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If I could only catch one. If | could only tame one. Then | coul d escape.
They woul d never be able to stop me if | flew
away on the back of a creature |ike thatéa€|

Bestsel ling author Kate Forsyth returns to the | andscape of her popul ar

Wt ches

of Eileanan series with this Celtic fantasy about a young girl condemed for
being different&d€”and deternmned to tame a wild wi nged horse to hel p her
escapea€|

One- Hor nd€™$ daughter is not like the others of her kind. Born of a human

f at her,

she lacks the horns so prized by her people and is scorned even by her own
nmot her. Her only chance for escape is to capture one of the |egendary flying
horses and ride it to freedomd€” if she can stay on its back | ong enough

And so this strange, feral girl begins a dangerous journey of |ove, death,
and
betrayal that will earn her a new nanmed€” Rhi annon, the rider no one can catch

Found wounded, she is rescued and taken to the home of Lewen, a young nan

j ust

begi nning to understand his own nagical potential as an apprentice-wtch.
Rhi annon soon becomes fascinated with the human worl| da€} and Lewen. Toget her
t hey

travel through a | and where the dead wal k and ghosts haunt the living, a

pl ace

wher e Rhi annon encounters dark forces that endanger all of Eileanan. But to
save

the Iand, she nust convince Lewen and the other apprentice-witches to trust
t he

word of a wild half-human girl &€

PRAI SE FOR THE W TCHES OF ElI LEANAN SERI ES

a€aosurprisingly original, well-devel oped, and a I ot of fun.&€e &€"Locus
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GLOSSARY

To ny three beautiful children,
Benj ami n, Ti nothy, and El eanor

4€a¢ Necromancy] has its nane because it works
on the bodies of the dead, and gives answers

by the ghosts and apparitions of the dead, and
subterraneous spirits, alluring theminto the
carcasses of the dead by certain hellish charns,
and infernal invocations, and by deadly
sacrifices and wi cked obl ati ons. &€

Francis Barrett,

The Magus, 1801

a€adhr ough the Necromancer 8&€™ magi ¢ words,
the dust in the decayed coffin takes shape
again and rises froma |long forgotten past. a€e

Emile Gillot de Guvry,
Wtchcraft, Magic and Al chemy, 1931

A HORSE OF AIR

a€dNWth a heart of furious fancies
wher eof | am comander

Wth a burning spear

And a horse of air

To the wilderness | wander. a€e



Tom 04€™ Bedl am
traditional folksong

Bar br eck- by-t he-Bri dge

The girl crouched on the stone | edge, huggi ng her cloak of furs and skins

cl ose

against the bite of the night. Far to the east, where the towering peaks of

t he

nmount ai ns broke and fell away, the nmoons were rising. First the little noon,
bl ue as a bruise, then the big bl ood-noon, glow ng as orange as the | eaping
flames on the far side of the |ake behind her

She coul d hear the distant sound of voices and | aughter across the ice as the
wind shifted, carrying with it a shower of bright sparks. The pale circle of
her

face sank a little deeper into the dark huddl e of her skins. She set her gaze
resolutely to the east, where the snowswollen river ran headl ong towards the
unknown future, towards freedom and the sea.

Toni ght the inexpressible yearning was fierce in her. She could snell the
bitter

green coming of spring in the air, hear it in the clink of ice upon stone as
t he

| ake began to flex and test itself against the chains of winter, feel it al
around her in the surge of sap and bl ood. These first few weeks of the green
mont hs were the cruellest of all, for they sang of joy to someone who had no
under st andi ng of the word. She could only sense it, like a deaf child hearing
bells ringing all around her as a thrum of air against her skin. She did not
know what she yearned for. She did not know why she sat here in the dark

| oneliness with a hot ache in her throat. She only knew that she could not
bear

to be with the herd tonight as they gloated over the spoils of their |atest
hunt, swaggering and boasting and westling about the fire while their new
captive sat bound and bl oodied, trying not to show his fear

The girl was not driven away from her herda€™ carousi ng by any sense of
conpassion for the prisoner. She had no tine to feel or wonder for anyone

el se.

Al her pity and terror were saved for herself. She sat on the | edge of stone
and set her face to the east, wondering only if she should take the chance to
creep away tonight, while the herd was busy carousing. If she ran all night,
hi di ng her scent in the tunult of white water, running on stones so she would

| eave no footprints, if she ran till her heart was bursting, could she win
her

way free? The desire to escape was so fierce in her that she could only keep
herself still by clenching her fingers so hard she cut purple crescents into
her

tough, call oused pal ns. For no matter how fast she ran, no matter how well
she

hid her tracks, the herd would find her in the end, and they would kill her
for

wanting to be free.

Bel ow her, sonething noved. She tensed and | ooked down at once, for there
wer e

many wi |l d and dangerous creatures in these mountains. At first she saw only
dar kness, but as her eyes adjusted fromthe brightness of the |um nous noons,
she began to see a dark shape energing fromthe shadows. There was a round



runp,
the deep curve of a back, the long line of a graceful neck |lowered to drink
from

the river. Beyond she saw the vague shape of nore horses, a whole herd of

t hem

nmovi ng slowy along the stony bank of the river

Behi nd her there was a burst of raucous |aughter. The horses flung up their
heads. One whi ckered. Moonlight glinted on the two [ong, scrolled horns that
sprang from each forehead. She caught her breath in surprise. These were no
wild

poni es, but creatures out of nyth and fol klore. Wether it was the sound of
her

gasp, or a sudden shift in the wind that took her scent to the horsesa€™

qui vering

nostrils, she could not know, but suddenly the herd all flung out great
shadowy

wings and, with a rattle of hooves and a soft defiant whinny, took flight. For
a

nmonent she saw their soaring shapes outlined sharply against the red noon,

t he

sound of their wings filling her ears. Then the herd of w nged horses was
gone,

lost in the darkness.

The girl was on her feet, filled with exultation as sharp as thorns. If |
coul d

only catch one, she thought. If | could only tane one. Then | coul d escape.
They

woul d never be able to stop me if | flew away on the back of a creature like
t hat .

She woul d not even admit the inpossibility of such a plan. That she shoul d
see

the fabl ed bl ack wi nged horses on the very night that her need to escape had
grown so urgent could hardly be coincidence. Those of her kind were rul ed by
superstition and omen. They did not believe in coincidences. The girl 4€™
brain

boiled with ideas. Maybe if she tracked the wi nged horses to their lair,
tried

to tame one, make friends with it. She had tamed many a nountain pony that
way.

W nged horses were notoriously wild, however, and she knew she did not have
nmuch

time. The herd was growing tired of waiting for her horns to bud. Many
younger

girls had the buds of their horns swelling strongly, and had been bl eedi ng at
the rise of the full noons for nonths. Her first bl ood had come only that
day,

filling her with sick fear. She had scrubbed away the stain on her clothes
with

stones and icy water, and stuffed herself with a wad of crushed pine needl es
and

sap so they could not snmell her worb-bl ood and guess her secret.

She did not know how | ong she coul d hide the com ng of her womanhood.
Certainly

no |l onger than a nonth. Today they had all been distracted by the man who had
ridden into their territory and had given them such a splendid chase. Next
nont h

she may not be so lucky. The herd had al ways vi ewed her with suspicion and
di sdai n, for she had feet instead of hooves, and only two breasts instead of
six. If she had grown a proud, strong horn |ike her nother, or even ten
short,



st ubby ones Iike her cousin, the other defornities could have been ignored. A
satyricorn without a horn was a freak, though, an enbarrassment to the entire
herd. They woul d scorn her and chall enge her and, in the end, kill her for
her

| ack. Four tines already she had seen a hornless one hunted to their death.
She

knew t here woul d be no mercy.

The girl put her hands up to her head and felt her snooth forehead, running
her

fingertips back into her hair. Not even the faintest suggestion of a horn
She

gave an involuntary sigh, and turned reluctantly to head back to the canp.
She

had been away too | ong al ready. Soon soneone woul d notice she was gone, and
snuff the air for her scent. She wanted no-one to notice her tonight, with
her

skirts still danmp fromtheir scrubbing and the wonb-bl ood seeping its way
past

t he plug of pine needles.

She nade her way silently round the | ake, taking care to leap fromstone to
stone so as to leave no print in the nmud, and then energed casually fromthe
bushes as if she had just visited the latrine and was now seeki ng her bed
agai n.

The herd&€™s canp was set in a wide clearing on the shore of the |ake,

shel tered

to the west by a tall bluff. In the centre of the clearing the bonfire gnawed
sullenly at the great |og cast down across its ashes. A charred carcass was

i mpal ed upon a spit above it, its equine shape still recognisable despite the
havoc the herda€™ knives had made upon its flesh. The sight grieved her. She
had

al ways | oved horses and often used to |l eap onto the back of one of the wild
mount ai n ponies, galloping it over the high meadows until at last it stopped
trying to throw her off and submitted to her will. When she was twel ve she
had

taught one of the shaggy little ponies to cone to her whistle. On its broad
back, she had explored all the hills around. It had been her one great

pl easure,

gal | opi ng al ong the sweepi ng green nmeadows, as swift as the wi nd, |eaping
over

fallen | ogs and brooks, swiming with it in the lake. In those days she had
not

yet dreant of escape. She had ridden the horse only for pleasure and for the
sati sfaction of at |last being faster than the other girls in the herd.
One-Horn

had not approved, however. The herd had hunted down her friendly, shaggy
pony,

killed it and eaten it. She had never forgiven them

Now, nost of the herd was sl eeping, worn out fromthe chase and too nuch
tia-tio, the dark pungent ale they brewed from; pine cones and honey. They

| ay

where they had fallen, sonme still clutching their curved cups of bone.

Lying close to the fire, snoring loudly, were four horned nmen. Their hairy
paunches were huge, and they had a sleek, well-fed air about themthat the

| ean,

muscul ar wormen did not share. Their brows were blunt and heavy, their noses
flat

and wide with flaring nostrils. Mdst had only two small curved horns, | just
peeki ng through their matted curls. One, though, had two rmuch | onger horns

t hat

curved up and out of his head in a perfect crescent. He was also the | argest,



with burly shoulders, a thick neck and heavy features. As First-Mle, he was
richly dressed, wearing a brown woollen kilt, a filthy jerkin, and nmany

neckl aces of bone and seni-preci ous stones. A golden brooch in the shape of a
runni ng horse was pinned to the jerkin. The girl knew the clothes and brooch
had

once belonged to her father, a human who had been captured by the herd many
years ago. He had died in captivity when she had been only five.

In a stony corner, surrounded on two sides by the high walls of the bluff,

| ay

two nmen without horns. One was dressed in a rough |oincloth and cl oak of

hi de,

with very long, grey, matted hair and a straggly beard. He was so thin his
ribs

stood out against the winkled brown skin. He was tied to a stake with a |ong
| eash, his ankles hobbled for the night.

The ot her prisoner was young and fair, with thick curly hair the col our of
sumer grass. He was dressed in a dishevelled blue jacket over a white shirt
and

breeches, all much stained with nud and bl ood. Hi s head slunped forward onto
hi s

chest, and congeal i ng bl ood obscured nost of one side of his face. H s hands
were tied tightly behind his back, and | eather straps wapped his arnms and
body

from shoul der to wai st.

Stepping quietly through the sl eeping bodies, the girl saw his bel ongi ngs
scattered across the ground. There were the |long, black boots, thrown away in
di sgust when no-one was able to make themfit over their hooves. The pretty
pai nted box that magically played nusic when opened lay in the ashes, stil
tinkling away, while the silver goblet with the crystal set in its stem had
fallen from One-Hornd€™ hand as she snored by the fired. The bl ue cockaded
hat

was still on the head of Seven-Horns, though she slept with her face pressed
into the dirt. Hanging around the neck of First-Male was the little gol den
nmeda

with its intriguing design of a hand radiating rays of light like the sun,
whil e

pinned to the fur cloak of Three-Horns was the silver badge cunningly forged
in

t he shape of a chargi ng stag.

The girl noticed all this with perturbation, for it showed who had won the
squabbles. It was not a good sign that One-Horn had | ost the hat and the

br ooch,

for such spoils of war were marks of power and prestige. Since One-Horn was
her

nmot her and had offered her sone protection fromthe scorn of the other wonen,
it

was just one nore sign to the girl that she nmust nmake her escape quickly if
she

was to survive. Battles for supremacy were to the death, and One-Horn was
begi nning to | ose her speed and aggression. There were many ot her wonen eager
to

t ake her place as | eader of the herd.

The girl &€™ sl eeping furs were close to the prisoners, for she was nearly as
| ow

in prestige as they were, and not pernmtted to sleep near the fire. As she
stepped past themto reach her bed, she was di smayed when a thin hand
suddenl y

reached out and sei zed her ankle. She did not make any sound, but she paused
and

bent as if to pull a thorn from her foot.



a€actassie, this man theyd€™e caught, hed€™ a Yeonan 04€™ the Cuard, 4€+ a
reedy voice

said urgently. 4€c@t&€™ treason to waylay himso. Any that |ays a hand on

t he

RA-gh&a€™ own bodyguard will feel the tug 0d€™the hangmana€™s noose. Ye nust
[ et him

go! a€-

a€ade no fool , &€ the girl said softly and pulled her ankle out of his grasp
begi nning to straighten up. She net the prisonerd€™ eyes. He had lifted his
head

and was staring at her pleadingly. Hs eyes were the colour of the lake in
sumer. He opened his swollen, blood-caked |ips and nanaged to croak

a€oP| ease! 4€-

She | ooked away, shaking her head infinitesimlly.

a€oBut head€™s the RA-gha€™ own guard! He says he has news he nust take to

t he

courta€”’the RA-gh is in dreadful danger.a€e

4€050? What that to ne?a&€e

a€oP| ease! 4€-

She shrugged a shoul der as if shaking away a nobsquito and noved on to her
bed,

curling up with her back to the prisoners, pretending an indifference she did
not feel. She could only hope no-one had heard Reanon speaking to her. Few of
the herd had ever bothered to learn to speak his strange, lilting | anguage,
but

One- Hor n&€™ daught er had al ways been an oddity with her soft feet and nobile
toes, and her smooth torso. Because she | ooked so nuch |ike a human child,
Reanon had | ooked to her first and sought to make her understand him It was
he

who had taught her about the world outside and, once she began to dream of
escape, she had learnt hungrily.

d€otassi e! 4€-

One- Hor n&€™$ daught er heard hi s angui shed whi sper but drew her smelly furs

cl oser

about her, curling up like some small animal, instinctively trying to protect
t he deep, hidden parts of her body that had betrayed her so bitterly.

She sl ept badly. Her dreams were stained with bl ood and shadowed w th dark

wi ngs. Her mind kept trying to come up with ways to capture a w nged horse
even

whi | e her exhausted body craved unconsci ousness. Nets, she kept thinking.
Ropes.

Though | nust not injure it&€, they were so beautiful, so freeéa€]

She came awake at sone point in the hours before dawn, suddenly thinking of

t he

saddl e and bridle the herd had torn off the horse before cutting its throat.
Surely if the prisoner had used such devices to ride his steed, they would
hel p

in retaining control of a wi nged horse? If she could just hide them before
anyone woke, the herd m ght never realise they were gone. The satyricorn were
in

general rather self-absorbed, and paid little attention to anything outside
their imredi ate concerns of hunting, eating, sleeping and fighting.

At once the girl rolled out of her skins and | ooked about her. Al was qui et
and

dark. M st hung across the steep, green hills. It was |light enough for her to
see the shape of her hands but dark enough that none were stirring.
Cautiously

she stood up. She saw the saddle lying in the dust to one side of the

cl earing,

near the linp, discarded boots, but there was no sign of the bridle.



Swiftly she bent and picked the saddl e up, settling it on her arm It had a

I ong, dangling girth and two small saddl ebags hangi ng on either side. Many of
t he prisoner&€™ bel ongings lay spilled out fromthe bags, as the herd had
only

taken those things they perceived to be of value. She stuffed everything back
into the saddl ebags, nanaging to work out how to fasten the buckles so they
woul d not spill out again. There was a bl ue saddl ecl ot h nearby, enbroidered
with

gol d. She picked that up as well, and then seized the boots on inpul se. She
knew

wel | how nuch harder it was for her to run with her soft-fleshed feet. The
boot s

coul d be of use.

As she hurried into the shelter of the forest, she cast a quick glance behind
to

make sure no-one was watching. The sight of the prisonerd€™ intent blue gaze
was

like a lash across her nerves. It drove her forward, stunbling, hoping she
was

not betraying herself to danger

She hid the saddl e and boots in a fallen | og she knew, and hurried back to

t he

clearing, her pulse hamering with fear. Still no-one stirred, all satiated
by

the feast of horse neat and pi ne-cone ale the night before. Only the prisoner
was awake, and he was busy sawi ng the | eather that bound his hands against a
shar p- edged rock he had somehow managed to prop upright behind him She

wat ched

himfor a while fromthe shelter of the trees. There was qui et desperation in
every nove he made. She wondered how he thought he could possibly escape,
with

his horse rounding the bellies of the herd, and blood still |eaking fromthe
wound on his tenple. He would be better, she knew, to accept his fate and
make

the best of it, as Reanobn had done ten years earlier. Yet she could not help
a

stirring of enpathy. She too was desperate to escape.

SlowWy the mist nmelted away and the sky grew lighter, while she stood there
and

hesitated, wondering if she should call the alarm Then she realised the

| eat her

straps wapping his arns were the reins of his bridle. He could never cut
hinself free in tine, yet he could danage the reins given | ong enough and she
did not want that to happen. The bridle could be of use to her

Qui ckly she came up behind him He heard her step and went quiet, every
nuscl e

tense. She bent over him quickly unknotting the |eather and unwi nding his

ar ns,

whi spering fiercely, &€ofuiet, else | cut your throat. a€e

Once he understood that she was freeing him he said hoarsely, a€c@he RA-gh
will be

grateful, hed€™I| reward yea€| €.

a€cdhat use he to ne?a€« she asked.

A€ 4E™I| tell himwhat ye di da€} a€-

a€xdf ye nod€™ get catched again. 4€-

a€adhey will no&€” catch ne! a€.

a€adheya€™ better nod€™, &€+ she said and stood back fromhim holding the
netal bits of

the bridle so they would not betray her by jangling. She did not dare take

t he



time to hide the bridle in the hollow log, thrusting it instead in the bushes
and covering it with old | eaves. Then she returned hurriedly to her skins,
covering her head and trying to control the pounding of her heart. |If anyone
had

seen, or if they guessed! She knew the prisoner had run stunbling towards the
| ake and had begun to nmake his faltering way across the thin, uneven ice. She
was di sappointed in him if relieved. A drowned man could tell no tales. She
heard the crack of ice and a splash a few mnutes |later and was surprised at
how

sorry she was.

The sound must have penetrated the drunken msts of sone of those that

sl unber ed

nearby, for she heard a slow stirring and groani ng, and a bad-tenpered
grunbl e

as someone rolled over and tried to get confortable again. Under the shelter
of

her skins the girl held her breath and waited for the sounds to die away.

I nst ead, she heard soneone get up and begin to lurch towards the latrine. For
a

mnute or two there was silence and then cane the inevitable cry of alarm

I mredi ately the canp was in uproar. No matter how bad t he hangover, a
satyricorn

woul d never allow a handsome young nan to escape. Boys were rarely born to
satyricorns and so were very highly prized. Once their horns grew, show ng

t hey

were ol d enough to mate, their favours had to be shared anbng the many wonen
of

the herd, which led to many quarrels. It also, intine, led to the birth of
weak

and deforned babies. The satyricorns were therefore always eager to mate with
mal es not of bl ood-kin.

Once, when there had been many herds of satyricorns in the nmountains and
forests, boy children had been exchanged between the herds. Wth few
satyricorns

left now, the males of the species were nore respected and esteened than
ever.

There were only a few of them though, and the herd needed to raise children
that were not too closely related to each other if they were to survive.
Consequently, the wonen were always | ooking for men of other races wth which
to

mate. There were few contenders for this honour. QOgres sufficed at tines,

t hough

they were so ugly there was no pleasure to be had in the act, and the

bi rt hi ng

of a half-ogre child was always painful and difficult due to their enornous
size. Cccasionally a seelie or Celestine was seized in a raid into the
forest,

but they never thrived in captivity. The herd would be lucky if they sired a
child or two before they wasted away.

Most sought after of all were the horned nmen of the snowy heights, for they
wer e

lusty and strong and their children rarely failed to grow horns as they
reached

maturity. But the Children of the Wiite Gods were fierce warriors, and it was
very difficult to capture themor to keep them once they were caught, and so
t he

satyricorn wormren woul d only seek to seize one in desperate circunstances.

A human mal e, however, was considered a fine prize. They often lived in
captivity for many years and fathered many children, and usually they brought
forged metal weapons and tools with them which the herd found very useful



Once

it had been easy to catch a human male, but now they rarely rode alone into
satyricorn territory. To have a young, strong, conely man cone gall opi ng

t hr ough

their valley had been the best thing that had happened to the herd in many
years

and no-one would allow himto escape easily.

One- Hor n&€™ daught er was dragged out of her skins by the hair, her nother
scream ng, a€ayhy you not hear? Wiere he gone?a€.

a€adk sl eep, &€+ she responded, in the harsh, gutteral |anguage of the
satyricorns.

a€adk hear not hing. No-one hear nothing. 4€

Her not her dropped her and ran down the beach, her nostrils flaring w de as
she

snuffed the air, her eyes darting over the ground. &€atere! And here! He run
her e!

In water. &€

Everyone howl ed in dismay. Satyricorns hated water. It confused their senses
and

none of the herd could swim

Beyond the | ake, the river ran fast over sharp rocks. A shout went up as the
mand€™ head broke through the foam He had flung one arm over a branch and
was

bei ng swept al ong at breakneck speed.

One-Horn shrieked: &€odunt! &€

Qui ckly the wormen of the herd seized their weapons and began to run, circling
round either side of the |ake. Mst had rough clubs of stone | ashed to wood,;
one

or two had netal -forged daggers which had once bel onged to Reanon or other
past

prisoners. One-Hornd€™ daughter hesitated for only a nonent. She bent and
pi cked

up the curved bow that was her only | egacy of her unknown father. He had not
lived | ong enough to teach his daughter how to use the bow, but Reanbn had
had

some know edge of the weapon, enough to teach her the rudinmentary skills. The
rest she had taught herself, in the lonely neadows and forests around the

| ake,

hewi ng herself arrows with the steel blade she had won ganbling. Mst of the
girl &€™ few possessi ons had been won ganbling, for in feats of strength and
speed

she woul d al ways be the | oser

Fast as deer, the satyricorns |eapt through the trees, how ing and shouting
with

excitement. There were fourteen of them led by the woman with the rapier
hor n,

and they all carried crude weaponsé€”cl ubs and stone axes and slingshots. Not
one

of the satyricorns was the sanme. Some had antlers like a stag, others thin
twi sting horns. One had ten stunpy horns |like a goata€™ all over her head,;
anot her had two | ong, outward curving horns above her ears and two small,
curving horns above her eyebrows; yet another had three sets of down-curving
tusks fram ng her face.

They had all discarded their |ong hide cloaks, sone running naked, somne
wear i ng

short skirts of animal skins. Al of themwere tall and nuscular, with a

ri dge

of coarse, wiry hair running down their backs and ending in a long, tufted
tail.

Neckl aces of bones and teeth bounced on their six bare breasts. Their hooves



rattl ed on the rocks and their bl oodcurdling shrieks echoed round the valley.
The girl ran after them though the sharp stones cut her bare feet. She dared
not fall too far behind, for that would draw attention to her, and night make
t hem suspect she felt synpathy for the escaped prisoner. It was hard to keep

up,
t hough, for the satyricorn women were |ong-|egged and swift.
The river began to force its way down the hill in a series of gushing rapids.

They saw the man&€™ head go under again and again, but he clung valiantly to
hi s

branch, fending hinself off the rocks with his free arm The branch spun
round

and round and at tinmes was conpletely submerged. The river was swollen with
melting snow, and running so fast the satyricorn were unable to keep up. They
how ed with rage and frustration, some conming to a halt on the ridge so they
could shake their weapons. The girl came up behind them panting, holding her
side, her feet bruised and cut. For a nonment she thought the prisoner was
actually going to make it.

Then One-Horn took a dramatic flying | eap down the ridge, |anding on al

fours

on the pebbly shore below. Wth that one | eap, she had cut across the curve
of

the river and got ahead of the man. She seized the end of a fallen | og and
heaved it into the water with one of the spectacular feats of strength that
had

won her the | eadership of the herd. The effort obviously cost her. She rested
her arms on her knees, her head hangi ng.

The man in the water tried desperately to swimround the obstacle, but the
monentum of the river was too strong. It swept himup hard against the fallen
I og and pinned himthere. One-Horn drew her dagger and wal ked out al ong the

| og,

bendi ng down to seize the mand€™ hair and tw st his face up towards her
One- Hor n&€™ daughter could only watch, struggling to catch her breath. She
felt

an odd mixture of regret and relief. At |east know edge of her treachery
woul d

die with him

But One-Horn only nenaced the escaped prisoner with her knife, before

dr aggi ng

t he sodden, exhausted man out of the water. He was too valuable to kill. The
girl €™ heart sank. Her nother would find out how he had escaped. The

pri soner

may not nean to betray her, but in the end, he would. Even a guilty gl ance at
her would fire her nother&€™ suspicions. She gripped her bow wi th shaking

fingers
and wondered if she dared kill him to keep her secret safe. She dared not.
One-Horn would kill her for snatching away her prey. They woul d suspect &€|

One-Horn was hauling the man along the log to the beach. Suddenly he spun and
ki cked out with one foot, sending her dagger flying out of her hand and into
t he

river. Then he slamred his foot into the back of her knee, sending One-Horn
to

the ground. Before anyone had time to react, he was kneeling on her back, his
arm about her throat, bending her spine to breaking point.

Time seemed to slow. The satyricorn were | eaping up and down on the ridge,
howl i ng and throwi ng rocks and spears, all of which clattered harm essly on

t he

stones bel ow. One-Horn was fighting for breath, trying desperately to wench
t he

mana€™ arm away from her throat. He was too strong. Any nonent now he woul d
snap



her spine and she woul d be dead.

The girl fitted an arrow to her bow and lifted it. It seened she gazed al ong
t he

line of her arrow forever, its point ainmed directly at the prisoner&€™s
straining

back. For a nmoment she teetered on that nonent of decision, seeing with a
strange angui sh all the possible ramfications of letting the arrow fly. The
pri soner woul d be dead but her nother would be alive and perhaps even
grateful.

Her own prestige anong the herd woul d be i measurably enhanced. She woul d be
able to add the prisonerd€™ teeth and finger-bone to the necklace that hung
down

bet ween her breasts, and she could claimw th inmpunity whatever of his

bel ongi ngs she cared for. Secretly she would be sorry, though. He was young
and

fair and he had fought well for his freedom

She let the string go. Wth a twang that caused her nerves to jolt, the arrow
| eapt free. She watched its pure and perfect arc, flying out from her taut
bowstri ng, down, down, down through the clear norning air and deep into the
back

of the prisoner. He jerked upright, crying aloud, and then he fell. The girl
st epped back, feeling sudden inexplicable nausea rising in her throat. Beside
her, the satyricorns how ed with bl ood-l1ust and the pleasure of the kill. On
t he

beach bel ow, One-Horn thrust the man&€™s dead body away from her and |eapt to
her

feet, her face twisted in a snarl of fury. She kicked the fallen body and

t hen

turned and | ooked up at her daughter. Begrudgingly she lifted one fist in
acknow edgenent .

One- Hor nd€™$ daughter had to clench her hands together to hide their shaking.
The

herd was sl appi ng her on the back, congratulating her for a fine shot,

t easi ng

her for stealing such a fine prize fromher nother. They all bounded down

al ong

the curve of the ridge and onto the beach, where they hailed One-Horn with
mal i ci ous gl ee.

a€adthy kill hinP&€+e One-Horn denmanded furiously. &€odNo use dead. Cand€™ mate
a dead

man. | woul d have thrown him off. &€

4€ate too strong, he got you good, 4€< Five-Horns chortled. &€c¥ou dead but
for

daughter. You owe daughter bl ood-debt. Kiss her feet. a€e

a€aNo ki ss anyoned€™s feet, 8€+ One-Horn snarl ed. She cast her daughter a | ook
of

seething dislike and kicked the young man over so he lay on his back with his
arnms askew, staring blankly at the sky. The arrow protruded through his

br east,

clotted with bl ood. One-Hornd€™s daughter averted her gaze.

But then Five-Horns began to rip off the mand€™ cl ot hes, and One-Horn
angrily

seized his other arm shouting, &€oet off, hed€™s mne! &€+ The girl saw that
she

woul d | ose everything if she was not careful. She wanted his clothes. They
wer e

beautiful, blue as the sky and white and soft as clouds. They woul d be warner
than her rough uncured skins, and would not snell so bad. Besides, if she
followed the river east as she planned she would no doubt cone in contact
with



other men and it would be best if she did not draw too nuch attention to
hersel f. The nand€™ cl ot hes woul d be canoufl age. So she lifted her dagger
and

| eapt between One-Horn and Five-Horns, saying angrily, &€ofet off! Me kil
him he

m ne. &€

The two horned wonen | ooked at her in rage and surprise. One-Horn nmade a nove
as

if to strike her daughter but the girl thrust her away, staring up into her
not her 4€™ yel | ow eyes.

a€aBl ood-ri ght, &€+ Seven-Horns said. &€osShe kill him he hers. &€

Fi ve- Horns began to | augh. She stepped back nmockingly. &€cdl |l yours,

No- Hor n. €.

The nane was an insult, but One-Hornd€™ daughter coul d do nothing about it.
Li ke

a child, she had no horns and so the nanme was warranted. Besides, she had no
desire to challenge Five-Horns to a duel, for the other wonan was al nost a

f oot

taller and very strong. She swallowed the insult and bent to strip the nan,
trying not to let her fingers touch his clamy skin. She could not understand
her revul sion and hoped no-one el se would notice it. She had killed before,
but

never a creature that wal ked on two | egs as she did, and spoke to her in a

| anguage she coul d understand. It seened to make a difference.

It took a while to strip himnaked, for he was heavy and his clothes were
drenched. Then she had to cut off his finger and hack out his teeth, a task
whi ch made her feel utterly sick and wetched. By the tinme she had finished,
t he

rest of the herd had lost interest and had headed back to the canp. She did
not

know what to do with the body. It seened wong to | eave himlying on the

st ones

for the wolves and eagles to feast upon, so after a nonment of indecision and
anxi ety she heaved himup and slid his body into the river. Then, she toiled
back up the hillside to the canp.

There One-Hor nd€™s daughter arrogantly denanded the return of all the dead
nmana€™s

bel ongi ngs: the blue hat, the stag brooch and silver goblet, the golden
nmedal

t he musi c-box, the silver dagger he wore at his belt and the little black

dagger

he had worn inside his boot, and the warm hooded cl oak, bl ue on one side,
grey

on the other. Angrily they were relinquished to her, for she had the

bl ood-ri ght

and this was one | aw sacred to the satyricorn. She washed the white shirt and
did her clunmsy best to sew up the jagged rent, front and back, where her
ar r ow

had torn through the nmaterial. She sponged the blood and nmud fromthe coat
and

breeches, then discarded her own snelly hides to dress herself in the dead
nmana€™s

clothes. Everything fitted her well, for she was as tall as the prisoner had
been. She enjoyed the feel of the soft clothes against her skin.

She dusted off the soles of her filthy feet and pulled on the stockings and
boots, slipped the doubl e-edged bl ack knife into its sheath inside the |eft
boot, and twi sted the tangled mass of her hair into a knot at the base of her
neck. Then she pull ed the cockaded blue hat onto her head, and strapped the
silver dagger to her belt, feeling stronger and prouder than she had ever
felt



before. She wi shed she could | ook at herself. Was she as handsome as he had
been, the young man whose cl othes she wore with such satisfaction?

The rest of the day was spent carefully filing holes in his teeth so she
coul d

hang themon a thin | eather thong around her neck. She already had a fair
collection of teeth and bonesd€” mainly those of birds and small mammal s, but
a

few sharp yellow goblin fangs as well. She stripped his finger-bone of skin
and
flesh and scrubbed it well, then hung it in the centre with the goblin teeth
on

either side, then the other bones and teeth fromthe largest to the smallest,
finishing with the dead mand€™s twenty small, white teeth. Al the while she
wor ked she was aware of Reanmbna€™s di stress and revul sion but would not | et

it

bot her her.

The neckl ace | ooked good when she had finished, very full and heavy. She hung
it

around her neck, conscious of its weight against her skin. It rattled when
she

noved. She tried to keep her novenments snooth, knowi ng she had aroused a | ot
of

jealousy with her newfound glory. She told herself she would have aroused
contenpt and scorn instead of jealousy if she had not clained the clothes and
teeth, but the truth was she was enjoying the new respect in the eyes of the
ot her satyricorns. Soon she would be gone. She did not need to fear their
envy.

The Bl ack Mare

Many stories of the fabled flying horses were told around the canpfire. It
was

said they could not be taned, and that any who dared try would be thrown from
a

great height and kill ed.

Yet Reanon had once told her that sone nen of his race had succeeded in

t am ng

t he gol den wi nged horses of the west, and these nmen becane great princes and
warriors. The only way to tame a flying horse, he said, was to stay on its
back

for a year and a day, w thout disnobunting once. If a rider managed this feat
of

skill and determ nation, then the respect of the flying horse was won and it
woul d submit to its riderd€™ will. Few ever succeeded, however, and many

di ed

trying.

One- Hor nd€™ daught er thought to herself that if a man |i ke Reanon could stay
on a

wi nged horsed€™ back for a year and a day, surely she could do it for a nere
day

or two. Just long enough to escape.

It was her plan to tie herself so firmy to the flying horse it could not

t hr ow

her off. She thought the horsed€™ response would be to soar as high into the
sky

as it could. Eventually it must tire and come down to earth, and then she
woul d

cut herself free, letting the horse go. She did not care where she found



herself, as long as it was many niles away fromthe herd.

Her big problemwas how to capture the wi nged horse and keep it still and
qui et

| ong enough to saddle and bridle it, and to tie herself to the saddle. She
had

t hought of rigging up a trap with a net but was afraid she m ght break the
horsed€™ | eg or wings. She knew it was no use |leaping froma tree trunk onto
its

back, because satyricorns had tried that in the past and had only been thrown
of f.

From t he monent she had seen the horse, an idea had been brewing in her

brain,

but while the herd was still |ooking at her sideways and keeping track of her
nmoverents, she dared not see if the idea might bear fruit. She waited two
full

weeks, |ong enough for the herd to begin to forget. During that time she kept

up
her usual solitary habits, practising her archery in the high nmeadows,
bri ngi ng

in the occasional fish or bird, sleeping well away fromthe fire. Eventually
t he

ot her women st opped spying on her, being too busy with the normal squabbl es
over

the men and the food.

At | ast One-Hornd€™s daughter felt free to return to her cache in the forest.
She

chose a chilly, misty evening when the herd was tired after a | ong day spent
hunting, and filled with roast bear and tia-tio. Busy with their westling
and

boasting and ganbling, they would not notice she had gone. O so she hoped.
Going by a torturous, labyrinthine route, and taking care to |l eave no trail,
One- Hor nd€™ daughter canme at last to the holl ow | og where she had hidden the
saddl e and saddl ebags. She paused there for a |long nmonment, |istening, before
daring to drag out her prizes. She had brought with her a hot coal wapped in
a

pouch of fur. She used it to kindle a fat-di pped reed which she stuck in a
knot hol e, and then she qui ckly rummaged t hrough t he saddl ebags.

On the day the herd had hunted down the rider and his horse, he had sonehow
managed to knock out three of his pursuers before the herd had dragged him
down.

He had done so from horseback, at a full gallop, and w thout apparently
drawi ng

a weapon. None of the herd had thought to wonder how he had done it, except
for

One- Hor n&€™ daughter. As usual she had been | aggi ng behind the rest of the
herd,

not having their speed or stam na, and so she had seen the three wonen fall
While the others had raced on after the horse and rider, One-Hornd€™s daughter
had

stopped and exam ned the three fallen wonen. Al three had had a
shar p- pr onged

bl ack thorn sticking out of their skin. She had pulled the thorns out and

t hr own

t hem away, and all three wormen had woken sone tinme |later, red-eyed and grunpy
and conpl ai ni ng of headaches. One-Horn&€™ daughter thought the rider nust
have

had some way of throwing or spitting out the thorn, since he had hit the
worren

at quite a long distance and with amazi ng accuracy.

Wth satisfaction, she found a pouch of black barbs tucked in the front flap



of

one of the saddl ebags. Wth themwere two small bottles, one red and one
green,

and a long bl owpi pe. Over the next few days, she was able to establish that
barbs anointed with liquid fromthe green bottle only knocked their target
unconsci ous, while those doused in the liquid fromthe red bottle killed. The
girl €™ plans crystallised.

She began to spend as much time as she dared searching for the herd of flying
horses. Wenever she had a chance, she interrogated Reanon for all he knew
about

horses in general and wi nged horses in particular, although she feared him
guessi ng her plans. She practised buckling and unbuckling the saddl e and
bridle,

and whittled herself a quiver full of new arrows. She kept the bl owpi pe and
pouch of barbs in her pocket, dousing the tips with the soporific liquid
first.

Whenever she could, she practiced using the bl owipe, until she began to have
a

fair measure of accuracy.

Having a plan to work towards steadied her and nmade it easier to deal wth

t he

petty unki ndness of the other wonen, though at times she found it hard to

hi de

her excitenent, which thrilled her blood Iike pine-cone ale.

One clear fine evening, she was hunting high in the al pi ne meadows when she
heard the di stant neigh of a horse. Her heart |eapt so sharply in her breast
that it pained her. She | ooked about quickly and saw the herd of black horses
galloping along a far ridge. There were nore than a dozen of them led by a

tall, deep-chested stallion with horns as |ong as swords springing fromhis
brow. The mares that followed himwere smaller and daintier, and their horns
were not so long, but they were still far bigger than the wild ponies she was
used to.

The girl gazed up at the herd for a long noment, enthralled by their beauty,
but

then, as they cantered out of sight behind the ridge, she dropped the brace
of

coneys she held and began to run after them

She ran till her breath tore in her chest, clutching at the stitch in her

si de,

boundi ng over boul ders and between trees, tearing her flesh on branbles and
brui sing her feet. Her anxiety was acute.

Two and a half weeks had passed since the last tinme she saw the w nged

hor ses,

and she dared not | ose her chance. As she cane |eaping and stunbling over the
stony edge of the ridge, tears were beginning to blur her vision. She did not
thi nk she would be able to bear it if the horses had flown out of sight. She
woul d just keep running, she swore to herself, and take her chances.

The horses were standing together in the neadow, heads bent to graze the
sweet

new grass. The stallion flung up his head and stared at her, his ears laid
flat

against his skull, his eyes ringed with white. Then he trunpeted a warni ng,
rearing up on his hind | egs before gall oping about the herd, biting one nare
on

the flank when she was too slow to react. Black w ngs snapped open and the
herd

leapt up into the air, neighing in alarm The stallion leapt with them his
W ngs so vast they blotted out the sun.

The girl flung up one pleading hand, calling silently, No, waité€]

One of the nares turned to | ook at her, even as it launched itself into the



air,

tucking its legs up under its chest and belly. The stallion had soared over

t he

ridge and the sky was again full of light, so the girl could see the mare
clearly. She was very tall but delicately nade, with slender |inbs and a
smal |,

proud head. The long, scrolled horns were opal escent blue, and nore bl ue

fl ashed

at the tip of her sable w ngs.

The girl dragged out the bl owpi pe and the pouch of barbs, her fingers shaking
so

much she sent a spray of thorns cascading out as she funbled to fit one into
t he

pi pe. She lifted the bl owpipe to her nouth, struggling to drag oxygen into
her

lungs. The mare rose into the golden air, black and uncanny as a raven, and

t he

girl expelled the barb with a great rush of air. It sang out into the sunset
wi nd. Then there was no sound but the strong beat of wi ngs. She |let her hand
drop. Tears rushed down her face. Her chest heaved in a great sob

Then the surging novenent of wing faltered. The mare dropped back down to the
ground, the wings furling again along her side, her |egs fol ding beneath her
She turned and col |l apsed to one side, her finely scul pted head droopi ng down
to

t he ground. One-Hornd€™ daughter stood there for a nonent, frozen between
triunphant joy and dread, then ran over and flung herself down beside the

nar e.

She ran her hands al ong the droopi ng neck, down the |long slender legs with
their

feathery fetlocks, back to the mared€™s soft velvety nose. The bl ack skin was
war m

and silky; breath gusted out of the nared€™ | arge, sensitive nostrils and her
eye

qui vered behind the closed lid. Relief weakened the girl 84€™ |inbs so she
coul d

not nmove. She bent over the mare and | aid her cheek against its soft skin.
The

horsed€™ breath was warm and snelt of grass.

The girl did not linger long. Excitenent filled her with new energy. She did
not

know how | ong the soporific would work. She covered the sl eeping horse with
her

cl oak, left her bow and quiver of arrows on the ground, and began to run back
towards the valley. She did not need to go back to the canp. It was the

saddl ebags in the hollow | og she wanted, packed with everything she thought
she

m ght need. Over the past two weeks she had prepared carefully, w nning a new
wat er - pouch, a whetting-stone and some tinder and flint in a ganbling gane.
She

had even challenged First-Male to a ganme of chance and for once had not

al | owned

himto win, so that she could claimthe brooch of the running horse that had
bel onged to her father. First-Mal e had been very affronted, for no-one ever

| et

hi m | ose, but One-Hornd€™ daughter had not cared.

It did not take long to retrieve the saddle, bridle and bul gi ng saddl ebags
but

carrying them back through the forest, up the steep hills and over the ridge
was

an exhausting struggle. The boots were chafing her heels unbearably and her



ar s
began to ache.

Mich to her relief, the winged mare still slept. It was fully dark now, and
t he

arch of night sky was freshly dusted with stars. A new anxiety constricted
her

breat hi ng. Soon the herd would notice she was gone. Whuld they wait til
nor ni ng

before they began to hunt, or would they start |ooking for her straightaway?
Surely she had a few nore hours before they began to track her? Wuld the
hor se

wake before then, or would she sleep on till dawn?
One- Hor nd€™ daught er began to nake ready. It was incredibly difficult to
strap on

the saddle in the dark, with the mare |ying down, but at |ast she managed to
push the girth under the mared€™ belly with a stick, dragging it through and
buckling it with stiff and unsure fingers. The bridle was no easier. It
seened

to have far too many straps than necessary, and she could not work out how to
make the horse open its nouth for the bit. At |ast she wenched the nmared€™s
j aw

open, and the horse stirred and hurrunphed in its sleep, startling the girl
so

much she had to bite back a shriek. She rolled up the cloak and tied it to

t he

ponmmrel, then slung her bow and quiver of arrows on her back and cl anbered up
into the saddle, gripping the pommel, afraid the horse woul d wake before she
had

time to tie herself on properly. The mare slept on, however, and so she was
abl e

to lash herself on tightly, using the reins to secure her arns to the

hor sed€™s

neck, and a coil of rope to tie her |legs and body to the saddl e and stirrups.
I't

was not a confortable position, but the girl knew her greatest danger was
bei ng

flung to the ground fromhigh in the air. She would rather endure an aching
back

and arms, and the cutting off of circulation in her hands and feet, than risk
such a fall.

She was tired after her exertions and rested her head on the dark fl ow ng
nane,

wonderi ng how | ong she had before the horse woke up or the herd found her

She

even drifted off into an uneasy doze for a while, though the throbbing of her
shoul der sockets and her wists kept her froma deeper repose. At tines she
felt

she was falling and would jerk awake, the leather biting into her flesh, only
to

drift asleep again. Then she heard a sound that brought her w de awake at
once.

It was the hullabal oo of the hunt. Although the sound was still faint, the
girl

knew how swi ft were the satyricorn. She had only a few m nutes.

Frantically she began to kick the mare with her heels, and | ash her neck wth
the end of the reins, rocking her body back and forth, urging the horse to
wake,

to flee. The shouts cane closer. She |ashed the mare harder. A convul sive
shudder ran through the horsed€™ body. She felt the satin-snooth skin ripple
and



twitch. Then the horse hurrunphed and suddenly jerked up onto its knees. The
gril was rocked wildly, banging her chin on the ponmel of the saddl e and

i nadvertently biting her tongue as the mare bounded to her feet. She only had
time to gasp and blink back tears, before the horse began to buck and rear
wildly all round the clearing. One-Hornd€™ daughter was jerked back and
forth, up

and down, bashing her face on its neck and withers, all the breath knocked
out

of her. The ropes cut her flesh cruelly. The horse galloped through the
trees,

trying to knock her off against a branch. She clung on grimy, trying to
contro

her nausea and di zziness, feeling as battered and bruised as if she was being
beaten with a club. One of her knees whamed so hard into a tree trunk that
she

t hought it had been dislocated. Her skin was scraped and torn

Fly, she silently urged the mare. Fly away from here el se they catch usa€]
The mare spread her great feathery wings and leapt up into the air. The

girl a€™s
stomach flip-flopped and she could not prevent a high-pitched screamfrom
bursting out of her throat. Although it was still night-tine, the noons had

risen while she had dozed and the sky was bright with stars. She could see

t he

dar k shapel essness of the forest dropping away bel ow her, incredibly fast,
and

feel the cold bite of the wind on her face. She shut her eyes and gri pped
tight

every muscle in her aching arns and | egs, determ ned not to fall

As soon as the mare was in the air, the dreadful jolting and jarring was
over.

The mare flew smoothly and steadily, higher and higher. She could feel the
snoot h working of its nuscles beneath her |egs, and hear the rhythm c beat of
its long wings. The sound was sonehow soothing and after a while she dared to
open her eyes. They seened suspended in black fathom ess space, stars al
around

and not hi ng bel ow t hem She shut her eyes again with a gasp, and rested her

cheek agai nst the horsed€™ withers. Dond€™ let me fall, she thought.
The mare&€™s w ngs strai ghtened and held steady. They hung there in the starry
sky

for an inestimably | ong nmoment, hovering. The girl took a deep painful breath
and tightened her grip. Wthout warning the nare fol ded back her w ngs. They
began to fall, hurtling towards the ground. Suddenly her w ngs snapped open
again and the girl was flung backwards, crying aloud as the bonds jerked at
her

wrists and ankles. The mare neighed in distress as the jerk on the reins
brui sed

her tender mouth. The girl fell back into the saddle with a painful thunp,
catching her breath with tears, and the mare neighed again and tried to buck
Agai n and again the mare sought to dislodge her, but the girl 84€™ knots held
and

she did not fall. So the nare flew on again, shaking her mane and nei ghing in
di stress, occasionally trying to buck off the heavy wei ght or shake away the
hard, foul-tasting netal bit in her nouth.

They flew for an eternity. Then the sun was rising ahead of them striking

t he

girla€™ tired eyes like a silver-tipped whip. She shrank back, hiding her
face in

the flowi ng black mane. There was no sound but the steady beat of w ngs and
t he

whi stling of the wind. She guessed they were too high to hear birdsong.



W t hout

lifting her head she opened her eyes again and | ooked down past the sleek

bl ack

shoul der. Bel ow were w sps of rose-tinted clouds. They drifted apart and she
could see a thin, shining curve of water w nding through green forest. She
coul d

not believe how high they were. It hurt her lungs to breathe.

As the day wore on, the black mare grew weary and her attenpts to throw the
girl

off grew feebler. The girl herself was near-fainting with exhaustion and
pai n.

Wien at |ast the horse flew down to drink at the river and rest a while, she
found she could not free herself. Her skin was so chafed and swollen that the
| eat her reins had sunk deep into her flesh and she could not reach the knife
strapped inside her boot, or unbuckle the dagger at her waist. They rested
together, the mare lipping at the water, occasionally shuddering as she tried
to

shake the weight off, and the girl lying with her head resting on her bound
arms, her arns and shoul ders and knees and ankl es throbbi ng unbearably. The
sight of the water tortured her, for she was very thirsty. She tried again to
reach the little black knife, but her movenent spooked the horse and it shied
and bucked. Hel pl essly she jerked and fl opped around, and the horse nei ghed
in

terror and took off again, galloping through the forest, using its wings to

| eap

t hrough the underbrush or turn a sharp corner, bashing the girl against trees
and rock-faces. One-Hornd€™ daughter cracked her head hard agai nst a stone
cliff

and felt pain |lance down her neck and spine, then away she spun into a deep
red,

roari ng unconsci ousness. Tine unravell ed.

A THI NG OF BEAUTY

a€aosuch are the horses on which gods
and heroes ride, as represented by
the artist. The mmjesty of nen

t henmsel ves is best discovered in the
graceful handling of such animals.

A horse so prancing is indeed a
thing of beauty, a wonder and a
marvel ; riveting the gaze of all who
see him &€

Xenophon
On Hor semanshi p, 431-354 B.C.

