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  BIRTH




  It was a hushed, still night and a million stars and a rising moon shone down upon White Horse Hill in Berkshire, England. Their light picked out

  the sinewy lines of the prehistoric horse carved into the chalk beneath the grass.




  It was so clearly visible from the Vale below that two people had stopped awhile in the hushed and magical dark beneath the hill, on the pilgrim road that ended there.




  ‘It looks as if it’s about to gallop off across the Universe,’ said one of them softly, ‘or maybe it’s just showing us the way home.’




  The one who spoke was eighteen, more man than boy. His name was Jack and he was stocky and strong, with a forward thrust to his head that suggested purpose and intent.




  The other was his partner Katherine, who was the same age, as tall as he but fair-haired. She was tired and in pain, her head bowed. She held one of her hands to her belly, the other rested on

  Jack’s arm. She stood with difficulty.




  Katherine was pregnant and very near her time.




  ‘We’re nearly home,’ he said.




  She raised her head wearily and nodded, too tired to speak or even smile.




  The trees and bushes that lined the old way were silver and shimmery in the night. Somewhere from across the Vale a church clock began to strike midnight.




  ‘April’s over,’ said Jack. ‘Summer’s begun.’




  The White Horse looked down on them and the stars and moon lit their path as they continued on their way.




  ‘Home’ was Woolstone House in the village of the same name. It was no more than a few hundred yards on, off the ancient way and to their right, over a stile, across

  a stream, and up the sloping pasture to the great garden where Katherine played as a child.




  Less than two years before they had begun their journey here, going out into the Hyddenworld, a place as real as the human one. Jack’s coming had been long prophesied and Katherine was

  thought to be the Shield Maiden, a fierce warrior woman who rode the White Horse in service of Earth and Universe at times of great danger and sacrifice.




  But the Hyddenworld was wrong about Katherine. She was just a girl who somewhere along her journey with Jack became a woman. It was not she who was the Shield Maiden, but the child she was

  carrying.




  Now they had returned along the pilgrim road, passed through one of the henges which are the portals from the Hyddenworld to the human one and had come home to have her child.




  With each passing moment her progress grew harder and she stumbled more, gasping from pain and for breath as her hand tightened on Jack’s arm. Tall though she was, he was by far the

  stronger of the two.




  ‘Take it slowly, one step at a time,’ he said, ‘we’re nearly there . . .’




  ‘Jack, I’m scared.’




  ‘The White Horse is with us,’ he said, his voice deep and calm.




  He himself was of both worlds, or neither. He came from Germany as a rare ‘giant-born’, a hydden with the attributes of both hydden and human races, regarded with suspicion for his

  size and warrior powers. His kind were usually put to death before they reached maturity, but when he was six he had been rescued from that fate and the White Horse had carried him to England to be

  raised among humans for his own safety.




  They reached the pasture and began the final climb. Halfway up she gasped suddenly, leaned on him more, but did not stop.




  ‘Breathe deeply,’ he said.




  ‘I am breathing deeply,’ she replied with spirit, ‘if I wasn’t the baby would have been born way back there . . . but I want . . . to . . . get home.’




  The night was so clear that they could see every blade of grass on the path and finally the rise of great trees ahead of them where the garden began.




  ‘Hold me close,’ she said, ‘help me on.’




  Each step was a struggle, her body wanting her to stop and lie down, the first sharp pain she had felt earlier coming again.




  They knew their baby was a girl even though no human doctor had examined Katherine. They knew as certainly as they knew their own names. They knew their child would be unusual, perhaps unlike

  any child before. She had a name, she had a role, and the moon and stars shone bright that night because they wanted to light her way to where she needed to be born.




  ‘J . . . Jack . . . it’s . . . I . . .’




  She leaned into him and moaned and whispered, ‘How far now because I don’t think—’




  She moaned again and let out another cry.




  The slope eased as they reached the edge of the pasture and a single loose strand of barbed wire was all that separated them from the trees beyond. It looked like a wood but they knew it was

  not.




  These were some of the trees of a living henge, a circle of life. There was no breeze low down but above their heads a wind played between the high branches and ran lightly among the fresh young

  leaves.




  It was a whisper of welcome, a sighing of relief, an assurance they were wanted and they were loved. It was the Earth’s own voice that spoke and the eyes of the Universe, which were all

  the stars, saw and winked in the black sky . . . as they had watched for nine months past, from the moment that the Shield Maiden was conceived in love and Jack and Katherine began their long walk

  back home, to bring her safely into the mortal world.




  Jack reached out a hand, grasped the wire, barbs and all, and raised it high.




  ‘I can’t bend . . .’




  ‘I think you can,’ he said.




  Sideways on, propped up by him, groaning, grimacing, floundering, she got under and then upright once more.




  They went between two of the henge trees and began to cross the great circle of grass to the other side when she stopped, gasped and said, ‘I think . . . Jack . . . she’s coming now,

  she wants to be born.’




  He looked through the henge up to Woolstone House, where all was darkness. It was too far to get there now, too late.




  The wind above whispered more urgently and Jack said, ‘Here, you’ll have to have her here.’




  He helped Katherine a few paces to the nearest tree.




  ‘Hold on to that,’ he said, ‘and I’ll fix you something to lie on. I won’t be a moment.’




  ‘Hurry!’ she said.




  He heaved off the great, heavy pack on his back and opened it, working by feel alone as he had learnt to do in the Hyddenworld for other emergencies than this, the greatest of them all. He laid

  out something for her to lie on.




  ‘Jaaa . . . aack!’




  As he went to her she grabbed him.




  ‘Oh God it hurts,’ she said, her hands and fingers digging into his arms, ‘oh . . .’




  He backed her to the makeshift bed, helped her down, put the pack in place for her head.




  He looked in the direction of the house.




  ‘I could try . . .’




  She let out a little cry, laughed and squeezed his hand.




  ‘You sound more scared than I . . . I . . . am . . . ooohh!’




  ‘I am,’ he said as he knelt over her, holding her, stroking her, giving her his strength. ‘I am.’




  The pain briefly passed, she breathed deeply again and said, ‘So . . . what now?’




  ‘I think it’s pretty clear what happens now,’ he said matter-of-factly, ‘but we need light . . .’




  She shook her head.




  ‘There’s light enough from the moon and stars,’ she said, her tired eyes filled with love and fear, her hands holding on to him for reassurance.




  ‘Well then . . .’ he said, ‘this isn’t such a bad place for—’




  ‘Jaaaack . . . !’




  ‘I’m here,’ he said, holding her protectively. ‘I’m here . . .’




  And then she screamed and screamed and cried and shouted and groaned and wept as the moon rode across the circle of the swaying henge above their heads.




  ‘Push,’ he said, ‘push!’




  ‘Jaaack . . . she’s . . . help . . . me!’




  His great, strong hands mingled with hers as they felt the baby, slippery and warm, in the shadow between her legs. ‘Oh Jack . . . she . . .’




  She cried out, their baby did, her thin first cry across the Earth and out into the Universe. Then another.




  ‘Jack, help me . . .’ whispered Katherine.




  He helped her bring the child to her bare stomach, then to her breast, to hold, and hold, and hold ever tight, to never let her go.




  As for Jack, exhausted too, he held them both.




  Eventually . . .




  ‘You know what to do . . .’ she said.




  They had prepared for him to do what he must if it came to a birth in the open air. He had the knife, already sterilized with fire, wrapped up in clean plastic.




  But when he took it out he said, ever practical, ‘I don’t think so.’




  He got some matches and a candle, and sterilized the knife again . . .




  ‘Jaaa . . . ck!’




  She pushed once more and the placenta came out and lay there, large and black in the dark.




  A sleepy calm came over them as the baby snuffled at Katherine’s breast.




