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  VIGIL





  One cold November dawn a solitary hydden stood before the thundering surf of Pendower Beach in south-west Englalond.




  He was lost in thought, as he had been since the night before. But now the stars had given way to black clouds and the wind had turned to a cutting northerly that heralded a bleak and bitter

  winter.




  Bedwyn Stort was tall for a hydden, over three feet high, and had he been solidly built and stood straight and true he might have seemed a match for the roughening sea he faced.




  As it was he was thin and gawky and stood skew, swaying first one way then another, then another yet again, as if helplessly caught amongst flows of thought and feeling every bit as powerful as

  the currents and tidal races in the sea before him.




  He had nothing under his pale cotton jerkin, which was damp and rough from the brine in the air. His trews served him no better for they reached only just below his knees and were worn and torn.

  He had no hose to cover his bare, freckled legs and his boots were little more than tatters of material held together with wire and string. The tops were canvas and the soles fashioned from scraps

  of worn black rubber tyre scavenged from human roads.




  Nor did he wear headgear of any kind, the winds playing havoc with his red hair, while his ears were blue with cold.




  He had followed the sea’s rise and fall since the night before, first up the beach through the dark hours and then down it again to the dawn. The waves had continually sent greedy, roaring

  races of water at him, trying to catch him, tumble him and drag him to their fatal embrace.




  The more he had tired and grown cold, the more they caught him and knocked him down. But each time, though now more slowly and with increasing difficulty, he picked himself up and continued his

  self-appointed vigil.




  Stort came from Brum in far-off central Englalond, land of freedom, city of hope. He might, had he been less modest and innocent, have laid claim to be one of the most famous people in the

  Hyddenworld. He was certainly the most beloved.




  He was a scrivener, inventor, traveller, savant and searcher after truth and solutions to problems scientific, secular, spiritual and paradoxical. In fact anything that caught his imagination

  and fired his insatiable curiosity about how things worked and in what – and exactly where – the answers to Mother Earth’s mysteries lay.




  It mattered not to Stort whether the problems he dwelt upon were great or small. Though only in his early twenties, he was wise beyond his years, as if in some other life a wide and benign

  experience had accrued to him. For he understood that since all things of Earth and Universe are vivified by a common energy or harmony, which wise folk call musica universalis, everything,

  however incidental it might seem, has a bearing on the whole.




  So when some notion or other caught his attention, even if others might see it as a waste of time, he pursued it wherever it took him. As a result of this unending wonder about the world, and

  his occasionally strange scholarship, impractical experiments and seemingly hapless travels for the greater good, Stort inspired affection and respect. Though his attributes were not those normally

  associated with great and heroic leadership, a leader he indubitably was.




  Like most hydden, he believed in the Mirror-of-All, in whose vast universal reflection we live our lives, as smaller parts of the whole, which is to say as reflections which come and go. But in

  that belief he went further than most, thinking that perhaps there were many parallel universes, many Mirrors-of-All. For which his only evidence was that he sometimes felt he had been the same way

  before in a similar but different world, not necessarily as a hydden.




  But it was not for such problematic philosophical musings as these, which passed over the heads of most hydden, that Stort was most renowned. No, he owed his unwanted celebrity to the fact that

  many hydden had come to believe, rightly or wrongly, that the world was now in real danger of coming to an end and that it would be upon his bony, slender and seemingly frail shoulders that the

  future of them all, of both Earth and perhaps even the Universe, now finally rested.




  For these were troubled times.




  In nine short, terrible months, all had changed.




  Spring had ended with the extraordinary and fearful birth of the prophesied Shield Maiden, the avenging agent for an Earth angry at its centuries of mistreatment at the hands of mortalkind.

  Summer heightened people’s fears with unnatural threats of all kinds, climatic and seismic, in the sky above and the Earth below. Autumn saw threat turn to frightening reality as

  Englalond’s beauteous land was riven by earthquake and ruined by fire.




  Now Stort stood on Pendower’s shore as winter and the End of Days began. But though the wind grew steadily stronger and the driving waves ever closer and more eager to destroy him, he

  seemed intent on staying right where he was until he had worked out a way to save the Hyddenworld, our Mother Earth and, perhaps, the Universe as well.




  





  2




  GOOD FRIENDS





  Lonely though Stort looked down on the shore, he was not alone.




  Among the dunes above the high-tide mark, barely visible amidst the fluted banks of sand and tussocks of marram grass, were five of Stort’s friends and helpers. They had been keeping a

  watchful eye on their companion since he ventured onto the beach the evening before, insisting that he be left by himself until his vigil was done.




  They knew well that he was in a crisis of uncertainty and personal doubt. The pressures on him were great and might easily cast down his spirit and even his body to illness and despair.




  In the past tempestuous months, Stort’s fame had moved from the local to the global when it became known that he had achieved what generations of hydden had only dreamed of being able to

  do. This had to do with a prophecy made fifteen hundred years before by Beornamund of Mercia, considered by most to be the greatest CraftLord, or maker of powerful objects, who ever lived.




  He had blamed the gods of those days for the death of Imbolc, his betrothed. Her name meant ‘Spring’ and he was angered that she died before the first flush of her life, and his own,

  could be fulfilled.




  In his rage he fashioned a sphere of crystal and metal so perfect that the gods feared to see such skill in mortal hands. They thought its existence threatened the Mirror itself and tried to

  destroy it. But four fragments survived, each a gem of great beauty, each carrying the colours of its respective season and something of the Fires of the Universe.




  The CraftLord found three of the gems, but never that of Spring, despite a lifetime of searching. In time he repented his pride and arrogance in defying the gods and they forgave him. They sent

  Imbolc to him on a White Horse, saying she must journey the Earth as its Peace-Weaver to earn her place at his side, until the day came when the lost gem of Spring was found by a mortal. In that

  moment her task would be completed.




  Beornamund accepted their decision but prophesied that by the time Spring was finally found the End of Days would be approaching. He fashioned a golden chain and hung from it a pendant in which

  he made four settings, each for one of the gems. He placed in it the three gems he already had, those of Summer, Autumn and Winter. He put the pendant round Imbolc’s neck and by his skill and

  artifice ensured that each gem would fall to the ground and be lost as she passed beyond that season of her journey.




  So it happened: when her Summer was over, that gem fell from the pendant; with Autumn, that season’s gem fell; so too with Winter and its dark, shimmering gem of icy fire, which fell to

  Earth in a place none knew, not even Imbolc.




  For the next fifteen hundred years hydden after hydden set forth to find the gem of Spring – and failed. Which was, perhaps, as well. For Beornamund had warned that the gems held power

  beyond a normal mortal’s strength to bear. Whoever found them must be sufficiently pure of heart and spirit that they would not be corrupted by the gems and try to keep or covet them. Instead

  they must return them to Imbolc’s sister, the fearful Shield Maiden.




  It had been Bedwyn Stort’s wyrd or destiny to find the gem of Spring and seek out the the strange and angry Shield Maiden. When he found her he fearlessly placed the gem in the pendant she

  wore, which had been made by Beornamund and which Imbolc had passed on to her.




  Stort had done the same with the gems of Summer and Autumn, but the toll on him had been great, for their power was such that they sapped his strength. Now he had to find the last and most

  challenging of the gems, that of Winter. He knew, as did his friends, that if he failed then universal disaster would ensue.




  But Bedwyn Stort was, after all, a mere mortal and so prone to those weaknesses which beset the mortal life. In his case nothing was more troublesome and painful than the fact that he suffered

  that most common of ailments – an unfulfilled love. Wise in many things he might be, but in matters of the heart he was innocent and ingenuous. So it was that, though many a female would

  surely have been glad to spouse such a good-hearted hydden, he eschewed them all in favour of the one – the only one – he could never have, though he might live a thousand

  years.




  Mirror help him but he fell in love with the Shield Maiden herself and, to make matters worse, she fell in love with him! It was, they knew, an impossible love, for how can a mortal and immortal

  ever be united? It is against the very nature of the Universe that it be so and no amount of soul searching, or vigils by the dangerous sea, can ever resolve a problem such as that.




  Yet, doomed or not, he loved her still, the wild confusing love of inexperience which seeks a way to resolve the endless, irresolvable torrents and passions of the heart, the mind and the

  body.




  The truth was that it was this dilemma, as well as the need to find the gem of Winter before the End of Days destroyed them all, that had been the two driving impulses for his solitary

  vigil.




  Innocent he might be, but Stort believed to the very depths of his being that if only he could find a way to resolve the impossible, to achieve what all common sense and natural law said was

  beyond even his considerable talents, and so satisfy that deep and abiding love he and she felt for each other, then the problem of Winter, and therefore of the End of Days, would be somehow

  solved.




  Certainly it needed to be – and very soon. For the times were tempestuous, literally and metaphorically. The worsening weather, the ever-growing incidence of earthquakes and tremors,

  recent devastations of human and hydden life by natural disasters of fire and flood, seemed to most hydden simple confirmation of what the legends and prophecies all said, that Beornamund’s

  gems would be found only at the point when the extinction of all things was nigh.




