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Author’s note 

 

 

We all know, deep down, that there are other 

worlds – other planes of existence. As chil-

dren, we believed in them but as we grew old-

er they became less real. Our ancestors be-

lieved in them as part of their religion and they 

called them realms. They knew that, under fa-

vourable circumstances, it was possible to 

journey between realms. 
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JOIN ME ON  

FACEBOOK 

Go to my Facebook page and click 

on friend request. I’ll keep you in-

formed on my latest  writing. 
  

I keep my posts to a minimum. You will 

not be pestered by frequent updates.  

http://www.facebook.com/home.php#!/profile.php?id=100000292845103
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Seventh Circle 
 

I n the realm beyond the seventh circle a 

young princess prays to the mother goddess 

for a man to fight her enemies. She asks for a 

man skilled in the arts of war but she does not 

want an ordinary man. She wants a bold and 

fearless man who will excite passions and put 

the plans of her scheming enemies to nought. 

By chance, a suitable candidate is conducting 

bizarre experiments beside a holy spring in the 

realm beyond the sixth circle – our realm. The 

experiments cause him to make the difficult 

journey between realms and he arrives in the 

princess’ camp. She believes her prayers have 

been answered but things do not work out as 

she imagined. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Adrina 

E leventh day of the Moon of Morning Mists. Shrine of 

the Holy Mother, Realm beyond the Seventh Circle. 

The sun slipped towards the horizon and the hillside was 

bathed in a warm glow. As day gave way to night, shadows 

lengthened and revealed the subtle contours of the land. 

Ridges stretched out like thighs and mounds poked up like 

breasts. It was as if an immense female presence lay be-

low the ground, shaping the surface of the land. A true be-

liever would recognise the place as sacred to the Holy 

Mother. 

On that pleasant summer evening a young woman strode 

through the long grass. She wore a white dress and carried 

a woollen shawl. Her long black hair hung lazily down her 

back and she hummed a little tune as she made her way 

past fat cows suckling their young. 

Her path passed between the mounds and continued to 

the junction of the two ridges. A dark pool nestled there 

below a triangle of golden bracken. The young woman 

reached it as the last rays of the dying sun left the sky. 

She knelt and gazed into the still waters before speaking. 

'Holy Mother, hear my prayer.' 

Her hands slipped inside her dress and clasped the clay 

image that hung there. Painted in bright colours, it repre-

sented a pregnant woman with huge breasts and extended 

buttocks. She kissed the image. 

'Blessed lady, I come not for myself but for my dear 

mother. Many moons have passed since you honoured her 

with your divine favour. You entered into her when she was 

young and worked your purpose through her. In sickness 
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and in health she has been your sword and shield ... now 

she has grown old.' 

Her voice fell to a whisper. 

'Great Lady, my poor mother is tired. Her old bones 

ache. I beseech you. Let me take up her burden. Enter in-

to me as you did to her. Let me serve you as she has 

done.' 

The young woman gazed into the pool as if searching 

for a sign. A long time passed. Then a full moon rose. Its 

silvery rays struck the pool and a swirling vortex of white 

water sped towards her. 

'Holy Mother! I am honoured by your trust.' 

She bared her breasts. 

'I, Adrina of the House of Cronwyn, make this pledge: I 

dedicate my life to you and I shall serve you well.' 

Her dark eyes flashed. 

'But I cannot serve you alone. I need a champion. Send 

me one, Great Lady. Send me a man skilled in the arts of 

war.' 

Her eyes glazed over. 

'But do not send me a dull man. Send a cunning man. A 

wild and fearless man who will excite our deepest pas-

sions and put the plans of your scheming enemies to 

nought.' 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Tom 
 

19  June. Beside a muddy pond near Cheltenham, 

England, Realm beyond the Sixth Circle. 

Tom laid out the coaxial cable, taking care to follow the 

contours of the land. He was a big man by any standards 

and carried his weight well. A slimmer, older man stood 

nearby. Every few moments he glanced anxiously towards 

the road. 

'There's at least ten of them up there now.' 

'Relax, Colin.' Tom looked unperturbed. 'They don't know 

what we're doing. 

Colin fidgeted awkwardly. 

'You know what I think about this whole operation. It's 

totally illegal. There are strict protocols on experimentation 

with live animals. You should see the guidelines that Brus-

sels has put out.' 

'Stop worrying!' Tom stood up. 'They're just a bunch of 

bureaucrats, living off the taxpayers' money.' 

He went to a van and returned with a wicker basket, 

which he set down on the grass beside a computer. A cat 

peered out. The animal's head was shaven and electrical 

wires protruded from a teflon plate attached to its skull. He 

connected one end of the cable to the cat and the other to 

the computer. Lights flashed and the animal purred. 

He turned to Colin. 

'Our little friend seems to be enjoying it.' 

'That's not the point,' the older man protested. 'The law 

doesn't care if the animal is enjoying it.' 
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Tom stroked the cat. 'If Galileo had worried about the 

law, he'd have been too scared to observe the moons of 

Jupiter and we'd still think the sun moved around the 

earth.' 

'It's more complex than that,' Colin continued to fret. 'We 

could be accused of black magic. Think what that would do 

to our reputations.' 

'I wasn't accused of black magic when I used divining 

rods.' 

'No, Tom. You were labelled a crank.' 

'Absolutely!' Tom reached for the basket. 'When I use a 

magnetometer, I'm being scientific. When I use divining 

rods, I'm a crank. People expect to see apparatus with 

wires sticking out of it.' He pointed to the cat. 'Well, 

they've got it now. Pussy's wired up and no one's going to 

accuse him of faking the results.' 

He held the basket to his chest and strode down the 

slope to the pond, dragging the cable behind him. Colin 

watched with growing unease. His friend had made a name 

for himself as a celebrity archaeologist. People flocked to 

his excavations. A dozen or so were up by the gate now. 

He stole a glance in their direction then returned his atten-

tion to Tom and the cat. The animal had electrodes im-

planted in its brain and was sending signals down the cable 

to the computer. It was Tom's idea. The big man believed 

cats were attuned to forces humans were scarcely aware 

of. Against his better judgement, he had agreed to take 

part in the crazy experiment. He glanced at the computer 

screen. Points of light had appeared. 

There was nothing surprising in that. The animal was 

probably thinking about his next meal or some female he 

planned to visit. Colin knew what to expect from the many 

experiments he'd conducted on male cats. They were pre-

dictable when shut up in confined spaces; their minds 

turned to the essentials of life. He guessed Tom's mind 
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worked in much the same way and figured he'd get a simi-

lar result if he were to lock him up in a dark room and in-

sert electrodes in his head. Then, everything changed. The 

pleasure zones in the cat's brain stopped responding. Oth-

ers kicked in and a pattern of lines developed. 

Colin had seen them before. They were the lines Tom 

had plotted with divining rods. His mind went into a spin. 

They weren't a figment of Tom's imagination. The cat 

could sense them too! The implications were awesome. 

The discovery could open up a whole new field of science. 

A Nobel Prize wasn't out of the question. He pictured him-

self at a prize presentation ceremony in Oslo, with his wife 

and daughter, and was continuing to daydream when 

lightning streaked through the sky, rain bucketed down 

and the cat began to scream. 

He forgot about Oslo and began to think about Brussels 

and the penalties for conducting research on live animals 

outside a registered laboratory. He glanced towards the 

gate. Despite the rain, two of the spectators remained. 

They had binoculars and were huddled beneath a black 

umbrella. He recognised them but didn't have time to 

dwell on the matter. The cat had forced the lid of the bas-

ket and was trying to escape. 

The thought of the animal running free in its present state 

was horrifying. The pond had been sacred to the mother 

goddess in ancient times. Cats were her familiars. They 

were a way of communicating with her. That's why Tom 

had picked a cat. It was a sort of joke but others wouldn't 

see it like that. There would be accusations of witchcraft 

and all manner of things. Colin rued the day he'd got to 

know Tom. The big man was good company but there was 

no telling what crazy things he'd do next. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Alison 
 

M olly Campbell swept into the dining room and re-

moved her daughter's books from the table. 'Your 

father's guests will be arriving soon.' 

'More of daddy's boring friends,' Alison moaned. 'I sup-

pose they work at the hospital with him. 

Molly picked up a duster. 'Dr Joshua-White is an im-

portant person in the medical association and he's got 

something to do with Tom's university.' 

'I know I won't like them,' Alison pulled a face. 

'Now you listen to me, young lady,' Molly wagged a fin-

ger. 'I want you to be on your best behaviour. We'll have 

none of that silly sulking we had last time.' 

'Stop treating me like a child.' Alison threw her books in-

to a draw. 'I'm eighteen. You should have noticed that I've 

grown up.' 

'Almost eighteen,' Molly corrected. 

'It's not fair.' Alison pouted. 'Just because I'm small, peo-

ple think I'm not grown up. Some boys at the dance said I 

looked thirteen.' 

Her daughter's outburst struck a sympathetic cord. 

'Och, Lassie. Don't fret. I was small too but that didn't 

stop me marrying your father and he's over six foot.' 

'I should have taken after daddy's side of the family,' Ali-

son moaned. 'The boy's don't want to go out with me. I'll 

never get married. It's not fair' 
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T om opened the refrigerator and slipped the wine in-

side. It was his contribution to the Campbell's din-

ner party. Their guests had arrived. He could hear them: 

a shrill-voiced female and a self-conscious male. He put a 

comb through his hair and did his best to remove mud 

from his denims before joining them in the dining room. 

Molly gestured towards a couple standing stiffly with 

glasses in their hands. He recognised them as the pair 

who had watched him from beneath a black umbrella a 

few hours earlier. He reached out a hand to the white-

haired man who stepped in his direction. 

'Theo Joshua-White,' the other announced tersely. 

'I'm Rebecca.' The second Joshua-White hurried across 

and stared at him as if expecting recognition. 

Tom shook her hand vigorously, wondering if he should 

know her. 

Colin came to his aid. 'Mrs Joshua-White is president of 

the East Sutton and Stanmoor archaeological society.' 

'I'm delighted to meet you.' 

He slipped into his standard routine when confronted by 

old-fashioned, socially climbing females, married to old-

fashioned, socially climbing males. 'I must say that socie-

ties like yours are doing a truly marvellous job for the ad-

vancement of our profession.' 

'I wrote to you,' she said. 

Ah, yes...' 

Tom adopted his serious expression. 

'We had misgivings concerning your handling of the 

Lower Bramton excavations...' 

Tom guessed the lady's letter was one of many he'd 

consigned to the wastepaper basket. He was searching 
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for words when Colin saved him from further embarrass-

ment. 

'Tom, would you get some of that excellent wine you 

brought back from your excursion to the antipodes.' 

It was a reference to Tom's trip to the South Seas as part 

of a TV-series. He went to the fridge and grabbed a fist-full 

of bottles. When he returned, the Joshua-Whites were 

seated at the dinner table. Molly directed him to a chair 

opposite Rebecca. 

'I was greatly intrigued by your latest program...' 

The female Joshua-White showered him with compli-

ments and Tom revised his impressions of her. There was 

something seductive about the lady. A streak of passion 

smouldered beneath her intense gaze. Rebecca might be 

interesting if he could get her away from her dreary hus-

band. 

'You said Celtic technology was advanced?' 

'That's right!' Tom smiled back. 'The Romans described 

the Celts as barbarians but weren't shy about adopting 

their methods. 

'I've often thought about that.' 

Rebecca lent forward as Tom embarked on a lengthy dis-

cussion of Iron Age skills, sex and religion. Molly watched 

with growing unease. A certain kind of female found Tom 

fascinating and Rebecca was one of them. The woman 

hung on his every word, fingers caressing the stem of her 

wineglass in a way Molly found indecent. 

She left the room and returned with plates of salmon and 

asparagus. She hoped Tom would turn his mind to eating 

and stop talking. It worked for a while but he was soon 

chattering between chunks of salmon and gulps of wine. 

The conversation turned from sex and religion to the 

seemingly innocent subject of transport technology. But it 

made little difference. Rebecca's eyes remained fixed on 

him. 
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'The Celts were particularly skilled in the manufacture of 

carts,' Tom said. 'Our word for car comes from their word 

for a wheeled vehicle via Latin.' 

'How absolutely fascinating!' 

Rebecca reached for a piece of asparagus and savoured it 

lovingly before biting off the end. 

'Lots of Celtic words were borrowed into the Roman lan-

guage.' Tom returned Rebecca's intense stare. 'They even 

dropped their word feles for cat in favour of the Celtic cat-

tus.' 

Molly glanced at the ashen face of Theo Joshua-White 

then at her husband, who was staring into space. To her re-

lief, Alison brought the tête à tête to a close. 

'That reminds me. There was a cat in the kitchen just 

now. It had a sort of tin hat and it was trying to get at the 

salmon.' 

Theo Joshua-White stopped glaring at his wife and 

pushed his plate into the middle of the table. 'You should 

have told your mother about this,' he gave Alison a disap-

proving stare. 'We cannot possibly eat anything that has 

been contaminated by cat.' 

Alison pushed the plate back. 'I said it was trying to get 

at the salmon ... I stopped it!' 

Theo gave Alison a cautionary glance and turned to her 

father. 'Speaking of cats...' 

'Yes,' Colin said nervously. 

'We were up at Tom's latest dig. I think that's the word 

these people use.' Theo reached for his serviette. 'Tom had 

a cat in a basket. I saw it quite clearly ... I'm sure I'm not 

mistaken.' 

Tom rose without a word and Alison followed him into the 

kitchen. The cat had gone but paw marks testified to its re-

cent presence. He wiped them off and followed Alison into 

the garden. 
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Colin's laboratory was in a converted stables. It was 

where he did experiments that were too risqué for the re-

search hospital where he worked. Alison unlocked the door 

and they went inside. A scene of devastation greeted them. 

A window was broken and surgical implements littered the 

floor. Tom hunted for the wicker basket and found it in a 

corner. There was a hole in one side and a strong smell of 

cat. 

'It gnawed its way out,' Alison whispered. 

Tom looked around. It was scarcely believable that such a 

small creature could cause so much damage. He picked up 

the basket as if expecting to find something inside. All he 

found were bits of straw and chewed-up electrical cable. 

Alison interrupted his thoughts. 

'It's the cat Dr Joshua-White was talking about?' 

Tom nodded. 

'I shouldn't have said anything about it?' 

Tom shook his head. 

'He's rancid!' Alison prodded Tom's chest. 'You should 

have seen the looks he gave you when you were priming up 

his wife.' 

'I wasn't priming her up.' 

'Yes you were!' 

Tom decided that little Alison Campbell had suddenly 

grown up. He tapped her arm. 'We'd better get back. Play it 

cool ... and don't say anything about the cat.' 

Alison wheeled a trolley with plates of desert into the din-

ing room and Tom followed with port and brandy. He'd 

drunk more than his fair share of antipodean booze and was 

far from sober. Rebecca looked up longingly. 

'Tom!  Do tell us about your latest project.' 

Theo gave his wife a look of extreme disapproval. 
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She touched Tom's arm. 

'It's about the mother goddess ... isn't it?' 

'It is...' Tom returned to his seat opposite Rebecca. 'The 

Great Earth Mother was a dominant force in the Neolithic 

period.' He launched forth on his standard lecture. 'She 

was the personification of all things female. Her followers 

saw her everywhere ... in the gentle folds of the land that 

suggested thighs and in the tangled briars that lay be-

tween them...' 

Molly wasn't impressed. Rebecca might find Tom fascinat-

ing but she'd heard enough to last a lifetime. She decided 

to put him down. 

'Wasn't there a male god?' 

'There certainly was,' Tom slurred his words. 

'What happened to him?' 

'He came and went…’ 

'Aye, Tom. He came at the start of each season, had his 

way with the young women and was put to death at har-

vest time.' 

'That is roughly correct,' Tom agreed. 

'I am more than grateful that I live in a civilised age.' 

Molly cast a dark eye on him. 'I fail to understand your fas-

cination with those barbaric times.' 

Tom downed his glass and an alcoholic haze enveloped 

him. 'You have to understand, Molly, that much of what 

you accept in the Christian religion comes from those older 

times...' he did his best to concentrate. 'The early church 

went out of its way to absorb what was best in the old reli-

gions. The mother goddess was reborn as Mary. Jesus is 

the god who had to die...' 

'That is simply not true!' 

Theo Joshua-White thumped the table. 



 17 

'I am horrified that you could say such a thing.' 

'Thank you, Dr Joshua-White.' Molly tried to restore some 

harmony to the conversation. 'I am glad that someone 

shares my views. I do not doubt that the world is a far saf-

er place thanks to Christianity, particularly for women.' 

'Not if you're being raped,' Alison piped up. 'There was a 

girl at Tom's university who got raped in the college 

grounds only last week.' 

'Raped and almost murdered,' Tom cut in. 'She'd be dead 

if her assailant hadn't been interrupted by one of my lads.' 

'By one of your what?' 

'One of Tom's karate class saved the girl,' Alison replied 

excitedly. 'He's an instructor and one of his boys dragged 

the man off and knocked him flat ... he had to go to hospi-

tal. Tom's the warden of a student residence.' 

'Yes,' Theo Joshua-White nodded gravely. 'I am aware of 

Mr Carter's collegiate responsibilities but I did not know 

about his involvement in the martial arts.' He turned to 

Tom. 'Was the young lady a student of yours, Carter?' 

'She was!' Tom plonked his glass on the table. 'We have a 

policy, at my place, which discourages that sort of thing.' 

'Please tell me what it is.' 

Tom returned Theo's hostile gaze. 

'There was a time when we were troubled by intruders.  

Men came into the grounds to pray on our girls. At first we 

called the police but that didn't work. The sods weren't 

worried about the law. They'd been before the courts and 

knew how to work the system.' 

He took a swig from his glass. 

'It soon became clear that the law could do little until one 

of the sods put his hands on one of the girls and we were-

n't prepared to let that happen. We weren't prepared to 

wait until someone was raped so we decided on a policy of 

counselling.' 



 18 

'Whatever do you mean?' 

'Every time the lads found one of the nasty creatures in-

side our grounds they took him behind the squash courts 

and counselled him,' Tom said quietly. 'They didn't have to 

do it often. The message soon got around.' 

'That's outrageous!' 

Theo Joshua-White threw out his arms like a latter-day 

preacher calling down the wrath of heaven. 'Violence be-

gets violence! I never thought I should hear such a thing 

from a member of a university.' 

Tom glared back at him. 

'The policy was adopted in the interests of my students, 

Mr White. 

'You cannot reform people by assaulting them, Carter.' 

'It's not my job to reform anyone, Mr White. My job is to 

protect my charges.' 

'You do not understand the problem. There are reasons 

why people behave as they do.' 

'I know,' Tom raised a hand. 'They act in an antisocial 

manner because they are poor and underprivileged. They 

are disadvantaged and need the help of professionally 

qualified people. 

Theo drew back. 'Well, Carter, if you think that, I must 

compliment you.' 

'No! I don't think that!' 

Tom rounded on him. 'That's the crap I hear from the 

parasites in the department of behavioural sciences in the 

place where I work.' 

'I must agree with Tom.' Rebecca hurried to his defence. 

'I've never been able to understand why some of the most 

antisocial people in our community are described as poor 

and underprivileged.' 
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'It's not difficult, Rebecca.' Tom gave her a big smile. 

'Just imagine you're a professor, teaching students to care 

for the sort of riff-raff we're talking about. Try telling the 

average taxpayer that you're being paid three times the 

average wage to look after the most lazy, selfish, vicious 

people in the community. You'll very soon decide it's in 

your interest to call them poor and underprivileged.' 

His voice thundered over Theo's noisy protestations. 

'That's scandalous! I find it unbelievable that anyone 

could talk about his colleagues in such a derogatory man-

ner.' 

Tom lolled back. 

'It's not difficult, Mr White. I find it unbelievable that an-

yone would allow their standards to fall so low.' 

Theo reached for his wife and Molly ran after them as Re-

becca was marched to the door. Tom sank back. He had 

strong objections to self-opinionated arseholes and was 

glad to see Theo go. He picked up his brandy and was slip-

ping into a contented sleep when Colin strode into the 

room. 

'You've really done it this time!' 

'Done what?' 

Tom scratched himself. 

'You tried to seduce his wife then you insulted him.' 

'How did I do that?' 

'Dr Joshua-White is a psychologist - a behavioural scien-

tist. You poured scorn on his profession. You talked about 

beating up intruders and you came up with some offensive 

remarks about the Christian religion.' 

'Offensive remarks ... they couldn't care less.' 

'What makes you think that?' 
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'Theo ... Rebecca.' Tom yawned. 'They're Jewish, aren't 

they?' 

'No, they are not! Theo is a Methodist lay preacher and 

Rebecca is the daughter of an Anglican bishop.' 

'Oh, well!' Tom settled into a more comfortable position. 

'It just goes to show you can't be right all the time.' 

'I recall you saying that at your court marshal ... Major 

Carter!' 

'I was cleared,' Tom protested. 'The court found that he 

was blown up by his own bomb.' 

'No, Tom! The court found there was insufficient evidence 

to prove otherwise. I should know ... I conducted the au-

topsy.' 

'I received a glowing testimonial.' 

'Aye, Tom. Your commanding officer said you were a fine 

soldier but he wrote it after you'd handed in your resigna-

tion.' 

Tom pulled himself up. 'What's this got to do with that 

snotty-nosed squirt ... Theo Joshua-White?' 

'The snotty-nosed squirt is chairman of the medical asso-

ciation's ethics committee and a member of the council of 

your university. I invited him to dinner because his wife 

wanted to meet you. He knows about the cat, Tom. That 

could spell disaster.' 

'But, we don't need the cat.' Tom yawned. 'While you 

were stuffing yourselves with Molly's cream cakes, I got to 

thinking. You could wire me up with that gear you use to 

measure brainwaves. If I can sense those lines with divin-

ing rods then something must be happening in my head.' 

'Are you totally mad?' Colin exploded. 'Haven't I just told 

you that Joshua-White is chairman of the ethics commit-

tee? This whole stupid business could spell disaster for both 

of us...' 
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He ranted on but Tom wasn't listening. He needed to get 

hold of Colin's brainwave gear. If Colin wouldn't help then 

he would ask Alison. She was always keen to take part in 

his experiments. 

 
 



 22 

CHAPTER 4 

 

Balduur’s head 
 

T hin columns of smoke rose above the rooftops, 

wispy and white in the early-morning light. In the 

narrow alleys, barefoot boys ran yelling, trying to round up 

the cattle that had escaped from their charge. They wore 

short leather cloaks and, despite the cold, this was their 

only garment. Armed with sticks and throwing stones, they 

did their best to drive the reluctant beasts to the slaughter 

yard at the far end of the market place. 

The buildings were of stone and timber. Most had two 

stories. The ground floors were for animals and the upper 

for people. Here and there, larger structures poked up 

above the roofline. Prominent amongst these was the 

Great Hall: a massive wooden building with a towering 

shingle roof. 

In the market place beside the Great Hall, women in 

brightly coloured dresses crowded against walls and shel-

tered in doorways, trying to avoid the stampeding cattle. 

As the pandemonium died down, they made their way 

back into the open, carrying baskets piled with produce: 

cheeses, bundles of herbs, freshly ground flour, small birds 

trussed on sticks, onions, beans and other vegetables. 

They exchanged their wares, haggling over the number of 

hen's eggs to a hare and how many marsh foul were need-

ed for a suckling pig. 

Through this seething mass of humanity, an old woman 

walked, flanked by two heavily-armed younger women. 

The crowd parted and hands reached out to touch the hem 

of her flowing cloak and kiss its chevron pattern. She 

made her way forwards with the aid of a stick and came to 

the centre of the market place where a fire was burning. A 

huge copper cauldron, brim-full with broth, hung above it 
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on an iron tripod. The old woman pushed aside the herd-

boys warming themselves beside the flames. 

'Broth Master!' She addressed a man who was stirring the 

cauldron with an immense wooden spoon. 'I am here to in-

spect the broth.' 

'I am honoured, Majesty.' 

He bowed and presented the spoon to the old woman, 

who dipped it in the cauldron and sniffed the contents. 

'Onions! You're short on onions. They're needed to fight 

the cold.' She took a sip. 'Liverwort! Where is it?' 

'There is a shortage, Majesty.' 

'Make sure you remedy it, Broth Master.' 

She suddenly looked tired. Her legs sagged and she sank 

onto a bench beside the fire. A small boy, oblivious of her 

presence, continued to bask in its warmth. Cloak raised, 

backside pointing towards the embers.  

'Boy! What is your name?' 

The lad looked up and stammered. 

'Strong Arm son of Griffin...' 

'Well, Strong Arm,' she prodded him with her stick. 'If you 

don't pay more attention, you'll soon have a new name.' 

'Red Bum!' the boys shouted. 

She quietened them with a look of disapproval. 

'How many of you are preparing for warrior training?' 

Some of the older boys stepped forward. 

She called out their names and tears formed in her eyes. 

'You remind me of when I was young. I and my companions 

were cursed by being born in a memorable age ... and this 

is your fate.' 

The boys returned her gaze, overwhelmed by a show of 

emotion from someone so important. 

'I was born when Balduur was War Master of Gorm.' 
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A shudder ran through the crowd at the mention of the 

name. The boys exchanged glances and the women clasped 

the images of the mother goddess that hung about their 

necks. 

'It was he who invited the duideth here.' 

'Poofs!' 

The boys pulled their cloaks down below their knees. 

The old woman raised a hand to silence them. 

'The duideth came into our land with their foul ways and 

evil sorcery, bringing with them the images of the one they 

call the Lord Sun.' 

'Poof! Poof! Poof...' 

The boys set up a chant. 

'They destroyed the shrines of the Blessed Mother and 

murdered the Sisters of Rebirth. They sowed their poison-

ous seed and what they could not gain by sorcery, Balduur 

of Gorm took with the sword. He made himself High King. 

Then my father gathered together the defeated warriors 

and their families and took them into the marshes to lick 

their wounds and grow strong again.' 

The boys cheered. 

'For five cruel winters we lived in those desolate parts 

with only the Holy Mother to provide for us. Then Balduur of 

Gorm gathered together a great army. In the company of 

the Grand Master of the duideth, he descended into the 

plains where our fortress of Dunavon now stands. They had 

with them a golden disc, an image of their god so big a 

man could not span it with his arms. They set it up where 

our Blessed Lady now has Her shrine and they called on 

their god to destroy us ... even the smallest child.' 

The boys hissed. 

'My father prayed to the Holy Mother, calling on Her to 

send Our Lord of Winds. All night a fierce wind ripped 

through the marshes. The ground froze and land that had 
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been impassable was now crossed. As the sun rose the 

wind died down. The Grand Master was conducting the 

dawn ceremony. All of Balduur's army was gathered about 

the golden disc. Their drums beat to welcome their Lord 

Sun ... and that was our signal to attack.' 

She pointed to one of the boys. 

'What happened then?' 

The boy rose. 

'The chariots drove over the marshes and killed all the 

Gorms.' 

'Not all of them,' the old woman said. 'Some ran away.' 

'But you killed Balduur and cut off his head.' 

'That's right,' said another. 'I've seen it. You keep it in a 

box.' 

'Why do you do that?' a tiny voice asked. 

'Tell him!' The old woman pointed to an older boy. 

The lad stood rigidly and began to recite. 'The heads of 

our principal enemies are removed and preserved by smok-

ing and the application of special oils. They are taken to a 

place of safety and closely guarded. This is done to ensure 

that the soul lights do not escape and enter the body of the 

unborn.' 

'How might they escape?' the old woman asked. 

The boy stiffened. 'The soul light remains trapped so long 

as the head does not decay or be consumed by fire.' 

'Very good, Dugan son of Dugan.' 

She patted his head. 'You have learnt your lessons well. 

The soul light remains trapped and will not escape to cause 

further pain so long as the head does not decay or be con-

sumed by fire.' 

For a moment it seemed she would continue the discus-

sion. Then she turned abruptly and strode towards the 

Great Hall with her guard.  
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A flight of wooden steps led up the outside of the build-

ing. She plodded up them, followed by the girls of the 

guard who kept close, ready to catch her if she fell, but not 

daring to offer assistance. After many stops for breath, she 

halted before a massive door and took a key from a chain 

about her waist. After several attempts, her arthritic fingers 

managed to engage the mechanism. The bolt slid back and 

the door opened. The girls remained outside and she en-

tered. 

Inside, the air was thick with the rancid smell of burning 

fat. Tallow lamps hung from iron hooks. Their feeble light 

illuminated the blackened walls and arching roof of a long 

chamber. Grotesque faces peered down. Carved into the 

wall panels and inlaid with mother-of-pearl, they shim-

mered in the darkness as if suspended in space. 

A table stretched along the chamber. The surface was pol-

ished with fresh beeswax and covered in wooden boxes. 

Some were of plain wood. Others were carved. She sank 

down on a bench and cast her eyes amongst them. Her 

gaze flitted back and forth and finally fastened on one that 

stood out from the rest … a black box with a golden disc. 

'Balduur … Balduur...'  She muttered the name softly and 

removed the lid. 

A dark face stared up at her. The close-cropped hair re-

tained some of its ginger but little else remained. Mould 

covered the lips and eye sockets. Decay was evident 

throughout. She picked up the head and held it in her 

hands. 

'Balduur ...' her voice fell to a whisper. 'You who called 

yourself High King of Gorm. For all these many years I have 

held you captive. Now, by some trick, you are slipping 

away. Soon your soul light will escape into the void, ready 

to be reborn. Not even the Holy Mother can foretell what 

misfortune that will bring.'  
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Her mind strayed back to when, as a young girl, she had 

plucked Balduur's head from the frozen ground on Baddon 

Plane and fresh blood had sprayed onto her white dress. 

A knock interrupted her thoughts. 

'Majesty, Thunder son of Lightning is here.' 

She returned the head to the box and replaced the lid as 

a sandy-haired man was ushered in by the girls of the 

guard. He was dressed as a warrior: blue cloak, red tunic 

and tartan pants. When the door was securely closed, she 

pushed the box towards him. 

'Take a look at that!' 

Thunder scrutinised the contents. 

'Maggots, Majesty...' 

'Aye,' the queen grunted. 'They're eating away at the 

back of his skull. His soul light will soon escape.' 

Thunder pointed a finger at a gaping eye socket. 'With 

any luck he'll be reborn as one of those nasty little crea-

tures.' 

'That's not what the oracle foretold.' 

'But we don't believe in oracles, Majesty' 

'What we believe doesn't matter! It's what the people be-

lieve that counts.' The queen adjusted her shawl. 'At the 

battle of Dunavon, it wasn't force that defeated our ene-

mies. They weren't beaten when my father met Balduur in 

single combat. But, when they saw their War Master struck 

down and his head in my hand ... they lost heart.' 

She pointed to the box. 

'For these many moons we've held Balduur prisoner. Now 

we've failed in our duty. What alarm will that breed in the 

hearts of our people when they next see him?' 

Thunder fingered the waxed ends of his moustache. 

'We'll have to make sure they don't.' 
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'There's no way!' The old woman banged her stick on the 

floorboards. 'At the next moon - at the festival of rebirth - 

we'll have to exhibit the head as we always do.' 

'Then we'll get a repair job done.' Thunder grinned. 'I 

know a cobbler who can do very clever stitches. We’ll kill 

the maggots and let him have the head.' 

The queen nodded.. 

'Very well. That's the first thing. The next is to find out 

how the maggots got into the box. You had occasion to 

question the loyalty of our Head Master...’ 

‘I warned you not to raise Red Hand son of Red Cloud into 

that esteemed position, Majesty.’ 

‘Aye. So you did. And I explained that I did it at the insist-

ence of my clan chieftains. Anyway, your doubts were 

based on rumour...' 

'I have further evidence, Majesty.' 

‘Hgh!’ the old woman grunted. 

'Your daughter, The Princess Adrina, has supplied useful 

information...' 

'That black-haired vixen!’ 

‘The princess has a young friend who encounters Lord 

Morgon when he visits Gorm. 

'Aye. Morgon likes young boys. What's new about that?' 

'What's new is the company he keeps when he likes them, 

Majesty. The princess claims that Red Hand joins Morgon in 

these little get togethers.' 

'My daughter is claiming that our Head Master goes into 

the camp of our enemies and meets their War Master … 

that is high treason!’ 

'It is, Majesty.' 

The old woman sat in silence for a while. Thunder stood 

beside her, staring at the crawling maggots, waiting for her 

to speak.  When she did, her voice was hushed. 
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'Do you think my daughter is telling the truth?' 

'Aye, Majesty.'  

She nodded thoughtfully. 

 ‘Adrina is sparing with the truth. Have you any idea why 

she might be telling it now?’ 

'There can be only one reason,' Thunder grinned. 

'And what is that?' 

'The princess is telling the truth because it is in her inter-

ests to tell the truth.' 

'Aye, Thunder son of Lightning.' The queen’s face wrinkled 

into a smile. 'You have the measure of my daughter. Adrina 

is telling the truth because it serves her purpose. When we 

know why it serves her purpose, we shall know something 

of the plot the little vixen is hatching.' 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Talisman 
 

A lison arrived at the restaurant and found a place by 

the window. Tom was staying in a pub. She'd 

phoned and suggested they meet there but he said it 

would be better if they didn't. She knew why. If she went 

to the pub, they'd think she was a thirteen-year-old and 

Tom was a paedophile. It made her so angry. She was al-

most eighteen. Why couldn't people see that she was just 

small? 

She nursed her coffee and waited for him. Tom was per-

sona non grata at home. Her mother had thrown him out 

of the house and her father wasn't prepared to defend 

him. He spent the night in his van and moved into the pub 

the next day. 

At thirty-five, Tom was twice her age. Alison's first mem-

ories of him were when he was still in the army. Her father 

was a colonel in the medical corps and Tom was one of the 

youngest majors to have been appointed to that rank in 

peacetime. For some reason, he resigned his commission, 

went to university and got a job as a lecturer in archaeol-

ogy when he graduated. His talent with words captivated 

TV audiences but did nothing to endear him to his col-

leagues. They never lost an opportunity to ridicule him. 

Alison guessed the incident with the cat could put an end 

to Tom's career. 

The door of the restaurant opened and he entered, 

clutching a newspaper. 

'Have you seen this?' 

He sat down opposite and opened the paper at the cen-

trefold. There was a photograph of a cat with wires stick-

ing out of its skull and another of himself with a wicker 
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basket. The caption said the cat had been found dead in a 

ditch close to where he had been conducting experiments. 

'It's that Dr Joshua-White,' Allison whispered. 'He's out to 

get you and daddy. We spent all morning taking his labora-

tory apart and loading things into the trailer.' 

'Did you get the helmet?' Tom asked. 

Alison tapped a bag at her feet. 'We're not going to let 

that snotty-nosed Joshua-White win.' She leant over the ta-

ble towards him. 'I'm going to help you fight him. You said 

the best way was to prove you had discovered something 

really important. I'm going with you, Tom. I’ll keep a look-

out ... make sure no one is spying on us.' 

'What about those other things?' 

'I'll bring them with me, Tom.' 

'But I need them now.' 