  Jack tied the cord in two places with twine, waited a little and then cut through in-between. No hesitation, no messing about, that was Jack. He put the placenta to one side and then checked

  that the baby was covered, and Katherine too.




  He listened with satisfaction to the baby’s thin cries and said softly, ‘She’s born, our child is born.’




  ‘Is she all right?’ whispered Katherine, a mother’s oldest fear.




  ‘I haven’t even checked to see if she’s a she!’ he said lightly, ‘but if she’s who we think she is then the Earth herself will have seen she’s all

  right. Any . . . anyway . . . anyway . . .’




  He held them both.




  ‘Anyway what?’ she whispered, a hand leaving their child to touch his face.




  He was weeping the deep beautiful tears of relief a father sheds for the safe birth of a child.




  He had got Katherine home.




  She had borne their child.




  They were safe . . . and all was well.




  The moon shone still above them as the White Horse galloped through the stars towards the first dawn of a new Summer.
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  PILGRIM




  That same night, and at that same hour, the birth of the Shield Maiden in the shadow of White Horse Hill had repercussions in the Hyddenworld.




  That this might be so had long been predicted in stories handed down the hydden generations for the past fifteen hundred years. But myth and legend are one thing, reality quite another, and a

  great deal more perilous for those caught up in it.




  While Jack and Katherine were tending their newborn child in the henge at Woolstone, their close friend and recent travelling companion Mister Bedwyn Stort, a harmless scholar and scrivener, was

  in real and present danger of losing his life as a direct consequence.




  Whatever the reasons for this, he found himself alone in the dark facing a situation from which he might very easily fail to extricate himself.




  ‘This is not good,’ he told himself as he realized the scale and nature of his difficulties, ‘not good at all!’




  And he was right.




  Stort had left his friends some days before at the Devil’s Quoits, a stone henge that straddled the same hydden road from which they had journeyed southward.




  Of all the great pilgrim ways in the Hyddenworld none is as ancient or as hallowed as that, because it connects two places of great power and holiness.




  The first is where the immortal White Horse, which serves the Universe, came into being, in whose great shadow the Shield Maiden had now been born to a human mother.




  The second is Waseley Hill, seventy miles to the north, where the legendary gem of Spring, which holds life’s fire, was lost and never found.




  Sadly, human roads have displaced this hydden way, while their settlements and factories have encroached and polluted it. For these reasons pilgrims rarely take the old route now. It is, in any

  case, very hard to find, especially at its northern end, where it runs among the southern suburbs of Birmingham, the great industrial city of central England. The city lies athwart what, in better

  days, was the Kingdom of Mercia, but that was fifteen hundred years ago, when human and hydden lived in harmony with each other.




  Times changed and the little folk, as the humans thought of them, became ‘the hydden’. They faded from human memory and found themselves turned into superstitious stories of elves

  and sprites, fairies and goblins.




  Such fancies were always far from the reality. Hydden were – they are – three feet high when full grown and in every way as enterprising, intelligent and philosophical, or

  lazy, stupid and dull, as any mortal can be. But threatened as they were by their giant counterparts they learnt the art of hyddening, staying unseen.




  They did this so well that humans, no longer expecting to see them, forgot how to. Until in time and to this very day, when humans glimpsed them, as they often did, they had no idea what it was

  they saw.




  As a result the hydden realized long ago that they had no need to flee the human race and live in rough, wild places.




  Instead they have long since done the sensible thing and taken up residence in human cities. There an easier and more fulfilling life was to be had along the abandoned rail tracks and sidings,

  by forgotten canals, in redundant sewers and around the built-over water courses and the interstices between old factories and inaccessible warehouses.




  Today there is not a human city in the world that does not have a thriving hydden city deep within it.




  Naturally some are more important than others because of their location, their history and their wyrd, or destiny. Most retain their human name among the hydden, like Bochum in Germany, infamous

  capital of the Hyddenworld which underlies the human city of the same name.




  But a few, through time and usage, gained a hydden name all of their own. Such a one is Brum, the most feted city in the Hyddenworld and the home of liberty, individuality and common sense. And

  where is Brum?




  Right in the deep, shadowy heart of old Birmingham, no more than a mile or two from the northern end of the old pilgrim road that leads to Waseley Hill.




  Jack and Katherine reached their destination as the clock struck midnight on the last day of April, in the hours after which Spring gives way to Summer and brighter days begin.




  But every hydden knows that those dark hours of the season’s turn are not a good time to be out after nightfall. Strange things happen, time shifts oddly, children disappear – and

  Shield Maidens are born! – while the barriers between the past, present and future grow thin and frail and occasionally break.




  In short, a very bad time indeed for a lone hydden to be walking the old pilgrim road near Waseley Hill, enshadowed as it is by dreams unfinished, yearnings unfulfilled and spirits

  unsatisfied.




  Better to stay at home, lock the door, let no one in, make merry, make conversation, make love if that seems right, but do not go outside.




  But that, unfortunately, was not the happy situation in which Mister Bedwyn Stort had found himself earlier.




  After leaving his good friends to return to the human world and have their child, a chill and fretful rain-filled wind had harried him northward, as if to say Mister Stort you must get to

  Brum quickly, danger looms!




  At first he had heeded the implicit warning of wind and rain and hurried along. But the youthful Stort – he was twenty-three – was by nature easily distracted and not the speediest

  of travellers. Tall and clumsy, he was inclined to allow his legs to become entangled with his stave, or to set off impulsively and leave something important behind, so that he had to retrace his

  steps.




  Because he could never decide what not to take on a journey, he always took too much. As a result his portersac was weighed down with things for which no one else but he could possibly have

  found a use – black bin liners, lengths of twine, an extra chipped enamel mug, blackthorn twigs, burnt corks and the like.




  Worse still, he often forgot where he was meant to be going, frequently got lost, and fell into such mishaps and misadventures that his friends would have preferred that he stayed safely at home

  in Brum with his books.




  But that he could never do. The inventions he made he liked to try out in the real world, the languages he spoke he wished to practise with real people, and his abiding curiosity about all

  things hydden and human put into him a permanent wanderlust.




  But one more thing about Stort, perhaps the most important thing of all, which made up for his many failings.




  Despite the risks he took and the mistakes he made he showed great courage in all he did and – as his good friends pointed out to doubters – he always got back home in one piece,

  wiser than when he left and having made some discovery, physical or spiritual, which benefited hyddenkind.




  However, the hard fact was that as twilight fell on the last day of April, Stort had realized that he wasn’t going to make it to the West Gate of Brum until the early

  hours. So when he reached Beacon Hill, the penultimate rise on the pilgrim road, he stopped to ponder his situation.




  From that vantage point he could see Waseley Hill to his left and Brum ahead and to his right, stretching away into the growing night, a vast and beautiful twinkling carpet of light.




  Sensible travellers would have known at once that the best thing to do was to make camp immediately, preferably one that was well camouflaged. Then they could crawl into their bivvy bags, cover

  their eyes, block their ears and remain immobile until May Day was truly begun. That was the hydden way to survive a season’s turn if stuck alone outside.




  Failing that, the next best thing would have been for Stort to hide his heavy portersac in thick undergrowth for later recovery, and bypass the Hill to make a dash for Brum, trusting that the

  guardians of its gates would open up when they heard his urgent hammering.




  Not ideal but far better than what Bedwyn Stort actually did, which was the most foolhardy thing a hydden could have done: he set off towards the shadows and darkness of Waseley Hill.




  His reasons for taking this startling course of action were not simple and they had a history.




  The first thing most pilgrims visiting Waseley Hill do is to seek out the source of the River Rea and imbibe its pure, cool waters. That ritual over, they dwell a little on the memory of

  Beornamund, founder of Brum, maker of artefacts of power and beauty and probably the greatest CraftLord who ever lived.




