’s eyes shone bright,

  excited by the coming of the giant-born and her meeting a month before with Bedwyn Stort. A new generation was taking over and things were as they needed to be.




  Her hand reached automatically for the pendant around her neck, wrought for her by Beornamund, to touch the last remaining gem, which was that of Winter.




  Her finger probed again, and felt nothing. Her eyes widening in surprise, and then alarm, she slipped the pendant’s chain over her head to take a closer look.




  She peered, she fingered it again, she shook her head.




  ‘Oh!’ she said and no more than that.




  Winter was gone, lost somewhere across the world during the past few weeks. She really was living on borrowed time.




  ‘Oh, Beornamund, my journey is almost over and now . . . now . . .’




  Across the field she saw some people approaching, tiny figures in a landscape.




  ‘This,’ said Imbolc the Peace-Weaver, ‘is the beginning of my final task, and the greatest. Like it or not, my years now being numbered to but a few, I have to find the

  Shield Maiden.’




  One of the figures across the field called out, ‘Is it this way or that, eh? We’re getting cold. Make up your mind!’




  Imbolc smiled, for a Peace-Weaver’s work is never done even when she is living on borrowed time.




  ‘To work!’ she murmured.




  

     

  




  9




  ASSIGNMENT





  Arthur Foale had been hoping for weeks that his old-fashioned telephone would ring a second time, with further news of the boy. But when it finally

  did ring, the call was not quite what he expected.




  It came from Roger Lynas, a senior child-welfare officer with the North Yorkshire Health Authority. He was circumspect, very. There was an unidentified boy, who was in trouble. Arthur’s

  number was found written on his backpack and—




  Arthur broke in to ask some questions.




  The replies were evasive. It was their primary job to protect the child, so they wanted information, though were not prepared to give any. Arthur, never good in such situations, felt his hackles

  rising.




  His voice began to rise, he began to bluster, but just as he was beginning to shout, Margaret came into the room.




  She arched a questioning eyebrow and he calmed down at once.




  ‘Just a moment,’ he said. His hand covered the receiver.




  ‘Who is it, Arthur?’




  ‘It’s a Mister Lynas of the North Yorkshire Health Authority, and he . . .’




  Arthur then explained as best he could. As he did, the feeling began to grow in him that he was in the process of making a mess of what might be the most important telephone call he would ever

  receive.




  He took up the phone again.




  ‘I think,’ he said as mildly as he could, ‘that you should be talking to my wife. Could you hold on, please?’




  Margaret took the receiver and started the conversation over.




  ‘Hello, I’m Margaret Foale. Could you . . . ?’




  By the time Margaret was finished she had established a friendly rapport with Roger Lynas, found out that the boy’s name was Jack and extracted a promise that they were now to be kept in

  the loop. She had succeeded in conveying the impression, without telling any actual lies, that they knew a good deal more about this boy than they did, and managed to establish the idea that she

  and her husband should now be involved further. However, a meeting would be necessary before they could help.




  She was given a number to call, received effusive thanks, and, most important of all, got information that Jack was being sent that same day to London for further assessment.




  ‘Tomorrow, then, you’ll call us,’ she finally agreed.




  But as she put down the phone she looked pale. She began breathing rapidly so she had to sit down.




  ‘What is it?’ asked Arthur.




  They had not been able to have children, though both had much wanted them. They had always known that this huge and ramshackle country house, which was Margaret’s inheritance, needed

  children. It was that kind of home, full of space for children to play and a garden with trees to climb, and places to build dens and to hide in, which needed young life.




  The phone-call had stirred something in Margaret’s emotions deeply, and pushed her to a place she had never thought she would have the opportunity to go to.




  Arthur went over to her. ‘What is it?’ he asked gently.




  ‘That conversation,’ she said. ‘It is the first I have ever had about any child as if . . . as if . . .’




  She bowed her head and reached blindly for him.




  ‘. . . as if it were my own.’




  ‘But, darling—’




  ‘I know, I know but . . . this boy has no one. Absolutely no one. Can you imagine that?’