'No you don't.' Her tone hardened. ‘I'll let you have them 

when you've agreed to my terms. I want to be part of what 

you are doing. If I let you have them now, you'll leave me 

out of it.' 

It wasn't what Tom had expected. Perhaps it was Alison's 

small size. He'd not got used to her being grown up. He re-

minded himself that she was almost eighteen. At that age 

she could join the army. Eventually he spoke. 

'All right. We'll go this evening. Make sure you have eve-

rything we need. I want to try out some ideas on the path-

ways.' 

'What are the pathways?' 

'They're the lines I mapped with divining rods.' 

'Do you think they have something to do with the old reli-

gions?' 

'I do,' Tom nodded. 'That's why I want to be there at sun-

set. It is a time of transition between day and night ... a 

time when one state passes into another. According to an-
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cient tradition, it is the time when one can make the pas-

sage between realms.' 

Alison gazed into his eyes. 'Oh, Tom, it's so exciting!' 

At a neighbouring table, a middle-aged man opened his 

newspaper and glanced at the photographs on the centre 

page. He then returned his attention to Alison with an ex-

pression of growing concern. 

 

T hey arrived at the pond towards nightfall. Alison 

helped Tom unload the equipment from the van and 

watched as he lay the coaxial cable over the grass. 

'Why are you putting out so much?' 

'I want to keep things the same as before,' Tom checked a 

connection. 'For all I know the cable might act as some kind 

of antenna.' 

She handed him the helmet. 

'It measures brain waves ... is that right?' 

Tom nodded. 

'Do you think it will work? 

'Dunno,' Tom shrugged. 'But I'm not going to let anyone 

put electrodes into my brain like we did to the cat.' 

He put on the helmet, attached the cable to it and sat 

cross-legged on the ground. Alison returned to the van and 

adjusted her binoculars. She felt concerned. Tom was vul-

nerable. Photographs of him with divining rods had ap-

peared in the national newspapers. They had caused 

enough embarrassment. What would people think if they 

saw him now, sitting in a Buddha pose, wearing a helmet 

with wires sticking out of it? There were photographers who 

hid in bushes. People called them paparazzi. Alison looked 

around and didn't see any. 

The only sign of life was a hot air balloon floating over the 

trees. She tried to relax. The sun sank. The shadows 

lengthened and the balloon disappeared. She sank back. 
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There was something peaceful about the place. The pond, 

stream and undulating ground were comforting. It was like 

being small again, lying at your mother's breast, feeling her 

warmth and protection. Tom said that in bygone times peo-

ple venerated the pond as sacred to the mother goddess. 

Young virgins came to places like this on summer evenings 

and prayed to the goddess. They came when the sun was 

low and magic hung in the air. They said prayers then wan-

dered off and found somewhere to lie down. 

Alison felt like one of those girls. They didn't know what 

life had in store and prayed for the assurance only a divine 

mother could give. They sought it in a dream. If they were 

lucky, their future lover would appear. But, if fate was un-

kind, there would be no man in their dreams. A powerful 

force propelled her to her feet and she set off down the 

slope. Bats flew overhead and she heard the neighing of a 

horse. The sun sank and two small mounds appeared, 

scarcely visible before. They now poked up like breasts. Alli-

son unbuttoned her blouse and sank down between them. 

Tom felt certain that something profound would happen. 

He had identified the spiral lines as pathways leading to 

other realms and was determined to explore them. He sat 

cross-legged beside the pond, helmet on head, eyes di-

rected at the computer balanced on his knees. As the sun 

edged towards the horizon, the familiar pattern of lines ap-

peared and the noise of traffic was replaced by the neighing 

of a horse. 

Everything was going according to plan. The sounds of his 

old realm were giving way to the new. He felt sure he was 

making contact with a different level of existence. The im-

portant thing now was to harmonise. He guessed it was like 

surfing. The trick would be to catch a wave ... and surf to 

another realm. 

He sensed the wave coming and prepared to make the 

journey of a lifetime. Then the sound of the horse drifted 

away and he heard the cars again. It was totally mortifying. 
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Everything appeared to be going so well but nothing came 

of it. He waited for a while then a passing Airbus convinced 

him he was wasting his time. He'd failed to catch the wave. 

The sun was now set. The crucial time between day and 

night had passed and there wouldn't be a second wave that 

day ... the window of opportunity had gone. 

He got up and gathered his equipment together. Despite 

his disappointment, there was still magic in the air. Moths 

fluttered about him and settled on his clothes. He felt their 

furry bodies and heard the shrill cries of bats. The moths 

exuded an odour to attract lovers. As a child, He had been 

attuned to these calls of nature. Now, he was aware of 

them again.  

A movement caught his eye. A creature, half-man-half-

goat, was crouching in the bushes. It had to be a trick of 

the light. His military training had prepared him for such 

aberrations. But his thoughts were not on men with guns. 

His mind was on men with cocks. He stopped thinking 

about the love life of moths and started to worry about Ali-

son. He pulled a torch from his belt and flicked it over the 

ground. 

The marks of her wanderings were visible in the long 

grass. He followed them and found her lying on her back in 

a small hollow. Her blouse was open and her face flushed. 

At first he thought she had been violated. Then he realised 

she was merely asleep. He picked her up and carried her to 

the van. 

 

G etting Alison home was easy, sneaking her into her 

room involved climbing through a window. Tom ar-

rived back at the pub with his nerves on edge and con-

sumed the greater part of a bottle of whisky before going 

to bed. Sleep came immediately but it was not the pleasant 

alcoholic haze that usually accompanied his drunken soi-

rées. He shut his eyes and dreams invaded his mind. With-

in moments he was back beside the pond. Dark shapes 
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hovered at the edge of his vision. Bony fingers pulled him 

down and a board was placed on his chest. 

'Tomas son of John!' 

It was like being back at military college again, taking 

tests. But the tests were more demanding than at Sand-

hurst. There was no written paper. Questions were asked in 

a croaking voice and they came in the form of riddles. 

The first involved double negatives. 

Tom answered without difficulty. 

The next was more difficult. 

He hesitated and a stone was placed on the board. He 

tried to rise and bony fingers held him down. Another 

question followed. He answered quickly ... got it wrong … 

and another stone was added. 

The interrogation went on relentlessly. He continued to 

make mistakes and the stones piled up. The pressure be-

came unbearable. He summoned all his strength and was 

ready to give up when a female voice drummed in his ears. 

'Nonsense! Nonsense...' 

It sounded like his mother. 

His relations with her had never been smooth but the 

message came over loud and clear. The questions were 

trivial. They only gave trouble if you thought they were 

clever. When you knew they were stupid ... you could han-

dle them. 

He answered the next one correctly. A stone came off. Af-

ter that it was easy. More correct answers followed and 

more stones came off. The last was removed and he 

guessed he'd passed the test. 

 

A lison stretched and looked around. She was lying on 

her bed fully clothed apart from her shoes. On the 

ordinary plane of existence she remembered very little of 
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the previous evening. But, on the plane of dreams, her re-

call was total. 

She remembered sinking into the grass and closing her 

eyes. Moths flew about. She became drowsy and the dream 

took hold - if it was a dream. Everything seemed so real. 

The boy wore old-fashioned clothes and smelt of wood 

smoke and bracken. At first he just looked at her. Then he 

came close and reached out a hesitant hand. Alison felt his 

soft touch and looked into his light-blue eyes. He was only 

a little bit taller than herself. Beside him she did not feel 

small. 

After a while, he began to sing. He told her she was 

beautiful and sang about his homeland, about the animals, 

flowing streams, woodlands and grassy meadows. He said 

he wanted to take her there. Alison let the words flow over 

her. A great weight was lifted from her mind. Things would 

work out all right. Her perfect lover was waiting for her 

somewhere in the future. 

As the song continued, a note of sadness entered the 

boy's voice. He said they lived in different realms and 

would forever remain apart. Just this once they had come 

together. Tears formed in his eyes and he reached for the 

small carving that hung about his neck. He told her it was 

his talisman and very precious to him. He gave it to her 

and she gave him her necklace: a stainless steel cat on a 

stainless steel chain. They talked for what seemed a long 

time. Then Tom's voice intruded and the boy faded away. 

Lying in bed that summer's morning, Alison reached for 

her necklace and found it gone. In its place there was a 

carving of a bear on a leather thong. She held it in her 

hand and fell back to sleep. 

 

T he bear plodded up the slope, following a trail of 

honey. His face was marked by scars, the product of 

fights with males of his own kind. Now, in his twilight 

years, the old animal sought the company of a young cub 
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of a different species. Treading cautiously amongst the fall-

en branches, he stopped to sniff the breeze. His eyesight 

was failing but his sense of smell was still good. He caught 

the air in his nostrils and formed a picture of what lay 

ahead: honey, fresh rabbit droppings, nectar-laden flowers, 

a fire, and the reek of human kind. 

The presence of humans would normally have sent him 

into the safety of the thicket. But he recognised the smell 

as belonging to a harmless individual: a young male who 

had befriended him when he was ill and given him honey. 

'Brother!' 

He heard the boy's familiar greeting and quickened his 

lumbering pace. 

The boy held out a sticky hand. 'Come, Brother. Look 

what I have for you.' 

The bear reached the circle of firelight and halted. The 

stench of canine presence filled the air and he drew back 

ready to attack or take flight if the murderous beasts ap-

peared. He grunted fiercely and heard the boy's calming 

voice. 

'Peace, brother. There is no one here but me and our 

good friend, horse.' 

'The stench of dog no longer seemed so fresh. The bear 

moved forward into the firelight and watched through his 

one good eye. The boy held up a bulging leather bag. His 

fingers slipped down and he pulled at the string that se-

cured the neck. A gush of amber liquid flowed onto a slab 

of stone. Abandoning caution the bear ambled forward. 

'I have much to tell you since we last met.' 

The boy watched the big animal lick up the precious liq-

uid. 

'I have found a friend. She is gentle and modest ... not 

like the girls in my mother's village. We have exchanged 

talismans. I gave her mine, which is made in your likeness, 

and she gave me hers.' 
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The boy reached into his tunic and pulled out a chain. He 

dangled it in front of the bear. 

'Look, brother, her talisman is a cat.' 

The bear looked up but his eye was on the bag. He stuck 

out a huge paw and the boy responded swiftly, squeezing 

more honey onto the stone. 

'We have tied our soul lights together,' he said. 'We have 

exchanged our talismans as an expression of our love. We 

are united but apart.' 

He began to sing and the bear stopped licking, distracted 

by the mournful sound. 

'We are separated by a vast abyss. We belong to different 

realms. It is not like she is in one wood and I in another. 

We cannot walk across a meadow and be united. A void lies 

between us.' 

The wailing put the bear in a bad mood and he would 

have wandered off but for the honey. He growled and the 

boy squirted a few more drops on the stone. The meagre 

offering did nothing to pacify the big animal. He bared his 

claws. 

'Peace, bother!' 

The boy held up a hand as the bear lurched at him. A paw 

struck out and he suddenly realised how big and powerful 

the animal was. Claws ripped through his cheek. He 

dropped the bag and the bear made off with it. Blood ran 

onto his tunic. His cheek was cut through and he felt faint. 

The wound needed dressing but he couldn't go back to the 

priests of the duideth - they'd want to know how he got it. 

His thoughts turned to his sister, Adrina. She was the only 

person he could turn to. Adrina would know what to do. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Sky Warrior 
 

T he sun was low when Fury saddled his nag. Thunder 

watched from a doorway wondering what the even-

ing had in store. There was a feeling of unreality in the air. 

Both of the royal children were in the village. They had ar-

rived suddenly and unexpectedly. Fury on his old horse. 

Adrina with her bodyguard of young men. 

They didn't visit their mother often so it was reasonable 

to assume their visits were connected. Thunder racked his 

brain trying to work out why two totally different people 

should come together in this manner. 

As a small child, vivacious little Adrina had been sent in-

to the household of Pius, King of Gorm. Timid little Fury 

had gone into the care of the priesthood of the duideth. 

The arrangements had been made in accordance with an 

ancient custom, designed to overcome animosities be-

tween the tribes and prevent conflict. As far as Thunder 

was concerned, its main function was to provide eyes and 

ears in the enemy camp. 

He waited until Fury left the village then mounted his 

horse and followed. It soon became evident that the young 

prince was going to a lot of trouble to hide his tracks. 

Thunder couldn't fault him. Fury had melted into the land-

scape and he would have lost him if he'd not come upon 

some herdboys who said Fury had gone into the woods. 

Thunder followed his tracks and found him sitting on a log 

in a clearing. He crept along a ditch and came within ear-

shot. 

Fury was strumming on his harp and singing about unre-

quited passion and how his truelove would soon appear. 

Thunder listened with undiluted contempt as one sickly 
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sentiment followed another. He decided that the pathetic 

little sod wasn't on a secret mission but had slipped away 

to indulge in an orgy of adolescent fantasy. 

Then something totally inexplicable happened. 

Out of nowhere, two bodies appeared. They arrived in 

the rays of the setting sun and tumbled down the slope to-

wards Fury. A young woman and a gigantic male - both 

oddly dressed. 

The young woman wore trousers and a weird sort of tu-

nic cut short at the waist and fastened down the middle. 

Thunder mistook her for a boy but when she stopped roll-

ing, he saw she was a girl - and very pretty too. 

Fury jumped to his feet. His face was a picture of pure 

joy. Thunder guessed the girl's arrival had not come as a 

surprise. But, before the young prince could take a single 

step, the girl's big companion looked in his direction. Fury 

shrank back and his expression changed from pure joy to 

pure terror - which wasn't surprising. The man was a giant 

- every bit as big as Morgon. 

The girl picked herself up and staggered off, evidently 

disoriented. Fury rose to follow but his sudden movement 

attracted the attention of the giant. Fury ducked back 

down and the giant lurched forward. After a few steps, he 

stopped, placed a hand on his belly and gave a huge burp. 

Two more burps followed. After that he wiped his mouth 

and stared about him: first up the slope then down to-

wards where the girl was sitting in a state of confusion. He 

burped again and looked a lot better for it. His complexion 

improved and he pulled at his trousers, near to where his 

sword harness would have been buckled if he'd been 

wearing one. Thunder watched as a neat slit appeared in 

the garment then ducked as the big man strode towards 

him. 
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There could be no doubt about the fellow's intentions. 

Thunder sought protection beneath a thin covering of 

branches and leaves. His warrior training had failed to pre-

pare him for such an encounter. He was well versed in pro-

cedures for tackling and disembowelling a big opponent and 

had taught them on many occasions. But the present situa-

tion didn't call for such drastic action. The man's intentions 

were scarcely hostile. 

He peered up at the huge figure, which was about to uri-

nate over him and saw the man dither. The big fellow 

glanced towards the girl then swivel round to put himself 

out of her line of sight. It was the sort of gesture Thunder 

appreciated; something that placed the newcomer in an en-

tirely different category from Morgon, who had no concern 

for female sensibilities. 

He began to warm to the giant. The fellow was a bit flab-

by but he was powerfully built and had the bearing of a 

forceful man. He reminded Thunder of a warrior who had 

gone to seed through too little exercise and overindulgence 

in the good things in life. Such people could be brought 

back into service and made to perform a useful function. 

The man sang as he discharged the contents of his blad-

der. It was a light-hearted little tune with an appealing lyr-

ic. Something about sucking where bees sucked and flying 

on bats' backs - clearly an illusion to making love. Nothing 

odd about that. No references to old men and little boys. 

Just good healthy stuff. Quite different from the sort of 

thing Morgon went in for. 

His next impressions were not so favourable. A deter-

mined trickle ran down his neck. The stench was appalling. 

The man had clearly drunk a vast amount of beer and his 

choice of tipple wasn’t good. Thunder looked past the 

source of his discomfort to the cheerful grinning face. 

The giant was staring happily into space. He looked like a 

herdboy who had been given a day's holiday. Everything 

about him told a tale. He was the sort who could be recruit-
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ed. He could be manipulated and tamed. He could be 

bribed with beer and women - and used against Morgon. 

Thunder thought up a name for him. 

'Sky Warrior!' 

The big man had tumbled out of the sky so the name 

was appropriate. It was, moreover, a name which would 

give the bearer the mystique needed to make him the 

equal of Morgon in the eyes of the average clansman and 

clanswoman. 

 

I n a room in the royal apartments in the royal village 

of the Catti, Adrina waited for her brother. They'd 

played there as children but Adrina was not in a playful 

mood. Fate had been unkind to her. Fate had robbed her of 

a glittering prize. In an act which combined cunning with 

daring, she'd enticed a giant and his female companion in-

to their midst. They'd come not from another village, not 

from another land - but from another realm. 

And she'd lost them at the very last moment! It was like 

catching a big fish, only to see it jump off the hook and 

land in someone else's boat. The giant and the girl were 

now in her mother's care, tightly supervised by Thunder 

and the female warriors of the royal guard. Adrina fumed 

and her anger boiled over when she heard Fury's timid 

feet mounting the stairs. 

'You stupid little blub!' 

She bore down on him as he entered the room. 

'You deceitful little toad!' 

'I don't know what you're going on about.' 

'Yes, you do. You tiny turd!' 

Adrina thrust her lamp at him, spilling hot fat on his tu-

nic. 'You were meant to cooperate with my men - not give 

them the slip.' 
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'I didn't give them the slip. They couldn't keep up with me. 

I was being followed by one of mother's spies. I had to get 

away from him.' 

'Well, you didn't get away from him. All you managed to 

do was lose contact with my people.' Adrina's eyes nar-

rowed. 'From now on you'll do exactly as I say.' 

'I don't see why I should take orders from you. I'm a 

prince of the royal blood. I'm older...' 

'I'm warning you!' Adrina raised her lamp. 'If you don't co-

operate, you won't see that girl again. The giant won't let 

you ... he's her guardian.' 

Fury took on the appearance of a stunned cod. 

'Do you think he'll try to stop me?' 

Adrina pushed the lamp back in his face. 

'Listen! If you want her you must do as you're told. Don't 

play the clever donkey with me. I told you how to bring her 

here. Now I'm going to tell you how to get her away from 

the giant.' 

 

T om hunted through a pile of cloaks and found one 

that almost fitted. But there was nothing amongst the 

selection of tunics and other garments that came anywhere 

near to his size. There could be no doubt about it; he was a 

big man amongst small people. Alison was more their size. 

He threw the cloak over his shoulders and one of the girls 

of the guard helped him fasten it with a silver brooch. She 

said he looked great and gave him a poke in the ribs. Tom 

asked her about the duties of the guard. She said they were 

there to protect the queen and attend to the needs of 

guests. Tom said they were both honourable undertakings 

and received another poke. 

He followed Thunder outside. A crowd was gathered. Men, 

women and children in brightly coloured clothes. Tom felt 

scruffy in his faded denims. The people in his new realm 
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might be primitive, by some standards, but their dress 

sense was superb. 

'Sky Warrior!' 

A cry went up. Tom liked his new name. It added to his 

status - as did his escort of female warriors. With a girl on 

either side he went out to meet his admirers. Men with 

swords raised their hands in salute. Women with pendants 

thrust their bosoms towards him. He watched their bobbing 

breasts and heard Thunder. 

'They want you to honour the images of the Holy Mother 

that they have hanging about their necks. Do so by touch-

ing the Blessed Lady with the extended forefinger of your 

right hand. Don't touch anything else.' 

Tom wasn't one to play the tame monkey, particularly for 

a cocky little man who smelt of stale urine and clearly had 

a bladder problem. He strode forward and grasped the 

pendants, holding them long enough for the women to kiss 

his hand. At the Great Hall he stopped to talk to a group of 

warriors, admiring their weapons and congratulating them 

on their appearance. Thunder hurried him up the steps. 

The Hall was constructed from massive timbers and set 

on a stone base. Inside the air was charged with the smell 

of resin from the many firebrands, which burnt in iron 

brackets on the walls. The central aisle was flanked by long 

tables. Charcoal fires glowed in pits between them, attend-

ed by boys roasting pigs on spits. 

The hall was packed with flamboyantly-dressed people 

who rose when he made his entrance. At first Tom thought 

he was going to get a standing ovation. Then he realised 

his fellow diners merely wanted to get a better look. The 

girls marched him to the end of one of the tables and set 

him down beside a raised dais. 

His immediate neighbours were evidently persons of dis-

tinction. The man on his left was of startling appearance: 

dressed entirely in red with red face, red hair and a flowing 
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red moustache. He introduced himself as Red Hand son of 

Red Cloud and said he was Head Master of the Catti. Tom 

guessed he was some sort of major-domo, in charge of 

carpenters, chefs and other members of the royal house-

hold. The man on his right gave his name as Griffin son of 

Dragon, Chariot Master of the Catti. He seemed an oddly 

reserved person for one occupying such a dashing position. 

Red Hand was nursing a drinking horn and appeared well 

under the influence of the amber liquid. He downed the 

contents and held the horn upside down. 

A serving girl arrived with a drink for Tom. 

Red Hand grabbed her arm. 'I asked for more mead!' 

'I was sent to serve our guest.' 

Red fingers dug into her arm. 'Who am I?' 

'You are our Head Master.' 

'Then I am to be served first.' 

Tom handed his drinking horn to Red Hand and the girl 

rushed away. A nod from the Chariot Master told him he 

was not the only one who found the red man repulsive. 

Red Hand raised the horn to his lips and peered at Tom 

over the rim. 'Where do you come from?' There was more 

than a note of hostility in his voice. 

'I am a visitor from another realm.' 

'Huh!' Red lips spluttered mead over the table. 

'Another what?' 

'Realm,' said Tom. 

'What's that?' 

'Another world ... another plane of existence.' 

'Holy Mother! You've been having too many magic mush-

rooms.' Red Hand downed his mead. 'How did you get 

here ... up or down, north or south?' 
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Tom considered the question. 

'Sideways...' 

Red Hand laughed loudly and Tom felt uneasy. Other din-

ers were looking in their direction. Griffin tried to change 

the topic of conversation. The Chariot Master said some-

thing about the weather and Tom was fumbling for a reply 

when a young man approached from another table. 

'He is a companion of the princess Adrina,' Griffin whis-

pered. 'She is Her Majesty's daughter. 

Tom exchanged glances with the dark-haired girl on the 

other side of the aisle. 

'Sky Warrior!' The young man whirled his cloak in a series 

of elaborate gestures and held out a small leather bag. 

'Princess Adrina welcomes you to our realm. She would be 

honoured if you would accept this small token.' 

Tom took the bag and felt something long and furry. He 

took it out and held it up. 

'It's a hare's paw,' Griffin explained. 

'A hare's paw?' 

'It's an expression of high regard.' 

Tom fumbled in his shirt. A stainless steel chain hung 

there bearing a disk that said he was allergic to penicillin. 

He slipped it over his neck and handed it to the young man. 

'Take this to the princess. Tell her it is my token of respect.' 

A gong sounded and a door opened. The girls of the royal 

guard appeared. The diners rose and Griffin whispered in 

Tom's ear. 

'Her Majesty is about to arrive.' 

The guard parted and the old woman entered. Tom saw 

her walk with slow arthritic steps onto the dais. A pig on a 

spit roasted there. She hobbled towards it. The agony of 

every movement was evident on her face. Tom watched with 

growing admiration. There was something about the old 
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woman that appealed to him. She was a battler. The sort 

who wouldn't give up. She turned to the assembled diners 

who immediately fell silent. 

'Who claims the right to carve the royal portion?' 

She asked in a tired voice. Tom guessed it was part of a 

ritual that accompanied every dinner in the Great Hall. The 

red man beside him staggered to his feet. 

'I claim that right as is my custom, Majesty.' 

Red hand threw out his arms and launched forth. 

'Faster than a bolt of lightning is my flying spear! 

 Terrible my swift sharp sword...' 

He kept going but no one took any notice. The diners 

started to talk amongst themselves. Tom wasn't surprised. 

The performance was boring in the extreme. He guessed 

he was witnessing an ancient right that had lost its signifi-

cance. His attention turned to Adrina and he was exchang-

ing glances with her when a young man entered the hall 

and began to crow like a cockerel. 

Griffin turned to Tom. 'That's Fire Tongue of Gorm. He is 

a companion of the princess.’ 

All eyes turned to Fire Tongue as he pranced down the 

aisle. 

‘Small sword of the night!’ 

He reached Red Hand and jumped onto the table. 

'Strong in words and weak in action!' 

He reached out and tweaked the red man’s nose. 

Red Hand lent forward and peered at the young man as 

if examining something small. 

‘ How dare you?' 

Fire Tongue lent forward. 

'I, Fire Tongue, challenge you, Red Bum, for the right to 

carve the royal portion.' 



 48 

Red Hand puffed out his chest. 

'Leave now or your head will adorn my collection!’ 

‘Your what?’ 

‘Do you not know that I am Head Master of the Catti?’ 

'Head Master! You couldn't cut the head off a mouse…’ 

The queen watched from the dais. Tom saw the stony ex-

pression on her face and guessed she was not amused. He 

glanced across to Adrina's table. The princess was sur-

rounded by her bodyguard of young men. Their attention 

was on the diners. Hers was on Fire Tongue. Her dark eyes 

flashed as he rolled out the insults. 

'Red Bum! Red Balls ...' 

The diners went wild with excitement. 'Take off his head!' 

They rose from their benches and pointed at Red Hand. 'Go 

on! You're our Head Master ... that's what you're paid to 

do.' 

Red Hand drew his sword. 

'Get after him!' 

They banged their platters and yelled at the overweight 

man as he clambered onto his bench and lashed out with 

his blade. Fire Tongue jumped clear and pranced nimbly 

down the table. Red Hand followed, knocking over drinking 

horns and scattering loaves of bread. Fire Tongue reached 

the end and stopped. The crowd fell silent. The young 

man's only weapon was a short hunting knife. The red 

man's sword was made from the finest steel and capable of 

slicing off an arm. Fire Tongue balanced on the edge of the 

table and stuck out his tongue. 

'Insolent puppy!' 

The red man's sword slashed out and the young man did 

a back flip. The blade passed between his legs and he 
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landed on the flagstones beside the main door. Red Hand 

clambered down and pursued him outside. 

Tom turned to Griffin. 

'Does this happen every night?' 

The Chariot Master didn't reply. His eyes were on the 

royal dais where the queen sat, flanked by her retainers. 

Thunder stood behind her. Tom watched as the little man 

tapped out a message on the knuckles of his hand. Griffin 

got to his feet and left the Hall with a group of warriors. 

Tom returned his attention to the queen. 

The old woman was listening to Thunder but her eyes 

were on Adrina and her companions, who were making no 

effort to hide their delight. Outside, in the chariot enclo-

sure, studded boots sounded on the cobblestones. Tom 

listened as they reached the side of the building and 

climbed the massive timbers. The diners turned their 

heads and followed the shouts of abuse and threats of 

retribution. 

The shouting reached the eves and stopped while the 

two antagonists negotiated the overhang. Then it started 

up again. Threats and insults followed as the two men 

clawed their way up the roof. Wooden tiles cascaded into 

the hall. The line of destruction reached the ridgeline and 

stopped. 

For a while there was silence. 

Then something began a slow descent, dislodging more 

tiles as it made its way down. It reached the eves and the 

noise of falling tiles was replaced by the dull thud of 

something heavy hitting the ground. No one spoke. Eyes 

turned to the wall. Someone was climbing down ... and he 

was whistling. 

The jaunty little tune made its way to the ground and 

continued through the chariot enclosure to the main door 

of the Hall. A moment later, Fire Tongue breezed in. He 



 50 

carried a bundle of red cloth and went straight to Adrina's 

table where he set it down with as little ceremony as a 

postman delivering a parcel … then slipped away. 

Pandemonium broke out. The girls of the guard thumped 

their spears and yelled at the diners, telling them to return 

to their seats. Adrina's bodyguard formed a tight cordon 

about her and exchanged insults with their neighbours. Fi-

nally, the queen intervened. The old woman picked up a 

wooden platter and banged it on the table. 

'Order! Order!' 

Silence descended on the hall. 

Adrina's party gave up their defensive position. The din-

ers sat down. Thunder left the dais and hurried over to 

Tom. He arrived at the place previously occupied by Red 

Hand and lent forward. 

'Her Majesty has a request.' 

Tom inclined his head. 

'I would be honoured to oblige.' 

Thunder preened the waxed ends of his moustache. 'You 

may have noticed that we no longer have a champion to 

carve the royal portion.' 

'That had occurred to me,' Tom grinned. 'The fellow who 

successfully contested the challenge has decided to eat 

somewhere else.' 

'That appears to be the case.' Thunder glanced towards 

the dais. 'So there's a hole in our proceedings. We'd like 

you to fill it before the food gets cold.' 

Tom felt a twinge of apprehension. 

'You'd like me to do what?' 

'Issue a challenge. The royal escort will deliver another 

invitation. Her Majesty would like you to respond.' 

Tom watched as a girl of the guard thumped her spear 

on the flagstones and called for another contender. He got 
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up and was met by a wave of applause. His next problem 

was to invent a suitable outpouring of words. Having lis-

tened to Red Hand's pathetic attempt, it wasn't difficult. 

'I, Sky Warrior, War Master of the Angli, contest 

 the  honour.'  

 Faster than a swallow is my deadly spear! 

 More deadly than a bolt of lightning is my  

 burning arrow! 

 Quicker than a barnyard cockerel is my long                                  

sword of the night!' 

The crowd went wild with excitement. Shouts ran through 

the hall and Tom wondered what he could do to round off 

his act. His attention strayed to the table. One of the 

boards didn't look as strong as the others. He was remind-

ed of a party trick from his younger days. He'd done it 

many times and had never failed to win admiration. His 

hand rose and came down in a karate blow he'd not prac-

tised in years. 

The board cleaved in two. 

The ends shot up and the diners roared their approval. 

Shields were rushed forward. Tom was hoisted onto them 

and carried to a pig on a spit. His wrist hurt and he won-

dered if he'd broken any bones. A carving knife was placed 

in his hand. He grasped it and did his best to carve the roy-

al portion. 

 

F ury stood at the bottom of the stairs and waited 

nervously, wondering why Adrina was taking so long. 

He hated that part of the building. As a child he had kept 

away from it, taking immense detours to avoid going any-

where near the stairs or the adjoining corridor. 

The stairway had implanted itself deeply in his young 

mind: not the least because it lay between his sleeping 

quarters and the urinal. On many a cold winter's night, 
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he'd lain in bed, legs crossed, too frightened to go outside 

and relieve himself. 

He'd only once mounted the stairs and entered the room 

above. He'd done so at the insistence of his mother, who'd 

forced him to take part in a special ceremony - and he'd 

had nightmares ever since. He pressed himself against the 

wall and held his breath to stop his teeth chattering. At the 

end of the corridor there was a hissing noise. 

'Fuuury!' It sounded like a tormented soul, crying out to 

be released from captivity. Shivers ran down his spine. Then 

he recognised his sister's voice. She was whispering his 

name and banging on the door. He ran and opened it. 

'What kept you?' 

Adrina pushed past him. 

'You were meant to unbolt it - you stupid little blub!' 

'I didn't...' 

Fury tried to explain but Adrina was in no mood to listen. 

She thrust a bundle into his arms and he held it at arms' 

length. 

'I still don't understand why it has to be me?' 

She glared at him. 'Do you want to see that girl again?' 

'You know I do...' 

'Then do as you're told and stop asking questions.' 

She manoeuvred him towards the stairs. 'You don't have 

long. Mother's guards will be back soon. When you've fin-

ished go to the House of Ways and meet my men. Make 

sure you get it right this time. If you don't - I'll give the girl 

to them.' 

The thought was horrifying and Fury abandoned all 

thoughts of vacillation. Holding the bundle to his chest, he 

hurried up the stairs and opened the dreaded door. Inside 
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the scene was much as he remembered. A long table was 

covered in wooden boxes. One stood out - black with a 

golden disc on the lid. He approached it nervously and pre-

pared for the next part of his ordeal. He'd never held a hu-

man head before and didn't relish the thought of starting 

with Balduur the Great. 

The lid came away. 

He peered into the box and the head stared back at him. 

'Balduur...' he whispered. 

It was a terrifying name from his childhood. A name big 

boys used when they wanted to frighten little boys. It was 

the name of the warlord who had come close to destroying 

his people. Fury picked up the head and was filled with 

fear and fascination. The skin was shrunken but it was still 

possible to imagine what the man would have looked like 

in life. The famous broken nose was there and so was the 

gash Balduur received when he was knocked from his 

horse and killed by his grandfather. 

Fury no longer felt frightened. 

It gave him a sense of power to hold the head which, in 

life, was the repository of Balduur's soul and, in death, its 

prison. Balduur was his captive. He placed the head on the 

table and set about the second part of his task. 

He felt more confident now. 

Another head wasn't going to scare him - even if it was 

only recently detached from its body. He didn't like Red 

Hand. Little boys spoke about him. Fury picked up the bun-

dle Adrina had given him and folded back the red cloth. 

He knew what he would see and it didn't frighten him. 

The former Head Master of the Catti looked more surprised 

than scared. Fury guessed the red man was too arrogant 

to believe he was going to be killed. He took the head by 

the hair and transferred it to the black box with the golden 
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disc. Then he wrapped Balduur's head in the red cloth and 

hurried from the room with it. 

 

A  fire blazed in the chariot enclosure, illuminating the 

north wall of the Great Hall. A chariot stood beside 

it. The sides were caved in and a body lay upon it. Tom 

recognised the corpse as the former Head Master of the 

Catti. 

Red Hand lay upon a broken spar. His head and part of 

his cloak were missing. Tom took in the details then fol-

lowed Thunder to where a huge fire was burning. What he 

saw filled him with horror. 

Marvellous objects were being consigned to the flames. 

They were being taken from a cart that was a work of art 

in itself. The cart bore a chariot and the chariot bore an 

immense golden disc. Tom recognised it at once. It was a 

representation of the sun god, drawn by gilded horses. 

Museums in his former realm would pay a fortune for such 

an artefact. 

As he admired it, a man with a blacksmith's hammer 

struck off the head of a gilded horse and tossed it into the 

flames. The crowd surged forward and women grasped at 

his cloak. 

'Knock off the Great Poof's head!' 

Tom surveyed the sea of expectant faces and felt more 

than a bit confused. The beer at the pub and the mead at 

dinner had worked havoc with his mental faculties. The 

chant didn't help either. 

'Poof! Poof! Poof...' 

The tribesmen thrust their swords in the air and the 

women exposed their breasts. Tom stared back with a va-

cant expression. He was expected to do something - but 

what? 

Thunder came to his aid. 
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'They want you to throw the Lord Sun into the fire.' 

A wave of dizziness overcame him. Tom vaguely saw a 

golden disc with a smiling face and guessed that was what 

Thunder was talking about. He clambered onto the cart and 

knocked the gilded horses over. The golden disc fell. He 

picked it up and consigned it to the flames. 

 

A lison awoke, heart beating wildly. A tremendous din 

was coming from the Great Hall. Wild shouts and the 

sound of laughter. Tom was there. She heard his raucous 

voice and guessed he was drunk. Then she heard another 

sound, a softer and more gentle sound. A harp was playing 

and a young man was singing. She climbed out of bed and 

put on the clothes that had been laid out for her. 