  Few doubt that somewhere on the banks of the Rea, perhaps quite near its source, he had his forge. The roaring of his furnace and bright ringing of his hammer as he worked precious metals for

  the Mercian kings and lords, and their ladies, must have been often heard.




  It was on the banks of the Rea that Beornamund met Imbolc, which in the old language means Spring, and fell in love with her. But when she died in a freak flood upon the hill – a strange,

  perverse happening indeed – the CraftLord blamed the gods.




  Every hydden knows what happened next. Beornamund made a sphere of crystal and precious metals of such perfection that when he hurled it into the sky over Waseley Hill in angry defiance of the

  gods it attracted to itself the fires of the Universe and all the colours of the seasons.




  The gods thought that if they let the sphere fall back to Earth and be destroyed all would be well. They had forgotten that the Universe is as one and that to break or sully even a small part of

  its perfection was to endanger all.




  Fortunately, four fragments of the sphere remained: small stones or gems, each of which held the fires of life and the essence of one of the seasons: Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter.




  Great Beornamund guessed their importance at once and understood the trouble and danger he had caused. He found all the fragments but for Spring, search though he might. Eventually he made a

  pendant with four settings, leaving one empty against the day when Spring was found. It is said that at his death the White Horse carried Imbolc to Beornamund in spirit form. He was granted

  immortality for his services as a CraftLord, but for Imbolc to earn her place at his side for all time she must first wander the Earth as the Peace-Weaver, or bringer of harmony, until such time as

  she had lived out the centuries of her spirit life.




  Learning this, Beornamund wrought the pendant anew, such that the gems would fall from it down the centuries and be scattered across the Earth, marking off each season’s passing and giving

  his love strength to continue her journey. When Winter was gone she would know her journey was over. Only then, and after a mortal had found the lost gem of Spring, would Imbolc be allowed to take

  her rightful place at Beornamund’s side.




  But that would presage a darker and more dangerous time for the Earth. In place of the Peace-Weaver, her sister the Shield Maiden would be born: angry, frightening, a seeming curse on all who

  knew her.




  If she was to be pacified the finder of the gem of Spring must give it to her, and afterwards find the gems of Summer, Autumn and Winter, wherever they might be, and give those to her too. Then,

  with the gems reunited and the fires of the Universe as one, the Shield Maiden and her mortal helpers would be able to regenerate the broken sphere and peace and honour between gods and mortal kind

  would be satisfied, harmony return, and the balance of the Universe restored . . .




  But what had such a story to do with Mister Bedwyn Stort of Brum, a traveller incapable of getting from A to B without mishap, let alone one capable of traversing the Universe

  in search of lost gems?




  This . . .




  The many stories and prophecies surrounding the gem of Spring told that it would be found by an extraordinary hydden, and brought to the Shield Maiden with the help of a giant-born, a hydden who

  must learn to live in both worlds before he can live safely in either.




  The path of the White Horse and its Rider, Imbolc the Peace-Weaver, had already crossed that of Bedwyn Stort twice. On both occasions Imbolc had seen in Stort a hydden of great power.




  His own path had crossed that of Jack, a giant-born, and Katherine, a human girl of considerable resource and courage.




  Stort was too modest and self-effacing to imagine that he was the ‘extraordinary hydden’ of legend who would find the gem. But what did seem quite certain to him was that the

  baby Katherine was pregnant with was the Shield Maiden and most likely to be born that night. Which meant in turn that the gem of Spring must be found that night too, as the myths made clear. These

  were the thoughts that made Stort take the risk and set off for Waseley Hill as night fell.




  He did so with a memory that gave him comfort and strength. A few weeks before, Katherine had shyly taken his hand and placed it on her swollen belly that he might feel the child move. From that

  moment Stort had felt a loyalty and a love such as he never had before. It filled his heart, it brought joy to his lone spirit and it made his pulse race with hope and excitement.




  If she was indeed to be born that night, and if she was the Shield Maiden, then perhaps there was no better pilgrim than Bedwyn Stort to be upon the old Road and hurrying on to Waseley Hill in

  the dark. Innocent and wise, fearful and courageous, faithful but questioning – perhaps these had always been the qualities the gem-finder would need.




  But what he would do on the Hill, Stort as yet had no idea.




  What dangers he might face he could not know.




  What courage and purpose he might find he could not possibly imagine.




  But there he was, the wind now a hurricane filled with rain, trees bending, creaking and cracking all about, and the very ground beginning to shake with an earth tremor.




  Up ahead, the Hill itself.




  To his left, and flowing down from it, the River Rea.




  Right behind . . .




  Behind?




  He heard a roaring sound like a great wave churning on a steep shingle beach, readying itself to drive forward and destroy all in its path.




  But surely, he told himself, water cannot flow up a hill!




  Stort decided to stand his ground.




  Let this flood of water come, if that’s what it is! he cried aloud into the rain and wind, to give himself courage.




  To no avail.




  The roaring from lower down the hill grew louder still and put into him a fear like no other he had ever felt.




  Not for the first time in life Stort had a sense of his own imminent destruction. He trembled, his knees shook and he felt himself unable to breathe.




  But suddenly the rain stopped and the river ceased to flow, its waters uncertain, shaking, trembling, as if in the grip of a force far beyond an earthly one. Though everything was silent and

  most dangerous, a sense of peace came over Bedwyn Stort.




  His fears slipped away, his courage returned, and with it a new certainty and a sense of wonder.




  What he heard, what he felt, what he knew as he stood alone on Waseley Hill, was that great change was in the air that went far beyond the season’s turn.




  ‘Now is the hour and the moment!’ he told himself, adding aloud, as if it were an invocation, ‘Now will the gem of Spring, the first and the lost gem, finally be found! If that

  be true then assuredly I shall know that the Shield Maiden has been born!’




  This was the way in which the wyrd of Bedwyn Stort was entwined that night with that of Katherine and Jack and of their child.
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  OFFERING




  Jack’s eyes snapped open, his mind and body instantly alert.




  He did not move, not sure if it was danger that threatened or simply some change in the environment he sensed.




  It was still dark but dawn was not far away. Katherine and Judith were asleep, his arms were still around them.




  No movement, nothing near but . . . he relaxed.




  It was the rank odour of a fox that had woken him.




  Jack’s eyes went from right to left, slowly. The wind was slight, coming from a little to his right, so not quite straight through the two great conifers that marked the entrance to the

  henge.




  His eyes made the return journey and that time he saw it, in the undergrowth to the left of the conifers, its eyes silver orbs that caught the moon above and the beginning of dawn.




  The fox was hunting and it was hunting them, its head moving cautiously out from the shadows, its front paw hesitating. For the briefest of moments Jack felt the fight response in a way he never

  had. Total protection of his young and her mother, zero tolerance of anything that threatened his family. But a fox . . . ? Even a fox.




  Jack knew it had found them by scent, as he had first found it. Its purpose plain: it wanted something whose scent had an appeal that transcended the fear foxes felt when they ran into humans

  and hydden.




  But this one wasn’t interested in them, or the baby. It had scented the blood and the placenta. Jack stayed still, waiting with interest to see what the fox did while he enjoyed the new

  raft of feelings into which parenthood had thrust him: pride, wonder, responsibility, purpose, maleness, being the protector. He had felt that before in all the long weeks and months past, getting

  Katherine safely home. Now the feeling was multiplied. Katherine was an adult and could protect herself. His child was not, and could not.




  Not yet anyway. Later, in the years to come, when she had grown a bit and was on her way to being a Shield Maiden, things would be different. But for now she needed them.