  ‘Yes, but—’




  ‘Something’s happening, Arthur, and it’s something important. It’s a beginning of something, and that boy is its beginning. I’ve never been a mother so I

  supposed I’d never have a mother’s instinct, but there’s something about the boy – they’re calling him Jack – which has changed something in me.’




  She fell silent.




  ‘Tomorrow; we’ll know more tomorrow,’ was all he could say.




  Sudden rain lashed against the window. They heard the conservatory door crash shut.




  ‘It’s started already,’ she said suddenly. ‘It’s happening now . . .’




  Arthur looked baffled.




  ‘. . . and do you know something?’




  He shook his head.




  ‘There’s another thing I feel, which I have never felt before. I think it’s what every parent feels about their child – or fears, anyway. I feel something awful’s

  going to happen to Jack, and it’s a kind of torture because there’s nothing I can do, nothing . . .’




  Arthur held her tight as the storm hit the house hard, and Margaret wept the pent-up grief of years. Inside the house and outside, it felt to Arthur as if the world was coming to an end and they

  were suddenly caught up in it.
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  MASTER BRIEF AND FRIENDS





  Imbolc watched the slow advance of Brief, Pike and some others across the field towards her. They were being led by Master Stort, whose hesitant

  progress seemed to irritate them, used as they were to more decisive leadership than an eleven-year-old could offer.




  She gave the White Horse its instructions, which were to linger thereabouts in the form of a wraith of mist across the vale, and to be ready when her present task was completed during the coming

  hours. Then, with her steed safely out of both hydden and human sight, she pondered which of her many disguises to adopt.




  Imbolc very rarely manifested before other folk as her true self. She decided to adopt her favourite guise. She muttered a simple spell, waved her arthritic hands about, and was suddenly

  transformed into a middle-aged hydden pedlar from Ireland, for whom her Celtic name seemed well suited.




  She wore a large portersac on her back and in front of her carried a tray of combs, laces and charms for travellers, which was supported by a strap that went around her neck. Her stoop instantly

  disappeared, her step grew more sprightly. Even though it now began raining quite heavily she was humming a catchy tune.




  She knew no better than Stort where he was meant to be going, for a Peace-Weaver cannot see all that is to be, just its general direction. About even that she was often wrong, since wyrd might

  be wonderful but it was subject to mortal whim.




  Stort looked even more odd than she remembered him. He was clad in an old-fashioned jacket and kept stopping and starting and then stopping again, staring here and there, peering at the ground

  and then up at the sky, before appearing to sniff at the air for inspiration before finally waving a hand to signal the group forward once more. No wonder the rest of the group looked so

  dispirited.




  But even as she watched, their young leader suddenly regained his sense of direction and purpose. She heard a cry, as of one who has just had a revelation, and Stort made a sudden turn left and

  dived almost headlong through the thorny hedge without apparent discomfort before climbing the railway embankment that rose on the far side of it, soon to be followed by the rest of his grumbling

  party.




  Most of them were dressed in the garb of stavermen, out doing their civic duty: leather trews, a tunic made of good-cloth and sturdy boots, and each with a stave ironclad at top and bottom in

  his hand.




  She studied their faces hoping to find one that was familiar, and was glad to see Master Brief was among them. In all of Englalond there was not a hydden she respected more than this one, even

  if now getting close enough to talk to him involved negotiating the thorny hedge.




  As it was thick and damp, she wished the White Horse, being thoughtful in so much else, had had the foresight to arrange her arrival to take place on the other side of this obstacle. But once on

  the ground she had to suffer as mortals do. So she pushed and heaved her way through the hedge, holding her tray of goods close against her chest, hampered by the weight of her pedlar’s pack,

  until she too was able to climb the embankment.




  By the time she reached the top, the group she was pursuing had moved on along the path of the railway line and disappeared. The line itself had long since been abandoned and the rails and

  sleepers salvaged for scrap. There were however the remnants of a platform where a country station must have once stood, though its buildings, too, were all gone.




  Imbolc pressed on along the empty track and not long after saw that a quiet country road ran under the line, and realized that the hydden had done the sensible thing and clambered back down the

  embankment to shelter from the rain under the bridge that had once carried the line above it. She found them variously huddled on the ground. They merely nodded their heads on hearing her greeting,

  and continued to scowl at the rain.