A full moon lit her new world. She pulled back a heavy 

leather curtain and looked outside. Everything was sudden-

ly more real than anything she had experienced before. A 

fire blazed in a courtyard. Three young men were sitting 

about it on low stools. 

As she watched, a drinking horn passed between them. 

Two powerfully built men, in leather boots and brightly col-

oured clothes, sat on either side of a boy who was more 

her age. He seemed out of place in their company. His light

-blue eyes stared out over the fire. Alison saw the chain 

about his neck. It was the one with the stainless steel cat - 

the one she'd exchanged for his talisman. 

She was wearing his talisman now - the carving of a bear. 

Her heart missed a beat. In her dreams he had called her 

Little Cat and she had called him Little Bear. The boy picked 

up his harp, strummed a few chords and began to sing. 

'How strong and beautiful is the fair oak tree. 

 I strove beneath its bows to please a maid. 

 My cloak upon the bracken was our bed. 

 And, one and one together, one were we. 

 Hark, Little Cat! 
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  Why do you think of sleep? 

 Listen to the wild lynx crying for its mate. 

 The doe in yonder meadow does not sleep. 

 The stag in yonder thicket does not wait.' 
 

Alison's heart beat wildly. It was as if everything she had 

ever wanted had suddenly arrived. She pushed open the 

door and went outside. The three young men seemed not 

to notice her. She walked into the circle of light and let the 

hood of her cloak fall down, revealing her face. 

No one made the slightest move in her direction. They 

seemed absorbed in the ritual of the song; yet the words 

seemed intended for her. She looked towards the singer 

searching for a sign of recognition. For a moment she 

feared she was an intruder. Then he turned his head to-

wards her and she knew she was the reason for the song. 

'Bir Moreth threatens but I do not despair. 

 I have made my choice and I have no regrets. 

 My choice is to be with you, my love. 

 You are my chosen one. What am I to you? 

 Why are you so silent ... my sweet love?' 

He stopped singing and one of his companions handed 

the drinking horn to Alison. She held it to her lips. A taste 

of honey and aromatic herbs. A tide of warmth swept over 

her. She drank again and when she had finished, she stood 

with the horn in her hands, feeling its smooth surface. She 

looked into the fire and saw strange shapes. Her feet felt 

light and when she tried to move it felt as if she was walk-

ing a hair's breadth above the ground. Her vision clouded 

and when it cleared the scene had changed. 

The stools were empty. The fire had died. Alison looked 

about her wondering if it had been a dream. Tears welled in 

her eyes. She buried her head in her hands. Then, she 

heard the snort of a horse and smelt its earthy presence. A 

gentle hand touched her shoulder. She looked up and saw 
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him sitting astride a piebald mare. He reached down. She 

grasped his hand and he lifted her up behind him. 

 

T om slipped into the shadows to relieve himself 

against the wall of the chariot enclosure. His wrist 

still hurt from the karate blow he'd inflicted on the table 

but the rest of him was at peace with the world. He as-

sumed a relaxed position and contemplated the good im-

pression he'd made since his arrival in his new realm. 

A youth stood nearby, adding his modest trickle to 

Tom's gushing flow. Tom recognised him as the young fel-

low who'd handed him Adrina's token at dinner. The boy 

sidled closer and spoke from the corner of his mouth. 

'It once belonged to a male hare.' 

Tom guessed a joke was being made at his expense. He 

glanced down at his exposed part, wondering if it was be-

ing treated with due respect. 

'It would have been a dammed big hare!' 

The young man followed his gaze. 

'I wasn't talking about that.' 

'What were you talking about?' 

'Male hares ... they thump them on the ground when 

they want to attract the attention of lady hares.' 

Tom pulled up his zip.' 

'What's that got to do with me?' 

'The princess gave you a hare's paw as a token of her 

esteem.' 

Tom's eyes brightened. His recollection of events was 

cloaked in an alcoholic haze but he had no difficulty re-

membering the princess. He slipped a hand in his pocket 

and felt something furry. 

'She wants to meet you.' 
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Tom concentrated his mental faculties. 

'I'd be honoured...' 

He nodded and was about to say more when half-a-dozen 

young men stopped piddling and descended on him. They 

grabbed him from behind and rushed him along a maze of 

alleys. Tom heard Thunder shouting to the girls of the 

guard and guessed the little man wanted to stop his fun. He 

kept running. A door opened and he was pushed through. 

Suddenly he was alone. His escort had gone. The girls of 

the guard were rampaging outside, shouting his name, say-

ing they had come to rescue him. Tom checked that the 

door was securely bolted and turned his attention to a flight 

of stairs. A light shone at the top and something thumped 

on the floorboards. 

Thump! Thump... 

He fumbled in his pocket and found the hare's paw. 

Thump! Thump... 

He returned the call. He didn't know what lady hares did 

when attracting a mate and didn't care. Someone was sum-

moning him and he knew who it was. He bounded up the 

stairs, two at a time, and reached a door. 

The light was the first thing he saw. The next was Adrina. 

She sat on a pile of sheepskins. A circle of lamps flickered 

above her head but the light that surrounded her came 

from a different source. It was unlike anything he'd seen 

before. A light that cast no shadows. It shone everywhere 

but came from nowhere. 

Adrina sat motionless. She wore a low-cut dress and her 

long black hair hung down seductively. Tom recognised her 

as the young woman who had given him the hare's paw at 

dinner. Her appearance was now changed. It was as if eve-

rything exciting, desirable and female had been reduced to 

an essence and brought together in one person. He felt as 

if he was in the presence of something sacred. 
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The room was like a shrine to a goddess. He hesitated, 

wondering if he should enter. Then Adrina's rigid compo-

sure dissolved and an impish smile appeared. 

'Sky Warrior, I've been expecting you.' 

The light in the room was normal now. The young woman 

looked less like a statue and more like a real person. She 

patted the sheepskins and invited him to sit down. Her 

manner exuded confidence. 

Tom ran his eyes over her. Adrina was about the same 

height as Alison and a bit older. While Tom regarded Alison 

as little more than a child, his feelings towards Adrina 

could not have been more different. She took his arm and 

squeezed it playfully. 

'I've been waiting a long time for this meeting.' 

Tom peered down the cleft in her dress. 

'You knew I was coming?' 

'Of course I did!' She imitated a little girl's voice. 'It was 

little me who brought you here ... wasn't it?' 

'Of course it was.' 

Tom slipped his hand round her waist. 

'How did you know I brought you here?' she whispered in 

his ear. 

'Because I wouldn't go on a hazardous journey between 

realms if I didn't think a beautiful princess was waiting for 

me on the other side.' 

He stroked her arm and she pushed him away. 

'By the Great Poof's arse! You do speak a lot of turdish 

twaddle. You came here because I arranged it.' 

'You're saying you brought me here?' Tom squeezed her 

arm playfully. 'Just you ... all by your little self?' 

Adrina reached for the image that hung about her neck. 
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'Through the Blessed Lady all things are possible. It was 

She who brought you into this realm. I arranged for you to 

come here.' 

'You mean you arranged for me to come to your mother's 

village?' 

She tweaked his ear ... her manner playful again. 

'I wanted to see what a big handsome giant was like.' 

'And now you know ... are you pleased you brought me 

here?' 

'Yes...' Adrina's fingers ran up and down the stainless 

steal chain that said he was allergic to penicillin. 'I think I 

am, Sky Warrior.' 

Tom pointed to the chain. 'You're wearing my token.' 

'It is a beautiful token.' She lifted the chain to her mouth 

and touched the links with her tongue. 'It is made from 

some sort of iron - one that does not rust.' 

Tom was surprised by her knowledge of metallurgy. 

'Is it common where you come from?' 

'Very common,' Tom said. 

She stroked his arm. 

'And a big strong giant, like you, knows the secret of how 

it's made?' 

'Of course I do,' Tom lied. 

Her hand slid down, landed on his knee and ran up to his 

belt. The buckle was made of a cheap casting metal and 

coated to look like pewter. Adrina lost interest in it and 

turned her attention to the clasp on Tom's zip. 

'What's this?' 

'Pull it down,' Tom laughed,' and you'll discover what gi-

ants are made of.' 

'Can I have it?' 

'You can if you pull it down.' 
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Adrina tugged and the zip opened. 

Her eyes widened. 'Oh! You are a big giant.' 

'I knew you wouldn't be disappointed.' 

'I want it,' she giggled. 

'I'm not stopping you...' 

She yanked at the zip and a searing pain struck Tom's vital 

regions as part of him became entrapped. His hand shot 

down. Then, before he could stop her, Adrina dragged the 

clasp past the obstruction. It broke off and she held it in her 

hand. 

'Thank you, Sky Warrior. It is a noble gift.' 

Tom forced the zip back down and freed himself from the 

offending mechanism. The damage was superficial and his 

wilting passion began to revive. 

Adrina smacked his wrist. 

'You are a naughty giant. It's time for you to go to bed. 

There's lots for you to do tomorrow.' 

He took her arm. 'There's lots for me to do tonight!' 

'Let go! You're frightening my ferret.' 

'Bring on the ferret!' Tom tried to pick her up. 

'Bad ferret!' Adrina smacked at something. 'You've bitten 

the poor Sky Warrior.' 

Tom felt a stabbing pain and sank to his knees. His head 

spun. He had little doubt that something venomous and fast 

acting had been injected into his body. His vision narrowed. 

He saw the bottoms of brightly coloured trousers and heard 

male voices. 

'Come on, Sky Warrior. Time for sleep...' 

Strong hands pulled him to his feet and he was led across 

the room and carried downstairs. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 

Rebirth 
 

T om clambered out of bed and went to the window 

opening. His mind was alert but his body felt awful. 

He'd read volumes about the virtues of ancient mead. It 

was described as the nectar of the gods. The reality could-

n't be further from the truth. The stuff was undrinkable. 

Bees piss would be a better description. It was what you 

made when you were in a hurry and didn't have access to 

sugar. 

He peered at the fortified bank which surrounded the vil-

lage and felt a surge of anger. He'd been hijacked, plied 

with alcohol and duped into thinking he'd arrived in the 

company of the sophisticated people who'd invited him in-

to his new realm. 

The invitation had been issued by the duideth: an au-

gust body of learned men: the custodians of ancient 

knowledge. They weren't a horde of primitive barbarians 

who lopped off heads and sent a slip of a girl to humiliate 

you - all in the space of a few hours. 

He pulled on his jeans. The moon was low in the western 

sky and the red glow of dawn had appeared in the east. 

He fastened his boots and gave thought to his situation. 

The duideth revered the sun as a god. He'd arrived at the 

most auspicious time of the year. It was midsummer's day 

and the priests would be preparing for the dawn ceremo-

ny. There couldn't be a better time to present himself. 

The girls of the guard said the sanctuary of the duideth 

was close to where he and Alison had arrived in their new 

realm. It was beside a grassy mound, surmounted by a 



 63 

standing stone. He was determined to be there when the 

sun rose. 

Things were falling into place. Admittedly, there had been 

setbacks. In the confusion of passing from one realm to 

another, unavoidable mistakes had been made. He'd failed 

to recognise friend from foe. It was the inevitable outcome 

of culture shock. Tom didn't like the term. It was the sort 

of crap talked by the pricks in the behavioural sciences de-

partment at his university ... but sometimes the pricks got 

it right. 

He finished dressing. No one was about but he sensed 

eyes watching him from guard posts and doorways as he 

left. He crossed the ditch that surrounded the village and 

clambered over the palisade. A meadow stretched before 

him and he made for the far end. Dawn was approaching. 

It was vital he should not be late. He reached the stream, 

which separated the meadow from the wood, and found a 

path leading to the mound. The huge standing stone on top 

was silhouetted against the glow of dawn. 

A drumbeat came from the other side of the mound. Tom 

guessed the dawn ceremony had begun. He broke into a 

run, pounded up the path and reached the stone as the 

first rays of the rising sun streaked across the sky. 

The land on the other side fell away in a gentle slope to-

wards a small clearing. The grass was neatly trimmed. 

Trees and bushes were neatly cropped. Some were cut to 

imitate animals. Others were sculptured into the shapes of 

birds. The overall effect was one of order and precision ... 

totally different from the mayhem of the village. 

Tom was impressed. Below him, on a semicircle of grass, 

a hundred white-robed figures were gathered about an al-

tar, chanting solemnly. Men with drums, horns and cymbals 

punctuated the singing. All eyes were turned towards the 

big stone. 
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Tom guessed that, on this special day, the sun rose di-

rectly above it. He wasn't worried that the priests held 

primitive views on religion. Experience had taught him 

that senior clergy rarely placed a literal interpretation on 

holy writ. That was for the common folk. Sophisticated 

minds knew it was the underlying truth that mattered. 

A man wearing a shimmering gown came out of the 

trees. His bearing was one of authority. A golden torque 

graced his neck and he held a staff surmounted by a gold-

en disc. He reached the altar and raised the staff as the 

sun rose and the stone cast a shadow towards the altar. 

Horns blared, cymbals clashed and drums beat out their 

greeting to the lord of all creation. 

Tom got to his feet. His shadow stretched before him 

beside that of the stone. It was his chance to make a 

spectacular entry. He walked slowly, keeping pace with 

the blood red disc as it climbed into the sky. In the clear-

ing below, a gasp went up and the chanting became rag-

ged. The clashing of cymbals ceased and the drumbeat 

died away. Only the blind horn blowers kept going. 

Tom was elated. There could be no doubt he was caus-

ing a minor sensation. He was undoubtedly expected and 

everyone was impressed by his dramatic arrival. He 

lengthened his stride and made for the altar and the au-

gust person standing there. 

The elderly man raised his staff. 

'Who walks in the face of the Lord?' 

'I am here at the invitation of the esteemed fellowship of 

the duideth.' Tom replied. 

'Who conspires with the servants of the great whore?' 

Tom looked at the sea of unsmiling faces and sensed an 

air of hostility. 'I have made the difficult journey between 

realms to join your renowned company,' he said, hoping 

he had misjudged their mood. 
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'Foul creature of the dark!' 

The staff with the golden disc came down with a thump. 

Tom noticed that it bore the same smiling face that he had 

helped to destroy the night before. 

'Tomas son of John!' The old man's eyes narrowed. 'You 

have transgressed the sacred pathways. You have defiled 

the Lord's most holy image. You have consorted with the 

whelp of the she bitch...' He shook with rage. 'What brings 

you to this sacred place? What further abominations do you 

wish to commit?' 

'There's been a misunderstanding.' 

'Misunderstanding?' 

'A breakdown in communications…' Tom tried again. 'due 

to cultural differences.' 

'Do not insult me with your vile lies and obscene inven-

tions.' The old man’s staff crashed down. 'Our eyes and ears 

are everywhere. We have followed your every move.' 

The priest gestured towards two grey-clad figures that 

had emerged from the bushes. They wore body armour and 

looked more like professional soldiers than the flamboyantly 

dressed warriors Tom had met the night before. He decided 

on a different approach. 

'Could we perhaps go somewhere else to discuss this deli-

cate matter?' 

'What could you possibly have to discuss with me?' 

'Eclipses,' Tom said. 

'What?' 

'In my realm we can predict when the Lord Sun's counte-

nance will be masked by Lady Moon.' He examined the old 

man's face. 'We can reach an agreement. I'll tell you about 

eclipses. You'll tell me about the realms and how to travel 

between them.' 
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The priest's hands toyed with his staff. Tom kept one eye 

on him and the other on the armed men. Finally, the old 

man spoke. 'Come, Tomas. Let us retire to the sacred 

grove.' 

They crossed an expanse of unnaturally green grass and 

entered a path overhung with bushes. Tom turned every 

few paces to check that the soldiers were following at a re-

spectable distance. The path was paved, the bushes neatly 

trimmed, not a single leaf was out of place. Tom felt a 

sense of revulsion. There was something obsessive about 

the tidiness of it all. 

But it was not just a matter of aesthetics. There were 

suspicious stains on tree stumps and rocks. Tom was re-

minded of places where rooks and crows took mice and 

beat them into tasty morsels. But these were on a bigger 

scale. They looked like places where much larger things 

had met their end. The old man stopped beneath an oak 

tree and placed a hand on the gnarled trunk. 

'You said you could foretell the moment of our Lord's 

shame?' 

'In my realm we do it to the nearest heart beat.' 

Tom placed a finger on his pulse to emphasise the point. 

The old man scrutinised him. 

'What devices will we need?' 

'Not much. A few sticks and lots of sums. I'll tell you 

about them.' 

A look of deep suspicion crossed the priest's face. 

'Will you bring the cat?' 

'The cat?' 

'The feline creature which brought you here. Do not pre-

tend otherwise. We have followed your every move. We 

know you are the abomination that crosses realms to 

spread the cult of the Great She Whore.' 
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It occurred to Tom that the duideth were as mystified 

by his arrival as he was. He lost interest in the old man 

and turned his attention to the soldiers, who had ad-

vanced to a position where they posed an immediate 

threat. The priest signalled with his staff and they moved 

in on him. 

'Stay where you are!' 

He seized the old man by the neck and held him out like 

a shield. 

'Don't move ... or he dies!' 

The men in grey stared back like electronic toys robbed 

of instructions. More soldiers arrived. The priest seemed 

encouraged by their presence. 

'Foul servant of the dark!' 

Tom let him scream. 

'Pitiful abomination of the Great She Whore!' 

There was something repetitive about the old man's vo-

cabulary. Tom recognised the dull rant of a dull mind and 

felt justified in the extreme action he had taken. Four 

swordsmen now confronted him. His only asset was a 

priest and a staff with a golden disc. It wasn't much but it 

was better than nothing. 

'Guards!' 

The old man screamed and two of the soldiers sprang 

forward. Tom brought the disc down on the head of one 

and jabbed the other with the butt. Then, with the priest 

over his shoulder to protect his rear, he plunged into the 

bushes and charged off down a slope. 

The old man recited a curse. Tom scarcely heard it. His 

attention was on a welcome sound. He recognised it from 

his childhood. It was the sound people in red coats made 

when they hunted foxes. They blew on small conical 

horns like those carried by the charioteers in his new 
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realm. The long meadow was at the bottom of the slope. He 

reached the stream that separated it from the sanctuary 

and waded across. 

Chariots were practising manoeuvres on the other side: 

reeling backwards and forwards: executing tight turns. 

They came into line when he appeared and charged to-

wards him. Tom recognised the warrior in the lead chariot 

and waved the staff with the golden disc. 

'Hail, Griffin son of Dragon!' 

The chariot halted a few paces away. 

'Hail, Sky Warrior!' 

Griffin returned the salute and the priest stuck his head 

from under Tom's arm. 'Foul Fiend! You who consorts with 

the Great She Whore. You who brought this monster into 

our midst. Your soul light shall not escape the consequenc-

es of your foul abominations.' 

He started to recite a curse. 

'Thou who art born of woman! 

 Thou who has blasphemed...' 

Tom saw the alarm on the Chariot Master's face and de-

cided to put an end to the proceedings. 

'Shut up!' He swung the priest round and stared him in 

the face. 'Shut up ... or I'll screw your stupid head off!' 

He held the white-robed figure at arms length and walked 

towards the stream. The men in grey watched from the 

other side as he tossed the priest towards them ... and 

sauntered back to Griffin who looked down from his chariot 

with an awed expression. 

'Who was that nasty little sod?' Tom asked. 

'He's the Grand Master of the duideth ... a priest from the 

south lands ... a custodian of great knowledge and power.' 

'He didn't come over like that to me,' Tom placed a hand 

on his belly and belched. 'Lot's of words and not much 
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else.' He picked up the staff with the golden disc and 

climbed into the chariot beside Griffin. 

 

T hey sped down the causeway into the village. Griffin 

held the reigns. Tom stood beside him, brandishing 

the staff with the golden disk. Warriors gathered in the 

market place and shouted his name. The queen appeared. 

He jumped down and ran towards her. 

'Majesty!' 

He held up the staff and spoke in a loud voice. 

'This morning I paid a visit to the sanctuary of the 

duideth. While there I came upon this unpleasant item. I 

thought it a shame that such a noble metal should be put 

to such ignoble use. So I seized it and I've brought it here. 

Perhaps it can be returned to the melting pot and fash-

ioned into something of which the Holy Lady would ap-

prove.’ He held out the staff. ‘I would be honoured if you 

would accept this token of my respect.' 

The queen took the staff and handed it to one of the 

girls of her guard. 

'Thank you, Sky Warrior. I am sure we will find a good 

use for your noble gift.' 

She moved closer and dropped her voice. 

'There are matters we must discuss.' 

Tom followed the old woman into a room in the royal 

apartments. She dismissed her guard, sat down on a 

bench and set about removing her boots. A pained expres-

sion appeared on her wrinkled face as she struggled to un-

do the straps with swollen arthritic fingers. Without think-

ing, Tom bent down to help her. 

'Thank you, Sky Warrior.' She gave a deep sigh. 'My clan 

chieftains would have sat still, not daring to touch the roy-

al foot.' 
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Tom undid the straps and eased off the boot. 

'You are not like them,' she continued. 'You do not see 

me as a queen. To you I am an old woman whose soul 

light hangs limply to her aching frame. I think you would 

show the same respect to all women of my age.' 

The remark came as a surprise and he didn't know how 

to take it. Then his mind was diverted to other things. Eas-

ing off the second boot, he was confronted by a disturbing 

revelation. 

'The young woman who accompanied you here...' 

'Yes...' said Tom. 

'She and my son have formed a relationship. Did you 

know she wears his talisman?' 

'You mean the carving of a bear?' 

'Yes. Fury sang her. I could hardly believe it. I thought 

his interests lay elsewhere. I sent him into the care of the 

duideth. They wouldn't have told him anything about girls.' 

Tom could scarcely believe his ears. 'You sent your son 

into the care of that bunch of twisted fanatics?' 

'I did,' the old woman said. 'It is a time-honoured tradi-

tion amongst our people. Its purpose is to cement relation-

ships with our neighbours and prevent conflict. For the 

same reason, I sent my daughter Adrina into the House of 

Gorm.' 

Tom grinned. 

'Eyes and ears in the enemy's camp?' 

The old woman smiled back. 

'It is a tradition which has many advantages.' 

'Like getting young Fury to deliver me here instead of to 

the duideth?' 

'Sky Warrior.' The old woman's eyes settled on him. 'My 

poor weak son is an innocent child.' 
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'And you got him to bring me here?' 

'No, Sky Warrior. That piece of deception was arranged 

by my other child.' 

'You mean the Princess Adrina?' 

'You carry her mark, Sky Warrior.' 

'What?' 

'On your neck ... during your little tryst.' 

Tom's hand went to the spot where he had been attacked 

by Adrina's ferret. The old woman picked up a silver mirror 

and handed it to him. Its polished surface revealed a cab-

bage-shaped blotch below his right ear. 

'It is one of the forty-nine signs of the Holy Mother,' the 

queen explained. 

Tom returned the mirror to her. 'I'm not surprised the 

duideth didn't like me ... I was set up.' 

'They wouldn't have liked you anyway.' The old woman 

interrupted his thoughts. 'You're not their sort. You belong 

here. You're one of us.' 

A sudden commotion caused him to look up. The girls 

guarding the door were demanding to know the business 

of someone outside. He heard Thunder's voice and 

watched him enter the room. The little man bowed and 

held out a bag. 

'Majesty, the stones of destiny are here for your inspec-

tion.' 

He emptied some pebbles from the bag and the queen 

lent forward to examine them. Tom watched as she reject-

ed some and kept others. 

'Her Majesty's very particular,’ Thunder said. ‘She won't 

let a single one through if it's got the slightest blemish.' 

'What are they for?' 

'The augury ceremony what's about to take place.' 
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'Oh,' said Tom. 

'Yes,' said Thunder. 'They're what you use when you want 

to know which of your criminals is going to help you in your 

auguring.' 

'How do you do that?' 

'It's a straightforward procedure.' Thunder adopted his 

warrior pose. 'You assembles your criminals in one spot and 

you get each of the nasty little toads to place his hand in 

the bag and remove a stone. After which you get him to put 

his mark on the stone and put it in a fire you've lit specially 

for the purpose.' 

He pointed towards the chariot enclosure. 

'There's one of them fires burning over there now and, as 

I speak, twenty or so little turds are warming themselves 

beside it.' 

He glanced at the queen, who had just rejected another 

pebble, then returned his attention to Tom. 

'Now ... where was I?' 

'You were going to tell me what happens after the stones 

of destiny have gone into the fire.' 

'Quite right! Well, after a while the fire dies down and the 

criminals gather about it and try to see their stone in the 

glowing embers. Then, as each one finds his stone, he 

snatches it up and runs as far as he can as fast as he can.' 

'How does that help with the auguring?' 

'I was just coming to that.' Thunder cast a dark glance at 

Tom. 'Well ... not all the stones are rejected by the fire. 

Some are accepted and when that happens you know 

you've got a candidate. With the number of criminals we've 

got tonight you'd expect two or three.' 

'You mean two or three who can't find their stones?' 

'Correct. They can't find them and you take 'em, one by 

one, to the House of Ways ... that is just round the cor-
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ner ... and you say to the priest that is there "I present the 

first of the candidates". Or the second or whatever.' 

'Yes...' said Tom. 

'Then you get the candidate to stand still while the priest 

goes round and sticks a sword in him. You step back as the 

candidate falls down and the priest watches how he twitch-

es and so on as his life force flows out and his soul light 

enters the void. After that the priest tells you the things 

you want to know ... like, will there be a good harvest or 

when are your enemies going to attack. It's very clever. 

They have to study for a long time and pass all sorts of 

tests before they're allowed to do it.' 

'I'll take your word for it,' Tom said. 

The queen finished her inspection and handed the leather 

bag to Thunder. She turned to Tom. 

'Sky Warrior, when you completed your warrior training, 

did you take part in the ceremony of rebirth?' 

Tom described the ceremonies he'd been through in the 

army and the Boy Scouts. None satisfied the old woman. 'I 

wish you to become a member of my household,' she said. 

‘Before that can happen, you'll have to go through the for-

malities of rebirth. A ceremony is taking place tonight.' 

 

A  full moon was in the sky when they left the village. 

Tom and Thunder followed a procession making its 

way through partly cleared land. Thunder said the ceremo-

ny of rebirth was being held for a group of young warriors 

who had just completed their training. Tom decided to 

make good use of his time and learn as much as he could 

about the art of war in his new realm. 

'How long does the training take?' 

'A cycle if we're not interrupted by the misdeeds of our 

neighbours,' Thunder replied. 'That bunch of marvels what 

is getting themselves reborn with you tonight started in the 
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Moon of the Hungry Wolf. It's now the Moon of Falling 

Leaves.' He counted on his fingers. 'That makes thirty-two 

moons which is four short of what we should have. That is 

because the unprovoked aggression of our Gormish neigh-

bours caused us to speed things up.' 

'What have they done?' 

'Done!' 

Thunder feigned surprise. 

'You don't wait for things to be done. You could be dead 

by the time that happens. It's not what's been done ... it's 

what's going to be done that matters.' He tapped the bag 

which had held the stones of destiny. 'That's why it's im-

portant to have a good Augury Master.' 

'What about spies?' Tom asked. 

Thunder pulled at his moustache. 

'Yes ... there are persons who supply valuable infor-

mation concerning the intentions of our enemies.' 

'So. Why do you need an Augury Master?' 

'The common people prefer a simple explanation.' Thun-

der dropped his voice. 'There's no need to trouble them 

with unnecessary details and put your sources of infor-

mation at risk. You stick to the main facts.' 

'Like whether the victim falls to the left or right when the 

sword is pushed into him?' 

'That's right. But you need an Augury Master to say what 

it means. They speak in riddles so its not too difficult to 

put a correct interpretation on anything they say. 

Tom turned to another subject. 

'What sort of things do the young warriors learn in their 

thirty-six moons of training?' 
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Thunder took a deep breath. 'How to pass though enemy 

territory unobserved. How to stalk and take game in the 

presence of an enemy. How to kill an enemy and remove 

his head. How to seize cattle...' 

He ticked off points on his fingers and reached his left 

thumb. 'Right! That brings us to the end of the first quarter 

which, you will note, is the time a baby spends in its moth-

er's belly.' He took another deep breath. 'In the second 

quarter, special attention is paid to commands and mes-

sages. How to listen to and remember what is said, without 

getting it all stuffed up like some people we know. How to 

send and receive messages by smoke or flame...' 

The recitation continued and Tom noted that, in the 

fourth quarter, special attention was given to weapon craft. 

'You didn't say anything about chariot craft,' he said. 

'There wouldn't be no point!' the little man snapped. 

'Chariots is not for your common warrior. Chariots is for 

those who's rich enough to own one. Instruction in that no-

ble art is for those who can pay for it.' 

'And fortifications?' 

'Fortie what?' 

'Fortifications ... banks and ditches like those round the 

village.' 

Thunder's eyes narrowed. 'Banks and ditches is not for 

warriors. Banks and ditches is what your common people 

dig when they don't want to fight. Warriors don't need such 

things.' 

Tom couldn't decide whether Thunder was joking or being 

serious. There was more to the cocky little man than ap-

peared at first sight. He was hunting for something to say 

when they reached a clearing and began to descend a 

grassy slope that ran into a shallow valley. On the far side, 

a crowd was gathered about a recumbent form. As they 
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got nearer, he was able to identify the arms, legs and body 

of an immense human figure. 

Thunder tapped his arm. 'Prepare to be reborn!' 

He led Tom through a large crowd. Women in peasant 

clothes and warriors with firebrands surged around. The 

predominant smell was of wild garlic mixed with animal fat 

and human sweat. 

In the light of the torches, he saw that the figure was 

crafted from wickerwork and straw. It took the form of a 

pregnant woman lying on her back, legs apart in the birth 

position. The structure was colossal. Two men could lie, 

side by side, in the lady's upturned palm. The crowd roared 

when they saw Tom. 

'Sky Warrior!' 

Women tore at his clothing. He guessed they regarded 

him as imbued with the essence of male virility and wanted 

a piece of him to take home. He slowed his pace and would 

have come to a halt if the girls of the guard hadn't driven 

off his admirers with the butts of their spears. They forced 

the women back and escorted him along the immense fig-

ure: past upturned feet, bulging thighs, dome-shaped belly 

and rounded breasts. They stopped at the head and Thun-

der pointed to the deity's gaping mouth. 

'Right! That's where you go in. I don't have to tell you 

where you come out.' 

He turned to a line of youths. 

'I shall now introduce you to your fellow initiates who 

have been waiting in the cold for you to arrive. You will no-

tice that the smallest is in front and the biggest at the 

back. I don't have to tell you where your place will be.' 

Tom glanced at the serious-faced young people who stood 

with bowed heads. There were thirty or so, dressed in short 
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cloaks that stopped well above their knees. He ran his 

eyes down the line. 

'Hey! Some of those boys are girls.' 

'What was that?' 

'Some of them are female!' 

'Quite right!' Thunder snapped back. 'You always get a 

few who want to be warriors. If they can't take it, you 

soon find out - same as with the boys.' 

Tom followed him past diminutive males and made his 

way along the line until they came to a hugely propor-

tioned girl at the rear. She looked like a model for the fig-

ure they were about to enter. He took his place behind her. 

Thunder raised his mace and the initiates dropped their 

cloaks. 

'You too!' he pointed at Tom. 

'You want me to strip off?' 

'That's right. You didn't come into the world wearing 

clothes last time you was born - so don't think you can do 

it now.' 

Tom removed his jeans to the applause of the crowd. 

'There's another reason why you're going in there as na-

ked as a new-born babe,' Thunder shouted over the din of 

female voices. 'You wouldn't want to go in there with any 

items of apparel flapping about ... things what might im-

pede your progress and catch alight.' 

'Catch alight?' 

'That's right! You're not going to pass through the god-

dess' body like on a quiet stroll. This time you're going to 

be born of fire.' 

Thunder pointed to the deity's gaping mouth. 

'Go in through there and don't get lost. There's only one 

way in and one way out. Anyone leaving by a different exit 

will have his head cut off.' 
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A woman in black walked down the line, sprinkling the 

initiates with liquid from a silver bowl. Tom noticed that it 

had begun to coagulate but didn't have time to dwell on 

the matter. Men with firebrands were advancing towards 

them. Thunder waited until the last of the young warriors 

had received the woman's blessing. 

'Prepare to be reborn of fire!' 

Thunder’s baton came down. The initiates dashed for-

ward and the men with firebrands set alight to the god-

dess' golden hair, which hung down in ringlets of plaited 

straw. 

Tom was impressed. The young warriors were superb. 

They moved forward with speed and precision. He fol-

lowed close behind the big girl and entered the deity's 

mouth as coils of burning straw broke loose and fell to the 

ground. 

Naked bodies scurried ahead. 

Tom followed them down a narrow passage and entered 

a chamber surmounted by two domes, which he identified 

as the deity's breasts. The fire was well behind but smoke 

was already upon them. He could hear his fellow initiates 

coughing but couldn't see them. Two white objects caught 

his eye. The buttocks of the big girl stood out in the 

gloom. 

He found her struggling to squeeze through an orifice 

that was far too small for her oversized body. He tried to 

help but his efforts made matters worse. It was like trying 

to force a cork into an undersized bottle. His way was 

blocked and he had to get round the obstruction. 

The goddess was made of whicker panels, bound to-

gether with straw rope. He threw his weight against them 

and a hole appeared. He widened it and peered through 

the gap. A stinking pit lay on the other side. Rotten flesh 
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littered the ground. The stench was overwhelming. He 

lent forward, lost his balance and landed on a pile of offal. 

His vision cleared and he saw the top half of the big girl. 

She stuck out of the wall like a hunting trophy and stared 

at him with pleading eyes. 

Tom did his best to ignore her. It was no time to play 

the Good Samaritan. The girl was doomed and there was 

nothing he could do about it. His military training told him 

that. Then qualms of conscience overcame him and he 

clambered towards her over a mess of decaying meat. 

She grabbed his hands and he threw himself backwards. 

Bodyweight did the rest. The girl broke free and landed 

by his side. 

'This way!' 

They scrambled over a pile of dead sheep and entered a 

chamber stacked with straw dolls. Tom guessed they'd 

progressed from the bowels to the womb and were near-

ing the prescribed exit. A hole suggested the birth chan-

nel. They plunged down it, past a constriction, around a 

corner and down an incline. Tom regretted that he had 

not paid more attention to the figure. The channel 

seemed to go on forever. Then, to his dismay, it terminat-

ed in a vault. Five protuberances stuck up from the ceil-

ing. They had to be toes. There was no other explanation. 

They'd gone down a leg and landed in a foot. 

'Back! Back!' 

His military training took over. 

'Keep going! Don't stop!' 

He yelled at the girl and they fought their way up 

calves, past knees and other aspects of godliness. Smoke 

filled the air. Somewhere ahead there was coughing. They 

ran towards it and entered a chamber packed with naked 

bodies. 
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The exit was in front. A glance told Tom it was under-

sized. The smaller initiates had got through. Their bigger 

companions were finding it increasingly hard. He placed a 

foot on the buttocks of a departing youth and pushed him 

out.  A series of kicks stretched the orifice in one direction 

and a mighty heave widened it in another. He hurled the 

initiates through with the help of the girl. They pushed the 

last to safety and made their exit together, dashing be-

tween blazing thighs towards a reception party at the far 

end. 