  Everything had changed for him. The world had reorientated itself. The fox stood poised, head slightly to one side, listening, then moved forward again, still scenting the air.




  Jack reached a hand to touch the beautiful curve of Judith’s back, and Katherine’s cheek. He did it gently, with infinite tenderness, but even so Katherine stirred and murmured.




  The fox retreated at once but its eyes remained watching from the shadows.




  Then he himself stirred because suddenly there was something he had to do. Where the impulse came from he did not know, but it felt deep and visceral and came from some ancient, ancestral part

  of him, from the very beginning of his kind.




  They had been given a gift, and it was time to give one back and thank the White Horse for getting them home.




  He often had such feelings and knew they were of a different nature and came from a different place than the instinct that Katherine sometimes had.




  ‘It’s because you’re giant-born,’ she would say. ‘One day you’ll take pride in that!’




  It was a hydden expression to describe a genetic freak whose blood carried something of both human and hydden genes. Born a hydden but condemned to grow to human size and become giant, an

  outcast in the world to which he truly belonged.




  That was why, when he was six, someone – he could not remember who – had sent him to be raised as a human for his own protection. In Germany, the land of his birth, he would have

  been a monster deserving only to be killed before maturity. In tolerant and enlightened Brum his presence was the fulfilment of a prophecy that turned on the finding and bringing together of

  Beornamund’s four gems of the seasons.




  Only when he learnt by accident that henges could be used as portals between the two worlds had he realized he might exist in both because he changed in the transfer to normal hydden size.




  He knew none of this until he travelled into the Hyddenworld with Katherine. Only then did the feelings for hydden ways and unseen danger, the fast reactions, the profound reverence he felt for

  the Earth and Universe, his ability to hydden or hide himself and even his flair for hydden music, make sense.




  So he knew now that the fox had come deliberately, sent by some hydden god or spirit, that he might make an offering of thanks to the White Horse. The fox was friend not foe, though he was

  hunter still.




  ‘I’m going to clean you up,’ he said quietly to Katherine, ‘and then there’s something I must do. Stay as you are, Judith’s asleep. She’ll need these

  hours close to you, skin to skin, more than a normal child . . .’




  He knew it was so but not how or why he knew.




  Katherine stirred with worry at the word ‘normal’.




  ‘Ssshh,’ he whispered, ‘she’s fine, she’s fine . . .’




  He sat up straight and turned round slowly to check the fox was watching. It was and he was glad. Jack needed it to be.




  He took the leather water bottle from his ’sac and washed his hands. Katherine had been very particular about them having water and clean cloths.




  ‘Just in case it happens outside and there’s only us . . . you’ll have to . . .’




  He knew what to do. Only when he was satisfied that she was clean and dry did he do what instinct told him to do afterwards. He reached his hands to the placenta he had put nearby. It was cold

  now and because of the water on his hands it was slippery again.




  He knelt by her, got it in his palms, stood up carefully so as not to drop it and went to the very centre of the henge, the moon now almost on the edge of the circle of its trees, the last stars

  and planets shining in the sky.




  ‘It’s May Day,’ he whispered, ‘the start of Summer. More importantly the Shield Maiden has been born and the lost gem will soon be found.’




  He held the placenta up towards the stars, turned a deasil circle three times, whispered words of Earth and Universe, and finally placed it on the ground in the circle of grass he had

  trampled.




  Then he went back to Katherine and whispered, ‘I need to take her for a moment, I need to give thanks and ask the White Horse to help her on the journey she’s now started . . .

  it’s all right . . . sshhh . . . I’ll be just over there. It’s something I have to do . . .’




  He took the baby in his arms, sleeping still.




  Seeing her beauty his eyes filled with tears that caught the dawning light.




  ‘Come on, Judith,’ he said, ‘time for you to say hello.’




  He went to where the placenta lay on the ground and stood astride it. Then, looking up at the circle of sky above him, at the last of the moon and the first of the dawn, his eyes on the few

  remaining stars, and finally looking between the trees to the dark wall of the escarpment that was White Horse Hill, the Horse invisible in the dark, he raised Judith up and made a plea that from

  that moment on, to the end of time, they would watch over her benignly. As he did so he knew without needing to be told that he was doing as parents had done, both human and hydden, through all the

  millennia of mortal life, where they were left to their own devices.




  ‘Accept her,’ he said, ‘give her help when we no longer can, guide her as you guided us, bring her love as you brought it to us.’




  As he spoke, his body stilled, so did Judith’s and so too did Katherine’s.




  But the fox moved and came out into the open, its coat silvery in the dawning light.




  It took another step forward, scenting the air towards where Jack stood with Judith raised to the skies. Then another step and another . . .




  Until, all fear gone, it came to him, scenting the placenta, sensing utter safety, despite the humans being so near.




  It barked, it licked, it took up what was there and ran with it back to the edge of the henge, but stayed out in the light.




  Jack cradled Judith back into his arms and turned to watch it take the offering and eat it.




  Jack murmured to his child.




  The fox ate as if on the Earth’s behalf.




  When it had finished it looked back at Jack, turned tail and was suddenly gone.




  ‘Jack . . .’




  She needed help.




  He went back to her, put their baby back between her breasts and covered her to keep her warm. Then the rays of the rising sun came among the trees and lit them all. Judith finally woke.




  ‘I’m going to remove this towel and my jacket and cle . . . clean . . .’




  Her cries were sudden and sharp, louder than a baby’s only a few hours old ought to be.




  Katherine tried to put her to the breast but she refused, her tiny crying mouth sliding over the nipple and ignoring it.




  Jack did the best he could, liberal with water and the clean cloths Katherine had ready in plastic bags.




  ‘I’m getting cold.’




  The crying persisted.




  ‘Jack . . .’




  ‘She must be hungry.’




  But the cry was pitiful and born of pain, it seemed, not hunger. Continuing to refuse the breast she cried still more; and even more when Jack took her in his arms again, wrapped tight in a

  towel and his jacket, and walked a few steps with her.




  Katherine was exhausted and her clothes still a mess; so was he. Judith too, with dried blood and mucus on her arms and head.




  ‘What do we do?’ he asked Katherine, because he had no idea.




  ‘You’d better go up to the house,’ she said. ‘I think we need help.’




  And they did.




  Katherine was getting cold and their baby was crying again. But now her hands had turned to fists and her eyes were screwed up and shut tight . . . as she gave herself up to cries of such pain

  that they knew something was terribly wrong.
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  DISCOVERY




  As the sense of silence deepened about Bedwyn Stort there occurred one of those shifts in time which had often been noted as something that

  happened at the seasons’ turn.




  He had left Beacon Hill not long after twilight fell, only an hour or two before, but his chronometer showed it was midnight. The rain clouds above his head sucked away to north and south, east

  and west, as if time had speeded up. Then they circled round the horizon like a halo, in the centre of which, revealed in all its wonder and glory, was the Universe itself: the deep unknowable

  black of space the setting for a hundred million stars, the moon soaring bright, the cold air taking his two hands in its clean grasp and stretching them above his head in reverence and in

  welcome.




  The ground trembled beneath his feet and he heard again the roar of the advancing wave and guessed that his life was more than ever in danger. But he knew that he must stay calm, stay firm and

  have faith that his courage and purpose would hold and see things through.




  He realized it was in this same place, when he was a boy of eleven, that he had first met Imbolc the Peace-Weaver. Now, as then, a chill ran through his body which hollowed and aged him. His

  knees gave way and he felt his life begin to flee.




  When Imbolc came before she had been near the end of her great journey down the centuries, the passing of each season of her spirit life marked with the loss of that season’s gem until the

  last, that of Winter, had been lost.




  Since then she had been Peace-Weaver on borrowed time, waiting for the coming of the Shield Maiden.