  The hydden now huddled up amongst the dunes and watching over Stort were a very extraordinary group. Each was in his or her own way quite exceptional in terms of the personal

  sacrifices they had made for the good of the Hyddenworld.




  They had stayed meditative and silent through the night apart from occasional forays down the beach to see if Stort had reached a point where he was ready to return to the companionship of their

  circle.




  But now, as dawn broke, they became as concerned for their own safety as for his. Human society had begun to collapse in recent months and they were aware of many dangers in the hills and vales

  immediately behind them, as across Englalond itself. It was all very well to stand in darkness on the shore but doing so in broad daylight was not the hydden way.




  ‘It seems to me,’ said one of them, breaking the silence, ‘that Mister Stort’s vigil has gone on long enough and in these harsh conditions might already have lost all

  point or purpose. He is also now easily seen from the cliffs above and though humans have some difficulty seeing us hydden, surely even they cannot fail to notice him out there on the shore

  if they look that way!’




  The one who spoke was Slaeke Sinistral, the former Emperor of the Hyddenworld. He was now very old, older it seemed than time. His head was so devoid of flesh that it was little more than a

  skull covered by skin so papery-thin it showed an intricacy of blue veins beneath.




  Sinistral was tall, taller than Stort, and his hands were skeletal. He was strangely beautiful, like an exotic plant that the long decades and seasons had withered to barely more than a husk of

  what once was, but one in which life still flowed, whose form is an exquisite echo of what went before. He held himself erect and his eyes shone with a compassion, intelligence and command so

  powerful that but a few moments in his company rendered his age and frailty immaterial.




  It was not hard to see why this compelling yet intimidating hydden had forged an Imperial might, nor guess from the spirit that still shone from him that his journey was not quite finished and

  might yet bring to the world wonders as great as those he had brought it before.




  His first words had been to no one in particular but now he turned to the two hydden nearest him.




  ‘The sea is growing rougher by the moment and we would not want it to take Stort from us before he delivers the fruits of his mental labours through this long night! Eh, Jack? Do you not

  agree, Blut?’




  Jack was the sturdy and well-built Stavemeister of Brum, an office whose emblem he held in his right hand – a carved stave of wood so hard and ancient and shiny that it caught in its

  convolutions the sun and the stars as well as the glint and sleek light of dawn. His dark hair was ruffled by the wind and at eighteen he seemed too young to hold such high and important office.

  But though so different in every way from Sinistral he, too, was intimidating. A bullish strength and sense of inner purpose emanated from him and commanded instant respect.




  In addition to his stave, a sheathed dirk and crossbow hung from his belt. He gazed down the beach towards Stort, who was one of his best friends, and his eyes narrowed, considering. But he

  stayed silent, as yet uncertain what to say or do.




  It was Niklas Blut who finally replied.




  He was Sinistral’s reluctant successor as Emperor and at first glance looked like what he had until so recently been, no more than a bespectacled bureaucrat, a shadowy Imperial

  administrator, a knower of facts, an anonymous shaper of policy and maker of decisions, a manager of budgets, a manipulator of people and committees. He was a hydden another might pass by without

  ever guessing the power he held.




  But the moment Blut spoke, and his steely, grey eyes showed through the round spectacles he wore, it was plain that he too was more than ordinary. He had a clipped voice but a pleasant one, he

  spoke thoughtfully and rounded his sentences as he did his thoughts, with care and logic and weighty intellect, as if his words were the fruit of hours of contemplation, not seconds.




  ‘My Lord Sinistral,’ he replied coolly, ‘we have all tried our best, but it seems to me that Mister Stort is not one easily dissuaded from what he chooses to do. I doubt that

  even the sea itself could master him.’




  ‘If it did,’ added Jack matter-of-factly, ‘he’d somehow escape to live another day. No hydden I’ve ever met has a stronger instinct for survival than Stort. But

  I’ll admit it now begins to look as if we should get him and ourselves to safety – and very soon.’




  Blut blinked, took off his spectacles and wiped their flat glass orbs. It was something he usually did at moments of tension or thought but just then, in such a place, in such a wind, it was

  practical. The glass was fogged by salty condensation from the chill sea air.




  ‘Unless . . .’ he continued, glancing at another of their number who sat quietly some way from them, ‘we might prevail on . . .’




  ‘Ah! Yes! Barklice!’ cried Sinistral, whose conversation and debate with his former aide was often a marvel of half-thoughts understood and notions fast-developed, as each shared the

  other’s intellect, like great raptors that gyre together on an upwind above the common land. Though on this occasion their shared idea was plain enough.




  ‘Indeed, Lord,’ murmured Blut, ‘. . . Mister Barklice.’




  They looked as one at Jack, who nodded and got up, muttering, ‘I suppose it’s worth a try.’




  He said this as much to his consort Katherine, who was nearby, as to himself. She was as fair as he was dark and at eighteen the same age as Jack, but her face bore such signs of trial and

  suffering that she looked ten years older. She gazed thoughtfully down the beach at Stort.




  ‘I’ll talk to him,’ she said, getting up and going to the far lee of the dune, where Barklice had squatted down and half-turned away to studiously avoid their earnest

  gazes and pretend he had not heard a word they had said.
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  BARKLICE





  Mister Barklice was Chief Verderer of Brum, which meant that he journeyed about southern Englalond, and sometimes further afield, on official

  business. This had to do with rights of way, scutage, accounts and forest matters that required a firm but diplomatic hand.




  He was wiry and thin, with wispy grey hair and the mild look of one skilled in the art of quiet negotiation and compromise. He walked with an easy, regular step, uphill and down dale, his grey

  eyes ever watchful of the path ahead, escape routes to right and left, and of such shifting vegetation, fallen branches, holes and conduits and the slant of shadows and whispering wind as might

  give a wanderer cover and protection.




  The stave he carried was a light one, more as a walking aid than defence, and his canvas portersac, though old and patched, was always tidily packed, neatly buckled and so well balanced that if

  put on the ground it stayed upright and did not fall forward or back. He was intensely practical and as practised a camper as any hydden alive, able to set up, strike down, brew up or extinguish a

  fire in a trice, without sign or trace. He arrived at a place unnoticed and his departure was as unremarkable. Often it was nearly impossible to tell he had been there at all.




  He was generally regarded as the greatest route-finder in the Hyddenworld, his knowledge of the green roads and hydden ways of Englalond being unrivalled. As was his knowledge of hyddening,

  which is the art of not being seen by others, especially humans.




  These two skills made him the perfect companion and guardian of Stort, who possessed neither. But what Stort did have, better even than Barklice, was an encyclopaedic knowledge of the railway

  lines of Englalond, both those still in use and those now abandoned but useful as green roads, short cuts across difficult terrain and reference points where few others existed. Taken together,

  these two hydden were a formidable pair when it came to working out the best way to go and which mode of transport to use.




  When Stort had nothing better to do, or wanted respite from the dusty tomes of the Main Library in Brum, or his laboratory at home, he often accompanied the verderer on his rounds. In

  consequence, the two had become close friends and in matters of the heart neither had a better confidant. Their times on the green roads of Englalond were ones of friendly debate, interesting

  discourse on their different specialities, bickering and complaint about trivial matters of habit and routine, gossip by the cheerful fire and murmured memory under the mysterious stars.




  Barklice respectfully deferred to Stort on matters of scholarship while Stort paid his friend the same compliment regarding routes and the wide range of skills and stratagems travellers and

  hyddeners must call on if they are to avoid the attentions of enemies and remain invisible to humans.




  The evening before, when Stort began his vigil, Barklice had settled himself a little way from the others in a sheltered spot which had no view of the beach. Instead of

  watching Stort, he busied himself with the making of a fire, of the surreptitious well-turfed kind that humans cannot see. This kept him warm and enabled him to make various brews and nourishing

  fare to which the others gratefully helped themselves.




  He did not join in the initial chatter and concern about Stort and had continued to ignore him as the night deepened and the wind veered. Even when the temperature plummeted just before dawn, he

  showed no interest or concern for the continuing exposure of his friend on the strand. He knew that when in pensive mood, with a problem or problems to solve, it was best to let Stort be. He had no

  doubt that he had been pained by his most recent encounter with the Shield Maiden, on the last night of October, when he had delivered to her the gem of Autumn.




  He had observed the tender looks they gave each other and saw how they held back from touching, even each other’s hand, as if even so simple and natural an intimacy would open floodgates

  of frustrated emotion and regrets that could not be requited.




  Barklice understood too, as did Jack and Katherine, that though Stort carried the gems so lightly, and gave them up willingly, each one took an ever-greater toll. They aged him inside and put

  into him feelings of profound loss.




  All this Barklice felt empathically, knowing time was the only healer, even if it was time spent on the bleak, windswept, dangerous beach. Unable to directly help his friend through so personal

  a trial he chose to doze, or poke the fire, or ruminate on parental love and duty, twin themes he took very seriously indeed.