Thunder was there to meet them. He had Tom’s clothes 

and cast a critical eye at them.  

‘This fabric is awful.’ 

He handed over Tom’s denims. 

You'll need something better now that you are going to 

serve in Her Majesty’s household. I’ll get our tailors to 

work as soon as we get back.' 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

Miralda 
 

A  raging torrent thundered through the narrow gorge, 

echoing between dark cliffs, drowning out the steady 

beat of a drum. On one side, a narrow path clung to the 

sheer rock. A stream of frightened people struggled up it 

with their meagre possessions: women with children on 

their backs, bigger children with baskets and men with 

swords. 

They were the mountain people: the original inhabitants 

of the land. In way of life and appearance they were totally 

different from the lowland tribes. The men wore rawhide 

breeches and cloaks. Their faces were plucked clean and 

heavily tattooed. The little hair that remained on their 

heads was layered with lime and stuck up like a horse's 

main. The women's hair was greased and tied in long 

plaits. Their garments were of coarsely spun wool. Images 

of the mother goddess hung about their necks. 

At a point where the gorge narrowed, a tree had been 

felled to form a bridge. They reached it and began to cross. 

Women and children struggled along the trunk. Others 

climbed into the gorge and tried to jump from boulder to 

boulder. Many fell and were swept away. 

Back down the track, three wild-eyed women stood on a 

jutting rock, screaming curses. Below them a group of men 

had stripped naked. They were chewing dried toadstools 

and rubbing themselves with the juice of mistletoe. 

The tattoos, which covered their faces, extended over 

their entire bodies: great swirls of line and colour which 

mingled with their body parts. They looked like creatures 

from another world. As the drumbeat quickened they left 
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their station and took up a blocking position on the track 

below. 

A shining metal object advanced towards them. The na-

ked men saw it through the trees and began to chant. A 

deep resonant hum flowed from their lips. It sounded more 

like the wind than words. 

The shining object took shape. A golden disc on a black 

pole. It had a smiling face and the man carrying it was on 

horseback. Heavily armed soldiers marched in front and 

behind, dressed in grey and carrying shields. 

One of the naked men pranced forward screaming defi-

ance. The soldiers in grey remained stony faced. Only the 

standard bearer's expression changed. He stared down 

contemptuously from his mount and leered at the advanc-

ing savage. 

The man hurled himself forward, slashing the air with his 

sword. A shield shot out and he struck it. The blade buck-

led and a short sword stabbed his naked belly. He col-

lapsed and the advancing column marched over him. 

Two more naked men met the same fate. Their compan-

ions retreated to the fallen tree and tried to push it into the 

gorge. A hail of arrows cut them down. 

The soldiers reached the tree. The first was hit by a rock 

but the rest got across. They locked shields and sheltered 

from the missiles. More were hit but the outcome was nev-

er in doubt. As soon as enough men had been assembled, 

they broke ranks and dashed up the slope. 

 The warriors were swiftly overwhelmed. The women, 

children and old men struggled on, trying to reach the 

safety of a thicket. The soldiers caught them and killed all 

except the young boys. These they hoisted on their shoul-

ders and carried back like war trophies. 
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T he early morning light streamed through the trees 

and shone on the brambles. Dying wasps crawled 

amongst the clusters of blackberries and fought to get a 

hold on the trailing vines. Alison watched the struggling 

insects then returned her attention to Fury who was mak-

ing his way through the wet grass. 

It still seemed like a dream. She remembered how they 

left the village and travelled along a narrow track that led 

to a thickly wooded valley. After that her memory was 

patchy. She remembered the moonlight on Fury's hair. 

She remembered crossing a stream ... and she remem-

bered the bear. 

The huge animal had loomed up causing the horse to 

shy. For a few terrifying moments it seemed that it would 

attack. But Fury knew how to handle the situation. Re-

maining calm, he took a small earthenware pot from one 

of the saddlebags and walked towards the huge animal, 

calling it brother. Then he poured the contents of the pot 

onto the ground and watched as the bear licked up the 

sticky liquid. The incident greatly impressed her. She ad-

mired people who could remain calm in a crisis - and Fury 

was one of them. 

He was everything she'd ever dreamed of. When they 

had consummated their love, he'd not disappointed her. 

He'd been tender and gentle. There was nothing pushy or 

macho about him. There were occasions when she'd had 

to guide him to the object of his desire. 

Now, in the light of day, the warm glow, which had sus-

tained her during the night, lost much of its force. She felt 

cold, damp and very tired. She pulled the hood of her 

cloak down about her head and waited for Fury to return - 

anxious for his safety. 

He'd told her they'd committed a great sin to be togeth-

er. They had transgressed the sacred pathways, which led 

between their two realms. They now had a burden to car-
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ry. She had it beneath her cloak. It was wrapped in red 

cloth and was the shape of a rugby ball. She didn't know 

what the bundle contained. All she knew was that they 

had to deliver it to an old woman who lived in the marsh-

es. They would then be free of sin and able to live togeth-

er for the rest of their lives. It seemed a small price to 

pay. 

 

T om picked up his brooch of office. It was made of 

silver and inlaid with gold. The motif was a double-

headed eagle holding a shield in its talons: a fit emblem 

for a Sky Warrior. The smiths had worked all night to pro-

duce the magnificent object and he was proud of the hon-

our bestowed on him. 

He had a set of new clothes, fashioned from the finest 

cloth and put together by the queen's own seamstress. He 

swept his cloak about his shoulders and fastened it with 

the brooch. While its main emblem was an eagle, a ring of 

skulls around the border identified him as the new Head 

Master of the Catti. 

The office was of a mainly ceremonial nature. The queen 

had been at pains to explain that his real role was to act 

as adviser to the council of chieftains on military matters - 

drawing on his experience in his former realm. 

He left his room in the royal apartments and headed for 

the council chamber. The Chariot Master was waiting for 

him on the steps, ready to introduced him to the clan 

chieftains. A dozen or so flamboyantly dressed individuals 

returned his salute when he entered and stared at him 

suspiciously. 

Their coolness contrasted with the enthusiastic reception 

he received from the ordinary people. Tom guessed that 

they felt threatened by him. He looked from one heavily 

moustached personage to another and decided to adopt a 
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low posture. A dimly lit corner beckoned. He retreated into 

it, forced his huge bulk onto a narrow bench and tried to 

look as inconspicuous as possible. 

A girl of the guard thumped her spear on the flagstones. 

The chieftains rose and the queen hobbled in. The old wom-

an looked more pained than usual. She bade them return to 

their seats and announced the convening of a war council. 

Holding her head high, she gave a summary of events: 

starting with Morgon's appointment as War Master of Gorm 

and ending with the Augury Master's prediction that Morgon 

was planning a major offensive against her people. 

From the looks on the chieftains' faces, Tom concluded 

that most believed the information came from intelligence 

operations and had nothing to do with sticking swords into 

criminals and watching their death throes. 

She turned to Tom. 

'For the benefit of our new Head Master, I must explain 

that Morgon is an officer in the Imperial army. He is com-

mander of the thirteenth legion. He is a southerner whose 

real name is Morgio DeBolino.' 

Tom rose and bowed. 

'I believe, Majesty, that I met some of Morgon's men 

when I visited the sanctuary of the duideth. I killed two be-

fore I was able to make my escape, using the Grand Master 

to protect my rear.' 

A chuckle spread through the chamber and Tom felt he 

had done something to make himself more acceptable to 

the chieftains. The old woman nodded in his direction. 

'Aye! Morgon has men stationed in the sanctuary. They're 

there to protect the priests.' 

Tom sat back. He figured he'd done enough for one day 

and should adopt a low profile. The present company in-

trigued him. He'd developed various theories about the war-
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rior societies of his old realm. He guessed that, at one 

stage, social status was fluid. A certain sort of young man 

became a warrior just like a certain sort of young man 

joined football teams and bikie gangs. Success depended 

on the individual. That was why you had so many ancient 

sagas about heroes and monumental punch-ups. His new 

realm wasn't like that. An aristocratic class had developed. 

The clan chieftains rode chariots into battle and flaunted 

their lineage. One after the other, they rose to express an 

opinion, reciting their ancestors. It wasn't sufficient to say 

you were Cronin son of Maldur. You had to go on and on 

saying who your grandfather was and his father before 

him. It was the sort of pompous behaviour Tom had met 

before. His new realm seemed so appealing at first. He was 

beginning to have doubts. 

 

A lison hid in the tall reeds at the edge of the marsh 

and waited. Fury had gone to find his sister, Adrina, 

who had arranged to meet them with a boat. It was a long 

wait and she grew anxious. She was in a strange land 

amongst strange people and felt vulnerable without Fury. If 

he didn't come back, her position would be desperate. 

Marsh birds flew overhead and fish rose to take insects 

on the surface of the water. It looked a very rich place: one 

where villagers could hunt and cast their nets. Fury said it 

had been like that but these were troubled times. The 

marsh was now a place where outlaws went to escape jus-

tice. His mother's people used to hunt them down but their 

forces were now directed at a more dangerous enemy. 

They were at war with a neighbouring tribe and didn't have 

time to chase criminals. 

The sound of a paddle put her nerves on edge. Fury had 

told her to keep in hiding until she was certain who was 

coming. He said the outlaws were rapists and murderers 

and would do awful things to her. She kept her head down 

and peered through the reeds into a narrow channel. A 
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shape appeared. At first she thought it was part of a large 

vessel. Then she saw it was a coracle. Fury was paddling 

and he had a girl with him. 

She wasn't as Alison expected. Fury had spoken of his 

sister as some sort of fierce amazon. The young woman 

beside him wasn't armed. Her skin was pale. She wore an 

embroidered dress and her jet-black hair hung lazily 

about her shoulders. She looked like a rich girl on a picnic 

- not a warrior on a dangerous mission. 

Alison took an immediate dislike to Adrina. She knew 

her sort instinctively. Adrina was the kind of girl who grew 

up quickly and made other girls feel inferior. She was the 

sort who went out with older guys in smart cars ... or 

whatever they had in this realm. 

The coracle reached shore and Fury held it steady while 

Alison clambered on board. She expected his sister to 

greet her. Instead, the dark-eyed girl sat back and exam-

ined her in silence. When at last she spoke, it wasn't to 

ask about her health or where she came from. Adrina's 

sole concern was for the bundle of red cloth that Alison 

carried beneath her cloak. She wanted to know if it was 

safe - had it been kept dry? 

They entered a channel hemmed in by tall reeds. Alison 

sat opposite Adrina and nursed the red bundle. Fury pad-

dled quietly. No one spoke. Alison sensed a strong feeling 

of animosity. Fury was the older of the two siblings but 

not much older. In manner and appearance they were to-

tally different. Fury was mild and gentle. Adrina was arro-

gant and overbearing. His face was windswept. Hers was 

smooth and she used make-up to enhance her already 

striking features. 

The reeds slipped by and Alison tried to relax. Her mind 

turned to Tom. Her mother thought he was trying to se-

duce her. Nothing could be further from the truth. Tom 
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was twice her age. He was like a big bother to her. He'd 

never made any sexual advances. She'd gone to him for 

advice. Now Tom was somewhere else and she'd have to 

face the challenges of her new world without him. 

'Look out!' 

A shout jolted Alison from her thoughts. 

'Get away from it!' 

Adrina yelled and Alison wondered what all the fuss was 

about. An animal with tusks and flippers was lying on a 

mud bank a short way ahead. The current carried them to-

wards it then took them away. Everything was going 

smoothly. The animal didn't look threatening. 

'You should look where you're going!' 

Adrina yelled at her brother. 

'That monster could have killed us.' 

'Nay,' Fury shook his head. 'Brother walrus eats fish ... 

not people. He knows we come in peace.' 

'Oh, does he ... Little Bear?' 

Adrina spat out Fury's totem name. 

Alison thought it was beautiful. Adrina said it with con-

tempt. Alison saw the image of the goddess that Adrina 

wore about her neck and guessed she followed a different 

religion. Religious strife was nothing new to Alison. Some 

of the worse conflicts in her former realm were based on 

religion. The realisation that everything was not perfect in 

her new realm came as a shock. 

Alison slipped her hand over the side of the coracle and 

tasted brine. She guessed the marsh was tidal. That made 

sense. The landscape of her new realm was similar to that 

of her old. In the language of her old realm, they had en-

tered the marshes near Gloucester and were travelling 

downstream towards the Severn estuary. Alison remem-
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bered that the ancient name for the Severn was Sabrina, 

which was one of the many names of the mother goddess. 

The tide had turned and was flowing out to sea. Fury left 

the marsh and took the coracle into open water to take 

advantage of the current. The small craft was thrown 

around in the swiftly flowing water. Alison felt exhilarated. 

Adrina looked frightened. The other girl's face was ashen 

and the kohl around her eyes had begun to smudge. Ali-

son no longer felt inferior to her. Adrina could put on supe-

rior airs but she couldn't cope in a situation like this. 

Towards dusk, the tide slackened and waves came up 

the estuary. Fury said something about Brother Ocean. 

Earlier, when he'd talked about Brother Wind, Adrina had 

accused him of being an ignorant savage. Now, she was in 

no fit state to mock him. Her hand covered her mouth and 

she looked as if she was about to puke. 

Alison didn't feel seasick. She's spent many hours in a 

small boat with her father and Tom. Both had been in the 

army. They said small boats were the best way to explore. 

Alison had been in waters like this and knew what to ex-

pect. The surface could be calm one moment and violent 

the next. There was nothing to worry about. Fury had eve-

rything under control. 

He was her perfect male. Nothing flustered him. He kept 

going as waves splashed around. He said their destination 

was a small island and a message had been sent ahead by 

drum. Alison had heard the drums beating. The sound was 

part of life in her new realm. The drums spoke to one an-

other like mobiles did in her old realm. 

She squinted into the setting and saw a mud bank be-

side a clump of trees. A figure was visible in the fading 

light. No more than a vague shape at first, it took form 

and Alison saw an old woman. She trudged out over the 

mud and threw a rope to them. Fury grabbed the end and 

pulled the coracle to shore. 
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'You will be Little Cat?' 

The old woman reached out a bony hand. Her skin was 

brown and wrinkled like old leather. To Alison, she looked 

timeless rather than old. 

'Little Cat is the name I use here,' she said. 

The old woman smiled. 'Then it is the name I shall use.' 

She led her onto dry land. A fire burned beside a small 

hut and a cauldron hung above it. Alison sat down on a 

stool and adjusted her cloak. 

'What name shall I call you by?' 

'I have many names,' the old woman said. 'Some people 

call me The Witch. Some say I'm The Enlightened One. 

Others call me Balduur's Daughter. I like to be known by 

the name my mother gave me when I suckled at her 

breast ... I like to be called Miralda.' 

She bent over and examined Alison closely. 

'You made a strange journey, Little Cat.' 

'I made the journey between realms.' 

'Aye,' the old woman nodded. 'You found a chink in the 

door and slipped through.' 

'Fury says we committed a great sin.' 

'In what way?’ 

'I shouldn't be here in this realm. The path was opened 

for my friend. I shouldn't have come with him.' 

'Miralda laughed. 'You slipped through when no one was 

looking. It might have been foolish but it was not sinful. A 

lot of young people do foolish things for love.' 

'Fury says we must carry a burden.' 

'Aye. That is how the world works. If you make a mis-

take you have to live with it - and overcome it.' 
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Alison reached inside her cloak and removed the bundle. 

She folded the red cloth neatly into place and handed it to 

Miralda. 

'Fury says this is the burden.' 

The old woman took the bundle and placed it in a seal-

skin bag. Alison watched expectantly. 

'Fury says that when I have given it to you, we shall be 

free of sin and can live together for the rest of our lives.' 

Miralda added some water to the cauldron and stirred it 

thoughtfully. 'It is not the burden but the bearing of the 

burden that counts, Little Cat. So far you have borne it for 

just a short time.' 

'I don't understand.' 

'You will,' she put down her spoon. 'In time you will 

come to understand. And, when you do, you will be able 

to set down your burden. Until then three precious desti-

nies are entwined ... those of Balduur, yourself and our 

dear brother Fury.' 

'Who is Balduur?' 

‘He is my dear father,' Miralda said softly. 

She would have said more but Adrina pushed herself in-

to their company. Fury's sister had overcome seasickness 

and was her old confident self again. For a moment, Ali-

son was overawed by her. Adrina had combed her hair 

and applied fresh make-up. Then Alison remembered 

that, underneath, she was still the frightened girl who had 

hung onto the sides of the coracle and screamed when 

she saw a walrus. 

Miralda ignored her. 

'Are you hungry, Little Cat?' 

Alison said she'd not eaten anything warm that day.' 

Miralda reached for a wooden bowl. 'Then you must try 

some of this gruel.' She ladled a portion for Alison and 
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filled the other bowls. There was an air of solemnity about 

the proceedings. Miralda looked from face to face and set-

tled on Fury. 

'Brother, you are of the bear totem. Our new sister is of 

the cat totem and Adrina does not have a totem. Since I 

am of the owl totem we may proceed, there being neither 

bear, cat nor owl in this gruel - only brother rabbit.' 

It seemed to Alison an odd rule. She could eat Peter Rab-

bit but not Felix the Cat. She spooned up the gruel, 

pleased she had not claimed affinities with any of the in-

gredients. As its warmth took hold, she began to recapture 

some of the magic she'd felt when she first arrived in her 

new realm. 

Miralda recalled how, when she was a girl, her father, 

Balduur of Gorm, was killed in battle by Adrina's grandfa-

ther. She and her brother, Pius, fled into the wild country 

to the west. There they had lived amongst the mountain 

people, who were the descendants of the original inhabit-

ants of the land. 

'People in these parts call them savages,' Miralda said. 

'Yet they are the custodians of ancient knowledge. They 

know that all things are sacred. They know about the sa-

cred pathways between the realms. They know that all 

things are blessed by a soul light - whether they be animal 

or plant, mountain or stream  

Alison hung on every word. 

On the other side of the fire Adrina sat in silence. Her 

hood pulled over her head, she watched sullenly from the 

shadows. Suddenly she burst into life. 

'By the Great Poof's Arse! Do you really think those 

painted savages can teach us anything?' 

Miralda stared back over the flames. 

'You should learn to be humble, my child. I was once ar-

rogant like you. I thought the mountain people were little 
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better than wild beasts. Then, at the Battle of Baddon 

Marsh, your grandfather cut the head from my father's 

living body and that one stroke changed my life. One day 

I was a rich princess with fine clothes and a bodyguard of 

handsome young men ... the next I was a fugitive.' 

Adrina's dark eyes flashed. 

'Are you saying I've had an easy life? Have you ever 

stopped to think what it is like to live in Brother Pius' 

household? He might be a good and saintly man but he 

does not rule. He is king only in name. When I go to bed 

at night I need my bodyguard of handsome young men. 

Do you think I shut my eyes, secure in the knowledge I 

shall ever open them again?' 
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CHAPTER 9 
 

Alvero 
 

T he drumbeat increased in tempo then died away as 

the red disk of the sun rose into the sky. In the royal 

village of Gorm, grey-clad soldiers raised their hands in sa-

lute as the Lord Sun began his daily passage across the 

heavens. On the parapet, above a wooden gatehouse, a 

sergeant stood with one of his young soldiers. He lent over 

the guardrail and spat on the colourfully dressed tribesmen 

below. 

'That's what I give for the superstitious heathen savages.' 

He coughed violently. 'God! I hate this fucking place. I 

don't know how the natives can stand it. I'm surprised the 

sods don't have webbed feet.' He spat again. 'Gorms, Catti, 

mountain men ... I hate the fucking lot.' 

'The Catti got another of our tin shipments,' the young 

soldier said. 'Do you think it's got anything to do with that 

Sky Warrior?' 

'Course it fucking hasn't!' The sergeant looked disdainful-

ly at the young man. 'The Catti were taking our tin long 

before that big bastard came along.' 

'They say he comes from another realm.' 

The sergeant gave a deep belly laugh. 

'Morgon told that silly old fool, Pius, that Sky Warrior 

came from his village back home. He said he was a baker 

who'd been banished for putting chalk in his bread ... and 

the stupid old bugger believed him.' 

'That still doesn't tell us where he comes from,' the 

young man said. 'From what I've heard, he doesn't look 

like us. He's pale and he's got blue eyes and brown hair. 

People say he looks like the natives.' 
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'But twice as big,' the sergeant laughed. 'Almost as big 

as Morgon...' 

He was interrupted by shouts from below. The crowd 

surged forward and small children were hoisted onto 

shoulders. 

'What's going on?' the young soldier asked. 

'Today we're going to return King Balduur to his fucking 

ancestors.' 

'How are we going to do that?' 

'We're not. That's something you leave to the Grand 

Master of the fucking duideth. He's the clever bugger who 

knows all about that.' 

'How does the princess come into it?' 

'You mean the little tart they call Adrina?' 

'Yes. How does she come into it?' 

'She fucking doesn't. Not if we can help it...' 

The sergeant broke off, shouting orders to the soldiers 

at the gate, telling them to move on some market women. 

He returned his attention to the young man. 

'Morgon has given strict instructions that the little tart is 

to be kept down to size. She's trying to make a name for 

herself. You know how these people treat women. Give 

her a chance and she'll be running things - like her mother 

does over the border.' 

'That's something I don't get. Her mother is Queen of 

the Catti and Adrina is King Pius' adopted daughter. 

They're meant to be enemies. It doesn't make sense.' 

'It doesn't have to make sense.' The sergeant pinched 

his nose and snorted. 'Nothing in this fucking island 

makes sense. What you have to remember is that hun-

dreds of thousands of the heaven sods are out there and 

there's only ten thousand of us. One false move and the 
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ignorant savages will forget they don't like one another ... 

they'll unite and turn on us.' 

'One of the village girls told me Sky Warrior and the prin-

cess got together.' 

'What? You've been talking to the village girls?' 

'Yes, Serge.' 

'Soldier, you should be mindful of the advice Morgon 

gave us when we arrived in these parts. Have you heard 

it?' 

'Yes, Serge.' 

'Well. It won't hurt to hear it again. Because you obvi-

ously weren't listening the first time.' 

The sergeant puffed out his chest. 

'As I have told you ... we was sailing up the estuary 

when the awful dreary coastline came into view. Morgon 

got us assembled on deck. "Lad's!" he said. "You see the 

lands of the Catti, Gorms and a whole lot of other painted 

primitive savages. You have come to a place what is full of 

dangerous things, many of which you have never encoun-

tered before. So I shall give you these words of advice…' 

The sergeant turned to the soldier. 

'Very well, lad! You say you've heard it before. So you 

tell me what advice Lord Morgon gave.' 

The young man screwed up his face. 'Morgon said that if 

you see something that can't move, it's probably safe. If it 

can move, then there's only two things you can do ... you 

can either eat it or fuck it.' 

'Quite right, lad!' The sergeant slapped him on the back. 

'Eat it or fuck it ... Morgon didn't say anything about talk-

ing to it.' 

'Serge. They say that when you landed, the first thing 

you saw was a herd of sheep.' 
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'Quite right!' The sergeant gave a deep belly laugh. 'We 

saw a herd of sheep and tackled them, each in our own 

way.' 

'Serge. They say the natives drown you in the marshes if 

you have it off with sheep.' 

'That's because they're heaven savages,' the sergeant 

snapped back. 

'They say the princess had it off with Sky Warrior.' 

'Who told you that?' 

'The village girl - the one I was telling you about. She 

said that after they'd done it the princess put a big purple 

mark on his neck.' 

'Ye Gods! That's something worth knowing.' 

'I wouldn't have found out if I hadn't talked to the girl, 

Serge.' 

'Quite right!' The sergeant tapped his arm approvingly. 

'What's your name then?' 

'Alvero.’ 

'Well, Alvero my lad, that's a very valuable piece of intel-

ligence what you've just told me. That's something which 

should be reported to the Lord Morgon in person.’ 

Alvero's face dropped. 

'I think you could do that, Serge. I've told you all I 

know.' 

The sergeant wasn't listening. His attention was on the 

procession advancing towards the gate. He barked out an 

order. 

'Prepare to receive the royal party!' 

Alvero placed his hand on his sword and stood rigidly 

with his shield to the side. Orders required him to remain 

expressionless - eyes staring directly ahead. He found that 

difficult. 
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In an open carriage, beside King Pius, there was a most 

beautiful girl. She reminded him of the girls in his home 

village, far to the south. Her hair was dark and so were 

her eyes. All his mates talked about her. She was Princess 

Adrina, the adopted daughter of King Pius. The carriage 

reached the gate and she looked up. Their eyes met. Al-

vero smiled and, to his amazement, Adrina smiled back. 

In the main square on the other side of the gatehouse, 

three men stood with their retainers. Two were in old age. 

Pius, King of Gorm, was flanked by white-haired chieftains 

with ceremonial shields. Grimwald, Grand Master of the 

fellowship of the duideth, was accompanied by two white-

robed priests. Between these two august figures, a huge 

man fidgeted awkwardly. 

Morgon was not comfortable in their presence. The inno-

cent, self-sacrificing demeanour of Pius made him feel un-

easy. And, the Grand Master had knowledge of forces so 

dark and obscure that he could only guess at them. He 

fiddled with the pommel of his sword and tried to make 

conversation with one of Pius' aristocratic retainers. The 

old man spoke the southern language and had gained a 

reputation as a great warrior in his younger days. 

Morgon felt at ease with the old soldier even though the 

man clearly disliked him. Being disliked was a way of life 

for Morgon. What he could not abide was a confrontation 

with weak-kneed individuals who wielded power through 

words no one else could understand. His inclination was to 

draw his sword and cut them down to size. Unfortunately, 

that solution rarely achieved its desired aim. 

The old warrior was clearly excited by the prospect of 

seeing Balduur's head. He told Morgon he had been pre-

sent at the battle of Baddon Marsh when Balduur died. 

The Catti had charged over the marshes led by their king, 

the paramount chief Cronwyn. He galloped ahead of the 

main body with his one and only surviving child - his 

daughter Bronwyn. 
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Still just a girl, not fully grown, the young princess 

rode a huge white stallion. She carried a sprig of holly in 

one hand and the royal standard of the Catti in the other. 

Nearing the enemy line, she pointed the holly berries to 

the sky and cried out for the mother goddess to inter-

cede - and the heavens seemed to shimmer. 

Then Cronwyn shouted to Balduur, challenging him to 

single combat. Balduur spurred his horse. The two men 

met, their horses collided and Balduur was thrown to the 

ground. An instant later Cronwyn was upon him. Bal-

duur's head was cut from his living body and thrown to 

the young princess. She grasped it by the hair and gal-

loped towards the Gorms, shouting that their god had 

forsaken them and the goddess was supreme. 

Morgon had heard the story before but this was the 

first time he'd heard it from the lips of someone who had 

been present at the battle. The collapse of moral on the 

Gormish side was horrifying. An otherwise invincible 

force had been crushed and humiliated. 

Bronwyn was now an old woman. She was paramount 

chieftain of the Catti and commanded a sizeable force. 

Her daughter Adrina was a member of Pius' household 

and dearly beloved by the old man. It was a situation 

fraught with danger. Anything which would unite the two 

tribes could bring disaster. He needed to keep them 

apart … remind the Gorms of their humiliation at the 

hands of the Catti … show them that he was a trusty 

friend and ally. 

That was why Balduur's head was so important. For 

years the Gorms had tried to get it back. Now he'd done 

it for them. He'd bribed a member of the queen's guard 

and the head had been sneaked out of the royal apart-

ments. There would be a ceremony. The Grand Master 

would preside. The box, which held the head, would be 
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opened. The head would be displayed. Then it would be 

burnt on a brazier so that the great warrior's soul could 

join his ancestors - or whatever the ignorant savages 

thought would happen. 

Morgon didn't care what the natives believed. He wasn't 

interested in their religion. What mattered was the kudos 

he'd gain by returning Balduur to Gorm. He could hear the 

rolling chant of the warriors as the party bearing the head 

passed the main gate. 

'Balduur! Balduur...' 

The deep, resonant voices played with the name, elevat-

ing it to a mystical plane. Their chant sounded back and 

forth, echoing off the buildings, growing to a mighty roar. 

Morgon's trained eyes took in every detail. 

He'd served in many parts of the empire and knew that a 

military commander had to be attuned to the sensitivities 

of conquered peoples - however stupid they might be. 

Over the years he'd developed a tolerance for ridiculous 

protocol and inane practices. He welcomed them. Whether 

in a big city or a humble village, they were what the ruling 

classes did when they were short of ideas. 

He watched, hand on sword, as the party bearing the 

head entered. Tears formed in King Pius' pale blue eyes. 

Beside him, the Grand Master of the duideth raised his 

staff. A guard of honour formed. Officers of the guard 

stood ready. The Imperial standard appeared. A soldier 

carrying a black box marched behind it. The guard saluted 

and sang a hymn for the dead. 

The crowd fell silent and the man with the box crossed 

the square. He halted before Morgan and spoke in the 

southern language. 

'General! I have taken possession of this item as directed 

and have brought it here, following your instructions.' 

Morgon took the box and turned to Pius. 
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'Noble Lord, knowing your devotion to your esteemed 

father, Balduur the Great, I asked myself how his mortal 

remains might be returned to you. After much effort I 

have succeeded.' 

Morgon handed the box to the old man. 

'We are indebted to you, Lord Morgon.' 

Pius took the box and shuffled over to Grimwald. 

'Inqueque ingloccularis ...' 

The Grand Master reached out for the box and spoke in 

a language no one could understand. 

Morgon watched the shrivelled little man with a mixture 

of fear and contempt. He nurtured a secret hope that one 

day he would be able to lop off his head. Eventually the 

Grand Master ran out of words and Pius regained posses-

sion of the box. He held it so the crowd could see the 

golden disc on the lid. 

'My children, Balduur is returned to us...' 

The tribesmen listened in awe. Morgon was amazed that 

such a wimpish little man could arouse such passion in 

seasoned warriors. They worshipped the silly old fool. He 

was Balduur's son and that was all that mattered. 

'Today is a day we've long awaited,' Pius droned on. 'We 

offered prayers to the Lord Sun and he sent us the noble 

Morgon to be our War Master. Now, after all these many 

seasons, our great father is returned to us. The noble 

Morgon has brought him back.' 

Pius turned to the old warrior by his side. 

'I call upon my dear companion, Mordith of Clan Cullin, 

to open the box which this brave soldier has brought to 

us. Mordith was with me on that fatal day when our father 

was taken from us.' 

Morgon watched as the old man took a knife from his 

belt. Despite his years he carried himself well. It required 
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no imagination to picture the formidable warrior he had 

once been. He eyed the box suspiciously and spoke in the 

southern language. 

'Have you looked inside?' 

The soldier shook his head. 

'It has recently been resealed,' the old man observed. 

'The varnish is chipped and there is a smell of resin.' 

The soldier stood stiffly to attention. 

'I took possession of the box as instructed. I was not in-

structed to open it.' 

The old man inserted a blade and broke the seal. 

'You paid in gold?' 

'I handed over a sealed bag. I was not instructed to see 

what was inside the bag.' 

'The Catti have a new Head Master...' 

'That is correct, Excellency. He is the one they call Sky 

Warrior.' 

'Hgh!' the old man grunted. 'Let us see what the Sky 

Warrior gave you for the contents of that bag.' 

He removed the lid and grabbed a mop of red hair. The 

putrefying face of the former Head Master hung below. He 

pulled it out and dumped it at Morgon's feet. 

'I think you recognise this person, Lord Morgon. We paid 

gold for the return of Balduur the Great and this is what 

we got.' 

He drew his ceremonial sword and advanced on the hap-

less soldier. Morgon was horrified. The old fellow was about 

to go on the rampage. There was no telling where that 

might lead. A full-scale riot could break out. There were 

armed warriors everywhere. Morgon sprang past the old 

man and made a swift jab at the soldier's belly. His dagger 

curved up under the man's breastplate and entered his 

heart. 
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Morgon stepped back. 

'Death to all who disobey my orders!' 

He shouted in the native tongue and examined the star-

tled expressions on the tribesmen's faces. A moment earli-

er they were about to attack his men. Now they looked 

delighted. Morgon heaved a sigh of relief. His prompt ac-

tion had snatched victory from the jaws of defeat. 

 

A lvero entered the market place. He liked being 

there. The natives weren't so bad when you got the 

know them. They smelt a bit but you got used to that. 

Some of them could even be quite friendly if you tried to 

learn their language and treated them as equals. He felt 

homesick. He'd joined the army because that was what 

young men did on his island. There was a shortage of land 

and lots of mouths to feed. Now he wanted to go home. 

He didn't like military life and he hated his officers. His na-

tive girlfriends knew that. 

There was one he particularly wanted to see. He'd got to 

know her when he was on guard duty outside King Pius' 

residence. She was a servant there and knew Princess 

Adrina. He'd even spoken to the princess, bidding her 

good day in the native language. To his surprise she'd re-

turned the greeting in his own language - speaking his 

very own dialect. 

At the entry to the royal stables, he was accosted by a 

boy. The lad sidled up to him and whispered something 

about a message. Alvero was suspicious. There was a sort 

of boy who traded his body for money and pimped for fe-

male relatives. 

'The message is from a lady...' 

Alvero kept walking. 

'She gave me this to show you.' 
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The boy held out a piece of linen. It came from the hem 

of a garment and bore the chevron pattern of the Royal 

House of Gorm. Alvero was still suspicious. He had friends 

who'd received invitations from native girls - only to find 

themselves confronted by their male relatives. 

'What is lady's name?' he struggled with the language. 

'I'm not allowed to say.' 

'What you mean?' 

'She wants to meet you,' the boy said slowly. 'She will 

be in the hayloft above the royal stables.' 

Alvero glanced towards the stables and saw a group of 

young men whom he recognised as members of the prin-

cess' bodyguard. 

'She said I was to give you this.' 

The boy reached into his pouch and pulled out a lock of 

jet-black hair, tied with a silver thread. Alvero's heart 

missed a beat. There was only one person in the entire 

village with hair as dark as that. He glanced once more 

towards the stables and found that the young men had 

gone. Excitement overcame fear. 

'You take me?' 

The boy shook his head. 'You must go like you are in-

vestigating something. No one will ask questions if you 

act like you belong.' 

Alvero entered the stables and mounted the stairs with 

a sense of foreboding. He was off duty and his only weap-

on was a knife, which was meant for peeling apples. The 

door at the top of the stairs was open and he could see 

the princess inside. She was sitting on a pile of hay. No 

one else was there - but there was no shortage of places 

to hide. He ventured the last few steps and Adrina smiled 

at him. 

'Come and sit beside me.' 
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Alvero approached cautiously. From where he stood, he 

could see a smart leather boot protruding from a pile of 

sacks. He wondered how many of the princess' bodyguard 

were hidden in the loft. 

'I've been watching you for a long time.' 

Adrina spoke in the southern tongue without the slightest 

trace of an accent. 'I have been looking for a brave com-

panion from my father's land.' 

'Does you father come from Ibero?' 

Adrina stoked her long dark hair. 

'Can't you see that we have the same southern blood?' 