  Except, of course, for Brief, who knew her true identity and was delighted to see her.




  ‘Well, well, well,’ he began, with obvious pleasure, ‘and what brings you here this miserable day, Imbolc?’




  His grey beard had droplets of rain in it, his cloak was wet, but he carried himself as he usually did, with authority and good humour.




  She smiled and reached out a hand to his by way of greeting.




  ‘The same thing that has brought you here, Master Brief, I dare say. That you should stray so far from your beloved library in Brum is rare indeed, but to find you in such a desolate spot,

  with such a ragbag of companions, confirms my suspicion that something very strange is afoot. Am I right?’




  She knew already that it was Stort who had brought them here, but she wanted Brief’s version of this most unusual young hydden.




  He did not reply to her question, growling instead at the weather, which was getting worse by the moment. This storm was set to develop into something very bad indeed, as the wind grew wilder

  and the air about them was filled with flying rain. Soon the sky filled with lightning and their ears with the deafening thunder that followed.




  ‘It is worse than you know,’ she confided, for his ears only. ‘I have travelled a great distance across the entire continent of Europe to get here, and I can safely say that

  this is the worst weather in living memory – and my memory goes back to the Dark Ages. I can tell you that this particular storm is about to get a lot worse.’




  ‘Is that a guess or a prophecy?’ he asked, finally.




  ‘It’s a prediction based on long experience.’




  ‘Like your prediction about our world coming to an end when the Earth starts to fight back?’ he jibed lightly. Brief had never for one moment believed that her frequent warnings

  would come to pass.




  ‘That’s already started and will get a lot worse unless you do something about it,’ she replied tartly. ‘But I have come to the conclusion that until you all realize that

  the Earth is not merely a larder to raid, or a well to drain dry before finding another one, but your equal partner in life, then you will continue to proceed on the road to disaster. Meanwhile,

  Master Brief, your beard needs a comb.’




  She gave him one from the stock she was carrying, more out of gratitude that he had made it easy for her to join his group than from any real desire to improve his appearance.




  Had he not welcomed her personally, the others of his group would probably have told her to find some other place to shelter, because seven is a number of good fortune, eight much less so.




  Hydden were superstitious about numbers and, when venturing out, much preferred odds to evens, and if they must travel in an even-number group, then it had better be one of the luckier

  numbers.




  Eight happened to be one of the unluckiest.




  So Brief had to appeal to the others’ good nature to persuade them to let this grubby-looking female pedlar share their arch. Now the others squatted a little way off, scowling at her

  suspiciously.




  But Brief knew that Imbolc never made an appearance without reason and, when she did, some good generally came of it.




  ‘So, why are you here?’




  ‘I’m looking for my successor,’ she replied briefly.




  ‘I didn’t know you were retiring,’ he rejoined.




  She smiled thinly. ‘I’m not retiring, I’m fading. Have you genuinely forgotten how old I am?’




  ‘No, I have not.’ Then he added hastily, ‘And I don’t want any visual reminders of your great age.’




  She had once made the mistake of appearing before him as she really looked, and the sight had quite upset him. Her present transformation into a down-at-heel female pedlar of middle age was much

  easier to live with.




  ‘Well, anyway,’ she continued, ‘my final years have come, and someone else must take on this job because fifteen hundred years is more than enough for anyone.’




  ‘When do you expect to, er . . . fade away?’ he asked.




  ‘In about ten years’ time I should think,’ she said calmly, ‘so right now I’m already living on borrowed time. We Peace-Weavers don’t exactly disappear, you

  know – we pass on to other, hopefully better, things. It depends what the Mirror-of-All has in store for us. Even so, that only gives me a decade to find my successor, and train her in

  readiness.’




  ‘How long have you already been searching?’




  ‘She’s been on my mind for about three hundred years,’ said Imbolc matter-of-factly.




  ‘Doesn’t the Mirror-of-All sort those kind of things out?’ Brief lowered his voice respectfully as he said that, with a glance directed out from under the bridge towards the

  dark, wild sky beyond, as if expecting the power that ruled all their lives to suddenly show itself. He knew of course it never did, or maybe could not, appear in any obvious way.