Ki ngarth

Lewen straightened his aching back, pushing the hair out of his eyes with a



filthy, sweaty hand, and | ooked with sonme satisfaction on the |large plot of
rich

dark earth before him Although digging over the vegetable patch in
preparation

for the spring sowi ng was al ways hard work, he enjoyed working nuscles stiff
after the enforced inactivity of the winter, and he loved the snell of the
sun-war ned earth.

He | ooked with keen pl easure across the |awns, through the grey filigree of
branches just beginning to swell with flower buds, past pale stars of
nar ci ssus

to the glimering water of the |l och. The forest |ay beyond, green and deep
and

secret, with the grey, cloud-capped nountains broodi ng darkly beyond.

The know edge that he would soon be leaving his parentsd€™farmto travel back
to

the city only sharpened his acute sense of kinship with the wild, |ovely

| andscape around him Although he was | ooking forward to returning to his
studies at the Tower of Two Moons, he knew he would niss his famly and his
hone, this little glade of serenity surrounded on all sides by a dark snarl
of

wi | der ness.

|&€™1 go out tramping this afternoon, he thought. Take ny dinner and wal k up
to

the waterfall. Mamwi || understand.

H s nmot her | ooked up and smiled. She was a sl ender worman with eyes as green
as

the new | eaves unfurling on the beech tree and a great nmass of tw ggy brown
hai r

that was al so just beginning to bud with | eaves. Her bare feet were broad,

br own

and gnarled like tree roots.

a€aosSure, 04€™ course ye can, @€« Lilanthe said. a€od 4€™ | keep Merry from
foll ow ng ye and

teasing ye. | ken it4€™ sone peace ye be wanting. 4€« She took a deep breath.
a€asSoi

snel I s good. 4€« Gacefully she lifted her brown homespun skirt and stepped
into

the dirt, her toes spreading and digging in. 4€ahm tastes good too. €.
Lewen grinned. &€aderry can sow her seeds now, if she wants. &€

a€adkeriell 4€« Lilanthe called. a€oderry! Where are you?a€e

The branches of an apple tree at the far end of the garden shook violently and
a

girl dropped down, |anding on hands and knees. She was only el even years old,
ni ne years younger than Lewen, for their nother had trouble carrying children
to

term Three had died in her wonb between Lewen and Meriel, and one had |lived
only a scant few hours before failing to take another breath. Their deaths
had

grieved Lilanthe deeply, and so she treasured this last child of hers all the
nore, keeping her close to hone and teaching Meriel 8€™ | essons hersel f. The
little girl was a bright, wi nsome child, as rmuch at home in the forest as a
squirrel, and with a deep connection to all growi ng things. Like her nother
she

was small and slight, with long, tw ggy brown hair and green eyes. Around her
head darted a tiny nisse, her iridescent wings whirring so fast they were
nerely

a blur of light.

a€aere 1| am Mam &€« Meriel sang out.

a€atewen has finish digging over the vegetable patch if you want to start

pl anting, &€+ Lilanthe said. &€oConme and taste the soil, it&€™ delicious! &€



Meri el came bounding across the | awn, the nisse swoopi ng ahead of her. Wen
she

cane to the edge of the dug-over garden bed, she leapt in joyfully,
squel chi ng

the danp earth between her bare toes. &€o¥um it is good, &€+ she said.

a€ac €™ go get

nmy bags of seeds. WIIl ye help nme, Lewen?a€e

a€aNod€™ a chance, 4€+ he said. a4€od &€™e done ny work for the day. |&€™n goi ng
to have a

swimto get all this rmuck off ne. Then |1 &€™n going up the waterfall one |ast
tine. &€

a€c@ want to go too! &€e Meriel cried.

a€aoNay, ita&€™I| be late afore ye finish planting out those seeds, Merry, €
Li I ant he

said firmy. &€oc¥e can go into the forest anytine, but ye ken Nina will be
here

tomorrow and so this may be Lewend€™s | ast chance to go wandering in the

f or est

afore he | eaves for Lucescere. a€e

a€aNo, | want to go, &€+ Meriel wheedl ed. &€ath, Lewen, nust ye be going

wi t hout me?

Canna ye wait for ne? | wond€™ be long, | prom se. €
a€oye, ye will, young | ady. That&€™ our vegetables for the sumer yead€™We
got

rattling in that box o0&€™ yours, and | willna have ye spoil our harvest by
bei ng

hasty in the planting. Leave Lewen be. Hed€™$ worked hard this nmorning while
ye

were playing about and clinmbing trees and he deserves a few hours of f. &€e
a€an but ManA€] a€-

a€aNo buts about it, mssy. Renmenmber, 1&€™ntrusting ye to sow the seeds by
yourself. Plant too deep or too shallow or too close together, and yed€™e

| ost

your seed. €-

a€oye, | ken that, Mam [t&€™ just that it&€™ our |ast afternoon alone with
Lewen.

Nina will have a whol e caravan 0d€”™ people with her and then hed€™1| be going
awnay

with themand we willna see himagain for agesa€; a€-

4€aNo need to be rem nding nme, dear heart, | ken. &€+ Lilanthe snmiled at her
and

ruffled her wild brown | ocks. &€acded€™ 1 be home for supper, though, and when
yed€™e

finished planting out the seeds ye can cone and hel p me bake sonet hi ng
speci al

for him if ye like. &€

Meriel agreed begrudgingly. Lewen smled at her, feeling rather guilty. It
was

not that he did not enjoy his little sister&€™ conpany, it was just that she
was

so full of vitality. He felt a strong desire for quietness and reflection on
hi s

| ast afternoon in the forest.

After he had cleaned his tools and put themaway in the barn, he went back

t hrough the garden towards the house. It was a very pretty little house, with
rose briars clinbing over the back porch and a stone shield over the arched
front door with a design of a weeping greenberry tree carved upon it. It had
been built of the |local rough grey stone, but so carefully that all the

st ones

fitted together harnoniously, making sure no draughts could sneak in through



gaps and cracks. Its lichen-green roof was very steep, so that the heavy
snows

of winter would slide off easily, and the wi ndows were all |arge and paned
with

gl ass, so that the roonms were filled with sunshine in the warm grow ng

nont hs.

Long shutters with little heart shapes cut out in rows were now fastened
securely back against the walls, but in winter they would be drawn across the
wi ndows, protecting the precious glass fromhail and sleet, and keeping the
warnth of the fire within. The doors and shutters and gables were all painted
a

soft green and the house was surrounded on all sides by a lovingly tended

gar den

so it looked as if it had grown up fromthe earth rather than bei ng assenbl ed
upon it.

Lewen cane through the kitchen garden with its hedges of evergreen rosemary,
grinning at Meriel as she knelt in the freshly dug garden beds, carefully

pl anti ng out her seeds. Hi s nother cane out onto the porch, with a satchel of
food in her hands and a bundl e of clean clothes.

d€atere ye are then, laddie. Do nod€™ be |late home now, do ye hear? Merry and
I owill

be maki ng ye a special supper for your last night at home. WIIl ye be hone
afore

dar k?a€e

a€x &€™n just going up to the waterfall, Mam | &€™n no&€™ intending to clinb
aul d

Hoar fr ost . &€

a€oye, | ken. And | do nod€™ fear ye doing sonething foolish. Ita€™ just a€|
och, ita€™

probably naught. Happen ité&€™ because | ken ye are |eaving soon and | wi sh
to

keep ye close. 14€™n sorry. Ye enjoy your tranp and | €™ see ye at
supper . &€

a€o\ye, sure, Mam | &€™I| be good, | prom se. 84€« He sniled at her cheekily,
waved a

qui ck goodbye and set off through the garden, rummaging in the satchel to see
what she had packed for him There was fresh baked bread and hard cheese and
pi ckles, a fat wedge of fruitcake and, much to his satisfaction, a corked jar
of

cold ale.

On the grassy slope by the | ake, he stripped off his danp, grinmy clothes and
pl unged into the water, which was icy cold but invigorating. He swam

vi gorously

across the lake to the island, parting the willow fronds to slide into the
cool

green cavern beneath, as he had done since he was just a boy. He floated
there

for a nonment, but it was far too cold out of the sunshine and so he swum f ast
back towards the shore. Greatly refreshed, he towel ed hinself dry and dressed
agai n, buckling his witchd€™ dagger in its accustoned place at his belt and
poli shing his nmoonstone ring till it shone. He then followed a narrow green
pat h

into the woods, the nisse Kalea soaring swiftly ahead of him her w ngs

f |l ashi ng.

It was an ancient forest, and very dark and tangl ed. Many of the trees had
been

growi ng since |long before hunmans canme to Eil eanan. They ascended into the sky
i ke massive colums, their trunks green and velvety with noss, their
branches

trailing shawls of fine grey lace. The path clinbed past one old gi ant whose



girth was so vast that a dozen nen standing on its roots would not have been
able to touch fingers, no matter how they stretched out their arns.

It was quiet in the cool gloom the only sound the occasional call of a bird
or

the subtle rustle of sonme creature in the undergrowth. Lewen wal ked swiftly,
for

the sun was already begi nning to slant sideways through the tree trunks and
it

was a hi ke of an hour or nore to the waterfall

Kal ea cane down to perch on his shoul der, taking hold of his ear and raising
herself on tiptoe so she could speak into it. &€ctewen tranp-stanp the green

way,
the forest way, Lewen sad-sorrowful ?4€-
Lewen smiled ruefully. The nisse knew himwell. He put up his hand and lifted

her off his shoulder, holding her before his face so he could speak directly
to

her. Her eyes were the colour of the green heart of a flame, shining in the
gloomlike a catéa€™s, and her face was triangular, with sharp-pointed ears
poki ng

t hrough a mass of wild dark hair.

4€x¢ do feel rather sad, 84€« he admitted. &€ad 4€™n goi ng back to school, ye
ken, and

although | love the Theurgia and | ove being the RA-gha€™ squire, | still miss
ye,

and ny kin, and the forest.a€e

a€dhy go? Stay-stop. a€-

4€od canna, 8€+ he answered.

Her eyes blazed with fury. &€ofanna? Wiy canna? Canna-wi || na. &€

a€a suppose that &€™ true, 4€+ he said. &4€cd could stay, 0&€" course. But |
want to go to

school, and learn; and | 4€™n proud to serve ny RA-gh and hope |a€™I| be

kni ght ed

after | graduate and happen even be appointed a Blue Guard like my da was, if
I

do wel |l enough&€] a4€-

Kal ea reached out her tiny hand and seized his nose, tweaking it so hard
tears

sprang to his eyes. &€odool -school , &€+ she said scornfully. &€odbre

| earning-lore

here, tree-w se, sky-w se, stone-w se, water-wi se. No | earning-lore at

f ool - school . &€

Lewen had dropped her the nmoment she tweaked his nose, crying out in
surprise.

Now, as he rubbed it furiously, she hovered before him her dianond-bri ght

Wi ngs

whi rring.

a€dd@hat hurt! &€+ he said crossly.

She trilled derisively, show ng her fangs, and darted away as he tried to
catch

her agai n.

a€aanna catch ne! 4€+ she call ed and buzzed about his head as exasperatingly
as any

nmosquito. Every now and agai n she ducked closer to slap or pinch him
a€oLanna

catch nel! €.

a€osStop it, Kalea! d€ Lewen cried. a€cdhat &€™ the matter with ye?a€e

a€aNo go, &€+ she suddenly cried, swooping down to clasp his finger with both
ar ns.

a€aotewen no go?a€.

He cupped her gently. &4€c 8€™I| mss ye too, Kalea, indeed I will. But | truly



do

have to go. | &€™e m ssed enough school these last few nonths, and I do no&€”
want

to fall behind. 1&€™1 cone back when | can, thougha€; a€.

Wt hout warning she sunk her sharp fangs into his hand. He yel ped and shook
her

off, lifting his hand to suck at the blood |l eaking fromthe little puncture
wounds.

a€oKal ea weep-wail, Kal ea sob-snivel, 4€+ she cried, scrubbing at her eyes with
tiny

fists. &€ockewen go! &€+ And she turned and flew away into the forest, swift and
noi sy

as a hornet. Lewen stared after her, feeling angry and exasperated and a
little

bit guilty all at the sane tine. Kal ea was the great-great-granddaughter of
t he

ni sse El ala whom Li |l ant he had once rescued fromchildren in a village square.
Lewend€™s father Niall said that was when he first began to | ove Lil anthe,
seei ng

her standi ng al one agai nst a gang of bullies with the poor battered nisse
cradled in her hands. Although the garden and forest around the house were
infested with the great-great-grandchildren of Elala, Kalea was the youngest
and

t he bol dest. She was rarely far from Lewen, having devel oped an abi di ng
affection for himever since the time he had scooped her out of a
particularly

deep puddl e one storny day when she had been little nore than a baby.

Al t hough

ni sses were by nature inpish and quarrel sone, delighting in spiteful tricks
and

t easi ng ganmes, Kal ea had never tweaked his nose before, let alone bitten him
I't

upset himthat she had done so now.

As he cl anmbered over great, withing roots, ducked under tangled vines, and
slid

down a slippery slope with the satchel bouncing on his back, Lewend€™

t hought s

returned to the journey ahead of him He had spent the last four years

st udyi ng

at the Theurgia and he loved it, but he did find the noise and crowds
burdensone, and his duties as one of the RA-gha€™ squires took up a great
deal of

his spare tine. He was so eager to be chosen as one of the RA~gha€™ persona
bodyguards that he took his court duties very seriously, and by the end of

t he

| ast term had been exhausted in both body and m nd. The Keybearer of the
Coven

had noticed, even if the RA-gh had not. So she had sent himhome for the

wi nt er

hol i days. He had not been home to Kingarth since his sixteenth birthday, when
he

had sat the Second Test of Powers and had been accepted into the Theurgia as
an

apprentice-witch. Four long years spent in the mdst of two hundred ot her
apprentices, all jostling for attention, all noisy and opini onated, al
hungry

to prove their powers. No wonder he had been exhaust ed.

In the norning, the journeywitch Nina the N ghtingale would be coning by the
farm so that Lewen could join her caravan of new apprentices on its way to
t he



Theurgi a. Journey-w tches were a specially chosen band of w tches who spent
their days travelling around Eil eanan | ooking for children with nmagica

power s,

and persuading their parents to send themto the Theurgia to be properly
trained. They also perforned rites for any village they passed that did not
have

a witch of its own.

Lewen coul d have easily ridden down to Ravenscraig, the castle of the ruling
MacBrann clan, to nmeet N na and her caval cade, but the journeywitch was an
old

and dear friend of Lilanthed€™ and did not want to miss the chance to see her
and

Niall. So she and her band of apprentice-wi tches were all riding from
Ravenscraig to Kingarth, even though the round trip would add a week to their
j our ney.

Kingarth was the | ast croft before the wild nmountains known as the Broken

Ri ng

of Dubhsl ain, which curved in a perfect crescent around the highl ands of
Ravenshaw. There were only two known paths through the great grim peaks. One
path | ed west, over the exposed, w nd-scoured flank of Bald Ben, to the
rolling

pl ains of Tireich where the horse-lairds lived. The other clinbed high past
Dubhgl ai s, &€ot he bl ack | ake, 4€+ and up the steep, bare ridge of Ben Eyrie,

t he

third hi ghest nountain in Ei|leanan. Dragons were said to fly over Ben Eyrie,
and

ogres dwelled in the caves hidden within its cliffs. Although this road was
by

far the swiftest route to the east, it was considered so perilous that it was
only used in tines of great danger and need. It was called the Razora€™s Edge.
Under the shadow of Ben Eyrie was the | och known as Dubhgl ais, where the

Fi ndhorn River had its source. The river wound its way down to a tal

wat erfal |

call ed Hoarfrost4€™s Beard that fell into the valley where Kingarth was built.
I't

then tunbled and fell in swift rapids dowmn the I ength of the highlands till

it

cane to another steep cliff where it once again fell in a roaring nass of
white

water called the Findhorn Falls. Ravenscraig was built above these falls, and
so

for centuries it had been the stronghold of the MacBrann cl an, secure agai nst
attack. Oiginally it had been the prionnsad€™ winter castle, but the famly
had

taken up pernmanent residence there when their sumer castle Rhyssnmadill had
proven too close to the dangerous and unpredictabl e sea.

Lewen had been to Ravenscraig nany times, and in fact had only recently
returned

froma trip there with his famly. The only thing it had in comobn with the
great city of Lucescere in R onnagan was that it was built above a waterfal

t oo

high for the Fairgean to leap. It was rather a small castle, danmp and

dr aughty

and filled with dogs. Lucescere, on the other hand, was a vast warren of a
place, filled with sorcerers, nobles, nmerchants, thieves and faeries. The
RA-gh

had his pal ace there, protected on either side by two deep, fast rivers. In

t he

grounds of the pal ace was the Tower of Two Mbons, where the Keybearer of the
Coven of Wtches had her headquarters, and where the nost famous school in



t he

| and was based.

Al t hough Lewen wanted desperately to be a Yeoman of the Guard, like his

f at her

had been, he had anbival ent feelings about Lucescere. He knew his nother had
been unhappy there, shunned and nocked because of her faery blood. It was in
t he

gardens of Lucescere that she had been attacked with an axe while sleeping in
her tree-shape. Twenty years later she still walked with a |inp, and the deep
ugly scar still marred her smooth bark.

Al t hough Lewen had not inherited the ability to shapechange into a tree, as
hi s

sister had done, he was certainly unhappy if he spent too much tine away from
the forest. If it had not been for the pal aced€™ fanous gardens, Lewen woul d
have

left the Theurgia as soon as he got there. Although the gardens were very old
and very beautiful, they were tamed and controlled, quite unlike the wild
woods

of northern Ravenshaw.

When Lewen had first gone to the Theurgia, at the age of sixteen, he had
braced

hinsel f for the sane sort of nockery and disdain his nother had faced, but to
his relief his tree-changer ancestry had never been a problem Either things
had

changed since Lachlan the Wnged had won the throne, or else, as his father
had

| aughi ngly said, he was sinply too big for any of the other students to dare
chal l enge him Certainly Lewen had inherited his fatherd€™ build, being a
head

above six foot tall, and broad across the shoul ders. He had been taught to
fight

too, with fists and feet, dagger and claynore, and to shoot the | ongbow wth
uncanny accuracy. The | ongbownen of Ravenshaw were fanous, and N all the Bear
the nost fanous of themall. It was said only the RA-gh coul d bend a | onger
bow,

or shoot as far or as truly, and Lachlan the Wnged carri ed Omei nd€™ Bow, an
anci ent and magi cal weapon.

The cool, delicate touch of spray across his face roused himfromhis
abstraction. Lewen gl anced up, surprised, to see a wide curtain of white

wat er

tunmbling down a high cliff. It fell sheer and foaming as a curtain of white
muslin, the stone behind it dark and glistening. Here and there sunlight
struck

through the encircling trees and lit the spray as bright as di anonds, but

nost

of the cliff-face and the pool bel ow were in shadow and so the effect was
curiously smooth and silent.

Lewen grinned and stretched and swung his satchel off his back. He felt a

pl easant euphoric tiredness after his |l ong wal k, his exasperation at

Kal ead€™s

antics having faded away. He pulled out the jar of ale first, uncorked it
with

his teeth, and took a long swig. After an hour in his rucksack it was not as
cool as he would have liked and so he went down to the pool to set it in the
icy

water while he ate his bread and cheese. He knelt on the danp nobssy stones
and

was just setting the jar securely between two rocks when he heard sonet hi ng

t hat

brought himswiftly to his feet.



In the dark underhang of rock by the cliff a horse was lying, its head

dr oopi ng.

Its breath was harsh and | aboured, rasping in its throat. Its coat was so

bl ack

it was hard to make out its shape in the gloomof the deep little dell, but
Lewen was able to see at once that sonmeone was draped over its withers. He
scranbl ed over the rocks, his concern growing as he noticed first the
yel | ow sh

scum t hat streaked the horsed€™ danp hide, the trembling of its |linbs and

t he

twitching of its hide, signs that it had been driven to exhaustion. Then
Lewen

was cl ose enough to see and recogni ze the blue jacket and cockaded hat of a
Yeorman of the Guard, and he broke into a run. The novenment spooked the horse.
I't

shook its head, eyes rolling white in terror, and tried to rise but was too
weary, collapsing back to the ground. The attenpt to rise had shown Lewen two
nore, very strange things. The horse had w ngs, magnificent black feathered
Wi ngs, each as long as he hinmself was tall. And the body slumped so heavily
over

t he horsed€™ back had been tied on with rope.

Lewen went forward slowy, holding out one hand, whickering softly under his
breath. The horsed€™ ears twitched and it rolled an eye towards him
a€otently now, &€+ he said. a€ogently. &€-

Slowy, step by step, Lewen canme closer. Again the horse tried to rise and
shy

away but Lewen reached forward and caught it by the bridle, steadying it. He
snoot hed one hot, danp shoul der, distressed to see the slobber round the

hor sed€™s

mout h was stained with blood. Gently he eased the bit out of the horsed€™s
torn

nmout h, keeping a firmhand on the bridle as the horse tried to drag its head
away, whinnying in distress.

Once he had cal ned the horse again, Lewen turned his attention to the
unconsci ous soldier. There was a nasty gash on one tenple, with blood drying
thick on one pale cheek, and the | eather reins had cut deeply into the flesh
at

the wists. Although Lewen had his witch&€™ knife sheathed at his belt, he
was

reluctant to cut the bonds here in the gl oomof the spray-m sted basin, so
far

fromhome. He did not think he could carry the wounded soldier all the way
home

as well as lead the weary horse, and he knew his parents were the best people
to

tend both man and horse.

Gently Lewen urged the black mare to rise. He knew it was dangerous to |et

t he

horse lie still after such exertion. So he dragged on the cheek-band and
pushed

at the horsed€™s flank until at |ast she sumoned the energy to stand. He
encour aged her to walk the few steps down the slope to the pool. Then

wi t hout

letting go of the bridle, he reached down to the pool and cupped water in his
hand, letting the horse drink fromhis palm The poor beast drank thirstily,
and

woul d have drunk nmore if Lewen had not restrained her, know ng too nuch water
could be dangerous in her overheated and weakened state.

Keeping all his novenments slow and steady, he rubbed the mare down with a
handf ul of grass, then covered the horse and its unconscious rider as well as



he

could with the warm wool Il en cloak tied before the pormel. Then, regretting
hi s

jar of ale growing nicely cold in the pool, he began the |ong, wearisone wal k
horre.

It was fully dark by the tine he and the exhausted horse pl odded out of the
forest and into the orchard by the | ake. Both the nmoons were half-full, and
their m ngled radi ance cast a cool, colourless Iight across the garden. The
trees were all very black, the loch was a strange glimrery silver, and warm
orange light streamed from Kingarth across the dark lawn. Lewen lifted his
gaze

to the light, finding new energy in the cl oseness of hone. He was bone-weary
hinself. Many times it had only been the strength of his hand on the bridle
and

hi s shoul der agai nst the horsed€™ flank that had prevented the mare from
foundering. The forest at night was a frightening place, besides, for it
rustled

and whi npered with nysterious sounds, and occasionally was rent by the how

of

the hunter and the death-wail of the hunted. He was glad to have left the
nerve-w acki ng darkness of the forest behind.

Suddenly a huge shape | ooned up out of the darkness beside himand he snelt

t he

strong stench of bear. The horse did too, and reared and whinnied in terror
al rost wrenching his armout of its socket.

4€odr sal Back! &€+ he cried.

a€adr sa, down, &€+ his father said gently. &€of£o back. a4€-

The bear gave a sad-sounding snuffle and | unbered away towards the house.
a€cdhat is it, laddie?d€» N all said in his deep, soft voice. &€c¥Yed€™ e hone
so late,

your mam was worried. &€+ He cane up out of the shadows, noving quietly for so
tall

a man. He saw at once the stumbling horse with its heavy burden and his son,
trudging wearily at its bridle. &€c¥hat is this yed€™e found? A horse?a€e
a€oA wi nged horse, &€+ Lewen said.

a€dW nged? Wth a thigearn astride?a€e

4€oHe wears the coat 04€™ a Yeonan. &€

4€od ndeed?é€e N al |l 8€™ voice rose in interest.

4€0Hed€™ been tied on cruelly tight. | dared not cut himloose; the bonds
were too

tight and the light too bad. | am afraid though&€| 4€-

d€o¥e did well, nmy lad. Bring themto the stables. 1a€™1 call Lilanthe.
Shed€™ 1 ken

what to do. &€

Lewen knew his nother had | earnt her healing arts fromlsabeau the Red, who
was

now Keybearer of the Coven. Lilanthe&€™ know edge was so deep, she was often
called away to help at a difficult birthing, or to splint a shattered bone.
Hs

fam | ya€™s trip to Ravenscraig a few weeks earlier had been to hel p ease the
| ast

pai nful days of the old MacBrann, who had died slowy and with
ever-increasing

madness.

The final few yards to the stables seened to take forever, with the horse
barely

able to put one hoof after another, and Lewend€™$ boots seemi ng very hot and
heavy. At last they were within the dim hay-snelling vastness, and N all was
kindling lanterns and exclaimng aloud at the sight of the winged mare in the
gol den fullness of their light.



She was a magni ficent beast, even as worn and tired as she was, wth great

bl ack

wi ngs shadi ng through blue to violet at the tips, and |ong scrolled horns
with

the iridescence of dark nother-of-pearl. Every curve was beautiful and proud.
She was delicately made for such a long-linbed animal, with a |uxuriant mane
and

tail, and feathered hocks. She was so very weary she hardly flinched as Nial
drew his dagger and carefully sawed away at the ropes that bound the rider to
the beast. At |last the ropes frayed and fell away, and they were able to lift
the rider down and lay himin the straw and Iift the lantern to exam ne him
There was a | ong sil ence.

a€ashed€™s a girl, &€+ Lewen breathed at | ast.

a€cAnd nod€” so very auld, 8€« N all said. 4€cdhat is she doing in the uniform
04€™ a

Yeonman?&a€e

4€oAnd tied on to the back 04€™ a wi nged horse?a€e

a€oEA kens! Cone, let us |eave her for your mam and | ook to the horse.
Shed€™s a

nobl e beast and cruelly used. Look at her bl eedi ng nout h. &€

Ni al | had been a cavalier for many years and knew just what to do for the
exhaust ed beast. He kept Lewen busy m xi ng warm mash, applying poultices and
anointing the horsed€™ many cuts and abrasions but, despite his fascination
with

t he wi nged horse, Lewen could not help casting many a glance at the girl
lying

in the straw. She was so dirty and bloody it was hard to see nuch of her
face,

especially with all that black, matted hair straggling all over it, but her
figure was tall and lithe with a deep curve frombreast to hip, and her nouth
had as sweet a shape as any he had seen on a girl. She was beginning to stir
as

Lil anthe gently bathed her swollen, |acerated wists, and Lewen stopped to

| ook

again as her eyes slowy opened.

They were not bl ack, as he m ght have expected with all that raven hair, but
a

clear blue-grey colour, and fringed with very long, dark |ashes. For a noment
she stared up at Lilanthe blankly, and then she glanced round the dinmy lit
stabl e, seeing the winged horse tethered in its stall, and the man and boy

cl eani ng the tack nearby.

Wth a vicious snarl, the girl was on her feet, knocking Lilanthe over wth

t he

vi ol ence of her novenment. She | ooked about desperately, seized a pitchfork
from

its place on the wall and raced at Niall, her lips drawn back from her teeth.
Ni al | dropped the saddle, holding up both his hands in a pacifying gesture,
but

the girl only growl ed and drove the pitchfork towards his heart. N all |unged
forward, caught the handl e just below the tines, and wested it fromher. As
he

flung it away into the straw, she leapt at himwth her nails raking at his
eyes. He managed to bl ock her with one arm but he was knocked off bal ance by
the speed of her attack and fell back on to the straw scattered cobbles, the
girl on top of him

Lewen dropped his polishing rag and leapt to his father&a€™ aid.

The Wld Grl



Though he was able to drag the girl off his father, she turned on him biting
the tender skin where his neck nmet his shoul der. Lewen yel ped and shoved her
away. She kicked himhard behind the knee and he al nost went over. N all had
scranbled to his feet again and caught her from behind but she kicked back
with

her heel, catching himsmartly in the groin. He reeled back for a nmonment, as
much shocked as pained, and the girl then turned on Lewen, grasping a | ock of
his curly brown hair and pulling so hard she alnost ripped it out by the
roots.

Lewen had to wap his arm about her throat, trapping one armto her side,
whil e

he held her still against himw th the other. She squirmed and wiggled |ike
an

eel, and he alnost had to throttle her to keep her still.

Ni al | rubbed his abused private parts ruefully, then took the pitchfork and
threwit out the stable door. Lilanthe was trenbling and he put one arm
around

her shoulders to confort her. &€cdhat a wildcat! &€s he said. &€cd never

t hought 1 4€™ be

tenpted to hit a woman before, let alone a wee slip 04€™ a girl. &€
a€asShe&d€™s nod€™ so wee, 4€+ Lewen panted, having to tighten his hold on the
girl as she

struggl ed again to break free. Indeed, she was near as tall as he was, though
slimand softly curved. She kicked back savagely with one booted heel and he
| eapt back, inadvertently |oosening his hold. She spun and tried to escape,
but

Lewen caught her again, holding both her hands i n one hand and sei zi ng her
wai st

with the other. &€odhered€™s no need to fight and squirm so, 4€+ he said
gently. &€ocde

mean ye no harm Wa€™e trying to hel p. 4€-

She nade a di sbelieving noise but, when he tightened his grasp, stopped her
desperate struggling, straining away fromhim panting and trying to hold
back

tears. He | oosened his bruising grip alittle, noving away so she was not
hel d

so tightly against him &€cdhered€™ no need to fear, 84€+ he said in the sane
deep,

gentl e voice he had used to soothe the horse. &€cone, yed€™e sorely hurt. W
do

nod€” wi sh to harmye any nore than yed€™e already been harmed. WIIl ye nod€™
sit and

rest and let ny nother tend ye?a€e

She | ooked up at him suspiciously, and he eased his grip and gestured to her
to

sit back down in the straw. &€o¥our wists nust be sore indeed, 4+ he said

ki ndly,

a€oand happen yed€™e thirsty? Can | get ye sonme water ?a€e

She noi stened her parched lips with the tip of her tongue but did not answer.
Carefully he Il et her go and noved across to the barrel of water, scooping out
a

cup of water for her. She snatched it from himand scranbl ed away, then drank
thirstily, staring at himthrough the tangle of filthy black hair.

Lil anthe regarded her with troubl ed eyes. &4€aShed€™s |ike a snowlion cub, al
teeth

and claws. | wonder where she canme from a€e
a€ddhat is your nanme, |assie?a€s N all asked. &€cdAnd why do ye fight so? What
do ye

f ear ?4€-



She cast him a sideways | ook, very wary and distrustful, then returned her
gaze

to Lewend€™s face.

a€cdhat i s your nane?a€e Lewen said very gently.

She |icked her |ips again, her eyes darting fromone face to another, then
sai d

haltingly, &€otassie. €

a€o\ye, we ken youd€™e a | ass, wed€™e eyes in our head, &€+ Niall said.
a€oBut what is

your nane? \Wat are ye cal |l ed?a€-

a€act assi e?d€+ she said again.

Ni al | and Lewen and Lil ant he exchanged rueful gl ances.

a€atappen shed€™ a wee touched in the head, 4€+ Niall said.

The girl frowned and, with a puzzled air, lifted a hand to touch her head.
a€aNay, &€« Lilanthe said. 4€od dinna think so. Thered€™s intelligence in those
fierce

bl ue eyes. | wonder &€ there&€™ sonethi ng strange about her. |&€™ say
shed€™ a faery

child. O at |east, shed€™ has faery blood in her. And we are far from
anywher e

here. She nust have come down out 0&€™ the npuntains. €.

a€adhen what is she doing wearing the uniform o€ a Yeoman?a&€e Niall said
gruffly.

The girl stared at hi munconprehendingly. He bent and took a fold of her

j acket

between his fingers, saying, a€cdhere did ye get it? Wo does it belong to?a€e
| mredi ately she flinched away, scranbling out of reach

a€aNay! M ne! &€« she cri ed.

a€o¥ours?a€- N all asked, his eyes on the silver stag badge of the Yeonen.
a€oXe say

the cl ot hes are yours?&€e.

She crossed her arnms about her protectively. &€oM ne! No touch. 4€-

a€del |, she seems to understand what we say well enough, &€« Niall said. He
bent

towards her. &€ctassie? Are ye hungry?a€e.

She nodded her head voraciously, though she sidled back nervously, keeping a
fair distance between them

a€actewen, lad, why do ye nod€™ go and find our guest sonething to eat? And
happen

make up a bed for her? She must be sick and weary. We can question her again
in

the norning. For now |l et her sleep and recover. &€-

a€a €™ fill up the bath too, &€« Lilanthe said with a quick smle
a€aShed€™s filthy. &€

a€aoNay! &€« the girl said enphatically.

a€o¥e need a bath, ny lass. Yed€™e no&€” sleeping in nmy good sheets until |
have all

that bl ood and nuck off ye. &€e

a€aoNay! &€+ the girl said again, gripping her hands into fists. She pointed
one

finger at the wi nged horse, now drowsily |ipping at the bucket of warm nush
with

a bl anket over its back. &€Eode stay. She mine. M ne! &€

a€o¥ou want to stay here with the horse?a€+ Lewen asked.

She gl anced at hi m and nodded, her expression clearing for a nonment.

a€oM ne. &€

a€d¢ do nod€™ seek to take your horse away fromye, 4€» N all said sternly.
a€adhough

t hey say one canna own a wi nged horse. They canna be tamed with spur and
whi p,



or broken to bridle and saddle, like ye have tried to do. &€+ He gestured with
one

hand to the bridle in the straw where Lewen had dropped it, its bit befoul ed
wi th bl ood and foam &€oA thigearn wins the trust and respect of his horse,
he

does nod€™bl oody its mouth and whip it till it founders. &€

It was cl ear she understood his nmeaning, for a crimson blush swept up her

t hr oat

and face, and she dropped those disconcertingly |un nous eyes. &€odi nna mean
to

hurt, &€+ she said haltingly, searching for the right words. &€aNo&€| no ot her
way. a€e

a€aNo ot her way for what ?4€- Lewen asked. &€o¥e have ridden a |ong way. Were
have ye

cone fron? Are ye fleeing from someone?a€e.

She shook her head, not |ooking at him and made anot her enphatic gesture.
a€ao

away, 4€+ she said. &4€cteave ne. Me go. Soon nme go. a€-

a€aoBut ye are hurt still, &€ Lewen said. a€aWI|l ye no&€” let us tend you, and
give ye

some food? And your mare? Ye canna mean to ride her anytine soon. She is sick
and exhausted, and sorely hurt too.a€e

She | ooked at himin alarm &a€aturt ?4€.

a€oShed€™s exhausted, 8€+« N all said in cool tones of condemation. &€oAnd her
fl anks

have been flayed cruelly. &€

The girl flashed himan angry | ook. &€oNo&€™ me. Thorns. &€

Niall grinned, his teeth flashing white in his dark bushy beard. &€cXed€™e
rat her

thorny yourself, ny prickly lass. Nay, do nod€™ | ook daggers at nme. Ye nmay

st ay

here in the stable if yed€™ prefer. Indeed, sonmehow | think | 4€™ sl eep
sounder

tonight if ye did. It4€™ be like trying to cage a snowlion cub to bring ye
into

t he house. Lewen, lad, will ye go and get her sone bl ankets and sonmething to
eat . €

Lewen nodded and tried to snother a yawn. He had to adnit he was tired and
hungry after the | ong wal k through the forest.

As he turned to go, Lilanthe knelt down in the straw beside the girl

reachi ng

for one lacerated wist. At once the girl snarled at her, baring her teeth
like

a wolf. Lilanthe started back in alarm Lewen turned back in sudden concern
for

hi s not her.

a€ao nod€™ be afraid, &€ N all said, surprised. 8€ody wife is a healer. She
shal | noa€™

hurt ye. &€

The girl glared at themthrough the matted knots of her hair, her whol e body
tensed and ready to spring. Lilanthe nmade a tentative nove towards her and

t he

girl lashed out, raking Lilanthed€™ cheek with her filthy nails. Lilanthe
gasped

and shrank back, blood beading on her cheek. Wth a roar of outrage N al
strode

forward, drawing his wife into the shelter of his armw th one hand and
nmenaci ng

the wild girl with his other fist. &€aHow dare ye?8€+ he cried. &€acteave her
be! She



was only trying to hel p. &€

The girl pressed herself back into the wall, her eyes blackly dilated, her
hands

hel d up before her face as if seeking to protect herself froma bl ow

a€ao nod€” fear, &€+ Lewen said softly, stepping between his furious father
and the

wi |l d-eyed girl. &€oNo-one here will hurt ye. Ye are safe, | prom se ye. WII
ye

nod€™l et us help ye? W nean ye no harm there is no need to be afraid. &€
She lifted her eyes to his face, her hands dropping. He took a few sl ow steps
towards her, repeating his words in a |low, gentle voice, and although she

| eant

away from himshe did not strike as he dropped to one knee before her
a€cThere,

there, ye see? | nean ye no harm W only want to hel p. Your poor wists | ook
SO0

sore. See, the cool water feels good, doesna€™ it? Ita€™I| wash away the dirt
and

make sure your wounds heal cleanly. &€-

As he spoke, Lewen very gently took one hand and trickled the water over her
abused wrist. She crouched very still, not taking her eyes off him He turned
her wist in his big hand, and blotted it dry with the soft cloth, staining
it

with streaks of nmud and bl ood. &4€oSee, is that no&€™ better? Let nme wash the
ot her

one too. It nust be so sore. Look how rmuch it is swollen. Now |l et ne put sone
lotion on it. Does that nod€™feel better?a€.

She breathed out in a long sigh, and nodded her head.

Then Ni all noved, easing Lilanthe away from himso he coul d exam ne her

scrat ched cheek. At once the girl shrank back, hands flying up in a
protective

gesture again.

4€oSssh, sssh, &€« Lewen said. &€oNo need to fear. Al is well. a€e

Ni al | sighed in exasperation. a4€ocdt&€™ your mam who needs the | otion now, 4€.
he sai d.

a€ao ye see how filthy that wildcat&d€™ claws are? It&€™ your manmd€™s cheek
that 4€™ |

fester, for sure. a€e

Lil ant he pressed her hand agai nst her cheek. &€oNay, |&4€™ 1| be fine, 4€+ she
sai d

faintly. &€otewen, let ne do that. Yed€™e worn out. &€e

a€aNay, nod€™ ye, &€ the girl said. a€ode no like ye. Ye go away. €

Li l ant he was taken aback, and Niall was furious. &€otngrateful brat, &€+ he
sai d.

a€adi ne, wed€™| go away. | hope yed€™e cold and hungry and your cuts and
brui ses

throb all night. &€

a€oNNi al |, no! &€« Lilanthe cried.

Lewen protested at the sane tine. &€abai -deinl Shed€™ sore hurt and she&€™s
af rai d.

Do nod€™ be angry with her. &€

Ni al | sighed. &€odine. Ye stay and tend to her then. She seens to like ye, at
least. 14€™ 1| take your nother back to the house and tend to her. 14€™1 send
Merry

out with sone food for hera€” a€.

a€aNay, nod€™ Merry, &€« Lilanthe protested at once, |ooking askance at the
filthy,

wi | d-eyed, wild-haired creature crouched in the straw

a€dd/ery well, nod€™ Merry, ne, &€ Niall agreed in a |long-suffering tone. a€od
willna be



long, lad. Try to keep out o&d€™reach 08€" those claws. | do no&d€™want anyone
el se

i njured tonight. &€

a€acA | right, Da, 4€« Lewen said.

a€adbke sure ye make up her bed well away fromthe w nged horse, 4€+ Ni al

war ned.

d€cddhat mare is as wild as the | ass, renenber, and though she is quiet enough
now,

she may nod€™ be so docile once she recovers sone od€™her energy. A great
beast

like that can recuperate surprisingly quickly. &€

a€o?\ye, that | ken, &€+« Lewen said, smling.

a€x &€™ 1| be back in just a wee, 8€+ his father said. Still cradling the pale
and

shaken Lilanthe in one arm he rather reluctantly went out into the darkness.
Lewen turned and | ooked at the wild-haired girl.

a€aome, sit down, &€+ he said gently. &€c@ shallna hurt ye, | prom se. Ye nust
be sick

and dizzy with that head wound, and aching all over after the ride yed€™e
had.

W1l ye nod€™ trust ne?a€-

She hesitated, then very gingerly |owered herself back to the floor. &€ode do
hurt. Al over. a€e

a€o¥e nmust indeed. Here, let me finish salving your wists. Theya€™e raw and
bl oody. Those ropes nust &€™e been tied very tight. &€e

d€aad to be tight. Fall off if no&€  tight.a€e.

a€aosSo ye tied themyoursel f? You tied yourself on the horse?a€.

After a long frowni ng noment, she nodded.

He said no nore, kneeling in the straw before her and Iifting up first one
hand,

then the other, turning themto exam ne the lacerated flesh. Her fingernails
were torn and jagged and black with dirt, but the hands thensel ves were

sl ender

and | ong-fingered, with call ouses he recogni zed as bei ng caused by draw ng
back

the string of a bow. He remenbered the bow and quiver of roughly hewn arrows
that had been tied on to her back, and felt his curiosity grow

Very gently he applied the soothing cream and bandaged her wists. Then he
gathered up all her hair and swept it over her shoul der, snoothing it away
from

her brow so he could | ook at the wound on her tenple. She sat quietly, alnpst
as

i f spellbound, as he washed away the encrusted bl ood, and anointed the wound
with his nother&€™ sal ve.

a€adt is nod€” too bad, &€+ he said softly. &€atead wounds often bleed a |ot.
Ye may have

a headache for a day or two, but naught nore serious. |&€™I| nod€™ bandage it,
ita€™s

only a scrape and the air will do it good. &€-

She said nothing, just gazed at himw th her dark brows drawn together over
her

eyes, though nmore in puzzlement than anger. Wth the nud and bl ood washed
from

her face, he was able to see her clearly for the first time. She had a | ong,
thin face with bony tenples and a patrician nose. Her cheekbones were so high
there were little hollows beneath. Her mouth was soft and full-lipped with a
deep indentation in the upper lip. It gave her a vulnerable air, at odds with
the strength of the rest of her features. As he stared at her, her nmouth
qui r ked

and set itself firmy. Lewen | ooked away quickly.



He noved back a little, taking up one of her feet and lifting an eyebrow in
query. She tilted her head, then gave a little shrug and nodded. Gently he
drew

off the long, |eather boots, and took her bare ankle in one hand, exani ning

t he

brui sed and swollen flesh carefully. &€odhe boots were some protection, at

| east, a€-

he said. &€actet ne wash your feet clean and put some arnica creamon, and

t hen

yed€™ | be nore confortabl e. 4€-

She acqui esced silently. He washed her feet carefully, noting the hard sol es
and

spl ayed toes of someone who custonarily went barefoot, and the new red

pat ches

where the boots had rubbed skin not used to confinenent. He had just finished
massagi ng in the cream when he sensed soneone watching and | ooked up. Hi s

not her

stood just beyond the stable door, a pile of blankets in one arm a basket in
t he ot her hand. She was watching themw th a grave expression on her face.
Lewen

flushed but Lilanthe made no comment, linping in and putting her burdens down
near her son, who lifted the girl 8€™ feet off his lap so that he could turn
and

reach to pick themup

a€a@ brought her a nightgown and some bl ankets, &€« Lilanthe said with the

f ai nt est

trace of coolness in her voice. &€cAnd t hered€™ sonme vegetabl e broth, and
Sone new

bread, and a slice of the whortleberry pie that Merry and | made this

aft ernoon. 4€-

Lewen was hot and unconfortable in his skin. He found it hard to neet his
not her &€™$ cl ear gaze. He busied hinmself w nding up the unused bandages and
tidying up the salves while the girl fell upon the soup and bread like a wild
ani mal .

a€oX¥our supper is waiting for ye, when yed€™e ready, &€+ Lil anthe said. &€odo
no&€”™ be

long, laddie. 1t4€™ alnost time for Merry to go to bed and shed€™s eager to
see ye,

on your last night hone with just us.a€e

Lewen bit his Iip in chagrin. 4€od &€™ | no&€™ be long, Mam 1&€E™I just see
her

settl ed. &€

Li I ant he nodded and shook out sone warm bl ankets, then piled her basket high
wi th her healing sal ves and bandages. a€oSl eep well, |assie, 4€+ she said
gently to

the girl, who | ooked up briefly fromher soup before | owering her face to the
bow again. &€adbo nod€” fear. Ye are safe here. This house and garden are
wel |

protected. None will harmye here. &€

The girl | ooked up again, considering Lilanthe for a | ong nmonent. Then she
nodded i n acknow edgenent and went back to her neal.

a€oYed€™ e wel cone, 4€+ Lilanthe said with gentle irony and went back into the
dar kness.

€t 4€™ usual to say &€t hanksd€™when sonmeone does sonething for ye, 4€e
Lewen chi ded

gently.

a€dhy?a€. she asked.

He was nonplussed. &€odt just is. It&€™ good nmanners. People get upset if ye
do noa€”

say thanks. a€-



a€ahy ?8€-

a€cdhey just do. It&€™ rude. &€-

a€cdhat rude?a€.

a€aoude i sd€] being rude is having bad manners. &€+ Lewen was consci ous of
talking in

circles. He nade a big effort. &€of£ood nmanners are like the oil in the clogs
of a

cl ock, they keep things running snoothly, &€+ he said.

The girl stared at himblankly. Lewen realised she woul d never have seen a
cl ock

bef ore and cast around for sone other way to explain.

a€aoBei ng rude makes ye seend€] ungrateful. No-one will |ike doing things for
ye. |If

ye say things |ike &€ pl eased€™and &€ t hank yed€™ and &€" bl ess yed€™ and
4€ may |, 4€™t hen

people will like ye nore and |ike doing things for ye. a€e

a€xdf me sayé€] this thing, &€ thanks, &€™then people |ike me?a€+s she asked
i ncredul ously.

a€oye. 4€-
a€oYe too? Ye like me if me say &€ t hanksa€™Pa€e.
a€o\ye, 04€" course. | neand€] &€+ Fearing his tongue getting into a tangle

agai n, Lewen

cane to a halt.

a€cddhen me say thanks, 4€+ she said.

a€oYed€™ e wel cone, 4€+ he said. 4€dcdhat &€™ what you say when peopl e have said
t hanks. &€

a€dhy?a€. she asked.

a€o¥e just do, &€« he answered.

The girl absorbed this in silence.

Rat her shyly Lewen directed the girl towards the clean clothes. &€a¥ul d you
like

to change? And thered€™ a conb for your hair. &€ She stared at it in

puzzl ement as

he held it up for her. He m med conbing his hair, then said, &€odhough happen
your

hair is too knotted to conb by yourself. And it needs to be washed. 4€-

He i magi ned hinsel f washing it for her, and colour surged in his cheeks. He
went

on doggedly, &€ddonorrow, happen my mamw || hel p you wash and conb it. Now
ye

shoul d sleep. Ye are tired. 4€-

She had put one hand up to her hair self-consciously. Now she dropped it,
noddi ng and sayi ng, &€cfye, nme tired. No&€™ nmuch sleep |ast night. &€ She
shook her

head wonderingly and cranmed anot her piece of whortleberry pie into her nouth.
A€y nod€" ? Were ye riding the mare all ni ght ?4€.

She jerked her head in affirmation.

a€atow | ong? How |l ong were ye on her back?a€-

She shrugged, then held up two fingers.

a€dwo days?a€e

a€ane day, one night, 4€+ she answered. &€otong tine. a€-

a€o\ye, indeed. 1&8€™I| |eave ye to sleep then, for ye rmust be tired, &€+ Lewen
sai d,

handi ng her the pile of soft blankets. &€od hope ye will be warm enough. &€
She had been fingering the blankets rather dazedly. At his words she | ooked
up

at him w ping her nmouth with the back of her hand. Dinples suddenly flashed
in

her cheeks. She made a gesture that went fromthe bl ankets round the shadowy,
lantern-1it stable with its strawfilled byres and sl eepy, contented ani nal s.



a€adke never so warm &€+ she answered.

Lewen went back through the cool, noonlit garden to the house, feeling that
hot ,

happy daze one gets fromdrinking too much ale at Hognanay. Hi s nmind was so
full

of the girl that he had to stand outside the door in the darkness for a while
to

cl ear his head.