Alvero relaxed a little and listened. 

'My sisters tell me that a lot of the brothers from Ibero 

want to go home.' 

'We can't, Princess. We need boats...' 

Adrina lent forward and took his hand. 

'Alvero. I can put twenty of the brothers on the next boat 

taking tin to Ibero. They are needed there. A war has bro-

ken out. The empire if falling apart.' 

'No one has told us that.' 

'They wouldn't.' Adrina patted his knee. 'If they told you 

that it would be very bad for moral.' 

Alvero nodded. 'What do you want me to do?' 

'You gather together the brothers who are loyal to Ibero. 

You must swear a blood oath. When you are ready report 

back. The boy, Weasel, will be our messenger. He will tell 

you where to find me.' 

'Who's Weasel?' 

'Make the sound of a weasel and he will come.' Adrina 

put her fingers to her lips and made a high-pitched 

squeak. 
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'You do it!' 

Alvero did his best and heard footsteps on the stairs. 

The boy who'd accosted him earlier appeared in the door-

way. 

Our brother Alvero has agreed to join us,' Adrina said in 

the native tongue. 'He is a loyal son of Ibero.' 

The boy raised his hand in a warrior's salute. Alvero was 

amazed that someone so young would be permitted to do 

such a thing - and in the presence of a princess. 
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CHAPTER 10 

 

War Council 
 

T om left the guardhouse and went to relieve himself 

in the urinal behind the chariot enclosure. As Head 

Master of the Catti, he had a private chamber in the royal 

residence but rarely slept there. The girls of the guard 

yearned for his company and he was reluctant to deny 

their wishes. 

Four weeks had passed since his arrival in the royal vil-

lage. In the reckoning of his new realm that was one 

moon. Tom preferred to think in the terms of the people he 

had come to live amongst. He was getting a feel for their 

way of life and felt at home in their company. They were a 

no-nonsense race and he shared many of their attitudes. 

His new realm reminded him of his old two thousand 

years earlier. In those far-off days, southerners from the 

Mediterranean had invaded the north. Tom won top grades 

at military college and his passion was historical warfare. 

He'd read Caesar's accounts of the conquest of Gaul and 

had imagined himself in the position of the natives. Their 

personal weapons matched the Romans and they outnum-

bered them yet they were defeated. A chieftain with under-

standing could have outsmarted the invader. 

Tom had imagined himself in that role. With the hindsight 

of history it was easy to see where the northerners had 

gone wrong. They lacked political cohesion and didn't have 

a standing army. Once these obstacles were overcome, 

they would be invincible. He adjusted his sword harness. 

He had an audience with the queen and was anxious to 

discuss strategy with her. 

He'd fallen under the old woman’s spell. She was the 

mother he'd never had. His real mother could never cope 
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with his wild antics. The queen treated him like a son and 

they'd had numerous discussions on every aspect of his old 

realm - including military tactics. 

The old woman was aware of his sleeping arrangements 

and seemed to approve. Thunder said he was expected to 

sire an army of warriors by the hairy-legged amazons of 

the royal guard. Tom said he found them passionate but 

would prefer something more dainty. Thunder said he 

would be showing great disrespect if he challenged Her 

Majesty's choice of sleeping companions. 

Two members of the guard confronted him when he ar-

rived at the royal apartments. They stood on either side of 

the door with spears and short stabbing swords. The spears 

flicked out to block his way. 

'Who goes there?' 

'Sky Warrior! Head Master of the Catti!' 

Tom barked out his name and title. 

'Proof of identity!' 

'You know who I am.' 

'Standing orders require proof of identity.' 

Tom pointed to the badge of office that secured his cloak. 

The girls glanced at it and said they would have to conduct 

a body search. Hands undid the straps that secured his un-

dergarments and he was beginning to think he was not be-

ing treated with the respect due to his office when a voice 

called out. 

'Where's that Sky Warrior?' 

'Just coming, Majesty.' 

The girls adjusted his clothing and propelled him down a 

corridor. Steam billowed from a doorway at the far end. 

Tom went towards it and poked his head through the open-

ing. Inside, the air was hot and humid. He wiped his eyes 

and saw the queen. She was sitting on a wooden bench 
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with her legs in a tub of hot water. Two braziers of glowing 

coals stood on either side. 

He went through a series of respectful gestures: throw-

ing out his clock and touching his forehead. He had no 

problem with the tribal rituals. The old woman was worthy 

of respect. She was in poor health but invincible. There 

were times when he saw the young woman she had once 

been. 

Or, was it the goddess within her? 

Whatever it was he saw it now. A young girl stared at 

him through the steam and grew into an adult before his 

eyes. One moment her face was gentle, the next fierce. It 

was never frivolous. Changing all the time. He blinked and 

saw her as she now was. The limbs that had been young 

and vital were racked with pain. 

She held up her swollen arthritic hands. 

'Do the people of your former realm have a cure for the 

afflictions of old age, Sky Warrior?' 

Tom inclined his head. 'They do not have a cure but they 

have remedies that can greatly relieve the pain.' 

'Then you have truly left a blessed place,' she coughed. 

'I often wonder why you came here.' 

'Let us say the Holy Mother brought us here - me and my 

young companion.' 

'Hgh!’ the old woman grunted. ‘Let us hope that the Holy 

Lady has a place in her Great Plan for your young compan-

ion and my poor son, Fury. They have fled into the marsh-

es and found sanctuary with the witch, Miralda.' 

'So I understand, Majesty.' Tom nodded. 'I am informed 

that they are in possession of Balduur's head. The Princess 

Adrina sent them on a mission.' 

'So it would seem, Sky Warrior.' 
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She picked up an earthenware bottle and poured a liberal 

quantity of oil into a tub of hot water. The room was filled 

with pungent fumes. Perspiration ran down Tom's forehead 

and he slipped off his cloak. He was wondering how much 

more clothing he could discard when the queen reached for 

a linen cloth. 

'What news do you have of my daughter?' 

'I am told that the princess has been seen amongst your 

own warriors, dressed as a boy, Majesty. There are reports 

of her being with Morgon's men disguised as a stable lad 

and yet others of her being with King Pius in her usual 

clothes.' 

'Aye! The young vixen is everywhere and nowhere, all at 

the same time. She's planning something. Like as not she'll 

take on more than she can chew.' 

'She seems a very competent young woman.' 

'She has the confidence of youth, Sky Warrior. I pray that 

the Holy Mother will teach my foolish daughter to control 

her headstrong ways before it is too late.' 

Tom decided it was time to remind her of the purpose of 

his visit. 'You asked me to report on my special force. Maj-

esty.' 

'Aye,' she looked up. 'My council gave you permission to 

recruit warriors from the tribes defeated by Morgon and 

use the mountain men. I do not have to tell you that there 

were many dissenting voices. I had to use my powers of 

persuasion. I trust that it was worthwhile.' 

'The new force is proceeding admirably, Majesty. My men 

have nothing to lose. Their goal is revenge. They'll not go 

back to their farms at planting and harvest time. Their 

farms have been destroyed. All they want is to wipe Mor-

gon and his men from the face of the land.' 
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'The Augury Master foretells that Morgon is preparing to 

attack us. Some of my clan chieftains urge me to attack 

first. What say you, Sky Warrior? 

'I believe we should let Morgon make the first move, 

Majesty. His men will retreat to fortified positions if we 

commence hostilities. They can withstand lengthy sieges. 

Our forces will tire and our warriors will return to their 

farms as they have in the past. When that happens, Mor-

gon's troops will break out and cause death and destruc-

tion to your people.' 

'You have learnt a lot about us in the short while you 

have been here, Sky Warrior.' 

'Aye Majesty. Your Chariot Master, Griffin son of Dragon, 

has been of great assistance and so has Thunder son of 

Lightning. I also have the advantage of coming from a 

realm that was once very much like yours. The people of 

the north were invaded by southerners and defeated by 

them. Many generations passed and the northern tribes 

learnt to fight in the ways of the south. When that hap-

pened the southern empire fell and the northerners be-

came its new rulers.' 

'We cannot wait generations, Sky Warrior.' 

'No, Majesty. But we can speed things up.' 

'There's not much time for that.' 

'I believe we have sufficient time to create a force that 

will match the southerners and disrupt their formations. 

Your warriors will then be able to go in amongst them with 

their swords and secure victory.' 

The queen grasped the image of the goddess that hung 

about her neck. 

'I pray that you are right, Sky Warrior.' 
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A  long causeway stretched out from the fortified set-

tlement of Dunavon to a small island in the estuary. 

Ships lay at anchor beside the many wharfs and ware-

houses that lined its muddy shores. Some were big 

transport vessels. Others were sleek warships with dragon 

prows and banks of oars. Shrines to the Holy Mother re-

minded visitors that they had entered territory controlled 

by natives still loyal to the religion of their ancestors. 

The warriors who defended the island were dressed in 

brightly coloured tunics and carried shields emblazoned 

with the head of a boar - the emblem of the Catti. Their al-

lies in the dragon boats wore sealskin and their shields 

were decorated with a winged dragon - the emblem of the 

powerful maritime tribe of Galboreth. 

On that sultry summer's day, sailors lounged around half-

naked on the decks of the transports. It was hot by local 

standards and they were content to soak up the sun and 

let others get on with the job of loading the boats with lead 

and hides for the long trip back to Ibero and other parts of 

the empire. 

No one was interested in the boy, sweating beneath a 

sealskin cloak. He plodded up a ramp and arrived on one of 

the huge decks. His sack crashed down unconvincingly. An 

agent of the empire would have recognised that there was 

something very suspicious about the lad. 

He stepped over the sack and made his way down a 

hatch to the main cabin. A man sat there on a padded 

bench beside a porthole. He wore baggy trousers and a lin-

en tunic that hung open to reveal a powerful chest covered 

in dark hair. His face was clean-shaven and the hair on his 

head was grey. He rose and smiled. 

'I am glad you were able to come.' 

'I am glad to see you, Uncle.' 
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Adrina pulled back the hood of her sealskin cloak and 

dumped the garment on the floor. Her long black hair was 

gathered in a bun. Beads of perspiration ran down her 

face. She shook her hair loose and undid the toggles that 

fastened her tunic. 

'Phew! That was hot work.' 

She spoke in the southern language. 

The man viewed her through hooded eyes. 

'You have grown since we last met.' 

'Aye!' Adrina's dark eyes sparkled. 'I have grown bigger 

and you have grown more handsome than ever.' 

She expected the compliment to flatter but it failed to 

achieve the desired result. Her uncle's eyes continued to 

bore into her. 

'Your mother worries about you.' 

The reply was not welcome. Adrina knew her mother 

worried. That's what people did when they got old. They 

saw problems everywhere. Once you fell into that trap you 

were finished. You might just as well be dead. Success 

came to those who seized the moment. 

'What do you know about the Sky Warrior?' 

Her uncle's question bore into her. It wasn't the encoun-

ter she'd expected. When they'd last met, he'd showered 

her with toys from Ibero. Now he was acting like an inquis-

itor. Adrina thought before replying. 

'I prayed to the Holy Mother for such a man and she 

brought him to me.' 

'Where does he come from?' 

It was as if her uncle was going down a list of questions. 

He was her father's younger brother. He'd once been so 

exciting. Now she saw the other side of him. The Catti had 

forged a pact with the rebellious nations of the empire and 

she was a product of that union. 
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'The Sky Warrior comes from another realm.' 

She replied and saw the fixed expression on her uncle's 

face. Adrina knew what happened when blood was mixed. 

People shouted acclaim. But it rarely lasted. When alliances 

fell apart innocent children suffered. It was a fear that had 

haunted her young life. 

'He is called Head Master but his role is War Master,' her 

uncle said. 'The common people flock about him. How do 

we know he will not try to seize power?' 

'The Holy Mother would not send such a person.' 

'How do we know She sent him?' 

There was a heavy note of sarcasm in his voice and Adri-

na chose not to reply. She knew it would only lead to an ar-

gument. When her uncle next spoke it was to make a 

statement. 

'Morgon is preparing to attack. He is intent on drawing 

your mother's people into battle. I am sure you are aware 

of that.' 

'Aye! And it will be a battle he cannot win.' Adrina's dark 

eyes flashed. 'The moment the tide turns against him, the 

Gorms will attack his rear.' 

'What makes you think that?' 

'I live amongst them, Uncle. I know how much they hate 

Morgon and the foul god he serves.' 

'Aye, Niece. But do they hate him more than they hate 

your mother's people? The Catti and the Gorms were ene-

mies long before Morgon set foot in this land.' 

'Through the Holy Mother all things are possible, Uncle. 

When the tide of battle turns the two people shall be as 

one. They will unite against Morgon's men. I pray that the 

brothers from Ibero will join them.' 

Her uncle examined her coldly. 
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'The brothers from Ibero will do nothing unless they can 

be sure that they will be on the winning side. The conse-

quences of being defeated would be disastrous for them 

and their families. The empire shows no mercy to those 

who are disloyal. You must be aware of that when you 

make your plans, Niece.' 

 

A lison peered out of the reed shelter that Fury had 

constructed. It was early morning and she felt the 

need to relieve herself. That was best done when the tide 

was flowing and it was flowing very rapidly now. She pad-

dled out into the cold water and was squatting down when 

she spied the dragon boat. It was moored nearby. She 

wasn't frightened. It was there to protect them. There 

were young men on board. Sometimes they waved - but 

never when she went for a pee. 

That told you something about them. When she was 

small, she'd lived on a military base where her father was 

in the medical corps. Things were different here but not 

totally. The young men on the boats were subject to strict 

discipline. They were the sort who would lark around then 

spring into action when a command was given. She felt at 

home in their presence but couldn't say the same for Fury. 

She'd struggled to dismiss unpleasant thoughts about him. 

It made no difference. 

Fury was a wimp! 

She had confronted him with the full realisation of their 

relationship and he'd not known what to do. She was 

pregnant and Fury couldn't come to terms with that. 

They'd exchanged talismans and made love. Everything 

should follow automatically from that … but it hadn't. 

Instead of living happily ever after, a calamity had oc-

curred. She was pregnant and Fury was incapable of ap-

preciating the responsibilities he would have to face. Ali-

son adjusted her clothing and went back to the shelter. 
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T om rose and stretched himself. He'd spent an ex-

hausting night, tramping through woods and marsh-

land with the special forces under his command. They 

were loaded down with entrenching tools and other mili-

tary hardware. He'd carried twice as much: in part be-

cause of his superior size but mainly to show he shared a 

common burden. 

He no longer slept in the guardhouse. Some of his warri-

ors were female and he preferred them to the hair-legged 

amazons who previously shared his bed. The new arrange-

ment met with the queen's approval but was deeply re-

sented by the girls of the guard. 

His new companions bathed him and helped him dress. A 

war council had been called and he would be attending it 

as the holder of the esteemed office of Head Master. His 

ceremonial cloak was produced and fastened with his 

broach of office. Otherwise, his clothes were the same as 

those of his men: brown, knee-length tunic worn over 

green leggings and leather boots. The tunic was padded to 

absorb sword thrusts and reinforced with chain mail in vul-

nerable places. 

His new force would soon be put to the test. Morgon had 

laid siege to the Cattish port of Dunavon and the queen 

was preparing a counter attack. It was the opportunity 

Tom had been waiting for. He left his tent and was escort-

ed to the council chamber by his personal guard. 

The usual crowd of faces was there. Most were clan 

chieftains. The heavily moustached personages fought 

from chariots and were immensely proud of themselves. 

Their tactic was to run rings around their opponents and 

hurl javelins. The tactic worked against tribal warriors but 

was useless against Morgon's highly disciplined troops. 

Tom was determined to put the chariots to better use. 

A girl of the royal guard entered the chamber and 

thumped her spear. Everyone rose, except Tom who was 
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obliged to stoop because the chamber was not designed for 

someone of his height. 

The queen took her place and the usual formalities were 

observed. Frequent references to the Holy Mother punctu-

ated accounts of Morgon's latest aggression and the need 

to take action. Thunder stood beside the old woman. She 

turned towards him and her tone changed. 

'Where are those buckets of sand?' 

Tom was struck by her offhand manner and guessed that, 

in private, their relationship was very different. He watched 

as Thunder ran off, like a humble servant, and returned 

with two wooden pails. 

'Put it down there!' 

She indicated a spot on the flagstones. 

Thunder tipped sand onto the floor and moulded it into 

shapes. Tom knew what he was doing. He'd done it himself. 

Thunder was constructing a sand map. 

The estuary was marked out. The escarpment followed. 

The territory of Gorm was delineated. Thunder worked me-

thodically. The clan chieftains craned their necks. Tom 

watched as Thunder showed the disposition of Morgon's 

forces about the port of Dunavon. 

It didn't make sense. 

He stifled an urge to ask Thunder if he was certain of his 

facts. The queen called for comment. Tom hung back as 

one chieftain after another told her that the chariots would 

sweep Morgon from his position and annihilate him. That 

didn't make sense either. The queen looked in Tom's direc-

tion.' 

'Sky Warrior. You haven't said anything.' 

'I wasn't asked, Majesty.' 

'Well, I'm asking you now. What do you think?' 
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'I can't understand what's going on,' Tom replied cau-

tiously. 'Morgon has placed his forces in an exposed posi-

tion. If he were to be confronted by a similar force, he 

would be defeated. He wouldn't stand a chance.' 

'What are you talking about?' One of the chieftains 

jumped up. 'What do you know about the southerners?' 

'I am trained as a warrior,' Tom said. 'I am trained in 

the ways the southerners know. Their soldiers do nothing 

but fight. They do not farm. They do not have families to 

protect. That is why they are so difficult to defeat and 

that is why I have created a special force to fight like the 

southerners.' 

Tom glanced round the ring of faces and saw he had 

their attention. 'Morgon's men are warriors and nothing 

else. The only thing they do is train and fight. When they 

train it is like fighting. When they fight it is like training. 

For them there is no difference.' 

An argument broke out and was silenced by the queen. 

'Listen! Hear what the Sky Warrior says.' 

Tom adjusted his cloak and tried to look small. 

'I am told that the southerners defeat you in battle. 

Their weapons are not superior. Their warriors are not 

superior. They defeat you because they are organised to 

defeat you.' 

The chieftains stared back at him. 

'You will not be defeated if you fight like them. You are 

better warriors. You have been cheated by their southern 

ways. You can overcome them.' 

He glanced at his badge of office, fringed with the 

skulls that a Head Master was expected to collect. Its 

symbolism didn't faze him. Tom knew what happened 

when armies clashed. Cleaning-up operations were 

bound to be messy. Some would want to claim heads as 
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trophies. Others would want to venerate them as fallen he-

roes.  

He placed his hand on the badge. 

'If the Holy Mother wills it, I will show you how to gather 

many heads. My men will break up Morgon's formations. 

You will do the rest.' 

 

A lvero huddled against the haystack and tried to look 

as inconspicuous as possible. He pulled his grey mil-

itary cloak up about his neck and dragged his steel helmet 

down about his ears. It wasn't unusual for members of 

Morgon's force to hang about the horse pens where there 

was always a chance to meet a golden-haired stable boy. 

He was waiting for one now. 

He stared into the mist and saw a small figure peering at 

him through the bars of the fence. It was the boy Weasel. 

Alvero placed his fingers to his lips and made the high-

pitched squeaking noise that Adrina had taught him. 

The boy ran across. 

'Brother,' he spoke in the native tongue. 'The princess 

says the Holy Mother is with us. She wants you to be 

ready with brothers from Ibero...' 

'Stop!' Alvero raised a hand. 'You say too fast.' 

The boy got the message and spoke slowly, articulating 

every word. 'Princess say you stay close. Soon big battle.' 

He slashed the air in imitation of a swordsman. 'Much 

fighting. Tell brothers to make white ribbons and tie to 

sleeves. Adrina ... she rally loyal clans of Holy Mother. You 

go with her and join Sky Warrior...' 

From the corner of his eye, Alvero saw a figure advanc-

ing towards them through the mist. As the man drew clos-

er he recognised a sergeant of Morgon's guard. For a mo-

ment he was near to panic. The penalty for treason was 

death by impaling. Then his head cleared. 
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'Come!' He pulled the boy towards him. 'You make still.' 

He ran his hands through the boy's hair. For a moment 

Weasel lay still. Then he reacted violently, punching Alvero 

in the stomach. 

'Still! Still...' 

The boy continued to struggle - kicking Alvero in the 

shins. 

The sergeant arrived by their side. 

'You've got a frisky one there, soldier.' 

'Yeah, Serge. He doesn't know what's good for him.' 

'Then, you'll 'ave to teach him, won't yer, lad?' 

The sergeant examined the boy. 

'Very nice.' He prodded Weasel with his baton. 'You can 

let me 'ave a go when you've finished.' 

Alvero felt a tremendous urge to draw his sword and dis-

patch the man with a thrust through his vital regions. The 

sergeant had trained him to use the weapon. He savoured 

the thought of showing him how well he'd learnt his les-

sons. 

The sergeant turned away and was lost in the mist. 

Weasel peered from under Alvero's cloak. 

'Brother! Holy Mother. She protect us.' 

The boy stepped back. 

'Don't forget ... wear white ribbons. Put on when Sky War-

rior attack and Morgon run away. Then take horses and 

join Adrina. 
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CHAPTER 11 

 

Baddon Marsh 
 

I n a grey canvas tent, not far from the horse pens, 

Morgon slept fitfully, waking frequently to call for in-

telligence reports. He was camped on the soggy plain of 

Baddon Marsh, laying siege to the port of Dunavon. But he 

wasn't there to take Dunavon. His aim was to draw the 

enemy into battle and destroy them en masse. The mili-

tary manuals emphasised the weakness of the tribesmen 

in set battles and the hazards of pursuing them into the 

wilderness if you failed to wipe them out completely. 

The natives must submit or die. If they submitted they 

would be treated fairly so long as they gave up their dis-

gusting habits and agreed to become loyal citizens of the 

empire. If they didn't, it was the duty of all loyal citizens 

to hunt the sods down and butcher them. 

Through a combination of skill and guile, Morgon had 

lured the Catti down onto Baddon plane. It was a perfect 

place to entrap and slaughter them. The river hemmed 

their warriors in on one side and marshes on the other. 

They would attack as they always did, making a great deal 

of noise. His artillery would soften them up and his men 

would cause further havoc with their javelins before lock-

ing shields to form an impregnable wall. Then the slaugh-

ter would begin. The legionnaires fought in disciplined 

ranks. The tribesmen fought as individual warriors. The 

natives were too stupid to understand that ten men 

fighting as one can defeat a rabble many times their size. 

His sole worry was the Sky Warrior. The man claimed to 

come from another realm. That was clearly nonsense. But, 

where did the big sod come from? He was training a spe-

cial force in modern fighting methods and was having 
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some success according to intelligence reports. The 

thought of whole tribes coming under his command was 

frightening. Mercifully that didn't seem likely. The common 

tribesmen might regard the Sky Warrior as a hero but the 

clan chieftains saw him as a threat. 

Morgon nodded back to sleep and awoke at the beginning 

of the third watch. He rose and had himself washed and 

dressed by the native boys who acted as his personal val-

ets. They proceeded slowly so he could prepare himself for 

whatever the day had in store. He was fully dressed by the 

time the trumpets sounded reveille and he had briefed his 

officers when his native allies gathered for the dawn cere-

mony. 

The priests of the duideth were on the dais. Morgon took 

his position beside them. He regarded the Ceremony of the 

Lord's Coming with indifference. Its only useful function 

was to get the clansmen out of bed. He stared into the 

mist and wondered how the priests could fool anyone into 

believing they knew the exact moment when the sun would 

rise. Morgon could only conclude that most of humanity 

was stupid. The thought cheered him immensely. 

The Sky Warrior had to rely on the natives and they 

couldn't be trusted. The tribal warriors were formidable in 

attack and pathetic in retreat. When the tide of battle 

turned they fled and were cut down in their thousands. De-

spite setbacks he felt confident. His strength was in the 

fortifications that his men had thrown up in the short while 

they had been there. The natives would hurl themselves 

against his banks and ditches. They'd tire and when that 

happened, his men would sally forth and annihilate them. 

The tedious, boring ceremony ended with the usual 

banging of cymbals and drums. As if by magic, the sky 

brightened and the mist cleared. Morgon thought that a 

good omen. Then a cry went up from one of the watchtow-

ers. He listened in disbelief as a young soldier shouted 

about a major earthwork on Baddon plain. He said it had 
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been built overnight and encircled them Morgon decided to 

see what the young idiot was crapping on about. 

The watchtower was built from saplings bound together 

with rope. Morgon climbed the flimsy structure and ma-

noeuvred his huge bulk onto the top deck, dislodging the 

soldier on duty. He scarcely noticed as the man crashed to 

the ground. Far more important matters were at stake. En-

emy horsemen were patrolling the soggy ground and an 

earthwork had appeared. An impressive bank stretched be-

tween the marsh and the river, trapping his force on a nar-

row spit of land. The speed of the operation was awesome 

and he didn't doubt who was behind it. 

'Sky Warrior. I see your hand in this!' 

A scowl spread over Morgon's heavy face. 

'By Bithras! I'll teach you a lesson.' 

 

T om stood on the Cattish bank, flanked by Thunder 

and the Chariot Master. His main concern was that 

the nature of his fortification should not be disclosed to 

Morgon. There were spies in their midst and they would 

know his earthwork was a fake. That was the main reason 

why the horsemen were patrolling. They were there to cut 

off anyone passing between the lines and bring them back 

for interrogation. 

Tom shielded his eyes. On the other side of Baddon 

Plane, Morgon's grey-clad soldiers were forming into line. 

Morgon knew he must attack at once or his position would 

become hopeless. Tom watched the tightly disciplined 

ranks emerging from the mist then turned his attention to 

his own forces. The contrast could not have been greater. 

The brightly dressed tribesmen were gathering about their 

clan chieftains, shouting battle cries. Most were armed 

with a slashing sword and a small circular shield. Some 

wore body armour. Others were stripped to the waist. 

Standards poked up everywhere. Bronze animal heads with 
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gaping mouths were mounted on painted poles. Yellow 

windsocks streamed out behind them and wooden tongues 

clattered in bronze mouths. Drums beat and chariot horns 

blared. 

Tom wondered if the tribesmen were capable of doing 

anything without making a huge amount of noise. He'd 

given up trying to train them to the standards of Morgon's 

troops. The most he could hope for was a sort of organ-

ised mayhem that would get them together in time to 

spring his trap. For the moment, Morgan was doing as he 

expected. Tom couldn't fault the commander of the Thir-

teenth Legion. Under the circumstances he would have 

done the same. That was the beauty of the situation. His 

opponent was behaving predictably. 

His attention turned to the huge cattle pen at the foot of 

the bank. That was another source of his worries. The pen 

was filled with mountain men and the cattle they'd seized 

on their way down from the north. The painted savages 

were his wild card. They were the force which would rip 

Morgon's ranks apart. 

A naked man on a blindfolded bull attracted his atten-

tion. His entire body was covered in tattoos. It was difficult 

to tell what was real and what was added. He had more 

arms, legs and penises than a dozen warriors put together. 

Tom decided that, if attacked by such an apparition, he'd 

strike at the midpoint and ignore the rest. 

He returned his attention to the battlefield. His main 

force was encamped on a low ridge. Their covered wagons 

were arranged in a defensive ring. Tom was alarmed to 

see small children on the roofs. His whole being con-

vulsed. 

He grabbed Thunder's arm. 

'I gave orders for those carts to be moved.' 

The little man adjusted his cloak. 
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'It is a time-honoured custom for families to accompany 

their warriors into battle.' 

'Time honoured!' Tom exploded. 'That's what you say 

when you can't think of a anything better.' 

'It is an ancient tradition...' 

Tom shut his ears. There was no point in arguing. The 

tribesmen had their way of doing things and it would take 

an eternity to change them. Right now, he had more press-

ing problems. Morgon was on the march. His army was ad-

vancing on a broad front. Grey-clad infantry followed by 

their native allies. 

Tom turned towards his own forces. The queen was in-

specting her warriors. The old woman rode in a carriage 

drawn by four white horses. A young girl, in a white dress, 

stood beside her with the War Shield of the Catti. Another 

held a sprig of holly. 

The warriors beat their swords against their shields. The 

rattling spread down the ranks: reached the end of one line 

and bounced back along another: waxing and waning. The 

old woman went from clan to clan. Small children ran to 

greet her. They had garlands of leaves and other offerings. 

The sight filled Tom with horror. He found it incomprehensi-

ble that his men had brought their families with them. Their 

loved ones would be slaughtered or enslaved if Morgon car-

ried the day. 

The sound of the advancing troops sent shivers down his 

spine. They were so near he could hear the clink of their 

armour and the shouts of the battle marshals as they called 

their men into line. He waited as the old woman finished 

her inspection and mounted the bank. 

She arrived with agonisingly slow steps. 

'Is all prepared, Sky Warrior?' 

'Aye, Majesty.' 

'Has the challenge been issued?' 
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'Griffin is doing so now, Majesty.' 

Tom clasped his sword and stared out over Baddon 

Plane. In the shrinking gap between the two armies, the 

solitary figure of the Chariot Master rode out to meet an 

advance party of Morgon's officers. Tom watched as Griffin 

dismounted. He was approached by one of Morgon's men. 

The man wore a helmet with a crimson plume. They ex-

changed salutes. A discussion followed. Tom waited then a 

signal from Griffin said he should proceed. 

He climbed down from the bank and strode across the 

soggy ground. Thunder walked by his side and ten warri-

ors of his personal guard followed. Each carried a large 

rectangular shield emblazoned with a double-headed ea-

gle - the emblem of the Sky Warrior. 

'Gods willing, it'll be like the last battle on Baddon 

Plane,' Thunder prodded Tom in the ribs. 'You'll kill the big 

bugger and it'll all be over - quick smart.' 

'Only if he takes up my challenge.' 

Thunder lengthened his stride to keep up with Tom. 

'If he doesn't, people will say he's scared - and that will 

be very bad for his reputation.' 

'It's not that simple.' 

'It's very simple,' Thunder insisted. 'If Morgon refuses, 

your reputation is enhanced. If he accepts, you've got a 

chance to kill him. The only thing you've got to worry 

about is that he might kill you because that would be very 

bad for your reputation.' 

'It certainly would,' Tom agreed. 

'It would be bad for ours too.' Thunder adjusted his 

sword harness. 'So make sure it doesn't happen.' 

They reached Griffin who was standing a few paces from 

an elegantly attired officer of Morgon's guard. His plumed 

helmet nodded in the breeze. 

Tom's party halted. 
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Another armed group was heading their way. Tom made 

out the figure of Morgon, towering above his escort. The 

plumed man stepped forward. 

'Count Arrio Morbillus of Albero!' he announced in a 

heavy southern accent. 'Aide-de-camp to Lord Morgon of 

Mordinno, Commander-in-Chief of the Thirteenth Legion, 

War Master of Gorm.' He waved his cloak in an elaborate 

gesture and stepped back. 

Thunder preened the waxed ends of his moustache and 

held up his hand in a warrior's salute. 

'Thunder son of Lightning, companion-in-arms to Sky 

Warrior.' 

'Sky whom?' the plumed man asked. 

'Sky Warrior!' Thunder barked back. 

'I don't think we know the name.' The plumed man 

pointed his nose in the air. 

Thunder thrust out a stubby finger. 

'What's the matter with you, Morbillus? Did your rich pa-

pa get you a commission before you was ripe for it ... 

that's what your soldiers have told our girls.' 

The plumed man seemed to understand little of the in-

sult. He stood, gawking, like a first-year cadet, struggling 

with the basics of the native language. When Thunder had 

finished, he shuffled through a stack of cards and pulled 

one out. 

'I'm sorry if I have offended you...' 

He read from the card, struggling with the difficult pro-

nunciation. 

'The only person we have in our records who fits the de-

scription of the man you call Sky Warrior is a certain Bar-

cus Bredulus, the son of a baker from Lord Morgon's own 

town.' 
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'Right!' said Thunder. 'A baker's son has challenged a 

butcher's son to a fight to the death in single combat. Is 

that what you are saying?' 

The plumed man turned over the card and read from the 

other side. 'The man you call Sky Warrior, but whose real 

name is Barcus Bredulus, was forced to flee his native land 

to escape the wrath of angry citizens to whom he had sold 

bad bread.' 

'Holy Mother! Where did you get him from? A jackdaw 

with a split tongue could do better.' Thunder turned to Mor-

gon who had just arrived. 'Is he the best you could find as 

your companion-in-arms?' 

Morgon glared at the plumed man and muttered a num-

ber in their own language. The plumed man shuffled 

through his cards. 

'Number Twenty Seven,' Thunder prompted in the south-

ern tongue. 

The plumed man found the card. 'The Lord Morgon has 

noted the challenge of Barcus Bredulus - known to the Cat-

ti as Sky Warrior.' He peered at the card. 'The Lord Morgon 

wishes it to be known that he does not accept challenges 

from persons of inferior rank.' 

Tom glared at Morgon. 

'You pathetic coward!' 

Thunder watched the confrontation. 

The Sky Warrior had frequently worried him with his han-

dling of events. Too often the big man had shown appalling 

ignorance of the most elementary rules of behaviour. He 

had offended people with his failure to respect conven-

tions. His clumsy references to the Holy Mother and other 

divine figures were frightening. But, when it came to in-

sults, the man excelled himself. 

Thunder felt proud of his protege. 

'We have you trapped, Morgon!' 



 129 

Tom thrust out his chest and shouted at the other man. 

'We have destroyed your navy and we have built a wall to 

contain you on land. You have only two choices: you can 

starve or surrender.' 

Morgon stared at him impassively. He was a full twenty 

years older than Tom yet no less robust. He drew himself 

up. 

'You silly little boy!' He pushed his face forward. 'You are 

nothing! Do you think I came here to answer your pathetic 

challenge?' 

'There's no need to make a mystery of it,' Tom grinned. 

'Tell us why you're here.' 

'There's only one reason.' Morgon pointed to Tom's bank. 

'I came to see your pathetic attempt at fortification ... and 

now I see it I know what it is. We'll punch a hole through 

your pile of mud like a child kicks down a sandcastle.' 

'Kick a hole through my wall and you will be consumed by 

fire,' Tom said. 'You have no idea what is waiting for you on 

the other side.' 

'By Bithras! You are a clown.' Morgon screwed up his 

face. 'You are like those silly actors who perform in the the-

atres. You think you can build a wall of mud and stop an 

army. Such things might happen on the stage in front of 

senile senators and posh merchants. Just you wait and see 

what happens when you come up against a real army led 

by real officers.' 

'You're fucked, Morgon.' 

'Put your hand where your mouth is!' Morgon bellowed. 

'My informants tell me you have been elevated to the office 

of Head Master. Very well! My Head Master is here. He 

equals you in rank. Challenge him.' 

He pointed to a ferocious looking man at his side. 

'He wants you to fight his Sword Master,' Thunder whis-

pered. 
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'What styles?' 

'Theirs and ours.' 

'Anything else?' 

'He's good.' 

Tom advanced towards the Sword Master and stuck out 

his tongue. Like Tom, the other man was armed with a 

long sword and short sword. Tom adopted a relaxed, 

swaggering posture and began to insult his adversary, 

who wore a silver mask with a bird's face. 