  ‘No,’ responded Imbolc, ‘the Mirror does not sort it out. With respect to my successor, that’s my task – maybe my last and most important one.

  Especially as my successor may have to cope with the end of the Earth as we know it . . .’




  ‘There you go again!’ said Brief, resignedly.




  She turned from him and stared at the others, noticing for the first time that Stort had produced a black plastic bin-bag, scavenged from humans, and put it over his head, puncturing a hole in

  it through which he had thrust his long thin nose so he could breathe. It was one of the oddest things she had ever seen.




  ‘Is that the youngster who was leading you?’ Imbolc asked, not revealing she already knew his name.




  ‘Please don’t ask about him,’ groaned Brief. ‘It’s . . . complicated. He’s not a staverman like the others. He’s . . . no, I don’t

  want to go there right now. I’ll explain about him later. It’s enough to say he’s the reason we’re hanging about in this horrible place in the middle of a storm.’




  Imbolc stared at the boy with renewed interest.




  ‘In that case maybe he’s why I’m here,’ she said softly. ‘So tell me something about him.’




  ‘Later,’ repeated Brief frowning.




  ‘Hmm,’ she murmured softly, suddenly lost in thought, her attention again on Stort in the black plastic bag.




  ‘You were saying,’ Brief murmured, bringing her back to the present, ‘that you were currently looking for the next Peace-Weaver.’




  ‘I said I was looking for my successor. That doesn’t mean she will be a Peace-Weaver. Has it never occurred to you that it’s not a Peace-Weaver we need most in the troubled

  years ahead?’




  ‘But I assumed your successor would fulfil the same role?’ said Brief, now rather puzzled.




  He stared at her, his heart thumping, overcome by a horrible premonition of what she would say next. If she did, and if she was right, it meant that the years ahead would be hard for all of

  them, and demand much sacrifice and courage. He knew the myths and legends as well as anyone alive, and therefore understood there was only one alternative to a Peace-Weaver – and it was not

  a pleasant thought.




  ‘I hope you don’t mean . . . ?’ he whispered, his voice shaking, not daring speak his thought aloud.




  ‘I mean,’ said Imbolc very firmly, ‘that my successor will be a Shield Maiden!’




  Even she herself uttered the two words with a certain awe.




  Master Brief gulped and glanced nervously around at the others to see if they had overheard. Fortunately it seemed not.




  Shield Maidens were reputedly not benign and reasonable entities like Peace-Weavers. They were fierce and warlike and took no nonsense from anyone, either hydden or human, female or male, old or

  young. When a Shield Maiden was on the prowl, the Earth supposedly became a very dark and unpredictable kind of place indeed. Not that Brief, or anyone else living, had personal experience of such

  an occurrence, but he knew of it through his lifelong study of myth and legend. The last Shield Maiden to fly across the Earth had done so over two millennia before.




  ‘And you think she will make an appearance here today?’ he enquired in a trembling voice.




  ‘She might do. And if she does, my days will be shorter on this Earth than I thought.’




  ‘But surely no sensible hydden, especially a Shield Maiden, would be out on a day like this.’




  There was a rumble of thunder, a flash of lightning.




  ‘Who said she had to be hydden? The Mirror-of-All does not make those kind of distinctions.’




  Brief looked dumbstruck. ‘You mean she might be a human?’




  Imbolc eased her back to rest more comfortably against the wet brick wall of the arch, as the gloom of the strange day deepened and their huddled forms were caught again in the flash of

  lightning and shaken by a crash of thunder.




  ‘I think she might be,’ she admitted, feeling the kind of relief that comes with knowing a problem of long standing might be on its way to being solved. ‘Yes, indeed, I think

  she very well might be human. And I have a feeling she’s going to show up on or near this very spot before the night is done.’




  He looked utterly appalled.




  ‘While we’re waiting for my successor to make her appearance, Master Brief,’ she continued good-humouredly, and nodded towards the plastic bin-bag, ‘why not tell me about

  him? Who is it exactly that has had the strength of personality to drag experienced hydden like yourselves so many miles away from home, and shows the common sense and inventiveness not to

  care what others think of him, and takes shelter under that plastic bag to keep himself dry?’