When he came into the kitchen, his parents and his sister were already seated
at

the table, eating their meal. Fires burnt at either end of the room and
candl es

were lit on the table and mantel piece, filling the roomw th a gol den gl ow.
U sa

lay on her rug before one of the fires, her enornous bul k bl ocki ng nost of
its

heat. She lifted her grey snout and | ooked at himw th worried eyes, npaning
a

guestion. Both his parents scrutinised himclosely too but he managed not to
flush, pulling up his chair to the table and saying in his usual practica
way,

a€asShe&d€™s nod€™ badly hurt, just tired and rather bruised, | think. Shed€™|
be grand

in the norning. What about the mare, though, Dai-dein?a€e

4€ce 8€7; Twas |l ucky ye found them when ye did, 4€« N all said gravely. &€odhe
mar e has

been ridden hard, and then allowed to founder. Shed€™I| be lucky if she does
No4a€™

take a chill. &€-

a€a@ do nod€” think she nmeant to harmthe nmare in any way, &€+« Lewen said
eagerly. a€o¥e

ken the stories about wi nged horses, how difficult they are to tame. The mare
woul d have fought the bit and saddle, and flown high to try and throw her

of f.

She was bruised all over. 18€™ say the mare tried to knock her off against
tree

trunks and branches, ye ken the way they do. a€-

a€atow do ye ken shed€™s bruised all over?a&€e Lilanthe said sharply.

Lewen went red. a€od 4€] she tol d neéa€; a€-

a€atere, | ad, have sonme soup, &€+ N all said calmy. &€obearling, will ye cut
hi m sone

bread? He nust be starving. &€-

a€o\ye, that | am &€+ Lewen responded, glad of the diversion. 4€c managed to
eat some

of my cheese and bread on the way hone, but it dinna even begin to fill the
hol e. &€

He began to eat his soup hungrily, and when Lilanthe had cut him sone bread
he

slathered it with butter

Meriel bounced up and down in her chair with excitenent. &€oBut who is she,
this

girl? Where did she come fron? D d she catch the wi nged horse?a€.

a€ad di nna ken, &€« Lil anthe answered, taking her seat again and | ooki ng across
at

her son, raising her eyebrows. &€ctewen? Did she tell ye anything while ye
wer e

t endi ng her ?&€.



Lewen shrugged. &€oShe said shed€™ tied herself onto the horse, so | guess
t hat

means she caught it. She said she had to tie herself on tight so she would
noa€”

fall while the mare was in the air. &€

Merry gave a sigh of happiness. &€o©h, | wish it had been ne! |nmagi ne, your
own

flying horse. &€-

a€adhi gearns do nod€™ say they own their wi nged horses, &€+ N all said
repressively.

a€adt is a friendship, a partnership. They say to win the respect o0d€™a

wi nged

horse, a thigearn nust ride it for a year and a day w thout once putting foot
to

ground. This girl is no thigearn. €

a€aoshe nmanaged to stay on its back for a night and a day, &€« Lewen said.
a€odhat €™

pretty amazi ng. 4€e

H s father regarded himfor a nonent, then nodded and smiled rather ruefully.
a€act &€™e done it nyself on occasion, and | nust admit | thought well o0&€”
nysel f

afterwards, and I was nod€™riding a horse that can fly. Shed€™1| be stiff and
sore

for a day or two, particularly if shed€™ nod€” used to riding astride. €
a€a¢ wonder where she came from &€+ Merry said, holding out her bow for
anot her

serve of soup. &€cd@ dinna see a wi nged horse flying over and I was out in the
garden all day. Yed€™ think | woul da€™e seen it. a€e

4€odnl ess it cane down out 0&€" the nountains, &€« Lil anthe said.

a€aBut thered€™s naught in the nountains but goblins and ogres, &€« Merry
sai d,

wi de-eyed. &€obid the lass |ook |ike a goblin?a€e

Lewen shut his nmouth on his indignation and said not hing.

a€aoNay, 04€" course nod€™ a€e his father said for him &€oShe was a bonny
lass, if rather

wil d. &€

ad€ddhere are other faeries in the nountains, 8+ Lilanthe said quietly.
a€oLor ri gans,

satyricorns, nixies, cluricauns, even seelies. She is certainly wild enough
and

bonny enough to have seelie blood in her. &€+ Lewen | ooked up and inadvertently
nmet

her eyes. Her face was solemm, and he cl anped his jaw together and | ooked
awnay.

a€c@ do no&€” think that is it, though. &€

a€aBut ye are sure shed€™ o0a&€" faery bl ood?ad€- N all said. a€aShe | ooked
human enough. &€

Li I ant he nodded her brown twi ggy head and got up, stacking the enpty bow s
and

taking themaway fromthe table. &€of\ye, shed€™ a half-breed, that | ken
Happen ye

need to be one to ken one. &€+ There was a faint shade of bitterness in her
Voi ce.

4€aoshe is hard to read, though. | canna hear her thoughts. | would say she
has

been harshly treated in the past, for her mnd and heart are | ocked up tight
i ndeed. She is well used to shielding her thoughts. &€e

She brought the next course to the table, an egg and onion tart served with
steaned green | eaves and roasted roots. Lewen and Merry passed up their

pl at es



to her and she served deftly, then sat down again with a sigh. N all |ooked
at

her cl osely.

a€acre ye troubl ed, | eannan?a€.

She strai ghtened her back and smiled at himrather wearily. &€aoNay, nay, 0&€”
cour se

NOAE™ &€

4€cd am &€+ N all said. 4€ddhat is a strange, wild lass fromthe blue yonder
doi ng

wearing the coat and plaid 0d€™ a Yeoman?a€-

Lewen t hought of his father&€™ shabby old coat and stai ned white buckskin
breeches, stored carefully in a large chest in the attic with the rest of his
uni form rmuslin bags of dried | avender and | enbn verbena tucked between their
folds. His father was proud i ndeed of his past standing as one of the
RA-gha€™s

personal guards. One of the fewtinmes Lewen had ever seen his father angry
was

when he and Merry had opened the chest and pl ayed dress-ups with his uniform
to

anuse thensel ves one snowy w nter&€™ day. Lewen had worn the silver nail
shirt,

cunni ngly made of netal |inks closely woven together, and the thick blue

cl oak

and battered helnmet, while Merry had dressed up in his court regalia, the

bl ue

tartan kilt and sporran, the cockaded bl ue tam o04€™ -shanter, the long-tailed
bl ue

coat. Finding themplaying at soldiers, pretending to fight with old curtain
rods and draggi ng the hens of his clothes through the dust, N all had roared
at

themas angrily as any woolly bear. Merry had been so frightened she had
begun

to cry, but Niall was too angry to care. He had stripped the children of
their

costumes with hard and hasty hands, given them both resoundi ng spanks on
their

bottons and sent them sobbi ng down the stairs.

Later, with Lilanthe behind themto give them noral support, they had gone
with

some trepidation to apol ogi se. The heat of N all&4€™ anger had cool ed but he
was

still displeased, and had told them very sternly, that they must never touch
hi s uni f or m agai n.

4€dd0 be chosen as a Yeoman 04€™ the Quard is the greatest honour a soldier
can be

gi ven, 4€» he had said. &4€od fought many a weary, bloody battle in those

cl ot hes, and

wat ched nmany a conrade slain. | have slept in themnany a time when we dared
not

renove even our boots in case the alarmwas called, and | wore themas |

st ood

behind my RA~gh with ny eyes hot with tears od€™pride as he was finally

cr owned.

It took a very long tine for us to bring peace to Eil eanan and during al

t hat

time, those clothes were ny second skin. Those stains on them are stains 0&€”
bl ood and nud and tears and sweat, and they are nmarks 0&€™ honour and courage.
Do

you understand me, bairns? For if | ever find ye playing with them again,
swear |&€™1 give ye a whipping ye shall never forget. &€



Lewen and Meriel had been contrite and overawed. Their father rarely spoke
nmuch

about the long canpaign to win the crown for Lachlan the Wnged, and then to
unite Ei |l eanan under his banner. It was Lilanthe who had taught themtheir

| essons, and she tal ked about it as if it had all happened | ong ago, in

anot her

lifetime. N all &€™ words nade the Bright Wars seemvivid and i medi ate. Ever
since then, Lewen had harboured a not-so-secret dream of beconing a Bl ue
Quard

hi nmsel f.

a€aNo Bl ue Guard would ever willingly relinquish his coat and cap, 4€+ Ni al
continued. &€acd fear one 04€™ ny |lairdd€™ nmen nust have conme to harm
sonewhere in the

mount ai ns, for this lass to have his gear. | nust question her closely in the
nmorni ng and find out how she cane to be dressed so. His H ghness will wish to
ken if he has |lost one 0d€™his nmen. | wonder who it could be? I do nod€” ken
al |

the Blue Guards like | used to. It has been sone tine since | was last in
Lucescere. &€

4€asSo ye think he has fallen victimto foul play, whoever the Yeoman was?a€.
Li I ant he asked.

Ni al | shrugged, frowning. &€ad do nod€™ ken. Happen there was an acci dent 04€™
some

kind. How can | tell? This |ass, though, whoever she is, she has all his
gear,

hi s saddl ebags and everything. Even the official saddlecloth, with the ensign
04€”

the charging stag upon it. And she was wearing the badge 04€™t he Yeonen. a€-
Hs

voi ce was thick with outrage

Li l anthe chose her words with care. &4€odo ye fear this |lass may have killed

t he

Yeonman?&a€e

Ni al | €™ frown deepened. &€abi d ye notice the coat has been torn at the
breast and

back, as if by an arrow? And the tear cobbl ed together again? And she carried
bow and arrows. 4€e

a€addhey may no&€” be hers, &€« Lil anthe said.

Lewen renenbered the call ouses on her right pal mbut said nothing, staring at
his plate in dunb m sery.

a€aNo, they may nod€”. And she is only a lass. &€ N all sighed heavily.
a€aNo&€™ really, 8€+ Lilanthe said. &€aoShe nust be seventeen or eighteen. And
certainly

she kens how to fight. &€

4€aNo4€™ to nention fight dirty, 4€+« N all said.

a€o\ye. 1 &€™ | never forget the | ook on her face as she went for ye with that

pitchfork. | al nost fainted! &€
d€o¥e al nost fainted! Think how | felt when she kicked ne. | thought | was
goi ng

to pass out. ld&€™mafraid | willna be much use to ye for a day or two,

| eannan,

| &€™n swol len up like a pair 08€" punpkins. &€

a€adhy? Where did she kick ye?a4€e Meriel asked, w de-eyed.

Li I ant he gave her husband a reproving glance and got up to clear the plates.
4€osShe bit ne on the shoul der, &€+ Lewen said, as nuch as to distract his
little

sister as because the wound was throbbing nastily.

Lil anthe put the plates down and cane in a hurry to | ook. She pulled back the
collar of his shirt and exclaimed at the round, purple-red bruise.

a€cdhat a wildcat, &€ N all said admringly.



a€x &€™| put some arnica creamon it, &€+ Lilanthe said. &4€x@ta€™ a nasty
bite. Wat

could make her behave so? It was nod€™ as if we were threatening her or trying
to

hurt her. W were trying to help! She just went nad |like a rabid dog. 4€-
a€aappen she was frightened, &€« N all said.

a€c®x angry because ye hel d her saddl ebags. Happen she thought ye were trying
to

steal her things. &4€ M ned€™seens to be her favourite word. 4€-

d€aoshe had only just woken up, &€+ Lewen said defensively. &€oShe di nna ken
where she

was or who we were. a€e

a€o\ye, that &€™ true enough, 8€+« N all said placatingly. a€c¥ell, wed€™|
guestion her in

the norning. Let&€™ | eave the conjectures till then, shall we? Let&€™ no4€”
f or get

this is our last night together as a famly for what may be a very long tine.
Merry, sweetling, why do ye nod€™serve us sonme of that special pie ye nmade
for

Lewen? And | &€™ 1| get down sone gol densloe wine, to toast our lad on his |ast
ni ght at hone. &€-

She &€"11 probably be gone in the norning anyway, Lewen said to hinself. The
t hought was cold and heavy as a stone, but he squared his shoul ders and t ook
t he

glass his father gave himwith a grin of thanks. No sense dreamnming 0d€™a

| ass

| &€™1 never see again.

Her Nam ng

Lewen woke early the next nmorning, and was at once sitting up and reaching
for

his clothes. The house was quiet and dim He went down the stairs in his
stockings, carrying his boots. His feet were nunb by the time he reached the
kitchen, for the stone floors were cold, and so he built a fire on the grey
ashes in the hearth and willed it into life with a snap of his fingers.

Fl ames

roared up, and Lewen warned the soles of his feet before pulling on his boots.
Ursa yawned and stretched, and raised her enornous head, gazing at himwith
guestioning eyes. He reached up to rub her greying snout. &€o&£0 back to

sl eep, &€+ he

said affectionately. &€cAll is well. |1&€™njust going out to the stables. a€-
She noaned softly but put her head back down on her heavy paws, for she was a
very ol d bear now and content to sleep before the fire and ambl e about after
Ni al | as he went around his chores. Lewen swung the kettle over the fire

t hen,

pul ling on his coat and gl oves, and went quietly out into the early norning
m st. The whol e garden was w apped in cloud. The silence was uncanny. Lewen
noved with great gentleness, afraid to disturb the stillness. He eased open

t he

door of the stable and stepped quietly inside.

The stall door had been snashed to pieces, and a |l ength of frayed rope

dangl ed

fromthe ring where the mared€™ halter had been secured. The bucket of water
had

been ki cked over, and the dirt floor was a churned mass of hoof prints. The
stall was enpty.

Yet in the nmound of straw where he had nade up a bed for the girl, she slept,



curled within the curve of the wi nged horsead€™ body, the bl anket slipping
from

one shoul der, her hand tucked under her cheek. The horse slept too, its head
resting on its forelegs. One wing sheltered the girl, Iike a black feathered
quilt. In the other stalls, the horses all stood drowsily, Lewend€™ stallion
Argent raising his head to | ook at him the others sleeping on

Lewen stood very still. Surely it was not safe for her to sleep there, so
cl ose

to those sharp hooves? The mare was wild. Everyone knew it was near

i mpossi bl e

to tame a wi nged horse, and this one nust surely hate the rider that had

ri dden

it so hard and so far. Yet there she slept, tucked up agai nst the nmared€™s
si de

li ke a foal.

As if sensing his regard, the girl stirred and sighed and opened her eyes,
lifting her hand to rub away the grit of sleep. Her novenent roused the horse
and it noved its head, blowing gustily through its nostrils. The girl | ooked
up

and saw Lewen standing there, gazing at her. Imediately she tensed, pushing
herself away fromhim pressing deeper into the horsed€™ side. Lewen put up
a

war ni ng hand, but it was too late. The nmare at once scranbled to her feet,
reari ng back on her hind hooves. She trunpeted a defiant nei gh, cane down,
and

ki cked out behi nd.

The girl had rolled herself ninbly away, and now stood and stepped forward,
her

hand held out flat. &€atush, &€+ she said. a€odNo need to fear. Me here. &€
The horse rolled a white-rimed eye towards her and shied away, but the girl
stepped closer still, one hand going to cup its velvet nose, the other noving
up

to seize the mare&€™ ear. a€oSsssshhhh, &€« she crooned. &€oSsssshhhh. No need
to fear. &€

Amazi ngly, the wi nged horse quietened at once. It breathed in the girl 8€™
scent

with flared nostrils, shivered a little and danced uneasily, but did not rear
again or neigh. The girl moved closer still, snoothing the mared€™s satiny
neck

wi th her hand, whispering to her. The mare flicked her |uxurious long tai
and

dropped her nose into the girl 4™ hand, and the girl laid her cheek agai nst
t he

mar eA€™ neck, caressing one of the long scrolled horns, as blue as a dusk
sky.

a€o\ye, yed€™e bonny, aye, ye are, 4€+ she whi spered.

Lewen could only stand and stare. He had never seen anyone calma horse so
easily. Lewen was a horse-whi sperer hinself, and had taned his own

bad-t enper ed

stallion in record time, but even that had taken himdays, not hours. As he
wonder ed and marvel ed, she turned towards him and said coldly, &€c¥e be nore
careful . She kick hard, she would. She afeared here. &€

€t was ye | was worried about, 8€+ Lewen said defensively. a€cdhat were ye
t hi nki ng,

sl eepi ng up agai nst her like that? She coul da€™e killed ye. 8€-

a€ashe m ne, &€+ she said flatly. &4€acd guard. 4€.

a€ofuard? Guard her against what? Thered€™s naught to fear here. €

She gave him a contenptuous stare and turned back to the mare, stroking her
nose

and neck. At sone point during the night she had renoved the halter and



bl anket

for the mare was unfettered now. Lewen cane forward a few small steps
fascinated by the mared€™s exotic beauty. The mare shook her mane and pranced
a

little. The girl laid her hand over the mare&€™ nose again and she qui et ened
so

the girl could run her hands gently down her slender |egs to check for

hot ness

or swelling.

4€cde ken horses, &€+ Lewen said. a€o¥ed€™e ridden them af ore. 4€-
a€aosSonet i mes, 4€+ she said. 4€c¢ call them they cone to ne. €

a€adhey just cone? Any horse?a€e

She shrugged. &€cAl |l 14€™e call ed. 4€-

a€cdhe nmare too0? Then whya€; ?a€-

She shook her head. a&€odMe noéd€” ken if she carry ne like the wild ponies do.
And if

she et me, me nod€™ken if ne stay on | ong enough. Me fallen off afore. M
noa€”

want to fall off while she flying. &€+ She nmade a high, flow ng gesture with
her

hand.

a€aoNay, 0&€" course nod€™ 4€+ Lewen said with a grin. He canme forward anot her
few steps

and at once the girl backed away, fists clenching, baring her teeth at him
war ni ngly. The horse whi nni ed and si destepped uneasily. Lewen put up both
hands

pl acatingly, stepping back. &€acd mean ye no harm | just wanted to checka€] |
was

worried. Are ye hungry? Wuld ye |ike some porridge?a€e

She was suspici ous. a€odhat &€, porridge?ad€s The word stumnmbl ed on her tongue.
a€o¥e do no&€™ ken porridge?d€s Lewen said unbelievingly. &€odt&€™ oat sa€]
hot, and with

mlk and honey. 1ta€™ good. If yed€™I| conea€| a€.

He gestured out into the brightening norning. 4&€od can make ye sone, and
happen

some griddl e-cakes too, and tea. a€e

She narrowed her eyes. a€odhy? \What ye want ?4€e

Lewen was distressed. &€odNaught! | nean, | justa€] | thought ye m ght be
hungry. €.

a€adk hungry, sure enough, but what ye care?a€e

a€oYed€™ e our guest hered€] yed€™e sore hurt&€) | want eda€| 4€-

a€adhat ?4€-

a€aNaught! Just to be kind. &€

To his surprise and secret hurt, he saw contenpt in her eyes. a&€odrue ne
hungry.

Bring food here, &€+ she commanded.

He drew back, his eyes hardening. &€c@ am nod€™ your servant, &€+ he said. a€at
t hought

ye might be hungry so | offered ye some breakfast, but if ye want it, ye can
cone and get it yourself.&€s He turned on his heel and began to wal k out, his
back

very straight. She said nothing, but he could feel her gaze burning into his
back.

He was out of the stable and hal fway through the barnyard when he heard her
say

i mperiously, a€acsStop! a€.

He turned, still snouldering with anger. She stood in the doorway of the

st abl e,

dressed only in a long white nightgown and bare feet, her black hair a nmatted
rat 4€™ nest. She | ooked so young and vul nerabl e his anger nelted away, but



he

held hinself stiffly still, meeting her gaze. a&€adke very hungry, &€+ she said
forlornly, &€obut canna | eave what m ne. &€+ She gestured behind her

a€o¥e nmean, the horse?a€.

a€oAl | what mine. &€

a€oYed€™e afraid soneone will steal your things?a€s Lewen did not know

whet her to

feel anger or pity that she should be so filled with suspicion and distrust.
He

said nore gently, &€aodNo-one will steal your things, or even touch them |
prom se

Ye and your things are safe here. Ye nust learn to trust us if we are to help
ye. a€e

a€ahy ?8€-

A€y what ?4€-

a€adhy ye want hel p ne?a€.

Agai n Lewen could not find the words to explain. He said stiffly, &€c¥e are
our

guest. Yed€™e broken our bread and tasted our salt. W may no&€~ harm one who
has

partaken o&€™our hospitality. &€e

She seened to accept this, for she nodded, turned back into the stable and
sai d,

with one inperiously pointed finger, &€adHorse, stay. Me conme back. &€

Then she cane out into the dewfrosted grass, her bare feet |eaving dark
streaks.

a€cdMit! Ye nust be cold. Were are your clothes, your shoes? Happen yed€™d
best get

dressed first. &€ He tugged at his own clothes and indicated his own stout
boot s.

She | ooked surprised, but shrugged and went back inside, com ng back a few
mnutes later with the |ong black boots pulled on under her nightgown and the
pl ai d wrapped negligently about her shoulders. Lewen felt a now famliar
benusement. No other girl of his acquai ntance would be so nonchal ant about
bei ng

seen in her nightgown, or so careless of her appearance. H's curiosity about
her

continued to grow

4€asSo why did ye tie yourself to the mare? Did ye just wish to ride her, to

t ame

her? O are ye fleeing from soneone?a€e

The girl &€™ |ips pressed together firmy and she did not answer.

4€adi d ye cone down out 0&€" the nmountains? Where is your fam|y?a€e.

Still she would not answer. Lewen | ooked at her sideways, nmarveling at the

st ubbornness of her patrician profile, the line of brow and nose so straight,
the nmouth bel ow so softly and deeply curved. It was a face of contradictions,
and he did not know which part to believe, the cold severity of the upper, or
the warm sensuality of the | ower.

They came into the warnth of the kitchen and at once Ursa lifted her snout
and

noaned a greeting, lunbering to her feet. The girl froze. Suddenly a sharp
silver dagger was in her hand and she had dropped into a killer&€™ crouch,
her

teeth bared. Ursa hardly noticed, so accustoned was she to gentl eness and

af fection. She |unbered forward, |owering her head for a scratch behind the
ears. Quick as a snake, the girl struck. Lewen was so taken aback his brain
refused to respond. His nuscles were well trained, however, and he | unged
forward and caught her wist, the sharp point of the dagger a scant inch away
from Ursad€™ shaggy breast. For a nmonment they struggled silently, barely
novi ng,



but exerting their strength agai nst each ot her.

Then she subnitted, allowing himto draw her away fromthe puzzled ol d bear
surrendering the knife into his hand as she rubbed at her bruised wist.
a€o¥e strong, &€+ she said with approval. &€c¥e hurt ne. a€-

Lewen swal l owed his instinctive apol ogy. a€cdhy did ye stab at poor auld Ursa
like

t hat ?&4€+ he said.

She was regardi ng the enornous wool ly bear with narrowed eyes. a€oBear, &€« she
sai d,

gesturing wi th one hand.

a€o\ye, 04€" course shed€™ a bear, anyone can see that! a€e

He took a breath to berate her further, but the | ook on her face nmade him

pause
and reflect. &€obid ye think her a wild bear, strayed into our Kkitchen
sear chi ng

for food? | suppose she coul d have been, but&€] canna ye see how tane she is,
how

gent| e?4€+ He gave a low grow of frustration, unable to express how troubl ed
he

was by her fierceness, yet knowi ng he was being unfair. Anyone raised in the
nmount ai ns knew to fear woolly bears, known as much for their savagery as
their

stupidity.

If he had not been raised by his parents, if he was soneone el se, someone
normal , and he had wal ked into a strange house and seen such an i mense,

| ong-t oot hed, sharp-clawed, strong-shoul dered creature in the kitchen, would
he

not have reacted instinctively to defend hinself? And this strange feral girl
fromthe nountains had clearly not been raised with gentleness as he had
been.

She flinched instinctively when anyone canme too near, she carried a knife
under

her ni ghtgown, she was the nastiest fighter he had ever seen, nore
unprinci pl ed

t han even the beggar-boys down near the ports. It was wong of himto w sh
her

something different, it was wong to long for her to have the gentl eness of
hi s

father, the sensitivity of his mother, the merry heart and sweet trustful ness
of

his sister. She was what she was, and he should not want her to be different
just because she had a mouth that fascinated him

She was wat ching himnow with a cal cul ati ng expression, as if reading and
interpreting the play of expressions on his face, and he took a deep breath
and

brought his thoughts back under control

d€adtrsa is ny fatherd€™s famliar, &€+ he said. Wen she clearly did not
under st and

what he neant, he said rather vaguely, &€adis friend, his hel pmate, hisa€; a€.
He did

not want to say a€opet, &€« but could not think how to explain. a€obike your
hor se, 4€« he

said at |ast.

She noved her clear, intent gaze fromhis face to the beard€™s. Ursa was
patiently

waiting to be petted and Lewen choked back a |l augh and put his hand up to
scratch behind her ears. She slitted her eyes and grow ed deeply in her

t hr oat

wi th pleasure. He stroked her snout and she anbl ed back to her place by the
fire. &€oShed€™ very auld now, 4€+« he said, alnost as if wanting to excuse



her

docility.

After that he did not know what to say to her. H s hands suddenly felt |arge
and

clumsy, and his face hot, and his tongue thick. He busied hinself naking
breakfast, but even that felt wong and difficult. He dropped the porridge
pot ,

and slurped in too much nmilk and had to add nore oats, which turned to gl ue,
and

then he forgot to add the salt and, when he hurried to renedy the om ssion
fumbl ed the opening of the canister and spilt in too much, and all the while
hi s

ears got hotter and hotter. She sat at the table in silence, watching him
with

i nterest, her arns wapped round her knees, the ni ghtgown slipping off one
bare

white shoul der as she did not know how to tie up the |laces properly. By the
tine

Lil anthe cane in, the buds of her twi ggy hair bursting into green overnight
as

if to signal the surge of spring that Lewen was feeling in his blood, her son
was as red-cheeked and mi serable as she had ever seen him She tasted the
porridge, cast himone whiplash glance but said nothing, sw nging the pot off
the fire and beginning to swiftly m x up some batter for griddle-cakes, al

t he

whil e asking the girl gently how she had slept, and was she not cold in her
ni ghtgown still, and did she prefer honey or greengage jan? Lewen could only
retire in grateful confusion

Hand-i n-hand with her father, Meriel came scanpering in, bright-eyed with
curiosity. Her chatter filled the silence so that Lewen was able to retreat
to

the tabl e and busy hinself eating and drinking. Meriel peppered the bl ue-eyed
stranger with questions, not at all disconcerted by her reluctance to answer.
a€adi d ye sleep well? Were ye war m enough?a€e-

a€ao\ye. &€+ The girl cranmed a whol e griddl e-cake into her nouth.

a€oAnd ye really have a wi nged horse all 0&€™ your own? How did ye catch

her ?&€.

No answer.

4€ofLan | have a ride 0&€™ her ?a€-

a€aNay, &€+ she nunbl ed t hrough her mout hful of crunbs.

a€ah, please? | 4€™e al ways wanted to have a wi nged horse 0&€" ny own.

Pl ease?a€.

a€odNay. 4€-

a€EANW Il she only let ye ride her? Are ye fromTireich? How did ye get here?
D d ye

fly over the mountai ns?a€e

No answer. Another two griddl e-cakes di sappear ed.

a€adam says ye were sore hurt by tying yourself on so tight. Do your wrists
still

hur t ?4€e.

a€oye. 4€-

a€dhy did ye do it?a&€e.

a€aSo nod€” fall off.&€« Her voice expressed weary contenpt. She w ped jam
away from

her mouth and reached for another griddl e-cake.

Meriel was not abashed. &€oBut if she&€™ your horse, surely she woul dna | et
ye

fall? Thigearns do nod€™ tie thensel ves on. &€

a€ashe nod€™ ny horse then. Is now &€+ She flashed the little girl a sharp
war ni ng



gl ance.
4€aSo have ye only just caught her? Shed€™ no&€™ really your horse then, is
she?a€.

a€oM ne. &€
a€aBut, | nean, flying horses canna be tamed so easily. Thigearns nust ride
their

flying horses for a year and a day. Ye only stayed on one day and one night.
That canna count. &€e

a€oShe mine! &€

a€atow conme ye talk so funny?a€e

The stranger gritted her jaw and stared at the little girl furiously.
a€adkeriel , 4€- Lilanthe said warningly.

a€aBut she does tal k funny. &€

a€aNo&€™ everyone grows up learning to speak our |anguage, &€« Lilanthe said
quietly.

She served another platter of hot griddle-cakes, then turned to the girl.
a€ad

must admit to curiosity also. W do nod€™even ken your name. What nay we
cal |

ye?a€e.

The girl shrugged, frowning. a&€ctassi e?ad€+ she said hesitatingly.

a€aoBut lassie is nod€™ a nane, ita€™a€] ita€™s what ye are, |like Lewen here
isalad. O

was, | should say, &€+ Lil anthe said, anending her sentence at a furious

gl ance

fromher son. &€cdé canna just call ye 4€™assi ed€”. Do ye nod€™have a nane?
What did

your famly call ye?a€-

The girl &€™ face cl osed up and she | ooked away, saying not hing.

a€o¥e have no fanil y?a€-

She shrugged. &€afanmily |ike this?a8€« An expansive gesture took in the warnly
it

room wth its bright copper pans, bunches of dried herbs hanging froma
rack,

its collection of childish drawings tacked to the mantel pi ece, the imense
wool |y bear snoozing by the fire. She uttered a bitter |augh. &€odNay, no
famly

like this. a€e

a€aoBut your parents? Your nother? Your father?a€e

a€ofFat her dead. &4€-

a€ocour not her ?4€.

The girl | aughed harshly again. &€odbther nod€™ want me. No good. &€« She
paused for a

monent and then said, in a rush, as if she could no | onger dam up the words.
a€ddhey kill nme if | go back. &€-

They were all appall ed.

a€aKi || ye?a€+ Lewen cried. a€cdhy?a€-

a€aBut, my lass, surely nod€  ?8€- Niall said. &€cA bonny | ass |ike ye?a€.
a€ade no good. Nod€™ strong enough, no&d€™fast enough. Have no horns. €
a€aNo horns?ad€- N all and Lil anthe exchanged sw ft gl ances.

The girl closed her nouth firmy and woul d not speak

4€cA satyricorn?a€+ N all said. a€oBut &€} 4€-

a€adt would explain the dirty fighting, &+ Lilanthe said dryly.

Lewen felt his heart sinking. The satyricorns were wild and fierce faeries

i ndeed. Although the First-Horn of the |argest known herd had signed the Pact
of

Peace, so that the satyricorns were theoretically vassals and allies of
Lachl an

MacCui nn, many of the smaller, nore renote herds continued to raid farns and
villages just as they always had, killing indiscrimnately and stealing food,



weapons and young men.

a€oBut | have seen satyricorns, a6+ N all said. a€a¥he RA-gh has an infantry
troop oa€”

Hor ned Ones that serve him They have hooves and a tail as well as horns, and
yel | ow eyes. She is naught |like themat all.a€e

a€aNo horns, no hooves, and only one set 04€™ dugs, 4€+ she said sadly.
There was a shocked silence. Despite hinmself, Lewend€™ eyes were drawn to
t he

wormanl y swell of her thin cotton nightgown. He forced hinself to | ook away.
Hs

father was regarding his plate, trying hard not to snmle, Meriel&€™ nouth
was

hangi ng open in amazenent, and Lilanthe | ooked disconcerted, enbarrassed and
anused all at the sane tine.

a€atappen she was a foundling child, 84 Lewen stunbled to fill the silence.
a€obost on

t he nountain or sonething. &€-

She gave a satiric snort. &€oMHorned Ones nod€™ save lost lassie. Eat it if
hungry

enough. A lost laddie, theyd€™l save. Sonme use for a lost laddie, at |east
when

grown. &€+ And she | ooked himup and down with such a knowi ng expression in
her

eyes that Lewen felt the blood surge up his body and into his face. He did
not

know where to | ook or what to say. Neither did his parents.

Luckily Meriel took the comment at face value, crying out, &€odheyd€™ eat a
| ost

bai rn? Do ye nean, they&€™1 actually eat it?4€e

a€af hungry enough, 4€» she said indifferently.

a€atr r gghh! &4€-

The girl | ooked at her speculatively. &€oMe ate goblin once. Rather eat nice,
pl unmp babe than foul, stinking goblin, wouldna ye?a€.

a€adrrgghh, no! | woul dna want to eat either. &€e

a€o¥e woul d i f hungry enough. &€-

a€aNay, | woul d no&€"! 4€-

d€aoBet-ye would. If it neant yed€™ get to |live another day. Anyone woul d. 4€-
a€od 4€™ rat her die! &€

a€ar oof yed€™e never really been hungry, 4€+ the girl said, and hel ped
herself to

anot her griddl e-cake. They all hurried to pass her nore butter and jam and
Li I ant he poured her another cup of fresh goat&€™ milk, so full it al nost
bri mred

over. The girl ate and drank greedily, w ping her nouth on her sl eeve.
There was a long silence as they watched her eat, each busy with their own
t hought s.

Then Niall |eant forward, frowning, one hand scratching his bushy brown
bear d.

a€asSo ye have run away fromyour famlyé€l your herd. That is why ye caught
t he

wi nged horse. To hel p ye escape. a€-

d€aterd run fast, hunt good, &€« she said rather indistinctly, through a
nout hf ul  of

food. &€odMe slow. They catch nme, they kill me. &€

a€asSo what about the saddle, the bridle? The cl othes? Wiere did ye get

t henPa€.

She frowned, glaring at hi m suspiciously.

4€o¥e canna tell nme they are what ye wore with a herd 0&€™ satyricorns, a€-
Ni al |l said.

a€odhey are the uniform od€™a Yeoman 04€™ the Guard, the RA-gha€™ own



regi ment. Were

did ye get thenPa€e

Her frown deepened and for a nmonment it |ooked as if she would say not hing.
Then

she said reluctantly, &€oHerd hunted down man, close on a noon ago. He dead.
Me

took his clothes. Liked better. Soft.a€e

Ni al | was watching her closely. a€ocdho was he? Do ye ken his name? How did he
di e?a€e.

She did not answer.

a€a@ thought satyricorns usually keep male prisoners alive, 84€ he said

sl ow y.

a€aaving a use for them as ye said yourself.a€e

She did not drop her eyes, or blush, or fiddle with her knife, keeping her
eyes

steadily on his. a€of\ye, true, &€+ she answered.

4€0So0 how did the Yeonman di e?a€.

a€ddry escape, &€+ she said after a nmonent. &€aoderd hunt hi m down. &€

Ni al | nodded. &€od see. &€+ He glanced at Lilanthe. &€od wonder who it could
be?

Thered€™ | be identification 0d€” sone kind in the saddl ebags, | imgine, a
famly

seal or signed reports. 1&€™1 | ook and see. W nust send notice to H s

H ghnessa€; &€

a€adNay! a€-
They | ooked at the girl in surprise. She had leapt to her feet, sending the
cup

of mlk cascading over the table. One fist was thrust under N all 8™ bearded
chin. &€aM ne! Ye no | ook, ye no touch. M ne now No&€™ yours. €.

a€oBut, | assi el€] a€-

4€oNo touch. &€

a€aBut they are nod€™ your things, lassie. They belong to that poor dead
sol di er.

Hs family will be wanting to have his uniformand badge back, they are narks
04€™

honour. They&€™I| be wanting to ken how he died. W have plenty of clothes
here

that ye can have, ye do nod€™ need his things anynore. | nust see what news he
was

carrying, and send it on to ny RA-gh. That Yeoman nust have had dreadful need
to

reach the capital quickly, to ride through Dubhslain, canna ye see that?

nmust

make sure the RA~gh kens what has happened. €.

Al the while Niall spoke, she was negating every sentence abruptly and
forcefully. As he continued to argue with her, she reached down and drew t he
kni fe she wore hidden under her nightgown. She woul d have stabbed himif he
had

not had such quick refl exes, catching her wist in both hands, |eaning far
back

in his chair to avoid the snake-swi ft thrust. They westled silently for a
few

nmonents, her |lips drawn back into a feral snarl, then at last N all managed
to

knock the knife out of her hand, draggi ng her down to her knees.

He breathed heavily, trying to regain his tenmper as much as his breath. Lewen
was frozen in shock and di smay, unable to believe he had forgotten her knife,
realizing how close his father had cone to death because of his
absent - m ndedness. Lilanthe and Meriel were frozen |ikew se. Violence had
erupted so quickly.



The girl took a deep shuddering breath perilously close to a sob. N al

rel eased

her wists and she cradled themto her chest, her head bent. Still no-one
spoke,

not even Meriel, whose face had turned the col our of unbaked dough. Then

Li l anthe gave a great sigh and went swiftly to her husband, bendi ng over him
pressing his head to her breast. She said softly, brokenly, &€o¢ canna

bel i eveag€]

och, leannan &€ if she had kill ed ye&€| 4€-

a€x &€™n a hard man to kill, &€+ N all said with an attenpt at a smle.

The girl raised her head. Though her face was sneared with tears and the
bandages about her wists were seeping with fresh bl ood, her expression was
set

hard wi th anger and deterni nation

a€adf ye touch ne or mne again, nme kill ye, 8€+ she said softly.

Ni al | sighed and put his arm about his wi fed€™ waist. After a nonent he
sai d,

very sternly, &€odhen let this be understood between us. If ye try to harmne
or

m ne again while ye are here, | will have ye taken to the reeve and tried and
puni shed. Ye do no&€”™ attack a man at his own table, after ye have broken

br ead

and tasted salt with him Ye do nod€™seek to settle a di sagreenent by

drawi ng

your bl ade. This is dishonourable and unlawful. Ye nay have been raised as a
satyricorn, but ye are anong men now, and ye nmust and will |earn our ways. a€e
a€oHow?a€. Lil anthe asked. a€odhat are we to do with her? We have noéd€” had
tine to

think what is best to do. a€-

The girl stood up, her blue-grey eyes blazing. &4€o¥e do naught with nme! Me go.
Me

t ake horse and ne go. &€-

a€dhere?ad€- Lilanthe said gently. &€dcdhere shall ye go? Back into the
nmount ai ns? They

are nod€” called Dubhslain for naught. Apart fromthe satyricorns, who ye say
shall kill ye if they find ye, there are ogres and cursehags and dragons too.
I't

is no place for anyone to live alone, no matter how doughty. And believe ne,
lassie, | ken. | ran away fromny home too, when | was just a |l ass nyself, and
I

lived in the wild nountains as best | could for quite a few years. Being able
to

change shape into a tree hel ped, od&€™course, but it was a cruel hard life,

ye

must understand that. And lonely. Bitterly lonely. It was that which drove ne
out 0&€™ the mountains in the end, a longing for those cd4€™ny own kind, for

| ove

and friendship. &€+« She bent and pressed her cheek against Niall &€™ beard and

he put

up one hand and caressed her leafy hair.

The girl was silent, though her chin was still raised defiantly and her hands
cl enched.

a€atappen she should cone to the Tower 04€™ Two Moons with nme?&€e Lewen said
diffidently. His parents |ooked at himin surprise.

A€t 4€E™| take us some tinme to travel to Lucescere, @€+ he went on. &€odN na
and Iven and

| can try and teach her what we can on the way, and thered€™| be other
apprentices too, for sure, and they&€™I| help too. And then she can tell the
RA-gh

what she kens herself, |&€™n sure hed€™ | have questi ons hed€™§ want to ask



her. And

Aunty Beau will want to talk to her too, | ken. a€e

a€adhy, though, |addi e?d€e Lilanthe sounded a little puzzled. &€ac¥e think the
| assi e

has Tal ent ?4€-

a€ashed€™s tamed the wi nged horse, 4€+« Lewen said. When his father went to say

somet hing he held up his hand in entreaty. &€aiNay, | mean, really taned her
Dada.

When | went in this norning, well, the mare had ki cked out the door 0&€™ her
stall

and broken her headstall and torn up the whol e place, buta€, well, they were
sl eeping together, like mare and foal, as sweetly as ye could inmagi ne. And
she

talks to her. Tells the mare to stay and she does. 4€-

Ni al | €™ brown eyes and Lil anthed€™ slanted green ones both swiveled to the
girl a€™s

face. She stared back at them haughtily. &€oShe mine, &€+ she sai d.

a€ashe says shed€™ tanmed horses afore, in the nountains. She calls to them
and t hey

comne. a€e.

a€atappen it&€™ the Tower 04€” Horse-lairds we should be sending her to, a€.
Niall said

softly.

a€atappen so, &€+« Lewen agreed. &€oBut thered€™ plenty o0d€™ tinme for that, if
that &€™ t he

right place for her to go, isnd€™ there? Thered€™s no-one to take her there
now,

and she woul d ken no-one there nor howto go on. And the RA~gh woul d want to
see

her first, dinna ye think so?&€.

a€oye, he woul d. &€+ N all stroked his beard thoughtfully. &€c@ can see sone
merit in

this plan 0d€” yours, ny |ad. Though we rnust make sure news 04€™t he
Yeonmand€™s deat h

travels faster than ye will. 1t&4€™I| take ye a nmonth or so to reach the

pal ace,

and ny laird will be anxious for news 04€™ his Yeonman. | w sh we could scry
to

him but the nobuntains stand in the way. What a shame the Tower o0&€™ Ravens is
so

i nfested with ghosts and we canna use the Scrying Pool there. It would be so
much easier to keep in touch with the court and Coven. 8€+ N all sighed and dug
hi s

fingers into his beard nore vigorously.

a€oLonme, we can work out the finer details |later, € Lilanthe said. &€aodor
now, |

think it is a good plan. | would noéd€™ like to just send the |lassie off
sonewher e

all by herself, for all that she is so fierce and strong. The Tower 0&€™ Two
Moons

is interested in all Skills and Talents, and there are satyricorns at the

royal

court that may be able to help her find a place for herself. &€

a€obewend€™s right, the RA~gh will want to question her about the Yeomana€™s
deat h

hi nsel f,4€« N all said, alnpst as if he had not been listening to his w fe.
a€ocAnd

happen on the way Lewen can make her realise that wearing the clothes 04€™ a
Bl ue

Quard is treason! &€



The girl had been listening to all this with narrow, suspicious eyes. At this
| ast comment she flashed hima quick glance, but still said nothing, her jaw

t hrust out stubbornly.

Lilanthe turned to her and smiled, saying in her gentle voice, a4€act is for ye
to

deci de, 0&€" course. W have no rights over ye. | do nod€™ken if ye will
like

Lucescere, it is one 04€™ the great cities 04€™Ei| eanan and very busy and
noi sy.

They call it the Shining City because it is so beautiful. It is built on an
island at the top 04€™ the highest waterfall in Eileanan, a place where two
gr eat

rivers nmeet. On sunny days the whole city is strung with rainbows fromthe
spray. Ye would like to see it, | amsure. And the Tower 04€™ Two Moons is
very

qui et and peaceful, for it is built away fromthe city, set in the heart o0&€”
acres od€™the bonniest gardens. It too is one 04€™ the grand sights od€™this
wor | d.

Ye will meet people o04€™ all kinds there, both human and faery, and if ye

wi sh, ye

can try for a scholarship to study there and | earn many new thi ngs, as Lewen
does. Or ye can get back on to your wi nged horse and fly away from here, we
shallna try and stop ye. It&4€™ up to ye, |assie. a€e

It was the right approach to take. The girl 4€™ face and stance rel axed as

Li l ant he spoke, and a | ook of interest canme into her eyes. She gl anced once
at

Lewen and then back at Lilanthe, catching her Iip between her teeth as she
consi dered. Then she rai sed her head proudly.

a€adk like to see this city, &€+ she said. a€odk go. 4€+ As everyone sighed and
rel axed a

little, relieved to have a plan to work towards, she | ooked sternly at N all
a€o¥e, thoughd€’ye shallna touch what is mne. a€e

a€oBut &€ 4€+ Ni al | began.

a€aNo touch! Else ne kill ye. a€e

a€dd/ery well, then, lassie, 4€+ Lilanthe said quickly. &4€de shall touch naught
04€”

yours if ye do nod€™wi sh it. But can | give ye some other clothes to be
wear i ng

on your journey? For indeed, ye canna wear the uniform od€™ a Yeoman if ye
have

nod€™ been chosen to serve the RA-gh. It is noa€” right and indeed, it is
treasonable, as Niall said. If ye give ne the clothes I will wash themfor ye
and pack them up, and ye can take themwi th ye. 4€-

The girl nodded begrudgi ngly.

a€dd/ery well then. Now, we do nod€™ have long. Nina and Iven will be here
soon, if

they | eft Barbreck-by-the-Bridge at daybreak like they said they would. How
about a bath, lassie? Believe me, ye will feel nuch better when ye are clean

| &€™1 wash your hair for ye and salve your wists again and find ye sone
cl ot hes,

and then we can pack a bag for ye to take with ye. Lewen, dearling, | do nod€™
ken

how | ong theyd€™ 1| be able to stay so ye had best make ready. 4€-

a€aed€™ al ready packed and repacked his bags about a hundred tines, €
Meri el

t eased.

a€dell, | wanted to be ready, 4€« Lewen sai d.

a€aome on, ny lad, |letd€™ go and get our chores done while the |assie has
her

bat h, &€+« N all said. &€odhe poor auld horses nust be wondering where their



mash is,

while |1 &€™n surprised we canna hear the pigs squealing from here. €

a€xd feed ny horse, no&€" ye, 4€+ the satyricorn girl said, tensing up at once.
a€od cone

now. Ye touch naught! &€

Ni al | raised both his hands. &€a¢ shallna touch a thing, lassie, | pronise
ye.

Whi ch rem nds ne. We canna keep on just calling ye a4€"| assi ed€™ Ye sure ye do
noa€”

have a nanme? Wat did your nother call ye, and the other satyricorns?a€e

She flushed hotly. &€aNo- Horn, &€+ she answered shortly. &€oNod€™ a nice

nane. &€+ She

struggl ed for words. &€odkan nane. 4€e

a€d¢ canna call ye that then, 4€« he said, taken aback

a€addhen we nust give her one, 8€+ Lil anthe said. &4€oShe needs a nane. 4€-

They all eyed her specul atively and she gl ared back at them her jaw set
firmy.

a€o\lye, but to choose a nane that suits her, that&€™ the trick, 4€+ N al
sai d,

scratching his beard, a hunmorous glint in his eyes. a€o®rickles? Branbl e?

Bl ackt hor n?a€.

She tilted her chin even higher

a€aosal een? That neans little dark rose, 8€+ Lilanthe said hastily.
a€aShed€™s nod€™ so little,4€s N all said, grinning. a€dcdhat &4€™ a nane that
neans enor mous

dark rose? Nod€™that | think a rose is the right sort 04€™ plant, thorny as
it is.

How about thistle?a€.

a€ao nod€™ even joke about that, &€ Lilanthe said with a little shudder
a€oN0A€™ even

lain of Arran calls hinself the Thistle, it brings back such dreadful

nmenori es.