'Pretty boy...' 

Tom made a warbling noise. 

The Sword Master adjusted his position. 

Thunder had seen the Sky Warrior training and knew he 

was good. But the big man was far too casual. He was 

behaving like a herdboy insulting another boy - or a 

baker's son playing at being a soldier. 

He tugged at his moustache. It would be a terrible blow 

to moral if the Sky Warrior was killed. The common peo-

ple had placed their faith in him. He was the good giant 

who was going to save them from the bad giant. And, 

that was only part of the problem. What would the queen 

say if he returned without him? The thought was mortify-

ing. 

'Hey, Baker's Son!' Morgon intervened. 'Are you going 

to issue a challenge?' 

Tom dropped his guard and slouched forward. 

'What do you want me to do?' 

'Are you so fucking ignorant...' 

The words died in Morgon's mouth as Tom cast down 

his shield. It fell at the Sword Master's feet. Thunder did-

n't follow the full sequence of actions but he saw the 
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Sword Master stunned by a blow from Tom's outstretched 

arm. Blood gushed from his mouth and he fell backwards. 

Morgon's guard enveloped their chief in a wall of shields 

and rushed him to safety. Tom glanced at the bloodied 

figure and looked reproachfully at Thunder. 

'You said he was good.' 

'He used to be,' Thunder conceded. 

'Anything wrong?' 

'You didn't do it according to the rules.' 

'I didn't think there were any.' 

Thunder watched as Tom picked up his shield and 

turned to leave. He called him back. 'You've not yet com-

pleted your task. There are things which remain to be 

done.' 

'What do you mean? I've killed the sod ... isn't that 

enough?' 

Thunder pointed to the dead body. 

'You hold the distinguished office of Head Master.' 

'Oh ... that's just a ceremonial thing.' 

'No it's not!' 

Thunder thrust out his baton. 

'You can't be Head Master and neglect your duties.' 

He grabbed Tom and pulled him forward. 

'I sometimes wonder if you know what it means to be a 

senior officer in Her Majesty's service.' 

'I do my best,’ Tom shrugged. 

Thunder raised his sword. 

'I've told you time and time again. You have to be aware 

of customs. You might not like them but that doesn't mat-

ter.' 
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The sword swept down and the Sword Master's head fell 

forward. 

'Right!' Thunder picked up the head. 

'You've got to perform the duties of a Head Master - not 

just enjoy the title.' He pulled off the helmet with the Sun 

God crest. 'If you don't know what that means, you'd bet-

ter learn fast.' 

'I'm listening,' Tom said. 

Thunder held the head by the hair. 

'You carry it like this, taking care not to get more blood 

than can be avoided on your garments and body armour. 

When we reach the royal presence, you are to display the 

head first to Her Majesty then to such clan chieftains as 

may be present. I must urge you to exercise care in iden-

tifying who is and who is not a clan chieftain. Your mis-

takes in the past have been a source of amusement to 

the common people and have caused embarrassment to 

others.' 

'They've not all been mistakes,' Tom chuckled. 'Some of 

those fellows need to be taken down a notch or two.' 

'That's not for you to decide.' 

'They're pompous pricks!' 

'They're chiefs!' Thunder shouted back. 'If you insult 

them, you insult every member of their clan.' 

Tom held out the Sword Master's dripping head and 

considered the point. 

'Aye ... you could be right. I've been a bit hasty on oc-

casions.' 

'You need to guard your tongue.' Thunder kept up the 

attack. 'I'm spending too much time telling people you 

don't mean what you say.' 

Back on the bank, Tom rushed through the social nice-

ties of displaying his trophy. Morgon's army was coming 
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forward with military precision. Tom rid himself of the head 

and turned his attention to the tightly disciplined ranks of 

grey-clad soldiers, advancing towards them in a solid body. 

Five thousand men, shields locked, marching to the beat of 

the drum and the wail of bagpipes. 

He glanced at the queen who was staring impassively at 

Morgon's advancing troops. Tom was filled with admiration 

for the old woman. Despite age and infirmity, she had tak-

en her place at the head of her people. She was imperturb-

able. She did not flinch or show the slightest sign of alarm 

as the enemy drew closer. He waited for her to give the or-

der to attack. 

Then, admiration gave way to alarm. There was some-

thing disturbing about the lack of action. Tom looked at the 

shrinking gap between the enemy and the bank. If some-

thing wasn't done soon, it would be too late. He struggled 

to find words that would not offend royal sensibilities ... 

then decided he couldn't wait. 

'Majesty! It could be time to spring the trap.' 

The old woman stared ahead. 

'Majesty! If we wait any longer it could be too late.' 

'Don't be so sure,' the words trickled from the old wom-

an's mouth. 'That Morgon is a master of the crooked art.' 

'He's certainly a tricky sort,' Tom agreed. 'That's why I 

think we should alert our forces.' 

The queen's attention was focused on a flight of birds. 

Tom couldn't contain himself any longer. 

'Majesty! We have to alert our forces.' 

'When the Holy Mother ordains it.' 

Tom looked to Thunder but the little man's eyes were on 

the birds. Morgon's forces were no more than two hundred 

paces away, advancing in slow measured steps. 

'Holy Mother!' 
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Tom said a silent prayer and the birds went into a dive. 

The queen's face sprang into action. Like one who had re-

ceived a command from heaven, she raised her arm. 

'Spear of the Catti!' 

Her spear crashed down. 

'Spear of Victory!' 

The response echoed down the lines. 

Tom watched the warriors advance. They came forward 

with speed and determination but their movements were 

ragged. He saw little hope of controlling the seething mass 

of men and beasts once they were released. They would 

either win a quick victory or no victory at all. He clasped 

his sword and said a silent prayer. 

If the Holy Mother heard it, she either ignored his plea or 

was impotent to act. At a command from their chief mar-

shal, the grey-clad soldiers executed the very movement 

Tom most feared. One moment like a tortoise, the next like 

a hare, Morgon's well-drilled ranks turned and ran parallel 

to the bank. There was no chance to outmatch them in 

speed of manoeuvre. Tom watched in alarm. 

Then the queen raised her spear a second time and the 

Great Horn of the Catti blasted forth over Baddon Plane. 

Men with poles rushed forward. They pushed at Tom's bank 

and the turfs tumbled down, leaving gaps through which 

an army could pass. The mountain men threw open the 

gates of the cattle pen and led the charge. 

The painted savages rode on the backs of ponies and 

carried stockwhips. They drove the terrified cattle forward 

and stampeded them through the gaps in the bank. The 

mass of heaving, sweating, animals bore down on Mor-

gon's men. In some places the soldiers resisted. In others 

the sheer weight of beef and brawn was overwhelming. 

Holes were punched in their ranks and the mountain men 

plunged through. 

The chariots followed close behind. 
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The aristocratic warriors hurled their javelins then 

jumped down and fought on foot. Tom's special forces fol-

lowed, attacking in flying wedge formations. Wave upon 

wave of clansmen swept in behind. 

At the edge of the battlefield, half-hidden by a clump of 

bulrushes, Adrina sat on a white mare and watched as Mor-

gon's men reeled under the onslaught of her mother's forc-

es. They fell back in disarray and her attention turned to 

the Gormish tribesmen, standing in reserve. 

For a while, they remained at their posts. But, as valua-

ble cattle stampeded over Baddon Plane, their discipline 

crumbled. The sight of so much wealth, running free on the 

hoof, was too much to resist. Parties were dispatched to 

round up the beasts. Almost immediately, arguments broke 

out over who owned what. 

Adrina decided it was time to act. As her mother had 

done many years before on Baddon plane, she wore a 

white dress and carried a sprig of holly. She held it high in 

one hand and clasped the royal standard of Gorm in the 

other. 

The warriors of Clan Alpin were nearby. 

'Sons of Alpin!' She rode towards them. 'Morgon is de-

feated. Now is the time to join our victorious brothers and 

drive the invaders from our shores.' 

The clansmen glanced amongst themselves. Some 

stepped forward but withdrew as soon as it became clear 

that their companions were not going to follow. Adrina 

reined in her horse and turned to their chieftain. 

'Alpin son of Alpin! You gave me your word.' 

'I gave you nothing!' The grey-haired warrior replied. 

'You gave me your word and I gave you the chance to be 

leader of the most powerful clan in Gorm.' She pointing to 

the struggling mass of soldiers that was once Morgon's in-

vincible army. 'I told you the Holy Mother sent the Sky 

Warrior to crush our enemies.' 
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Alpin stared at her scornfully. 

'There's a big black bull out there on Baddon Plane, Prin-

cess. That's something I understand. What I don't under-

stand is the clever schemes of young women who try to 

win me over with holly berries and fine words.' 

He spurred his horse and galloped off, followed by the 

rest of his clan. 

Adrina spurred her horse towards the warriors of Clan 

Morpeth and tried again. 'I come in the name of King Pius!' 

'You come in the name of the Great She Whore!' 

Adrina ignored the insult. 

'The noble Pius commands you to strike at Morgon.' 

'Go back to your mother, Cattish Whore!' 

'King Pius commands you to attack the southern in-

vaders whose forces are being destroyed by the Sky Warri-

or.' 

A grizzled warrior stepped forward. 

'When that big mother fucker has killed Morgon we'll at-

tack.' He adjusted his sword belt. 'But we won't be going 

in on his side. We'll go in there to kill the big bugger ... 

then we'll be rid of both giants.' 

His shield was emblazoned with the sun god crest. He 

pointed at Adrina. 'Now, Princess. I think you should leave 

before it's too late.' 

Adrina felt her life force drain away. The Gorm's hatred 

of her mother's people was as strong as ever. They weren't 

going to join them in battle. When the moment was right, 

they'd attack and try to equal old scores. 

She reached for the small copper horn that hung about 

her neck. It was the one she used to summon her guard. 

But, when she blew it, a different force appeared. Men in 

black galloped towards her. She saw the serpent crest on 

their shields and recognised Morgon's assassination squad. 
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Her only way of escape was in the thick of battle. She 

turned her horse and plunged into the chaos of slashing 

swords and flying arrows. With the holly sprig held high, 

she rode back and forth shouting the many names of the 

goddess. No one came to her aid. No one tried to kill her. 

Worst of all: no one seemed to notice her. Accustomed to 

being at the centre of things, Adrina was disoriented. 

All about her was action. Tribesmen, bearing the em-

blem of the goddess, hacked at soldiers with sun god 

crests. Morgon's men were in retreat. Nothing stood be-

tween the tribesmen and victory. But, it was a victory 

which had no place for Adrina. She looked to left and 

right, searching for a role to play. 

She felt cheated. She had brought the Sky Warrior into 

their realm and recruited him to their cause. Now, at the 

very moment of triumph, she was ignored. Her spirits 

slumped. She reigned in her horse and looked disconso-

lately around, wondering where she had gone wrong. 

Then, on the far side of a marshy creek, she saw a stand-

ard. A double-headed eagle on a pole ... the emblem of 

the Sky Warrior. 

Tom saw Adrina waving. Amongst the confusion and car-

nage the young woman looked more like an apparition 

than a real person. She wore a white dress and was 

mounted on a white horse. For a moment he wondered if 

she was real. Then he saw the assassination squad. He 

reeled his horse and shouted to a detachment of his 

guard. 

'Get over there!' 

He pointed to the other side of the creek. 

'Get to the princess before those bastards kill her.' 

A dozen of his men jumped into the mire and started to 

wade across. A mountain man plunged in after them. The 

naked savage hurled himself forward and slithered over 
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the mud on his belly. He arrived first and scrambled up the 

bank towards Adrina. 

An arrow struck him. He ignored it and kept running. A 

second arrow passed over his head and slashed through the 

throat of Adrina's horse. The magnificent animal reared up 

and collapsed onto the ground. The mountain man caught 

Adrina as she fell and set her down behind the fallen beast. 

The first of her attackers lost his head. Blood sprayed on 

Adrina's white dress. She grabbed the dead man's shield 

and held it above her head. On the other side of the creek, 

Tom was surprised by how poorly she was coping. He'd ex-

pected more of her. Alison would have done far better. It 

was clear that Adrina knew nothing about fighting. Alison 

would have adopted an aggressive pose - like he'd taught 

her in his martial arts classes. 

By good luck, the mountain man was there to protect 

Adrina. The painted savage was a born fighter. He had a 

captured sword and was using it with deadly effect. One at-

tacker after another fell to his blows. Tom glanced towards 

his own men, who were sprinting forward. 

Rescue seemed certain. The primitive ferocity of the 

mountain man and the combat skills of his highly trained 

force would overcome all opposition. Tom steadied himself. 

A mighty victory was assured. He'd defeated Morgon and 

was about to receive the princess into his protection. His 

triumph would silence the clan chieftains and every other 

arsehole who had ever questioned his strategy. 

Then, things went badly wrong. Crazed by magic mush-

rooms and an overdose of firewater, the painted man 

pranced forward, slashing at friend and foe alike. Two of 

Tom's men were cut down. He reined in his horse and 

shouted to the Gormish warriors, on the other side of the 

creek, telling them to go to the aid of the princess. 

It was a fateful move. 

He merely alerted a band of Morgon's troops. 
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He'd seen them earlier, galloping to and fro, heads stuck 

out over their Sun God shields, peering in all directions. 

The well-disciplined band of bronzed young men reeled 

their horses when they heard him. Tom watched in impo-

tent horror as they sped towards Adrina - grey military 

cloaks streaming out in the breeze. 

His men were battling to protect the princess as the as-

sassins regained the initiative. One after another they 

were struck down. Adrina's shield was knocked from her. 

An arrow struck her in the breast and she collapsed into 

the mire. 

The end seemed near. 

One of the assassins leapt from his horse. 

He grabbed Adrina by the hair and forced her neck 

back. But, before he could deliver the fatal cut, a spear 

struck him in the neck. Others followed - delivered by the 

young men in the grey. 

For a moment all was confusion. 

The assassins fell back. 

Adrina was plucked from the ground. One of the young 

men cradled her in his arms and pressed his cloak against 

her wound to staunch the bleeding. 

His companions sprang back onto their horses. Sun god 

shields turned outwards, they formed a protective barrier. 

Tom signalled to them to join him on the other side of the 

creek. But, before he could take further action, a trumpet 

sounded and Morgon's men were galvanised into action. 

Disengaging from combat, they set off in a headlong rush. 

The young men protecting Adrina fought to maintain 

their position as Morgon's forces swept past and the Cat-

tish warriors advanced - hitting out at anything bearing 

emblems of the Lord Sun and anyone wearing grey. 

One moment Tom saw Adrina. The next she had van-

ished. He shouted to the tribesmen, telling them that the 
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princess was amongst the people they were attacking. But 

no one heard. The Catti continued their remorseless ad-

vance - pausing only to take heads. 

Annihilation now seemed certain for Morgon's army. His 

men had broken ranks and were fleeing for their lives. 

Then, the Great Drum of the Catti sounded and a cry went 

out. 

'They're attacking the wagons!' 

Discipline evaporated. 

Tom's well-trained force became like any other group of 

tribesmen. Their heavy shields were discarded as they 

took off towards the wagons, thinking only of their women 

and children. 

Tom rode after them. As he neared the embankment, he 

heard screams. Some of Morgon's men had penetrated 

the circle of wagons. Others were streaming past into the 

woods. Morgon stood on the bank directing his troops. 

Tom made a threatening gesture but knew there was no 

way of carrying it out. Morgon was making his escape and 

there was nothing he could do to stop him. 
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CHAPTER 12 

 

Magdoor 
 

T he birds began to sing a little earlier that day. Even 

before the glow of dawn, their chorus had begun. Ali-

son lay beneath a warm layer of sheepskins, knowing it 

would soon be time to go outside and rekindle the fire. She 

pushed at the mat that served as the door of their hut and 

looked out. The weather had turned cold and frost covered 

the ground. 

Four moons had passed since they'd arrived on the is-

land. She'd often asked Miralda when they would be able to 

leave and deliver the burden of Balduur's head to its final 

resting place. The old woman always said that the time had 

not yet come and they would know when it had arrived. 

She pushed back the mat and returned to her bed. She 

liked the little hut that Fury had built. He was good at 

things like that but he wasn't the man of her dreams. Time 

and experience had taught her that. Fury was timorous and 

knew little of the real world. His songs of love were just 

songs. He knew no more about making love than she did. 

He awoke and looked outside anxiously. 

'The birds ... that's a warning call!' 

He often took fright. Alison had got used to it. She 

watched as he squeezed through the narrow doorway, pull-

ing on his clothes. The birds were squawking louder now. 

She could tell something had caused them to take fright. 

Fury reappeared. 

'We've got to leave.' He tugged at her feet. 'You get Miral-

da. I'll take our things down to the coracles.' 

'What's happening?' 
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'Someone's coming.' 

'Shouldn't we find out who it is?' 

'No!' Fury shook his head. 'By the time we've done that 

it could be too late. Do like the birds. They take flight 

when danger approaches and they don't return until it's 

safe.' 

What Fury said made sense. Alison dressed hurriedly and 

went in search of Miralda. She found her beside the creek. 

The old woman was dressed in her hooded gown and car-

ried Balduur's head in a bag that hung about her neck. 

'We must leave at once,' Alison said. 

'Why is that, my child?' 

'Our friends, the birds, are warning us.' 

'I hear them,' Miralda replied, 'and I hear another 

sound'. 

Alison listened. 'All I can hear is a sort of squeaking.' 

'Yes, my child. It is the sound a weasel makes. Do you 

think a weasel is coming in a boat?' 

Alison shook her head. 

'I think we should return the call.’ 

The old woman put her fingers to her lips and made a 

series of high-pitched squeaks. Moments later, a coracle 

appeared. It left the main channel and came towards them 

through a gap in the reeds. 

'We're over here,' the old woman shouted.' 

'I see you, Sister.' 

Alison thought the voice belonged to a girl. Then, as the 

coracle drew near, she realised the occupant was a boy. He 

ran the craft ashore and waded towards them. Frost cov-

ered his outer tunic down to his thighs. Below that he was 

soaking wet. 

'Sister!' 



 143 

He ran forward and grasped the old woman's hands. 

'The princess is badly hurt. There's been a great battle. 

The Sky Warrior has beaten Morgon but he's escaped into 

the marshes with his men. We've got to get to Adrina be-

fore it is too late.' 

The boy's teeth chattered. His face was blue and the 

ends of his fingers were deadly white. Alison ran to the fire 

and blew it into life. Then she shouted to Fury to get some 

dry clothes. Adrina had been given a tunic that was too 

small for her but it would fit the boy. 

The lad was stockily built with fair hair and freckles. Ali-

son pulled at his outer tunic, which was caked in ice. He 

tried to help her undo the toggles but his fingers were 

numb. After a struggle with ice-encrusted leather, she 

freed the toggles and pulled the tunic over his head. 

Alison was filled with admiration. The boy was suffering 

from the cold yet he'd kept going. She undid the belt that 

secured his trousers. For a moment she felt shy. He was 

hardly a mature adult; but he wasn't immature either. She 

wondered how he must feel, being undressed by two 

women: one not much older than himself and the other 

old enough to be his grandmother. 

Weasel didn't seem to notice. He was either too cold or 

didn't care. She dried him with a linen cloth and helped 

Miralda dress him in dry clothes. He wanted to leave at 

once but the old woman said they should wait for the turn 

of the tide. She gave him something to drink and he was 

soon asleep. 

The tide turned towards midday. Weasel had the two 

coracles on the mud flat and shouted for them to join him. 

Fury and Alison ran down and the boy told her to get into 

the coracle beside him. 

Fury began to argue. 'Little Cat comes with me!' 

'It's best she comes with me and you follow behind in 

the other coracle,' the boy replied. 



 144 

'She comes with me!' Fury insisted. 

'Brother. There are things I must teach her.' 

'Don't tell me what to do!' 

Alison got out of Weasel's coracle and led Fury aside. 

'What's the matter?' 

'I'm not going to be told what to do.' Fury shook with 

anger. 'I'm a prince of the royal blood! I don't take orders 

from little boys.' 

'Are you jealous of him?' 

Fury stood knee-deep in water. He seemed at a loss for 

words. Alison waited and, when he said nothing, she 

climbed back into the coracle beside the boy. 

Weasel cast off. 

'Start to paddle, Sister.' He thrust his paddle into the 

water. 'You must learn because I won't be with you when 

you go back.' 

Alison felt a tinge of alarm. 

'Why?' 

'Adrina has a friend. He's badly wounded. You'll have to 

take him with you ... there won't be room for me.' 

'How will I know the way back?' 

'Fury will take you.' Weasel smiled. 'He's good at things 

like that.' 

Alison was stung by the reply. It wasn't so much what 

the boy said ... it was the way he said it. It was like he 

was telling her that Fury wasn't good at much but he was 

good at running away from danger. 

She didn't have time to dwell on it. The tide was coming 

up the channel in a series of waves. The first struck the 

coracle and it almost capsized. She paddled furiously, 

helping the boy to steer through a tangle of fallen branch-

es. 
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They entered clear water and her mind turned to ques-

tions. The lad was clearly intelligent and, no doubt, had a 

good understanding of the mysterious world she had en-

tered. There was a lot she wanted to know. It was no good 

asking Fury. He'd been raised by a bunch of priests. And 

Miralda lived the life of a hermit. 

'How do you know Adrina?' she asked. 

'We were both adopted by King Pius,' Weasel replied. 

'Adrina is of noble birth. I'm of the third rank.' 

'How is that?' 

'My mother died when I was born and I was left on the 

steps of the temple of rebirth so the sisters could look after 

me. Today it's different. The duideth are in control and 

people leave babies at the shrine of the Lord Sun. It 

doesn't make any difference. They all end up with Pius un-

less they're boys and the duideth want to keep them.' 

'It sounds a very good system,' Alison said. 'The way 

King Pius looks after unwanted children.' 

'The clan chieftains don't think so.' Weasel looked ahead 

and continued to paddle. 'They think it makes the royal 

clan too big and powerful. The chieftains want to bring Pius 

down to size. That's why he needs Morgon and the 

duideth.' 

Alison had thought that the politics of her new realm was 

simple. Now she realised that it was as complicated as the 

politics of the realm she had left. 

'What's going to happen now that Morgon has been de-

feated?'  

Weasel negotiated a floating log. 'Adrina thinks that Ar-

dolf will take over. He'll get himself made War Master. He's 

a friend of the duideth and an enemy of all who walk in the 

light of the Blessed Lady. That's what Adrina says.' 

Alison was about to reply when she saw something that 

sent shivers down her spine. She pointed. 
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'What's that?' 

'Keep paddling. Act like you've seen nothing.' 

Alison dipped her paddle and took a couple of strokes. 

There were things on the island ahead. They looked like 

men but there was something very odd about them. She 

turned her head as she made the next stroke. This time 

she got a better view. Shields and body armour ... her in-

stinct was to paddle into midstream. She took a stroke in 

that direction and heard Weasel's voice. 

'Nay, Sister! Keep going like I said.' 

The boy was calm and collected. Alison felt silly. Tom had 

taught her the martial arts. He'd told her to recognise peo-

ple who were good and Weasel was good. One day the boy 

would be a great leader of his people. She placed her pad-

dle on her knees and let the current carry them forward. 

The island loomed up: mudflats then a tangle of willows. 

She glimpsed a military cloak and a shield emblazoned 

with a smiling face. But there was nothing friendly about 

the face. It was menacing - the sort that enjoyed inflicting 

pain. 

She looked to Weasel for guidance. 

He kept paddling as if nothing was happening. The men 

in the trees were soldiers. She had no doubt about that. 

They were nothing like Fury's people. They must be the 

southerners Fury talked about. Tom had defeated them in 

battle. Now they were waiting in ambush. Their two cora-

cles would be valuable assets. 

Her mind raced, trying to work out what was going on. 

Tom had taught her about strategy in his martial arts clas-

ses. Weasel would understand. Fury never would. Once 

more, she looked to the boy for guidance. He was twelve 

or thirteen, hardly a mature adult, but their hearts beat as 

one. 

'Keep your eyes forward, Sister.' 
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Weasel stuck his paddle into the water. 

'Keep going.' 

Alison stole another glimpse at the willows. 

The grey-clad forms were more distinct now. Some were 

draped over branches. Others lay in pools of mud. Sudden-

ly, she realised what the boy must have known all along. 

The soldiers weren't lying in ambush ... they were dead ... 

heads missing. 

Fury came alongside. Alison expected him to he unnerved 

by the bodies but he was worried by something else. He 

pointed ahead, towards a junction of the waters. 

'Can you see the boat?' 

Weasel looked into the sun. 'I see it, brother. Under the 

clump of willows ... up where the channel divides ... four 

men in grey cloaks. 

'Morgon's men!' Fury was deadly pale. 

'We'd better get into the reeds where they can't follow.' 

'We don't know they're Morgon's men,' 

'They're wearing his cloaks!' 

'Lots of warriors are wearing cloaks they've taken from 

the soldiers.' The boy spoke in a steady voice. 

Fury wasn't listening. 'Be like the birds. Flee when danger 

threatens ... return when it's safe.' 

'Nay!' Weasel hooked his paddle over Fury's coracle and 

pulled him back. 'Morgon's men will risk a lot to get our 

boats. We're dead if we go in there.' 

Fury started to argue but was interrupted by a dull 

thumping noise. Something formidable was coming towards 

them and it was propelled by oars. Alison had never heard 

anything like it. Boat races in her former realm were feeble 

in comparison. The oars sent out shock waves. She clung 

on and watched as a dragon prow appeared against the 

winter sky. 
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It made straight for them. Alison thought they'd collide. 

Then the steersman shouted a command. The water 

boiled and the vessel swung round. Ropes were thrown 

down and the coracles were pulled to the side. 

The steersman wore a cloak trimmed with fur and car-

ried a sword with a jewelled pommel. He threw out his 

arm in salute and announced his name, saying he was 

Tempest son of Storm Cloud, Prince of Galboreth. 

Alison waited for Fury to reply. He was a prince of the 

Catti and the boatmen were his mother's allies. But not a 

word came from Fury's lips. He sat in his coracle: eyes fo-

cused on a row of heads that hung from the dragon prow. 

The steersman glared at him. 

'What's your name?' 

Fury pulled back his hood. 'I am Little Bear, also known 

as Fury son of Great Fear, Ap-Bronwyn, Ap-Cronwyn, 

Prince of the Catti, by grace of our Most Holy Mother.' 

He blurted out his reply. 

'It's the little prince!' One of the oarsmen rose from his 

bench. 'I thought I recognised him.' He swirled his cloak 

in an exaggerated show or respect. 'Pray, little prince, in-

troduce us to your two companions.' 

Fury opened his mouth but Weasel didn't give him a 

chance to speak. The boy rose and gave a warrior's sa-

lute. 'I am Broyan son of Malduur, companion of the Prin-

cess Adrina and a loyal servant of Our Lady.' 

The boy sat down and Alison stood up, placing a hand 

on the boy's shoulder to steady herself. She decided to 

follow his lead and not mention her totem name. 

'I am Alison!' She threw back her hood. 'I came here as 

companion of the man you know as the Sky Warrior.' 

The effect was electric. Men crowded to the side of the 

boat and the vessel lent over. 
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'What are you doing with the little prince?' one of them 

asked. 

Alison ignored him. 

'Are you a princess?' 

'My father is a famous healer,' Alison replied, aware that 

the clansmen held the medical fraternity in great respect. 

'Lady, would you do us the honour of coming aboard?' 

The invitation came from the steersman. He swirled his 

cloak elegantly and held out a hand. His good looks and fi-

ne manners impressed her. She turned to Fury. 'Let's go 

and talk to them. They can help us rescue Adrina.' 

Fury looked aghast. He opened his mouth to speak. But, 

before he could get out a word, Weasel dug his fingers in 

Alison's arm. 

'Adrina doesn't want to be rescued by them.' The boy 

spoke in a whisper. 'She wants you and Miralda - no one 

else!' 

Alison took the cue. 'Thank you!' She waved. 'We are on 

our way to give blessings at the shrine of the Good Mother 

for the Sky Warrior's victory.' 

'Be careful! Morgon's men are everywhere.' 

'I thought he was beaten.' 

'Morgon might be beaten but he's not destroyed. His men 

are trying to regroup and we're here to stop them.' The 

steersman pointed to the row of heads. 'Those fellows 

won't be with them when they return to rape our women.' 

He turned to Fury as the coracles drifted away. 

'They won't be with them when they hunt for you and 

your lovely companion ... will they, Little Bear?' 

Alison paddled in silence, humbled by the contempt the 

boatmen had shown towards Fury. She wondered what she 

was doing with him. His totem name had once seemed so 

beautiful. Now it made him sound like a child. 
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He'd called himself Little Bear. There was a time when 

she'd been attracted to it. In the beginning she'd thought 

everyone had a totem name and sang songs about love, 

peace and happiness. Now she knew her new world was full 

of problems - just like the one she'd left. 

'Please, Sister, you're in my way.' 

Alison moved over and gave Weasel more room to move. 

She watched as he took the coracle back into the main 

channel. He was a good boy - the sort you would want as a 

little brother. But she needed someone older. She needed 

the companionship of a strong mature male: someone like 

Tom but younger. Her thoughts returned to the steersman. 

He was tough, handsome, charming and only a few years 

older than herself. She imagined being with him on the 

dragon ship. 

Then she remembered the row of heads. Was she really 

contemplating a life with a headhunter? She felt confused. 

All the things that had held her life together were gone. It 

wasn't like she was back in Cheltenham, arguing with her 

mother. It was a new ball game. There was nothing to hang 

on to. She buried her face in her hands and shook uncon-

trollably. 

Weasel touched her arm. 

'Sister, don't be frightened.' 

'I'm not frightened.' 

'What's the matter?' 

'Nothing...' 

She heard the boy but was consumed by her thoughts. 

Fury was a wimp. She'd made a terrible mistake when 

she'd been attracted to him. Miralda had spoken about the 

burden they had to carry. The old woman's words were be-

ginning to make sense. Weasel aroused her from her 

thoughts. 
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'There are soldiers on the island ahead ... and they're not 

dead like the others.' 

Fury came alongside. 'Have you seen them?' 

'Aye!' Weasel nodded. 

'Morgon's with them.' Fury stammered. 'He's up by that 

big willow. I can see the sun on his bald head.' He grabbed 

the boy's paddle. 'We've got to get further out. If we stay 

inshore they'll reach us with their arrows.' 

'They can do that now,' Weasel said quietly. 'If we move 

out they'll know we've seen them ... that'll give them a 

reason to shoot at us.' 

'They don't need a reason.' Fury pulled the boy towards 

him. 'I know them. They'll kill you just for fun.' 

Weasel raised a hand to quieten him. 

'It's best we let the current carry us on. Morgon's not 

stupid. He's not going to give his position away.' 

Fury's face reddened. 'You stupid little boy! If we're dead, 

it won't matter. We won't be able to tell anyone.' 

'He can't be sure he'll hit us.' 

'It won't be one shot. He's got hundreds of archers with 

him ... hundreds! You listen to me. I'm older than you. I'm 

a prince.' 

'Shut up!' 

Alison's voice rang out. 

'Shut up ... you silly little blub!' 

She thrust a finger at Fury and he sank back as if 

stunned by a mortal blow. He let go of Weasel's paddle and 

the two craft drifted apart. 

Alison sat in silence as the coracles were carried along. 

They passed the island without incident. Morgon's men 

melted into the trees. She guessed they were a well-

disciplined force and weren't going to do anything that 

would betray their position to the dragon boats. 
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Plumes of smoke rose in the distance. Weasel said they 

came from the port of Dunavon. Alison wished she were 

there, lying on a pile of furs in a snug little house, listening 

to tales of Tom's victory. But Dunavon was not on their 

agenda. The port was a stronghold of Adrina's mother and 

Adrina was determined to have nothing to do with the lady. 

They were now entering a region that had been cleared 

for farming. Homesteads stuck up in the marshes. They 

were built on islands and had once been prosperous. Now 

that was changed. Pleasant dwellings had been ravaged. On 

one island a dog was tethered, howling miserably. On an-

other she saw a body - a woman in a brightly coloured 

dress. She looked again and decided it was discarded cloth-

ing. Then she saw something sticking out from beneath a 

bush. 

'One of Morgon's men,' Weasel whispered. 

Alison lent forward. 'I see his sword ... it looks very valua-

ble.' 

The boy let out a low whistle. 'It's a long sword. Only the 

officers carry long swords. That one's got a gold sheath. He 

must be very important.' 

'So it will be a good sword.' 

'Aye.' The boy nodded. 'The officers with the gold come 

from rich families. Most of them are stupid ... that's what 

Adrina says.' 

Alison felt a strange force take hold of her. 

'I want it. And I'm going to get it!' 

Her lips moved and she heard herself speak. 

'But you're not trained, Sister.' 

'I am trained!' She glared at the boy. 'The Sky Warrior 

trained me. He is a servant of the Holy Mother. It was She 

who brought us here to this realm.' 

Weasel was surprised by the sudden transformation. He'd 

been told how strange forces could possess women. It had-
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n't meant much to him in the past but he was beginning to 

get a feel for it. 

Alison stood up in the coracle to get a better view. The 

soldier was on his back and covered in blood. But his head 

was still attached to his body. She wondered if it was a 

trap. The coracle was valuable. It gave you a big advantage 

over anyone trapped on land. Her eyes scanned the scene, 

peering into every nook and cranny. Convinced that the sol-

dier was alone, she stepped ashore. 

The man wore a crimson cloak and his helmet bore a gi-

gantic plume. Alison eyed him suspiciously. His armour and 

quilted tunic were covered in blood, but his complexion 

looked healthy. She held her paddle like a sword and ad-

vanced with slow, gliding steps. 

The plumed man opened an eye - just a fraction. She 

knew he was looking at her and sensed he was planning 

something. The muscles on his neck tensed and she pre-

pared to deliver a deadly blow. 

'Noble Lady!' He opened both eyes and attempted to rise. 

Alison grabbed his sword. 'Unfasten your harness!' 

'Noble Lady...' 

'Take it off!' She swept the sword through the air - getting 

the feel of it. 

The plumed man looked terrified. 'Noble Lady. I friend.' 

He stammered then strayed into a language Alison could 

not understand. 

Weasel came forward. 'I know him. His name's Arrio Mor-

billus. He's one of Morgon's toads. He thinks you're a prin-

cess because of the cloak you're wearing. It's got Pius' em-

blem on it.' 

'Yes. I Arrio Morbillus. Please!' The plumed man propped 

himself up on an elbow. 'Take me to noble Pius. My family 

much rich.' He pulled a leather pouch from his tunic. Coins 

spilled onto the mud. 
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Alison was repulsed. 'I'm not a princess,' she hissed. 

'Not princess?' 

'No!' Alison flicked the sword back and forth, bringing 

the razor-sharp blade to within a fraction of his nose. 'I am 

a companion of the Sky Warrior. He taught me how to use 

a weapon like this.' 

'You ... friend ... Sky Warrior?' 

'Aye! He trained me as a warrior.' 

The plumed man tried to rise. 

'Please, Lady. Take me to noble Sky Warrior.' 