  Stort felt the blizzard cold, and realized that destruction was almost on him. He could only hope that Imbolc would come again, her journey over and the time for her to go to Beornamund’s

  side finally come.




  He tried to speak, but could not.




  He tried to keep his arms and hands raised to the bright Universe, but could not.




  He tried to keep his eyes open to the world he loved, but felt them beginning to close.




  Help me, he whispered to the gods.




  Help me! he cried out to the Mirror-of-All in which mortals live their brief lives.




  Help me, he asked of Imbolc in the silence of his dying mind.




  ‘Help me,’ said Bedwyn Stort.




  The silence fled.




  The wall of water raging up the hill mounted so high that it blocked out the lights of the sleeping city below and the star-filled clouds on the far horizon.




  ‘Help me,’ he whispered a final time as he waited for his body and his life to be torn apart and lost for ever in what now began to reach him.




  It was then she came, standing between him and the raging dark water that would kill him, a woman so old she seemed part of the Earth and the Universe as well, a crone, her

  legs thin sticks, her wrists and hands no better than bleached twigs, her hair white gossamer, her body so bent and frail that the slightest puff of wind would break and scatter it.




  Imbolc had reached the last moments of her great and lonely journey down the years since the gods sent her on her voyage as Peace-Weaver to the Earth, with only the White Horse to keep her

  company and a pendant with her life’s seasons in the form of gems having to be lived and lost down the centuries.




  Horse and gems all gone now, Beornamund nowhere to be seen, just a mortal on his knees whose name she knew and in whom she had known for twelve long years the hope of Earth and Universe would

  lie.




  She had heard his weak cry and come to him, his faith her final strength. She showed no fear of the wave advancing up the hill towards them.




  She went to Stort, reached out her old hand and said, ‘Rise and stand by me and you’ll be safe as you see what you must.’




  Stort did so.




  ‘Hold my hand,’ she said, which he did fearfully, for Stort was afraid of her touch. It had nearly killed him twelve years before.




  She smiled and said, ‘Never fear, you survived it once and have proved yourself most worthy since. No harm shall ever come to you from a touch such as mine, only love.’




  So he held her hand and took strange comfort from it.




  ‘Now listen carefully,’ Imbolc continued. ‘My sister is born this night and that means my time is run. Yet I have strength left for one last thing but I need your help to do

  it! But . . . hold fast!’




  Her voice was drowned as the water tore into them and round them, leaving them untouched, unmoved even as it ripped the earth from around their feet.




  Then it was gone on up the hill, sucking the riverbed dry as it went.




  For a moment all was still again but for the muted roaring of the water that was now above, turning, falling, boiling at the river’s source before . . . before . . .




  ‘It’s coming back down!’ he said.




  He might well at that moment have finally run for his life, but something in the mud of the river bed, so briefly sucked dry, caught his eye. A glinting of sorts, a dull glow, a light not quite

  obscured.




  He went to the river bed, Imbolc with him.




  ‘It’s a great boulder,’ he said, ‘and there’s a light shining from beneath it.’




  ‘No,’ said Imbolc, ‘that is Beornamund’s old forge, exposed for a few moments of time before the water that now returns will carry it to oblivion. You have not time to

  seek out what it is that shines beneath.’




  But Stort ignored her.




  He went on his knees in the mud and reached under the old forge. Forcing his hand through mud and gravel, he sought the source of the light. All he could find was what felt like a small stone,

  but when he touched it with the tips of his fingers it moved first to one side then to the other before slipping beyond his grasp.




  ‘It must be the gem of Spring,’ he cried out desperately, ‘but I cannot reach it . . .’




  The Earth beneath him trembled as the wave of water rushing back down the hill towards him gathered strength.




  ‘Come back,’ Imbolc called out to him, ‘I cannot protect you if you stay there. Come back!’




  But Stort would not.




  Again and again he thrust his hand and arm under the stone, sure that if only he could reach far enough and grasp tightly enough the gem of Spring and all its mystery would be found at last.




  The Earth shook more, Stort reached too far, and the forge, great and heavy, shaken by the approaching water, slipped a mite and then a mite more until, feeling the pressure on his arm, Stort

  tried to move it out and found he was pinned down where he lay, even as his hand found the gem and held it fast.




  ‘I touch it, I see its beautiful ambient light,’ he cried, ‘but I cannot free myself! At least I shall die having touched the stone the great CraftLord who loved you made and

  lost!’




  Brave words of a brave hydden, but not the truth.




  Far above him the sky cracked open and in that great crack the fires of the Universe shone forth for a moment before a vast shadow came and blocked out the brightest light to form the silhouette

  that seemed mortal but was as great as the sky above.




  A hand reached out of the shadow and, grasping the edge of the forge, heaved it off Stort’s hand and arm.




  Stort looked up in surprise and relief and found himself staring at two great stars and knew he looked into immortal Beornamund’s eyes.




  The wave hit them then, but Beornamund stood guardian to Stort and Imbolc both, the water flying safely over their heads. The roaring slowly abating until all was still again and the crisis

  over.




  Stort, sitting in mud, his clothes half torn from his back, opened his fist and saw therein, nestling in his palm, the lost gem of Spring in whose deep depths shone the light of bright new

  life.




  ‘Give it to me,’ commanded Beornamund.




  Which Stort willingly did, for such a thing should never be held for long by mortal hand.




  Then Beornamund turned to Imbolc, who seemed now to tower above Stort as well, her head among the stars, and he put the gem into its proper place, which was in the old pendant that hung around

  her neck.




  Immediately her youth returned and she was as radiantly beautiful as in the springtime of her life when Beornamund first met her.




  She took the pendant from her neck and knelt by Stort, or so it seemed to him, and placed the pendant with its gem safely inside his jerkin.




  ‘Bear this for the Shield Maiden who has been born this night. Give it to her when she is ready for it. Keep it secret and safe. Bear the burden as only you can, bear it for her with the

  same love you have for Mother Earth and all things in her and on her. Will you do this for my sister and for me?’




  ‘I will,’ said Bedwyn Stort, his eyes beginning to close with fatigue, ‘I will . . .’




  ‘Sleep not, Bedwyn Stort, not here . . . Rise now, go home to Brum, let your friends care for you through the days ahead, for you have journeyed further this night than on a mortal pilgrim

  road. Be careful, for the floods rage back and forth and the season’s turn is with us still.’




  Stort rose and stumbled down the hill, pausing only at the bottom to look back.




  He saw the clouds begin to close in again, swirling and turning in the sky until, filled with the light of stars and moon, they took the form of the White Horse which galloped across the

  Universe to Waseley Hill.




  Beornamund raised his Imbolc into the saddle and mounted it too and then they were gone on the night wind, into the stars from which they came, a reflection that rode right across the

  Mirror-of-All.




  Briefly, utterly exhausted, Stort slept. But then he felt himself borne along as if by the flooding river itself, bumping, bashing, bruising as he went, trying to stay awake, reaching towards

  the city he loved, trying to keep hold of the memory of what had happened, bewildered, amazed, astonished and, finally, unable to do more than stop and rest.




  ‘I must not sleep,’ he muttered, ‘but I fear I will . . . and if I do I trust I shall awake after daybreak, see where I am, and trek the last part of the journey to Brum

  without more difficulty.’
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  IN THE DARK




  But if Stort hoped he would arrive home in Brum without further difficulty he was mistaken. He fell asleep again on the way down, perhaps several

  times, until when he finally woke properly he found himself to be wet, muddy, battered and bewildered and standing in a daze caught still in the pitch of night.