That €™ a nane Margrit 04€™ Arran took to the grave with her, thank EA . &€
a€odrue enough, &€+ N all said soberly. 4€c@a€™ forgotten Margrit N cFA3ghnan
was cal |l ed

the Thistle. Indeed, that would be a sorry nanme to give such a bonny | ass.
suppose we shoul d be serious about this. A nane is a serious thing, one
carries

it all oned€™s |ife. Are there no nanes ye |like, |ass?a€e

4€oKen no nanes, &€+ she answered.

a€addhat maekes things harder, €+ N all said. &€obo ye ken any nanes to do with
hor ses,

| eannan? A wonan that rides a wi nged horse should have a nane that suits. Is
there a girlie form o&€™ Ahearn? That neans laird 04€™the horses and was a
true

nam ng i ndeed. &€-

a€c@ do nod€” think so, &€« Lilanthe said, frowning. &€cdnd we canna call her
Ahearn, or

any derivative, for it is a name that belongs to the MacAhern cl an. &€
a€atow about Rhi annon?&€e Lewen said quietly. They turned to him surprised,
havi ng

al nrost forgotten he was there, he had been so silent. &€aFromthe auld story,
ye

ken the one, &€+ he said. &4€acShe rides past the king and he is so smtten with
her

beauty that he sends his cavaliers galloping after her, to bring her back to
him But she rides so swiftly none can catch her. The ki ng cannot forget her
and so day after day he returns to the same place in the forest, hoping to
see

her again. At |ast she gallops past and he pursues her. But not even his



gr eat

war - charger can catch up with her, and so he calls out to her, telling her he
has fallen in love with her. So she turns and reins in her horse, and lets
hi m

cone near, and he nmakes her his w fe. €.

a€o\ye, &€« N all said slowy. &€ad remenber that tale. Rhiannon.&€e He turned
to the

girl. She was gazing now at Lewen. Her face had softened, her mouth curving

j ust

enough for the elusive dinple to crease her cheek. &€odo ye like that nane,

| assi e?d€* Niall asked gruffly.

a€ahee- ann- an. &€+« She spoke the name slowy, haltingly, tasting the syllables
on

her tongue. &€aShe rides so swiftly none can catch her. Aye, | like.
Rhee- ann- an. 4€-

a€ahi annon it is, then, 4€+ Lilanthe said. Lewen caught the slight restraint
in her

voi ce and | ooked up at her. She smled at himruefully and tousled his curly
brown hair, then stroked it back away fromhis brow &€ocdta€™ a |ovely nane,
ny

[ ad, and well thought of. Wiy do ye no&€™ all go and tend the horses now so
Rhi annon can get her clothes for me to wash? Then ye can go round the farm
with

your father one nore time and be saying your farewells. &€

Lewen nodded, overcone by an unexpected wave of homesi ckness. EA al one knew
when

he woul d be able to conme back to Kingarth again. H s eyes were suddenly hot
and

he had to swallow a lunp in his throat.

a€o0 on, laddie, &€« Lilanthe said lovingly. &4€cdake your tine. I1ta€™ goi ng
to take a

while to get Rhiannon clean, that&€™ for sure! €

The Jongl eurs

It was early afternoon when Meriel came skipping out to find her brother and
father, who were busy groom ng Lewend€™ big grey, Argent. The stallion was
standing with one leg relaxed, his eyes half-closed in bliss, but as soon as
he

heard Meriel &€™ qui ck footsteps, his ears went back and he lifted his top lip
to

snell the air suspiciously.

a€ao&S ve over! &€+ Lewen said affectionately, pushing the stallion with his
shoul der.

a€o¥e should ken Merrya€™ step by now. &€

A€EANAE™ e ready! &€+ Meriel cried. &€cgx acious ne, what a job! It was |like
trying to

wash a litter o&€™ piglets, the squealing and squirm ng wed€™e had. My arms
ache

from hauling so much water, and then | had to nop up the floor, which | ooked
like the floor cd&€™the byre, it was so wet and nuddy. And it took a whole
bottle

08€” ManmB€™ |iquid soapwort to wash her hair, and then it was so matted Mam
had to

use up all the rosemary herb oil to get the knots out. It took forever. &€
€Al |, ye seemto have survived the experience, 8€+ N all said, |ooking her
over in

nock concern. &€odNo bl ack eyes, no bl eeding nose, no bite marks that | can



see. Is

your nmother all in one piece too?a€e

a€ao\ye. &€+ Laughi ng, Meriel snuggl ed up agai nst her father&€™ side. a€oShe
fought a bit

to begin with but Mamtold her if she dared try again, shed€™ turn her into
a

tree and then shed€™ never be able to ride her wi nged horse again. Rhiannon
di dna

bel i eve her, so Mam pretended to turn me into a tree just to show her. &€-
Lewen grinned. H s nother could no nore turn Rhiannon into a tree than he
coul d,

but Meriel had inherited her notherd€™ tree-shifter abilities and needed only
to

dig her bare feet into the ground to change her shape. It was very

di sconcerting

to watch if you were not used to it, though, and he coul d i magi ne

Rhi annon&€™s

al arm

a€odel |, thank EA your nother couldna carry out her threat. Can ye imagine
what

ki nd 04€™ tree our sweet Rhiannon woul d nake? A very prickly gol dengorse
bush,

perhaps. O a bl ackt horn. 4€-

a€oYe are silly, 8€« Meriel said. a€cdnyway, shed€™s very fidgety about her
horse but Mam

woul dna | et her come out to check it &€ cause she8€™ all clean and dressed
now, so

| promi sed | &€™1 nmake sure the mared€™s still all right. &€

a€asShed€™s grand, &€+ Lewen said. a€od left her sonme warm mash and a bucket
08€™ fresh

wat er, and her ears pricked forwards with great interest, which is always a
good

sign. | think shed€™1| be fine to set out tonorrow as | ong as Rhi annon does
No4a€™

ri de her too hard. &€

a€cdhat 4€™ good. Mamsaid to tell ye that Nina and the caravans will be here

soond€”her little sunbird just flewin the window and trilled us such a bonny
tune. €.

a€oA nost here?a€e Lewen said in dismy.

a€o\lye, so yed€™ better get hopping! Mam wants us all bonny and bright, she
says.

l&€™n to wear ny new red dress and she wants ye to put on your good coat. a€e
a€aoBut | 4€™e packed it already! And right down the bottom o0d€™ mny bag
a€™ause | didna

think 18€™4 be needing it till we got to Lucescere. €.
d€aBetter go and unpack it, ny |lad, 4€s N all said. &4€cXour mam wants to show
ye off to

Nina, to be sure. &€

a€oAnd t hered€™s so nuch 04€™ himto show &€« Meriel said cheekily. Lewen
pretended to

l unge for her and she danced away, | aughing. &€o#fnd di nna think | &€™n haul i ng
any

wat er for your bath, |addie-boy. | never want to see that well-bucket
agai n. a€-

Ni all tousled his sond€™ head affectionately. &4€o€0 on, | ad, go and get

cl eaned up.

Tell your mam | &€™1 be there in just a nmonent. &€e

Lewen nodded and gave Argent one nore |oving polish before putting away his
curry-brush. Wth Meriel skipping beside him chattering all the way, he went
back t hrough the gardens to the house, trying to inprint every aspect of the



| andscape upon his nmenorya€”the apple tree his nmother had planted for himthe
day

of his birth, the row of beehives under the cherry trees, the | och gl eam ng
between the willow trees. It had seemed such a |uxury, having three whole
nont hs

of holiday, but it had rushed past himlike a runaway horse and carri age.
Meriel left himin the kitchen garden, going to hang over the vegetabl e patch
and nmake sure no bird had ravished her seeds away. Lewen had to clamber over
Ursa, who was sleeping on the step in the sun, snoring loudly. He canme into

t he

ki tchen, stopping abruptly inside the door. Rhiannon was sitting denurely by
t he

fire, dressed in a |leaf-green dress | aced down the bodice with white satin

ri bbons. A frill of white enbroi dered cotton softened the square-cut neckline
and the edge of the sleeves, which were folded back just below the el bow Her
hai r was combed back fromher face and tied in a sinple knot at the back of
her

head, allowi ng the remainder to fall free in a shining black curtain that
reached past the seat of her chair.

Lewen had seen the dress many tines before, since it was a favourite of his
not her &€™$, but it was a very different dress on Rhiannon. Lilanthe was a

sl ender

worman, slight as a young willow tree. Rhiannon was far taller, and her wai st
was

as deeply curved as a double bass. The silk clung closely to every curve, so
that Lewen could see clearly the exact shape and di mension of her figure. The
sight of her made the bones of Lewend€™ chest constrict so he had trouble

t aki ng

a breath, and he was all too aware of a hot rush of blood to his groin.

She was frowning down at her bare feet, set neatly side by side, bel owthe
deep

white frill edging her skirt. She | ooked up at Lewen, her eyes reflecting the
green of the silk so that they | ooked the col our of water over pale sand. She
scowl ed nore deeply, saying abruptly, &€odMe dare nod€” nove in case it
busts. €.

He could find no words to answer her

Li l anthe was busy laying the table but turned then to smle at her son. She
was

dressed in her best gown, a forest-green silk with gold enbroidery and an
underskirt of cream and gold brocade.

a€ahi annon is far too tall for my clothes! I did ny best but we shall have to
get

her some other clothes. She certainly canna be wearing nmy auld green silk on
t he

road. €.

Lewen still could find nothing to say. He tried hard not to stare at Rhi annon
but it was inpossible to | ook anywhere el se.

H s heart was swelling painfully in his chest, and his hands felt hot and
heavy.

He shoved theminto his pockets.

Lil ant he regarded himshrewdly. &€o&o on, |addie, ye havena tine to waste.

N na

will be here any nmonent and she has a full caravan, she says. Go and get

cl eaned

up, and then cone and help nme. [t&€™ been a long while since |14€™e had a
dozen

guests for lunch. &€

He nodded brusquely, trying hard not to show how powerfully the sight of a

cl ean

and sil k-clad Rhiannon had affected him



a€oAnd can ye dig out some 0ad€” your auld clothes for Rhiannon? Shed€™$ near
as tal

as ye. Shed€™| need sone shirts and a jerkin, and sone breeches to wear on

t he

journey, for shed€™1 be riding that wi nged horse ocd&€™hers, no doubt. Do ye
ken

what ye did with your auld riding cloak? For it&a€™1 rain, as sure as apples,
and

shed€™ | need one. &€

d€o¥e gave it away to the village junble sale, 4€+ Lewen managed. H s voice
rasped in

his throat.

a€afxh, aye, that | did. What a shanme. | wonder if | can cut down one 0&€”

N al | &4€™?

But wed€™e so little timnmea€| €.

a€adke have one, &€« the girl said sullenly, tw sting her hands together in her

I ap.

She | ooked angry and m serabl e.

a€o\ye, but &€, och, well, | suppose as long as ye do nod€” wear the plaid or
t he

brooch, it canna matter. A cloak is a cloak, whether it be blue or noda€™ Ye
can

wear the tam 0d€™-shanter too, | suppose, as long as we take off the cockade.
Cch,

so nmuch to think od&€™and so little tine! Go on, Lewen, ny |love, please! |
want ye

| ooking all bonny for N na when she comes, for she hasna seen ye since she
delivered ye to the Theurgia four years ago. Shed€™ | be so surprised to find
ye

so tall and doughty now. | ken | was.&€e Lilanthe sighed and smled nistily at
her

son.

Lewen put his arns about his nother&€™s slimwai st and gave her a hearty
squeeze,

grateful that she had managed to cover his awkward sil ence and wondering if
she

understood all the things he found so hard to say. Then he made his escape,
not

nmeeti ng Rhi annond€™s sul |l en and questi oni ng gaze.

He was cl ean and dressed and engaged in rumagi ng t hrough his wardrobe for
old

cl ot hes when he heard a conmotion outside, and went eagerly to his bedroom

wi ndow to | ook out.

Two caravans were rolling up the elmlined avenue towards the house. One was
red

and green, and the other was blue and yellow, the contrasting col our painted
on

decorative scrollwrk around the wi ndows and doors and roof. A big brown mare
pull ed the red caravan and a big grey gelding pulled the blue. A

fl axen- haired

man with a | ong, forked beard was | ounging on the driver&€™ seat of the blue
caravan, playing a guitar, the reins knotted | oosely over the dashboard. A
little boy with curly chestnut hair was sitting up next to him

ent husi astically

banging on a drum with a small hairy creature sitting beside him dressed in
a

short red dress and bonnet. The gel ding pl odded on placidly, occasionally
twitching his ears back at the din. A worman drove the second caravan, dressed
in

green and vivid orange. As the caravans pulled up under Lewend€™ w ndow, he



saw a

smal | iridescent green bird perched on her shoul der. Follow ng the caravans
wer e

hal f a dozen horses and riders.

Lewen bundl ed together the clothes he had found on his bed, then went | eaping
down the stairs, all his incipient honmesi ckness drowned beneath a wave of
excitement. It had been four years since he had | ast seen his nothera€™s

j ongl eur

friends, but he remenbered themclearly. They had cone to give Lewen his
Second

Test of Powers and to accept himinto the Coven as an apprentice-witch. At
first

all had been solem and rather scary, but once Lewen had proven hinself, the
house had been full of nusic and |aughter and danci ng. N na was ni cknamed t he
ni ghti ngal e for her gorgeous voice, and she had sung them many songs, nerry,
plaintive and droll in turn. Her husband |Iven was an acrobat and trickster
and

knew nore jokes and witty stories than anyone Lewen had ever net. Their son
Roden had only been a toddler then and the arak Lulu no nore than a

round- eyed,

wri nkl ed-faced baby. Nina had found her fallen out of a tree, and had nursed
her

back to health, saying she would teach her tricks when she was ol d enough

Al t hough Ni na now worked for the Coven, she had been a jongleur all her life
and

made no attenpt to | eave her past behind her

As Lewen cane out the front door, he saw Nina leap lightly down fromthe
driving

seat and seize Lilanthe in her arns, hugging her enthusiastically. Nina was a
tall, slimwoman with a mass of unruly chestnut hair and dark eyes. On her

| eft

hand she wore a vivid green enerald ring, the sign of a sorceress in the

el enent

of earth. Three other ringsa€”green, white, and bl ued€” decorated her right
hand.

a€afxh, Nina, ita4€™ so lovely to see ye! d€+ Lilanthe cried. &€odeavens, is

t hat Roden?

Look how big hed€™ grown! €.

4€a coul d say the same about your |addie, &€+ N na said, smling at Lewen.
a€aedE€™s a

man now |s he a |l ongbowran like Niall? He has the shoulders for it. Heavens,
it

makes me feel auld, to find Lewen so tall and doughty. &€

Lewen grinned at his nother. &€oThat 4€™ exactly what Mam sai d yed€™ say. 4€
Niall greeted Nina and lven warmy, then turned to the riders behind, saying
with ritual cerenony, a€cdeélcone! WIIl ye nod€™ stand down?a€e

The riders inclined their heads in acknow edgenent, the three boys touching
their caps. Two of the boys were tall and sturdy and brown-faced, and

di snount ed

wi th customary ease. The other was pal e and wan. He di snmounted with
difficulty,

and wi nced as he noved.

The other three riders were girls. One was very richly and fashionably

dr essed

in a nud-spattered crinmson velvet riding habit, brown |eather boots and

gl oves,

and a wide-brimed brown velvet hat with a curled red feather. Long dark
curls

inwnd-ruffled ringlets hung down her back and she had a m schi evous smle
Ri di ng cl ose beside her was a haughty-faced blonde girl dressed in dark brown



t he exact col our of her high-stepping nervous nmare. Like her conpanion, she
rode

si de-saddl e and so carried a long whip in her |left hand, but unlike her
conpani on, her right boot was spurred. Lewen could tell at a glance that she
rode her horse hard. The reins were held too tightly, so the nmare fought the
bit, dancing and si destepping, her ears laid back flat. She was danp under
her

saddl ecl oth and Lewen could see the marks of whip and spur agai nst her
sweat - st r eaked hi de

The third girl was different again. She was plunp and rosy-cheeked, wth
nousy

hair tied in two wispy plaits. Waring the plain honespun dress and wooden

cl ogs

of a country girl, she sat in the saddle |like a sack of potatoes, and her
short -1 egged, fat pony was on a leading-rein to the tallest of the boys. He
pai d

her no attention, however, dropping the rein as he di smounted so he could
rush

forward to help down the girl in crinson. She had nmade no novenent to

di snount

hersel f but waited with absol ute assurance that hel p would be forthcom ng
The

ot her brown-faced boy had al so hurried forward, however, and they collided at
her stirrup. Lewen saw the girl 84€™ nmouth curve in a little smle as they
apol ogi sed to each other, both stiff and angry and very much on their dignity.
a€aCanmeron hel ped nme di smount yesterday so happen ye can hand me down today,
Rafferty, &€+ the girl said, holding out one small, gloved hand. The younger of
t he

two boys took it proudly and assisted her down to the ground.

The sweat-lathered mare of the fair-haired girl shied and bucked as if the
hand

cl anped on the rein had tightened even further. Lewen noved quickly to take

t he

rein and help the other girl down, before the horse kicked out at one of the
others, or backed into the fat pony waiting so placidly behind.

a€a thank ye, &€+ she said coldly, shaking out her brown velvet skirts and
casting a

resentful |look at the other boys. They did not notice.

Lewen nodded, snoothing the neck of her mare and nurnuring in his deep, |ow
voi ce until she had cal med. Then, he went to help down the dunpy girl in

cl ogs,

who everyone seermed to have forgotten

a€aome on in, all 0&€" ye, and wel conme, &€+ Lilanthe said. 4€cta€™ glad | am
to see ye

all.a€.

She led the group up the stairs and into the house, Meriel stricken into

sil ence

for a change and clinging close to her nother&€™ side. The little boy,
Roden,

scanpered happily beside N na, holding the arakd€™ hairy hand. She was an
odd

little creature, as snmall as a baby but with the sad, w zened face of a very
old

worman, and an extrenely long, nobile tail. Soft grey-brown hair covered every
part of her except her face, her hands and feet and the very tip of her tail
Ni na stopped hal fway up the stairs to exclaimat the beautifully carved
wooden

doors. &€odhese are new since | was |ast here! &€+ she cried. a€o®h, Lil anthe,
t heya€™e

exquisite. Dinna tell me Lewen nade then? | had no i dea he was so tal ented. &€



Lilanthe smiled. &€ode worked on themall winter. Wa€™e snowbound here, ye
ken,

and it was a bad winter, very cold and snowy. Thered€™ naught nuch else to
do

here. Theyd€™e |ovely, arend€™ they?a€e-

a€at ndeed they are, &€+ Nina replied, stopping to exam ne them closely before
passi ng

t hrough into the house.

The door was split into two panels. A tree-changer had been carved on either
side, their faces |ooking out fromthe leafy fronds of their hair. Birds and
animals sheltered in their branches or | ooked out from behind their
trunks&a€” an

ow, a lark, a squirrel, a donbeag, a wolf, an elven cat, a hare, the snout
and

sad eyes of a huge woolly bear. Flowers clustered around the tree-changersa€m™
roots, and when the doors were shut the fingers of the two forest faeries,
man

and worman, were entw ned

Lewen felt a warm gl ow of pleasure at Ni nad€™ words. He had worked on the
doors

for many days as a Hogmanay gift for his parents, and N na was the first

per son

outside his famly to have seen them

The apprentice-witches had all followed N na up the steps.

Lewen noticed how the fair-haired girld&€™ |lip lifted in a condescendi ng sneer
as

she gl anced about, how the plunp girl with plaits | ooked at the carved doors
with admiration, and how the dark girl in crimson |aughed and chatted with

t he

two boys, who flanked her |ike a guard of honour. The other boy followed with
a

dreany | ook of contentnment as he gazed on the fresh green | awns, the
nar ci ssus

and snowbel | s danci ng under the bare branches of the trees, and the
encircling

ring of cloud-capped nountains.

4€0® mountains wild and high, where the eagle fliesa€| &€+ he murmured. &€odNo,
no, that

willna do. O nountains wild and high, where the eagles fly, frowning down
upon

us here, sear, dear, nere, yes, nered€, frowning down upon us here, the

gar den

green, the shining nerea€; a€.

Lewen | ed the nervous brown mare and the pony along the driveway towards the
stabl es, wondering if the boy was nad.

Iven grinned at him

a€o¥oung Landon fancies hinself a poet, &€+ he said. a€oHe&d€™ quite harnl ess
and N na

thi nks himvery Talented. Och, no&€™ at witing poetry. He stinks at that! But
he

is clear-seeing and cl ear-hearing, and very sensitive to atnosphere. N na

t hi nks

hed€™1| make a grand witch in tinme. Come, Sure, cone, Steady.éa€e He clicked
hi s

tongue and the carthorses followed himplacidly |like two big dogs, the

car avans

trundl i ng al ong behi nd t hem

a€cdhat about the others? Are they all apprentices too?a€+ N all asked,

| eadi ng the

ot her horses.



a€o\ye. Caneron is one 04€™ the MacHanmi sh clan and wants to be a Yeoman. He
kens ye

need to do your witchd€™ training first, so hed€™s submitting rather
gracelessly to

having to go to school for a few years. Hed€™s auld for it, being nineteen

al ready, but hed€™ been squire at Ravenscraig for four years or so, and

trai ned

as a soldier, and he has his heart set on serving the RA-gh, so the MacBrann
is

sponsoring himfor the next few years to give hima chance. &€

a€aafferty is the son 04€™ a cl ock-maker who shows some witch-talent, nuch to
hi s

fam | ya€™ surprise, nothing like that ever cropping up in their famly afore.
Hs

father is hoping a few years at the Theurgia will help himclinb a few rungs
04€™

the social |adder. Hed€™ a good | ad, though rather quick to throw a punch
They

were rubbing along grandly till we picked up Lady Felice, but since then
wed€™e

had a few punch-ups. &€

4€ods that the lass in the crinmson?ad€s N all asked.

a€o\ye. Shed€™ the daughter 0&€™ the Earl of Stratheden, one 0d€™the

MacBr anna€™s

courtiers, and has apparently caused sone havoc with the hearts 0&€" the young
nen

in Ravenscraig. W picked her up there, and it&€™ put the cat anong the

pi geons,

| can tell ye. Until Lady Felice cane, Lady Edithe 04€™ Avebury queened over
al |

04€” us, but now her nose is quite out od€™oint, | can tell ye. She cones
fromthe

MacAven family, one od€™the first famlies in Ravenscraig and fanous for
their

wi tches. Edithe thinks herself quite the sorceress and far too good for us
nere

jongl eurs. 4€-

a€aboes she nod€”™ ken who Nina is?a€+ N all asked in surprise.

I ven shook his head, quirking his lip. &€oShe doesna think to | ook beyond the
surface o0d€™ things, that one, and ye ken Nina would never tell her. | think
Ni nad€™ taken a dislike to her |adyship and quite enjoys watching her nmake a
f ool

od€™herself. | must admit | find it rather anmusing too. One ninute, Lady

Edi t hed€™$

trying to ingratiate herself with Lady Felice because 04€™ all her contacts
at

court, the next mnute shed€™ furious at all the attention she gets. a€e
a€dhat about the lassie in the clogs?a€s Lewen asked.

a€afxh, aye, &€« lven said, as if in sudden renmenbrance. a€odhi sie. Shed€™s

t he

granddaught er 0&€™ a village cunning man and a sweet wee thing. She&€™ never
been

away from hone afore and is quite overwhel med. Nina says her Talent is quite
strong, though. &€-

| vend€™ easy flow of conversation suddenly dried up, as he cane to an abrupt
hal t

just inside the stable door. The sturdy brown mare nudged his back wth her
nose. He did not seemto notice. He was staring at the wi nged mare, standing
untethered in the weck of her stall, contentedly |ipping at a bucket of warm
mash. At the sound and snell of the strange man, she flung up her horned head



and shi ed away, showi ng the yellow sh rimof her eye in sudden al arm

d€aokasy, lassie,8€s N all said in his low, warm voice. a€oNo need to fear
Easy now. &€

The horse shook her head, hurrunphing, ears tw tching back and forth. The

bl ack

wings lifted and unfurled with a flash of iridescent blue at the tips.

a€oEA 4€"s green bl ood! €« |ven whi spered.

a€o\ye, shed€™s a bonny one, isnd€™ she?d€e Niall said. &€aNervy, though. As
ye can see,

shed€™s al ready kicked out the walls 08€™ her stall. Happen wed€™ best
unt et her the

horses in the yard. They can graze in the garden and ye can | eave the

car avans

there under the tree. It&€™ I be cold tonight but theyd€™ 1| be fine once we
bl anket

them &€-

a€dhat are ye doing with a wi nged horse?ad€+ the jongleur exclainmed. &€ce
canna be

trying to tane it, surel y?a€e

a€afxh, nod€™ us, &€ N all said. 4€cd do nod€™think |1 4€™ dare. Nay, we have
a guest

staying with us, a |lassie naned Rhi annon. Shed€™ the one that has dared cross
her

| eg over the nmared€™ back. €.

4€a@ do nod€” think | 4€™e ever heard 0d€™a wonan thigearn afore, &€« |ven
said in

interest. &4€ods she one 0&€”™ the MacAhern cl an?a€.

a€asShed€™s nod€™ a N cAhern, nor a thigearn, nor even a wonan, &€« Niall said.
4€cd said a

lass and | nmeant it. She canna be nuch nore than seventeen or eighteen. &€
a€oEA 4€ s green bl ood! €« Iven said again. He shook his head in wonderment,
unable to

take his eyes off the mare, who was still danci ng about on dark-feat hered
hooves, ears |aid back. &€cdé sing songs 0d€™the black w nged horses 0&€”
Ravenshaw.

I thought it was only a story. | never thought |14€™ ever actually see one. Ye
say

this lassie has tanmed it?a€-

4€o0So it seens, &€+ N all said.

4€ofch, thered€™ a tale in that, to be sure. Were is this | ass?a€.
a€autting Lady Edithe and Lady Felice&€™ noses out 08€™ joint in the sitting
room

woul d be ny bet, &€ Niall said rather dryly.

Iven rai sed an eyebrow. &€aBonny, is she then?a€e-

a€ao\ye, though nod&€” in the manner od€™your fine msses. Shed€™ bonny |ike a
fal con

is, or even yon winged horse. Wld and fierce and dangerous to cross. Yea€™|
see

what | mean when ye neet her. 4€e

4€a@ can hardly wait, &€« lven replied.

Lewen t hought of Rhiannon, sitting stiff and unconfortable in her too-tight
dress with her hands clenched in her Iap and her feet set exactly side by

si de.

H s throat was suddenly dry. He wondered if he had done the right thing
suggesting she cone to the Tower of Two Moons with him Wat would they make
of

her, those pretty fashionable girls, those rough and ready young nmen? He
coul d

not inmagi ne any of them being as kind or as accepting as his parents.
a€atappen wed€™ best get the horses settled and then we can take Iven back to



nmeet

her ?4€+ he suggest ed.

a€ao\ye, good idea, laddie. 1&€™n sure Iven would care for a nice nmug oa€”

f oam ng

al e. &€

a€dd0 be sure, 8€+ Iven grinned.

They worked swiftly and conmpetently to unharness the horses. The two sturdy
carthorses were left free to graze where they willed, but the six other hacks
were put into halters with a long rein that fastened to a spike in the
ground.

Al t hough Lewen was eager to get back to the house, he gave themall a good
currying, especially the tired brown mare with the painful welts on her side.
As

he brushed away the sweat and mud, he thought he too had conceived a strong
dislike of the fair-haired girl with her whip and spurs. He wi shed he did not
have to travel w th her

At last the horses were settled and the nen wal ked back through the gardens
towards the house, Iven bringing themup to date with news of the country.
The

bi ggest tidbit of gossip he had was that a date had been set for the weddi ng
of

the young heir to the throne, Donncan, to his cousin Bronwen, daughter of
Maya

t he Ensorcellor. The cousins had been betrothed as young children as a

condi tion

of the peace treaty between the RA-gh, Lachlan MacCuinn, and King Nila of the
Fai rgean, whi ch ended decades of bl oodshed. King Nila was Maya the
Ensorcel | or 4€™s

hal f - brot her, and had maintained a close interest in his niece, who had
inherited the Fairgean ability to shapeshift in water, along with the snmooth
scaly skin, silvery eyes and finned |inbs of the sea-dwelling faeries.
a€ddheyd€™e set the weddi ng date for Mdsumer &€™. Eve, a nost proper

date, &€« |ven

sai d. &€oLA€™ course H s H ghness wants Nina to sing at the wedding, so we
have to

make sure wed€™e back in tine. a€.

a€o\ye, | suppose it is tine. Prionnsa Donncan will have turned twenty-four
at
Hogmanay, woul dnd€™ he?&€e Niall | ooked at Lewen.

Lewen nodded. &€ofye. He woul dd€™e sat his Third Test then. He canna join

t he

Coven, 04€™ course, being heir to the throne, but they will have wanted him
to

finish his studies afore he and Bronwen were married. a€e

I ven shrugged. &€adhe Banprionnsa Bronwen finished at the Theurgia | ast

aut um,

and by all accounts has been turning the court upside down with her tricks.

D d

ye ken it is all the fashion now for the young ladies to snmear their skin
with

some kind o&€” silvery shimrering gel, to minmc the | ook 04€™ Br onwend€™s
scal es? And

they cut their dresses very low now, |ike Bronwen does, even though they have
no

gills to flaunt |ike she does. Sonme even go so far as to make false fins from
muslin that they attach with ribbons to wist and el bow. She has a clique 0&€”
her

own now, that do naught but play and sing and dance, and stir up trouble.
heard one tale that she and her | adies have parties where they all sw m naked
in



her pool, and do tricks like perfornmng seals for the crowd. &€

a€osurely noéd€" ! 4€« N all was shocked.

I ven shrugged. &€c¥e ken those | adies 04€™ the court, all they do is

cli shmacl aver.

Sone say shed€™s already with babe and she and Donncan need to be narried
afore

t he babe is born, which could be true. thers say the young prionnsa is hot
for

her, but she turns a cold shoulder on him and Hi s H ghness wants to tie the
knot afore she unravels all his treaties by running off with soneone el se.
Who

kens?a€e.

Lewen listened with great interest. He knew the young heir to the throne very
wel |, being only four years younger and seeing a great deal of himin the
cour se

of his duties as one of the RA-gha€™ squires. He knew Bronwen Ni cCuinn too,
as

wel | as anyone could know that cool, haughty young beauty.

a€xdt4€™ all the talk o04€™ the countryside, though, which must relieve the
pressure

on the MacBrann, 4€« Iven continued. &€oNow hed€™s inherited the crown 04€™
Ravenshaw

thered€™ a good deal 0&€™ pressure on himto be marrying too and produci ng an
hei r.

Ravenscrai g was awash with eligible young | adies when we left. | fancy that
is
why Lady Felice is with us. | hear she tried her fem nine wiles on him and
was

nortified when the MacBrann paid her no nmind. Wiich is nod€™surprising, al

t hi ngs consi der ed. 4€-

At this |ast comment Lewen frowned and | ooked to his father, not liking to
hear

gossi p about the MacBrann being repeated. Although Dughall MacBrannd€™s | ack
of

i nterest in women had been sniggered about for years, it was disconcerting
hearing a friend of his father&€™ discuss it so openly.

Niall smled at him &€ofch, ny lad, | ken ye think lven as full 0&€”

cli shmacl aver

as the court | adies but indeed, his tongue does nod€™al ways run on wheels. It
is

his job to gather information for the RA-gh and he kens |a€™n still interested
in

court doings, although I live so far away. He can be the very soul o0&€"

di scretion

i f needs be. &€

d€at ndeed | can, 8€+ Iven said solemmly. &€odl |l [4€™ntelling ye is what ye
could hear in

any village inn. | ken far nore than |14€™e said, | prom se ye. 8€-

Lewen smiled but thought he woul d be sure never to confide any secrets to the
fair-haired jongleur. H's father nust have read his expression for he put his
hand on Lewen&€™ shoul der and said quite seriously, &€o&ch, | nean it,

| addie. Iven

has worked in secret for the RA-gh since |ong afore Lachl an won back his

t hr one.

He was one 04€™ Di ded€™ nen, and faced much danger in the days 0d€™the
Ensorcel |l or,

when rebel s and witches faced death by fire if they were caught. A single
carel ess word woul da€™e been enough to condenmn them all . &€

I vend€™ face had darkened. &€ofxh, they were bad days. Let us hope we never
see



days |ike them again. &€-
a€oEA turn her bright face upon us,a€« Nall said, just as sombrely.
They came silently through the kitchen garden, all busy with their own

t hought s.

Wod- snoke scented the cool, fresh air. The clouds on the mountai ns were
slow y

bl owi ng down over the valley. U sa anbled al ong behind N all, raising her
snout

to sniff the air. N all could hear voices fromthe sitting room and then the
sound of |aughter.

Suddenly the nisse Kal ea shot out of the sky Iike a maddened hornet. She

t weaked

one of Ursad€™ soft ears, so the old bear noaned in distress, tugged

N al | &€™%

hair, and then grabbed hold of the two ends of Ivend€™ |ong, plaited beard.
She

spun so fast in the air she was nothing but a blur of light. lIven cried out
in

pain and put up his hand to try and catch her. As suddenly as she had cone,
she

was gone again. Ivend€™ forked beard was now twi sted into a spiral. He picked
it

up in his hand and | ooked at it ruefully. &€o¥hat hurt, 4€+ he said.

a€cdhat &4€™ ni sses for ye, €« N all said. a&€ode get plagued by thema |ot.
They t hink 0&€”

the bairns as some kind od€™pet, especially Lewen. Notice she did nod€™ pul
hi s

hai r ?4€e.

a€ao\ye, so she didna, 4€+ Iven said in nock resentment. &€odhat hardly seens
fair.

Doesna she ken | &€™n a guest and to be treated with deference?a€-

a€cdhat about nme? 14€™nthe naster 04€” this wee domain and she pulls ny hair
and tugs

on ny nose all day |ong. &€-

a€ao\ye, but she alnost pulled nmy beard out by the roots. A mand€™ beard
shoul d be

sacr ed! €.

a€xdvwul d a nice cool ale make it feel better?&€+ N all asked, opening the door
into

the kitchen. &€o&x happen a wee drana€e

4€cdhe sun is over the nmdline, nake it a dram &€+ lven said. &4€odhen take ne
to see

this bonny |lass that dares ride a wi nged horse. What a shame we canna bide a
wee

so | could have a chance to put her story into song. It4€™ been a long while
since wed€™e had a newtale to tell. a€e

a€de plan to send her with ye to Lucescere, 8€+ N all said with a grin.
a€o¥ed€™ | have

plenty od€™ time for song-witing. &€

a€dW || she be bringing her horse?a€e

a€aodust try and stop her. 4€-

Iven tossed back his dram of whisky with a deep sigh of satisfaction. a€odw
bear d

and the Centaur&€™s, | can hardly wait, &€+ he said contentedly. &4€o¢ can tel
ita€™s

going to be an interesting journey! €

The Apprentice Wtches



Kingarth was only a small house and the sitting roomwas already
unconfortably

crowded when the three nen joined the others. Usually this roomwas reserved
for

Lil anthe, who did her sewi ng and the househol d accounts there, and wote her
letters. Beautifully worked tapestries of forests and gardens hung over the
stone walls, and soft padded chairs covered in green velvet were drawn cl ose
about a low table. A sofa nade confortable with soft cushions and rugs was
pushed against one wall, while a tall bookcase was crowded wi th books, a rare
luxury so far fromthe city. On the mantel pi ece was a coll ection of wooden
ani mal s Lewen had carved for his nother over the years. In nonents of

i dl eness

he liked to sit and whittle, watching the shape that energed fromthe wood as
i f

it had been inprisoned inside.

The sofa and chairs were all occupied by the females, so Iven, N all and
Lewen

went to crowd by the fire with the other males. As soon as Caneron and
Rafferty

saw Niall, they eagerly asked himif it was true he had once been one of
Lachl an

the Wngeda€™s own guard in the years before he had won the throne. Niall was
happy to oblige themw th tales of sone of the Blue Guardsd€™nore ronantic
escapades fromthe days when the Ensorcellor ruled the | and and Lachl an had
been

a young rebel, his w ngs conceal ed beneath a cloak of illusions so that al
had

t hought hima poor hunchbacked cri ppl e.

Lewen | eant his shoul der agai nst the wall and observed the nenbers of the
group

with great interest. The young |l adies were all drinking tea and |i stening
politely to Nina as she brought Lilanthe up to date with the happeni ngs of

t he

royal court. Miisie was drinking in every word with rapt eyes, while Edithe
was

qui ck to express her opinion on everything fromaccounts of witch-taunting in
Tirsoilleir to the new tax on gl ass.

Meanwhi | e, the young poet Landon was absorbed in watching Rhiannon as she
fiddled with a wooden box on the side table. Lewen grinned to hinmself. He had
made the box at school and brought it hone as a gift to his nother that
Hognanay. It was a cunningly designed puzzle box which | ooked as if it was
nerely a prettily carved cube of wood with no Ilid or hinge or clasp or |ock
t hat

could be opened. However, it rattled when shaken, revealing sonething was

hi dden

i nside. Most people gave up in frustration after only a few nonments, but it
was

possi ble to solve the puzzle if one | ooked | ong and hard enough. He wondered
i f

Rhi annon woul d be one of the fewto work it out, and by the deterni ned
expression on her face, he wagered that she woul d.

Meriel, Roden and the arak were busy playing spillikins on the floor, the
little

hairy creature showi ng anazing dexterity with fingers and toes and tail
Eventual | y she did knock over one of the sticks, however, and then the arak
shrieked with rage and bounded all round the room upsetting cups of tea and
sending a plate of cakes flying. Hurriedly the children tidied up after her
apol ogising and trying to contain their giggles. Wen Edithe said haughtily
t hat



she woul d have thought the stable was the place for such a wild beast, and
Lulu

ti pped her head upsi de down and made a rude face at her from between her
hairy

| egs, Meriel and Roden lost control and fled the room bubbling over with

| aughter. Lulu bounded after them her long tail seizing one of the broken
cakes

and tossing it deftly into her nouth.

Edithe rolled her eyes and lifted her cup to her nouth, sipping delicately.
d€akeal ly, that animal! As if we were all nod&€” in enough disconfort already.
| nust

say, | do nod€™understand why we all nust travel in this way. My father
woul d

have preferred ne to travel in ny own carriage, with outriders and nmy maid to
attend ne. 4€-

a€aosStudents are nod€™ permitted servants at the Theurgia, 8€* Nina said in a
t one of

| ong suffering. &€ofpprentices nmust |learn to manage for thenselves. Ye ken
t he

rules, Edithe. &€

Edithe sniffed and turned her gaze to Rhiannon, who had lifted the puzzle box
to

her ear and was shaking it vigorously. Something rattled inside, and she

t ur ned

it in her hands, searching for a way to open it.

4€aSo ye are to ride to the Tower 04€™ Two Moons with us, Rhiannon? What is
your

Tal ent ?4€-

Rhi annon shrugged, not | ooking up fromthe box in her hands.

a€o¥e have no Talent as yet? But ye are quite auld. Ye nust have sat your
first

two Tests 0&€™ Powers. \What el enment were ye strongest in?a€e

a€odi nna ken. &€

a€o¥e do nod€™ ken? You mean ye have nod€™sat your Tests?a€e

a€odNay. 4€-

a€aBut then, surel yad€, what nmakes ye think ye can attend the Theurgia if ye
have no&€”

even undertaken the First Test od€™ Powers? | ken, 08€" course, that the Coven
are

nod€™as strict as they once were about whomthey allow to attend the
Theur gi a. &€

Edithe flicked a contenptuous gl ance towards Maisie, 8™ who col oured
unhappi l y,

and Landon, who did not notice. &€odowever, applicants nust still have sone
form

0d€™cunning, at the very least. |, 0&€™ course, was denonstrating unusually
strong

powers at a very young age and passed my First Test od€™Powers with flying
col ours. &€

She said this with a confidential smile to Felice, who snmiled and nurnured,
a€oAE”

course, &€+« with a laughing gl ance aside to Misie.

Rhi annon was not listening. Her ninble fingers had found a | oose edgi ng of
wood

al ong the bottom of the box which, when pulled out, reveal ed a secret
conpartnent. Hi dden within was a tiny key. Rhiannon enptied it into her hand
with a gleeful smle and at once began to | ook for a keyhole. She found it
only

a few nmoments later by sw nging aside a carved scroll which had been nade
nobi | e



by the renoval of the piece of edging. She glanced up at Lewen in triunph and
inserted the key into the lock. Once it was turned, the Iid of the box swung
open to reveal another, smaller, puzzle box inside. Lewen had to bite back a
grin as her face changed fromtriunph to chagrin. At once she began to turn
t he

smal | er box in her hands, |ooking for the secret to opening it, but this box
had

been nade differently to the first, and so presented a whol e new conundrum
Edithe did not |ike being ignored. She pressed her |ips together, then said
sharply, &€oBut ye? Ye have nod€™ even sat your First Test o0d€™ Powers, that
nost sit

at the age 0&€” eight. How auld are ye now? \What makes ye think ye can just
turn

up at the Theurgia and have them wel come ye with open arns? Have ye any
Skills

at al |l ?&€.

Rhi annon did not answer, being still absorbed in the box.

Edithe leant forward and tapped her sharply on the knee. Rhiannon junped
violently and al nost dropped the box.

4€x said, do ye have any Skills at all ?a€-

Every nuscl e in Rhiannond€™s body stiffened. She stared at Edithe warily,

t hen

sl ow y shook her head.

a€o¥e do no&€™ go for training in witchcraft and w tchcunning then? Ye are
naught

but a conmon student? Are ye nod€™far too aul d?a€-

a€adi nna ken, 4€+ Rhi annon sai d, through clenched teeth

a€x see, 8€- Edithe said. 4€oNo Skills at all, and no learning either that I
can see. a€

a€okdi t he, &€+« N na said warningly.

Edithe smled sweetly at her. &€cd&€™n sorry. |&€™n just curious. Is the

Theurgi a

really so desperate for students that they will accept just anyone?a€e She
t ur ned

back to Rhi annon, running her gaze up and down the dress which had so

obvi ously

been nade over to fit her. &€cXour fam ly nust be eager indeed for ye to

| earn

what ye can, and make many new friends and associates, if they are prepared
to

carry the costs of sending ye all the way to Lucescere to go to school. &€-
Li I ant he drew her brows together

d€atave no fanmly, &€+ Rhiannon said tersely.

a€aNo fam ly? But then whod€] 7?&€e Edithe glanced round at the small, sinmply
furni shed

room clearly wondering how Niall and Lilanthe could hope to pay for both
their

son and their strange guest to attend the Theurgi a. &€odHave ye a private

i ndependence?&€e

a€adh?a€.

a€cA private i ndependence? Money 0&€™ your own? How do ye expect to pay for
your

board and tuition at the Tower ?a€e

a€odi nna ken. &€

Edi t he gl anced at Felice, who shrugged, |ooking unconfortable. &€dc¢ see, a€-
Edi t he

said again with such a nasty innuendo in her voice that Lewen took a quick
step

forward, though he had no i dea what he could say in Rhiannond€™ def ence.
Bef ore he coul d speak, his nother said in a chilly voice, &€a&hi annon shal



be

sitting for a schol arship. She shows unusual potential that we are certain
shal |

flower into a true Talent. | have already witten to the Keybearer about her
and

I am sure she shall be nost pleased to wel cone Rhiannon to the Theurgia.

| sabeau

is always excited at the discovery 08€™ a possible new Tal ent. €

Edithe stared at her, both brows raised. a4€od ndeed?d€e she asked coolly. &€cée
ken the

Keybearer well, do ye?&€e

a€o¥e nmust realise that Lilanthe is the Keybearer €™ dearest friend,

Edi t he, 4€+ N na

sai d. &€odhey have kent each other since they were |assies. Lilanthe once

t aught

at the Theurgia. The Keybearer would | ove her to return and teach agai n but
Li I anthe does no&€™ care for cities. a€e

a€ah, | see, &€+ Edithe cooed, pulling her chair a little closer to Lilanthe.
a€ad

dinna realise. Cch, please tell us nore, madam | would | ove to hear tales
04€”

t he Keybearer as a lass. | believe her powers were extraordi nary even then?a€.
a€at ndeed they were, &€« Lilanthe said, &€obut nore extraordinary still were
her

ki ndness and conpassi on. Even today, when we are at peace with all, such

consideration for the feelings 04€™ others is rare. €

It was so clearly a snub that colour flaned into Edithed€™ cheeks and she
sat

back, at a loss for words. Lilanthe turned back to Ni na, saying eagerly,
a€del

me, howis Dide? Is it true he has finally given up the travelling |ife?a€e
As Nina answered her with a | augh, Edithe excused herself stiffly and cane
over

to the fire. To Lewen&d€™ surprise, Edithe did not join the | aughing group
round

his father but canme straight up to him smling sweetly. Up until this noment
she had paid himno attention at all, but he soon realised that she had

revi sed

her earlier opinion of himas an uninportant country cl odpole.

a€a@ had no&€™ realized your parents were so well acquainted with the court
at

Lucescere. Tell ne, have ye visited there often?a€.

a€ao\ye, &€+ Lewen answered curtly, not wanting to tell her he waited on the
RA-gh at

table every night, and ran his nmessages, and carried his cloak and hat.

a€od ndeed? Tell me nore, &€+ she purred. a€aHave ye met the RA-~gh?a€.
a€ao\ye, &€+ he answered again, feeling torn between anusenent and

enbar rassnent .

After a noment, realising she would find out in the end, he said reluctantly,
a€ad

am one 04€~ the RA-gha€™s squires, when time pernits. | attend court every
eveni ng,

after | have finished ny studies, and | often ride out with him &€

Edithe |l eant closer. &€o¥e nust ken the young prionnsachan too, then? Donncan
and

hi s brother Owei n?a€.

a€ao\ye, and the Banprionnsa O wnne too, 4€+ Lewen said, irritated by the way
she

mentioned only the two sons of the famly. Lewen was very close friends with
t he



royal twins, being |l ess than a year older than them and in the sanme class at
t he Theur gi a.

a€afxh, 0&€" course, &€+ she said now, smling. &€od inmagi ne we shall see a |ot
04€™t hem

once we are at the Theurgi a. &€

a€ad doubt it, &€+ he answered. &€odhey are very busy with their own concerns.
And the

Theurgia is very | arge. &€-

She tried another tack. &€ocfnd the Keybearer, do ye see her often too?a€.
a€aNo, nod€” very often, 4€« he answered, |ooking for sone way to escape.
a€ch? | had thought your nother was good friends with the Keybearer |sabeau
Ni cFaghan? Did | m sunderstand? O perhaps their friendship was nod€™ kept
up?a€e

a€cdunty Beau conmes here often, &€+ Lewen said unwillingly. &€aShe travels
about a | ot,

ye ken. Shed€™ | always conme by if shed€™ in Ravenshaw. &€

Edi t he | ooked skeptical. &€oBut ye live so far away from anywhere here!l It

t ook us

three daysd€™hard riding to get here from Ravenscraig and the MacBrann told
us

there is nothing beyond your farmbut the wild nountains. &€-

a€o\ye, that is true, 4€+ Lewen said. &€oBut Aunty Beau can take any shape she
chooses,

renmenber. It is nod€” far to conme if ye are flying in the shape od€™a gol den
eagl e. €.

Edit he was i npressed despite herself. She | eant even closer, |laying one white
hand on Lewend€™ sl eeve. 8€od amso glad to ken soneone who will be able to
teach

me how to go on at the Theurgia. &€+« She gl anced down coyly, tw sting the
smal |

nmoonstone ring on the mddle finger of her right hand, synbol of her

accept ance

into the Coven as an apprentice. Lewen wore a ring very like it, as did al

of

t he young apprentices. a4€acdt will be so very large and overwhel m ng at first.
I't

will be nice to have a friend, to help ease nmy first days there. 8€-

Lewen was aware of Rhi annond€™ gaze fixed upon them and blushed. He was
saved

fromanswering by Lilanthe, who stood up and said, &€oShall we go and eat?
can

snell all is ready. Ye nust be hungry. &€

At once everyone stirred and | ooked up, beginning to make appreciative

noi ses,

for indeed the snmell com ng fromthe kitchen was delicious. They all followed
Lil ant he eagerly, though Lewen noticed both Felice and Edithe | ooked rather
affronted at having to eat in the kitchen

Their | ook of outrage deepened as all three of the young nen showed a marked
inclination to sit next to Rhiannon at the dinner table. Openly eyeing the
vol uptuous curves threatening to split the seans of her dress, Caneron
scranbl ed

to pull out her chair for her and then, when she sat, took the opportunity to
gaze over her shoul der and down her cleavage. Wile he feasted his eyes,
Rafferty slid deftly into the chair beside her and tried to engage her in
conversation, much to Camerond€™ chagrin. Canmeron hurriedly took the seat on
her

ot her side, pushing the young poet Landon out of the way. Dejectedly Landon
made

his way round the other side of the table to sit next to Maisie, who sniled
at



him shyly in conmm seration

Edi t he slipped her hand inside Lewend€™ arm and smiled at him saying
sweetly,

a€abo ye always eat in the kitchen? How very quaint. Please, tell ne where
should sit? | can see ye have no order 0&€™ precedence here. 4€-

He pulled out a chair for her and then tried to make his escape but she was
ruthless, pulling himdown to sit next to her. Felice at once took the seat
on

his other side and both young | adies spent the whol e neal |aughing at every
remark he nade, leaning close to himso he could snell their perfuned hair,
and

general | y maki ng himvery unconfortabl e.

H s only hope was that their attentions would nake Rhi annon jeal ous, but she
did

not seemto notice, focusing all her attention on her food as if she had not
eaten twenty-three griddl e-cakes earlier in the day. Edithe and Felice
exchanged

a horrified roll of the eye when they saw her crami ng her food into her
nout h

wi th both hands. Lewen managed to catch Rhi annond€™s eye and gently shook his
head, show ng her as unobtrusively as he could howto wield a knife and
spoon.

She scowed at himbut tried to copy his actions, her el bows stuck out so far
si deways the two boys had to |l ean the other way to avoid being poked in the
face.

They were not put off, however, continuing to be assiduous in offering her
nor e

bread or another serve of pie. She did not soften with all their attention
answering only curtly, and often staring at themwith scorn as if she thought
their questions or comments nore than usually stupid. The ol der boy, Caneron
was particularly attentive, |eaning so close to her at tinmes that Lewen had
to

grind his teeth together to stop hinself fromleaping up and protesting.

a€a® have noé&€” seen ye at court afore. | ken | would remenber ye if | had, &€
Caner on

said with a winning snile.

She flashed hima glance but nmade no reply, being too busy eating.

a€cdm | right?a€e he said, leaning closer. 4€af ye had been to the court at
Ravenscraig, | amsure | nust have noticed ye. 4€-

She cast hima quizzical |ook, gave a perfunctory shake of her head, and
reached

for another bread roll.

a€adNever? Are ye a country lass then? Did ye grow up round here too?a€e
a€adNear enough, &€+ she answered after a nmonent, cramm ng anot her wedge of
cheese and

| eek pie into her nouth.