Alison poked him back. 

'Please...' He thrust his hand into a pouch that hung 

from his belt. Alison's hands firmed on the sword as he re-

moved a pack of cards. 

'Noble Lady!' He read from one of them. 'My father is 

governor of Albero and president of the guild of tin, copper 

and lead smelters of that rich and illustrious province. We 

can do good business with your chief ... with noble Sky 

Warrior. We wish to buy your tin and will pay for it in gold 

or silver coin, precious stones, wine, fine cloth, perfumes, 

garments of male and female attire tailored in the latest 

fashions.' 

His words came to an abrupt end when Alison pricked his 

Adam's apple with the tip of her blade. She turned to Wea-

sel. 

'Unfasten his sword harness!' 

The boy's fingers darted to the buckle. 

'Now pick up the coins.' 

'No, Sister! We're not after booty.' 

'Pick them up!' she ordered. 'We may need them. Never 

loose an advantage. That's what the Sky Warrior taught 

me.' 
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'Aye, Sister!' 

Weasel snatched up the coins and thrust them into his 

pouch. 

'You!' She pointed her sword at the plumed man. 'Don't 

move until we're gone. If you do, I'll come back and take 

off your head.' 

Adrenalin coursed through Alison's veins. All doubts and 

uncertainties had gone. Only one thing mattered. Adrina 

had to be saved. She sat in the coracle with the sword 

across her knees and let Weasel paddle. 

It was important to conserve strength and it was im-

portant to think ahead. Tom had told her that. He'd been 

her martial arts instructor. She heard him now, talking to 

her, telling her what to do. Or was it Tom? The voice 

sounded oddly feminine. 

'How much further?' 

'About two thousand paces,' the boy replied. 

Alison sat back. She felt a presence within her. Miralda 

had said that, in times of crisis, the goddess would enter 

into women and work her purpose through them. In her 

former realm people talked about being possessed. Alison 

had a feeling for what that might mean. 

An island came into view. 

Weasel said it was one of three and Adrina was on the 

last. 

Crows circled overhead. 

'Do you see the ferrymen?' the boy asked. 'They release 

the soul lights and carry them away on their backs - up in-

to the void.' 

The coracle drifted past the first island. The birds were 

pecking at corpses, fighting over scraps, making a tremen-

dous noise. Alison ignored the carnage. The presence was 

stronger now ... benign and immensely powerful. 
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She heard the boy's voice. 

'There's a strange light about you, sister.' 

'Keep paddling!' 

'Sister! It's like in the stories.' 

'Keep paddling.' The words flowed from Alison's mouth. 

'Take the coracle past the third island and let it drift back in 

the wind.' 

'The tide has not yet turned.' 

'Do as I say, young brother.' 

They reached the third island. It was smaller than the 

others and had fewer trees. Alison's eyes moved back and 

forth. There were two men in the reeds, waiting to spring 

out at her. She couldn't see them but she knew they were 

there. 

'Sister! Those reeds ... they don't look right.' 

Weasel dug his paddle in the water and backed off. 

'Let the wind take us to shore as I told you!' 

The boy placed his paddle on his knees and they were 

blown towards a muddy shore. 

Alison rose and drew her sword. Weasel watched it move 

back and forth as if searching out an enemy. Then, her 

muscles tensed and she sprang. For a moment he lost sight 

of what was happening. The coracle rocked and he strug-

gled to stop it capsizing. When he next looked, Alison was 

standing on a log, confronting a soldier in grey. 

The man had his shield at arm's length and was advanc-

ing with short, jerky steps. Weasel knew the technique. 

He'd seen it practised on the parade ground and knew it 

was difficult to counter without a shield. He tried to warn 

her but the words stuck in his mouth. 

Alison sank down - lynx-like. 

'Psss!' She sprang onto a branch and spat like a wild cat. 
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A second figure emerged from the reeds. 

'Psss!' She raced up and down the branch. 

The men struck out. One came close to hitting her. His 

blade sliced into the branch and stuck there. He struggled 

to remove it and her sword found a chink in his armour. It 

sank deep and he collapsed into the mud. 

The second man grabbed the branch. 

'Die! Little She Whore!' 

He worked the branch up and down and let go. 

The branch sprang up and Alison rose with it. 

'Magdoor!' 

She shouted the battle name of the goddess and flew 

through the air. Her sword pierced the man's throat and he 

fell. Her feet returned to the log and she perched there, cat

-like. 

Weasel approached cautiously. 'Sister, we must go.' 

She stared at him as if awakening from a dream. 

'The sword's got blood on it.' She pointed to the blade. 

'Why's that?' She reached for the grey military cloak of the 

dead man and wiped the sword before returning it to her 

sheaf. Weasel saw the vacant expression on her face and 

ran to where Adrina and Alvero were lying – both badly in-

jured. 

Fury brought the coracles round. They put Adrina in one 

and Alvero in the other. Then they went back for Alison and 

bundled her into the second coracle beside the young man. 

Weasel waded into the freezing water and pushed them off. 

The coracles entered the main channel and were carried 

away on the outgoing tide. 
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CHAPTER 13 

 

Stallion 
 

T om adjusted his cloak and pulled his tunic down so 

that it hung neatly below his belt. Satisfied with his 

appearance, he crossed the market place to the House of 

Ways. A crowd of women was gathered there. They knew 

he had an audience with the queen and were waiting for 

him - much to the annoyance of the girls of his personal 

guard. 

The women surged forward, showering him with sprigs of 

mistletoe. They were of all ages and from all classes. Ele-

gantly dressed matrons with fur-lined capes rubbed shoul-

ders with ragged peasant girls. Tom held out his hand to 

receive their kisses. 

'Make way for the Sky Warrior!' 

The girls of his guard laid into the women with the butts 

of their spears and escorted him up the steps to the House 

of Ways. He said he didn't need their help. They said it 

didn't matter ... they were there to see he behaved him-

self. 

'Just because it's the Feast of the Stallion, that doesn't 

mean you have to play the Good God.' 

'I'm not playing the Good God.' 

'Yes, you are! We saw how you were looking at those 

women.' 

'It's not my fault if they think I'm the Good God.' 

'Yes, it is!' 

The girls started to argue then broke off to confront the 

royal guard. Tom knew they would be no match for the 

hairy-legged amazons. His girls had been chosen for their 
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looks. The girls of the royal guard had been chosen for their 

fighting ability. They refused to understand that the Queen 

wouldn’t have allowed him to recruit them into his special 

forces. Instead, they stuck to the view that they had been 

rejected for a pack of long-legged bimbos. 

His girls backed off and a stocky girl, wearing chain mail, 

took over. She pointed a dagger at his breast. It was stand-

ard procedure when the royal guard was conducting a body 

search. In the past he'd taken it lightly. Now it filled him 

with apprehension. 

He held out his arms as a hand rummaged beneath his 

armour. In the past, the girls' intentions had been more li-

centious than life threatening. Now he couldn't be certain. 

Jilted lovers have been known to exact revenge and he was 

confronted by a dozen of them - armed to the teeth and 

trained to kill. 

The hand probed up and down. Tom feared death by 

emasculation more than anything else. In his former realm 

it had been the least of his worries. Now, it was an ever-

present threat. The clansmen had ways of dealing with peo-

ple who over-stepped the mark with their women. They cut 

off their balls. 

The claim that he was the Good God were particularly 

ominous. That personage cropped up from time to time in 

his former realm and he had no desire to suffer his fate. To 

his relief, a voice sounded from inside the House of Ways. 

'Where's that Sky Warrior?' 

'He's coming, Majesty!' 

Stubby fingers rearranged Tom's clothing and propelled 

him up the stairs to the House of Ways. He entered and 

found himself in a magnificent chamber. The floor was of 

dark basalt and the walls of limestone. Pure white pillars 

supported the slate roof. Everything was arranged with pre-

cision. The contrast with the rest of the village was striking. 

'Sky Warrior!' 
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He heard the old woman's voice and saw her on a 

bronze stool in the middle of a circular dais. 

'I heard a disturbance, Sky Warrior.' 

'Nothing much, Majesty.' Tom smiled graciously. 'Just 

some of the country people getting a little excited. They're 

here for the ceremony.' 

'Hmm…' The old woman pursed her lips. 'I thought I rec-

ognised the voices of some of my ladies. It's not like them 

to engage in such unruly behaviour.' 

She wore a voluminous robe, which hung loosely about 

her ample frame and reached to the floor. Two young girls 

stood by her, combing the royal hair and tying it in plaits. 

They blushed when Tom looked at them. 

'They've just brought the stallion in,' Tom remarked 

lightly. 'They're getting it ready ... that's what all the 

shouting was about.' 

'Aye! They're getting him ready,' the old woman sighed. 

'They're getting him ready for the part he will play ... just 

as they're getting me ready for mine.' 

She looked tired and anxious. Tom knew she was wor-

ried about Adrina but there was clearly more on her mind. 

'Do you know the ceremony?' she asked. 'Have you 

come across it before? Is there anything like it in your for-

mer realm?' 

Tom considered the question. 'There used to be but the 

practice is not followed anymore, Majesty.' 

'Aye!' The old woman nodded. 'I thought you would tell 

me that. Whenever you speak of your former realm, it 

seems a place with much to recommend it.' She hesitated. 

'The stallion ... in your former realm ... was it white?' 

'I don't think the colour mattered, Majesty. The main 

thing was that the beast should be well endowed.' 

'Whatever do you mean?' 
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'Well equipped!' Tom gestured expressively. 'It had to be 

able to do the things which stallions are meant to do.' 

The little girls stopped combing and stared, big-eyed, 

until noticed by the old woman. 

'That's enough!' She took the combs from them. 'Thank 

you, my dears. You can go now.' 

The girls hurried away and she returned her attention to 

Tom. 'In your former realm. When this ceremony was held. 

Was it during the Moon of Morning Mists or at some other 

time?' 

'At some other time, Majesty. On the first day of the 

Corn Moon, when the planting was done.' 

'Aye! That makes sense.' The queen nodded. 'I've often 

thought there was something odd about holding a ceremo-

ny like this when winter is upon us.' 

'I've given some thought to it,' Tom replied confidently. 

'From my investigations, it seems the Blessed Sisters have 

slipped up in their calculations and got the dates of nearly 

all the holy festivals wrong. Their mistake stems from the 

fallacious assumption that there are exactly thirteen 

moons to one sun. This assumption is approximately cor-

rect but leads to cumulative errors which...' 

'Sky Warrior!' The old woman gave Tom a cautionary 

glance. 'I don't know what you're talking about. You sound 

like the priests of the duideth. Don't try to confound me 

with clever words.' 

'You don't need to understand, Majesty.' Tom changed 

tack. 'I can correct the error. I'll tell the Sisters of Rebirth 

where they've gone wrong.' 

'No! You are not to interfere in religious matters. You 

must confine your attention to matters of a military nature 

and leave religion well alone. My heart dies whenever I 

hear you talk of the Holy Mother or speak the name of the 

Lord Sun. You do not understand the damage you can do.' 
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Tom felt like a little boy being disciplined by an elderly 

aunt. The old woman saw his downcast expression. 

'Sky Warrior! I am mindful of the great blessing your 

coming has been to us.' 

Tom looked more cheerful. 

'I consider it an honour, Majesty.' 

The old woman smiled. 'You have done us a great ser-

vice by your presence but I wonder what benefit there is 

in it for you.' 

'Benefit, Majesty?' 

'Aye. Sky Warrior.' 

Tom was at a loss for words. He'd always looked upon 

his passage between realms as an adventure ... a bit like 

climbing a mountain ... something worthwhile in itself. He 

cleared his throat. 

'I came here somewhat by mistake...' 

'You have already told me that.' The queen inclined her 

head. 'That was not my question. I wonder about your 

blessed soul light. We all have paths through this mortal 

plane. I wonder what yours will be. What path will your 

soul tread, Sky Warrior?' 

Tom had often thought about his future but never in 

such demanding terms. He was flattered that the old 

woman should worry about his cosmic destiny. He had 

never thought of her as religious. She spoke in religious 

terms but so did a lot of people in her position. Now it 

seemed she really believed what she was saying. 

'My soul light, Majesty?' 

'Aye, Sky Warrior. What path will it follow?' 

'I don't know, Majesty.' Tom felt confused. 'It's not 

something I've given much thought to. I see myself as a 

traveller. My aim is to follow the Way of the Warrior and 
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make another passage between realms. I suppose my soul 

light will make the trip too.' 

The queen lent forward. 

'You want to make the journey between realms by follow-

ing the Way of the Warrior?' 

'Aye, Majesty. According to ancient lore, it is possible to 

pass between realms by excelling in certain pursuits: the 

Way of the Warrior, the Way of the Priest, the Way of the 

Wizard ... and so on.' 

'Hmm...' The old woman stroked her chin. 'I would have 

rated your chances better as a hero.' 

'A hero, Majesty?' 

She nodded. 

'Surely not, Majesty. You invited me to become your War 

Master. You cannot doubt my competence.' 

'I don't doubt you're good at fighting,' the queen grunt-

ed. 'I just see you as more of a hero than a warrior ... 

that's all.' 

A noise outside caught her attention. 

'Did you hear that?' 

'It sounded like a horse, Majesty.' 

Her features tightened. 'That's what it will be. They'll be 

bringing the beast into the chariot enclosure now.' 

Tom turned towards the window opening. 

'Would you like me to take a look?' 

'Aye,' she replied tensely. 

Tom peered down into the chariot enclosure where a 

group of men and boys were leading a huge white stallion 

towards an equally large white mare. 

'It's the stallion,' he observed. 'A very fine animal.' 

'Aye, Sky Warrior ... a very fine animal.' 

'In his prime,' Tom continued.' 
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'He will be ... they always are. But that's not what con-

cerns me. I cannot cease from wondering why his fate and 

mine are tied so intimately together. That question must 

surely have been asked in your former realm.' 

'As I said, Majesty,' Tom adjusted his cloak. 'The ceremo-

ny is no longer held. It died out ... first in one part then in 

another.' 

'You mean they dropped parts of it?' 

'That and other things,' Tom's voice fell away as he tried 

to find words that would not offend the old woman. 'It is 

said the queen once took the part of the mare.' 

'That's a lie!' The old woman's head jerked up. 'I've spo-

ken to the Blessed Sisters and they assure me there's not 

the slightest truth in it.' 

Tom tried to calm her. 'I was talking about my former 

realm. I'm sure nothing like that ever happened here.' 

'Aye! You were indeed.' She seemed to relax. 'You were 

saying those things happened in the realm where you once 

lived. I am not surprised the ceremony died out. I cannot 

imagine what sort of woman would countenance such a 

thing. I'm sure none of my royal forebears would have en-

gaged in anything like that.' 

'I'm sure you're right, Majesty.' 

Her features relaxed and her breathing became more 

regular. 'Is that what you think, Sky Warrior? Do you really 

think it happened in your former realm but not here?' 

'I cannot imagine any of your royal ancestors playing the 

role we are thinking about.’ 

The old woman appeared relieved. 

'In your former realm ... was the ceremony replaced by 

anything similar?' 

Tom gave a lengthy discourse on all ceremonies remotely 

connected with the one occupying the queen's attention. 
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He ended with one where the celebrants drank wine, sym-

bolising the blood of a sacrificed god, and ate bread that 

represented his body. 

'I like it,' the queen said. 'Perhaps we should discuss the 

symbolism with the Blessed Sisters. You mentioned that 

they sometimes make mistakes. It could be that they 

have in this instance and we can assist them to make 

amends. We could do it when we are explaining the need 

to correct errors in their calendar of events.' 

Tom felt sloshed. He'd drunk more than his fill of firewa-

ter and had consumed vast quantities of mead. 

'There are matters of procedure...' 

He listened as the old woman continued. 

'When I stand before the people and tell them about my 

dream. The one in which the Holy Mother named you as 

War Master. I need to be confident that you are well 

versed in the reply.' 

'I am, Majesty.' Tom bowed deeply. 'Thunder son of 

Storm Cloud had helped me compose my speech of ac-

ceptance.' 

 

A fire burned in the chariot enclosure and men with fur-

lined cloaks stood around it, singing and drinking beer. 

Tom saw Thunder amongst them and went to speak to the 

little man. 

‘Have you any news on the princess?' he asked. 

Thunder shook his head. 

'Her Majesty is worried about her,' Tom said. 'And she's 

very unhappy about today's ceremony. She's clearly dis-

tressed. I wonder why something hasn't been done about 

it.' 

A girl brought Tom a drinking horn and he took a swig 

before returning his attention to Thunder. 
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'Don't you people ever think about the pressure Her 

Majesty is under? She's getting on in years. You can't ex-

pect her to go on handling things as if she were still a 

young woman.' 

'We are aware that Her Majesty has reached a most dif-

ficult part of the Noble Way which it is her lot to follow,' 

the little man replied stiffly. 

Tom glared at him. 

'By the Great Poof's Arse! Stop talking like a pompous 

prick. Aren't you worried about the old lady?' 

'I'm as worried as anyone, Sky Warrior.' 

'Well! If you're worried, why don't you make things easi-

er for her? You could start with tonight's ceremony. She 

obviously doesn't like it. Why haven't you got the Sisters 

of Rebirth to do something about it?' 

Thunder adjusted his sword and ran his hand through 

his hair. 'That's something your ordinary warrior doesn't 

get involved in.' 

Tom knew the technique. It was the one Thunder used 

whenever he wanted to shrink in importance. He admired 

him for it. Most people went out of their way to appear 

more important than they were ... Thunder did the oppo-

site. 

The little man preened his moustache. 

'What changes do you think we should get the Blessed 

Sisters to make?' 

'I don't know.' Tom shrugged. 'I'm not sure what's in-

volved. All I know is that she gets tense whenever anyone 

mentions the ceremony?' 

'That's not much to go on.' 

Tom searched his mind, trying to pin down the cause of 

the queen's concern. 'It's the stallion,' he said at last. 'She 

wonders why she should be so intimately involved in its 
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fate. Those are her very words. I told her about the chang-

es in my former realm ... how the queen and the stallion 

no longer get together?' 

'They don't here anymore,' Thunder said. 'We stopped 

that a long time ago. So long ago most people say it never 

happened.' 

'We went much further,' Tom said. 

'What do you mean?' 

'We got rid of the stallion.' 

Thunder looked at him quizzically. 'You did what?' 

'We took the stallion out of the ceremony.' Tom handed 

his drinking horn to Thunder. 'We found a substitute.' 

'By all the gods! That was very clever ... a bit like taking 

the egg out of the omelette.' Thunder grasped his drinking 

horn thoughtfully. 'However did you do it?' 

'People in my former realm realised the stallion's role 

was largely symbolic.’ 

'Largely symbolic!' Thunder spluttered into his beer. 

'That's something a simple warrior, like myself, finds very 

difficult to understand.' He took a quick swig. 'What did the 

mares think about it?' 

'The mares?' 

'Aye. When they were receiving the stallion's blessing ... 

did they think his role was largely symbolic?' 

'They weren't asked. Their role was symbolic too. People 

who mattered ... people like us ... realised the stallion rep-

resented no more than the earthly embodiment of the 

Good God's masculine powers. As such, the stallion was 

one of the God's representatives on this earthly plane - but 

not the only one.' 

'Not the only one?' 

'That's right. The God has many representatives and we 

may pick and choose the one to use in our ceremonies. If 
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the stallion starts to offend then we find a substitute. It's 

just a matter of putting your mind to it.' 

Thunder looked thoughtful. 

'What substitute did your people use?' 

'Bread and wine...' Tom slurred his words. 

'You're joking!' 

'No, I'm not. They used bread to represent the Lord's 

flesh and wine for his blood.' 

'Hgh!' Thunder grunted. 'I can't see people going along 

with that. They wouldn't have any part in it. Wine is what 

your southerners drink.' 

'Then use mead or beer. You can dye it with madder to 

make it the right colour.' 

'You can dye it any colour you like.' Thunder signalled for 

another beer. 'It still won't work.' 

Their discussion was interrupted by the Great Horn of 

the Catti. Its raucous note announced the beginning of the 

evening ceremony. Tom followed Thunder into the cobbled 

area outside the House of Ways and was greeted by a roar 

of acclamation. The assembled warriors shouted his name, 

linking it with the queen's father. 

Tom was flattered to be associated with such an illustri-

ous chieftain. It cheered him and he was in a confident 

mood when he arrived beside the gigantic copper cauldron 

which formed the focal point of the proceedings. 

The vessel stood on bronze legs over a fire. Little girls in 

white dresses were grouped around its rim, supervised by 

black-robed women with unkempt hair. A strong aroma of 

human sweat and garlic pervaded the air - something Tom 

had come to expect whenever the Sisters of Rebirth were 

present. He wondered if the ladies went out of their way to 

be repulsive. 
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The Great Horn sounded and the girls of the royal guard 

appeared, escorting a gilded cart drawn by white oxen. 

The crowd parted and the girls advanced, shouting the 

many names of the Mother Goddess. 

'Magdoor! Avu! Anu! Birgit...' 

The chant was taken up by the women in the crowd and 

the men shouted the names of the Good God. 

'Chulainn! Samsen! Artur! Toro! Tomas...' 

Tom was shocked to hear his old name. He liked to think 

it was something he'd shrugged off when he changed 

realms but it wouldn't go away. It hung around like a 

blight from the past. He wondered where the tribesmen 

had got it from and there could be only one answer ... the 

duideth were making a comeback. 

The priests of the Lord Sun were in defensive mode. 

Their military wing had collapsed and they were going 

overboard to protect themselves. Tom knew the tactic. The 

holy sods would threaten everyone from the smallest child 

to the greatest chief. Anyone who didn't bow to their non-

sense would be damned. 

'Tomas! Tomas ..' 

Only the priests of the duideth had known his name 

when he arrived in his new realm. Now his own warriors 

were shouting it. Their voices sent shivers down his spine. 

He was being associated with the hero god - the god who 

had to die. The chanting stopped as the gilded cart came 

to a halt beside the cauldron. A veiled figure sat there, at-

tended by little girls wearing garlands of holly. 

'Praise to the Queen of the Corn!' 

The girls of the royal guard thumped their spears and 

bellowed at the top their voices. 

'Praise to the Good God!' 

A well-modulated voice sang back. It was the sort of 

voice Tom associated with the more affluent classes of 
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Cattish society. He turned, expecting to see a neatly 

dressed figure. Instead, he was confronted by a gaunt-

faced woman with blackened teeth and long dirty nails. He 

recognised her as a senior member of the Sisterhood of 

Rebirth. 

Silence followed. The little girls began to uncover the 

veiled figure. Tom did not doubt what he would see. Even 

before the arthritic knees had been revealed, he knew 

what would follow. The veil rose higher. The hem of the ri-

diculously short gown came into view then the girdle and 

plunging neckline. The Queen of the Catti sat statue-like in 

the middle of the cart. 

She reminded Tom of a pantomime fairy. He had the im-

pression that she had switched off. The old woman looked 

as if she was allowing her body to participate but nothing 

else. He wondered what she found so offensive. So far eve-

rything was rather tame. The stallion had given his bless-

ing to the mares and had been duly killed. Then his body 

had been cut up and the pieces placed in the cauldron with 

a vast amount of oats and water. 

It occurred to Tom that the flesh might not be properly 

cooked. Perhaps that was worrying the old woman. On the 

other hand there could be good reason for it. The purpose 

of the ceremony was to capture the life force which the 

stallion was privileged to bear. It might be weakened by 

too much cooking. He was contemplating this possibility 

when a shrill voice disturbed his thoughts. 

'Let the union begin.' 

Women in black lifted the queen from her seat. She was 

born aloft and rushed towards the cauldron. The little girls 

ran along beside her trying to keep the white gown in 

place. It rode up and they tugged at the ends to hold it 

back. 

'Magdoor! Avu! Anu! Birgit! Sheela...' 
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The women recited the names of the goddess and the 

men joined in, shouting the names of the Good God. Tom 

heard his old name again. Everyone knew it. There was 

nothing menacing about the voices but they sent shudders 

down his spine. 

'Tomas! Tomas...' 

He turned his head and shut out the chanting. The old 

woman's feet had reached the rim of the cauldron and she 

was being lowered into it. The little girls arranged the veil 

about the rim. It got a bit stained with blood but the over-

all effect was neat and tidy. 

Tom turned to Thunder. 

'What happens next?' 

'We get into line and take our turn.' Thunder picked up a 

wooded bowl. 'One of the sisters ladles in some of the 

broth and you drink it.' 

'I can't understand what's upsetting Her Majesty so 

much,' Tom reached for a bowl. 'I thought there would be 

much more to it than that. It's all rather tame compared 

with what used to go on in my old place.' 

'I can't understand either.' Thunder took a swig of beer. 

'Her mother didn't like it either ... women are like that.' 

 

A lison bent over and vomited, one eye on her sword 

and the other on the ragged group of men huddled 

around a fire. They roared with laughter and slapped Fury 

on the back, saying they didn't think he had it in him. Fury 

sat awkwardly amongst them - too scared to get up and 

leave. 

Another wave of nausea hit her. She knew what it was. 

The term in her former realm was morning sickness. She 

retched and the men beat their fists on their chests. They 

reminded her of a pack of monkeys. Vomit trickled from 

her mouth and dripped onto the mud. She wiped her face 
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with the back of her hand and listened as one of them 

asked Fury what it was like to make love to a lynx. 

'Does she have hair up to her armpits?' 

They called her Red Lynx, after the colour of her hair. 

She preferred the name to Little Cat. It suited her new 

mood. She no longer wanted to be loved. That belonged to 

the past. Life in the marshes had taught her to place her 

trust in other things. Now, more than anything else, she 

wanted to be feared. 

The men made obscene gestures but stayed well clear of 

her. They had seen her handle her sword and knew what 

she could do with it. She moved the sword closer. It was 

her best friend now. 

'Did yer sister teach yer how to do it?' 

One of the men prodded Fury in the stomach. 

'Nah, it would've been his mother. All the Catti are moth-

er fuckers ... didn't yer know that?' 

They burst into maniacal laughter, which subsided when 

they saw Adrina looking at them. She was sitting under a 

tree, cradling Alvero in her arms while Miralda tended his 

wounds. Fury's sister was still very sick but one look from 

her was enough to hold the men in check. 

'It wasn't you what we was talking about, Princess.' 

They were frightened of Adrina. She had told Alison what 

would happen if her mother's people caught them. They 

were murderers and rapists who had fled to the marshes 

to escape justice. Simple execution was not good enough 

for them because it would set their soul lights free. 

Instead of the sword, they would receive the loop, the 

sticks and the stones. They would be taken into the 

marshes when the moon was full and the Holy Mother cast 

her radiance upon the land. There they would be garrotted 

with a loop of raw cowhide. It would be slowly tightened 
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about their necks until their eyes bulged in their sockets - 

showing that their soul lights were trapped. After that their 

useless bodies would be laid in the mire. Sticks would be 

placed upon them and stones laid on top. The bodies 

would sink into the mire where they would not decay. 

Alison savoured the thought. Dimly, she heard her moth-

er's voice talking about compassion. She erased it from 

her mind. Compassion had no relevance now. All that mat-

tered was to get rid of such people and prevent them from 

returning. That meant you had to stop their soul lights 

from going back into the void. Miralda had lectured her on 

it. She glanced at the old woman and the leather bag that 

hung about her neck. 

The bag contained Balduur's mummified head and Miral-

da always had it with her. She'd told Alison it was their sa-

cred mission to dispose of the head in such a way that the 

old War Lord would never again return to the mortal plane. 

Alison hung on Miralda's every word. She felt that her own 

future and that of the old woman were bound together. 

Miralda had talked about rebirth and how it could only be 

achieved by self-sacrifice. Alison knew what that meant. It 

meant growing wise and becoming a new person. 

Her thoughts were disturbed by an outburst around the 

fire. The men had returned their attention to Fury and 

were asking him how he had managed to catch a lynx. Fu-

ry made a weak attempt to match their humour. His per-

formance disgusted Alison. She rose and walked towards 

them with slow deliberate steps. 

'She's coming to cut yer balls off.' 

One of the men prodded Fury and Alison's eyes settled 

on him. She knew she could kill him before he had time to 

rise. Her sword flicked out and he cowered as it swept over 

his head and cut a trig from a branch. She caught it, 

trimmed the end and used it to remove a pot from the fire. 

The men roared with laughter but, when her fingers tight-
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ened on the sword, their features tensed. She gave a lynx 

hiss and walked off with the pot. 

Adrina looked up as Alison approached. Her face was 

drawn and haggard, her skin deadly white. She tried to 

raise a hand in greeting but the effort caused her whole 

body to shake. Alvero lay beside her, tended by Miralda. 

The old woman was examining a pad of herbs and moss 

that covered a wound in his belly. 

Alison halted, sensing the tension. The young man had 

been fed a gruel of oats and onion and now it was time to 

find out what the concoction had to say about his wound. 

If the injury was superficial then the smell of onion would 

not penetrate to the outside. If the intestines had been cut 

through, the smell would be unmistakable. 

Miralda lifted the last piece of padding and revealed a 

short cut. It looked clean and there was no sign of infec-

tion but the sight unnerved Alison. She knew what sort of 

stroke had caused the injury. It was not the result of a 

slashing action. The wound would have been produced by 

a thrust with a short sword. If the sword had been arrested 

by body armour then all might be well. But if the blade had 

penetrated deeply, serious injury was inevitable. 

Miralda lent over, placed her nose near the wound and 

sniffed. Alison did not have to wait. If the expression on 

the old woman's wrinkled face had not given the verdict, 

the faint aroma of onion would have told its tale. Miralda 

drew herself up. 

'The sword reached his vitals.' She touched Adrina's arm. 

'There's nothing I can do to cure his ill.' 

Adrina sank back sobbing. Her whole body shook and 

fresh blood began to ooze through her bandages. Alison 

bent down to comfort her. 

'Try to calm yourself ... you're opening up the wound.' 

'I don't care.' Adrina shook. 'He's going to die and I shall 

die with him. Our soul lights will go back into the void to-

gether.' 
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'No! You mustn't talk like that.' Alison hunted for words. 

'The Holy Mother has need of you.' 

Mention of the goddess had the desired effect. Adrina be-

came less agitated. She grasped Alison's hand and hung 

onto it. 'Do you really think so?' 

'I wouldn't have said so if I didn't.' 

Adrina gazed into Alison's eyes. I know you are part of 

Her Great Plan. But does she still need me?' 

'I'm sure she does,' Alison replied gently. 

'She has forsaken me,' Adrina wailed. 'I was vain and sil-

ly. I thought I could do anything just by calling her name. 

All I have done is bring destruction on those I hold most 

dear.' She took Alison's hand. 'You wouldn't do anything as 

stupid as me. You're not vain and silly.' 

'Yes, I am.' Alison squeezed her hand. 'I've done the 

most stupid things.' 

'No, you're not stupid. You're strong and sensible.' 

'I'm not. If I was sensible, I wouldn't have chased after 

your brother and I wouldn't be here on this island with 

murderers and rapists … and I wouldn't be pregnant.' 

'If I hadn't been stupid Alvero wouldn't be dying,' Adrina 

sobbed. 'This is a terrible place to die. The bog swallows 

you up like a criminal. Your soul light gets trapped.' Her 

fingers tightened on Alison's arm. 'We can't let that hap-

pen. Please, sister. I'm too weak. Say you'll help me.' 

'Of course I will.’ 

'When it happens I want you to be here.' Adrina grasped 

her hand. 'I don't want them to get near him ... they'll 

throw him into the bog.' She pointed to the men. 'When it 

happens, cut his head straight off and hang it in that elm 

tree. Then sit guard with your sword till our brother crows 

have done their work. Don't stop when they've just picked 

out the eyes. Wait till they've taken all the flesh. Only then 

can you be sure his soul light is free and ready to fly away.' 
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'Aye, sister!' Alison nodded. 'I'll do as you have asked.' 

She eased Adrina back beside Alvero and covered them 

with the skins that formed their bed. Then she returned to 

her former position, sitting on her haunches, sword beside 

her, surveying the marshes. 
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CHAPTER 14 

 

Aaroen 
 

T he Moon of Morning Mists gave way to the Moon of 

Falling Leaves and in the Moon of the Hungry Wolf, 

which followed, Tom roamed the north with a special caval-

ry unit. He was intent on hunting down Morgon and the 

remnants of his army. The Empire was abandoning its out-

posts. Morgon had gathered the troops made available by 

this change in Imperial policy and had created a new force. 

Tom failed to make contact with him and returned to the 

south feeling frustrated. 

He'd not liked the north. He'd spent a lot of time there 

and had little to show for it. Added to that, was the appal-

ling weather and the natives' conservative views on sexual 

licence. He made straight for the quarters of the royal 

guard and spent the night with the girls. They weren't his 

idea of feminine perfection but, after a long period of absti-

nence, he was in no mood to be fussy. 

The following morning he headed for his own quarters in 

the royal apartments. He'd tried to report to the queen up-

on his return and had been told that the old woman was 

indisposed. From what the girls said, it seemed more likely 

that she was dead. He'd also asked about Adrina. The in-

formation about the princess was even more confusing. 

Some said she had died in the marshes. Others said she 

was alive and well. 

He reached his room and found the door partly open. 

There was a shadow on the other side and it moved as he 

approached. Two feet were visible, clad in soft leather 

boots. He drew his short sword with his left hand and 

grasped his long sword with his right. The feet disappeared 

and he continued up the last few stairs, humming a little 

tune. Light spilled through the door onto the landing. He 
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drew his long sword and swept into the room in a two-

sword stance, ready to take on any number of assailants. 

'Oh ... Sky Warrior!' 

He froze, swords poised menacingly. Adrina was sitting in 

a corner combing her long black hair. Her face was pale 

and she looked ill - but her dark eyes flashed as seductive-

ly as ever. 

'Do you always enter your room in this manner?' 

Her voice was mischievous but lacked its former carefree 

nature. Tom returned his swords to their sheaths. He was 

shocked to see how much weight she had lost. Her once 

shapely figure was scrawny and an ugly scar ran down her 

neck. He knelt beside her. 

'I did my best to help,' he said in a subdued voice. 'I got 

my men together but we couldn't get across that bog.' 

'There's no need to blame yourself.' Adrina squeezed his 

hand. 'What happened to me at Baddon Marsh was willed 

by the Holy Mother as a punishment for my presumption.' 

'For your presumption?' 

'I was vain and foolish and the Holy Mother gave me the 

blessing of her lesson.' 

Adrina went on to tell him about her flight into the 

marshes and how she had met Alison. He listened as she 

told him about how she had suffered for her shortcomings 

and how Alison and Fury were suffering for theirs. It 

seemed they were being reborn. 

Tom found it all very depressing. The idea of being re-

born through suffering was sick. He was horrified to hear 

that Alison was going along with it. Miralda had indoctri-

nated her. The queen had told him about the strange old 

woman in the marshes. She regarded Miralda as a nut-

ter ... and Tom had a high regard for the queen's judge-

ment. 
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He sat in silence as Adrina continued to recount her 

woes. She said her own process of rebirth was almost 

complete and she would soon be a worthy servant of the 

goddess. Looking at her, Tom could only conclude that the 

process had little to recommend it. Adrina had lost much 

of her sparkle. There was little to remind him of the dy-

namic young woman who had caused such a scene at din-

ner on the night of his arrival. But, there were occasions 

when she seemed to recapture some of her old zest. 