  Brief glowered at the black bag and the long, thin nose that protruded from it.




  ‘I was given to understand,’ said Brief, ‘that it was you yourself who instructed him to lead us here.’




  Imbolc looked innocent and avoided answering by asking, ‘Have you known him long?’




  ‘Not very,’ replied Brief shortly.




  ‘But he’s a hydden with some experience?’




  ‘Just the opposite.’ Brief shook his head. ‘He’s eleven years old and has no experience whatsoever of the real world.’




  Imbolc looked even more interested. ‘Yet he still contrived to get you all here?’




  ‘He’s very . . . persuasive,’ replied Brief grudgingly, and yet not without a tinge of admiration in his voice.




  ‘Go on, Master Brief, go on.’




  A conflict of emotions showed in his expression, before one alone triumphed. It was simple excitement.




  ‘He says – and he’s not the kind who says anything without meaning it, and feeling confident of proving himself correct – that a, well, the . . . I mean to say he

  is quite certain that . . .’




  ‘What, Master Brief? “The” what?’




  ‘He claims,’ murmured the scrivener, ‘that somebody important to us all will appear hereabout this very day. He says you told him so!’




  ‘Does he now!’ said Imbolc ambiguously. ‘And just how important will this person be?’




  ‘You’re more likely to know that than a humble scrivener like me,’ said Brief. ‘But since you ask the question I’ll answer it in good faith. The timing, the bad

  weather, and the fact you’re involved in some way tells me that we are about to meet one who is giant-born. Am I right?’




  ‘If you are,’ said Imbolc, ‘then this would be the one who by prophecy and tradition is going to save the Earth and through that the Universe.’




  They fell silent, both of them pondering this mystery.




  She nodded again towards the animated refuse bag.




  ‘Tell me about him. What’s he like?’




  Brief sighed, shook his head as if in disbelief at the strange times in which he was living, and finally announced with that same tremor of excitement in his voice, ‘The honest truth is

  that, in all my years, I’ve never met anyone quite like him and, well, I do believe he’s the most extraordinary hydden I have ever met!’
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  STORM WARNING





  Jack was sitting alone in the waiting room of a health centre in Thirsk, a small market town in the Vale of York and a few miles east of the

  motorway to London.




  It was the health centre the foster home regularly used and was now a convenient transfer point for Jack from the custody of one health authority to another, after the incident with the other

  boys. The only problem was that the woman due to pick him up and take him to London hadn’t arrived yet. Bad weather had slowed progress on the motorway, but she had checked in with them on

  her mobile to confirm she was on her way.




  The health centre had agreed to keep an eye on the lad while he waited to be picked up for his further journey south.




  Jack sat there expressionless, seemingly confident that somebody would eventually come for him. In the small square outside the trees fretted under gusting winds, while patterns of raindrops

  slanted down the exterior plate-glass wall. Inside everything felt just fine.




  Nothing much happened for quite a while, until a frown unexpectedly settled on the boy’s forehead. He suddenly loosened the strap of his leather backpack and dug inside it. Finding what he

  wanted, he paused in thought for a moment more before pulling it out, a decision finally made.




  He got up and went over to the pile of toys in the corner, and carefully laid the item he had taken from his bag on top of it.




  It was his soft toy horse, but a white horse shaped unlike any other – long extended legs, a single eye, pointy ears and head, a long lithe body. A horse so old and worn with travel and

  time that only the essentials of its life and form remained, with a tail that swirled back into the past just as far as its flowing motion and eager eyes led it forward into the future.




  Jack stared at it, muttered something, nodded briefly as if some secret agreement had just been made, and then went back to his seat and to his silent waiting.




  He didn’t look at the horse again, rather it stared at him and the world all about it, or seemed to.




  Across the room the television flickered as a wild wind outside beat garbage against the clear glass looking onto the square beyond. A sequence of words flashed onto the screen and the grim

  images that followed made the message’s meaning plain enough. It was a warning of particularly severe weather.




  A nationwide alert.