  After years of silence and denial he had, very recently, confessed to Stort that he had a son. The lad was called Bratfire and was the result of a brief and wondrous liaison with a Bilgesnipe

  girl, one of those folk who lived by and on water in wandering, gypsy style. Whatever the rights or wrongs of the matter, Barklice had finally accepted responsibility for his boy, now twelve or

  thereabouts.




  The recent quest for the gem of Autumn, and an invasion of Englalond by mutinous Fyrd, the army once led by Slaeke Sinistral, had forced Barklice to leave Bratfire in Brum.




  He missed him greatly and when sitting by himself he had taken to removing from his belt the sheathed dirk he kept there, not to take the blade out but rather to gaze with joy upon the rudely

  made sheath itself, which was crudely decorated with tufts of red string interwoven with red and green paper. His son had made it for him as a parting present before Barklice headed south-west with

  Stort on the journey that had brought them to Pendower. The verderer valued it very highly as a gesture of filial love which, if truth be told, he felt he barely deserved. But there it was, and

  here it was, and through the long cold hours of that night, while Stort stood upon the shore, the glints of fire in the sheath’s decorations gave Barklice pause for pleasant paternal thoughts

  and a yearning for reunion.




  This was the remarkable hydden to whom Jack’s partner Katherine now went, urging him to try doing what the others had failed to do and persuade Stort to come back to them

  to take refreshment and rest.




  ‘He’s tiring visibly before our eyes,’ she said, adding a sudden ‘oh!’ and involuntarily reaching toward Stort as a particularly high and formidable wave came down

  on the shore near him. From their foreshortened view it seemed almost to crash on Stort himself. But then another race of green and foamy water raced up the beach and caught his legs so that he

  tumbled sideways, saving himself only by reaching an arm and hand into the sodden sand and holding himself steady as the water swept back under him to the waves.




  ‘Sinistral and the others are worried that if humans made their way near Pendower they might easily see him on the sands . . .’ added Katherine.




  Barklice studied Stort awhile before saying stubbornly, ‘He hates to be disturbed when he is pondering things.’




  ‘Pondering!’ cried Katherine. ‘He looks half dead with fatigue and in danger of being swept away!’




  ‘For Mirror’s sake, Barklice,’ added Jack, joining them, ‘if you don’t bring him back to safety I will go down there myself and haul him out of reach of the waves

  whether he likes it or not! What’s he playing at? We need him to complete the quest for the gem of Winter. Without that the End of Days will engulf us all. Sometimes Stort risks too much and

  goes too far!’




  Sinistral and Blut exchanged glances. They knew the others were close friends and understood each other well. The bond between them was deep and in it lay the secret of how Stort had already

  been able to recover the gems of Spring, Summer and Autumn.




  ‘We must not interfere, my Lord,’ murmured Blut, ‘Barklice knows Stort better than most. We must let things be.’




  Sinistral nodded grimly and said no more.




  But their confidence was tried again moments later when another wave shot in and Stort was tumbled once more into the water, his ragged clothes left dripping and sodden as he righted himself

  before finally retreating at last, if only a yard or two.




  Barklice, observing this and considering the plea made to him, seemed to reconsider.




  ‘Hmm,’ he mused, ‘I think perhaps . . . it might be as well . . . yes! Katherine, kindly stoke that fire once again and boil a fresh cannikin of water.’




  He scrabbled about in his portersac, muttering, ‘I’m sure it’s still here somewhere,’ and finally withdrew a small tin on which was scrawled in white paint the

  abbreviation ‘MedB7’. Underneath was a single word in red: ‘Caution’.




  ‘Needs must,’ he pronounced warily.




  ‘What’s in the tin?’ asked Katherine, curious and not a little alarmed. She recognized that the scrivening was in Stort’s hand and knew very well that in his complacent

  parlance ‘Caution’ usually meant ‘Extreme Danger’.




  Barklice looked shifty.




  ‘I can tell you it’s a brew,’ he replied, ‘but more than that I know not. It is one of Stort’s own invention and I believe that the letters stand for Medicinal Brew

  No. 7. He gave it to me years ago against the day when someone was in danger of death from extreme exposure and cold. That day has now come, for I think when we get him back here Stort will have

  need of something more than an ordinary brew if he is to recover himself!’




  He was about to say more when their conversation was interrupted by two urgent whistles from further inland. Jack reacted first, as in circumstances of danger he usually did.




  He came over to them and ordered Barklice to go and get Stort at once.




  ‘Hurry! I want you both here and out of sight inside two minutes . . .’




  Without more prevarication Barklice set off down the beach as Jack gathered the others around him, awaiting a further signal.




  It came almost immediately.




  The warning, which had been made by a lookout a little way inland, was followed by three more whistles then three more of different durations. A code.




  ‘Humans are approaching,’ murmured Jack, ‘and we may need to leave fast.’




  Moments later the lookout appeared.




  He made a very extraordinary figure. He was a young hydden of Bilgesnipe stock, his legs bare, brown and muscular, with a turban-like wrapping of blue and white cotton about his head, a

  loose-fitting pale jerkin covered by a sleeveless blue padded jacket such as mariners wear, and a loin cloth. The Bilgesnipe were famed for their expertise with craft and trading on inland

  waterways and the high seas. They had been accepted and well settled on Englalond’s water courses for generations.




  ‘Hail and well met, my jubbly friends!’ he cried. ‘Who they’m be I know not. What they’m be about is unclear but dark, dark as death hissel’n. Where

  they’m headed is this-a-way, more or less. So I whistled you to come inland a pace or two.’




  Arnold Mallarkhi was a Brum boatyboy, heir to the greatest family of Bilgesnipe mariners Brum had ever known and, without doubt, one of the most skilled handlers of watercraft ever born and

  raised in Englalond.




  He was quick-thinking and had as steady a head in a crisis as adventurers and questers like Jack and the others could ever hope to find.




  ‘What exactly have you seen?’ asked Jack.




  The expression on Arnold’s face was one of almost perpetual good cheer but for once he looked grim, his eyes glittering and touched with anger.




  ‘Humans,’ he said. ‘Coming down the lofty valley with a group of sorry folk runnin’ afore ’em so scared I’ll dare swear their teeth’ll drop out.

  Killin’s the game.’




  ‘Killing what?’ asked Jack urgently.




  ‘Humans killin’ humans,’ said Arnold matter-of-factly.




  An angry roar carried to them on the cold wind, then screams, male and female.




  ‘They’m not likely to come this way a-bitta-yet but come they will. I’ll be off to see what’s what about!’




  As Arnold retreated to investigate further, Jack and the others looked seaward, where Barklice now appeared to be trying to persuade Stort to return to the dunes. Whatever the outcome of that

  discussion might have been it was pre-empted by the arrival of a wave bigger than all those that had gone before. It swept the two right off their feet.




  Jack and Katherine raced down the beach, waded into the swirling water and hauled them upright. They thumped them on their backs to rid their mouths and throats of water and then, half carrying,

  half dragging them from the rapacious waves, got them back at last to the safety of the dunes.
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  STORT’S PROPHECY





  It took some minutes to get Stort and Barklice into dry clothes and administer the medicinal brew to them both.




  While they waited for it to take effect Arnold reappeared. The humans were still further inland but heading their way and towards the shore.




  ‘They’m a-taking their time, a-hurting as they go.’




  ‘ “A-hurting?” ’ repeated Jack.




  ‘Torturing,’ said Arnold quietly. Such a thing was beyond his, or any Bilgesnipe’s ken.




  Jack moved them further in among the dunes to a place from where they could still keep the shore in sight.




  ‘I want a clear view of who they are and to be sure that when we retreat back to the top of the cliffs we are not likely to run into others of their kind.’




  They all nodded grimly, understanding immediately what was on his mind. The evening before, they had accompanied Stort from the cliffs above to the shore for his vigil, and had left several more

  of their party behind in the protective shadow of Veryan Beacon, an important local landmark. It was near there that Stort had found the gem of Autumn and passed it into the safe-keeping of Judith

  the Shield Maiden.




  It made no sense for them all to come down to the shore but now Jack, whose role as Stavemeister made him responsible for the security of them all, saw that by allowing them to be split into two

  groups he had weakened them and exposed them to the very danger from humans that now presented itself.




  Obviously they must get back together and decide as a whole what to do next, even if it finally proved best to split up once more and make their different ways back to Brum.




  ‘The sooner we get away from this cursed part of Englalond,’ he growled, ‘the better . . . Arnold, continue keeping a close eye on things while we attend to Stort and

  Barklice.’




  Whatever the nature of the scrivener’s special brew, it worked with such effect that very soon Stort seemed almost his normal self. He stretched, he rubbed his eyes and he began to hum,

  always a sign that his mind was settling down again. He was already so far recovered, indeed, that instead of having endured a difficult and challenging vigil through the long, exposed hours of the

  night, he might have simply been having a recuperative sleep.




  When he finally came back to full consciousness he stared at them all with blank astonishment.