4€asSo is this your first journey away from hone?a€e

She nodded and el bowed hi m away so she could reach the jug of iced bellfruit
juice. He sat back for a nmoment, disconcerted, then fortified hinmself with
several large gulps of the juice and tried again. &€c¥e nmust be rather daunted
at

the idea 04€™ travelling all the way to the royal court at Lucescere then. €
a€a think that&€™ the understatenent o04€™ the day, &€+ Edithe said to Felice,
who

gi ggled, then looked a little shamefaced.

a€o¥e must nod€™ be nervous. 1&€E™ | be happy to show ye round and tell ye how
to get

on, &€+ Caneron conti nued.

a€ati ke yed€™ ken, 4€+ Edithe said with a snort of contenpt.

Caneron gl ared at her. &€od may nod€™ have been to the royal court afore but



| &4€™e
been a squire at Ravenscraig for years now. a€e

Edi t he | ooked down her nose. &€o¥e think anyone at Lucescere will care?a€.
Caneron turned his shoul der against her. a€obo noéd€” listen to her, 4€+« he said
war my

to Rhi annon. &€aShe hasna been to Lucescere either, she just likes to put on
airs. a€e

Rhi annon stared at him bl ankly, shrugged and kept on eating. Caneron edged
hi s

chair closer to hers. &€aSo ye nust no&€™ be afraid, &€+ he said in a | ow,
confidentia

voi ce that Lewen had to strain to hear. &€od promise |&€™1| keep an eye on ye.
Ye

shal I na be lonely while &€™nthere to watch out for ye. &€

Rhi annon | aid down her knife and spoon. &€odMe no af eared, &€+ she said angrily,
a€oand

me no | onely. Me have ny horse. €

Caneron | aughed, startled, then | eant even closer, speaking in such a | ow
Voi ce

that Lewen could not hear a word, despite all his efforts.

Rhi annon curled her lip. &€okat her have ny horse, &€+ she said.

Caneron sat back, colour rising in his cheeks. He | ooked dunbfounded.

Rhi annon grabbed and anot her handful of roast potatoes, ate them hungrily,

t hen

wi ped her greasy hands cl ean on her bodice. As she gul ped down the rest of
her

juice, Rafferty took advantage of Camerond€™ sudden silence to try his hand
at

engagi ng her in conversation

a€a havena travelled much afore either, 8€+« he said. &4€od &4€™n so | ooki ng
forward to it.

| 4€™e al ways wanted to travel the world. Wiat are ye |ooking forward to
seei ng

t he nost ?4€.

Rhi annon shrugged. &€odi nna ken. €.

4€x@ canna wait to see an ogre, &€+ Rafferty said confidingly.

Her lip curled. a€cdhy? Ogres ugly, nean and stupid. 4€

a€c¥ed€™e seen one af ore?a€e

a€o\ye, 04€" course. &€+ She spoke as if ogres were as common as dandel i ons.

a€del |, | 4€™e never seen one. | cone fromdown by the sea, though. |4&€™e
seen the

Fai rgean cone into harbour, riding on the back 08€™ their sea-serpents. €+ He
spoke

rat her defensively.

a€akeal | y?4€- Mai si e squeaked.

a€o\ye, really. &€+ Rafferty | ooked across the table at her

a€x €™ | ove to see the Fairgean. &€+ Misie clasped her hands together
a€cdheya€™e said

to be bonny indeed. &€

a€xdf ye like that sort 08€ thing, &€« Edithe said cuttingly. &€aPersonally I
find the

i dea od€™scales and gills quite | oathsone. 4€-

a€dadhe Banprionnsa Bronwen is said to have scales and gills and they say she
is

the nost beautiful girl at court, &€« Felice said. 4€c® canna wait to see her
| &4€™e

heard her clothes are just divine. &€

Caneron snorted in derision. 4€cds that nod€™ just like a lass? Wio wants to
| ook at

clothes? It&€™ the changi ng 04&€™the guard that 1&4€™n dying to see. | hope



t he RA~ghag€™s

captain is there and nod€™ off fighting sonewhere. |14€™e heard so many
stories

about himand his cursed sword. &€

a€afxh, me too, &€+ Rafferty said excitedly. He turned to Rhiannon. &€atave ye
hear d

the tal es? They say once he has drawn his sword, he canna sheathe it till all
the enemy are dead. It doesna matter how nany 04€™ themthere are, hed€™|
just keep

on fighting till nary a one is left. &€

Thi s sparked her interest and, encouraged, he went on. &€cdhey call himDbDillon
04€”

the Joyous Sword, for the sword takes such joy in battle. He was one 04€™t he
League 0&€” the Healing Hand, ye ken. &€ At Rhi annond€™$ bl ank | ook, he said,
a€o¥e

nmust &€™e heard 04€™t he League? There are so many stories about them Ye ken
t he

band 04€~ beggar children that hel ped the RAngh win his throne?a€.

a€ado ye think Jay the Fiddler will be at court?8€e Felice said with a sigh
a€a €™

love to hear himplay his viola da€™nore. They say no-one can play the songs
04€”

| ove Iike he can. &€

a€dd/ery true, 8€+ Nina said with a m schievous smle. a&4€oBut | doubt whether
Jay will

be at court. He and Finn the Cat will be off somewhere on the RA-gha€™s

busi ness.

Ye woul d think they had jongl eursé€™blood in them those two, the way they
travel

around. &€

a€cdhat about ye, Landon?&€e Lil anthe asked then in her soft, gentle voice,
for the

young poet had not said a word all neal. Indeed, he had hardly eaten a
nmout hf ul

either, sitting with his chin resting in his hand and his eyes fixed on

Rhi annond€™s face. Once or twice the wild girl had cast himan irritated

gl ance,

but he did not seemto care. He seened to find her endlessly fascinating.
Landon did not respond, until Maisie tugged his darned and grubby

shirt-sl eeve

Then he | ooked round with an abstracted air, saying, a€od &€™n sorry?a€e
a€cdhat are ye nost | ooking forward to seeing on your journey to

Lucescer e?a€e

Li I ant he repeat ed.

He | ooked back at Rhiannon and smled wistfully. &4€oMy eyes have feasted upon
t he

ut nost pi nnacl e 04€™ beauty, | have no desire to see aught el se, &€« he
answer ed

without a trace of enbarrassmnent.

Felice giggled, Misie blushed, Edithe frowned and snorted, and the other
boys

| ooked down, disconfited and enbarrassed on his behal f. Rhiannon herself
stared

across the table at her adnmirer in obvious puzzlenent, then set about picking
her teeth with a ragged but thankfully clean fingernail. The adults exchanged
wy | ooks.

a€cdhat about ye, Miisie? Is there anything ye particularly want to see at
court ?4€e

Li I ant he asked.

The country girl blushed and fiddled with her noon-stone ring.



4€ax just want to see the Keybearer, &€+ she whi spered. &€o#nd all the healers
at

wor k. &€e

4€oXYe are interested in herb-lore and the healing arts?a€e Lilanthe said. &a€od
nust

show ye ny sinple roomafore ye go. | canna claimto be a healer |ike |sabeau
or

Johanna, her head healer, but |I did learn what | ken fromthemand | do ny
best

for the people 04€™ the valley. &8€-

a€aotxh, 1a€™ |ike that, &€+« Misi e whi spered, her face gl ow ng.

a€x@ guess yed€™e used to that sort 0&€" thing, &€« Canmeron said to Rhi annon
with a

gl owering | ook at Landon, who was once again regarding her with intense

fasci nation.

a€odh?a&€+ Rhi annon sai d.

€Al | that flimflamrery and flattery, &€+ he said. &€od bet all the | ads ye
ken

follow ye round all the time, begging ye for a smle or a kiss. a€e

Rhi annon was surprised into | aughter. &€ocdho, ne? Nay! &€« she cried, shaking
her

head so her gl ossy hair swung.

If she was striking when sullen-faced and cross, she was quite breathtaking
when

smling. Lewen could not take his eyes off her, even though he was aware of
how

cross this made both Edithe and Felice. He was not at all surprised when
Caner on

hitched his chair closer, sliding one arm around Rhi annond€™ wai st as he

whi spered something in her ear. If Lewen had not been constrained by the

rul es

of hospitality he woul d have | eapt up and punched the good-I| ooking boy right
in

his smling mouth. As it was, his hands clenched into fists and he had to
swal | ow t he sour taste of rage

Al the warnth and spontaneity di ed out of Rhiannond€™s face. Sitting
strai ght - backed and stiff as a poker, she hissed, &€o€et your hand off ne el se
nme

cut it off for ye! &€

Her words rang out in one of those little lulls that sometines cone in a

noi sy

room and everyone turned and stared down the table. Cameron went scarlet and
hurriedly noved his chair away. Rhiannon stared at himfor a noment | onger

t hen

went on eating as if nothing had happened, but Felice and Edithe gave little
enbarrassed titters and Lilanthe drew her brows together in a | ook of trouble.
After the meal had been cl eared away, the group broke up. Lewen and his

f at her

showed the other nen around the farmwhile Lilanthe took the girls out to her
herb garden and then to her sinmple room lined with bottles of home-nmade
nmedi ci nes and poti ons.

They met again for high tea in the kitchen, then all cramed together in the
sitting roomas dusk rolled over the garden

Ni na sang for them her |ong-billed sunbird amusi ng everyone by acconpanyi ng
her

with nelodious little trills and call notes. There was much ani mated tal ki ng
and

| aughing, with Iven easily dom nating the conversation, telling tales and
teasing the others good-naturedly. He tried to draw Rhi annon out but she
stared



at him suspiciously and answered only in nonosyll ables, so at |ast he gave up

and concentrated on entertaining his crowd. Rhiannon sat as still and wary as
a

bird hiding in bracken, frowning, her mouth set firmly, her |umn nous

bl ue- grey

eyes moving fromface to face. It was clear to Lewen that she could
under st and

little of what was said. They were all speaking too quickly, and at
crosscurrents, drowning out each other&€™ voices as they insisted on having
their

say. The conversation was nostly concerned with politics and court gossip,
none

of which nmeant a thing to the wild girl fromthe nountains.

As the night wore on Edithe and Cameron, who had both obviously taken a
strong

di sli ke to Rhai nnon, began to nock her nore openly, asking her opinion on the
appoi ntnent of the new Fealde in Tirsoilleir or runpurs that the treaty with
t he

Fai rgean was under strain. To each question she said only, &€odi nna ken, a€-
whi ch

the girls seemed to find exquisitely funny. Edithe appeared nbst concerned
about

Rhi annond€™s | ack of a private independence, and asked her a great many
guesti ons

about how she hoped to nanage in Lucescere w thout an all owance.

a€aBut, my dear, ye sinply nmust have sone incone, 8€+ she said. a€odAl t hough we
all have

to wear an apprentice robe while at school, there will be | ots 08€™ parties
and

bal |l s and picnics and one nust have clothes. It is the royal court, after
all.a€.

She | ooked Rhi annon up and down, and then said delicately, &€oBut happen ye do
No4a€™

care for clothes?a€.

Caneron | aughed.

Rhi annon sai d not hi ng.

Felice and Edithe then fell into an ani mated di scussion about the | atest
fashions at court.

a€od heard the RA~gha€™ ni ece wears her bodice cut very low, with barely a
sl eeve at

all, to show off her fins and gills, &€« Edithe said. a4€cho woul d have

i magi ned fins

and gills would becone fashionable! And it is nost unfair, for she does noa€”
f eel

the cold, ye ken, so that she wears her dresses so even in the very m dst
04€™

Wi nter. a€e

Rhi annon sat silently, listening, ignoring the fixed unfriendly gaze of
Caner on

and the fixed | onging gaze of Landon as best she could. It was clear she was
going to have to get used to Landon&€™ eyes upon her face. He had spent al
afternoon staring at her. Cccasionally he dug out a scruffy little notebook
from

hi s pocket where he would scribble a few words, before staring in agony at

t he

ceiling as he nmouthed hal f-rhymes and mangl ed phrases. At one point Lewen
hear d

himmuttering, a€oBreast, west, best, nest?&€+ and he bl ushed for both Landon
and

hi nmsel f.



He heard a burst of nocking laughter a little later, and | ooked across the
room

to find Felice and Edithe hiding their smling nouths behind their hands,
whil e

Caneron grinned, |ooking very pleased with hinself.

a€mdhat, naught to say?a€e Caneron was saying. a€odhat 4€™s the matter? Cat got
your

t ongue?a€e.

Rhi annon stared at himin obvious bew | dernent. &€odh? Cat? What cat? There
no

cat. And ne have ny tongue. See?&€e She poked it out at him

They all broke into peals of laughter, even shy, sweet Miisie. Only Landon
did

not | augh, | ooking at Rhiannon in obvious pity and synpat hy.

@ anci ng at Rhi annon, Lewen was surprised to see her eyes were swinmng with
tears. He got up at once and said gently, &€o&hi annon, ye mnmust be weary
still,

would ye like to go to bed?&€.

She nodded at once and got up, so tall and awkward in her too-tight green
dress

that Edithe twisted her lip in scorn, hardening Lewend€™ dislike of her into
somet hing hotter and fiercer. He showed Rhiannon out of the roomas quietly
and

unobtrusively as he could. Her fists were clenched and her cheeks were

fl ushed,

and she did not | ook at Lewen but caught up her mass of entangling skirts so
she

could stride out with ease. Lewen did not speak at all as he gathered up the
cl ean ni ghtgown Lilanthe had |aid out for her, and the pile of warm bl ankets,
and carried themall out to the stable. She went straight to the black nare,
which turned its head and whinnied eagerly at the sight of her. Rhiannon
flung

her arm about its neck and buried her face in its silky flowi ng mane. The
nar e

nudged her with her nose and blew gustily through its nostrils but she did
not

| ook up.

By the time Lewen had nade up her bed for her, she was cal m agai n, though her
eyel ashes were spiky with tears. She w ped her nose on her green silk sleeve.
a€ddhank ye, &€+ she said with sone difficulty.

a€aW pleasure. Sleep well,4€s Lewen answered. He hesitated, then said in a
rush,

a€cAnd do noé&€” fear. None 0d€™those |louts shall trouble ye tonight, for
|&€™| set

Ursa herself to guard your door. &€e

She | aughed. &€cdhat bear? Ye want horses nad with fear all night?a€-

Lewen said valiantly, &€odhen |&€™1| guard your door nyself. &€

a€ade no afeared, &€+ she said derisively. &€odhose boys ken no nore about
mati ng than

a babe. &€

Lewend€™s bl ood surged. He had to turn away, pretending to busy hinself
checki ng

the food and water of the other horses, until the heat in his face and his
groin

had subsi ded enough that he should not betray hinself. In the neantinme he
coul d

hear Rhi annon ripping off the despised green dress and spl ashing about in the
water. He dared not turn round until all was quiet again. Wen at |ast he
faced

her she was sitting cross-legged in the straw, eyeing hi mspecul atively,



dr essed

only in the thin white nightgown, the laces at the bodi ce undone.

a€at &€™ best get back. &€+ He coul d not neet her eyes. &€odre ye sure yead€™e
gr and?a<€-

She dragged up her ni ghtgown to show her knife strapped to one |ong, pale

t hi gh.

a€aosur e, 4€+ she said. a4€cdhat about ye? Need nme to guard ye fromthose

cur sehags?&a€-

Lewi n grinned despite hinself. &€dc hope noé&€™, &€+ he said.

d€acall me if ye need me and ne cone, &€« she said.

d€o¥e too. Call me, | nmean. If ye need ne. a€-

a€ade no need ye, 4€+ she said.

a€a guess nod€”, &€« he said, feeling miserable. &€o&ood night then. €.

She wrinkled her brow &€odhat this &€ good ni ght &4€™Pa€.

€t 4€™ what ye say last thing at night, afore ye sleep, &€+ Lewen said.
a€cdt neans

have a good sl eep, keep safe, have sweet dreans. €-

She smled, radiantly and unexpectedly. &€ode see. Good night to ye then. 4€.
He nodded and went out into the darkness. He did not go back the house at
once,

t hough, finding a tree to | ean against in the chilly darkness of the garden
pressing his forehead against its smooth bark, crushing its new fresh | eaves
in

his hands so he could snell their sharp snmell. His body ached, his skin was
hot ,

his mnd was all confusion. He had heard of nmen addicted to noonbane, who
kept

on tasting it for its sweet, giddy deliriumwhen all the time they knew it
was

poi soning their blood and destroying their reason. Rhiannon was |ike
noonbane

he thought, and already it was too late for him He was addicted.

Bl ackt horn

Rhi annon woke slowy, feeling deliriously warm and confortabl e. She cuddl ed
her

cheek agai nst the soft black feathers that |ay over her |ike a counterpane,
aware of a strange new feeling inside her. She did not know how to nane this
feeling, but when she thought of her horse it warned and deepened within her
and when she thought of the boy, with his quiet, deep voice and steady,

wat chi ng

brown eyes, it caused her to curl her toes, her nouth lifting at the corners.
She stretched and reluctantly slipped out from underneath the sheltering

Wi ng.

The mare lifted her head and regarded her with a great, black velvety eye.
Waen

Rhi annon stared into that eye, she saw within a greater blackness, a slit, an
abyss without an end. It fascinated her, this black slit that did not reflect
the light like the rest of the eye, but seemed to suck it inside. Everything
about her mare fascinated and allured her. Every line and curve of her body,
every nmovenent she nmade, every twitch of ear or flare of nostril was filled
with

grace and strength and power, and it was hers, all hers. She did not care
what

the big bearded man said, the wi nged mare was hers.

The mare gave a soft whinny of agreenent and nudged her with her nose.

Rhi annon had not had nuch time al one since arriving at Kingarth. Wen she was



not sl eeping, there was always someone wat ching her, talking at her

demandi ng

her attention

Even t hough Rhi annon was accustoned to having no personal privacy, having
grown

up in the mdst of a |arge herd, nonethel ess she was used to | ong periods of
qui et and solitude. Satyricorns did not talk much. Their |anguage was sinple
and

used only when a grunt or gesture would not suffice. Rhiannon had al ways been
i solated within the herd because she | ooked so different fromthe other
satyricorn children. Their eyes were yellow with an oblong iris, not a soft
grey-blue Iike the dawn sky. They had hard cl oven hooves and a ridge of hair
that ran down their spine, ending in a tufted tail. Her torso had been snooth
and hairless, and her feet were soft and flexible. She had never been able to
run as fast, or leap as far, or fight as roughly as any of the other
satyricorn

children, and so she had learnt to keep herself apart, spending her days

roam ng

t he hi gh nmeadows al one.

Here there was no quiet and no solitude. Rhiannon had been spinning in a
whirlwi nd of words fromthe nmonent she arrived, grabbing here and there at
sounds she thought she understood, only to find they had nany nore neani ngs

t han

she coul d ever have inmagi ned. Eyes could be daggers, cats stole tongues, air
could be put on like a garnent. The only clue she had to meani ng was the

Voi ce

with which the words were uttered, and even that was deceitful. Many of these
humans said one thing with their words, and quite another with their faces
and

bodi es and voices. It was exhausting and bewi | dering trying to decipher it
all,

and to nake it worse, Rhiannon did not believe themwhen they kept telling
her

she had nothing to fear. There were so many threatening undercurrents to the
things that they said, so many traps in their words.

Lewen was the only one that she did not fear. H's voice was deep and sl ow and
t hought ful, and he never nade any sudden jerky nove to startle or frighten
her .

He smiled at her, and was kind, and he never said one thing with his words
and

another with his eyes. Wen Rhiannon was alone with him she found herself

rel axi ng the tension of her muscles and the fierceness of her concentration
But for now she had only the drowsy horses for conpany. She could think over
t he

happeni ngs of the | ast few days and begin to prepare herself for the journey
ahead. Rhi annon was conscious of trepidation, for she did not know what [|ay
ahead of her, and she was suspicious of these shrill, noisy humans with their
conplicated ways. She nmeant to keep her dagger close to hand, and her wts
about

her, for she could see there were many pitfalls ahead if she was unwary. At

| east she coul d al ways escape any trouble on the back of her beautiful w nged
horse. As long as the flying horse was with her, Rhiannon woul d be safe.

She stroked the black vel vety nose, then got down her saddl ebags fromtheir
hooks. She had not had a chance to go through her things and nake sure they
had

not been interfered with. She did not believe these humans when they said

t hey

woul d not touch her treasures. It did not matter that they had many strange
and

beautiful and useful things of their own. In Rhiannond€™s experience, the nore



you

had, the nmore you want ed.

She spent a happy hal f-hour turning over her treasures and arranging themto
her

liking in the saddl ebags. She caressed the gl eam ng brooch of the running

hor se,

and hid it right down the bottom of the bag along with the music-box, the

sil ver

goblet, the nedal with its device of a hand haloed in |light and her ot her
treasures. |If anyone saw those they would take them she knew. Anyone woul d.
Then she sharpened her two beautiful daggers and put themready with her bow
and

qui ver of arrows. She wanted themclose to hand at all times. The bl owpi pe
and

pouches of poisoned barbs she tucked just inside the pocket of the saddl ebag
that hung on the right, so she could reach themeasily. Everything el se she
stowed away neatly, all except her clothes and the groonming kit inits

| eat her

wal  et. She was turning over the currying conmbs and brushes and sponges in
puzzl ement when she heard a noi se and | ooked up, muscl es tensing

i nstinctively.

Lil anthe was in the doorway, carrying a basin and jug of warmwater, a big
port mant eau dangling awkwardly fromthe crook of her el bow. CQutside, birds
wer e

beginning to test their voices for their conm ng hosanna to the sun, and m st
was

eddying in a rising breeze.

Rhi annon frowned and cl osed the flap of the saddl ebag.

Lilanthe cane in and |laid down her burdens. a&€cdhat is it ye wish to hide,

| assi e?4€-

Rhi annon did not answer.

Lil anthe sat next to her, arms wapped around her knees. &€cd amtroubl ed
about

ye, Rhiannon, &€« she said. &€od canna read your mind. Are ye so secretive and
suspi ci ous because ye have reason to fear honesty? Or is it just your nature?
I

wish | kent what it is ye are frightened o0&€™. a€-

Her voice was so gentle and her eyes so filled with conpassion, Rhiannon felt
an

urge to nmake her understand sonehow.

4€ad n herd, nust fight for what yours, 4€+ she said.

a€aoye, | understand that. But we are nod€™ od€™the herd, we have no desire
to take

what 4€™ yours away from ye. &€-

a€ao\ye, ye do, &€+ Rhiannon said fiercely. &4€o¥e say clothes no&€™ nine, ye say
horse no&€m™

m ne. €.

Lilanthe was quiet for a monent. &€cd think ye can say the horse is yours, €
she

said at last. &€ofLertainly Lewen calls Argent &€ hisd€™horse, and | call the
gar den

a€™ri ned€”, and N all certainly calls Ursa a€™i s&d€™bear. | think it is
natural in us

to want to own things, to forge strong bonds with them N all&€™ problemwth
ye

calling the mare yours is a phil osophical one, because a wi nged horse is
noa€”

i ke other horses. But he is nod€™acknow edgi ng the fact that ye and the

hor se

have clearly forged some kind o0d€™ bond, happen even the bond that is felt



bet ween

thigearn and flying horse. Certainly none od€™us woul d dream 0d€™ trying to
separate ye. &€

Rhi annon grasped at the words she understood. &€ocde say horse m ne?a€e

a€o\ye, lassie. That is if ye think ye belong to her as much as she bel ongs
to

ye. a€e

Rhi annon shrugged. &€o©A€™ course. She mine, nme hers. €.

Li I ant he snoot hed her rough brown gown down over her knees. &€cdhe clothes are
a

different matter, though, Rhiannon.&€+ As the girl immediately stiffened,

Li I ant he

glanced up, smling a little ruefully. &€oNay, hear ne out, l|lassie. |
under st and

that the clothes are inportant to ye, but ye canna keep them They are noéa€”
yours, they belonged to the Yeoman, and after his death they belong to his
fam|ly. €.

a€ade won t hem &€« Rhi annon said, scarlet with suppressed fury.

a€aBl ood-ri ght! &€

Lilanthe | eant forward. a€odhat was that? Bl ood-right? Wiat does that nean?a€-
a€cdhey m ne, &€+ she said flatly.

a€aNay, Rhiannon, tell ne, what does that nean? Did ye kill the soldier? Is

t hat

why ye claimthe clothes as yours? Ye nust tell me. Canna ye see how

i mport ant

it is that we ken? W saw the hole the arrow nade in the cloth. He was shot

t hrough the back. Did ye shoot hin? For thaté&€™ a hangi ng of fence, Rhiannon
That

woul d be treason. Ye nust tell me, ye nust explain to ne how it happened. For
I

do nod€”™ want &€} | would nod€™|ike to send ye to Lucescere without at

| east &€} canna ye

tell me how it happened, Rhi annon?a€e

a€a] ot hes mine, 4€+ she said sullenly.

Lil ant he sat back, her face setting hard. &€aNay, they are no&€”, Rhiannon
Now, |

have a conpronise to offer ye, for I do nod€™w sh to be taking anything away
from

ye against your will. Look what | have done here. &€+ She turned and picked up
t he

port mant eau she had brought fromthe house. &€aSee, these are auld clothes
04€”

Lewend€™s. There are breeches and shirts, and quite a good coat, and an auld
shawl

08€™ m ne, and sone underclothes, and a few other things |I think yed€™I find
useful . 4€-

Lil anthe then turned and, before Rhiannon could stop her, picked up the blue
cl oak from where Rhiannon had laid it ready in the straw. She turned it in
her

hands. a€odNow, |ook. Here is the cloak 0&€™ the Yeoman. It is no ordinary

cl oak. See

how it is grey on one side and blue on the other? The cl oaks 04€™t he Bl ue
Quar ds

are woven with spells 0&€™ conceal nent and canoufl age by the witches. |In need,
ye

can turn it inside out and it will help ye blend into m st and darkness, or
agai nst grey stone and bracken. &€

Wth an inarticulate grow, Rhiannon snatched back the cloak and huddled it
agai nst her. &€oM ne! &€-

4€oNo need to fret, &€ Lilanthe said with a snmle. &€c® have no other cloak



for ye to

wear and so ny idea is ye should wear it till ye reach Lucescere and then

gi ve

it to the Yeonand€™ famly with everything el se. 4€

Rhi annon | ooked stubborn, and Lilanthe went on quickly, persuasively, &€o#fnd
t he

tam o8€™ -shanter too. If ye will give it to ne for just a wee while, |1&€™I
unpi ck

the cockade fromit, and so then it will be a cap just |ike anybody el sed€™s.
Waen

ye get to Lucescere ye shall nod€™need them for if ye are adnitted to the
Theurgia to study along with Lewen and the ot her apprentices, ye shall wear
an

apprenticesd€™gown |i ke everyone else. And if ye are nod€ &€} well, | have
asked ny

friend |Isabeau to give ye all ye will need. | will nod€™insist ye give these
things up to me, Rhiannon, if ye will promse to subnmit themto Dillon, the

captain 0od€” the Yeonen, when ye arrive in Lucescere. Believe nme, it is the
best

thing to do. &€

The set | ook on Rhiannond€™s face did not rel ax.

a€aP| ease? Ye do nod€™ need the soldierd€™s uniform |4a&€™e given ye

everyt hing ye mi ght

need. €.

a€dd/ery well then, 4€+ Rhi annon said ungraciously. a€ode nod€™ wear themthen
t hough no&€™

fair, they mi nea€; a€-

Li I ant he sighed. &€odappen ye will come to understand in tine, lassie. It
woul d be

Wi se 04€™ ye to try to understand our custons, if ye are to |ive anong us. |
ken

what we do and what we believe nust seemas strange to ye as ye seemto us.
Ye

have a | ong journey ahead cd€™vye, | would use it to | earn what ye can if |
wer e

ye. Nna will teach ye, and Lewen too. Hed€™| have a care for ye, no need to
fear. 4€-

a€ade nod€” afeared, &€+ Rhi annon sai d haughtily.

a€aNay, | see ye are noé€™,4€+ Lilanthe said slowy. She paused, |ooking down
at her

hands, biting her lip. After a |long noment she | ooked up at Rhi annon, saying
hesitantly, &€a@ said that ye need nod€™fear, that Lewen will |ook out for ye
and

care for ye. I want ye to prom se ne, Rhiannon, that ye will have a care for
hi m

t 00. &€

Rhi annon tilted an eyebrow in surprise. &€obewen quick and strong, &€+ she
sai d

approvingly. &€osStronger than nme. He stop ne killing bear. a€-

a€a think ye understand me, Rhiannon.&€e Lilanthed€™ voice was a little
uneven.

a€acdust promise me ye will nod€™ hurt hi na€| 4€.

a€ae big and strong, &€+« Rhi annon said disnissively. a€ode nod€™ let ne hurt
hi m &€

a€ad hope noé€™, &€+ Lil anthe said under her breath. &€oBut there are nore ways
t han one

to hurt a man. &€

Rhi annon eyed her specul atively, then nodded slowy in agreenent.



After Lilanthe left, Rhiannon dragged the vol uni nous ni ghtgown over her head
and

gave herself a cursory wash with the warm soapy water Lilanthe had poured
into

the basin for her.

She had to admit it left her feeling refreshed, though she did find the ol der
womand€™s i nsi stence on constantly washing hersel f rather peculiar. Lilanthe
had

left her a conb as well, and Rhi annon made sone attenpt to drag it through
her

hair. It hurt, though, and so she gave up after only a noment, tossing the
conb

onto the floor.

This left Rhiannon with the puzzle of the clothes. She had never seen
undercl ot hes before and, after a long struggle trying to figure out which
linb

went through which hole, she managed to drag on the drawers. The cheni se
conpletely baffled her, however, and so she threw that at one of the horses
who

was | aughing at her, and | aughed herself when it | anded over the horsed€™s
head,

caught on one of its ears. The horse snorted and tossed its head, then rubbed
its cheek against its leg, trying to dislodge the fragile scrap of cotton

wi t hout success.

Rhi annon managed to draw t he breeches over her |egs, having done that before,
but found that these fastened with three small buttons, unlike the netal

cl asp

of the dead sol di er&€™ pair. She had never seen buttons before and had no

i dea

how to do themup. She stared at themand fiddled with themfor quite a
whi | e,

but then gave up, leaving the flap unfastened. The shirt she pulled over her
head wi t hout too rmuch trouble, managing to work out front from back
eventual |y,

but she could not tie the laces at the front and so left them|l oose,

unt r oubl ed

by the way the neckline hung | oose, exposing the curve of her breasts.

Al in all, Rhiannon was pleased with her new clothes. The white shirt was
sof t

and warm agai nst her skin, and the | oose wool |l en breeches were nore
confortabl e

than the white | eather pants the soldier had worn. The brown coat was a
little

too large, but had all sorts of useful pockets in which to store things, and
she

could nmove easily init, unlike the tight green dress she had been forced to
wear the day before. Mdst of all, she liked the cream col oured shaw Lil anthe
had gi ven her, which was enbroidered with a beautiful tracery of green
tendrils

and pink and red roses, now rather faded. She was so pleased with the shaw

t hat

she felt little regret over the loss of the dead sol di er&€™ cl ot hes.
Lilanthe had |l eft her the sol dierd€™ | ong bl ack boots, not having any ot her
shoes

that would fit Rhiannon better, and so Rhi annon drew them on wth pleasure,
tucking the little black knife into its hidden sheath, and strapping the |ong
silver dagger to her belt as before. She felt strong and brave again wth her
knives in place, and ready to face the nocking | ooks of those other boys and
girls.



Now it was the mared€™ turn. Rhiannon had observed N all and Lewen groom ng
t he

horses the previous day, and had seen how nmuch the beasts had enjoyed the
attention and how their coats had gl eaned afterwards. Rhi annon wanted her
nar e

to |l ook her very best before she showed her to the others. She picked up the
groom ng kit again, took out a brush and began to beat the dust out of the
mar ed€™$ coat.

She was engaged in trying to tug all the knots out of the |uxuriant black
nmane

when a sudden restiveness in the mare nade her aware Lewen was | eaning on the
gat e, watchi ng her.

a€abo ye and your mam al ways sneak around, spying on peopl e?d€e she said

wi t hout

rancour .

a€at &€™n sorry, &€+ he said. &€odinna nean to scare ye. €.

a€atxh, me no afeared, 4€+ she said severely. &€odk just wonder how ye wal k so
qui et ,

being so big and all . &€

He col oured.

She sm | ed. She Iiked maki ng hi m bl ush.

a€aBei ng around animal s so rmuch, | suppose, 84€+ he said. 4€cdhey do nod€™ |ike
sudden

noi se or novenent. a€e

a€aNay, &€+ she agreed, casting hima | ook fromunder her |ashes. She had

noti ced

that this sideways | ook often nmade hi m blush and stanmer.

Lewend€™s col our was high and she saw his eyes were on the front of her shirt.
4€o¥e should tie up your shirt, &€+ he said in a constricted voice. &4€o¥e do
nod€” want

to go out and about l|ike that. &€

a€ati ke what ?4€+ she asked, | ooking down.

a€aoshowi ng yourself like that. | ken ye mean naught by it, but&€;, human

| assi es hide

their&€, hide theira€; &€

a€adW dugs, ye nean?a€e

a€adheir bosom &€« Lewen said, blushing as hotly as anyone with such tanned
skin

coul d.

a€aBosom &€+ she said, trying out the word

a€aNo-one will understand if ye do nod€™ cover yourself up. Men will think ye
are

of fering yourself to themé€| &€+ He stunbled to a halt.

a€o0d0 nat e?&€e

a€o\ye, to mate. €-

a€cAnd t hat bad?a€-

He nodded. &€o®nly whores do that. Ye do nod€” want themto think that o0&a€™
ye,

Rhi annon. &€.

a€cdhat whor e?a€-

He searched for words. a€ddhores are wonend€, and nen, too, 0&€" course, who
wil | &€}

mat ed€, with anyone, if they are paid enough for it. W&€, us humansé€, we do
no&d€™ mat e

with just anyoned€} only with those we | oveéd€] nost 0&8€" us anyway. Usually,
when we

find someone we | ove enough, we promise to lie only with them nod€™wth
anyone

el se, forever. a€-

Rhi annon was nonpl ussed. The satyricorn wonen al ways shared the nen between



them and the idea of exclusivity was entirely foreign. Rhiannon had seen
many

ugly fights over the nen, however, and thought she could see sonme sense in
what

Lewen said, as long as there were nmen enough for all the wonen. Certainly
there

seened to be. The ratio of males and femal es anong those staying at Kingarth
was

startlingly exact.

a€aSo ye nust try to renenber to keep your laces tied, and nod€™ show too nuch
04€™

your body, &€+ Lewen went on, keeping his gaze averted.

a€aNod€™ ken how, &€+ Rhi annon said flatly.

a€afxh, 0&€" course. | shoul dd&€™e thought. [4€™1| have to teach ye. &€-
a€ao\ye, &€+ she said. a€cdhat ne do?a€e

He | ooked back at her, and swall owed. &€od &€™ | show ye, 4€» he said. CGently he
reached

out and took the laces in his hands, drawing her closer to him She went
obediently. She felt his fingers on her skin as he funbled with the |aces,
and

took a step closer to him He snelt very clean and fresh, and she could see
t he

pul se in his throat beating swiftly, and the burn of his blood under his

ski n.

Slow y he knotted the | aces together, explaining what he was doi ng while he
did

it. As she ducked her head to watch, her hair swung forward and brushed his
hand, and she heard the sudden intake of his breath. For some reason her own
bl ood heated, and she kept her gaze |l owered, feeling shy with himfor the
first

tine.

He untied the laces then, and tried to make her do it herself, but her
fingers

were clunsy and she could not manage it. He smiled and said, with a warm
huski ness to his voice that she had never heard before, &€EoNever mind. |&€™|
tieit

for ye now, and get sone string for ye to practise on later. It&€™ no&€  hard
once

ye get the hang ocd€™it. &€

a€atang 0&€” it?a€+ she repeated, puzzled.

a€afnce ye ken how. a€-

a€atang 0a€” it, &€+ she repeated again. &€once ye get the hang 0&d€™it. €.
a€oye. It nmust be hard for ye, all the bits 04€™ slang we use. |&€™ never
noticed it

afore, but we do seemto use a |ot. &€

a€as| ang, 4€+ she repeat ed.

a€o\ye. Sl ang. Figures 04€™ speech. 4€-

She | aughed. &€adow speech have figure? This figure. &€+« She gestured down her
body

wi th one hand.

a€adt is indeed, 84€+ he nurnured. He took a deep breath and stepped away. Hi s
f oot

crunched on the conb she had tossed away and he bent and picked it up

a€x suppose ye canna manage conbi ng your own hair either?a€s he said,

gl anci ng back

at her with a rueful grin.

She shook her head.

a€dvuld ye like me to do it for ye?a€e.

She nodded.

H's mouth quirked. He drew her to sit down on an upturned barrel and stood



behi nd her, drawi ng the conb through the waterfall of silky black hair. For a
whil e he worked in silence, gently unsnarling the tangles, and she sat still,
enjoying the feel of his fingers in her hair and lingering on the nape of her
neck.

a€addonmorrow yed€™ | have to ask one 04€™ the other girls to help ye with al
this

stuff, &€« he said after a long while.

a€ahy ?8€-

a€dt 4€™ be better. &€

a€dhy? Me rather have ye. &€

a€o\ye, | &€™n sure ye would, but it&a€™ nod€” seemy, Rhiannon, and besides, |
do nod€™

ken how long | could stand it. [&4€™n only nade o0d€™ flesh, ye ken. &€-

She twisted round to | ook up at him &€cdh? CA€™ course ye nmade 0d€™fl esh. W
al |

made 04€™ flesh. &€

He nodded. &€of\zye, | ken. | just meanéd€, Never mind. Just ask one 0&€™ the

| assies to

hel p ye tonorrow, all right?4€.

Rhi annon sniffed. &€ade no |ike those lassies. Me like ye. &€

Lewen took a deep breath, his hand twisting in her hair. For a nmonent he

st ood

very still, holding her captive against him She tensed all over and drew
hersel f away, |ooking up at himwarily. Her hair drew cruelly tight, like a
rope

between them After a |ong nonent that must have hurt her, he released his
breath and his hand, stepping away. He stood with his back to her, his

shoul ders

held stiffly, breathing with difficulty.

a€at &€™n sorry, &€+ he said at last. Wth great care, he laid the conb down on
her

saddl ebags. &€od dinna nean to hurt ye. &€e

She shrugged. &€c¥e no hurt ne. &€

a€cdhat &€™ good. | 4€™ better go. &€-

a€dhy?a€. she asked. a€cdhere go?a€-

a€anywhere, &€+ he said with an unsteady |augh. &4€dcdhe | ake m ght be a good
pl ace. €.

a€ahy ?8€-

4€odNi ce cold water, 8€+ he said with the sane odd | augh

She shrugged. &€adhy ye all want wash so much? Ye snell cl ean enough. 4€-
a€ddhank ye, &€+ he said and began to nove towards the door

She remenbered the buttons of her breeches and lifted her shirt. a€oXfore ye
go,

ye hel p? Me nod€” ken how. 4€-

He | ooked back at her and his breath caught. \When he spoke his voice was
unst eady. a&€oRhi annon, do ye ken what ye do to nme?a&€

a€oNo, what ne do?a€-

a€oYed€™ be a test to any mand€™ resol ve, do ye ken that ?4€-

She did not understand. &€odoo hard? Ye canna do?a€e

Lewen laughed a little. &€ofch, | can do your buttons up all right, no

pr obl em

there. Though | 4€™4 rat her be undoi ng. &€

a€dhat ye nean?a€-

a€aNaught. Here, 18€™I| show ye how to do it. Yed€™ better learn to do it
your sel f,

t hough, Rhiannon, for it&€™ too nuch to ask nme to be doing up your breeches
for

ye every day. €

He took a deep breath, grinned ruefully, and slipped his fingers inside the
wai st band of her breeches to button themup for her, slowy and with intense



concentration. When he was finished he stood still for a while, his fingers
hooked t hrough her wai st band, hol di ng her against him Then reluctantly he
slipped his fingers free and stepped away, turning his back on her. a€oEA &€ s
green

bl ood, 4€+ he sai d.

a€dd00 hard?a€- she asked again.

He | aughed unsteadily. &€adMuch too hard, &€+ he agreed. &€aainfully so. €.
She was puzzl ed, but shrugged. &€ode want cl ean horse, &€+ she sai d, waving one
hand

at the winged mare. &4€adke no ken how. Ye show?a€e

Lewen nodded, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand. &€ocfye, that at

| east

wi Il be no hardship, 4€« he answered. He went first to the water-trough and
spl ashed his face and neck thoroughly with water, then took the dipper and
poured nore water over his head, gul ping big nouthfuls of the icy cold fluid.
She watched himin benmusenment and he grinned at her

a€o¥ed€™ e naught but troubl e, Rhiannon, do ye ken that ?4€e

She was indignant. &€ode no troubl e! &€

a€ddroubl e through and t hrough. Cone on, where&€™ that kit 0&€™ yours?
Ita€™ ! do ne

some good to burn sone 04€™this excess energy away. a€e

He expl ained to her what each conb and brush was for, and demonstrated how to
use the hoof pick on Argent, who picked up his huge hoof willingly enough

Rhi annon then tried to do the sane with the wi nged mare, who whi nni ed

unhappi | y

and danced away. Rhiannon tried again, then threw down the hoof pick in
di sgust.

a€ade no good! 4€-

a€ao ye think she will let ne hel p?ad€- Lewen asked. &€odor indeed ye are

maki ng a bad

job 0&€™ it!éa€e

a€o0dhanks. 4€-

Lewend€™s eyes gl eaned appreciatively. Not only was Rhiannon | earni ng human
i di ons

fast, but al so how a change in intonation could change a whol e wor da€™s

nmeani ng.

a€aW pl easure, &€+ he said just as ironically.

a€del |, show me how then, 4€+ she said irritably. &4€ode nod€™ want to show her
to those

goblin-eyes till she | ooks bonny as can be. Then their eyesd€™| really stick
out ! &€

4a€AW || she let me conme near? For she wouldna |l et ne near her yesterday and

di nna want her to kick down any nore walls. &€

4€aBe nice, horse, 8€+ she said to the mare, which neighed and put back its
ears, but

al |l owed Lewen to cone cl oser.

a€o¥e need to think o4€™ a nane for her, &€+ Lewen said, gingerly |laying one
hand on

the mare&€™ shoul der. The skin shivered under his touch but the horse did not
shy

away. &€a¥e canna keep on calling her &€™horsed€” . a€-

a€adi nna ken any nanes, &€+« Rhi annon said. 4€ocdn the herd, naned for youra€;, M
nod€” ken

how to say. Bigness. a€e

a€aBi gness? You nean, hei ght ?4€-

She shook her head inpatiently. &€oNay, nay. Though, bigness 0&€™ body hel ps.
Li ke,

who gets first cut od€™neat, that&€™ First-Ml e, then other nales, then ny
not her,

One-Horn, she One-Horn and also First-Horn, for she kills best. Five-Horns is



Second- Horn, but she has to fight hard agai nst Three-Horns, who wants to kil
her and ny nother. Ye see?&€

Lewen had taken up the curry-brush and was very gently brushing down the
curve

of the nmare&€™s back. &€adfye, | think so, &€+ he said quietly. After a noment,
he sai d,

a€ao nod€™ think od€™the herd anynore. Ye have escaped them Ye are free
now. Thi nk

only 0&€”™ what |ies ahead. Ye have a lot to |l earn and nod&€™only how to groom
your

own horse, but how to manage in society, and all sorts 0&€™ things about

Ei | eanan. &€-

Rhi annon nodded and rel axed her grip on the conb, surprised to find it had
pressed white ridges into her flesh

a€o¥our horse is the place to start, | think, since yed€™ | be riding her
every day

and so yed€™ | need to ken how to | ook after her. Cone, 1&€™I| show ye her
feet and

how to clean them and stop her frombruising them | wonder if she should be
shod?8€s He slid his hand down the mared€™ | eg and she at once lifted her
hoof .

For the next hal f-hour they grooned the black mare until her coat gl eaned
like

silk and she was rel axed and happy. As they brushed and combed her, and

pol i shed
her hooves and horns, and worked the knots out of her mane and tail, they
tal ked

conpani onably. Lewen told Rhiannon about his first horse, a fat pony called
Star

for the white patch on its nose. He had soon outgrown Star and for many years
rode a sweet-tenpered strawberry roan called Aurora. Al though he had |loved it
dearly, by his thirteenth birthday he was far too heavy for it, and so his
father had given him Argent, who had been a | arge-boned, restive colt and now
stood cl ose on ei ghteen hands high, with powerful shoul ders and runp. For
three

years Lewen had hand-fed and trained the young colt, and had begun to | unge
hi m

every day, so by the tine he began to break the horse in to the saddle, they
were well acquainted. Argent was bred fromone of his father&€™ own
destriers, a

war horse taught to fight on the battlefield with his master. The |ine was
famous, descended from Vervain, one of Cuinn Lionheart&€™ six great

stal lions.

Wth a pale, silvery-grey coat and tail, Argent was swift and strong with a
savage tenper, and he allowed no-one but Lewen to ride him

a€aSo ye naned all your horses foré&€] col our?8€+ Rhi annon said, struggling to
find the

words for what she wanted to say.

a€a\ye, | suppose so, but ye do nod€™ have to do that if ye do nod€™want. €
a€ade want, 8€+ she said. &€oHorse is black. What is good name for black

hor se?a€.

Lewen shrugged. &€od dinna ken. Sable, perhaps, or Jet.a€e

She screwed up her nose and shook her head enphatically. &€dc¥hat did your

f at her

call me? Sonet hing sharp and cruel, he meant. &€e

4€od do no&€” think he neant &€” 4€-

a€o\ye, aye, he did, ye think me no understand? What was that ?4€.
a€adhi stl e?a€+ Lewen replied tentatively.

a€aNay, ye fool. Black somethi ng. &€

a€afxh, aye. Bl ackthorn, another name for sloe. It grows wild round here. It



has

bl ack thorny branches and pretty white flowers this time of year, that turn
into

a purply-blue fruit later. The villagers make sloe-gin out of it. Just now,
this

col d weat her wed€™e been having, they would call that a blackthorn wi nter

meaning wi nter in springtinmne. &€

a€oderfect, &€+ Rhi annon said. &€Ecdhat her nane then. Bl ackthorn. €.

Lewen | ooked at the tall, delicately built nare with her two |long scrolled

hor ns

that were just the colour of the sloe, and nodded, pleased.

a€dd@wo good nami ngs then. 4€+ Rhiannon smiled at himso that he blushed red

and

dropped his gaze, scuffing his boot against the straw scattered floor. When
he

gl anced up she was snmiling radiantly still, but at her horse, which had

t ossed

her head and was prancing, as if glad to be naned.

The kitchen was bright and busy with activity, though outside it was all grey
and hushed still. Rhiannon ate as greedily as ever, cranmng in two bow fuls
of

hot porridge with honey and goat&€™ mi |l k, and sixteen griddle-cakes with
nel t ed

butter and cherry jam After a life of |ean provisions, she could not help
hersel f. Al though these [ ast few days had been so very different from what
she

had known before, she could not believe she would not know hunger again. You
ate

when you could, even if you felt rather sick afterwards.

She was aware of scornful glances cast at her by the two other girls, who
wer e

dressed again in their ridiculous tight dresses with their hair in
unnatural |y

perfect ringlets, |like nothing she had seen before; and the yearning dreany
gaze

of the youngest of the boys, who seened to her quite mad; and the resentful
lustful glance of the ol dest of the boys, which perturbed her as none of the
others did. There was sonmething very like hatred in his glance. She had seen
it

before and she knew it nmeant harmto conme. Al she could do was disdain his
hot

gl ance with col dness, and hope to keep away from him

The third girl was eager to be kind, which Rhiannon was prepared to accept,

t hough she thought the worse of her for offering it, and the second el dest of
t he boys was torn between his natural good nature and his desire to emul ate
t he

ol der, tougher boy. Rhiannon was used to reading intent in the body | anguage
of

the herd. It had kept her safe and relatively unscathed for sixteen years.
There

was a fine balance to be kept between appearing too weak, so that you were
scorned and bullied, or too strong, so that First-Horn thought it was tinme to
t ake you down.