  Jack closed his bag and gazed at the television. He looked as if he was carrying the burden of the whole world on his shoulders, but was resigned to that fact uncomplaining.




  People arrived and people left, but Jack remained seated in his chair, his backpack clutched tight, waiting patiently.




  The alert on the television was repeated a few times more, while the receptionist continued to keep an eye on things in general, and the lone boy in particular.




  Outside the first really heavy drops of rain began falling out of an ugly sky. It was no day for a journey.
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  PRODIGY





  The chill wind gusting around the railway-bridge arch under which the hydden were sheltering was stronger now and as the rain grew heavier the day

  darkened.




  The five stavermen huddled over to one side, while Imbolc and Master Brief continued talking quietly on the other. The subject of their conversation was now Bedwyn Stort, who had detached

  himself from them all and gone to squat down at the far end of the arch, resting his back against the dank brickwork.




  From time to time the Peace-Weaver glanced discreetly in his direction, hoping to catch a clearer glimpse of him now that she knew something of his history. But he remained almost totally

  covered by a black plastic bin-bag, from which only his nose and feet protruded.




  His story was a strange one, as she had now discovered.




  It began when Brief received an unusual request from a retired scrivener living in an obscure hydden village on Englalond’s bleak borderland with Wales. The place itself was called

  Wardine-on-Severn, and it seemed one of the scrivener’s pupils had expressed a strong desire to learn Welsh.




  ‘I confess I thought that a little strange,’ commented Brief, ‘but, even in these troubled times, learning is not quite dead.’




  As Master Scrivener, it was one of his duties to assist in all matters of education and learning within the former capital city of Brum, which, as all hydden with any love of lore and tradition

  will know, lay within the heart of the human city of Birmingham, but far down out of sight among its sewers, conduits and waterways, in the tunnels and subterranean arches of its railways, and in

  the interstices of roads and buildings which humans cannot reach. Brum’s rich and fabled culture was in sorry decline, yet not quite lost.




  ‘Our archives remain the best in Englalond, and there I found a text that might serve this special purpose. As it was rare and valuable, I entrusted it to a staverman whose integrity was

  well known to me, namely Mister Pike yonder – the same who is the leader of the five accompanying me today.’




  Brief discreetly pointed out the fiercest-looking of the small group. He had the familiar bearing of one who has done military service, his garb clean and well pressed, his cloak heavy but

  short, his bare arms muscular and his hair cut close.




  Brief added confidentially, ‘Pike is very intelligent, utterly dependable, and a fearsome fighter when need be. He also has experience of the Welsh Marches, which is no terrain for the

  faint-hearted. The grammar I sent him to convey covered the basics of the Welsh language, as well as the topography, history and the strange folklore of that wild and dangerous country. I did not

  expect to hear much more regarding Wardine, and on his return Pike revealed little about his mission.




  ‘But, not long after, I had a further missive from my former colleague. He explained that his pupil, who you’ll guess was Bedwyn Stort, now required something rather more advanced so

  far as his Welsh studies were concerned. He also wanted any similar texts dealing with the other Celtic languages, such as Breton and Irish, but also the lost languages of Pictish, Ivernic and Lube

  – the last being the mystic language of the ancient bards, of which even I had barely heard.’




  Imbolc looked both surprised and impressed.




  ‘You may very well imagine that my interest was now aroused,’ continued Brief. ‘Again I sent Pike off to deliver the texts. On his return he this time expressed the view that

  young Stort might benefit from a little of my attention, but . . . I was busy and I put the matter to one side.




  ‘A year passed and then I had a further request, this time for texts on a much wider variety of subjects.’




  ‘Such as?’ asked the Peace-Weaver.




  ‘Well . . . certain other lost languages, also mathematics, the history and lore of the Mirror-of-All, something on Beornamund, founder of Brum, as well as a tome or two on cosmology and

  mystic knotting, which, as you know, are somewhat complex subjects for someone barely more than a child.’




  Imbolc nodded. Mystic knotting was not a subject most youngsters even knew about let alone desired to study, even assuming a topic so abstruse could be studied at all.




  ‘So what did you do, Master Brief?’ She noticed that Pike was watching them carefully.