  ‘Strange to find myself in this condition,’ he muttered to himself before, memory returning, he cried out, ‘Oh no! I cannot have lost it!’ He turned about in the

  darkness, encumbered by the enormous portersac on his back, his legs tangling with his stave, while he frantically searched the many pockets of his trews and jerkin. Then, with great relief, he

  found what he thought he had lost: the pendant into which Beornamund had placed the gem of Spring.




  For the first time he allowed himself to feel all the excitement and elation that came with realizing again exactly what it was he had found in the previous wild hours of the

  night, up on nearby Waseley Hill. He had succeeded in doing what generations of hydden had failed to do for fifteen hundred years. There were few hydden who knew better than he that of the four

  gems, Spring was the most important of them all. Why? Because the whole point about Spring is that it’s the start of things.




  But quite what the implications of his discovery were he was unsure.




  What the gem’s power was, he dreaded to think.




  What the consequences might be, goodness only knew.




  ‘Bit odd really,’ he mused aloud, as he often did, ‘finding Spring tonight, considering this is the first day of Summer, technically speaking. On the other hand . . . maybe it

  isn’t odd at all. You can’t very well have Summer without first finding Spring, which means . . .’




  A new and rather terrifying thought occurred to him.




  ‘. . . which means that it may not be long before the gem of Summer shows itself as well. Like . . . well . . . very soon!’




  One thing was certain, he told himself; he was not going off to look for the next gem in a hurry. He would leave that to someone else to find. Yes, most definitely! For if one of the gems

  could shift the moon and stars above his head, goodness knew what two together might do, let alone the whole lot of them. No, one was quite enough for now, and the best thing he could do was tell

  no one he had it for the moment. Not even his friends. He was tired and needed sleep. Beyond that he no longer wished to think.




  In such a circumstance most sensible travellers would have moved away from the river bank, dug about in their portersac for some dry clothes, and hunkered down until first light. Then, and

  only then, would they proceed further.




  Not Stort, as events earlier that night had shown. ‘It is a long time since I rested my head upon my own pillow, in my own bed, in my delightful humble,’ he told himself. ‘It

  is not far. So . . . now that I am recovered, onward I shall go!’




  So off he went, floundering on through the pitch-black night, rain in his eyes, wind in his hair, stave firmly in his hand and thinking that so long as he kept the sound of the angry river to

  his left he would, eventually, get to the West Gate of Brum. Logic dictated it.




  ‘If I continue thus, I must get home! Nothing can stop me now!’




  But logic is not always the best of guides on a dark and stormy night when the seasons are turning.




  Moments later he walked straight into a large and very solid wooden post that towered above him in the dark, erected by humans some years before, on which were painted words he could not even

  see. Had he been able to he would have read this: DANGER, DEEP WATER.




  It marked a dyke that ran into the river to his left, and the footbridge that gave safe passage over it.




  Bang!




  He started back in a daze, veered to the right instead of the left, entirely missed the little bridge over the dyke below, lost his footing and fell headlong in.




  Splash!




  A new and more permanent darkness descended upon him as his heavy portersac dragged him beneath the surface and cold, muddy water filled his lungs. His hands and fingers scrabbled uselessly at

  the bottom and the sides of the dyke.




  His feet drifted away from him one way and then his body in another. As for his mind, it drifted in a different direction altogether. An already strange and terrifying night had brought him to

  something worse. As the cold intensified and his mouth filled with water and the pain in his chest increased still more, Stort knew that he was drowning.




  I must not . . . the gem . . . the Shield Maiden . . .




  He reached about until he caught hold of what felt like the root of a tree or bush. He pulled himself towards it, found the bottom of the dyke with his feet and pushed himself upward as hard and

  fast as he could.




  He broke the surface of the water, was wheeled round by its flow, and had he not been holding the root might easily have been swept into the river he could hear but not yet see.




  He scrambled up the side of the dyke, water pouring from his clothes and portersac. He lay on the muddy ground and caught his breath, spitting out mud and leaves.




  When he opened his eyes again the night had lightened and dawn was finally on the way. He saw the post into which he had bumped on the far side of the dyke, the bridge he had missed and his

  stave that lay on the ground.




  He got up shakily, retrieved his stave, crossed the bridge once more and set off along the river bank. He checked for the thousandth time that the gem was safe, he paused again to take a look at

  it, knowing even as he did so it might be a mistake. He did so anyway.




  Suddenly the pendant turned and twisted in his hand, the chain slithered about like a snake and a bright and blinding light shone forth, suffusing everything it touched with the bright green of

  Spring, even him. Stort felt suddenly that he wanted to sing and dance and fancied he heard lovebirds in the branches of the trees overhead and the happy plash of fishes leaping for joy in the

  river nearby.




  He felt a surge of energy, of delightful madness, and stirrings of a Springlike kind. However, his natural instinct for survival overcame any desire he felt to run, jump, dance and sing.




  With a commendable effort of will he stood where he was, stowed the troublesome gem and its pendant away again and set off once more.




  ‘That was a close thing,’ he told himself, ‘because I nearly . . . I mean I might have . . . I . . .’




  The events of the night, the gruelling experience he had had, and the curious and disconcerting influence of the gem itself, finally got to him.




  He stopped, he started, he seemed to see the sun rise faster than usual, and the river’s waves appeared to reach up towards him like watery hands.




  ‘It wants to steal the gem!’ he told himself.




  The stalks of bulrushes poked at his shins.




  ‘They want to steal it too!’ he cried.




  A deep puddle appeared before him, across the path.




  ‘It wants me to fall in and the Earth Herself will take the gem.’




  He began to run, to creep along, to look behind him, to wave his stave about aggressively, to fear everything.




  ‘I shall not yield to any who try to steal it from me!’ he cried out aloud.




  He saw a hawthorn tree ahead and the West Gate of Brum some way beyond it.




  ‘Nearly home,’ he muttered, ‘but who can I now trust? And yet . . . this tree . . . a hawthorn . . . a benign, friendly sort of tree . . . perhaps I could, just for the

  briefest of moments . . . just lay my stave down, and my portersac and sit . . . yes, rest my back . . . so I can think what to do . . . just for a second or two . . .’




  Bedwyn Stort sat down, closed his eyes and knew no more.
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  REALITY




  Whatever hopes and dreams Katherine and Jack had about their coming baby, they were shattered by the reality of what they faced as the sun began to

  rise in the first hours of Judith’s life.




  Her crying was like no other sound either had ever known. It cut through their ears, their heads, their hearts and their bodies. It was like the threat of a red-hot knife: utterly demanding of

  immediate attention.




  It seemed to be worse for Katherine than for Jack, weak as she still was.




  She held Judith, she tried the breast, she petted her, she whispered to her, but still the crying came, wave after wave, never stopping, and an absolute demand for attention and help. Wah wah

  wah wah wah wah . . .




  ‘I don’t know what she wants . . .’




  Worse, she was so clearly in distress, her cries so filled with pain, that even had Katherine been suffering the hot knife herself, she would have preferred to find out what was wrong and deal

  with it.




  For Jack it was only slightly less painful to hear. He had to attend to sorting things out, getting help, keeping them warm, and those demands softened a little the need to see to Judith.




  Wah wah wah wah wah wah . . .




  ‘Jack . . . I don’t know what’s wrong . . .’




  Worse still, as Judith cried in her arms she curled up, she grew red and hot, her mouth, so beautiful at birth, grew ugly with pain.




  ‘Can’t you . . .’ began Jack, as filled with horror and panic as she was.




  Can’t you what!?


  

  He had no idea.




  A window opened up in the house, then the conservatory doors.




  Astonishingly Judith stopped crying, turned her mouth to Katherine’s breast and, for the first time, began suckling.




  Katherine gazed down at her, all panic gone, and whispered, ‘Ooohh’ and smiled.




  Tears came to Jack’s eyes.