Li I ant he was hovering over her son, caressing his rough brown hair with one
hand

as she poured himnore tea, or straightening his collar as she passed with a
pl ate of fresh griddle-cakes. He smled at her and did not shrug her hand



away,

knowi ng how hard this |latest parting would be for her. At |ast she cane and
sat

down and ate a little herself, gazing at her boy as if he had grown so tal
and

br oad- shoul dered over ni ght .

a€atxh, | wish ye did nod€™ have to go so far away, 4€+ she said. &€a 4€™e
nm ssed ye these

| ast four years! Lucescere is such a long way, all the way round the
nount ai ns

and up into the highlands 04€™ Ri onnagan! | wi sh the Tower 04€" Ravens was
nod€™ such

a ruin and ye could go there to study. It&4€™ only a few days from here and
then |

could be seeing ye oftena€] 4€-

Nina gave a little expressive shrug. a€aHappen one day it will be restored.
The

Keybearer says she hopes the time will conme when all thirteen towers o0&€”

| ear ni ng

are rebuilt again. Already there are seven, and a small enclave 0&4€™wi t ches
are

canping in the ruins o08€™ the Tower od€™Dreaners and seeking to raise it

hi gh

again, so soon there may be eight. No-one dares go near the Tower 0&€”
Ravens,

t hough, ye ken. It is weird with ghosts and banshees and all sorts o0d€™cruel
and

unhappy spirits, and they say it is only growing worse with tinme. The auld
MacBrann sent some witches there a few nonths afore he died to see if it
coul d

be exorcised, saying he couldna sleep with all the ghosts flocking about his
bed, but they cane back in despair, saying the place reeked 0d€" bl ood and
deat h,

and it was beyond their strength to cleanse it. a€e

a€ddhey didna call him Mal col mthe Mad for naught, &€« |ven said. a€cdfpparently
he kept

the whol e castle in an uproar with his shrieks and curses and night terrors,
and

they got worse in the last few nonths afore he died. 4€-

Lil anthe drew her brows together. &€cfye, he was troubl ed indeed, the poor
aul d

man. W rode down to Ravenscraig to see if there was aught we could do to
ease

his |l ast days, but he was ranbling indeed by then and did no&€™ ken us, or
even

hi s poor son. What o0&€™ Dughal | ? Does he nod€™ plan to rebuild the tower? I
ken

| sabeau woul d cone herself if he called, and bring a circle od€™sorcerers to
aid

hi m &€

a€abughal | says the best thing to do is pull the whol e place down and cl eanse
it

with fire. He says he had to spend a night there once during the Bright Wars
and

it was enough to turn his hair as white as his fatherd€™s. It was always a
dar k

pl ace, ye ken, right fromthe tinme 0&4€™ Brann the Raven hinself. The

MacBr anns

have al ways been a strange lot, with their experinments and machi nesa€| 4€-
Niall |eapt at once to the defense of his ruling clan. a4€cdhat about the auld



MacBr anna€™s seafire, then? That was one experinent the RA~gh found useful in
t he

war agai nst the Fairgean. And it was a MacBrann that built the | ocks at the
mout h 04€™ the Rhyssmadill, renenber. &€

I ven | aughed, hol ding up both hands. &€a®xch, | ken. Ye must admit the

MacBr anns

have al ways dabbled in the arcane, though. They have al ways | oved the darker
nmysteries and that is why the Ensorcell or had so many foll owers here in
Ravenshaw and why the attack on the Tower 0&€™ Ravens on the Day o&€™ Betrayal
was

so very brutal. &€-

a€ao\ye, &€+« N all agreed, sighing. 4€cdhat was a bl ack day. Forty years or nore
ago it

was, and | was naught but a bairn, but | renenber it clearly. W could see

t he

snoke fromny parentsd€™farm It billowed up like a great dark pillar

hi gher

than the nountains, and then hung over us all for days, choking us with
ashes.

No&€™ one single witch escaped the nassacre, they say, nod€™even the

MacBr ann&€™s own

wi fe, Dughall &€™ nother. And she was a NicCuinn herself and aunt to the

RA-gh. A

Day 0&€™ Betrayal indeed. &€-

a€ostill, it was a long tine ago and twenty-five years since the Ensorcellor
was

overthrown, &€+ Nina said. She turned to the apprentices and said, a€o¥Xe wll
see

Maya the Mute at the Tower 0&€~™ Two Moons, ye ken. She |l abours in the
libraries

there, helping to restore the know edge that was | ost when she ordered the
gr eat

towers o&€™ |l earning to be burnt. Ye nust treat her with respect, for though
she

may be bound to silence and servitude, she is still the nother 0&€™ Bronwen
Ni cCui nn, who will one day share the throne with Donncan the W nged. &€

Not understanding a word that was sai d, Rhiannon had been grow ng inpatient.
Li I ant he nust have noticed her restlessness for she turned to her and said,
a€o¥e

nmust ask Nina and Iven to tell ye all the auld tales as ye travel, and sing
ye

some 04€” the songs, for ye have a lifetine od€™l|earning to make up in just a
short

whi | e. &€

a€cdhere does this lass cone from that she does nod€™ ken the story o0a€™ Maya
t he

Ensorcel | or?4€+ Edithe said scornfully. &€oboes she nod€™ have a nother, or an
aul d

granny, to tell her bedtime stories? And even the neanest village sees a
jongl eur every once in a while, to tell the auld tales and sing the song
cycl es. &€

a€aNod€™ all, €« Lilanthe said briefly.

4€cdt nust have been a hovel indeed, &€+ Edithe said under her breath to
Felice, who

| ooked unconfortabl e.

a€adk | earnt other things fromny nother, &€+ Rhiannon said clearly, glancing
at the

bl onde girl with contenpt. &€oti ke how to gut a goblin with a single slash
0a€™ ny

knife. Ye want ne show you how?d€e And with a flick of her wist her dagger



was in

her hand, its point hovering negligently near the pul se at the base of

Edi t hed€™$

throat. Edithe shrieked and shrank back. Rhiannon tossed the knife in her
hand.

a€a guess nod€™ &€+ she said and put the dagger away.

There was a shocked sil ence. Everyone stared at Rhiannon

a€adi d ye see what she just did?a€+ Edithe said in a squeaky voi ce. a€aShe
t hr eat ened

nme! 4€.

Ni na put down her fork. &€od 4€™n nod€” sure any o0d€™us bl ane her, 4€+ she said
testily.

a€o¥e have been unpardonably rude, Edithe. | would have thought better 04€™ a

Ni cAven 0&€™ Avebury. 4€-

Edi t he went crinmson, and opened and shut her mouth a fewtines as she tried
to

think of a retort.

a€addhough Rhi annon does ken better than to draw her dagger at the di nner

t abl e, &€

Lilanthe said with a meaningful gl ance at her

Rhi annon was unrepentant. &€ode no |like that girl, 4€s she said. a€acShe
nmean. a€e.

a€dell, | hope ye will learn to get on with one another, 8€+ N na said

i mpatiently.

a€md\¢ have a |l ong journey together ahead 04€™ us, and it&€™| be unbearable if
yeéd€™e

at each other&€™ throats. Can ye all nod€™try and be civil ?4€-

a€cA€”™ course, &€+ Edithe said grandly. &4€c@ amsorry if anything | have said
was

m sunder st ood. &€

Lil anthe | ooked at the satyricorn girl. After a while she pronpted her

sayi ng,

a€oRhi annon?a€.

a€cdhat ?74€- she said.

a€akdi t he has just apol ogi sed. Should ye nod€™ say sorry too?a€e

a€adhy? Me nod€” sorry. €.

Edi t he | ooked shocked.

a€ahi annon, &€« Lilanthe said wearily. a€oPl ease. €

a€xdt 4€™ consi dered good manners, lassie, to return the apol ogy, even if ye
do noa€”

do so with sincerity, 8€« N all said with his usual hunorous inflection

a€adk hate good manners, &€+ Rhi annon said sullenly.

a€ANa€™e noticed, 84€+ Niall responded and she flashed himan angry gl ance and
t hen,

surprisingly, |aughed.

a€ddell that girl to nod€™ be so nmean and ne no kill her, &€« she said.

a€ad think that &€™ Rhi annond€™s i dea 04€™ an apol ogy, 8€+ Niall said to
Edi t he.

She | ooked down her nose, saying in an icy voice, a4€od am sure ny father would
be

horrified if he kent the sort 0&€™ conpany | was being forced to travel wth.
I

shall wite to himat the very first opportunity. &€e

d€o¥e do that, &€+ Nina said. &€oBut just renmenber that this journey we are al
about

to enbark upon is considered the first stage 04€”™ your |earning as an
apprentice-witch. The Coven believes hunmlity, conpassion and self-contro
are

necessary attributes od&€™any witch. Ye nmay have all the craft and all the
cunni ng



inthe world, but ye will never be allowed to join the Coven w thout show ng
f orbearance and understandi ng towards ot hers. Have | made nyself clear
Edi t he?4€.

a€o\ye, mréd€™am &€+ she said, | ooking crushed.

a€oAnd as for ye, Rhiannon, if ye wish to travel in ny care ye shall no&a€”

t hreat en

any od€™ny students with harm again. Do ye understand nme?a€e

a€olye, mra€™am &€¢ Rhi annon responded, not | ooking crushed at all.
a€of00d, &€+ Nina said.

a€atHappen wed€™ best be on our way, &€« lven said. 4€adt is |light enough now
to see the

road. |Is everyone packed up and ready?a€-

There was a chorus of answers, and everyone got up and started w apping
thensel ves in their riding cloaks and saying their farewells. Lilanthe was
unable to hide her tears but she did not cling to Lewen, giving hima brief,
hard hug before stepping back and sayi ng huskily, &€odMake sure ye send news
04€”

yoursel f, ye hear, ny | ad?a€-

Ni al | enbraced himtoo and then surprised Rhiannon by kissing her on the
cheek

and sayi ng, a&€oHave a care for yourself, lassie, and keep that knife in your
boot ! &€

a€adtnl ess | need it, 0&€" course, 4€* she replied cheekily, surprising him
into

| aught er.

Lil anthe did not kiss Rhiannon goodbye, but detained her with a hand on her
arm

4€x® have witten a letter 08€™ introduction to nmy friend |Isabeau, who is
Keybear er

08€™t he Coven, &€+ she said gravely, giving Rhiannon a thick white envel ope
seal ed

with red wax. 4€ocd have witten her a full account 04€™ ye, and | hope she
will have

a care for ye in Lucescere. €

a€ddhank ye, &€+ Rhiannon said, taking the letter and stowing it away in one of
t he

many pockets of her coat.

Li | ant hed€™s expressi on softened. &€cd hope all will be well with ye,

Rhi annon. | am

sorry | could no&€” help ye nore. &€+« She was silent for a nmonent, then said in
a

tunmbl e, as Rhiannon turned to go, &4€acf ye have done no wong, then no harm
shal |

cone to ye, that | amsure 08€™ I|sabeau will find the truth o&€™ it.a€e

Rhi annon&d€™s brows drew together, and she stared at Lilanthe, who | ooked white
and

tired. Then she said, very gruffly. &€odMe done naught w ong! a€e

Li l ant hed€™s gaze fell and colour rose in her cheeks. &€odhat &€™ good, | &€™n
glad. A

will be well then. &€

Rhi annon stared at her suspiciously, but Lilanthe just put her arm about her
and

gave her a brief hug, before turning to say her farewells to Nina and |ven.
Rhi annon foll owed the others out into the frosty norning, everyone shivering
and

conpl aining as they stowed their bags in the caravan and got out their tack
to

saddl e up the horses. Meriel clung to her brother&€™ hand, her cheeks wet
with

tears, and he | ooked down at her kindly and spoke quietly to her. After a



whil e

she nodded and I et go of his hand, going to stand with her parents.

Only Lewen and Rhiannon had to go into the stable, since all the other horses
had been pastured out for the night. He saddl ed up Argent quickly and then
turned to hel p Rhiannon, who seened to be having sonme trouble.

He found Rhiannon sitting on her backside in the straw, the saddle cl utched
to

her chest, her face red. Bl ackthorn sidled about skittishly, her ears laid
flat

agai nst her skull and an evil look in her dark eye.

a€aoshe doesna want to wear it, &€ Rhiannon said rather blankly. It was clear
she had

not expected the winged horse to resist her will.

a€asShe&€™s nod€™ really been broken to the saddle and bridle yet, though, has
she?a€.

Lewen said. &4€acdt took nme nmonths to get Argent to accept the wei ght 04€™t he
saddl e

on his back. &€

Rhi annon scow ed. She got up and dusted off her bottom

a€aBl ackt horn, ye are ny horse now, renenber, &€+ she said. &€oc¥e do what ne
say. a€e

The wi nged mare reared and nei ghed, shaking her mane defiantly. Her
magni fi cent

wi ngs unfurled, the muscles in her shoul ders bunchi ng.

a€o¥e do no&€” want to be nine anynore?&€e Rhi annon said mserably. &€oBut ne
t hought &€} a4€-

The mare stepped forwards delicately, pushing her black velvet nose into

Rhi annon&d€™s shoul der and bl owi ng sl obber all over her. Then she turned her
head

and tried to bite the saddle.

a€o¥e do nod€™ want saddl e? But &€} a€-

a€del |, they say a thigearn rides with neither saddl e nor bridle. Happen
yeéd€™e

meant to be a true thigearn, after all. &€

Rhi annon sni | ed.

a€adk never rode with such things afore, 4€+ she said. &4€cde nod€™ now. &€
a€oYed€™ | have less control, 4€« Lewen warned. &€ofnd yed€™ e bound to get
rat her

brui sed. &€-

She dism ssed this with a gesture.

4€ddhe saddl e and bridle belonged to the Yeoman, anyway, 4€+« he said. &4€o¥e can
st ow

themin the caravan with the rest of his things.&€s He picked up the saddle
and

bridle, then slung the saddl ebags over the top

| mredi at el y Rhi annon frowned. &€oiNay! M ned€] ny things in there. 4€+ She
turned back

to the mare. &€aBl ackt horn? Just the bags? Me and ny bags. 4€-

Bl ackt horn hurrunphed and put her ears back

a€atappen ye shoul d say &€ pl eased€™ &€+ Lewen nurnured, trying not to |augh
A€ol ease? Why?a€.

a€xdt 4€™ considered polite. &€

a€atimmmph. Very wel | . Pl ease, Bl ackthorn?a€e

The mare inclined her head graciously.

a€o¥e will have to figure out some way to tie the saddl ebags on if she willna
wear

the saddle. | wonder if she would accept wearing a pad? We use them for

br eaki ng

in young horses. Ita&€™ a soft saddle without a saddletree or stirrups. It has
a



girth and sone hooks we could strap the saddl ebags to. Let&€™ see if

shed€™ |

accept it. &€

A short while later Lewen rode round the side of the house on the back of his
tall, silver-dappled stallion. Argent was fighting the bit, eager for a
gal I op.

a€dhat took ye so long, |ad?a€+ lven called fromthe driving seat of his

car avan,

drawn up before the front steps. &€ad thought the young | adies were sl ow &€
The I aughter died out of his face as he saw the wi nged nmare cone stepping
delicately through the m st-weathed trees. The two | ong, scrolled horns
springing fromthe mared€™ brow shone an unearthly blue, Iike the sky at
dusk,

and her wings were slightly unfurled, show ng the subtle gradation of col our
fromblack to iridescent blue. Rhiannon sat straight-backed and grave-faced
on

her back, w apped in her |ong blue cloak, her black hair falling down her
back,

her quiver of arrows slung over one shoul der. Her |ongbow was strapped to the
crown- enbr oi dered saddl ebags that hung over the mared€™s withers, while she
wor e

her dagger strapped to her belt. She | ooked like the queen she had been naned
for.

There was a | ong astoni shed sil ence.

4€a® nmy heart noves in ny breast, forever after | amdenied all rest, €
Landon

whi sper ed.

Rhi annon scow ed.

Alittle mutter ran round the apprentices and their horses stirred restively
beneat h t hem

a€oAt hi gearn, 4€+ Felice whispered. &€ofxh, |1a€™e al ways want eda€” a€-

4€cA t higearn! 8€+ Edithe cried. &€oBut 4€” 4€-

a€afxh, she&€™s so bonny, 4€+ Miisie said. 4€od &€™e never seen a w nged horse
afore. Ch, |

wi sh shed€™ fly. 14€™ | ove to see her fly! &€

It was the | ongest speech any of them had heard the shy village girl say.

The boys were filled with exclamations of surprise too. &€atow did she catch
it ?4€.

Rafferty wanted to know. &€odow does she control it wthout even a bridle,

| et

al one whip or spurs?a€e He gl anced sideways at Edithe, who as al ways had her

| ong

whip in her hand, and a sharp silver spur on her boot. Edithe | ooked

di spl eased

and tightened her rein, causing her mare to sidle sideways.

a€a® never heard 0d€™ a girl being a thigearn afore, &€+ Caneron said gruffly.
a€odre

t hey al | owed?a€-

a€dhy nod€”, if she can ride it?4€* Nina said pleasantly. a€cdhat a bonny
creature,

Rhi annon! | &€™e heard 0d€™the bl ack wi nged horses 04€™ Ravenshaw afore, 0&€™
cour se,

but never thought to see one. Ye |look like yed€™e ridden out of an auld tale,
t he

two 04€™ ye. Have ye ridden her | ong?a€e

a€aNo&€™ | ong, &€+ Rhi annon answered, her face gl ow ng.

a€a thought ye had to ride for a year and a day without putting foot to

gr ound

afore ye could call yourself a thigearn, &€+ Caneron said, his tone very near
a



j eer.
a€aNay, all ye need do is tane a flying horse, 8€+ N all said. &€adta€™ j ust
that it

takes nost nmen that long to break its will. Rhiannon did no&€™ need to. &€« He
smil ed

up at her. She smiled back

A€l |, wed€™ | surely nmake a sensation in every village we ride through, €
Edi t he

said in a voice of long suffering. 4€cde really are like a travelling circus
now. &€

a€c\ye, and isnd€™ it a shane that all ken we ride on the Covend€™$ busi ness?
Thi nk

04€” the noney we coul d make! 4€« |ven said shanel essly, and wi nked at N na.
a€oone

on, let&€™ get this circus rolling!a€e.

Bar br eck- by-t he-Bri dge

As they rode down the long el mlined avenue, the sun struck down through the
pal e green bl ossons flowering profusely on every bare twi g and branch. The

m st

was drawn up |ike snoke, revealing |ush | awns and copses of silver-barked
birches. Away to the left were the orchards with their clouds of

sweet -snel i ng

bl ossoms in white and pink, while to the right lay the lake, lined with

will ow

trees and fl owering rushes.

Lewen was filled with a bittersweet sadness as he gazed about him knowing it
may be a year or nore before he returned to Kingarth again. He turned to have
one last look at the little stone house with its steep roof and gabl es, and
saw

his parents and sister waving madly. He waved back, then resolutely turned
hi s

face away, |ooking to the road ahead.

Suddenly a tiny shape came hurtling down out of the sky |like a naddened

hor net .

Kal ea caught Rhi annon&€™s bl ue tam 04€™-shanter and hurled it away, then

sei zed hold

of Rhiannon&€™$ hair in two tiny, determ ned hands and yanked with all her
strength. Rhiannon yelped in pain and swatted at the little faery, sending
her

head over heels. Kalea crashed into an el mbranch and hung there, whinpering.
Rhi annon lifted both hands to her hair, her face white with fury. Bl ackthorn
danced uneasily.

A babbl e of surprised voices rose.

a€ddhat is it?4€- Rafferty demanded. &€obi d ye see how fast it came?a€e

a€a thought we were being shot at, &€+ Caneron excl ai ned, dropping his hand
fromhis

swor d.

a€cdhat on earth! &€« lven cried, pulling up his grey carthorse. a€ofxh, ita€m™
the wee

ni ssel €.

a€oKal eal €+ Lewen said reprovingly. a€cdhat in EA 8€ s nanme do ye think ye
are doi ng?&€e

a€actook at the wee thing, is she nod€™ adorabl e?8€+ Felice cried.

Kal ea showed her fangs.

a€atoh, how horrid! &€« Edithe cried and dragged her horsed€™s head around so
t he brown



mar e wheel ed si deways, al mobst tranpling Misied€™ fat pony.

Ni na | aughed and brought the blue tam od€™ -shanter floating up fromwhere it
| ay

on the grass. &€aHappen shed€™s j eal ous, 4€+ she said, letting the

t am od€™ shant er drop

i nto Rhi annond€™s | ap. Rhiannon seized it and put it on again, scowing
ferociously.

a€oKal ea, ye must nod€” do things like that, &€+ Lewen said helplessly. He held
out his

hand and the bright-w nged faery canme zoonmi ng down to cling to his finger

gi bbering in distress. a&€od €™ sorry, did | nod€™say farewell to ye? Do
nod€” cry.

| &€™1 be back soon enough. &€

H gh- pi tched screeches shrilled fromthe tiny throat. Lewen w nced, but
stroked

the ni ssed€™ tangl ed mane of hair and snoot hed down her indignant w ngs. a€od
ken,

| ken. Never mind. Ye kent | had to go. a€e

More screeches, and the nisse turned and shook a minuscule fist at Rhiannon
Lewen | ooked a little enbarrassed, but did his best to soothe the enraged
faery,

whi | e Rhi annon nerely stared at her coldly, her nmouth set hard.

Suddenly the faery swung away from Lewend€™ finger and hurtl ed towards

Rhi annon

again. As quickly as a striking snake, Rhiannon reached out and snatched her
fromthe air. The speed and precision of her reflexes was extraordinary,
maki ng

themall gasp. Inprisoned in Rhiannond€™ fist, Kalea shrieked in terror. No
matter how she squirmed or wiggled, or how ferociously she sank her fangs
into

Rhi annond€™s hand, the satyricorn girl did not let go. Slowy, deliberately,
hol di ng Kal ea cl ose before her face, she began to squeeze her fingers closed.
Kal ea whi npered in pain.

a€ahi annon, let her go! &€+ Lewen shout ed.

She ignored him

a€ahi annon, | nean it!&€s He kicked Argent forward and the stallion wheel ed
in

cl ose beside the nervous wi nged mare so Lewen could reach out and grasp

Rhi annond€™s wist. Holding her inmobile, he used his other hand to prise open
her

fingers.

For a nonent their strength and wills battled. Then Rhi annon gasped and

rel axed

her hol d. Kal ea shot out of her hand and went flying to Lewen, nestling

behi nd

his ear, peering out to gi bber at Rhi annon nockingly.

Lewen let go of her wrist.

Rhi annon | ooked down at the angry red marks on her still-bruised wist. a€a¥e
strong, &€+ she said in approval. &€o¥e near broke ny hand. 4€-
4€cde shoul d nod€™ have hurt Kal ea, &€+ Lewen said, still furious.

4€oShe hurt ne. &€

4€oShe shoul d nod€™ have done that either. a€e

Rhi annon shrugged, cradling her abused wist in her other hand. a€oMNo&€™ ny
fault. &€

a€aNo, happen so, &€+ Lewen said, his anger cooling. a&€oBut shed€™ only a wee
ni sse, ye

shoul d nod€™ have sought to kill her. &€e

a€ddell her no&€” to hurt ne again or nme hurt her, &€+ Rhi annon said
indifferently and

bent to stroke Bl ackt hornd€™ danp neck, soothing the unsettled nare.



a€d/ery well, &€+ Lewen said coolly, and plucked the nisse from behind his ear
a€ao

hone, Kal ea, &€+ he said sternly. &€c&nd let this be a | esson to ye! €

She nade a derisive gibbering sound, then | eant forward and ki ssed his nose.
Wil e Lewen was still recovering fromhis surprise and enbarrassnent, Kal ea
flew

up into the air, nmade an extremely rude gesture towards Rhiannon, then shot
of f

at high speed, her dragonfly w ngs whirring.

For a nonent Rhi annon and Lewen were frozen in nmutual surprise and
consternation. Then both broke into |aughter

4€oN sses! €+ Lewen said, then said awkwardly, &€od &€™n sorry. She has

absol utely no

manner s. &€

a€ade no manners either, 84€+« Rhi annon said cheerfully.

She | ooked round at the circle of faces. Edithe and Misie both | ooked
shocked,

Felice, Iven and Nina were struggling to suppress anusenment, and Roden and
Rafferty were both | aughing out |oud. Landon had pulled out a grubby little
not ebook and was scribbling notes with a distastefully chewed quill, his ink
bottl e bal anced nost precariously on his saddl e ponmel, and Cameron was
regardi ng Rhiannon with sonething very nearly approaching respect.

a€cdhat we wait for?a€. Rhi annon dermanded. &€oRi de on! €.

Felice laughed. &€odhis journey is going to be fun, &€+« she cried exuberantly.
a€odhat

will ye do next, Rhiannon?a€e

Wthout waiting for an answer, she dug her heel into her nared€™ side and
noved

of f again down the road, Rafferty breaking into a trot to follow her

4€a¢ can hardly wait to find out, &€ lven said dryly and flicked his reins at
t he

gel di ngd€™ broad back. The caravans both noved off again, the

apprentice-w tches

falling into formati on behind them

Lewen and Rhi annon followed suit, riding side by side at the very end of the
caval cade.

€ &€™ sorry if | hurt ye, &€+ Lewen said renorsefully. &€od forgot how sore
your

wists still are. &€

Rhi annon gave her usual shrug, glancing at hi munder her |ashes. &€odurt

wor se

af ore, &€+ she said dismssively and smled at him knowing full well she had
j ust

made him feel a whole [ot worse.

The | ong avenue ended at a pair of massive iron gates, bounded on each side
by

tall thick hedges bristling with thorns. Beyond Kingarth was not hi ng but

f or est

and nountains, filled with wild creatures and faeries of all kinds, nmany of
t hem

dangerous. The branmbly hedge ran the whole perineter of the farm and was
patrolled regularly by Usa the Bear to nake sure there were no gaps or hol es
t hrough whi ch even a pol ecat or hoar-weasel could squeeze its lithe shape.
The

gates thensel ves were guarded by the son of Niall&€™ old gillie, who lived in
a

cottage just inside the gates with his wife and two young children

Jock MacCGhillie came out to unlock the gates for the caval cade, saluting Iven

smartly and w shing them good speed. They rode out smartly, so Jock could
make



sure all was secure behind them and found thenselves on a narrow dirt road
t hat

wound down t hrough dense forest along the eastern bank of the Find-horn

Ri ver.

The river ran fast and white along its rocky course, tunbling down in foam ng
cataracts wherever the hill dropped away. Looking back up the river, Rhiannon
renenber ed how she had used to sit on the ridge by the black | ake, wondering
where the river went and w shing she could followit. The thought pleased
her .

She smled and pressed her heels into Bl ackthornd€™ side so the mare

| engt hened

her stride, cantering ahead of the others. Lewend€™ big grey stallion
fol | oned

her at once, his heavy hooves sending up plumes of dust.

Rhi annon | ooked back over her shoul der at Lewen. &€o¥e want race?a€e

a€aNo flying all owed, &€+ Lewen war ned.

a€dhat ye bet ?4€.

H s dark brown eyes sparkled. &€ced€™e confident! a€e

a€odk am a€-

d€o¥e think your dainty wee mare can outrun Argent?a4€+ he scoffed.

a€ddry us. &€

a€cAl | right then. &€

a€asSo what will ye give ne when ne wi n?4€e.

a€x &€™1 clean your tack for ye tonight, 84€« he offered.

a€odk cl ean own tack. &€

a€cdhat then?a€.

a€ade want noney. €

Lewen rai sed his eyebrow. &€cd ganbling |ass? Wat if ye | ose? Ye havena any
noney

to give ne. €

a€odk no | ose. 4€-

a€ah-ho, we are confident. Al right, ye can owe ne. a€-

4€odk no need to. &€

4€obeal or no deal ?4€-

a€dhat ye nean?a€-

a€ddhat 4€™ what ye say when ye make a bet. Ye should say &€ deal €™ and then
we each

spit on our hands and shake on it. &€e

a€ashake on it ?&€« Rhi annon frowned in puzzlement. &€aShake? Like this?a€+ And
she began

to shake all over, as if she was quivering with cold. Blackthorn put her ears
back and si dest epped.

Lewen could not help hinself. He burst out |aughing. After a nmoment Rhi annon
| aughed t oo.

a€aoNay! Nod€™ like that! W shake hands. Like this, 4€« He drew Argent close
by

Bl ackt horn&€™ side and put out his hand to Rhiannon. After a nonent 4€™%
hesi tation

Rhi annon put her hand in his, and he punped it up and down vi gorously.
a€adhat €™

shaking on it. &€e

a€ade shake on it, 4€+ she said, and pretended to shake all over again.

He | aughed out [ oud.

€Al right, first to the big oak down thered€] 4€« H s voice died away as

Bl ackt horn

broke into a gallop. Startled, Lewen | aughed and swore, and | eant forward,

sl apping Argent 84€™ neck with his reins. The big stallion surged forward.
Shoul der to shoul der, the two horses gall oped down the road, sending pebbles
flying.

a€o¥e cheated! 4€+ Lewen panted. a€oc¥ed€™e neant to start together. €.



a€o¥e just slow, &€+« Rhi annon teased. She crouched | ower on Bl ackt hornd€™ neck
and the

wi nged horse | eapt forward, passing the big bare oak scant seconds before

Ar gent.

a€odke win, ne wn!é&€s Rhiannon chanted.

a€cAl | right, all right, &€ he said, funbling in his pocket for a coin, which
he

flipped to her. &€adhough next tine 14€™I| make ye call the start. a€e

a€adke still wi n, &€+« Rhi annon crowed, cheeks pink, eyes bright with excitenment.
She

rubbed the coin with her thumb, and then very carefully stowed it away inside
her coat.

a€aNod€™ a chance, 4€+ Lewen said. &€o¥e only won because | &€™n too much od€™a
gentl eman to

call ye a cheat. a€-

a€ofch, sure, &€+ she nocked.

They di smounted and rested in the shade, letting the horses graze at will,

for

neither wore a bit. In a few mnutes, the big grey carthorse canme shanbling
al ong, pulling the blue caravan. Iven |ounged on the driving seat, his feet
up,

the reins | ooped and knotted over the rail. He was playing cards with Roden
and

Lul u. The arak was junping up and down, gibbering with distress at her poor
hand

of cards, while Roden was | ooking rather snug, a heap of pebbles before him
4€c@ woul dna race too much if | were ye, 84€+ Iven said to Lewen and Rhi annon
with a

snmle. &€cdé have a long way to ride and ye do nod€” want to be tiring out
your

hor ses. 4€-

a€o¥e just jeal ous, 4€+ Rhi annon said. &€c¥e wish ye racing too. That horse
very sl ow. &€

She gestured towards the enornmpus carthorse with his patient dark eyes and
shaggy hooves the size of dinner plates.

a€aappen that &€™ true, 8€+ Iven said with a sigh. a€ostill, dinna ye | ook
down upon

aul d Steady here. He may be slow, but he gets there. Anyway, no nore racing,
bairns. We really do have a long way to go today. Nina is keen to | eave the
Broken Ri ng 0&€™ Dubhsl ai n behi nd us. &€

a€acAl | right, lven, 8€+ Lewen said readily. &€ador today anyway. | have to have
a

chance to win back nmy honour tonorrow. W have a bet riding on it.a€e

a€atxh, well, in that case!&€+ Iven | aughed. 4€cd tell ye what, |1&€™I nake ye
a bet 0&f€”

my own. One week on the road and | bet neither od€™ye will have the heart

for

raci ng! a€e

a€dhat ye bet ne?&€e Rhi annon said at once.

4€cA ganbler in our mdst. Well, Roden and | bet for pebbles, but that&€™s
only

because | couldna afford to play with hi motherw se, hed€™ just too good. a€-
Roden gri nned.

a€ade no play for pebbles, &€+« Rhi annon said.

4€oXYe are a ganbling girl! Al right then. If | win, ye have to cook di nner
every

night for a week. If | lose, &€™I| &€ hnmréa€] | €™ | &€, a€-

a€ade want noney, &€+ Rhi annon sai d.

a€o¥e want hard coin? But |&€™n naught but a poor jongleur! Al right then. A
hal f-crown, if ye and Lewen are still racing every day after seven days on



t he

road. a€e-

a€abeal , 4€+ Rhi annon said. She spat on her hand and held it out. Solemmly Iven
spat

on his hand and then shook hers. The caravans trundl ed on, and they nounted
their horses again and fell into place behind the others. Lewen raised a

qui zzi cal eyebrow at her

a€adke need noney, &€+ Rhi annon expl ai ned. &4€ade have none. €.

Lewen smiled and shrugged. &€od guess ye could do with some nmoney. W are
going to

Lucescere, the nost expensive city in the world, after all.&€e

Rhi annon nodded. &€oSo ne tol d. €.

Lewen hesitated. &€oXe need nod€™ worry about noney, 4€+« he said. &€od sabeau,
t he

Keybearer, will nake sure ye have everything ye need. My nother has witten
to

her, as ye ken. As a schol arship student, the Coven pays for all your
day-t o- day

needs, your robes and books and food and | odgi ng. &€
a€cdhat girl say nme need noney. For ball s&€], \Wat bal | ?4€-

4€cA ball is a place where people go to dance and talk. I1t4€™ also a round
| eat her

toy that bairns kick around. Lady Edithe woul dd&€™e neant the first,

t hough. &€

Rhi annon screwed up her face. &4€o80o0 many words. How ye ken them al | ?4€.

a€at &€™e had plenty 0&8€™ tine to |l earn, 4€« Lewen answered. a€obo nod€™worry,
yed€™ | pick

t hem up soon enough. &€

a€a®i ck words up?a&€e Rhi annon was nore puzzled than ever.

Lewen sighed. &€obtearn them | nean. 4€-

a€asSo why ne need noney for ball s?a€e

a€akveryone gets dressed up in fancy clothes and jewels which cost a lot to
buy. €.

a€ahy ?8€-

a€at &€™e often wondered. | woul dna worry too rmuch, Rhiannon. | doubt whet her
yed€™ |

go to many. Mst students do nod€™ have much to do with the court. &€-

Rhi annon frowned. &€aHappen so, 4€+« she said. &€asStill, if those cursehags are
nod€™ to

| augh at me, ne need noney. 4€-

a€adhe Coven doesna like its students ganbling, &€+ Lewen war ned.

a€atow wi I I they ken?&€e Rhiannon lifted one expressive eyebrow. &a€odnl ess ye
nean to

tell thenP&a€e

a€d willna tell, &€ Lewen said unconfortably. &€odNo-one likes a
tittle-tattle. &€

a€cdel | then. &€+ She flashed a smile at him

€W tches are hard to trick, &€+ Lewen warned. &€od &€™4 be careful . &€
a€atow el se ne get noney?&€e Rhi annon asked. &€oHow ye get ?4€-

a€d¢ royal squires are paid handsonely, 4€+« Lewen said, with a nock attenpt
to

enmul at e Edithed€™ hi gh-bred tone.

a€adhen nme be squire too. €

Lewen shifted unconfortably in his saddle. &€otassi es canna be squires. 4€.
A€y nol€” ?a€.

a€ddhey just canna. &€-

Rhi annon scow ed.

a€a¢ make things too, 4€+« Lewen said hurriedly, eager to change the subject.
A€

spend an awful ot 0d€™ time sitting around and waiting for H's Hi ghness. |



hat e

to sit idle, sol got in the habit ocd€™whittling to help pass the tine.

| &4€™e

al ways |liked to make my own arrows, they seemto fly nore true than those
made

for me by others. The other squires used to want to buy themfrom e, and

t hen

t he pal ace guards did too, and now | can sell as nmany as | make. Even the
RA~gh

likes my arrows best. &€e He spoke with quiet pride.

Rhi annon eyed the quiver bristling with arrows that hung from Argent 4€™
saddl e.

They did indeed seem beautifully nade, being unusually Iong and formed from
some

white wood, fletched with green. They nade hers seem clunsy and badly nade.
a€a@ meke other things too. Chess sets, sonetines, or toys for the pal ace
bai rns.

Boxes, or little figurines 04€™ animals. | |ike making those. &€

a€o¥e made the boxes back there? The tricky one?a€e

Lewen grinned. &4€cd?ye, | made those. They were fun. 8€-

a€dd/ery tricky. &€

d€ddhere are lots 04€™ things students can do to hel p support thenselves while
at

the Theurgia. If ye showa Skill at sonething, |ike growing things or

ani mal s,

ye can get a job working in the garden or in the stables or kennels. Yead€™e
good

wi th horses. When we get to Lucescere, 1&€™I introduce ye to the

st abl e-naster.

| &4€™n sure hed€™ be happy to give ye sonme work. Horse-whisperers are al ways
wel cone

there. &€

Rhi annon sniled. &€ode |ike horses, me like that. &€

a€o¥e shoul d nod€™ say a€™me |iked€”, ye should say T. T would like thatd€™is
t he proper

way to say it. &€

a€c¢ woul d like that, 4€+ she repeated after a nmonment, even though it was clear
she

did not |ike being corrected.

He smiled at her. &€ddery good. Ye learn fast.a€e

She nodded. &€adk try. €

a€o¥e nmean, | try, &€+ Lewen corrected her again.

She compressed her lips together, then said obediently, &€ocd nean, | try. &€
Until now, the road had just been wi de enough for two horses to ride
confortably

side by side, but as they cane down out of the forest the road wi dened and an
eager Rafferty was able to ride up beside them and engage themin

conver sati on.

Lewen quite liked the young apprentice-w tch but nonethel ess he had to

suppr ess

a flash of irritation when he saw the glow of admiration in the boya€™ eyes
when

he gazed at Rhi annon

a€x say, ye can ride!d€s Rafferty cried. &€o&nd that mare 0&€™ yours can
really go!

WIl ye race with ne?a€-

a€dhat ye bet ?4€+ Rhi annon said at once.

Raf fertya€™s eyes sparkl ed. &€odal f a copper ?4€.

a€o¥e prom sed Iven ye woul d nod€™ race again today, 8&€+ Lewen reni nded

Rhi annon,



feeling like a stern big brother.

She hunched a shoulder at himand said to Rafferty, &€ode raced€} | race ye
t onor r ow

then. €.

a€o&x and, 4€+ he said. &€c¥e ken, none 04€” the |asses | ken would ever ride
l'i ke that.

Theyd€™ be too afraid od€™falling off.a€e

a€ad no&€” afraid od€™aught, &€+« Rhi annon boast ed.

a€adbre fool ye, 4€+ Lewen said, and leant forward a little in his saddle so
Argent 4€™$

stride | engthened, bringing himup beside |Ivend€™s caravan. He felt he had
had

enough of Raffertya€™s conpany.

The road wound down into softly rolling hills and pastures. Men and wonen
wer e

wor ki ng together in every field, ploughing the rich dark earth, sow ng seeds,
cutting back the hedgerows and tendi ng herds of goats and pigs. In nearly
every

dell was a small croft with its orchard just beginning to bud with spring
flowers, and snoke wisping up fromits chimey. The crofters waved at the
caravans as they passed by, and the apprentices waved back, enjoying the
fresh

spring weat her.

They reached the little village of Barbreck-by-the-Bridge |ate that

af t er noon.

It was no nore than a single street with an inn at one end and a mll with a
wat er - wheel at the other, and two rows of small, grey houses wth
hi gh- pi t ched

roofs along either side, facing onto a village green where chi ckens wandered
and

children played. The Findhorn River canme foam ng down the hill to boil about
t he

stone ranparts of a great bridge conposed of six arches, with crenellated
gat ehouses at either end.

A crowd of grimfaced people mlled about at one end of the bridge, al

| ooki ng

down at sonething that lay on the ground in their mdst. A man wearing an
enornous sword strapped to his back was ordering them about, his black

eyebr ows

drawn cl ose over his eagl e nose.

a€cdhat 4€™ the reeve, 8€+ Lewen said in alarm &€cd wonder what the matter

i S?4€-

a€aBar br eck- by-the-Bri dge has a reeve?8€+ |ven asked in surprise.

a€atxh, nay, itad€™ far too wee. Odran the reeve will have cone over from
Cul | en,

the town on the far side 04€™ the bridge. | wonder what can have happened?a€e
a€a guess wed€™ | soon find out, &€« Iven answered, slapping the reins on

St eadya€™s

back. The carthorse quickened his pace.

It was only a day since the caravans had driven through

Bar br eck- by-t he- Bri dge

to Kingarth, but still the sight of the gaudily painted vans was enough to
dr aw

the eye of everyone in the village. As they turned to stare, Rhiannon was
abl e

to see the naked body of a man lying on the ground, water spreading a dark
stain

across the pavenent. Her heart jerked. She averted her eyes, trying to
contro

t he sudden rapid beating of her pul se, her ragged breathing. Around her were



cries of alarmand horror.

Ni na drew Roden against her, hiding his face in her skirt, though the little
boy

strai ned away, saying, a€oBut Mam | wanna see! Wiat happened to hin? Is he
dead?a€-

a€a\ye, honey, 4€+ she answered. &€obo nod€™ | ook! €.

Iven junped down fromthe driversd€™seat and went to greet the reeve.
a€ddroubl e?8€+ he asked. &€c¥hat 4€™ t he probl enPa€.

a€aur der, €+ the reeve said tersely. &€adan shot in the back, and thrown in
t he

river. W havena had a murder in these parts for nigh on ten years, and this
one

| ooks a right nasty one. &€

a€od am lven Yel |l owbeard, a courier in the RA-gha€™ service and a forner

Bl ue

Cuard, &€+ lven said. a4€o€an | be 0&€" any assi stance?a€e

The reeve cast a suspicious eye at the jongleur, noting his frivol ous beard
and

brightly coloured clothes. Iven bowed ironically. a€oNo&€™ all Blue Cuards
becone

farmers when they retire, &€+ he said. 4€od was born a jongleur and a jongl eur
I

shall die, and all the Iife betw xt spent in service to Lachlan the W nged. &€
Still the reeve | ooked unconvinced.

Lewen di smounted and went to join lven, |eaving Argent untethered. &€odHow are
ye

yoursel f, QOdran?a€e

The reeve straightened his back, saluting smartly. &€aSore troubled, sir, and
ye?a€e.

a€adel | enough, until | saw what ye have here. May we take a | ook? lven was
once a

Bl ue Guard, and he kens nore than any man shoul d ken about vi ol ent death.

Al so,

| feard€] | suspect lven may ken who it is. For wed€™e had intimtions 04€™ a
Bl ue

Guard gone missing, shot through the back, we suspect. We would like to ken
if

this is he. &€

a€at ndeed?d€+ (dran rai sed one thick, black eyebrow. &€cdn that case, please,
be ny

guest . €.

I ven went down on one knee beside the naked corpse, and exam ned him
careful ly.

There was evidently a strong stench for his nose winkled involuntarily, and
he

tried not to lean too close. &€cdrrow wound here through the back, 4€+« he said
ina

voice stiff with distaste. &€ofnd | ook, chafing here at wists and ankles. He
was

bound up tightly. He&€™ been badly beaten too. Looks |ike he may have a

br oken

rib or two. 1&4€™ say the injuries occurred afore death. 1t4€™ hard to tell

t hough, for hed€™s been in the water a while. By the degree 0&€™ putrefaction
| &€™

say ita€™ been a few weeks, happen even a nonth. 4€-

There was an unhappy murrmur fromthe crowd. A plunp woman hid her face agai nst
a

mand€™s broad shoul der

a€act ook at his hand, &€+« Qdran said gruffly. a€oMe | ooks |ike hed€™s been
tortured. 4€-



Iven very gently picked up the dead man&€™s ri ght hand, which was missing its
smal l est finger. He frowned. &€ac@ think the finger mght have been cut off
after

death. | canna be sure though. &€+ He laid the hand down again, and w ped his
fingers on his handkerchief, |ooking very pale.

a€aoBut why?a€e (dran asked.

I ven shrugged. &€oA souvenir ?4€e

He carefully turned the dead man over, to exam ne the ragged exit wound in

t he

chest. The corpse had once had corn-yellow curls, though now they were dark
with

wat er and bedraggled with water-weed. His face was a sickly grey and grossly
swol  en, and his gl azed eyes were w de open and stared out fromtheir

socket s.

H's skin was marked with putrefaction |ike nould-flowers on canvas. H's mouth
hung open and they coul d see the bl ackened ruin of his toothless guns.

a€oEA 4€ s green bl ood! 4€+ Lewen cried, and gagged.

a€aNay! Cch, nay! &€ Nina cried fromthe caravan. &€odNay, it canna be! &€
a€ao ye ken who it is?ad€+ (dran the reeve asked.

I ven and Lewen both nodded. Lewen was sallow with shock. &€cdt is Connor the
Just,

one 08€” the RA~gha€™ general staff,a€s he answered. a€aHe was once squire to
t he RA-gh,

as | amnow. He is brother to Johanna the Heal er. &€

a€och, it will break her heart to lose him&éa€s Nina cried. &€ode is all she
had. 4€-

Tears streanmed down her face. She w ped them away and got down slowy from

t he

caravan, making her way through the crowd, which drew back respectfully. She
knelt beside the dead body, taking the slack hand in hers.

4€ati s teeth have all been drawn, &€+ she said in a constricted voice. a€aty?
Why ?8€e.

a€ddorture?ad€s Odran asked. a€ofx souvenirs, taken after death? | dinna ken

| &4€™e

never seen aught like it. &€

Ni na sobbed and Iven put his arm about her, draw ng her head down onto his
shoul der. Felice and Edithe both | ooked sick and upset, and Misie had her
hand

pressed agai nst her mouth. Landon had clinbed down from his horse and hi dden
hi s

face against its hot hide. Even Cameron and Rafferty, normally so cocky, were
white under their tans.

Rhi annon, meanwhile, sat very still, wanting to | ook away, but so fascinated
by

the sight of the |inp, grey body that she could not force her eyes to nove.
Her

stomach felt like it had been turned upside down. Lewen had turned to stare
at

her in m serabl e doubt and suspicion, and hot tears stung her eyes. She had
never expected to be faced with the corpse of what she had done, or for it to
af fect her so powerfully. She thought of the necklace of teeth and bones

coil ed

at the bottom of her bag, and suddenly her stomach heaved. She bent over,
trying

to control her revulsion, but it won out and she vonited her breakfast in a
vile

splatter on the road.

a€oxur k! &€+ Edithe cried and spurred her horse away.

a€alNi na, the girls should nod€™ be seeing this, or Roden either. WIIl ye take
t hem



away? Lewen and | will come and join ye when we can. &€

Ni na nodded and got up, wi ping her eyes. &€oPoor, poor Johanna, &€+ she sai d.
a€ad

remenber what she was like after TA2mas died, and he was noa€” even her true
brother. To | ose Connor too, and in such a horrible way. Cch, it&€™ just too
awf ul . 4€-

She came up to the caravans, |ooking white and woeful, and lifted Roden down,
sayi ng, a&€oome, ny wee dearling, |et&€™ get ye away fromhere. Yed€™e too
young to

see yet the evil nen can do to other nmen. Let us go to the inn and warm
ourselves by the fire, and have a hot toddy. &€

Roden nodded soberly, staring back at the dead man with huge dark eyes, and
Lulu

slipped her paw into his hand, making little whinpering sounds. Wth Sure and
Steady foll ow ng al ong behind, N na wal ked slowy towards the little grey inn
with its steep roof and bright red shutters. She | ooked as bowed and
spiritless

as an old woman. Rhiannon foll owed cl ose behind, her hand on Bl ackt hor na€™s
war m

sil ky hide. She had never seen sorrow before, and it gave her a strange
feeling

inside, as if she had been punched in the stomach and was now all sore and

t ender.

They tethered the horses outside the inn, |oosening their girths and punpi ng
t he

trough with water, then traipsed inside. Rhiannon took her saddl ebags with
her,

feeling as if the dead man&€™$ pl undered bones glowed with guilty heat,
threatening to accuse her. \When she sat with the other apprentices at the

t abl e,

she shoved the bags underneath and put her feet on them

4€cA murdered Yeoman! 4€+ Edi the murmured. &€cdho woul d do such a thing?a€e
a€addheyd€™ 1| hang the nmurderer if they catch him &€ Caneron said grinly.
A€t AE™S

treason to even wayl ay a Yeonan, |et alone kill one. a€-

Rhi annon did not know what it neant to be hanged, but to drive his point

hone,

Caneron minmed it for her. He hung an imagi nary rope around his neck, then
denonstrated the sudden jerk, the choking and gargling, and then the crue
deat h, eyes bul gi ng, tongue protrudi ng, head awy on the |linmp neck. Feeling
fai nt and nauseous, Rhiannon | ooked away.

a€adthy woul d they kill hinP And beat and torture hinPa€s Miisie said
pitifully. Her

face was bl otched white and red, and her eyes swamwith tears. a&€oHe was only
young too, did ye see? He canna have been nore than thirty. 8€e

a€ad kent himwhen he was just a lad, nod€™ nuch nore than Roden here, 4€+« N na
sai d,

sitting down beside them and resting her head in her hands. &€oHe was a
bonny,

bright lad, and so brave. He was one od€™the very first pupils 04€™ the new
Theurgia. Cch, H's Hi ghness will be furious! Heads will roll, | guarantee it.
Connor was his page and then his squire, and then one 0d4€™hi s bodyguards, and
now

oned€”™ 04€™his nost trusted lieutenants. They called himthe Just because he
had

such a way 04€™ enforcing | aw and order wherever he went. Everyone liked him
and

trusted him Wo can have killed him and why?&€.

4€ae was at Ravenscraig a nmonth or so ago, 4€+ Felice said in a tear-choked
Voi ce.