  ‘Whatever are you doing here?’ he cried out cheerfully, oblivious of the care and devotion they had shown him.




  ‘Worrying about you,’ said Katherine.




  It had not occurred to him that they had been holding a vigil in parallel to his own, one concerned as much with his health and safety as with those same matters of the gem of Winter and his

  love for Judith which he himself had been wrestling with.




  He found it very hard to understand concern for him or to think that hydden other than Barklice would think twice about his safety. His actions always seemed logical and reasonable to him and in

  no way eccentric or matters for others to waste their time over.




  ‘Well, well, I am sorry if I caused you anxiety!’




  ‘You are already quite recovered, then?’ asked Blut with amazement.




  Stort nodded casually before staring hard at Barklice, for whom the brew had been less immediately efficacious. He now sat hunched and pale and holding his stomach.




  ‘Ah!’ said Stort with some unease. ‘I fear that if you plied my hapless friend Barklice with that brew of mine he might feel ill for a little while. You see he has a weak

  stomach and it may act as a violent purgative! I am made of sterner stuff and in rude health! Indeed, I may . . . I may say . . .’




  He turned suddenly pale and a look of pain and discomfort came to his face as he too grabbed his stomach, turned from them, and staggered off behind the nearest dune, from where they heard the

  retching and groans of one who is being violently sick.




  Strangely, these sounds of illness had a restorative effect on Barklice, who perked up on hearing them and immediately began to recover. A short while later he leapt to his feet with his ear

  cocked in the direction of the dune behind which Stort had gone to ground and observed, ‘If that is the sound of what I think it is then, gentlemen and lady, I cannot say I feel sorry for

  him! He should have warned me! Let him be as sick as I have been. Let him experience at first hand the effects of his untried inventions. Pity him not, for he will bounce back from his

  self-inflicted trial, claim it was a necessary part of the experiment and, when he discovers that all his warts, pimples and moles—’




  ‘I did not know he had any,’ said Katherine.




  ‘Well then, when all his various excrescences and suchlike disappear, you may be sure he will re-label this vile brew as a curative for Cow Flux!’




  That this was unjust and unfair Jack knew, but it was also uncharacteristic of Barklice to say such things. Clearly the brew had not yet worked itself right the way through his system.




  ‘And do you feel yourself again, Mister Barklice?’ asked Sinistral, eyes twinkling.




  ‘Never better, Sinistral, Lord of All, never better! Incidentally, out there on the shore Stort was threatening to make a prophecy. Has he made it yet?’




  They looked puzzled. But as they shook their heads a frail-looking Bedwyn Stort reappeared, a shadow of what he had been moments before, yet, as Barklice had predicted, a shadow recovering.




  ‘Interesting!’ he murmured. ‘I do believe my freckles have faded somewhat. Hmmm! Of that, more later. Meanwhile . . .’




  His demeanour became sombre and serious now and he seemed about to speak. Silence fell but for the hiss of the wind in the marram grass and sand about them and the grumbling roar of the surf

  down on the beach. This made sufficient noise for them to draw closer in together so that they might more easily hear him.




  ‘No doubt,’ whispered Blut to Lord Sinistral, ‘we will now receive the fruits of Stort’s mental labours on the beach.’




  Stort stood frowning, his hair lank with brine but his colour brightening.




  ‘Not so many days ago some of us here, indeed all of us with the exception of you, Lord Sinistral, were present at the natural destruction of a small human town named Half Steeple,’

  he began. ‘At the time one of us said, or perhaps only thought, that we were mute witnesses to the beginning of the End of Days . . .’




  It had happened barely two weeks before, two hundred miles to the north. Jack and his friends had then been heading south in pursuit of the gem of Autumn and found themselves on the bank of the

  River Severn, near a human town called Half Steeple. A great fissure had appeared in the ground into which the town, the river and all the humans thereabout were swallowed as if into the maw of

  Mother Earth Herself.




  This sequence of events was so rapid and horrible that they had no time to make sense of it before the fissure closed, leaving barely a trace of the lost town. The Severn began its normal flow

  again and it almost seemed to Jack and the other hydden witnesses as if it had never happened at all.




  Yet so strange and shocking had it been, and so demanding their subsequent journey on south to where the gem of Autumn was found and returned by Stort to the Shield Maiden, that the truth was

  that they had never come to terms with the incident. All the more so because in the days following they had to deal with the fact that one of their number, the much-loved Arthur Foale, the adoptive

  father of Katherine, had died. He had done so on the night when October gave way to November, which marked the start of the season hydden call Samhain, which humans call winter.




  Then, while Katherine had to deal with Arthur’s death, Jack was suddenly faced with the arrival by sea on this same Pendower beach of a family and in particular a brother he did not know

  he had. Blut too, who had thought it likely he might never see Lord Slaeke Sinistral again, was astonished to have him appear at the same time and by the same route. Which meant, to his relief,

  that, having been elevated to the Imperial throne but three months previously, he now had support in that role from the person who understood it better than anyone else. This he welcomed, though

  Mirror knew he had performed the highest office in the Hyddenworld with remarkable skill and leadership.




  Now Stort’s sudden and unexpected recall of what had happened at Half Steeple had subsequently stilled them all, himself included.




  ‘You too have suffered change and loss,’ said Katherine suddenly, going to him and bidding him sit down, for he looked tired and weak once more. He did as he was told, his attachment

  to Katherine being deep and special.




  He was never easy with the touch of others, growing awkward and wishing to withdraw, as if so simple a thing as a hand on his arm might rob him of something of himself. But Katherine, who was

  herself inclined to be prickly and uneasy with intimacy, had that art to perfection where their friend was concerned.




  He accepted her hand gratefully. The night had been a hard one, and the day as well. Recalling the night of Samhain, when the gem of Autumn was returned, Katherine said, ‘Judith had no

  sooner come than she was gone, Stort, and you must have found that very difficult.’




  With a sad nod of his head he conceded that he did.




  Judith was the strange and terrifying daughter of Katherine and Jack, born six months previously but grown to an adult in that short time and, too, into a near-immortal. She was the prophesied

  Shield Maiden, though whether guardian of the Earth or protector of mortals against the Earth, no one was sure. It was she alone who could receive and wear the gems, in the pendant Beornamund had

  made fifteen hundred years before.




  Only Stort seemed able to give them to her without harm, for anyone who even touched them risked a heavy sickness of body and mind. As Jack, for one, had discovered the previous summer, nearly

  dying after coming into contact with one of the gems.




  The expression on Stort’s face showed clearly that it had indeed been upsetting to meet Judith again. She aged at a much faster rate than ordinary mortals. The girl he first knew had

  become a beautiful young woman that summer, if a difficult one, but by autumn she was already ageing and by Samhain she was old and worn and plainly unhappy. Age had gripped her and they could all

  see how terrible was a wyrd that aged someone a whole lifetime in a single human year.




  But he had felt her distress more than any of them. For he of all living beings seemed to understand rather than fear her. Only with him did she feel that, for all her fearsome, maddened passion

  as the ambiguous agent of the Earth, and her rapid withering, she was not entirely alone.




  On the night when he gave her the Autumn gem, up by the Beacon on the hill above the beach, where others of their friends now awaited them, that night . . .




  ‘She challenged me,’ he said, ‘or perhaps I did her. She said our love is impossible, for never could a mortal and an immortal . . . well . . . you know . . .’




  He smiled uneasily, shy as he was about matters of love, about which he knew so little, especially physical love.




  ‘Never did such a love come to be. It is impossible. But fool that I am, driven by desires that are not entirely . . . well . . . you know . . .’




  They could guess but had no need to put into words what he found so hard, deep and natural though his yearnings were.




  ‘Fool that I was, as I placed that alluring gem in the pendant she wears, I said I’d find a way for us to be together one day, somehow, somewhere, and . . . then . . . well . .

  .’




  ‘We know,’ said Katherine gently, reaching a hand to his shoulder.




  ‘But one of the conclusions I came to last night out there on the sands, is that I will not, I cannot, find the last lost gem, which is that of Winter. I do not know how to do it,

  and if I did I would not know where to look, and even if I did know that I would not be able to give it to her.’




  He paused, shaking his head miserably as he wrestled with duty and doubt.




  Then, in barely more than a whisper, he continued, ‘. . . and even if I did succeed, which I will not, at the moment that I place the gem of Winter in that immortal pendant, the End of

  Days may come upon us quite another way. For by then the Mirror will have cracked and all will be as if it never was, lost in the darkness of a trillion reflections of endless night in the shards

  and fragments of what once was.’




  They looked at each other in bewilderment, uncertain if what Stort was saying was prophecy or warning. What he said next left no room for doubt.




  ‘Oh yes,’ he explained, ‘once the four gems are conjoined again, the Fires of the Universe will re-ignite and that can only mean the end of those whose mission it is to find

  the gems and return them, namely ourselves.