  ‘You’re a softie after all,’ said Katherine, reaching a hand to him, her mood switching from utter despair to total elation.




  ‘I think they’ve heard us up at the house . . . they’re about to have the shock of their lives . . .’




  Moments later Katherine’s adoptive grandparents, Margaret and Arthur Foale, appeared. They looked the part: in their late seventies, grey-haired, a little stiff, dishevelled with

  sleep.




  Margaret came first, drawn by the baby’s cry.




  Arthur was close behind, holding a hockey stick because whatever was going on might be dangerous. Travellers maybe, trespassers certainly, these days one never knew . . .




  They peered timidly across the henge, which Arthur had formed by clever felling of existing trees and some planting of others decades before.




  As Jack turned towards them their eyes widened in alarm and Arthur’s grip on the stick tightened.




  They had last seen Jack two years before and did not recognize him. He was bigger now and powerful-looking in a hulky, looming way.




  His sudden broad smile was their only clue, but it was the best.




  ‘J . . . Jack!?’ whispered Margaret.




  ‘Katherine!?’ said Arthur.




  ‘Hello,’ said Jack, moving to Katherine’s side where she sat on the ground, the baby still suckling.




  ‘Katherine!’ cried Margaret, rushing forward and kneeling in front of her.




  ‘It happened last night . . . we . . .’




  ‘There wasn’t time,’ said Jack.




  ‘But . . .’ began Margaret, panic in her voice.




  ‘It’s fine,’ said Katherine. ‘I just . . . we just . . .’




  ‘Oh Katherine,’ whispered Margaret putting her wrinkled arms around her and the baby.




  Arthur, true to his upbringing and the moment, reached out a hand and shook Jack’s rather formally.




  ‘Well done!’ he said.




  Jack laughed and hugged him.




  ‘Oooph!’ exclaimed Arthur, ‘but you’re strong now . . .’




  Margaret was crying, Katherine too, and the baby beginning to disengage.




  ‘Welcome home my dears,’ she said, ‘oh welcome home . . . Come on now and we’ll sort you out.’




  It was a brief moment of sweetness and light, a moment in time to cherish.




  They got Katherine up, Jack supporting her.




  ‘Leave all that stuff,’ said Jack, ‘let’s get them both inside.’




  They walked slowly from the henge, arms around Katherine, she holding the baby, out between the two conifers.




  Jack looked back.




  His backpack lay on its side, Judith’s ’sac as well.




  The leather bottle, a blanket, a bloody jacket, a towel.




  In more than a year of travelling it was the first time they had ever left a mess behind them, because in the Hyddenworld, from which they had returned, it is a cardinal rule of travellers that

  the Earth is left as She is found.




  The sun caught the trees all around, their early Summer leaves shimmering with its morning light.




  Beyond, up on the chalk escarpment, the White Horse galloped still.




  Jack turned from that world to the reality of his new one.




  ‘Let’s get you sorted,’ he said.




  Judith, awake now, began her crying again, more desperate than before despite having fed, and the moment of quiet was gone and a different darkness beginning.




  ‘Why! She does make a noise!’ said Margaret brightly. ‘When we’re settled I think I’ll . . .’




  . . . make a pot of tea, Jack mouthed at Arthur, who smiled.


  

  ‘Some things haven’t changed,’ he said.


  

  While others had changed for ever.
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  RETURN




  The sun was well risen and the damp fields and paths around Brum steaming with its warmth before the West Gate of the old city was finally opened

  for May Day morning.




  Eight or nine hydden came cautiously out. They were armed with staves and wore thick boots to protect them from puddles and mud. Their strong arms and stolid builds showed them to be a working

  party of stavermen or civic guards sent to check things out and give the all-clear.




  Already crowds of pilgrims were impatiently standing by the gate, eager to make the trek to Waseley Hill to pay homage to Beornamund and visit the source of the River Rea.




  The tradition was centuries old but had declined forty years before when the Empire’s army, the Fyrd, took control of the city in Slaeke Sinistral’s name.




  But a year ago, Marshal Igor Brunte, a disaffected Fyrd, had led an insurrection and declared Brum independent of the Empire. His timing was clever: he knew the Emperor had been

  ‘resting’ for many years and guessed that in his continuing absence no one else in Bochum would dare take so great a step as attacking Brum.




  Brunte had reinstated Lord Festoon, the city’s popular High Ealdor, and together the two had both military and popular support. No one expected this state of things to last for ever, and

  since the Emperor had gone into his sleeping retreat eighteen years before there were constant rumours that he had woken.




  Meanwhile pilgrims had taken the opportunity to visit Brum and Waseley Hill while they could, even coming from as far as the Continent. The green roads to Brum from the hydden ports of the

  Channel and North Sea were busy with travellers once more and the coffers of the city were brimming with the gifts and offerings, as well as the trade that such pilgrims bring.




  All of them knew and loved the legend of the lost gem, which they had heard at their mothers’ knees in many different versions from storytellers and wise folk.




  But after the strange weather and frightening tremors of the night before, Lord Festoon had commanded his stavermen to set forth and check the path, clearing debris as they went and marking out

  diversions from the river bank where it showed signs of damage or imminent collapse.




  It was this small group of responsible citizens who came upon the first obvious casualty of the events of the previous night. They did so soon after setting out from Brum.




  They saw a sorry and bedraggled figure slumped against a hawthorn tree near the bank of the River Rea and covered head to foot in mud.




  His face was battered and bruised beyond recognition, his hair mucky, his hands lacerated, and his nails torn.




  It was a pity that the chief staverman of Brum, Mister Pike, was not among them, for despite Stort’s state he would most certainly have recognized his good friend. As it was, the stavermen

  thought the casualty was a lone traveller, perhaps of dubious origin and intent, who had been caught out in the night by the extreme conditions and had fallen in the river and been lucky to get

  back out again.




  ‘He looks more of a rascal and vagabond than an honest pilgrim!’ said one of them.




  ‘Aye, he does,’ said another. ‘Still, ’tis May Day after all and we’d best fetch him to the pilgrims’ infirmary where a goodwife can be found to tend to him

  and Mister Pike can question him.’




  One of them went closer.




  ‘Do you know your name? Can you remember it?’




  The stranger opened his eyes again, shook his head, looked puzzled but finally spoke.




  ‘Unhand me!’ he cried. ‘Take me at once to Master Brief, with whom I have urgent business.’




  Stort might have had trouble remembering who he was, but the name of his beloved mentor came readily enough.




  ‘What business?’




  ‘Business that is not your concern, you villains! Tell him . . . tell him that . . . I need to see him . . .’




  They looked at each other doubtfully. Brief was the Master Scrivener of Brum and one of its most respected citizens. His door was generally open to all who came in a spirit of genuine

  scholarship and spiritual guidance, but it seemed unlikely that he would want a visit from a common traveller on a day like this, especially one so unpresentable.




  The stranger tried to speak once more but he seemed lost in a world of his own, one of confusion and worry, one of despair. Only mutterings came out, and vague protests, as he clenched his fists

  and tried to fend off imaginary enemies. His pallor increased and his breathing grew shallow and desperate.




  Any attempt on their part to examine his person or portersac for clues to his identity, or what he was about, provoked him into a violence that bordered on madness.




  Despite his protests they used their staves for a makeshift stretcher to carry him into Brum at once.




  May Day morning was not the best of times to be portering a litter burdened with a reluctant patient through the narrow medieval streets and lanes of Brum. The luckless

  stavermen found themselves jostled by shoppers, cursed by traders and objects of the idle curiosity of pilgrims. Though at times he seemed so poorly he was near death, at others their patient

  roused himself angrily and tried to rid himself of the straps that bound him to the litter, cursing his helpers as he did so and generally making himself a nuisance.