4€a@ danced with him He was such a bonny dancer. &€

a€otappen he discovered a plot against the RA-gh, 4€+ Edithe said. a€oSo the
plotters

killed him &€

a€aBut why torture hinad€+ N na cried. She | ooked ravaged with grief.
a€ahy! a€-

a€atappen to di scover how nuch he knew, &€+« Rafferty said. He was quickly
recovering

his spirits, and was beginning to |l ook rather excited. a4€oWW || the RA-gh send
sol diers, do ye think? To di scover who the rmurderer is?a€e

Ni na nodded. &€o¢ would say so. O perhaps he will ask the MacBrann to | ook
into

it, since it happened here in Ravenshaw. It will take a long time to get news
04€”

Connor 4€™ death to the RA~gh. Wtches canna scry over high nountains, ye ken
No4a€™

wi t hout a Scrying Pool 0&€™ great power. The MacBrann will have to send
messengers, and that could take weeks. For even carrier-pigeons have trouble
getting over the nountains here, they are so high and wild. GCch, they wll

al |

be di straught when they hear the news. Connor was well |oved. &€+ She wi ped
her

eyes and bl ew her nose, and smled wanly at the innkeeper as he brought a
tray

of steam ng nugs. &€odrink up, bairns, ita€™I do ye good. Wa€™e all had a
nasty

shock. &€

Caneron reached for his nmug eagerly. &€cdhat hit the spot, &€+ he said with a
si gh

after taking a long draught. &€oNaught |ike a wee dramto cal mthe nerves, or
settle the stonach. 4€+ He cast Rhi annon a nocki ng gl ance.

a€at &€™n not much o0&€” a whi sky drinker, 4€« N na said, &€obut yed€™e right,
Caneron, hot

like this, with honey and spices in it, itd€™ the best thing for us al

now. &€+ She

passed a rmug to Rhi annon, saying gently, &€ahere ye are, thiséd€™| hel p. Never
m nd

Rhi annon, a sight like that is enough to give anyone the shivers. €

Rhi annon nodded and tried to snmile, taking the cup in her trenbling hands.
She

wondered if Nina would be so kind if she knew it was terror that caused her
hands to shake. All their talk of treason and hanging frightened her
terribly.

She resolved to get rid of the daming neckl ace at the very first
opportunity.

No- one nust guess that she was the one who had shot the Yeonan dead.

She lifted the cup and tasted the hot whisky toddy cautiously. It was |ike
drinking liquid fire. At first she coughed and choked, but by the third sip,
it

went down her throat easily enough and warmed her body all through

a€oLonnor the Just was with the auld MacBrann when he died, &€+ Felice said.
a€o+e rode

out that very night, he did no&d€” even stop to say goodbye. W were al

rat her

chagrined, all us lassies 04€™the court, when we heard, for he was rather a

favourite among us. | canna believe he is dead. 4€-
a€cdhat was he doing up here, in the highlands?ad€s Edithe asked. &€odhered€™s
naught up

here but goats and peasants. &€e
Ni na sighed. &€oMHappen he was trying to cross the Razor&€™ Edge. 4€-



a€cdhe what ?a€-

a€xdt 4€™ a pass through the mountains to Ri onnagan, &€+ she answered.
a€cdhough pass is

nod€” quite the right word. It4€™ nore like a high bridge o4€™ stone, very
danger ous

to cross. It is by far the quickest way to R onnagan. Few go that way,
however,

unl ess their need is desperate. A dragon roosts at Ben Eyrie, ye ken, and the
mountains are filled with ogres and goblins and wild satyricorn. &€-

Rhi annon t hought Ni nad€™ eyes turned towards her as she spoke, and hurriedly
she

lifted the cup to her nmouth and drank again, afraid her face would give her
away.

Fel i ce shuddered. &€atow horrid! Surely he woul dna have gone that way! a€e
a€adf his need was great enough, he m ght have, 4€+ N na said. She gave a
little

shiver. &€ad nust say, the ripping out o4€™ his teeth could be the work o&€™

satyricorns. | do nod€™ ken nuch about them but |&€™n sure | 4€™e seen them
wear

neckl aces made oa€™teeth and bones. | wish Lilanthe were here, she woul d
ken. a€e

a€osurely Lewend€™ nother is nod€™ a satyricorn?a€e Edithe asked,
scandal i zed. &€od nean

| ken shed€™ sone kind od€™faery, ye only have to | ook at her to ken that,
but

surely nod€™ one od€™those dreadful wld horned wonmen?a€e

Ni na was exasperated. &€okilanthe is a tree-shifter, do ye ken naught ?4€« she
snapped. A€oEA a€"s green bl ood! Nay, | say Lilanthe woul d ken because shea€™s
an

expert in the faeries ocd&€™the forest. She raised themto fight for Lachlan in
t he

Bright Wars, did ye nod€™ ken? Then, after peace was won, she lectured in
their

ways at the Theurgia. She was the one that persuaded themall to sign the
Pact

08€™ Peace, tree-changers, seelies, satyricorns too. She kens their customns
better

t han anyone. 4€+ Agai n she gl anced at Rhiannon, with frowning bl ack eyes.
a€atow strange, &€« Edi the nurnmured. a&€o¥hough, 04€™ course, she is a faery

t 00. &€

Rhi annon gritted her teeth and | ooked down into her cup. She was torn between
a

hysterical need to | augh, and a desire to grind Edithed€™ face into the

t abl e.

She wondered what the fair-haired girl would say if she realised she was
sitting

at the sane table as one of those dreadful wld horned wormen. She could just

i magi ne how Edi thed€™s nostrils would flare and her lip would curl wth

di st aste.

Iven and Lewen came slowy into the inn. Roden ran to his father and |ven
lifted

himup to his shoul der, huggi ng hi mclosely.

a€xdel |, what a dark end to our day, &€« he said, coming to sit near his wfe.
a€od na,

nmy | ove, how are ye yourself?8€.

a€dderribl e, &€+« she answered. &€ad canna believe it is true. Was that really
Connor

lying there all battered and bruised, or was it all just a bad dreanPa€-
a€aNo dream &€« he answered shortly, signaling to the innkeeper to bring them
nor e



mul I ed whi sky.

4€dd0 think we have | ost one nore 04€™ the gallant League od€™the Heal i ng
Hand! There

is only Finn and Jay left, and Johanna, and Dillon. &€+ Tears welled up in her
eyes

and she pressed the heels of her hands to her face.

a€aome, it is getting late, &€« lvan said. 4€a do nod€™ think we should ride
any

further today. Have they enough roomhere at the inn for the girls at |east
to

sleep in confort? | see they have a field where we can |l et the horses graze,
and

where we can make canp. 4€-

a€cdhat have they done with Connor?&€+ N na asked. Her voice was so piteous
Lulu

st opped spinning the apple she had been given, and came to her side

anxi ousl y,

| ooking up into her face and naking little whining noises. N na petted her
absent - mi ndedly, her black eyes fixed pleadingly on |vend€™ face.

a€ane 04€™ the boatnen has taken himto Ravenscraig, to show the MacBrann, &€
I ven

said unwillingly. &€ode needs to be buried fast, hed€™ in bad shape after al
t hat

time in the water, but we thought the prionnsa should see himfirst. a€e

a€at &€™e had a thought, 84€« N na said. &€odven, could Connor have been trying
to cross

the Razor &€™ Edge? And if so, what news drove himto take such a risk? Do ye
ken

if there were any papers anong his things?a€e.

I ven gl anced at Rhi annon, and shook his head.

Rhi annon pressed her feet into the bags under the table, feeling a slow burn
creep up her face. Nina and Iven both knew, then, how she had cone riding
down

out of the nountains, dressed in the stolen clothes of a dead soldier. She
shoul d have guessed they would be told. She wondered if they knew she was the
daughter of a satyricorn too. Unable to help herself, she gazed at Lewen

pl eadi ngly, and he refused to nmeet her gaze. Apprehension slithered through

t he

pit of her stomach. WAs she to stand accused of nurder? Wuld they hang her?
She

slid her hand down to the knife she wore strapped to her belt.

Ni na sighed. &€od guess it was too nuch to hope for. Wa€™e | ucky any o&€”
hi s things

were found at all.&€s Once again her eyes returned to Rhi annond€™ f ace,
filled with

guesti ons. Rhi annon | ooked back warily, her jaw thrust forward. &€ogfxch, well,
it

is alnpst dusk already and | feel weary unto ny very soul. Let us have an
early

night, and wed€™ 1| ride out with the dawn. &€

a€aWy | ove, | &€™e been thinki ng. Happen we should ride down the eastern side
04€™ the

Fi ndhorn River. | ken the roads are said to be bad that way, but we need to
get
back to Lucescere just as soon as we can. The RA-gh will want to hear all we
ken

about Connor &€™ deat h. 4€-

a€aBut, lven, should we nod€™ go back past Ravenscraig, as we planned? The
MacBr ann

may wi sh to question us. &€



Iven shrugged. a€o¥his is a matter for the RA-gh, Nina, nod€ for the
MacBrann, even

t hough it happened here in his land. Even if we go to Ravenscraig we wl|l
need

to hurry on to Lucescere just as fast as we can. The nurder od€™a Yeonan is
a

matter for the royal courts. a€e

Rhi annon gri pped her knife hilt. She was amazed how |Iven and N na were able
to

speak of one thing and seemto speak of another. To her, and to Lewen, she

i magi ned, it was clear they were debating whether it was best to take her

Rhi annon, to Ravenscraig to face the reckoning, or head straight to the

capi tal

for her to explain herself to the nysterious and powerful RA-gh they al
seened

to admire so nmuch. To the other apprentices, though, there can have been no
trace of the dark undercurrent of suspicion that Rhiannon heard so clearly.
a€d¢ will head down the eastern bank then, 84€e Nina said tiredly. a€cAea€™ |
save a week

or nore if we do nod€™ have to cross the Findhorn. a€-

| ven nodded. &€odbre, probably, for once we get to Ravenscraig wed€™ have to
stay

for days, no doubt. Ye ken how slowy things nove there, with all the

conf usi on

after Mal col €™ death. The RA-gh will want the news as fast as possible.

Wi ch

rem nds nme, ny love, do ye think ye can send a bird across the nmountains wth
a

nmessage?a€e.

Ni na sighed. a€o¢ do nod€™ want to be the one to tell the news. [t&a€™ | break
Johannad€™ heart . &€

a€adhey must be anxi ous about Connor already. Surely it&€™ kinder to let them
ken

than keep Johanna in a fret 04€™ worry for the weeks it4€™| take any nmessage
to get

there from Ravenscrai g. 4€-

a€ax suppose so, &€+ N na said unhappily.

She got up and shook out her skirts. a&€ocd €™ need a hawk at the very | east.
| had

better go and start calling. &€

Fasci nated, the apprentices all followed her outside. As Rhi annon went past
Lewen, she cast hima look fromunder her |ashes. H s set expression suddenly
broke. Hi s hand shot out and caught her arm in the crook of her el bow, and
he

pul | ed her aside, letting the others pass by.

a€ahi annon, &€+ he whi spered, his voice breaking. &4€o¥e had naught to do with
Connor 4€™%

death, did ye? Did ye?a€-

She dropped her eyes, saying, &€aiNay, it was nod€" ne. 4€.

He lifted her hand in both of his, smpoothing his thunb over the call ouses on
her

pal m &€cXe have the hands 04€™ an archer. &€

Her col our deepened. &€a¢ can shoot a bow and arrow, aye. | bet | can
out - shoot

ye! That does nod€” nean | killed him a€e

He dropped her hand, and very gently touched the saddl ebags she had cl asped
under her arm &€cdre there papers in there?a€e

She shook her head. &€oNay. &€+ A nenory returned to her. &€ade had papers.
They used

themto feed the fire. &€



He sighed and dropped his hand. &€oRhi annon?a€e

a€oye?a€.

He shook his head. &€odNaught. 18€™n just glad it was nod€™ ye who killed him
| kent

himwell, ye see. Wien ye spoke od€™a Blue CGuard that the herd took prisoner
I

never imagined it would be Connor. | saw himonly a nonth or so ago, at
Ravenscrai g. | canna believe he rode right past Kingarth and did nod€" stop to
see

us. He nust 4€™e had urgent news indeed! &€-

Rhi annon sai d nothing. She renmenbered how Reanmon had begged her to help the
captured sol dier. a€ote has news he nust take to the courta€”’the RA-gh is in
dr eadf ul

danger, &€+ he had said. But now the soldier was dead and his news lost. There
was

not hi ng she could do about it now.

a€oRhi annon, the RA-gh will want to ken all ye can tell him about Connora€™s
deat h, &4€-

Lewen said. &€ae will be angry and upset, he loved Connor well. Yea€! ye will
tell

all ye can, wond€™ ye? And be polite and respectful ? | would nod€™ w sha€; a€.
Hi s voice

trailed off, and he sighed. &€odHappen we had best try to teach ye sone court
manners afore we arrive in Lucescere. &€

Rhi annon nodded her head. &€ocfye, happen so, &€+ she answered, surprising him
Hs

head canme up and he scrutinised her face closely.

a€ad nod€” want of fend him &€+ Rhi annon expl ai ned.

a€aoNay, &€+ Lewen said and | aughed. a€dd/ery wise, wild girl.a€e

Toget her they went out of the warminn and into the chilly afternoon. The sun
was setting behind the nountains and | ong bl ue shadows were cast by every
tree

and hill. Nina was standing out in the centre of the field behind the inn

her

eyes cl osed, her hands | oose by her side. Her long chestnut curls were bl own
about wildly by the wind. The others all sat on the fence, a respectful

di st ance

away, watching in silence. The sunbird perched beside them occasionally

gi vi ng

alittle questioning trill. \Wenever it did so, lven tapped its beak with his
finger and it would quieten, though it never took its bright eyes off Nina.
a€dhat &4€™ she doi ng?a€+e Rhi annon whi spered after a while.

d€aoal ling a bird, &€« Edithe answered curtly.

a€aBut shed€™ no&€™ nmki ng any sound. 4€-

a€asShed€™s calling it with her mnd, &€+ Felice explained with a quick smle
A few mnutes later, Rhiannon heard a high, yelping call. She |ooked up into
t he

sky but could see nothing. The sun was bal anced in a cleft in the nountains,
sendi ng wi de gol den rays high up into the colourless sky. The yel ping cry
cane

agai n, and then Rhiannon saw, far up above, the shape of an eagle. It swng
in

the air as if suspended froma string. Wthout opening her eyes, N na
suddenl y

rai sed one hand. The eagle folded its wi ngs and cane plunmeti ng down.
Involuntarily everyone flinched back as it |anded heavily on N nad€™ hand. It
was

enornous, with strong tal ons, a cruel beak and gol den-bronze feathers. Only
N na

did not recoil. She opened her eyes and stared into the fierce golden eye so



close to hers. For a |l ong nonent they communed in silence, then N na brought
it

to stand on the fence so she could attach a nessage-tube to its great

cl enched

claws. Then it spread its beautiful, barred wings and |launched itself into

t he

air, climbing swiftly up into the grey vault of the evening sky.

a€adf anyone can cross the nountains and cone safely to Lucescere, it will be
her, &€+ Nina said, sounding tired. 4€od w sh she carried happi er news. €

I ven nodded and put his arm about her waist, and slowy they made their way
back

to the inn.

Ar dar chy

They were up and away early the next norning, |eaving the river behind them
as

the road swng east through the hills. Occasionally they saw a snmall huddl e
of

houses round a village green, or a solitary croft set among old plumtrees,
and

m d- morni ng they saw a goose-girl driving a flock of great white indignant

bi rds

al ong the road, hissing and honking, and terrifying the horses with their
aggressively held heads on | ong, snaky necks.

Bl ackt horn was startled into the air, the first tine she had fl own since

Rhi annon had captured her. Rhiannon was al nost jerked off her saddl e-pad,
clinging to the mared€™s mane so desperately the coarse hair cut her flesh.
She

had refused to adnmit she was rather frightened of flying on the nare&€™ back
agai n, and so she hoped no-one noticed how pale and cold her skin was when at
| ast Bl ackt horn dropped down to the ground again. To her relief, no-one
seened

to have noticed, being too full of the mare&€™ beauty and grace to pay her
rider

any heed at all.

The sun had slipped behind the mountains by the time lven finally called the
halt, drawi ng up his gaudy caravan in the shelter of a copse of trees by the
road. The riders were all stiff and tired and cold, but the horses had to be
attended to and firewood gathered before they could at |ast sit down and
rest.

Iven and Nina made canp with swift efficiency, and so it was not |ong before
t he

canpfire was burning nerrily and the enticing snell of hot stew was filling
t he

air.

While Nina stirred the big iron cooking pot, Felice showed Rhiannon where she
was to sleep. The blue caravan which Iven drove was the one set aside for the
journey-apprentices. Inside were four hard, narrow bunks, one set above the
other on either side. Felice had lit a | antern hanging by the door. By its
snoky, uneven |ight, Rhiannon peered into the di mess, noting the girl sa€™
cl ot hes

hanging fromthe rails, the shoes and bags shoved under the bunks, the piles
of

securely bound trunks and barrels and sacks of supplies. It was all very
cranmped

and dark and snelly, and Rhiannon did not like it at all.

a€dhere ot hers sl eep?ad€+ she denanded.



4€aoNi na and Iven and Roden sleep in the red caravan, 4€- Felice said, &€oand

t he boys

sleep round the fire generally. | dinna ken what theyd€™!| do if it rains.
Sl eep

under the caravan, | guess. |Ita&€™ nod€” very salubrious, is it?a€e

Rhi annon di d not know what sal ubrious neant, but she agreed with Feliced€™s
t one.

a€ade no sleep here, &€+ she said flatly.

a€aBut where el se woul d ye sl eep?a€- Felice asked in surprise.

a€adk sl eep outside. &€

a€dWth the boys? Surely nod€™ ? It woul dna be seemy, Rhiannon. &€

a€dhat this seenl y?a€e.

Felice was lost for words. a&€oNoad€™ &€] nod€™proper. No&€™ appropriate. Boys
and girls do

nod€™ sl eep together. | nean, nod€” unl ess they&€, nod€™unl ess theyad€™e
married. &€+ She

bl ushed rosily.

a€ahy ?8€-

A€t €™ just no&€™ appropri ate. €

a€ade no careéa€) a€-

d€o¥e should say &€l do nod€™care, &€ &€ Felice said.

Rhi annon cast her a look of irritation. &€od dinna care! | no&€" sl eeping
her e. &€

a€aBut why nod€™? | nean, | ken it&€™ small and rather crowded with all our

| uggagea€]

and | rmust admit |&€™n used to having a roomto nmyself and found it hard to
gr ow

accustoned to sharing. &4€+ She giggled. 4€od hardly slept a wink the first few
ni ght s

for Maisied€™ snoring. And Edithe kept banging on the bottom ocd&€™her bed to
try to

make her stop. But |1&€™e got used to it now, | hardly notice it anynore. O
maybe

|&€™n just so tired fromriding so far. And it4€™ only for sleeping in. W
spend

all our time till we go to bed sitting round the canpfire, talking and
[istening

to Ivend€™ stories and songs. Ita€™s rather fun, actually. €.

4€a@ canna sleep in here, 8+ Rhiannon said. 4€cdt&€™s too small, too close. €.

She gave a

l[ittle shiver and backed out of the caravan, into the fresh air. Above her was
a

vast arch of starry sky, and a sharp cold w nd bl ew t hrough t he | eaves,
maki ng

the flames dance. Rhiannon took a deep breath and a tension she had not known
was there seeped away.

a€adNi na, Rhi annon says she canna sleep in the caravan, &€+ Felice said,
soundi ng

troubl ed. &4€acShe wants to sleep out here with the boys. 4€

a€ad al ways sl eep out here, 4€« Rhi annon said, indicating the wind and the
stars and

the trees with a sweeping gesture of her arm &€ad do nod€™ |ike being

al | &€} a€-

a€aooped up?d€+ Nina said, when Rhi annond€™ vocabul ary fail ed her

a€adbkes | feel &€} trapped, &€+« Rhi annon sai d.

a€adbkes ne feel trapped, &€« Felice corrected automatically.

a€adbkes ne feel trapped? Why nme? And nod€™ |? | all other tines.a€.

Nina sniled. &€aobo ye ken, Rhiannon, | have no idea why. But Felice is right.
Happen | should set her to teaching ye the rules 04€™ grammar, for to tell ye
t he



truth | 4€™e never really understood them | grew up naught but a jongl eur

| ass,

ye ken. | probably nake Felice and Edithe shudder with the way | speak too. &€-
a€ah, no, &€« Felice said, horrified. &€acd@ mean, | woul d nod€™ presuned€; 4€.
a€atxh, no need to blush. 14€™n no | ady, nod€™ ne. O should that be &€™oa€"
| ?8€-

a€aNod€™ |, 4€+ Felice said apol ogetically.

a€ddhere ye go. Yed€™e hereby appointed as Rhi annond€™s | anguage teacher. €-
Felice | ooked at Rhiannon a little dubiously but could not help |aughing at

Rhi annond€™s scowl i ng expression. a€c &€™ 1| be gentle, | pronise, &€+ she said.
a€oAnd about sl eeping outside, | see no reason why Rhi annon canna sl eep under
t he

stars if she so wishes. | often do in sumer, | nust admit. The groundd€™ a

little too cold for me at this time 0&d€” year but if Rhiannon does nod€™mi nd,
| do

nod€” see why we shoul d. &€

a€oBut &€ 4€+ Felice said doubtfully.

a€ore ye worried about the proprieties? | woul dna be concerned, Felice.

Wt ches

rarely worry about such things. | for one ken Rhiannon can | ook after
hersel f. &€

Rhi annon smiled at her radiantly. &€aSo | can, &€+ she asserted. &€o&x shoul d
that be

4€”" So nme cana€m™rae€.

Fel i ce sighed.

The ot her apprentice-witches were huddl ed by the fire in their cloaks,
surreptitiously rubbing at their bruises and conpl ai ni ng about their aches
and

pai ns. N na passed around a jar of salve and prom sed to warm up bags of
dried

herbs for the girls to take to bed with them apologizing for the hard pace
t hey

wer e being set.

a€dd\at her €™ chancy in the highl ands, 4€+ she said, &4€oand we want to make
good time

while we can. Last tinme Iven and | were in the Broken R ng 04€™ Dubhslain, we
ended up being stuck in a goatherdad€™ cottage for two weeks while a

snowst orm

raged. 4€-

a€aoBut ita€™s springtinme, &€+ Felice cried. &4€aSurely we shallna get snowed in
now?&a€e

Ni na shrugged. &€ati ke | said, the weather&€™ unpredictable here. It&€™
somet hing to

do with being circled by mountains on all sides. &€

a€aol d the wind blows and bl eak the raven cries, down the stony gl ens 0&€”
bl ack

Dubhsl ai n, &€« Landon nurnured. a€cdhat rhymes with &€™l ai nd€™ ? Wane? Fai n?
Pai n?&€e

a€ad think ye could do sonething with &€  pai n4&€™ &€+ Fel i ce nurnured, rubbing
her

backsi de ruefully. Everyone | aughed.

a€ao ye ken why it&€™ called the Broken Ri ng of Dubhsl ai n?4€+ |ven asked.
a€od dinna

ken if it be true, but they say there was a great act 0&€" sorcery in these
hills,

many years ago, in the time o0d€™Brann the Raven hinsel f. &€e

He paused for effect, taking a sip of ale. & €oNow Brann was one 0&€™ the



First

Coven, as ye ken. But many o0d€™his people hated and feared him for he was a
col d-hearted ruthl ess man and much given to dabbling in mysteries that would
have best been left undisturbed. One summer, it was said, Brann and his
retinue

were here in the highlands for he had decided to hunt down and capture the
fabl ed bl ack wi nged stallion for hinself. &€

He nodded and sniled at Rhiannon, who was |istening, rapt.

a€asSome 04€” his nen decided to lay a trap for himand nurder him meking it
seem

i ke an accident. Brannd€™s son Dugald was only thirteen then and they

t hought

they could rule through him Brann saw into their hearts, though, and laid a
trap of his own. In those days this valley was surrounded on all sides by
mountains in a perfect ring. They had a hard journey clinbing up here, but
Brann

urged themon, taunting themw th their cowardi ce and weakness until at | ast
they clinmbed the last cliff and came inside the ring. On they travelled,

t owar ds

the high peak 04€™Ben Eyrie where it was said the black wi nged horses flew
Thr ee

days they travelled, and always the rebels waited for their chance to slay

t he

Raven. He never seened to sleep, however, and they dared not face hi mawake.
4€a®n the third night, Brann at |ast seemed to rest and they drew their knives
and

crept upon him Just as the ringl eader raised his blade, Brann | eapt up and
sent

himflying back with the force 0d4€™ his magic. The rebels turned to flee but
Brann

struck the ground with his staff, enacting a great spell o0&€™incredible
strength

by using the perfect ring 04€™ nmountains as his circle od&€™power. The earth
itself

groaned and shook, and a great crack opened up in its flank

a€cA fountain od€™ water burst up fromthe deepest depths 0d€™the earth and
swept

away all that lay afore it, including all o0&€™ Brannd€™s nen, traitorous or
nod€™ And

the ring 04€™ nountains was broken and the land cleared all the way to the
sea,

farms and villages and towns all drowned in the flood. And where Brannd€™s
staf f

had struck was a great black fathom ess | ake, which he call ed Dubhgl ai s.
a€addhen Brann came down al one fromthe nountains, follow ng the new river,
whi ch

he naned the Findhorn. And where the river fell through the broken ring in a
great roaring waterfall he built a castle and nanmed it Ravenscraig. And on

t he

far shore, in the shadow 0d€™ the broken nountain, he built his witchesa€™
t ower.

And no-one ever dared rebel agai nst himagain. 4€-

a€act &€™n nod€” surprised, &€+ Landon said, looking up fromthe fire with dreany
eyes. a€ote

was a cold, strange man, by all accounts. Did ye ken he swore he woul d outwit
Cearradh in the end, and live agai n?a€e

Everyone sighed and shivered and | ooked up at the tall icy peaks surrounding
themon all sides but one, and hunched closer to the fire.

a€adho t hat ?4€+ Rhi annon whi spered to Lewen.

a€aBrann? He was one 08€™ the sorcerers fromthe her Wrld, who brought



humanki nd

here to Ei |l eanan. W call themthe First Coven. Ravenshawd€”this country
wed€™e in

nowa€”t hat was Brannd€™ land and is still ruled by one 04€™hi s descendants,
Dughal

MacBr ann. &€

a€ad nmeant ta&€™bther. The one that made everyone shiver. €

d€oearradh? Oh. She is the one who cuts the thread, the third of the weird
sisters, that we call the Three Spinners. &€+ Seei ng Rhi annond€™ puzzl ed f ace,
Lewen

tried to explain again. &4€asSheéd€] | suppose she is |like the goddess 0&€”
deat h. She

decides when it is time for us all to die. a€e

a€aNo wonder everyone shivered. &€

€t was as much at the idea of Brann the Raven |iving again, &4+ Lewen said.
a€ote

was a scary nan. 4€e

Ni na | aughed at their sonbre faces and bade Iven play something to cheer them
up

whi |l e she served the stew. &€o¥e willna fancy ye hear ghosts crying on the

wi nd

with a bowl 08€" hot stew in ye, 8+ she said.

Iven strumred his guitar and sang lustily:

a€aO EA let ne die,

wi 8€° a wee dramat ny lip,

and a bonny lass on ny |ap,

and a merry song and a jest,

biting nmy thunb at the sober an &€7j ust,
as | live |l wish to die!

So drink up, |addies, drink,

and see ye do noé&€” spill

for if ye do wed€™1 all drink two,

for that be the drunkarda€™s rul e! &€

Despite the merry tune and the hot stew, the shadow of the tale lay on them
al |

still. That night, as she lay rolled in her blankets by the fire, Rhiannon
coul d

still hear the wind sobbing in the trees and feel the dark gaze of the
nount ai ns

upon them It took her a long tine to find sleep, and she heard the sighs of
t he

ot her apprentices as they too sought sleep that woul d not cone.

The next day they were all tired and heavy-eyed, and quick to snap at each
ot her, but no-one denurred when |Iven began harnessing the carthorses to the
caravans before any of them had even finished scraping their porridge bow s
clean. All were eager to | eave the Broken Ri ng of Dubhsl ain behind them
They rode hard that day, for clouds were pouring in over the great peaks like
a

grey flood, dimming the thin spring sunshine and swall owi ng the steep banks
of

pi nes and hem ock. When the road rolled out before them Rhi annon chal | enged
t hem

all to race and, to her great delight, beat every one of them Her pocket
began



to jingle with coins and she often slipped her hand inside to caress them
liking the cool round perfection of them

Most of the day they all rode quietly, though, pacing the horses and nursing
al ong their saddl e sores. Rhiannon kept close and quiet, listening to the
conversation and | ater asking Lewen to explain anything she did not
under st and.

Har dened by her upbringing, she did not suffer as nmuch as the other girls
from

the Iong hours in the saddle and so she was glad to | ook about her with

hungry

eyes, and listen to everything that was said, sucking out its pith of
know edge.

Rhi annon was determ ned to never again be nocked for her ignorance. If
| ear ni ng

was the currency of power in this land, then Rhiannon would learn all she
coul d.

They came to a town late on the third day, as the gl oom of the cloud-hung day
dar kened to dusk.

a€odhank EA !a€+ Felice cried. &€oA proper bed tonight! Proper food!a€e

a€o¥e do nod€™ |ike ny cooki ng?ad€e lven said, pretending to be hurt.

a€xdel |, ye ken ye canna do nuch with a pot hung over a fire, &€+ Felice said
disarm ngly. &€oStew, stew, or stew. &€

4€och, but such delicious stew &€

a€o\ye, the very best. It will be nice to have sonmething different, though
dona€™

ye agree?a€e.

a€advhm a wee dram 0&€”™ whi sky woul d be nice, 4€+ |Iven agreed. &€cXe girls take
up so

much roomwi th all your finble-fanbles | havena any room for anything but a
keg

0d€™al e and that just doesna quench a mand€™ thirst the way a dram does.

Let &€™

hope there&€™ an inn. &€-

The town seened quite | arge and prosperous, spraw ing round a square of green
grass with a big old tree at one end and a small white rotunda at the other
Behi nd the houses were little walled fields devoted to vegetabl es and

or chards

and a few grain crops, running up to steep hills that disappeared into
forest.

The nount ai ns behi nd were hidden in mst.

Many of the houses had | arge gardens, sone hidden behind walls overgrown with
ivy, others with nothing but a | ow wooden pole fence to separate them from
their

nei ghbours. Coming down a low hill, they were able to see how t he town
sprawl ed

along a small river, following its curve. At the far end of the main street
t hey

saw a water-nill, and a hunchbacked stone bridge across the river, and then

away fromthe houses, in a big garden all bright with spring blossom a small
round turret built of stone.

a€ocfaah, they have a tower witch, &€+ Nina said, pleased. &4€aShed€™ | give us a
bed for

the night if thered€™ nod€” roomfor us all at the inn. &€

Rhi annon stared about her with interest. Six boys, two girls and a nob of
goat s

surrounded their caval cade now, all the children chattering happily in high
pi pi ng voi ces, the goats bl eating and | eapi ng about madly. A woman cane to

t he

door of one of the little grey cottages, w ping red, danp hands on her apron
a



cluster of children peeping out round her skirts. She exclai med al oud and
cal l ed

to her nei ghbour. Soon there were faces at every doorway or w ndow, pointing
at

the long-billed, iridescent bird perched on Ni nad€™ shoul der and the arak

| eapi ng

about on the roof of the red caravan, and exclainmng with awe at the
magni fi cent

wi nged horse. Bl ackthorn curved her neck in pleasure, lifting her feathered
f eet

daintily. Rhiannon smled and waved at the crowd, but did not answer any of
t he

shout ed questions, not knowi ng what to say.

They came down the main road by the village green, past a row of shopfronts
with

big glass windows filled with all sorts of amazing things. One, with the sign
of

a bee hangi ng above it, had windows filled with candl es of all shapes and

si zes

and colours, many lit so the wi ndow gl owed gol den, and jars of honey with
fabric

tied over the top, sone pale as sunlit water, some yellow as pollen, others
dar k

as a forest pool. There was a honeyconb dripping with fresh honey, and | arge
jars filled with round dark things Lewen said were toffees.

Anot her shop was filled with tools of all descriptions, hoes and scythes and
enor nous two-handl ed saws, and sacks of flour and neal, and bright saucepans
and

kettles and | adl es, and nops and broons and feather dusters, and brown bags
of

seeds tied with string. Another had stiff brown dried fish hangi ng from hooks
al ongsi de snoked hans, and huge round cheeses, and jars of preserved fruit
and

pi ckl ed veget abl es and jam

There was a tired-1ooking baker, giving away handful s of sugar-dusted pastry
twists to the children before | ocking up his shop for the night, and an

apot hecarya€™ shop, the window filled with jars of pills, and bottles of
poti ons,

and bow s of dried herbs and flowers and nuslin spell-bags, and hooks hangi ng
wi th bunches of bright feathers to sweep away bad dreans, and nyriad charns
and

talismans dangling from | eather thongs.

Next to it was a shop filled with bolts of lovely col oured material, spread
out

to show their silky weave. In one corner of the w ndow was a headl ess wooden
mannequi n weari ng a gorgeous dress nmade of blue shinmering fabric tied up
with

silver ribbons. Rhiannon gazed at it |ongingly. Though she pretended not to
care, it bothered her that she had to wear hand-nme-down boy&€™ cl ot hes when
Edithe and Felice were always so beautifully dressed in fabrics as soft as
thistledown. It was a constant irritation to her, like a burr under a
saddl ecl oth, and her only consol ati on was the enbroi dered shawl that Lilanthe
had gi ven her, which she wapped around her shoul ders every night as they sat
round the canpfire tal king and si ngi ng.

a€ad t &€™ | ook bonny on ye, 4€+ Lewen whi spered shyly with a nod of his head
t owar ds

the dress. Rhiannon scow ed at him She hated the way he al ways seened to
know

what she was thinking, no matter how carefully she kept her feelings hidden
She



gritted her teeth, waiting for one of the others to nmock her, but they had
not

heard above the noise of the crowd and so she was able to pretend Lewen had
not

spoken and ride on, head held high

They came to the inn in the very centre of town, facing the village green
with

its big old oak tree and its pretty white rotunda where, Lewen expl ai ned, the
musi ci ans would sit to play for weddi ngs and festivals.

The inn was small and quaint, with an enornous bl ue-painted door, big w ndows
wi th bl ue wooden boxes filled with herbs and flowers, and a very steep roof
with

two gabled windows in it |ike beetling eyebrows. Qutside the inn were |ong
benches where old nen were sitting, hunched up in their heavy coats agai nst

t he

evening chill, smoking | ong pipes. Over their heads hung a brightly painted
sign

depicting a cat playing a fiddle.

The i nnkeeper stood in the doorway, beanming. He was a solid, red-faced nman
with

a big apron tied over his breeches. Behind his square shoul der stood a thin
worman, her hands cl apped together in glee. It was clear they saw a good
profit

ahead of themthat night.

Everyone was very chilled and stiff, and glad to di snount.

a€adongl eurs! &€+« the wonan cried. &4€cdé ha vena had jongleurs in Ardarchy for
years.

And such a | arge conpany! WIIl ye be putting on a show for the town? Ye may
have

the use 0&€™ our taproom for sure. Everyone will cone. And a flying horse!
Gracious ne! Does it performtoo? Och, | dinna ken if we have roomfor it in
her el &€

€W wife and | are minstrels and will be glad to give ye a show, but |&€™n
afraid

our comnpanions are only travelling with us and w |l na be perform ng, &€+ |ven
replied. &€acdhey are apprentices journeying to the Theurgia at the Tower 0&€”
Two

Moons. &€

a€dWtchlings? What are they doing in Ardarchy? Thered€™ naught here but
goats and

geese, 8€+ the innkeeper asked. H s voice rose incredul ously. &€o¥e do noa€”
nean to

cross the Stormess River, surel y?a€e

a€o\ye, we do, &€+ Iven answered. a€adhy shoul dna we?a€.

4€ddhe bridge is barricaded shut, &€« the innkeeper answered. &€odNo-one goes

t hat way

anynore. The | and across the river is haunted, did ye nod€™ ken?a€e

Ni na and Iven exchanged a gl ance. &€aSurely the barricade can be taken down
for

us?a8€+ Nina said gently.

a€afxh, ye willna want to be doing that, &€+ the innkeeper said.

a€oYed€™ be best off riding back to Barbreck-by-the Bridge and crossing
there. &€

a€aBut nod€” tonight, € his wife said firmy. &€cked€™e cold and weary, and
will be

wanting a sup od€™sonet hi ng hot, and happen a dramor two to warm your bl ood.
And

no point wasting a good audi ence. The whol e 04€™ Ardarchy will turn out to see
ye

performB€”it&€™ rare we see a mnstrel or jongleur here. A shane yead€™e



noa€™al |

performers, but no doubt the witchlings will still want a neal and sone ale
t 0o,

and will watch the show with the rest 08€" us. W&E™I| want a cut 04€™t he
t aki ngs,

m nd. And ye&d€™I| want stabling for the horses, no doubt, and that&€™ a few
extra

pennies too. 14€™1 call ny laddie to cone take the horses for ye. a€e
A€EANAE™ | see to the horses ourselves, thanks, but if ye could rustle up sone
hay

and happen some bran mash for them we&€™ be grateful indeed, &€+ |ven said.
Felice

moaned audi bly. He grinned at her. &€ofone, |assie, surely ye were noa€”
expecting

to eat and drink until yed€™e cared for your horse yoursel f? Shed€™ had a

| ong

hard ride today and shed€™s chilled through. Wat if this | ad kens naught
about

horses? Ye wouldna like to think od€™her shivering in a cold draughty stal

wi t hout her bl anket and nothing but a bit 0&€™ auld nmusty straw to chew on
woul d

ye? No, od€™course, that |&€™n wi shing to cast aspersions on our good host
her e, &€

he added with a charming smle to the innkeeper. &€ct &€™n sure your stable is
war m

and snug enough for a prince. It&4€™ just the principle 18€™n w shing to

t each. &€

a€atxh, and fair enough, &€+ the innkeeper replied jovially.

He turned to the crowd of followers then and noti oned away wi th his hands.
a€ao

on, get along home, thered€™ | be no show now. Come back after supper.a€e

I ven had vaulted down fromthe caravan to speak to the innkeeper but now he
turned and faced the crowd, his voice ringing out clearly. &€afood peopl e
04€”

Ardarchy, | amlven the Magnificent, and | have great pleasure in introducing
the inconparable N na, called the Nightingale by the RA~gh hinself for the

i ndescri babl e sweetness of her voice. You nmay wonder what we do here, so far
fromthe royal court, but only a few days ago we heard we were called back to
Lucescere by royal decree, for Nina to sing at the weddi ng c4&€™the royal
hei r

Donncan MacCui nn to his bonny cousin Bronwen. &€

There was a nurnmur of delight and astoni shnent.

a€o\ye, | amglad to be the one to tell ye the happy newsa€; 4€.

As lven continued on, captivating the cromd with his patter, the innkeeper
hel ped Nina down fromthe caravan, saying: a4€ocd 8€™ I go and stoke up the fire
for

ye, and pull ye all sone ale, and add a few extra potatoes to the roasting
pan,

and wed€™ | have all ready for ye when your horses are seen to. a€e

a€d do no&€” eat neat, €+ N na said. &€cddul d ye have sone vegetable broth
or stew

that we rmay eat instead?a€e

a€x have bean stew, &€+ the innkeeperd€™ wife said, her voice falling in

di sappoi ntnment, as bean stew was worth quite a few pennies |ess than roast
mutton and potatoes. At the word &€ stewd€™an audi bl e sigh was heard from

t he

apprentices. Nina flashed them an adnonitory gl ance and al |l owed t he innkeeper
to

show her into the warnth of the taproom

Lewen hel ped Maisie down from her fat pony and, |eading his horse and hers,



foll owed the innkeeper&€™s plunp son round the back to the stableyard, the
ot hers

trailing tiredly behind.

a€ad w sh ny groomwas here to | ook after Regina for me, &€+ Felice grunbl ed.
a€od am

so cold and so tired. Canmeron, will ye nod€” do it for ne?a€e

Bef ore Cameron could reply, Maisie said in her gentle way, &€ofch, weéd€™e all
cold

and tired, arend€™ we, Caneron? And poor Regi na must be even tireder, for she
was

the one that did all the wal king. &€

Lewen | ooked at her with approval and she blushed and did her best to take
of f

her ponyad€™ tack by herself. Lewen hel ped her, and then unsaddl ed Argent, who
was

| ooki ng very bad-tenpered, not liking being ridden for such a long time on
such

stony roads. Felice sighed and started to undo the buckl es and Caneron | eft
hi s

own horse standing with steam ng hide and hangi ng head to hel p her

By the time the horses were unsaddl ed and grooned and tucked into their

bl ankets, with fresh straw forked into their stalls and buckets of warm bran
mash and fresh water to Iip at, and all the tack cl eaned and hangi ng on
hooks,

and the caravans secured, it was fully dark and everyone was weary i ndeed.
The

wor k had ki ndl ed sone sort of canmaraderie between them however, and they al
tal ked and joked confortably as they nmade their way back to the wel com ng
war nt h

of the inn

a€cA proper bed tonight, 84€+ Felice sighed in ecstasy.

a€a just hope theyd€™e aired the sheets, &€+ Edithe said.

a€a¢ doubt thered€™ roomfor all 0&€™ us here, &€+ Lewen said, |ooking up and
counti ng

t he nunber of wi ndows streamng |light. &€ocSone 04€™us will have to go and
stay at

the witchd€™, | think. &€

a€cd will, &€+ Edithe said. &4€actess chance 04€™ bedbugs, | bet. &€

a€ashed€™ | probably rather have Nina and Iven, so she can hear all the news
from

court, &€+ Felice sighed regretfully.

a€a@ doubt the innkeeper and his wife will let them go, &€+ Edithe said
ironically.

a€ac &€™ say lven the Magnificent is the nost exciting thing to happen round
here in

a decade, and theyd€™I| want to be the ones to hear all the gossip
firsthand. &€

a€adorget lven, ita&€™ Rhi annon and her fabul ous wi nged horse that &€™
attracted nost

04€” the attention, 84€« Rafferty shot back, with a quick sideways grin at

Rhi annon.

4€a¢ bet Iven is wondering how he can incorporate ye into his show Hea€™ |
have ye

doi ng | evades and caprioles by the next village we pass through. &€

Rhi annon had no i dea what he nmeant but she sniled back anyway, deciding she
rather liked Rafferty. At |least he did not |eer at her, or sneer at her, or
conpare her breasts to nountain peaks.

A€l |, | 4€™n happy to stay at the inn, &€« Caneron said. &4€ofl e, ale and nore
ale for

me, pl ease! &€



A€ &€™ like to see the witchd€™ tower, &€+ Miisie said rather wistfully.
a€od 4€™e never

seen one afore, ye ken. &€-

They came into the taproomand hurried to warmthensel ves by the fire, the
boys

gratefully accepting the mugs of foam ng ale the innkeeper tapped for them

t he

girls sipping hot spiced wi ne. Rhiannon had never tasted mulled w ne before
and

drank deeply, feeling a pleasant euphoria fill her veins. By the time they
had

been served a substantial neal of bean stew and roast vegetables, followed by
a

surprisingly delicious treacle pie, she was feeling quite |ight-headed and
was

surprised to find herself giggling at one of Edithe&€™ sarcastic asides.
Edi t he

was equal ly surprised but rather gratified, while Lewen surreptitiously nmoved
the jug of wine away from Rhi annond€™ el bow.

The boys began a gane of chance with some dice which Canmeron pulled fromhis
pocket, and Rhi annon went eagerly to join them Soon their corner was noisy
with

| aughter and the calling of bets, Rhiannond€™s face alight with eagerness as
she

chal | enged Cameron to another toss. Lewen was content to sit back and watch
her,

si pping his ale and enjoying the warnth of the fire on the soles of his boots.
4€a@ just canna understand why it is we have to travel round Eileanan in this
ridi cul ous fashion, 4€+ Edithe said as she watched Roden and Lulu practicing
their

juggling and Iven wal ki ng round the roomon his hands. &€adt really is naught
better than a circus. My father woul dd€™e happily paid for me to travel to

t he

capital in confort and it woul d nod€™ have taken me nonths to get there! Do ye
No4a€™

agree, Lady Felice?a€-

A€l |, it&€™s true ny dai-dein was nod€” very happy about it, &€« Felice
said. a€ote

wondered how safe it was, particularly, ye ken, with the boysa€; 4€+ She
nodded

towar ds Cameron and Rafferty, who were eagerly gesturing for the landlord to
refill their ale tankards. &€oBut the Coven insists on it, ye ken. Diantha,

t he

court sorceress at Ravenscraig, says it knocks any nonsense out od€™us afore
we

get to the Tower and gets us used to doing things for ourselves and rubbing
el bows with all kinds 0&€™ peopl e. 4€-

a€del |, that at least is true, &€+ Edithe replied and for once her voice was
free of

scorn, sounding only resigned.

4€odi antha told me that the council 0&€™ sorcerers believe it was because the
Coven

had grown arrogant and isolated fromthe conmon people that the Day 0&8€™
Bet r ayal

was able to happen at all. So now all apprentices nust travel slowy through
t he

countrysi de afore they ever reach the Tower, |earning what it nmeans to be
cold

and hungry and afraid. W are lucky we are allowed to ride. Diantha said the
council debated whether it would be wiser to make us wal k the whol e way on



our
own two feet.a€e

a€oEA forbid, a€+ Edithe said faintly.

a€aProbably if each country had its own Tower, we would have had to, but as

t he

only Tower in all 0&€™ western Eileanan is the Tower 04€™ Horse-Lairds and
their

wi sdomis nod€™ what nost wish to learn, we all have to travel a |ong way and
so

they all ow us horses. Indeed, she said we were lucky indeed to get to travel
with Nina and Iven, for they at |east are great fun to be with, and wll
teach

us much along the way. Besides, she said we should be honoured to be

travel ling

in their conmpany, and sonehow | do nod€™thi nk she was joking. 4€

a€oHonour ed?a€. Mai si e and Edithe echoed.

Fel i ce shrugged. &€osSo she said. lven is sone sort 04€™ war hero, ye ken. He
f ought

with Lachlan the Wnged in the rebellion against the Ensorcellor, and was
there

when they rescued Daillas the Lane and many ot her adventures they now sing
about. And N na&€] well, Diantha would nod€™say too much about N na but there
was

this note in her voice that nade nme wonder &€} 4€-

a€cdhat ki nd 0&4€™ note?d€e Edithe said skeptically.

Fel i ce shrugged. &€c@ di nna ken. Awe. Respect. &€e She turned to Lewen,
favouring him

wi th her most dazzling smile. &€otewen, your family kens the royal clan. Wat
can

ye tell us?&€.

a€aodbout what ?4€+ Lewen said warily.

a€aodbout Nina. Shed€™ no&€” just an ordinary jongleur, is she?a€e

Lewen choked back a | augh. a€odéll, ye only need to hear her sing to ken
that, &€+ he
sai d.

a€a¢ nmean nore than that, 84€- Felice coaxed. &€o¥e shoul da€™e seen the way the
MacBr ann

hi nsel f bowed to her. The young MacBrann, | nean, nod€™ the auld mad one
Wwhoa€™s

dead now. Thered€™ sonme nystery about her, | just ken it. a€e

Everyone was staring at Lewen now. He wondered how to respond. If N na wanted
her famly history told, would she not tell it? But perhaps it was hard for
her

to tell, just as it was hard for Lewend€™ own father to tal k about his part
in

the war. And if they knew, these arrogant aristocratic brats, would they not
treat her with nore respect? He glanced at Nina, warnm ng her voice at the far
end of the roomwith the nost exquisite rills of nusic, her sunbird trilling
away with her in sublime accompani nent. She glanced at himw th her bright
dar k

eyes, and Lewen realised she knew exactly what they spoke about, huddl ed here
in

their owmn fire-lit end of the inn. She smled at himruefully, shrugged her
slim

shoul ders, and turned away.

a€asS0?8€- Edithe demanded. a€ddhat &€™ the bi g nystery?a€e

a€oAsk her to sing the song 04€™ the three bl ackbirds tonight, 84€« Lewen said
at | ast,

his chest nuscles constricting tight.

a€ahy ?4€-



a€aoBecause no-one sings it nore beautifully, ny nother says. And because her
brother wote it.a€.

a€oBut &€ &€+ Edi t he sounded puzzl ed.