  ‘I immediately summoned Pike again, and asked him to tell me more about this talented student. What he told me . . . but let him tell you for himself. I think he realizes we’re now

  talking about him and Stort – of whom he can be somewhat protective.’




  He signalled to the staverman, who came over, still looking at Imbolc suspiciously. Close to, he exuded a definite aura of physical strength and strong purpose.




  Not a hydden ever to cross lightly, thought the Peace-Weaver.




  ‘Is she making inquiries after Master Stort?’ Pike growled, eyeing her coldly.




  Brief admitted that was so but added, ‘She may be trusted, Mister Pike.’




  ‘Which means she ain’t really a pedlar,’ he replied at once, ‘seeing as pedlars and their kind are not to be trusted, eh?’




  He stood looming over Imbolc, who smiled and said, ‘You’re right, Mister Pike, I’m not a pedlar . . .’




  It is given to Peace-Weavers to pass on to mortals the sense of the wider Universe of which they are part. In Imbolc’s eyes Pike saw briefly the beauty of the stars, the orbits of the

  planets and the colour and vast shifting of the galaxies beyond.




  Or was it but the light of love that shone from her to him? Whatever it was, the impression was enough to fill Pike’s eyes with awe, while Brief, who knew the Peace-Weaver’s way of

  doing things, smiled to see that even one as wary as Pike could be won over so quickly.




  ‘Oh, yes, she may be trusted, Mister Pike,’ repeated Brief softly.




  ‘Aye, well,’ said Pike, raising a hand to his eyes as if not sure what had just happened, ‘of that I am glad, for I’d lay down my life for the lad, seeing as he once

  saved mine. Master Stort yonder has a powerful wyrd about him, which seems to carry mine along with it.’




  Imbolc let the matter of wyrd pass without comment, it being too large and profound a subject to discuss in the fading light of a cold wet day under a railway bridge. Anyway, as the weather

  worsened and the day darkened, there was the sense that things thereabouts would soon come to a head and they should all be ready when they did so, however that might be.




  But one thing was clear. For a hydden of Pike’s strength and accomplishments to concede so freely that his own wyrd was subject to a mere child’s was unusual, to say the least.




  ‘Tell me how it came about that one so young saved your life?’ she asked quietly.




  Pike looked both rueful and embarrassed. ‘He did warn me but I did not listen. He has the power of prediction, has Master Stort.’




  ‘Warn you about what?’




  ‘Quagmire, down by the River Severn. He would insist on going out and about without protection, refusing even to carry a stave. So I felt it my duty to accompany him, thinking that Master

  Brief would not like it if all that bookwork came to naught because young Stort had been waylaid and harmed, or worse, by the thieves and robbers who infest those parts.




  ‘As it was, it was me who nearly died. I ignored his warnings about the dangers of the place, and the next thing I knew I was stuck in it and sinking fast, and would have drowned there and

  then if he had not acted.’




  ‘He had the strength to pull you out?’




  Pike shook his head. ‘A hundred folk working together couldn’t have got me out. The ground, you see, was treacherous, so they couldn’t have got near without sinking in it

  themselves. I thought I was properly done for.’




  ‘So how . . . ?’




  ‘I’m coming to that. You know what the lad did next, calm as you please? He makes himself comfortable on the nearest solid ground, pulls out a slate and chalk from his pocket, for

  the purpose of working a few things out, produces a chronometer from another pocket and proceeds to time my rate of sinkage.




  ‘Naturally, I cursed a bit, but he calmly says, “Mister Pike, I advise you to stop fidgeting, and spread your arms out horizontally. That’ll slow you down a bit.” I did

  as he said, but even so I continued to sink.




  ‘“Do something!” says I, beginning to get desperate, for the mud was up to my chest by then. He ignored me, his brow furrowing, and it was then that the humming

  began.’




  ‘Humming?’




  Pike nodded, his gesture a mixture of weariness and affection.




  ‘He hums whenever he’s working out a problem. Only trouble is there’s no hydden alive less able to hold a tune or even produce a harmonious note, come to that. Stort’s

  humming is an agony to all about him, and I almost began longing for that mud to rise right up over my ears. Hum, hum, hum . . .
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