  ‘So,’ he concluded heavily, ‘one way or another I have lost Judith forever. Not that I ever truly had a chance of winning her except, notionally as it were, up there in the

  constellations of the stars, as if my love for her, as hers for me, is in some imagined pattern of those irritating points of light, which are, I suspect, not what they seem at all. I yearn for her

  and that yearning will drive me on to the doom that I have seen awaits us all. Even if . . .’




  Barklice, fully recovered now, sat next to him.




  ‘Even if what, Stort?’




  ‘Even if she comes trotting along on that White Horse as if she were no more than another pilgrim on the green road, like the rest of us.’




  ‘Is she?’ asked Blut.




  ‘She is.’




  ‘And will she?’ said Sinistral, adding a question of his own.




  ‘She will.’




  ‘And all that . . .’ said Jack after a pause and feeling bewildered, ‘is your prophecy?’




  Stort stood up once more and said, ‘I think I’ve just made several prophecies.’




  He looked out to sea as a brief shaft of sunlight broke through the clouds and turned a patch of water dark blue.




  ‘But, of course, whatever may happen to each one of us in the days and weeks ahead, we’ll all have to contend with those unpredictable shifts in time we have experienced through

  these months past. They are the inevitable consequence of the Mirror cracking and the greatest evidence that it is doing so.’




  In recent weeks especially and latterly on their journey to Veryan Beacon, such shifts in time, though mainly slight and barely noticeable, had occurred more frequently. A lost few seconds here,

  a shift in the hours there, differentially from one place to another and probably, according to Stort and Sinistral, right across the Earth. When time itself ceased to be predictable the end as

  mortals knew it was certainly in sight.




  ‘Then,’ continued Stort, who after so many hours of silence seemed all too ready to talk, ‘there is the question of humans. They are mortal too. They will be as affected by all

  this as we hydden, which throws into doubt the centuries-old lore that there are no circumstances in which we should interact with humans, except of course those who, like Katherine and Arthur

  Foale before her, found a peaceable way into the Hyddenworld. Indeed . . .’




  They heard Arnold’s warning whistle once more and as Barklice immediately turned towards the sound, scaling a dune to see what he could spot, Stort finally fell silent.




  Barklice lay down, parted the grass at the top and studied the valley inland from which, in times past, the stream that issued forth just there had created the outlet and small estuary that was

  the bay.




  After a while he said in a low voice, ‘There are seven or eight of them being chased by four others, all heading down the path from the Iron Age fort on the hill above to this very beach.

  If they continue on that course they’ll arrive two hundred yards to our east in a few minutes much as Arnold predicted. There’s no one westward unless humans have got into the buildings

  we scouted out yesterday . . .’




  Arnold reappeared and confirmed what Barklice had said.




  Jack signalled for them all to lie low and it was as well he did. Soon they heard the unhappy sounds of the humans more distinctly. Soon after, a straggle of ill-dressed humans, some bleeding,

  some helping others, spilled out onto the beach. There were indeed eight in all, being adult males and females and three children. After hesitating for a short while and sending terrified glances

  back up the stream down whose valley they had fled, they staggered down the hostile shore to where Stort had been standing a short time before.




  There, unable to flee further because of the surf, nor having enough strength or will to help each other along the shore one way or another, they huddled passively together, awaiting their

  fate.
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  INHUMANITY





  Jack and the others watched cautiously from the dunes as four more humans appeared at the top of the beach. It was obvious from their confidence

  and dark, well-made clothing that these were the aggressors.




  ‘I do not think we need worry overmuch about them seeing us,’ murmured Barklice. ‘We are well hidden and they seem intent on completing their own unpleasant

  business.’




  In fact the risks of being seen by humans were nearly non-existent, for in the fifteen hundred years since hydden had ended all direct contact with them, humans had forgotten not only that

  hydden shared the world around them, but also even how to see that they were there.




  When a hydden made a mistake or was caught out humans went into denial at what they saw, insisting they must have been ‘seeing things’ or, for want of a rational explanation,

  ‘seeing fairies’ or a whole host of mythical creatures, such as elves, sprites, goblins, ents, orcs and many more besides. There were few human societies that had not made such

  superstitious myths of the simple truth that hydden had always existed alongside them and still did.




  The historic truth was more astonishing still. The ‘giants’ and ‘ents’ and suchlike monstrous creatures so many human cultures created in their stories were nothing less

  than they themselves.




  But while hydden were able to see humans when they first came into contact with them, they did not immediately see them as clearly as humans saw each other. The hydden had no great interest in

  humans and avoided contact with them as much as they could. They saw human movement and general shape rather than their detail. Indeed, only humans like Katherine who had travelled into the

  Hyddenworld, and Jack who had lived so long in the human one, were able to make out and describe the differences between humans in terms of age or sex.




  Yet even they, in the relatively short time they had been in the Hyddenworld, had got out of practice. So, like someone who must adjust to sudden dark or light, Katherine needed time to be able

  to adjust to the humans clearly.




  It helped that she was not over-sensitized to the hideous sweet-sour smell of them, as ordinary hydden were. Such odours were the result of the dairy products they consumed, which hydden rarely

  did, as well as their much higher consumption of dead meat and other decaying things and products with preservative chemicals and colourings whose scents sweated out foully from their skin. And

  then there was the odour of fear, which Arnold Mallarkhi had first scented before he spotted the fleeing humans earlier. Jack and the others now smelt this fear in all its unpleasantness: rank and

  sharp.




  The others could only watch the scene that now unfolded as through a slightly misted glass, it being initially easier for them to follow the horror of it through the medium of scent and general

  movement, as extreme fear blurs a human image to a hydden even more than normal.




  The four pursuers were nearer and easier to make out. Three of them were larger than even the largest of their quarry. They wore leather clothes and heavy boots as a form of armour and carried

  weapons of some kind. The fourth, a female and apparently their leader, began shouting commands.




  ‘She’s carrying a shotgun,’ whispered Katherine.




  ‘She’s ordering her followers to herd the others further towards the waves,’ said Jack grimly, signalling to the others to stay low.




  Odours of a different kind now came to them. They were those of the pursuers and they were less rank, being that of the triumph of victors, heady and strong.




  ‘They’ve been drinking,’ murmured Katherine uneasily.




  Two were armed with clubs and knives. When they had the bigger group trapped by the waves they stood still, neither side moving, the thundering waves the backdrop to them all. To the hydden the

  aggressors’ voices seemed deep and jagged, their laughter like breaking glass, their movements jerky and unpleasant.




  One of them turned back towards the dunes, stared at a point a hundred yards or so to the right of where Jack and Katherine lay, where a path came onto the beach, and whistled.




  Almost at once another female appeared and she chilled the hearts of Katherine and Jack when they saw what accompanied her.




  She had two strong dogs on leashes. They were squat, stumpy, muscular creatures and they did not bark but rather emitted low, deep-throated growls. At the sound of a second whistle from the

  beach they began straining at their leashes so powerfully that their handler had difficulty restraining them. Wet sand flew from beneath their scrabbling paws and drool hung from their snarling

  maws. One was brown, the other black flecked with grey. They were creatures of nightmare.




  Jack whispered urgently, ‘Katherine, we’ve no part in this. We must leave now. If those dogs came our way . . .’




  Arnold Mallarkhi, who had briefly crawled to the top of a dune and looked inland, came back down to them.




  ‘There be more humans upperway,’ he said, his voice fading as he saw the dogs, ‘but they’m avoidable. My good hearties, seeing them currish hounds, I’m thinking we

  best retreat right now and beat a path the long way round to our friends a-waitin’ by the Beacon.’




  ‘Do we know they’re safe?’ asked Blut.




  ‘They be so I’d say,’ said Arnold, ‘being like to have scented these humans long afore they appeared and gone well to ground. Easy enough to get you all up there

  right-a-way. This’m mess down here bain’t now for hydden eyes . . .’




  Perhaps he was right and they should have followed his advice and left at once. But it was difficult not to watch in mounting horror what happened next.




  At a third whistle the handler unleashed the straining dogs, which began their charge down the beach immediately, heads low, teeth bared, their yellow pig-eyes fixed on their prey.




  The pursuers, female and male alike, followed after the dogs, swinging their clubs back and forth aggressively and occasionally smashing them with gusto into those of their colleagues.




  A horrible pattern of attack developed, which suggested that the dogs were trained for just such work. They went for the largest and strongest of their quarry first, which meant the men. These

  had done their best to stand their ground while the women retreated with the children. Some went one way along the shore, some another and some fell among the waves where they stood awash and

  helpless.




  When the dogs launched themselves at one of the men they did so so powerfully that their target fell back helpless onto the sand. As the others tried to haul off the dogs their enemies arrived,

  clubbing them down summarily, one after another, before beating the men into semi-consciousness.




  A shout, some more laughter and a bloody cry from the woman leader, and the dogs began to feed on the exposed flesh of the fallen men. Their screams were high pitched yet muted as blood spurted

  onto the sand, and surf came up and retreated, made pink by what washed back with it.




  The dogs were soon called off, their victims suffering pain and shock. One reached hands into the air as if seeking support from the brightening sky above.