  ‘Soon be there!’ said one of the bearers heavily.




  ‘He’ll be given an opiate and he can sleep it off,’ said another.




  ‘But I don’t want to “sleep it off ”!’ cried the hydden angrily. ‘It’s Master Brief I need to see, not a goodwife wielding a sleeping potion.’




  The crowds got thicker, the difficulties greater, until the bearers could hardly move together, those on the right side being stuck fast, those on the left dragged suddenly forward.




  It was then that the litter tilted dangerously. As they struggled to right it someone in the crowd thought it would be a laugh to give it a shove and suddenly it tipped right over. The straps

  broke and its occupant tumbled to the ground at their feet.




  ‘Get ’im up or he’ll run off,’ cried one of the stavermen.




  But it was too late.




  The fall put new life into the traveller. Unable to rise up into the pressing throng and unwilling to put himself back under the control of those who were trying to help him, he scrabbled off

  among the legs and feet of the crowd, dragging his portersac behind him. Moments later they glimpsed him on the far side of the street, staggering down an alley, through a doorway out of sight.




  They only caught up with him some time later as he stumbled up the steps of the Great Library to an annexe in which Master Brief lived. ‘You’re under arrest!’ cried one of

  them.




  ‘Anything you say, any protest you make and any further attempt to fight the officials of the law will go hard against you, so be still!’ roared another.




  They hauled him to his feet. But as they began dragging him off to the infirmary the doors of the Library crashed open.




  Master Brief himself stood there, dishevelled but impressive, for though getting on in years he was well built and stood tall.




  He was still clad in his nightshirt, with a large tome in one hand and a pair of spectacles in the other. His white hair was untidy, his beard tousled and he looked ill-pleased indeed.




  ‘What is this?’ he roared. ‘It’s bad enough that I have been kept awake all night by those rumblings in the city’s foundations, but to have one of my few rest days

  of the year disturbed by ruffians is going too far!’




  The stavermen explained what had happened.




  Brief’s glance fell upon the portersac and stave they had found with the prisoner, which one of them was now carrying.




  ‘Where did you find those?’ he demanded at once, his fury replaced by astonishment.




  ‘With this ruffian.’




  ‘Humph!’ said Brief very ominously.




  Despite his state of dishabille he came down the steps, put on his spectacles and examined the portersac and looked dumbfounded. There was only one hydden who packed his ’sac so badly.




  He went at once to the hydden and peered closely at him.




  ‘But . . . but . . . but . . .’ he spluttered, ‘do you not know who this is? The whole of Brum has been awaiting his return and you . . . you . . .’




  A crowd had gathered. It now pressed closer.




  ‘This hydden who you have harried hither and yon,’ cried Brief, ‘who has tried to run to me seeking sanctuary from your rough hands and violent staves, who was dragged down the

  steps of the Library bumpety-bump even as he tried to summon my aid . . . this excellent hydden . . . why he is . . .’




  ‘Who am I?’ said Stort sitting up and peering round, as bemused now as before and staring at Brief in puzzlement, ‘and who are you? Another villain from this most villainous of

  cities! Let me be free. Lead me to Master Brief!’




  ‘I am Brief, Master Scrivener of Brum, and you, sir, who seem quite literally to have forgotten yourself, are, if I am not mistaken . . . my one-time best and ablest student, Bedwyn

  Stort.’




  ‘Am I?’ said Stort.




  ‘You are,’ said Brief.




  ‘And you claim to be Brief?’




  ‘I do, and dammit I am.’




  Then turning to the stavermen he said, ‘Take him to my quarters in the Library, lie him down and hold him still, fetch a goodwife worthy of the name, and let us get to the bottom of all

  this . . . and another thing, fetch Master Pike as well as the High Ealdor, Lord Festoon. And Marshal Brunte too! Fetch ’em all at once to the Library!’




  ‘But, sir!’ said the stavermen, for Brief’s instruction to summon the most important people in Brum there and then went beyond their competence and perhaps even his own.




  ‘Do it!’ thundered Master Brief, climbing back up the steps to prepare himself for what promised to be a very trying first day of Summer.




  The news that Bedwyn Stort had returned to Brum in an injured and demented state spread through the city like wildfire and brought his friends and acquaintances hurrying to the

  Library, the crowd outside increasing. It barely dispersed overnight and grew larger still the following day.




  He had to be restrained all night and any attempt to clean him up, to feed him, even to loosen his clothes, met with a crazed and violent resistance so ferocious that anyone trying to minister

  to him soon stopped.




  There were one or two attempts to place efficacious drugs in his mouth, but he spat them out. Others tried soothing words, but these too were of no avail.




  Marshal Brunte, de facto commander of Brum, and a tough, thickset hydden used to getting his own way, failed utterly to get any sense from Stort who, as the second day wore on, grew wilder and

  weaker at the same time. ‘Inform me if death threatens him,’ said Brunte, ‘or if he recovers his sanity. Meanwhile we must fear the worst and set in motion plans for a military

  funeral or a ceremony and will present him with posthumous honours . . .’




  Stort might not look much of a military hero, but only his quick thinking at the time of Brunte’s insurrection against the Fyrd had saved the life of Lord Festoon. Without him it was

  unlikely that the irascible citizens of Brum would have ever given the Marshal the support they had.




  Lord Festoon, High Ealdor of the city, was still wearing his chain of office from a function he cut short when he heard a new rumour that Stort was dying. He was an admirer and friend of Stort,

  at once authoritative and kindly. His prematurely grey hair gave him a magisterial air.




  ‘If only he would let us examine and tend him properly,’ he said sadly. ‘He once saved my life at considerable risk to his own and I cannot understand why he will not let us

  help him now.’




  Brief could not but agree.




  ‘It is odd, is it not, that he seems to gain strength without our help but will not let us so much as wash or feed him? If it did not defy all reason I would suggest that something apart

  from ourselves is affecting him.’




  Finally, it was Ma’Shuqa, daughter of Old Mallarkhi, wizened owner-proprietor of the Muggy Duck, the finest and most historic hostelry in Old Brum, who broke the deadlock.




  Her affection for Stort, who had lodged with her in his youth, ran deep. She asked for a goodwife she knew well to be sent to his house and told Brief that he should be taken home at once.




  ‘Goodwife Cluckett is strict but fair,’ she said. ‘She’ll sort him out.’




  These words, spoken as if Stort was not in the room, appeared to have a sobering effect on him.




  He opened his eyes, sat up and said, ‘I do not like goodwives. They frighten me and in any case I am rapidly getting better.’




  Ma’Shuqa said, ‘That’s as maybe. But I bain’t stopping her now. We’m taking you home and Cluckett will have you spright as a sparrow in no time!’




  Half an hour later, by the light of a dozen lanterns, Stort was carried through the narrow lanes of Digbeth to his home. By the time they arrived he had so perked up that he

  was able to stand, with a little support, and dig about in his pockets for his key.




  He opened the door himself, his strength returning even more. Someone lit a fire, someone else fetched water, a third some sweetmeats and provender of the kind that tempts jaded palates. Candles

  were lit and all made as comfortable as was possible in his dusty, untidy, cluttered home. Then everyone was sent packing but for his closest friends, Brief and Mister Pike and Barklice, the

  city’s Verderer and in the past a frequent travelling companion of Stort’s.




  ‘Promise you will not leave me in this goodwife’s hands when she comes,’ he implored. ‘Look! I am well after all! She will be the death of me.’




  They no sooner promised than there was a sudden and peremptory knock at the front door, the kind of solid, heavy knock-knock-knock that people who expect to be admitted at once generally

  make.




  Brief opened the door.




  Stort took one look at the female standing there with a formidably large leather bag at her feet and an impatient look in her eye. He fled into his parlour and locked the door.
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