Felice, court-bred, knew at once. &€o¥e nean the Earl o0&€" Caerl aver ock?a€e
Her voice

came out in a squeak. a€odhe RA-gha€™ own minstrel ?a€.

a€oasna he the one who found the RA-gh, when he was still a blackbird, and
saved

him and hel ped transform hi mback into a man?a8€+ Landon asked, eyes shi ning.
4€dt was Enit Silverthroat who did that, 4€+ Lewen said. a€odi de and N nad€™s
grandmot her. Dide was still only a lad and Nna little nore than a babe.
Lachl an

travelled with themfor years in their caravan, learning to be a man again.
D de

was the first to swear allegiance to Lachlan and promise to help himw n the
t hrone. &€

a€ocdasna Enit Silverthroat the auld Yedda who mastermi nded the rebellion
agai nst

t he Ensorcel | or?4€- Edithe said. &€o&nd then taught Jay Fiddler the song 0&€”
| ove,

whi ch he played at the Battle o0&4€™ Bonnybl ai r, enchanting the Fairgean into
peace?a€e

Lewen nodded. &€ocdhough she was no&€™ a Yedda, &€+ he said. &€oShe was a

j ongl eur. &€-

They all turned and | ooked up the roomat N na, her head bent over her shabby
old guitar, her messy chestnut curls tunbling down onto a gaudy orange and
gold

brocade dress, stained around the hem and darned here and there with

m smat chi ng

t hr ead.

a€oYed€™e telling me Nina is the sister 0d€™ the Earl 0&€™ Caerl aver ock?a€e
Edi t hed€™$

voi ce was dazed wi th amazenent.

Lewen nodded. &€oAnd Roden is his heir, for he has no children 04€™ his own,
ye

ken. &€

4€oRoden i s a Vi scount ?4€e

Lewen could not help snmiling as everyone stared at the grubby little boy
juggling balls back and forth with the arak, his chestnut curls unconbed and
hi s

grinmy jerkin nmissing a couple of buttons.

a€del | ! &€+ said Edithe at |ast. &€a@ woul d never have guessed it. &€e

Edi t hed€™ expression of dazed wondernment stayed on her face all through the
j ongl eur s&€™ per f ormance, whi ch was concluded with a storm of clapping from
t he

townsfol k crowmded into the | ong snoky room Nina was begged for encore after
encore, but at last she had to desist, hoarse-throated and heavy-eyed.

Rel uctantly the crowd filed out into the frosty night, talking and

mar vel | i ng

and Nina sat down linply, drinking one |ast cup of honeyed tea, Roden nestled
sl eepil y agai nst her side.

A tall woman in a flowing white gown cane to sit next to her, talking
quietly.

Her brown hair was tied back in a long plait that hung to her knees, and as
she

lifted her hand to gesture, light flashed off the rings on her right hand.
Rhi annon cane shyly closer and, at N nad€™ welconing smle, sat next to the
worran

on the bench.

a€aonme, ye nust be weary indeed, 4€* the witch was saying. &4€aW Il ye noa€”



bring yon

| assi es and come spend the night with me? Arley Innkeeper has only two roomns
here, nod€™nearly enough for all 0&€™ ye, and | have roomto spare. &€

a€a thank ye, &€+ Nina answered. a€odndeed we are all worn out. Wa€™e been
riding

since dawn and had a day like it yesterday and anot her one ahead 04€™ us

t onorr ow. €.

4€a@ do nod€™ understand why ye have cone this way, 4€« the witch said. &€odo
ye no&d€™ken

the road past here is rough indeed, for none 04€" us travel that way? It is a
dar k

and evil land across the bridge. CGhosts walk there, and evil spirits. Ye
woul d

be better off travelling back up the river to the bridge at Barbreck and
crossing there, to travel down the western bank of the river. There is

anot her

bridge at Tullinmuir where ye can cross again, and then ye need nod€™travel
under

t he shadow 04€™ the Tower 08€™ Ravens. &€-

a€aBut we woul d | ose weeks in the travelling, 84€« Nina said wearily. a€oe
woul d have

gone that way from Ravenscraig if we had not had to go up into the highlands
to

pi ck up young Lewen and Rhi annon here. But since we had to go that way, it
made

nore sense to cut through the hills and save crossing the Find-horn again
twi ce.

This way we can travel close round the base of the hills to Rhyssmadill, and
then up along the flank 0&€™ the Witel ock Mountains to Lucescere. It will be
nmuch

faster than having to follow the Findhorn south again, and then cross the
river

at Tullimuir Bridge, right at the nouth o&€™the firth. a€-

a€aBut have ye nod€” heard? Do ye nod€™ken? No-one goes that way anynore.
Ita€™ a

cursed | and. They say the dead wal k again there and what few people are left
keep their shutters closed and their bolts shot, even in the heat 0&€™ summer,
for

fear od€™what may come knocking on their door. &€e

Ni na frowned and unconsciously nestled her sleeping son closer to her
A€ANaE™e

heard the tower is haunted, 0&€™ course, but we do not intend to go there,

j ust

pass through the gap in the hills at its foot.a€e

The witch shuddered and made an odd gesture with her hands, circling the

t hunb

and forefinger of her right hand and crossing it with the forefinger of her
| eft

hand. &€ddruly, it is nod€” safe, ny |lady, nod€™even to pass under its
shadow. The

peopl e 04€™ Ardarchy do nod€™go that way at all &€”we go north to

Bar br eck- by-the-Bridge and south again on the far side of the river with our
goods, aye, even to go to the ports we go that way, rather than cross the

St or mess. 4€-

Ni na | ooked troubl ed. 4€o¢ thank ye for your warning, Ashelnma, but we do no&€”
have

time to retrace all our steps. As | &€™n sure yed€™e heard, wed€™e been
sunmoned to

t he pal ace for Prionnsa Donncand€™ weddi ng on M dsunmer Eve, and | would
Nod€™m ss



it for anything. And | do no&€™ fear ghosts. Ye od€™all people should ken

t hat

ghosts do no&€™ have the power to hurt us, they are naught but nenories. €
The witch Ashel ma | ooked very grave. a&€adenories have as nuch power to hurt as
any

sword, if they are cruel enough, &€« she said. &€ofnd it is nod€™ just ghosts
t hat

haunt the | and beyond the Stormess R ver. We have heard tales of corpses

t hat

will nod€™rest in their grave but seek to return to warnmer beds, and
children

stol en and found nurdered. &€

Ni na | ooked down at her sl eeping son and snoothed his tangled curls away from
his flushed cheek. &€odoes the MacBrann nod€™ ken 04€™t hese tal es?a€e

a€o\ye, 0&€" course, but his hands are full enough al ready, having only just
inherited the throne fromhis father. Auld Ml col mwas nod€™a good laird, ye
ken,

being nmore interested in his dogs and his experinents than in the probl ens
04€”

t he people. He grew nore vague and eccentric with every year that passed, and
by

the end was raving mad, by all accounts. €

Ni na sighed. a€adt&€™ hard to ken what to do. Your news troubles nme greatly,
but |

ken the peopl e 04€™ Ravenshaw and how mel ancholy and superstitious they are.
There

have been wild stories about the Tower of Ravens since the tinme 0&€™ Brann

hi nsel f, and that4€™ a t housand years 0&€™ unfounded supposition. And two
days 0&€™

hard riding and we are past the tower and into the | ow ands. And | am no&€”

wi t hout nagic, as ye ken. | think we rmust risk it, though | thank ye for the
war ni ng. a€e

Ashel ma sighed and rose to her feet. &a€c¥ell, let nme see what | can do to make
ye

confortable tonight, at |east.a€e

Nina rose too, lifting Roden in her arns and | ayi ng hi macross her shoul der
ac€aWy

t hanks, &€+ she said. &€a&hi annon, will ye call the other | asses? W shal

spend the

night with Ashel ma and nmeet up again with Iven and the lads in the nom Is
there

aught ye need for the night?a€.

a€a canna | eave Bl ackt horn, &€« Rhi annon said. &€oShe fret without nme. | sleep
in the

st abl e. &€

Ashel ma | ooked at Rhiannon for the first tine. Her eyes were dark and very
serious, and seenmed to see everything there was to see in a single searching
gl ance. a4€ocre ye the rider 04€™ the wi nged horse |14€™e been hearing so much
about ?4€-

she asked.

Rhi annon nodded.

a€o¥e may bring your horse too, if ye ken, &€+ the witch said. &€cdl | beasts
are

wel come in ny tower, as ye will see. &€-

Rhi annon thought for a noment, reluctant to rouse her drowsy horse and take
her

out of the warmh of the stable into the cold night. She felt a great desire
to

see the witch&€™s tower, however, and so she nodded abruptly and went to rouse
t he



other girls fromtheir sleepy repose by the fire. They got up, yawni ng and
stretching. Felice and Edithe w apped thenselves up in their fur-trinmed

cl oaks

and pulled on their gloves but Misie had nothing but an old shawl to wap
about

her against the cold. She pulled it close about her round face, her eyes
shi ni ng

with excitenent at the thought of staying with a real wtch.

a€asSweet dreams, ny | adies, 8€+ Caneron said rather unsteadily, |ooking up from
t he

depths of his enpty nug. &€adi nna m ss nme too much. €

a€oM ss ye?a€+ Edithe said haughtily. &€cdé doubt wed€™ | notice yed€™e noé€”
around. &€

She saw Rhi annond€™ nmouth curve and flashed a quick smile at her, so that

Rhi annon was unable to help smling back

Lewen stood up and | ooked at Rhiannon a little anxiously.

She frowned at his | ook, and he quirked his nouth, saying severely, &a€a¥e
will na

stab anyone, will ye?a€-

She | aughed at that, and said, &€odNay, 0&€™ course nod€™ No&€" unless | have
to, that

i S. a€-

a€aNina will have a care for ye, 4€+ he said.

a€adk need no-one to care for mne, &€+ she snapped back and then, when he
grinned,

realised he was teasing. She would not relent, however, scowing at him as
she

pul I ed on her blue tam 0d€™-shanter and huddl ed the thick, warm cl oak about
her .

a€ao00d ni ght, 8€+ he said. a€oSweet dreans. €

She | ooked back at himfromthe doorway and her expression softened.
a€of00d night to ye too. a€-

The Wtcha€™s Tower

It was bitterly cold outside, with a nasty snippety wind that found every gap
in

their clothing and sent the fog swirling up around their ankles. Rhiannon |ed
Bl ackt horn, the big blanket still flung over her withers and conceal i ng her

wi ngs. Ashelma had a small two-wheeled trap pulled by a sturdy, shaggy-maned
pony. She tucked Nina and Miisie and the sl eeping boy up under sone soft
goat - hair bl ankets, saying to the other girls, &€cked€™e well-w apped enough
to

wal k a few bl ocks, | think?a4€+ as she took the ponya€™s bridl e and began to
| ead the

way.

As they went down the ill-lit street, past dark shop wi ndows and sl eeping

houses, a |l antern hanging fromthe pony-trapa&€™ seat flickered into life by
itself, making every hair on Rhi annond€™ body stand erect in sudden
superstitious

terror. No-one el se seenmed to notice, though, except Bl ackthorn who shied

si deways, al nost knocki ng Rhi annon over

a€xdt4€™ hard to believe it is spring, &€« Felice said with a shiver. a€adt
feels like

wi nter. Look, |1&€™n breathing snoke |ike a dragon. &€

a€xdt 4€™ always cold in the Ring 04€™ Dubhsl ai n, 4€+ Ashel ma said. &4€cd¢ have
a saying

here: &€ Do nod€™ put your plaids away, until the |ast day 0&€™ Maya€™ a€.



€ t4€™ nore than a nmonth to May Day! &€« Felice said. 4€c@ woul dd€™e been
crowned May

Queen if | had stayed in Ravenscraig, ye ken. | was hoping, if we got to
Lucescere in ti nea€; a€-

a€at ndeed?d€+ Ashel ma turned and gave Felice that grave, penetrating glance so
t hat

the girl flushed a little and lost her snile

a€adell, | was, &€+ she said a little defiantly. &€ocdhough | hear the

Banpri onnsa

Bronwen is all the rage there now Apparently shed€™ quite a beauty, though
noa€”

in the usual style. Anyway, never mnd. There woul d nod€™be nuch 04€™ a May
Day

celebration in Ravenscraig this year, anyway. The auld laird had just died
and

the court@€™s in nmourning. &€-

a€adhered€™ | be other May Days, 84€+ the witch said, quite kindly.

They came to the Stormess River, moving sinuously under the mist like a

gr eat

bl ack-scal ed snake, and turned to wal k down a smooth narrow road along its
bank.

Trees and wel | -clipped hedges | ooned over them The last few lights fel

behi nd

and all was dark and quiet and cold. Their lone |antern bobbed along, its

l'i ght

little nore than an orange blur through the fog. Rhiannon shivered inside her
cl oak. The words the witch had spoken in the inn echoed in her mnd. Tales
04€”

corpses that will nod€™rest in their grave but seek to return to warner
bedséag€;

children stolen and found mnurdered..

She | ooked across the silent river but she could see nothing but w sps of

m st

floating up fromthe darkly glinting water |ike the ghosts the witch had
spoken

of . She wi shed they did not have to cross the bridge in the norning but she
woul d have cut off her tongue before she ever admitted it.

They came to a high stone wall with an iron gate standing open. The witch | ed
theminside and the gate shut itself behind them On either side stood tal
trees covered in frail white blossoms |ike new snow. The air seenmed suddenly
war ner and sweetly scented. Through the m st Rhiannon could see lights
shi ni ng

towards them golden as sunlight. They cane into a wide cleared area before

t he

house, a long, low building built of grey stone with a peaked roof covered in
silver-green lichen, beside a tall round tower that rose higher than the
trees.

The Iight cane fromthe wi ndows and door of the house. A young wonman stood in
the doorway, the light of the |lantern she held throw ng bright col our up onto
her face and hair.

a€oone in! &€+ she said. &4€cde nust be chilled to the bone. What a dreadful

ni ght .

Mor ogh says bad weather is coming and indeed | think hed€™ right. It&4€™ cold
as

Wi nter. a€e

Her voice was soft and kind with a warmundercurrent as if she had just this
nmonent stopped | aughi ng. She canme running down the stairs, wapped in a

wool |y

red shawl, and took the ponya€™ bridle. a€ct 8€™ 1| |ook after Drud, &€« she
sai d. &€c¥ou go



on in and get warm |&€™e got the kettle whistling on the hob if yed€™ |ike
some

tea. €.

a€atovel y, &€+« Ashel ma said. She hel ped a drowsy Maisie down fromthe pony-trap
and

up the stairs. Edithe and Felice followed her eagerly, N na bringing up the
rear

nmore slowy, carrying the heavy wei ght of her sleeping child.

4€cd will stable ny horse nyself, &€+ Rhi annon sai d.

a€cf course, &€+ the girl answered. a€odhat a bonny beast she is! So tall and
finely

made, and with such magnificent |ong horns. | have never seen a horse |ike
her . &€

a€aNod€™ many |i ke her, &€« Rhi annon sai d.

a€adNo, 4€- the girl agreed. &€cA rare beast indeed. Ye and her are akin, | can
see

that . 4€-

They had wal ked round the side of the house and in through a stable door as

t hey

spoke, and so when Rhi annon | ooked up in sudden keen interest, she was able
to

see the other girl clearly in the light of the I anterns hanging on either
wal | .

Rhi annond€™s first thought was one of surprise. She had thought the other

girl

young and beautiful but now she realized she was at |east six years ol der

t han

Rhi annon, and quite short and plunp, a big-boned young woman with nousy-brown
hair, a round face and fresh, rosy skin. She | ooked with great frankness and
openness at Rhi annon, however, and as soon as she spoke again, the illusion
of

beauty returned, for her voice was so warmand nerry, and her smile so wide
and

friendly. &4€adW name is Annis. | am Ashel ned€™ apprenti ce. 4€.

a€ay name i s Rhi annon, &€+ she answered, hearing the ring of pride in her own
Voi ce.

a€cAnd ye have tanmed a wi nged horse, &€+ Annis said adnmiringly. a€ofch, the

t own was

full o€ it. | amso glad ye came to stay the night here for I would have
been

sad indeed to mss ny chance to see your bonny horse and neet with ye.

coul d

nod€™cone to hear Nina the Nightingale sing, for I couldna | eave the
children, so

I was hoping ye would all conme hone with Ashel ma. 4€-

a€othi | dren?a€. Rhi annon asked.

Anni s had been swi ftly unharnessing the pony fromthe trap, rubbing it down
with

a cloth and filling its bucket with grain. Al her nmovenents were quick and
neat, and she was surprisingly light on her feet for such a big-boned girl.
Rhi annon noticed she wore the white | unmi nous stone on the mddle finger of
her

right hand that they all seenmed to wear, as well as one nade of sone dark
green

st one.

She nodded. &€of\ye, we run an orphanage here, ye see. W have two bairns from
Ardarchy, but the others are all fromacross the river. Nod€™ all are

or phans.

Sone were brought here by their parents for safekeeping. Miinly boys. For
some



reason it is boys that are in the nost danger over there, we do nod€™ken

why. €.
Anni s punped sonme fresh water into a bucket for Blackthorn, who had settled
confortably into a strawfilled stall, her head drooping drowsily, and then

qui ckly checked the water buckets of the other animals. Apart fromthe shaggy
pony Drud, there were a tall chestnut mare, three goats, a tabby cat, and a

| arge nunber of fat hens with gl ossy feathers.

4€adt snows heavily here in winter, &€+ Annis explained, 4€oand so it is easier
to keep

themall under the one roof and close to the house. The hens have had to

| earn

not to lay their eggs under the horsesd€™hooves but otherw se they are al
friends and get on well. &€e

She led the way through an internal doorway into a long fire-lit room

Over head

wer e carved wooden beans hol ding up an arched ceiling, and tall gothic

wi ndows

| ooked out on to the garden all along one side. An i mense scarred table ran
down the centre of the room decorated with fat, sweet-scented candl es and
vases

of spring flowers. Around the fire at the far end were drawn sone deep
shabby,

cushi oned chairs where Nina and the witch Ashelna were sitting, drinking tea
and

talking like old friends. Another cat |ay sleeping on Ashel mad€™ | ap and by
her

feet was a large hairy mass which, on closer inspection, proved to be three
dogs, one of them a huge deerhound and another a tiny white terrier, smaller
than the cat. The other was sone kind of nongrel, spotted and brindl ed and
patched with bl ack, and nissing one leg. An owl sat hunched on one of the
rafters, while a bandaged hare lay sleeping in a box by the wall.

Mai sie, Edithe and Felice were all sitting curled together on a couch

covered

by a soft blanket. Only Edithe was still awake, and she had her head pill owed
on

her hand and her cup resting in her lap, |looking as if she would slip off
into

sl eep at any nonent.

Annis | ed Rhiannon to the only remaining chair, nade her sit and poured her a
cup of some kind of pale, flower-scented hot tea. She sipped at it
suspi ci ousl y.

a€aChanom | e, 4€+ Annis said, smling. &€adt will help you sleep. Go on, drink
it up.

Ye all | ook worn out.&€e She sat down on the ground at Rhi annond€™s feet,
fondl i ng

the spotted ear of the three-legged nongrel, and nodded at her encouragingly.
Rhi annon drank obedi ently.

Ashel ma turned to her and smled. &4€a@ was just telling the others about al

t he

animal s. They think |I keep some kind 0&€™ nenagerie but indeed it is nod€™ny
fault.

Anni s coll ects wounded ani mal s but sonehow, once they are heal ed, they do
noa€”

wish to | eave. The only creature that is nmne is Strixa the ow, and believe
e,

it is only because 04€™the deep | ove she bears ne that she tolerates all the
other animals. Particularly Serena the hare, our newest guest. W have to keep
a

cl ose eye on Strixa in case she forgets herself and swoops on her for her
supper . a€e



The ow hooted contenptuously and spat a hard pellet towards the sl eeping
har e,

who at once sat up, her long ears tw tching nervously.

a€ddhe orphanage i s Anni s&€™ idea al so, 4€+« Ashel ma went on. &€cd@ do no&€” ken
quite how

it happened, but we now have ni ne boys and one girl staying here with us.

Most

are fromacross the river. Nina, | do nod€™w sh to al armye but ye nust ken
t hat

it is dangerous for little boys over there. Al 04€™ the nurdered bairns were
boys, mpbst around five or six years auld. Quite a few o&€™our |ads were

br ought

here by their parents for safekeeping. | w sh ye would reconsider crossing

t he

Stormmess. | ken ye wish to reach the capital in time for the royal wedding,
but

surely your wee | addi ed€™s safety is nore inportant ?a€e

Ni na was white. a€odhat €™ nod€™ fair, Ashel ma, 84€+ she said angrily. &€cie
nmust ken Roden

is the nost inportant thing in the world to ne. GA&€™course | feel anxious
with

all these tales 0d€" |ads going mssing and being found murdered. But we are

only

passing through. In tw days we&€™I| be gone. | think Iven and | can keep
Roden

safe till then. We shallna let himout o0d€™ our sight. &€

a€at &€™n sorry, | dinna nmean to of fend ye, &€+ Ashel ma sai d.

Ni na took a deep breath. &4€dcdhat &€™s all right, 4€+ she said after a nonent.
a€cdhe fact

is, Ashelma, we did nod€™ choose to come this way lightly. If our only concern
was

getting back to Lucescere in tine for the weddi ng, we woul da€™e gone the
usual

way. We have plenty 08€™ tine, the wedding is nod€™until midsumrer. €
Ashel ma nodded, | ooking an enquiry.

a€aNay, the truth is we were forced to change our plans. As we cane through
Bar br eck-by-the-Bridge, we found the body 0&€™ a nurdered Yeoman, one 0&€™
Hs

H ghness&€™s nost trusted and bel oved nen. He had been beaten and tortured

cruelly

afore he died. Both Iven and | kent himwell. There will have to be an
enquiry

into his death. His Highness will be nbst anxious for us to make our report,
and

Connor 8€™ sisteréd€] she will want to ken all we can tell her. &€

a€atow terribl el &€« Ashel ma excl ai ned. &€od 4€™n sorry, | dinna realise. 8€-

a€atow coul d ye?a€+ N na asked. &€o¥e nust see now that we shall save nore
than a week

inthe travelling coming this way. And | nust adnmit it was in my mnd to try
to

find the Scrying Pool at the Tower 0&€™ Ravens and use it to speak to His

H ghness. &€

a€afxh, nay, ye nmust no&€” do that, &€+ Ashelnma said. &4€cdhe tower is haunted,
do ye nod€™

ken? Few who go into the ruin cone out again, and those that do are stark
ravi ng

mad, they say. The ghosts there are mal evol ent and cruel, and hate the
[iving. &€

Ni na frowned. &€od have heard that, &€+ she adnmitted. &€c@ was hoping it was
all an



exaggerati on, however. a€e

a€afxh, nay, &€+ Ashelma said. &€adt is all true. And only getting worse, it
seens. The

land that |ies beneath the Tower 0&€™ Ravens has been an unhappy pl ace since
t he

Day od€™Betrayal but recently it seens the whole valley is cursed. No-one is
safe, no&€” man, woman or child. Particularly not young boys. Nina, in the
twenty-five years since Lachlan the Wnged won the throne thirty or nore | ads
have gone mi ssing. &€

a€adhirty or nore boys? Vani shed?a€e

a€aurdered. Their bodies were found, but thered€™ no sign od€™ what killed
t hem and

no witch or skeelie nearby to exam ne the bodies nore closely. Do ye wonder

t hat

the nothers 04€™boys dare nod€™ stay in Fetterness anynore? Those that canna
| eave

bring their babes across the river to me, but | have no roomfor any nore and
besi des, they shoul dna be with nme, they should be safe with their famlies.

I ndeed, | do nod€™ken what can be done. 4€-

Ni na shook her head, | ooking appall ed.

a€oAnd that &€™s not the worst 08€™ it. N na, the dead canna rest there. G aves
bot h

aul d and new are found open and the corpses wal k around i n broad daylight,
dragging their rotting flesh behind them seeking to cone hone again. 4€+ She
shuddered and w apped her arns about her body in a vain attenpt to warm
hersel f.

Rhi annon shudder ed t oo.

a€oAnd we fear the evil shall find a way to cross the river and shadow al
04€"™ us

here. Already wed€™e found two graves robbed, or broken out 04€™ though we
have

nod€” seen the dead they once contained wal ki ng about, thank EA ! And our

t own

wat chman has di sappeared. W have his children here, Casey and Letty. He went
out one night to investigate a noi se and did nod€™ conme back. W never found
hi s

body. Since then the town reeve has put a gate across the bridge and | ocked
it,

and only those that come across in daylight and can satisfy himthey have
true

busi ness here are allowed through. Mst are wanting work this side 0&€™ the
river

but we canna take any nore, and so now they head south towards the ports.

No- one

has come knocking on the gate for close on two weeks now, and wed€™e had no
news

si nce then. &€

Ni na | ooked shaken. &€c# had no idea it was so bad! &€« she exclai ned. &€\
hear d

runours, 0&€" course, but&€] surely the MacBrann shoul d ken 0&4€™t hi s?4€-
a€md\¢ sent a message to Ravenscraig | ast market-day, but have heard naught
from

the laird. Who kens if he even heard it? When the carrier returned from
Ravenscraig it was with the news 0&€™ Ml col m MacBrannd€™ death and all the
court

was i n nmourning. Qur nessenger had no chance od€™seeing the new laird. He
passed

the news on to a guard at the gate and cane away. What nore could he do? And
I

canna scry to the court sorceress, even though we are so close, for we are



bounded by two rivers here and both are deep and fast. Just as it is too
dangerous to try to cross in a boat, so it is too noisy for ny thoughts to
cross. &€+ She sighed. &€acSo we do what we can to hel p the people 0&€”
Fetteness, those

who have nod€™fl| ed, and shelter their children and guard our own doors and

hope

the MacBrann will send his guards to investigate when he can. Happen ye will
tell the Coven yourself, iféa€ | nean, whena€| &€+ Her voice trailed away
unhappil y.

€ will,4€s Nina said firmy. &€oNow we nust to bed, for my |lasses are
asleep in

their chairs and | nyself amsick with weariness. | amsorry for your trouble.
I

will certainly tell the Key-bearer and when she can, she will no doubt cone

herself to listen in the ruins and see what the ghosts have to say. For now,
do

nod€” fear for us. | ken the songs od€™sorcery. W shall be safe. a€-

Ashel ma nodded, |ooking tired and troubled. She stood up, gently tipping the
cat

in her lap to the floor, and hel ped Annis rouse Edithe, Miisie and Felice.

N na

lifted Roden to her shoulder, his curly head nestling into her neck, and
followed the witch and her apprentice up a broad flight of steps to a bedroom
on

t he upper fl oor.

Rhi annon foll owed quietly behind, her head ringing with the witchd€™ words.
Satyricorns were afraid of nothing living, but had a profound horror of
anyt hi ng

supernatural . They spilt a little blood every day in supplication of the dark
fiends they believed dwelt in every shadow and cleft, and if they had failed
in

the hunt that day, they would open their own vein to make sure the sacrifice
was

made. Rhi annon had not spilt bl ood once since |eaving her herd, having been
determined to leave all of that part of her behind |like a snaked€™ cast-of f
ski n.

Her whol e body was shuddering now, though, down to the very marrow of her
bones.

She swore she would slice open her vein this very night and nake an offering
to

t he dark wal kers of the night.

There was only one bed in the roombut it was enornmpus, standing on its own
platformw th a vel vet canopy hangi ng overhead. Annis hel ped the other girls
sleepily strip down to their shifts and clinmb up into the bed, which had been
war ned by | ong-handl ed brass-lidded trays filled with hot coals. They were to
sleep two at either end, with a trundle bed nade up before the fire for N na
and

Roden. Rhi annon all owed hersel f to be tucked up under the white counterpane,
pretending to be al nost asleep so Nina or Annis would not try to speak with
her .

The sheets were stiff and snmelt of herbs, and the pillow was very soft. She
was

so very tired it took a strong effort of will not to succunmb to the insistent
wei ght of sleep on her I|inbs.

She lay quietly, watching fromunder her eyel ashes as Ni na tucked up her son
washed her face and hands, and shed her own cl ot hes.

The jongleur did not clinmb into bed at once, though. She picked up the small
bag

she always wore tied to her belt and runmaged inside it, taking out a snall
stick and a few little cloth bags tied up with string. She opened one and



threw

what | ooked |ike dead | eaves on the fire. Little green-hearted flanmes sprung
up

and curled away, scenting the snoke sweetly as they died.

She then drew her dagger fromits sheath, a gesture that made Rhi annon&€™s
eyes

open wi der and her rnuscles tense. Nina hesitated and turned to | ook towards
t he

bed, as if she had heard the subtle change in the rhythm of Rhi annona€™s

br eat h.

Rhi annon breathed slowy, pretending to sleep

After a noment Nina knelt before the fire and gathered together a little
handf ul

of ashes fromthe hearth, spreading these around her in a circle. She shook
sal t

fromone of the bags and sprinkled it on top of the ashes, then sprinkled
wat er

about her as well. Then, with her back straight, she swept the stick in her
hand

all round her, tracing the shape of the circle, then repeated the gesture
with

t he dagger, nuttering words under her breath. She knelt naked in the centre
of

the circle in silence for quite some tinme, unm ndful of the cold, her unruly
red-brown curls her only covering. At |ast she opened her eyes and rose up
onto

her knees, her wand in one hand, the knife in the other. Facing the fire, she
chanted in a | ow, sweet voice:

d€ooddess 0a€™ life, Coddess o&€™feat h,

Goddess 0&€™ all power that is the universe,

Shi ne your |ight o0&€™ white upon nme and nine

Shield all within this house fromthat which is evil,

G ve to me peace and protection from harm

By the power 04€™ the fire, by the life in this bl ade,

By the power 04€™ the earth, by the life in this wand,

By the powers 04€™ air and water, cup and bow ,

By the powers 04€™ stars and noons and col d di st ances,
Shield us, EA 08€" the green blood, and keep us safe. €.

She then reversed the novenent of wand and dagger, and swept up the salted
ashes

wi th her hands, pouring theminto a little nuslin bag with some of the dead

| eaves. She tied the top of the bag with blue ribbon and then slipped the
cord

about the neck of her son, kissing himgently on the forehead. He nurmured in
his sleep and turned, tucking his hand under one round cheek. Shivering, N na
dragged her shift back on over her head and then crept into bed beside him
pul ling the boy cl ose agai nst her body.

Rhi annon felt an odd prickling in her eyes, a hot ache in her throat. It&a€™s
t he

snoke, she told herself irritably, and set herself to waiting till N na was
asl eep. The jongl eur seenmed conforted by her little charade by the fire and
soon

slipped into sl eep. Rhiannon waited patiently a while longer, listening to

t he



sound of the wind in the branches outside, the sudden wash of rain. Wen she
was

sure all was quiet and still, she slipped out of the warmbed and went to
kneel
where Nina had knelt, in the half-obscured circle of ashes and salt. She
gazed

into the black and orange puzzle of glow ng coals, unsheathed her dagger and
slashed it quickly across her outstretched wist. Blood welled up, thick and
dark, and dripped fromher wist onto the flagstones.

Wal k el sewhere, dark lords, Rhiannon said silently. Drink this blood | freely
of fer you and seek not to take our souls. Wal k el sewhere.

Then she raised her wist to her nouth and sucked at the cut, tasting the

sal tiness of her blood. She used her dagger to tear a strip of material from
her

shift, having nothing else to hand, and bound the wist thoroughly. Al nost

i mediately the white material was blotched with a growi ng stain. She
shrugged,

slipped the dagger back into the sheath strapped to her thigh, and crept back
into the warmh of the bed, feeling faint and sick yet obscurely conforted,
ready now to brave the falling shadows of sleep

Next nmorning, the rain fell so heavily it was like a curtain of water drawn
across the wi ndows. Rhiannon had slept badly, her wist throbbing and her

dr eans

troubl ed. Wien she woke her eyes felt hot and scratchy as if filled with
sand.

It was so cold and grey outside, she could not find the will to throw off the
count erpane and get up, and neither could the other girls. They all lay there
drowsily, talking desultorily anmong thensel ves.

4€otisten to that rain! &€ Felice nurnmured, and a while | ater nopaned, &a€ofxch,
ny | egs!

| swear | am chafed raw a€e

4€c@ wish | could Iie abed all day, 4€« Edithe nmuttered, &€obut | guess
there&€™ no

chance 04€™ that. They&€™ | nmake us ride all day in the rain, just to make
sure we

really ken what msery is.a€e

a€aosurely noéd€” ?a&€- Maisie poked her head out fromunder her pillow her
plaits all

tousled. &€o0d would Iike to bide here a wee. | was so sleepy |last night I

di dna

see a thing. &€

a€odust a whole lot 04€™ snelly animals and that disgusting owl that kept
spitting

things at me, &€+« Edithe said crossly.

They all burrowed back under the counterpane and were qui et. Rhiannon cradl ed
her wi st against her breast and, when no-one cane to rouse them all owed
herself to hope they would not have to ride out that day. She closed her

eyes,

feeling herself slipping back into sleep

The door crashed open

4€ai se and shine, slug-a-beds, &€+ N na called, holding the door open with her
f oot

atray in her hands. 4€c@t&€™ | ong past dawn and time to be getting on our
way. a€e

A chorus of groans met her.

a€aoBut ita&€™ raining, &€« Felice said.

a€oAnd | ache all over, &€+ Edithe said.



a€aosurely we should wait for the rain to stop?a€+ Misie pl eaded.

a€aBl ackt horn does nod€™ like the rain, &€+ Rhiannon said firmy. &€cdnd she is
still

tired. Niall said | nust nod€™ride her too hard. He woul dna want nme to ride
her

in the rain. &€

4€ads that so?4€e Nina said. 4€oSo ye lassies think we should wait for the
rain to

st op?a€.

a€oye! &€« they all cried.

a€cdhat if it doesna stop for days?&€e N na said. 4€cdhe Stormmess is al ready
swol | en

with the melting snows. If it rains like this for nmuch longer it could break
its

banks and then wed€™ be narooned here for weeks and weeks. a€-

a€deks?a€s Edithe cried in dismay.

a€o\ye, &€« Nina replied severely. &€obidna ye notice how high it was | ast
night? If ye

wi sh to be witches, ye nmust learn to | ook about ye. a€e

4€x¢ was too tired to notice anything except how much ny | egs ached, &€« Felice
sai d.

4€aNo&€™ to nention the chafing. |&€™n rubbed raw a€-

Ni na pushed the door shut behind her and put down the tray. They all sat up a
little, their eyes brightening, and one by one N na passed them a steaning
cup

of tea. As they drank gratefully, Nina sat on the edge of their bed and

regar ded

themw th frowni ng bl ack eyes, as dark as polished jet. Her face | ooked

rat her

pal e and haggard as if she too had been troubl ed by nightmares.

Refreshed by her tea, Felice said with her nbst winning snile, a€cé really
are

tired. Wd€™e nod€™ used to riding so far every day. Please, could we nod€™
rest

today, and wait for the rain to stop? | &€™n sure Ashelma willna mnd. 4€.
a€o¥e do |l ook rather white, the | ot 04€™ ye. Especially ye, Rhiannon. Are ye
No4a€™

feeling well? | would nod€™ |ike any od€™ye to take a chill. &€

Edi t he i mredi ately coughed, and |aid her hand on her chest. &€oc@ am feeling
rat her

unwel | . 4€-

Ni na cast her a stern glance but turned back to Rhiannon, first |aying her
hand

on Rhi annon&€™s forehead and then lifting her wist. Rhiannon flinched and

N na

| ooked down, her eyes at once w dening in horror. &€oRkhi annon, what have ye
done

to yoursel f! Yed€™e cut yourselféa€’"yed€™ e bl eedi ng! 4€-

The makeshi ft bandage was heavily stained and so was the sheet where Rhiannon
had sl ept. N na held Rhiannond€™ wist in her cool fingers and stared into
her

eyes with a | ook as sharp and penetrating as a sword.

a€dhat did ye cut yourself on?a€e.

a€aW dagger. &€

a€aHow?a€.

4€od cut. &€+ She denonstrated with one swift novenent.

a€o¥e cut yourself on purpose?a€e

Rhi annon nodded, not dropping her gaze. There was a | ong sil ence. Rhiannon
was

consci ous of the other girls shrinking back.



a€dhy?a€+ N nad€™s voi ce was neutral

a€ad0 make peace with the dark wal kers. &€

a€o¥e cut yourself to make peace with&€] the dark wal kers? What &€” or who€” are
t hey?a€.

Rhi annon shrugged, unable to hold N nad€™ gaze any | onger. Not know ng how
to

descri be what she nmeant, she used the word she had heard so often in the [ ast
few days. &€oghosts. &€

Nina let go of her wist. It was smarting cruelly, and Rhiannon cradled it in
her ot her hand. Her cheeks felt hot and she knew she was perilously close to
tears. She could not | ook at Nina or any of the other girls.

a€adi d ye bl eed nuch?a€-

Rhi annon nodded.

Ni na stood up. &€csStay in bed, Rhiannon. | will make ye a bl ood-strengthening
t ea.

We shall no&€™ ride anywhere today. It really is nod€™the weather for riding
out .

Ye other girls can get up or stay in bed as ye please. | should tell you

t hough

that | willna allow Annis to be bringing up trays to ye, so if ye wish to
eat,

get up, get dressed and cone on down. |&€™I| make an exception for ye,

t hough,

Rhi annon. Stay in bed and rest. a€e

Rhi annon refused to be singled out, however. She got up when the other girls
did, though she felt a wave of dizziness wash over her, and washed and

dr essed

hersel f and went downstairs with the others, holding on to the banister

rat her

tightly. Nina nade no coment at the sight of her, though her frown deepened.
The I ong roomwas raucous with the ganes and fights of ten small children
nost

of themno nore than six years old. Roden was in the nmidst of it, shrieking
with

| aughter, while Lulu was |eaping about like a mad thing, having stolen the
only

girl&€™ rag doll. The little girl was sobbing despairingly and trying to
snat ch

it back, her younger brother enthusiastically hel ping. The three dogs were
barki ng, and a white and bl ack cat was hissing and spitting fromthe
mant el pi ece. Strixa the oW huddl ed on one of the rafters, occasionally
spitting

out a hard pellet at one of the children. Her aimwas excellent.

Annis had a bowl of porridge in one hand and a dripping |ladle in the other
and

was trying to make hersel f heard above the racket, while Lulu and the little
boy

dodged round her. The arak gibbering in rage, the rag doll cradled close to
her

breast.

When the other boys joined in the chase, she suddenly junped up onto the

t abl e,

sending a jug of milk flying, and |leapt up to catch hold of the iron-w ought

chandelier, swinging fromside to side till she was high enough to |l eap up
into

the rafters. There she crouched, rocking the doll and humm ng a tunel ess

[ ul | aby.

a€ah, dear, &€+ N na said. a4€c &€™n so sorry. Lulu! Naughty girl! G ve back
the dolly

ri ght now. a€e



The arak shook her head, nunbling sonething in her own guttural |anguage.
a€actul u, I am ashanmed 0d€™ ye. W are guests in this house. Come down now and
gi ve

back the doll to the wee | assie. &€

Lulu gave a sorrowful noan and very slowy and sadly swung down, hanging from
her tail before dropping lithely onto all fours. She raised the doll and

ki ssed

its painted face and then offered it back to the little girl. The girl

snat ched

it and cuddled it close, glaring at the hairy little creature, who was

| ooki ng

very shanef aced

a€ofoo0d girl, &€+« Nina said. a€odNever nind. 1a8€™I| nake ye a dolly 0&€™ your
own if yed€™

i ke one. &€

Lulu i nmedi ately danced in joy, shrieking in approval

4€xd® amsorry, &€+ Nina said. &€ctulu forgets her manners sonetines. 4€.
a€aNod€™ to worry, 8€+« Annis said, |ooking rather harassed as three of the boys
raced

past her, al nost knocki ng her over. &€c¥wuld ye prefer to have your breakfast
in

the kitchen? Mealtines are rather wild here, |1&€™n afraid. &€

a€ad think we would i ndeed, 4€+ N na answered. &€ddhat is, if ye young |adies
do noa€”

think it beneath ye?&€e.

a€aNod€™ at all, &€+ Edithe said sweetly. &€aPl ease, | ead the way. 4€-

a€ddhank ye, then, Annis, that would be grand, 4€« Ni na said. &€oRkoden! Settle
down!

Poor Annis should nod€™ have to be worrying about ye as well as all the

ot hers.

Sit down and eat your breakfast quietly, thered€™ a good | ad. 4€-

Roden reluctantly gave up the chase and cane to sit at the table, dragging
Lulu

with him and Nina and the older girls thankfully made their escape.

The kitchen was a haven of peace and warnth. A skinny old man with dol ef ul
dar k

eyes and a very long straggly grey beard nmeandered back and forth, getting

t hem

bow s, stirring various pots on the squat little stove and occasionally
shovel ling in another spade of coal. A grey cat was sl eeping on one of the
kitchen chairs, and in a box by the fire were seven adorable yell ow
duckl i ngs,

all squawking and trying to clinb out over each ot her&€™ backs.

Breakfast was a sinple affairé€”porridge ladled out into bows, tubs of honey
and

jugs of goaté&€™s nmilk, and a big brown pot of tea. Rhiannon felt nuch better
after

she had eaten her second bow of honey-drenched porridge, and N na stopped
regarding her with a crease between her brows. Rhiannon was just finishing
her

third cup of tea when the door opened and Annis came in, plunper and rosier

t han

ever.
a€adbr ni ng, everyone, 4€+ she sang out. &€od hope yed€™e all had a nore
peacef ul

breakfast than | did!a€.

a€at &€™n sure we did. | hope ye do nod€™ m nd us abandoni ng ye, &€+ N na sai d.

a€aNo, no, 0&€" course nod€™ | kent Morogh would | ook after ye. It&€™ bad
enough t hat
| have to suffer the bairnsd€™comotion w thout inflicting it upon ye as



wel I, |

warn ye, though, it&€™ only going to get worse. Theya€™e planning a

r e- enact nment

08€” the Battle od€™Bonnybl air, and are about to descend on the kitchen in
sear ch

of pots and pans to nmake armour. Ashelma is in the tower, if ye would like to
go

t hrough and visit her there? She is nod€” teaching today so shed€™ free, for
t he

nmorning at | east. &€-

a€adhanks, we would like that, 4€+ N na said, standing up

They followed Annis down a corridor to a |large, arched doorway that |ed

t hr ough

into the tower. Built of stone, the tower was three stories high, with a
staircase that wound up around the inner wall. On the ground floor was the

wi tchd€™ study and reception room wth another iron-bound door out into the
garden and four tall arched wi ndows that could be opened to let in fresh air
and

sunshine. There was a large desk littered with scrolls and cal endars and
writing

i npl enents, a few strai ght-backed chairs and, by the fire, two

sof t - cushi oned,

deep-seated chairs drawn close together, each with a little wooden table just
| arge enough for a cup or goblet.

Bookshel ves had been nade to fit the curved walls of the room and these were
filled with spell-books and scrolls and maps, jars of dried herbs and powders
and polished stones, bottles of precious oils and distillations, skulls and
bones and sticks and | unps of crystals, and candles of all sizes and col ours.
The roomsnelt faintly of incense and dried herbs.

Ashel ma was sitting at her desk, witing, but she rose with a smle as N na
and

the four girls cane in. She | et them browse anongst the shelves for a while,
excl ai m ng and aski ng questions. Edithe and Maisie were particularly
fasci nat ed,

the first becom ng absorbed in a | eather-bound book of spells, the second
busyi ng hersel f | ooking through the jars of herbs and nedi ci nes.

After a while, Ashelma took themupstairs to show themthe other two floors.
The

m ddl e storey was a workroom and storeroom with all the equi pment necessary
to

grind powders, distill potions and prepare spells. The girls browsed around
for

a while, then followed Ashelm as she led themup the staircase to the upper
I evel .

They all exclainmed in surprise. The walls and donmed roof of the tower were
made

entirely of clear glass, supported by slender spans of steel, so that they
coul d

see for mles in every direction, including up into the black, roiling clouds
of

the storm On the floor a nposaic of coloured tiles and thin strips of silver
metal traced out the shape of a five-sided star set within a circle. The four
directions were each marked upon the perinmeter of the circle with arcane
synbol s

in yellow, red, blue and green, and set at each of these synbols was a

tw sted

wooden wand made of willow, a cerenonial dagger nmade of iron and noonstones,
a

silver chalice, and a beautifully made clay bow inscribed with a six-sided
star



and filled with charred ashes.

a€ddhis is extraordinary!8€ Nina cried. 8€adt really is a mniature 0&€" one
04€™t he

great towers. How on earth could Ardarchy afford such a well-set-up witcha€™s
t ower ?&€e

Ashel ma smled. &€od won a grant fromthe Coven, 4€+ she answered. &€ac¢ studi ed
at the

Tower 0&€~ Two Moons, ye ken, and heard about the grants while | was there.
Ita€™ a

new initiative od&€™the Keybearer, to encourage witches to go out into the
countryside and help renpte towns and vill ages and teach themthe ways 0&€”

t he

Coven. Ardarchy has nod€™had its owmn witch since before the Day 0d€™ Betrayal
so

| &4€™e had a great deal to do since | cane here. Certainly the townsfolk are
pr oud

0d€™their tower and they profited fromthe building 0d€™ it, because a
conditi on 0&€™

the grant is that it nust be used on local craftsnen and products. Only the

gl ass had to be shipped in, 04€™ course, which was enornously difficult and

expensive, but worth it, | think.&€e
4€ah, do ye think | could apply for a grant |ike that?ad€s Miisie said with
shi ni ng

eyes and cl asped hands. &€ddW village is very poor and we have no-one to teach
t he

children or do the rituals, or even help the wonen in their |abour. My nother
used to do what she could, but she got sick with the fever and ny grandfather
kens naught about healing, only about weather magi c and bl essing the crops,
and

so she dieda€} oh, if I got a grant, | could go back and build a tower Iike
this

for us. It would nean so nuch to all the villages in the valley. &€

a€cA€”™ course ye could, thata€™ what the grants are for, &€+ Ashel ma said.
a€odbst 04€™t he

common fol k canna be travelling to the H gh Towers for help in times o0a€”
troubl e,

and so the Keybearer hopes that one day every town or region will have its
own
tower, and everyone will be taught to read and wite, and have access to

heal ers, and cel ebrate the Sabbats as they should be celebrated. It has nade
al |

the difference to Ardarchy. 14€™e started a village school, and | sit on the
t own

council, and | bless the crops, and organi se the parades and festivals, and
often | mediate between the villagers so that the reeve does not have to be
called in. a€-

a€cAnd yed€™e started an orphanage and a hospital for injured aninals, 8€-

Ni na said

with a smle.

Ashel ma smiled back ruefully. &€oA witch for all seasons, that&€™ what |

amnl a€e

Crossing the Stormmess

The stormraged so violently the next day that even Nina had to admit it
woul d

be dangerous to ride out. Hail rattled against the wi ndows, and the trees
swayed



and bent like sword-fighters in a duel

Iven and the boys braved the stormto cone and join them and arrived

wi ndbl own,

mud- spl attered, and eager to get out of the pelting rain. Ashel ma wel coned

t hem

warmy, helping themfind dry clothes to put on, and advising them strongly
agai nst riding on.

a€afnce a stormlike this sets in, ita€™| take a day or two for it to bl ow
itself

out, &€+ she said. &€oStay and rest up, and set out again once ita€™ bl own
over. a€e

Ni na | ooked at the stream ng wi ndows and t hanked her with a sigh

They were all glad to have a respite fromriding, even Lewen, who was used to
spendi ng hours of every day in the saddle. They sat in front of the fire,

pl ayi ng cards or dice ganes, cleaning their boots, or in Landond€™ case,
writing

in his dog-eared, ink-splattered notebook. &€o&x owi ng anong trees 04a€”

bl ossom

white, her tower shines out with bl essed Iighté&€} 4€+ he nmurnured to hinself.
The girls all had a Iong soak in a hot bath, and hel ped wash and conb each
other&€™ hair. Their clothes were badly travel -stained, and so they took the
opportunity to do their laundry, though Miisie had to show them how to use

t he

boil er and winger. N na gave themall sonme nore salve for their chafed

t hi ghs

and bound up Rhi annond€™ wrist for her with fresh bandages.

The stormwas fiercer nman ever by nightfall, and so Ashel na made up pallets
for

t he boys before the fire. They had a riotous nmeal with the orphans, who were
bursting with energy after a day spent indoors, and went early to bed, hoping
for a clear dawn.

Rhi annon had determ ned to undo her bandage and open her vein again that

ni ght,

once all the others were asleep, but in the end this was not necessary, for
Anni s brought her a hal f-dead nouse one of the cats had caught. She gave the
mouse to Rhiannon with a very grave face but said not a word, and Rhi annon
was

able to slit the noused€™ throat and spill its blood w thout causing any
commot i on.

The next day was even wetter and wilder, and once again they delayed their
riding out. Like the apprentices, Iven was quite content to lie around and
read,

or play with the orphans, or strumhis guitar, eating and drinking to his
heart &€™ content, while the rain streaned down agai nst the w ndows. Nina,
however, was clearly anxious. She went out several tines to check the height
of

the river, comng back drenched to the skin, shiver