  At a single, whistled new command the dogs, which had obediently squatted down awaiting their orders, raised their heads, looked about and bounded off along the beach, this time targeting the

  only child left standing.




  Then one of the dogs appeared to pick up the scent left by Stort and Barklice, for it paused, turned duneward and peered in the hyddens’ direction. Jack’s grasp of his stave

  tightened and they all stilled until the dog, distracted by the child, turned seaward again.




  The surviving victims stood terrified, the lives of some of their kin already torn to pieces right in front of them, their terror etched on their faces and expressed through their screams.
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  COLD COMFORT





  A cold rage overtook Jack.




  He had no wish to attack humans but such outright cruelty and murder he could not stomach or ignore. He laid his stave on the ground, unbuckled the crossbow from his belt and calmly loaded it.

  He signalled to Katherine to do the same.




  They had acquired the crossbows after defeating some renegade forces of the Imperial army, better known as the Fyrd. Though Jack preferred using a stave and Katherine had little fighting

  experience, they had both taken to the weapons. They were light, easy to load and aim and very effective at close range. The short hardwood bolts tipped with metal which they shot could easily fell

  a hydden and cause serious injury or death to a human.




  The men with clubs now advanced severally on the women. When one of them turned to flee they simply threw a club at her and brought her down. The dogs were whistled to heel.




  More human aggressors appeared at the top of the beach.




  ‘They be the ones I saw blocking our way earlier,’ said Arnold, ‘which means we may have a clearer path now. Master Jack, it be time to leave. Let ’em cursed humans to

  ruin their own lives.’




  Which even then Jack might have done, leaving the humans to their own wyrd or fate, had not one of the children surprised them all. He had been among the first to fall and had appeared lifeless

  since. The dogs had passed him by, the humans too. Now he rose up and began a desperate attempt, wounded though he was, to reach the dunes. The dogs heard and saw and turned as one towards this new

  victim. But the route up the beach just there was steep and the sand wet and thick, so the boy was able to negotiate it better than the dogs, whose short legs sank deep. He headed straight towards

  where Jack and the others were watching.




  ‘Get Lords Sinistral and Blut back to the others and the safety of the Beacon above,’ Jack now finally ordered Barklice and Arnold, stuffing his stave of office through his belt so

  that it was handy should the crossbow fail him. ‘Now. Do it. Katherine, come with me and stay on my left . . .’




  The others retreated at once while Jack and Katherine stepped forward into the open to meet the boy. Some instinct in the child told him that they were benign and he ran between them to the

  safety of the nearest dune.




  Jack now turned to face the dogs.




  ‘Bastards,’ he said, eyeing not just the dogs but the surprised humans beyond.




  ‘Agreed,’ said Katherine quietly, readying her crossbow as well.




  ‘You take the left one and I’ll take the right . . .’




  ‘Oh yes,’ she said softly, sighting on the dog nearest her.




  They were both exposed but the humans were slow to react, no doubt puzzled by what they saw.




  The two strangers who had appeared to protect the boy were hard to scale in a natural landscape like the dunes without a human artefact to set them against. Hard even to sex, since both were

  dressed in similar clothes and these were unfamiliar. The gorse and marram grass behind them kept shifting in the wind, making things more difficult still.




  Were they big or small, adults or children?




  What were those things they held, which now they both raised slowly and with a calm and fearless assurance which the aggressors had never seen in any of their victims, especially when attacked

  by their beasts? These were trained attack-dogs and once off the leash all their victims could do was try to flee. But often they simply froze where they stood, so struck with fear that they did

  not even scream as the teeth of the bull terriers sank into them and they were savaged to the ground.




  But the two strange people who had emerged from the dunes to rescue the boy were something else entirely. They stood their ground, calmly readying their weapons.




  The leader of the aggressors, the female with the shotgun, was the first to react. She swung the barrel of her gun round and brought it to bear on the new arrivals. As she did so she moved

  towards them, shouting to those with her to follow suit.




  But something wasn’t right. Still the two by the dunes didn’t waver and the closer they got the more the humans couldn’t make out what they were. Their familiar world was

  suddenly unfamiliar. Their safe world of murder, rape and pillage had now been turned upside down and felt unsafe.




  Choosing his moment, Jack took a step forward and fired at the dog that was coming straight for him.




  His bolt hit the creature’s breast and went through flesh and muscle and bone into the creature’s heart. It dropped straight down, its legs spasming briefly before it lay still.




  Jack turned as Katherine’s shot drove into the right eye of the dog about to attack her. Shaking its head terribly it veered to one side and Jack fired his next bolt into it, shouting,

  ‘Save your second for the men!’




  ‘And women,’ said Katherine grimly, turning her attention to the humans. It was as well she did for the female leader was already taking aim with her gun. The bolt Katherine fired

  next caught her in the chest and she fell, her shots going wildly but harmlessly into the air.




  The attackers now stood still in surprise and growing fear, black against the sky and sea, their carnage about them, but for a man who was trying to rape one of the women near the waves. Hearing

  the firing he pulled himself into a kneeling position and turned to see what was happening.




  He saw the two small figures advancing down the beach, dead dogs on the high-tide mark behind them, his leader prone in the sand and two more of the men wheeling away, one clutching at his

  groin, the other at his throat, from shots that Katherine and Jack, having reloaded, had continued to fire.




  As he struggled to rise, his loosened trousers tangling him so he stood hobbled, he saw two more of his friends, both trying to flee, fall to the ground, bolts in their backs.




  The last one remaining but for himself threw his raised club aside and raised his hands.




  ‘Shoot him,’ said Jack mercilessly.




  Katherine did so, in his fat belly, then a second shot the same. He screamed and wept as his victims had before him.




  ‘Bastard,’ she said, the blood-lust in her too. ‘He was the one who clubbed that child.’




  Which left the rapist alone, struggling to find his trouser top to pull it up and flee.




  They might easily have killed him too but the woman he had been trying to rape did the job for them. She rose up behind him, grabbed the knife from his belt and brutally stabbed him in the back.

  He fell struggling into a surging wave and she, screaming her hate, plunged the knife into his back again and again.




  When the next wave swirled about them both, the water turned to a mess of foaming pink, before he was dragged away and she lay weeping in the sand.




  One of the other women called out to the boy Jack had saved and who now reappeared up by the dunes. They ran towards each other and embraced as the remaining survivors stood staring at Jack and

  Katherine in wonder.




  ‘Our work is done,’ said Jack bleakly, ‘let’s get away from here . . .’




  They did so at once, first into the dunes and out of sight of the humans and thence up the valley down which the humans had come. They did not talk to each other. Nothing to say, nothing to

  think, the vengeful anger of minutes before fading into a dull sense of horror at what they had just done.




  They felt tainted, unclean, soiled by the very inhumanity they had been trying to prevent.




  ‘What have we done?’ asked Jack.




  ‘We have discovered what the End of Days must mean,’ replied Katherine, her expression blank.




  They stopped and tried to look at each other but their eyes could not meet.




  ‘Come,’ said Katherine, trying to reach to him but not quite doing so, ‘it’s time to go back to Brum.’
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  PARTING





  The half-hour climb from Pendower Beach to Veryan Beacon, which sits on high ground a little way back from the cliff edge looming over the shore,

  was steep.




  The human path was plainly visible all the way up the valley from the beach to an Iron Age fort. Then through its ramparts and on along the side of a field with a high bank to the right and a

  view across the wider expanse of the upper valley to the left.




  The Beacon, which was an ancient human structure of earth and stone, on top of which a concrete emplacement had been added in recent years, was twenty feet high. It gave a commanding view over

  the land all about and far into the distance along the southward shore.




  The hydden route from beach to beacon ran parallel with the human one, first through woodland to scrub on higher ground and finally by way of a plush green road. Their path rejoined the human

  route at the fort.




  It was here that Jack and Katherine were met by Barklice. He had gone ahead with Sinistral, Stort, Blut and Arnold Mallarkhi, reestablished contact with the group above and had returned to find

  his friends.




  He was bleary eyed and breathless, which for him was almost unknown.




  ‘That brew of Stort’s did the trick for him,’ he conceded gruffly, ‘but was a mistake for me. I’ve really come to hurry you along because your . . . I mean to say

  your . . . um . . .’




  Jack frowned and Barklice wavered, quite unsure how to continue.




  The hydden he was trying to find a tactful way to refer to was Borkum Riff with whom Jack had only just become acquainted; feelings ran high and awkwardly between them.




  ‘Riff is what?’ asked Jack rather heavily.




  ‘He is anxious to ready his sailing craft for the rising tide and set off for the east coast of Englalond. I think he hopes that you will sail with him.’




  ‘Does he!’ exclaimed Jack sharing a glance with Katherine. ‘Does he indeed!’




  ‘Er, yes . . . he does.’




  A few days before, on the eve of the finding of the gem of Autumn and its returning to Judith the Shield Maiden, Riff had skippered one of three craft that unexpectedly arrived on the shore

  below. In his cutter had been Sinistral and his Shadowmaster and protector Witold Slew, along with two fierce Norseners, all stave fighters of great skill.




  Jack had been shocked and astonished to discover that Borkum Riff, a powerful, dark and taciturn sailor who was widely regarded as the greatest of the North Sea mariners, was his father.




  But that was not all.




  The second craft was helmed by Riff’s son Herde Deap, who many would have said was second only to Riff himself in his skill as a mariner of the treacherous and unpredictable waters between

  the Continent and the isles of which Englalond was the largest. It also carried the Lady Leetha, Riff’s onetime lover and mother of Deap. She had also been for decades the close friend and

  confidante of Sinistral himself.




  It was obvious to all but Jack, when he and Deap stood side by side, that they were twins. But neither had met the other before as adults, for Jack had been separated first from Riff when Leetha

  left him and then from her as well when it was realized he was the giant-born of prophecy who might help save the world from the End of Days. He was initially raised by Leetha in the Thuringia Wald

  in central Germany but sent to Englalond to be raised in the human world when he was six. Like Katherine, on his return to the Hyddenworld he was changed to hydden size, but in his case he retained

  the exceptional strength and qualities of a giant-born.




  The early dislocations of his family and country had robbed him of all memory of his past. He had been appalled to discover that Witold Slew, his mortal enemy in the struggle for the gem of

  Summer and killer of one of the most revered citizens of Brum, was Leetha’s son by a different father and so his half-brother.




  No wonder that Barklice was uneasy calling Riff Jack’s ‘father’, even though he was. Jack felt uncomfortable too and it was therefore in dark and sombre mood that he plodded

  the last few yards to Veryan Beacon to join the others – and Borkum Riff – once more.




  It was now nearly midday and the sky had cleared. The north wind was so cold that the group of hydden, fifteen in all, had moved their base to the sheltered south side of the

  Beacon.




  ‘There be no humans any more, not near anyroad,’ declared Mallarkhi. ‘Brother Slew, his mateyboys Harald and Bjarne have looked hither-abouts and down and upperways. We’m

  safe ’n sound we be, for now.’




  Safe they might be, but the mood of the gathering grew dark after news of the massacre of humans by humans on the beach was reported by Jack and Katherine, though they played down their own

  subsequent involvement.




  After that Jack stayed silent, sitting down next to Deap and accepting a wooden bowl of good hot pottage from Terce, another of the party.




  He was a large, broad hydden, gentler in nature and appearance than the two Norseners, whose self-appointed task was to sit high up the Beacon on either side to keep a watchful eye for

  strangers.




  Terce’s name was a clue to his origin. He had been a monk and was the last of two survivors of an ancient choir whom Stort had tracked down to a monastery in central Englalond during the

  autumn. His meister had died since and now he was the last survivor of a tradition that stretched back centuries, a chorister of such training and skill that Stort believed he had it in him to sing

  in perfect harmony with the Earth Herself. In short, to make audible, through his voice and its resonance with all things, that same harmony which was said to hold the Universe together and help

  keep the Mirror whole. But since, in Stort’s view, the Mirror had cracked, the importance of Terce to them all could not be over-estimated, for he would surely be needed if universal harmony

  was to be restored and the Mirror repaired.




  He was modest by nature, no more than twenty or so, with hair shorn in a monkish way and physically courageous. A quality of innocence and goodness shone from him and in that he had a similarity

  to Stort himself. He carried a large and sturdy stave, as monks often do, and he was prepared to use it in the protection of others as well as himself.




  As for singing, he practised frequently, though rarely the sacred songs and melodies he knew so well. He practised scales of all kinds, in keys most musicians were unfamiliar with. His harmonies

  with wind and rain and all things natural were beyond imagining until they were actually heard.




  But it was another large hydden, bulkier and older than Terce, who took charge of the warm welcome that Jack and Katherine now received and saw to it they were well settled and provided for. He

  was silver haired and so magisterial in bearing and gaze that even in a company as august as that one he seemed the natural host and leader of proceedings.




  This was Lord Festoon, High Ealdor of Brum, who, within the bounds of his own city, took precedence over even the Emperor himself. But here too, it seemed, they were happy to let him take

  charge.




  Satisfied that they were all safely present once more, he signalled the new Emperor, Niklas Blut, over to him and the two conferred in whispers for a while. Then, coming to a decision of some

  sort, they nodded their heads and Festoon called them all to order, as if this were a committee meeting in a city hall.




  ‘Lady and gentlemen,’ he said, his voice rich and warm, ‘I think we can agree that our work here in the South-West is done, and done successfully. Mister Stort, whose

  researches far and wide led us here, found the gem of Autumn and returned it to the Shield Maiden. That was good. We lost a friend, and Katherine here a father in all but name, when Arthur Foale

  passed on to the Mirror. For him we have grieved these days past and we shall not forget him or ever fail to be grateful for what, as a human, he uniquely gave to the Hyddenworld.




  ‘But Arthur, who was my dear friend too, would have been the first to want us to now move on. He knew, as well as any of us, the extreme danger these times present us with. He feared

  greatly, and said as much quite recently to Emperor Blut here and myself, that in such a turmoil as the Earth now is, humans might become a serious threat to the hydden. He said this as a human

  himself . . .’




  Festoon turned to Blut and continued: ‘My dear Blut, correct me if I am wrong, but did Arthur not say that it is the human habit to attack others when they are afraid, unlike the

  hydden?’




  ‘He did,’ said Blut, ‘and also . . . if I may . . . ?’




  Blut’s memory was phenomenal and Festoon now deferred to him.




  ‘Arthur’s exact words were these: “Fear and hysteria will sweep the human world if natural disasters reach a point where it looks as if the Earth Herself is angry. Hydden

  understand that Mother Earth has feelings and is sentient but humans find that notion difficult. If they were able to see things differently then surely they would not hurt Her as they do. As it

  is, they blame whatever or whoever they can rather than themselves. If they were to discover that we hydden exist and live among them they would find a way to attack and destroy us.”

  ’




  Blut paused before continuing with his own words.




  ‘I can say with certainty that Arthur was very worried by the fact that he had left a great deal of data and other information about the hydden and Brum and even ourselves in and about his

  human home in Woolstone . . .’




  Jack and Katherine both looked surprised. They had always assumed that Arthur would leave nothing that would give away the secret of how he used a henge to enter the Hyddenworld.




  ‘I’m afraid,’ said Blut, ‘he did leave clues. He admitted as much to me during the time we were held in captivity by General Quatremayne, leader of the renegade

  Fyrd. I owe my life to Arthur and was in awe of him. He was, of course, the first human being for fifteen hundred years to solve the riddle of how to travel between the human and hydden worlds and

  back again.’




  ‘He was so,’ added Stort, ‘and I could not have done the same without his instructions. But he was very much concerned about what would happen if humans discovered his

  secrets.’




  ‘Yes he was,’ confirmed Katherine, ‘but he told me he had been careful to destroy his notes on that subject.’




  ‘Perhaps he did,’ said Blut, ‘but I have a feeling that unfortunately he may not have had time to finish doing so. His last journey into the Hyddenworld – something he

  had promised his wyf never to do again – was forced upon him by humans who were intent on holding him until he revealed his secrets.’




  Sinistral looked surprised.




  ‘Yes, indeed, my Lord Sinistral, it was so.’




  ‘Tell us, Niklas.’




  Blut nodded, recalling something which at the time he first heard it had seemed of no great significance.




  ‘One of his former students was called Bohr, Erich Bohr I think. He was an important figure in what humans call the Union of America.’




  ‘You mean the United States!’




  ‘Just so. Well, when the number of natural disasters rose so suddenly earlier this year, Bohr contacted Arthur. Arthur guessed why: Bohr wanted access to the Hyddenworld, which Arthur had

  foolishly revealed was possible, though without revealing exactly how he did it. When Arthur realized that it was likely he was going to be taken to a place from which he might not be able to get

  away, he took steps to hide his remaining papers and anything else that might be a clue, however indirect. But he told me he had not completed the job.




  ‘ “Blut, my dear chap,” he confessed, “we all allow our judgement to be clouded by sentiment and pride. The secret to using the henges as portals between our worlds is

  really simple. In fact, it can be written down on a single page. Well . . . not exactly written, drawn more like.”




  ‘He looked worried and I expressed horror that he might perhaps have left such a piece of paper at his home in Woolstone. When he fell silent I challenged him and he replied cagily saying,

  “Look, Blut, even if someone found it they wouldn’t know what it meant. They couldn’t do it.”




  ‘ “So you did leave it somewhere?” I asked.




  ‘ “I . . . maybe . . . did . . . I . . . dammit, Blut, all right! I admit it! Sentiment got the better of me. I left it . . .” At this point I had to stop him talking. I did

  not want to know where or what it was.’




  ‘You mean you never found out?’ cried Katherine. ‘And this bit of paper, this clue, is out there still for humans to find!’




  ‘Hardly “out there”, Katherine.’




  ‘You mean it’s in Woolstone, the first place anyone looking for it would go?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Blut unhappily.




  ‘Well, then, the first thing we’re now going to have to do after we leave here is to get to Woolstone and retrieve it, isn’t it? Even before we go back to Brum!’




  ‘I suppose one or other of us might have to,’ conceded Blut.




  ‘Otherwise the humans who let Arthur escape will go to Woolstone to try to find out what they can, won’t they?’




  ‘Probably,’ admitted Blut, ‘they might.’




  ‘And the Hyddenworld will be invaded just like they invade everything else: wilderness, space, the sea . . .’




  Jack and Katherine looked at each other.




  ‘One of us, or perhaps both of us, needs to get to Woolstone as soon as we can and make sure that no secrets have been left there. Agreed?’




  Jack nodded and looked at Festoon and Blut.




  ‘Agreed,’ they said together.




  ‘Which means, Stort,’ said Katherine, ‘that while you’re looking for the gem of Winter some of us will have our work cut out in the shadow of the White Horse!’




  Woolstone House, where Arthur had raised her, sat in the vale just beneath White Horse Hill.




  ‘Just so,’ said Festoon grimly. ‘But also, we left Brum in dire straits, in the hands of the Fyrd. With winter now upon us things will get no easier. But we should not be

  surprised at such challenges. Recent history shows us that no sooner has one quest been completed than the complexities of the next are upon us and most particularly upon our good friend and

  beloved Master Scrivener, Bedwyn Stort.’




  Stort never did like being singled out in such a way. When he was he tended to fidget uncomfortably, to gaze at anything nearby like blades of grass, passing clouds or his own ill-shod feet, as

  if they were objects of great interest.




  Festoon was aware of this and, having given this brief acknowledgement to their mutual friend, simply added, ‘But of the search for the gem of Winter, which will concern us all and to

  which our combined efforts must now be bent, since Stort has led us to the first three gems so triumphantly, he needs nothing more now by way of help except what he asks for and warm encouragement

  from us all!’




  ‘Humph!’ muttered Stort.




  ‘Now to matters more immediate. We are generally agreed then that it is imperative we return to Brum, some of us by way of Woolstone?’




  ‘Definitely by way of Woolstone,’ said Jack.




  ‘Quite so. But our primary duty and, I believe, our future, lies in Brum. We can also agree that it makes sense and will be safer if we travel in two separate parties, one by land and one

  by sea. The question is: who goes in which party? Emperor Blut and I have conferred and, apart from three of us, it seems clear enough who goes with whom. First the sea travellers. Borkum Riff told

  us earlier that he wishes to sail with the afternoon tide along with Herde Deap, who will skipper the other craft. So far it is agreed that Lady Leetha, Brother Slew and the two Norseners will go

  with them.




  ‘Travelling by land will be myself, Emperor Blut, my Lord Sinistral, who wishes to see a part of Englalond he never has, Terce and Barklice, whom we will need to help us with the routes.

  Stort, my sense is you would wish to come with us . . . ?’




  ‘I would,’ said Stort.




  ‘Which leaves Jack, Katherine and Arnold Mallarkhi. The latter, of course, came in his own craft with Terce . . .’




  ‘And a fine and chumpy hand ’ee wer to have aboard,’ cried Arnold, ‘but to save your breath my bones tell me the sea going will be hard if we’m headin’ north

  and along the western shore in this season, so mayhap I’m a better stayin’ with inland waters for now. I’ll go wi’ ye, my Lord Festoon.’




  ‘A shame!’ murmured Riff. ‘A more natural-born sailor I never saw.’




  ‘Maybe, maybe,’ replied Arnold, ‘but count me in with the shore party if you please! And anyway, there be another reason takes me along wi’ you lubbers.’




  ‘Yes?’ said Festoon.




  ‘I be a-watchin’ for a spousible one to take home wi’ me . . .’




  Sinistral and Blut looked puzzled.




  ‘He means he wants to find a wyf,’ whispered Jack, grinning.




  ‘. . . and ma allers said they’m a good few possibilities westward way. Meanin’ the land we’m headin’ back through. My spousal one will know me when she sees

  me.’




  ‘Isn’t it a case of you knowing her when you see her?’ Blut could not help asking.




  Arnold laughed.




  ‘That b’aint the Bilgesnipe way. Tis the wyfkin do the choosing and the asking and the fellers who say yay or nay. Me? I bain’t easy meat and willern’t take the first I

  see, not by a long way. Not Arnold!’




  ‘Good,’ said Festoon mildly, ‘then that’s settled, Arnold, as far as you’re concerned. You’ll come with us. Leaving Jack and Katherine. Now I have no wish to

  suggest they be parted but . . .’




  ‘Nor will we be,’ said Jack, frowning. ‘I’m travelling back overland. Agreed, Katherine?’




  Jack had earlier observed Katherine having a brief conversation with Leetha and immediately after with Riff. Reading her mind, he was making a pre-emptive strike against something he had no wish

  to do. But she was not going to be deterred.




  She shook her head and said, ‘Not agreed. It would do you good, Jack, to travel back with your family.’




  Jack stood up peremptorily and said, ‘I’m not talking about this here!’




  She stood up too and they walked off across the field and engaged in what appeared, from the many gesticulations, raised voices, turnings-away and embraces and reconciliations, to be a violent

  disagreement. But finally, as suddenly as the argument began it ended with a very long hug, out in the cold wind. Then the two joined them once more and sat down.




  ‘Jack has decided that he will travel with Borkum Riff and Lady Leetha,’ said Katherine simply, adding, without much enthusiasm, ‘which means that I’ll go with your

  party, Lord Festoon.’




  The decision finally made, and certain other matters agreed, Riff stood up and said, ‘We leave in ten minutes. Jack, your brother will check your portersac to see you

  have what you’ll need for a sea voyage. The sea makes different demands than land.’




  Arnold ambled over and offered advice as well.




  ‘Don’t fight the deck, Jack, or it’ll fight you. My grandpa allers said the boat be a woman and you be a man, and the best is when you work together. O’ that I

  bain’t been old enough till now to find out! Me? I say a boat is your partner in crime and your fellow crew your partners too. Listen to the water and the wind and listen hard.’




  A short while later Riff summoned his party to him.




  Slew will lead us to the shore, in case there’s still humans about down there. Jack, you’re to take the rear. Let’s be a-gone and away!’




  There was barely time for Jack and Katherine to embrace and so be rid of any lingering irritations arising from their argument, in which Katherine had imposed her will.




  ‘They’re family, Jack, and it’s time with them you need.’




  ‘But Slew . . .’




  Slew had killed Master Brief, Brum’s Librarian and a friend to them all.




  ‘Even Slew,’ she said.




  Then they were gone, with no more than a wave.




  Katherine would have liked to linger and watch the craft set sail but Festoon wanted to get away as well. Their time in the West Country was done. It really was time to go home.




  They struck camp, cleared the site of all evidence that they had been there, as hydden do, and were off north and eastward along the green road once more.




  ‘Farewell,’ they said to the place that had harboured them so well.




  ‘Farewell, Arthur,’ whispered Katherine, looking back at the hallowed place where he had died and his pyre had burnt, ‘farewell.’




  Farewell, my friends, farewell, the wind whispered in the high hedgerows and gnarled, bent trees, farewell.




  Then they were gone, as the black-headed gulls hovered over the Beacon for a while before plunging to the ground to huddle against the wind, their breeding plumage long since faded with the

  coming of the winter.




  Soon the day drew in and all that was left was the sound of the wind and the roar of the distant surf.
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  BY LAND AND SEA





  As night fell Jack found himself leaning heavily against the taffrail of his father’s cutter, staring miserably at the rise and fall of the

  darkening sea and the pale wake that trailed behind.




  He had never felt so sick in his life.




  His head ached, his stomach churned and his throat retched in acidic spasms that had made it sore and horrible. Even the water he sipped was hard to hold down.




  Katherine had persuaded him that it would be for his own good to travel with Riff and his family. Adding, ‘And theirs too, Jack: they need to get to know you as well. It’ll be a

  healing. It’ll do you all good.’




  So far it had done no good at all.




  Borkum Riff was too busy skippering the craft through the strong winds and heavy seas to talk. All he said at the start was: ‘Get below, lad, and clear up your vomit as you go.’




  Later, Jack was so sickened by the fetid atmosphere of the cramped quarters below, and the hearty way the crew consumed food and drink, whose odours only added to his nausea, that he went back

  on deck.




  Seeing him, Riff called out, ‘If you must take the air, keep clear o’ us and what we’re doing.’




  Now, beyond barking the occasional order at his crew, Riff said little and did not bother at all with Jack. The others ignored him too.




  Riff he could understand. The safety of the craft and its crew and passengers must come first, especially in such difficult seas. But Witold Slew was another matter. He was chilly and

  indifferent, turning his back on Jack’s early advances, after which the seasickness took him over and he gave up trying to be friendly.
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