'Sky Warrior! ' She leant over and tweaked his ear. 

'When I was in the marshes I met a man.' 

'Are you trying to tell me you were a naughty girl when I 

wasn't around to keep an eye on you?' 

'No! I'm not talking about that.' She smacked his wrist 

playfully. 'He's an old man. He doesn't excite me. But he 

does have a lot of interesting things to say. I think you 

should meet him.' 

'What was he doing in the marshes?' 

'He's a fugitive. He was once a senior member of the 

duideth but he got thrown out after one of their silly argu-

ments ... something about the Great Poof's radiance and 

the transmigration of soul lights.' 

'That's not something I know much about,' Tom laughed. 

'But you do know about eclipses,' Adrina said. 'Aaroen 

says the duideth are getting ready for one.' 

'Who's Aaroen?' 

'The priest I was telling you about.' 

'Aaroen what?' 

'He doesn't have any other names. He's famous and fa-

mous people get called by only one name ... like Balduur 

or Morgon or Sky Warrior.' 

Tom took the remark as a compliment. 'Perhaps I should 

meet the distinguished gentleman.' 
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'You should. He thinks the duideth have got it wrong.' 

'Got what wrong?' 

'The eclipse ... they're planning a big ceremony at which 

the Grand Master will call upon the Great Poof to banish 

Lady Moon from the sky.' 

Tom recalled that the Mother Goddess was believed to 

shine her life-giving radiance from the moon. 

'The duideth think there's going to be an eclipse of the 

moon and Aaroen thinks they've got it wrong?' Tom said. 

'That's right!' Adrina replied. 'Just think what it will mean 

if those silly old fools have made a mistake. They'll look so 

stupid if nothing happens.' 

Tom pondered the point. 

'The trouble is,' Adrina continued, 'Aaroen's not sure 

they've got it wrong. He wonders if you could help. His 

emissary will be at the brewery at midday. I think you 

should go and meet him.' 

 

T om arrived at the brewery and found Thunder lean-

ing over one of the huge wooden fermenting vats, 

sniffing the contents. The little man gave a nod and asked 

what he was doing there. 

'I have a meeting with the royal copper smith,' Tom lied. 

'We are engaged in the manufacture of a miraculous device 

which will extract the soul light from beer and mead.' 

'You're talking about fire water again,' Thunder said. 

'I am,' said Tom. 'I can't understand why you people 

haven't caught onto it.' 

'The consumption of beer and mead in their present 

forms is creating enough problems.' Thunder preened the 

ends of his moustache. 'Of course, if you are planning to 

supply it to the enemy, that would be a different matter.' 
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'That is my intention.’ 

Thunder continued his inspection of the vats. He went 

slowly from one to the next, sniffing the contents and ex-

amining the froth on the surface. Reaching the last, he sig-

nalled to a portly man with a leather apron. 

'Brew Master, bring me a ladle.' 

The man produced a huge wooden spoon and watched as 

Thunder dipped it into the brew. 

'We seem to be short on hops. Her Majesty is very strict 

about hops. Make sure you get it right next time.' 

He lent out and prodded a furry ball floating in the vat. 

'Holy Mother! What's this?' 

'A hare, Master.' 

'Hare! It looks like a frigging rabbit to me.' Thunder pulled 

the small corpse towards him and turned to Tom. 'I'd like to 

have your opinion on this, Sky Warrior.' 

Tom scrutinised the decaying lump of flesh. 

'It looks to me like a rabbit with the tail cut off.' 

'Right!' Thunder swung round to confront the Brew Mas-

ter. 'The Sky Warrior believes this to be a rabbit. Do you 

agree?' He scooped up the animal and thrust it in the man's 

face. 

'It does look a bit like one,' the Brew Master conceded. 

'A bit like!' Thunder exploded. 'It's a frigging rabbit!' 

'There's an awful shortage of hares.' The Brew Master 

turned to Tom. 'A young princess gave a giant a hare's paw. 

Now every girl from Dun Atoll to Galboreth is at it. There's 

hardly a hare to be found.' 

Thunder threw the corpse back into the vat and rounded 

on the man. 'Stop making excuses! Her Majesty is very 

fussy when it comes to hares ... no substitutes ... that's an 

order!' 
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The man bowed. 

'And no females!' Thunder barked. 'They're needed for 

breeding.' 

He turned to Tom. 'Tell me, Sky Warrior, what would they 

do to a Brew Master in your former realm if they found him 

using rabbits instead of hares?' 

'The problem wouldn't arise.' 

'What do you mean?' 

'They're not allowed to put meat in their beer anymore. 

It's supposed to be bad for you.' 

'Bad! That is very difficult to understand. How can you 

get flavour into beer if you don't put meat into it?' Thunder 

reached out with his ladle and pushed the furry ball back 

beneath the froth. 'Holy Mother! I'm not surprised you left 

that place. The beer must have tasted like toad's piss.' 

He turned to the Brew Master. 

'Some proper beer for the Sky Warrior.' 

The Brew Master stepped towards the vat. 

'Not that awful stuff! That's got rabbit in it. Go and get 

some descent beer from the royal keg ... and bring a pair 

of drinking horns.' 

The Brew Master shuffled outside. 

Thunder turned to Tom. 

'Right! Are you ready to meet him?' 

'Meet who?' 

'The friggin priest, of course ... the one who's come all 

the way from the marshes to hear what you've got to say 

about eclipses and clever things like that.' 

Tom had assumed that Adrina's secret emissary would be 

someone unknown to him. In the event, it had been Thun-

der. He could only assume that the relationship between 

Thunder and Adrina had changed. The most likely explana-
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tion was that the queen was dead or dying and Adrina was 

being groomed for the succession. 'I'd be honoured to 

make the gentleman's acquaintance,' he replied. 

Thunder screwed up his face. 'I wouldn't be so sure. 

There's more than a chance you won't like the nasty sod.' 

'I'm sure I'll be able to cope with that.' 

'I'm sure you will. You've got skin like the end of a 

marsh toad's bum.' Thunder thrust out a stubby finger. 

'Mind you're not rude to him. That priest could be useful to 

us.' 

'I'll do my best not to upset the reverend gentleman.' 

'You'd better do more than that ... you've upset enough 

people with your big mouth.' Thunder glanced at the Brew 

Master who was approaching with two horns of beer. 

'Right!' He reached for the horns. 'As soon as we've got 

these inside us, we'll go and see the saintly sod.' 

 

T om entered the royal stables. There was a loft 

above the horse stalls. He pushed the door open 

and squeezed into the cramped space. A man was sitting 

there, dressed in the robes of a priest. A staff lent against 

the wall beside him. 

'Sky Warrior!' He rose as Tom entered. 'My name is Aa-

roen. There is no need for an introduction. Your fame trav-

els before you.' 

'His manners were different from those of the tribesmen 

- far too slick and polished. Tom took an immediate dislike 

to the man. He'd met scholarly arseholes before and rec-

ognised Aaroen as one the moment he opened his mouth. 

'I've heard so much about you,' the priest continued. 

'You have the advantage on me,' Tom said. 'I am recent-

ly arrived and know nothing of Your Excellency.' 

Aaroen smiled. 'I have been in retreat in the marshes 

amongst the poor outcasts of this sad world.' 
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'I heard something about you having to go into hiding 

following a difference of opinion with the Grand Master of 

the duideth.' 

'It is correct that there was a dispute between myself 

and the present Grand Master of the fellowship,' Aaroen 

replied pedantically. 'Grimwald's concept of the septaggin 

is not only fallacious but is, moreover, a heretical interpre-

tation of the divine tetrarch.' 

'He's also a nasty little toad,' Tom said. 

He moved to the centre of the loft where there was 

enough height for him to stand upright. 

Aaroen sorted through a stack of parchments. 

'The princess informs me that you are knowledgeable on 

the subject of eclipses.' 

'That's right.' Tom nodded. 'In my former realm we can 

predict the time of an eclipse to the smallest fraction of a 

heartbeat.' 

'Did you tell Grimwald that?' 

'I did. The little sod was going to do a deal with me. I 

was going to tell him about eclipses and he was going to 

tell me about the different realms of existence and how to 

travel between them.' 

'He knows nothing about the realms,' Aaroen's voice 

boomed. 'Grimwald is an ignorant man: an usurper of the 

power of the septaggin and a blasphemer against the di-

vine will...' 

Tom waited until the priest ran out of words. 

'What do you know about the realms?' 

'There are twelve,' Aaroen replied confidently. 'We are in 

the seventh. You journeyed here from the sixth and did so 

by following the Way of the Wizard.' 

'I went up a realm,' Tom said. 
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'No!' Aaroen raised his head in a superior manner. 'You 

descended. The first realm is the highest. The twelfth is 

the lowest - a most abominable and vile place.' 

The revelation came as a shock but was not a total sur-

prise. 

'Her Majesty has often remarked that the place I came 

from seems to have many advantages over this one,' Tom 

said. 

'In what way does she find it more attractive?’ 

'She's likes what I've told her about the religion.' 

'Really!' Aaroen lent forward. 'Does religious practice in 

the sixth realm differ much from what you find here?' 

'What I find here has a lot in common with what went on 

in my former realm in the past. By the time my people had 

reached the degree of material sophistication which I en-

counter amongst the village people here, they had aban-

doned the more barbaric aspects of the old religions.' 

'Indeed!' Aaroen could scarcely contain his excitement. 

'Did they adopt a new religion or modify the old?' 

'They kept what was best in the old religions…' Tom em-

barked on a detailed account of every religious innovation 

since the advent of farming.' 

'You do indeed come from a superior place,' Aaroen en-

thused. 'What you have said has been a revelation to me. 

A divine force brought you amongst us and its purpose 

was to bring the wisdom of the sixth realm to those who 

have not received the full revelation of the divine truth...' 

The priest droned on in a way Tom found intensely bor-

ing. He decided to bring the conversation back on track. 

'Why do you want to know about eclipses?' 

To Tom's relief, Aaroen stopped talking about eternal 

truth and rummaged in a pile of parchments. He sorted 

through them and handed one to Tom. 
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'When we were at Karnak we used this to predict eclip-

ses. That ignorant man, Grimwald, does not understand 

that the blessed lines require modification before they can 

be employed in this more northerly land.' 

Tom examined the parchment and tried to make sense of 

it. He'd long held the view that some of the megalithic 

monuments of his old realm had functioned as analogue 

computers. He had seen learned papers that claimed the 

monuments mimicked the heavens and could be used to 

predict lunar eclipses and other celestial events. 

'Grimwald thinks that there will be an eclipse of the moon 

in four days,' Aaroen said. 'If he is wrong, that will bring 

great shame on him.' 

'It certainly would,' Tom agreed. 

'Will you look at his prediction and see if it is correct?' 

Tom lent forward. 

The parchment was covered in lines and circles. It re-

minded him of a diagram in a book by a famous astrono-

mer who believed Stonehenge was used to predict celestial 

events. 

'It will be a pleasure.' 

He rolled up the parchment and placed it in his leather 

pouch. 

'Can you help us?' the priest asked 

Tom fastened the pouch. 'Don't worry! I'll work out if 

Grimwald got I right. If he didn't, he’ll suffer the conse-

quences.' 

 

T he problem was daunting. Tom looked up from his 

calculations. The whitewashed wall of the stable was 

covered in equations and calculations but his endeavours 

were leading nowhere. Without a calculator the task was 

beyond him. He didn't even have access to trigonometric 

tables. He'd lectured on them in his university courses. 
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He'd told his students how important they had been for 

the advancement of learning. Now, he realised just how 

true that was. Without the tables, he wasn't capable of the 

simplest geometric calculations. In short, he was wasting 

his time. 

The crowd of onlookers failed to notice the look of des-

peration on his face. They were greatly impressed by the 

diagrams and symbols he had drawn on the wall with a 

stick of charcoal. None doubted that his good spells were 

more than a match for the evil spells of the priests of the 

duideth. 

Their idiotic chatter irritated him. He needed somewhere 

quiet where he could think without being disturbed. The 

queen had talked about a gully with shrines and statues. It 

was a place of solitude and he resolved to go there. He put 

down the charcoal, dismissed his guard and set off across 

the frosty fields, giving orders to be left alone. 

He reached the gully and followed a narrow path into it. 

The frost had not penetrated the overhanging branches 

and the ground was green with moss and ferns. A stream 

trickled between boulders and the path ran amongst them. 

Crudely fashioned stone faces stared out from behind tree 

stumps. Oddly shaped icicles hung from branches. 

There was something deeply moving about the place, 

something mystical. Tom was reminded of his childhood, of 

walks in the forest and playing in streams. He let his mind 

wander and a strange force propelled him along. Images 

from his past invaded his consciousness. He heard his 

mother scolding him for some childish misdemeanour. Mo-

ments later his teachers were reprimanding him. Voices 

nagged incessantly, each giving way to the next, each 

more recent than the last, as if he was growing older with 

every step. 
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Rounding a bend he heard crisp, military voices. They 

were questioning him about his unconventional ways of 

tackling delicate problems. He gave the answers he had al-

ways given and heard the voice of his commanding officer 

telling him he could resign his commission or face court 

martial. 

Another twist in the path and other sounds thrust in up-

on him: the irritating sounds of academia. He blocked 

them out only to be confronted by a voice he could not 

dismiss. Molly Campbell was telling him to have no further 

contact with Alison. 

Suddenly the voices ceased. He had reached a small 

clearing. Frost covered the ground and all was white again. 

A statue stood there. The figure of a man with two heads. 

One faced towards him and the other away. Tom recog-

nised it at once. The statue was a Janus figure and repre-

sented all things past, present and future. The head facing 

him looked into the past. 

There was something mocking about the statue. A thick 

layer of frost covered the thin lips, distorting them into an 

idiotic grin. Tom had the feeling the grin was meant for 

him. He adjusted his sword harness. The statue seemed 

threatening. Or, was it questioning him ... making him stop 

and think about the future? 

 The thought crossed his mind and he remembered 

something the queen had said about his soul light. 

'Where was it going?' 

He had always prided himself on not being religious - ex-

cept for social purposes. Yet, the old woman's question 

had lodged in his mind. He looked at the statue and won-

dered what the other face had to offer - the face that 

looked into the future. 

Until now his energies had been devoted to living life to 

the full. In a sense that was his religion. He had never giv-

en much thought to what might happen when his time was 
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up. His view of the cosmos - in so far as he saw it in reli-

gious terms - was of a place run by rational individuals 

whose ideas were not greatly different from his own. He 

took it for granted that they would do the right thing by 

him. 

He went to the other side of the statue and looked at the 

other face. Its expression was neither benign nor threaten-

ing. A few more steps took him into the future. Voices 

chanted his name, adding it to a list of heroes from the 

past. A shudder ran down his spine. He remembered Molly 

Campbell taunting him about his fascination for the hero 

god. 

She'd reminded him that the god arrived as if from no-

where, did great deeds and was brutally killed when he'd 

served his purpose. The similarity was too obvious to deny. 

He turned and faced back up the path. He didn't want to 

know what the future had in store ... he'd live it hour by 

hour. 

He retraced his steps thinking about the eclipse. The walk 

had cleared his mind. In a sense it didn't matter that he 

couldn't do the calculations. The tribesmen thought he was 

working spells to stop the eclipse. He couldn't pull out now. 

He was committed to issue a challenge to the duideth. One 

thing was certain: eclipses were difficult to predict. The sil-

ly fuckwits had almost certainly got it wrong. 
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CHAPTER 15 
 

Eclipse 
 

O n the Eve of the Lord's Ascendancy (known to some 

as the Rising of the Great Poof) Morgon returned 

from the north with his new army. His first priority was a 

meeting with Ardolf, the new War Master of Gorm. He sum-

moned the clansman to his camp and lost no time asserting 

his authority. 

'What's this I hear about the princess?' He towered over 

Ardolf and breathed garlic in his face. 'Is the little whore 

dead or isn't she?' 

'The people think she's returned from the dead,' Ardolf 

said meekly. 

'I know that!' Morgon bellowed. 'The little bitch was a big 

enough danger before. Now those simpletons think she 

died and has been resurrected ... that makes her ten times 

worse!' 

'The Catti have girls dressed like her. They ride through 

the villages and vanish before anyone can get a good look 

at them.' 

'How do you know one of those girls isn't the princess?' 

'I don't,' Ardolf confessed. 

'By Bithras!' Morgon thumped the table. 'That slip of a girl 

is undermining your authority. What are you doing about 

it?' 

'Tomorrow is the Festival of Our Lord's Ascendancy. The 

Sky Warrior has challenged the authority of the duideth. He 

has told the people that the countenance of Lady Moon will 

not be dimmed. He has said the Great She Whore will tri-

umph over Our Lord Sun.' 

'Who do you believe?' Morgon grunted. 
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Ardolf stared at the big man. 'The holy brothers, of 

course.' 

Morgon stroked his chin. 'If they're right that will strike a 

great blow against the Sky Warrior.' 

'Aye. That's what I'm trying to tell you, Lord Morgon. Af-

ter tomorrow the Sky Warrior will be nothing.' 

'And if the holy brothers have got it wrong?' 

'They won’t have.’ 

'Let us hope you're right.' Morgon patted the War Master 

on the head. 'Because, if they have ... that's the end of 

you!' 

 

T he night of the full moon was a holy occasion for the 

Catti. It was the time when the mother goddess 

manifested herself in all her glory and shone forth her ra-

diance through her sister, Lady Moon. Those who had been 

converted to the religion of the Lord Sun saw the occasion 

differently. For them full moon was a time when evil forces 

were unleashed: a time when witches rode upon the backs 

of crows to feast on the flesh of infants: a time when crea-

tures, half-man and half-wolf, prayed on young virgins. 

Accordingly, it was with some trepidation that the people 

of Gorm left the safety of their homes to make the arduous 

journey to the sanctuary of the duideth. They did so at the 

behest of the Grand Master of the duideth to witness the 

ascendancy of the Lord Sun over the one he called the 

Great She Whore. 

As night fell the last of them reached the sanctuary, anx-

ious to be there before the blood-red disc of Lady Moon 

rose into the winter sky. As the Lord Sun slipped below the 

horizon, few noticed that their ranks had been infiltrated 

by a group of hooded figures. One was walking with bent 

knees to disguise his height. Another wore the robes of a 

high priest of the duideth under his long cloak. Anyone fa-
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miliar with the royal house of the Catti might have recog-

nised Thunder son of Lightning, moustache shaved and 

skin darkened with tannin. 

At the entrance of the sanctuary, the hooded men were 

confronted by a nervous young priest. He pointed to 

Thunder's staff, which was surmounted by a sharp spike 

above a crescent-shaped blade. 

'No weapons allowed.' 

'This no weapon.' Thunder replied with a strong south-

ern accent. 'This most holy image of Lord Bithras. He no-

ble servant of Lord Sun. What matter with you, boy?' 

'Yes ... of course. I recognise it now,' the young priest 

stammered. 'You will be the merchant gentlemen who are 

accompanying Lord Morgon's party. He has arrived. You 

will find him in the sacred grove.' 

The hooded men passed into the sanctuary and walked 

to one of the standing stones. Once out of sight, Tom 

stretched himself to his full height. 'Dead easy!' He turned 

to Thunder. 'I told you we wouldn't have any problems.' 

'We've only just got here,' Thunder reminded him. 

'Stop worrying.' Tom fingered his mace. 'If anything 

goes wrong we'll fight our way out.' 

'That might not be so easy,' Thunder cautioned. 'Have 

you seen the holy images some of those Gorms are carry-

ing?' 

'They're nothing to worry about. Those things are to 

ward off the evil eye. They can't hurt you.' 

'Not unless you get hit by one.' 

Thunder pointed to a group of clan chieftains. 

'Take a look at what they've got.' 

Tom poked his head round the stone and examined the 

images of the Lord Sun that the chieftains were carrying. 
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Each shining disk was mounted on a pole and had a sharp 

edge. 

'That's despicable!' 

'Quite right!' said Thunder. 'Just what I've been say-

ing ... you can't trust the Gorms.' 

Tom looked further down the slope to where the com-

mon people were assembled. Some had huge wooden 

clubs. He pointed to them. 

'Are those things meant to be religious too?' 

'They are. They represent the masculine element of the 

Good God - which is something you should know all 

about.' 

'The Good God!' Tom lent forward to get a better view. 

'He's one of our lot. He's consort of the Holy Mother. What 

are those Gorms doing with his symbol?' 

Thunder raised a hand to preen his moustache and 

found it missing. 'Well, there's a lot of males in Gorm who 

keep a secret place in their hearts for the god.' 

'This is hardly secret.' Tom pointed to the clubs. 'They're 

not exactly hiding those things ... flaunting would be 

more like it.' 

Thunder stroked his chin. 'There always has been a lot 

of Gormish males who never really took to the duideth. 

Bearing the symbol of the Good God is a way of showing 

what they think of the holy turds.' 

'A bit cheeky,' Tom chuckled. 'Right here in their own 

sanctuary. The silly fuckwits will have apoplexy when they 

see what's going on.' 

He stepped forward to get a better view and withdrew 

rapidly when he saw people staring at him. 

'Morgon!' A chatter spread through the crowd. 

'Can't be ... he's got too much hair.' 
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The clubmen gathered in a group. A brief silence followed 

then a hundred voices shouted. 

'Sky Warrior!' 

Thunder said a silent prayer. 

'I think they've seen me,' Tom muttered. 

'I think they have,' Thunder agreed. 

'Very well!' Tom drew himself up. 'If they've seen me, 

there's only one thing to do.' He pulled out his mace and 

walked towards the tribesmen singing a song about the 

Good God and a miller's daughter, recounting their adven-

tures as they crept into the mill and entered the space be-

tween the grinding stones. He raised his mace in salute and 

the Gorms thumped their clubs on the palms of their 

hands. 

'Samsen! Hercule! Dionis! Toro! Tomas...' 

They shouted the names of the Good God and added his 

to the list. They called him Sky Warrior and asked him to 

inspect their tokens of the Good God's favour. 

Thunder could scarcely believe his eyes. He knew the Sky 

Warrior had a following in Gorm but hadn't expected any-

thing like this. A crowd was forming. It seemed that every-

one had lost interest in the ceremony and was turning their 

attention to the big man. Women plucked pieces of fur from 

the trim of his cloak. Men climbed onto the stones to get a 

better view. 

Thunder pushed through the crowd. 

The Sky Warrior had begun his inspection. He was walk-

ing along the line of club-wielding tribesmen, stopping to 

pass comment or give praise where praise was due. One 

diminutive warrior, with a bald head and grizzled beard, 

was sporting a club of gigantic size. The Sky Warrior com-

plimented him on its shape and general proportions. 

'He knows how to use it too,' a woman shouted. 
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She stared up at Tom. 'He's very good with it.' 

'Are you his wife?' 

'No! She's the one who takes the milk round the village,' 

the crowd shouted. 

Tom decided he liked the Gorms. They weren't much dif-

ferent from the Catti. He was pondering the point when a 

cry rang out. 

'Morgon's coming!' 

Torches appeared and white-robed figures dashed about 

in the moonlight. Morgon was amongst them, flanked by 

his bodyguards, head and shoulders above everyone else. 

The diminutive figure of the Grand Master led the proces-

sion. Staff in hand he strode forward with dignity and 

reached the first of the tribesmen, who raised their clubs 

in salute. 

A scowl appeared on his otherwise serene face. Then he 

saw Tom and the scowl turned to apoplexy. 

'Vile transgressor of the Holy Pathways!' 

He raised his staff and the effect was explosive. People 

leapt for cover as if expecting a violent cosmic upheaval. 

The staff crashed down. 

'Invincible Lord!' 

The Grand Master began to deliver a curse. 'Thou whose 

vengeance knows no mercy. Bring down Thy wrath! Punish 

the foul usurper...' 

His words died when Tom lent over and plucked him 

from the ground. An awed silence was followed by sighs of 

relief when the heavens failed to open and rain down balls 

of fire. Heads poked out from behind stones and people 

sneaked forward eager to see what would happen next. 

Tom returned the priest to the grass. 
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'You really are a pathetic little turd. You've been threat-

ening to kill me ever since I arrived here. I don't know 

how anyone can take you seriously.' 

'Perhaps you take this seriously!' 

Morgon drew his sword and advanced on Tom. 

It was the opportunity Tom had been waiting for: a 

chance to kill Morgon before an audience of admirers. He 

was about to provoke him with an outpouring of insults, 

when an elderly voice intervened. 

'My Lord Morgon! Whatever is this?' 

All eyes turned towards the aged figure of King Pius. 

The chevron pattern of the Royal House of Gorm was 

embroidered on his flowing gown. His long white hair 

hung about his neck. He pointed a protesting finger at 

Morgon's naked blade. 

'Lord Morgon, I cannot believe what I see.' He tottered 

forward. 'You know this is a holy place. How can you de-

file it with that foul thing.' 

Tom turned towards the old man and bowed. 

'Majesty ... noble son of Balduur the Great! I am hon-

oured to be in your presence.' He swept his cloak in a 

gesture of respect. 

A murmur of approval spread through the crowd. 

'I came here ...' He started to introduce himself but 

was cut short by the Grand Master. 

'Foul fiend!' Grimwald wagged a finger. 'Your time has 

passed. Like all of your accursed kind you will suffer the 

fate which you so justly deserve. Your mistress, the 

Great She Whore, will soon do abeyance to Our Lord 

Sun. It will be a sign for all to see. Even the most foolish 

amongst us will know who is supreme.' 

He strode away. 
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Tom followed close behind. 'It's not going to happen,' he 

said in a loud stage whisper. 

Grimwald ignored him. 

'There isn't going to be an eclipse.' Tom trod on the hem 

of the priest's flowing robe and brought him to an abrupt 

halt. 

'You got it wrong ... you used the wrong chart!' 

For a moment there was silence. Then a wheezing noise 

came from the Grand Master's lips - like air from a punc-

tured bagpipe. Tom thought the old man was having a sei-

zure. Then he realised he was laughing. 

'You stupid, ignorant fool!' 

Grimwald beamed with satisfaction. 

'You have been listening to that foul heretic, Aaroen. He is 

a man blinded by his own lies. The foul blasphemer has told 

you we are using the charts from Karnak. He thinks we are 

too ignorant to know they need modification if they are to 

be used here in these northern lands.' He tapped Tom's 

wrist. 'You have made a bad mistake, Tomas son of John.' 

The revelation came as a blow. Tom looked down at the 

self-satisfied smirk on Grimwald's face and was driven to 

fury. 

'You really are a pompous little twit!' 

The outburst pleased the Grand Master. 'Tomas!' He 

reached out a calming hand. 'Compose yourself. Prepare for 

the fate which is about to befall you.' 

The Grand Master took up his staff and walked towards a 

ring of stones. Tom recognised them from Aaroen's parch-

ment and his heart sank. The patterns were not identical. 

There were modifications of the sort needed to allow for the 

difference in latitude between the two sites. 

The Grand Master entered the stones and held out his 

arms. The crowd fell silent. Tom didn't like the way he had 
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regained their attention. And he didn't like the way the 

priest was watching the moon as it passed between the 

stones. He looked far more like an astronomer than the 

bungling idiot Aaroen had described. 

The moon was nearing a large dolmen. According to Aa-

roen, that was when the eclipse should start. Tom found it 

impossible to ignore the drama unfolding before his eyes. 

It wasn't difficult to see why the duideth were held in such 

awe. The circle of standing stones was like a vast outdoor 

theatre. Grimwald no longer looked small. The Grand Mas-

ter stood, in his flowing robes, silhouetted against the 

moonlit sky. 

'Blessed Lord! Send us a sign.' 

He raised his staff and the crowd watched as the moon 

inched towards the big standing stone. The crucial moment 

was about to arrive. If the priests had got it right the 

eclipse would start and no one would doubt the supremacy 

of the duideth. Tom's muscles tensed and his hand slipped 

towards his mace, ready for action should the need arise. 

Minutes passed and he began to relax. Apprehension 

turned to boredom. There was no sign of an eclipse. His in-

itial hunch had been right. Eclipses were dammed difficult 

to predict. The chance of getting it right with a ring of 

stones was exceedingly low. On the other side of the circle, 

Morgon opened his mouth in a huge yawn. 

'Send us a sign, Great Lord!' 

Grimwald's voice was more anxious now. 

'Show us proof that you will punish the heretic Aaroen 

and the foul fornicator Tomas...' 

Morgon yawned again and Tom felt an odd sense of ca-

maraderie with the ugly baldheaded man in his smart 

southern armour. He brandished his mace in a show of bra-

vado and Morgon raised a hand in salute. 
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The tribesmen's eyes remained fixed on the Grand Mas-

ter. Tom wondered how long the priest could hold their at-

tention. It was only a matter of time before they realised 

that nothing was going to happen. Then a shadow ap-

peared at the edge of the moon and the Grand Master was 

ecstatic. 

'The whore is dimmed!' 

He raised his staff. 

'Her foul radiance is extinguished!' 

He raved on and was close to ecstasy when a figure ap-

peared. Tom recognised Adrina. The Grand Master's voice 

faltered as she descended the slope, dressed in a gown of 

shimmering white and singing a hymn in praise of the god-

dess. The hymn struck a chord in the hearts of all who re-

membered the old religion. 

'Holy Mother! Let your radiance ever shine.' 

The crowd sung the refrain. 

'Let its fullness never cease. Give us your bounty as we 

give you our devotion. Protect us, Great Mother!' 

The Grand Master cast a nervous eye at the moon and 

raised his staff. 'Foul creatures of the Great She Whore!' 

he screamed at the tribesmen. 'You are damned for all 

eternity! Great shall be the torments that will afflict you...' 

Tom's confidence returned. The little sod was scared and 

upping the anti in a desperate attempt to regain control. 

For a moment he thought the priests had got it right. 

There was something very convincing about the parch-

ment scrolls and stone circles but they'd not lived up to 

the vital test of observation. The shadow that had ap-

peared on the side of the moon was slipping away. Tom 

could only assume that the cause was meteorological ra-

ther than astronomical. 

The duideth had screwed up and their failure was plain 

for all to see. Theirs was the fate of all who developed 
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mathematical models and got it wrong. In his former realm 

they lost their research grants. Here the penalties were far 

more severe. 

Grimwald stuck out his staff as Adrina approached. 

'Foul daughter of the night! You who is accursed in the 

eyes of Our Most Holy Lord. Vile creature!' Grimwald threw 

out his arms. 'You most foul and ugly abomination.' 

Adrina's gown was embroidered with the chevron pattern 

of the Royal House of Gorm. She arrived by the priest's 

side and looked around like an innocent child who had 

stumbled on something she did not understand. 

'Grand Master! What is going on?' 

'Foul creature! Do not mock me.' 

'Grand Master! What are you saying?' 

'She Whore! I know your foul and devious ways.' 

'I don't know what you are talking about, Grand Master.' 

Tom listened and felt neglected. There were no refer-

ences to the Good God or anyone remotely like him. He 

glanced at the moon and saw that it shone as brilliantly as 

ever. 

'Brethren!' 

Another voice sounded. Tom turned and saw Aaroen 

striding through the ranks of the assembled priesthood. He 

carried a staff surmounted by two golden discs and wore a 

gown emblazoned with the smiling face of a child. 

'Grimwald, you are damned!' Aaroen reached the Grand 

Master and thrust out his staff. 'You have transgressed the 

tetriach and usurped the primacy of the septaggin...' 

It was some of the most highly developed gobbledegook 

Tom had ever heard. Yet it had the attention the priests. 

Murmurs passed between them. No one tried to stop Aa-

roen ... nor was Grimwald able to drown out his booming 

voice. 
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It was all very tedious. At one stage Aaroen was trying 

to oust Grimwald from the top job. At another he was try-

ing to found a new religion. The man seemed hung up on 

the idea of a Trinity. He talked incessantly about the Lord 

Sun being none other than the Good God. The Holy Mother 

was his consort and they had a child. 

The priests stood, pudding faced, as he expounded his 

new theology. But when he renewed his attack on 

Grimwald their faces were animated. The Grand Master's 

failure to come up with a correct eclipse prediction 

weighed heavily against him. Equally damning was the 

way Adrina had intervened to stop the eclipse from occur-

ring. 

Aaroen pointed the finger of scorn at Grimwald. 

'Trial by Stones!' he hurled out the challenge. 

The cry was taken up by the priests. 

'Trial by Stones! Trial by Stones...' 

Grimwald glared at them. 

'Very well ... so be it!' 

The Grand Master removed his cloak and handed his 

staff of office to a priest. The young man took it and 

walked behind as he left the ring of stones. Tom followed 

and was confronted by Morgon. The big man gave him a 

toothy grin. 

'Tomas. I been wanting speak with you.' 

'Well, you've got the chance now.' Tom grasped his mace 

and followed Morgon to the shelter of a standing stone. 

Morgon beckoned him closer. 'Tomas, I have proposition.' 

He spoke with his strong southern accent. 'You and I make 

alliance. Empire is finished. Now there are big opportuni-

ties for people like us. We can become like kings...' 

'What's the deal?' 
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'You have north of this big and prosperous island ... I 

have south.' 

'I don't want the north,' Tom replied tersely. 'I've been 

there. The weather is foul. The mountain women are cov-

ered in rancid fat and the farming women have faces like 

scrub pigs.' 

'But you not seen north at best.' Morgon grinned. 'It very 

beautiful in spring and early summer.' 

'That won't make any difference to the women,' Tom pro-

tested. 'And the beer tastes awful.' 

'Sky Warrior, you listen what Morgon say. You not native. 

You soldier like Morgon. We make alliance. We do good 

business.' 

'I'm not interested.’ 

Morgon eyed him coldly. 'Very well! You no want alliance. 

We no make alliance.' He lent over and whispered derisively 

in Tom's ear. 'When natives come to cut you into tiny leetle 

pieces, you remember what Morgon say. You remember 

Morgon offer alliance and you no take it.' 

Tom turned and strode away. The tribesmen were watch-

ing. He exchanged salutes and did his best to look confi-

dent but he couldn't rid himself of what Morgon had said. 

He was still thinking about it when he reached the place 

where the Trial by Stones was under way. 

Aaroen and Grimwald were lying on wooden slabs. Tom 

watched as a board was placed on each man's chest and a 

stone put on top. He felt a sense of deja vu. It was the trial 

he had experienced in his dream, back in his former realm, 

before he and Alison had made their fateful journey. The 

contestants were being told the rules. Each was to ask the 

other a riddle. A correct answer would result in a stone be-

ing removed. A wrong answer would cause another stone 

to be added. 
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The trial started with a riddle from Grimwald. A pot was 

turned upside down and sand began to trickle from a hole 

in its lid. The riddle was about rabbits and hares. It didn't 

make sense to Tom and Aaroen seemed equally baffled. 

The sand ran out. Grimwald supplied an answer and a 

stone was placed on Aaroen's chest. 

The answer made no more sense than the question. Tom 

was beginning to wonder if Aaroen had fallen into a trap 

when the man's deep voice boomed out a question of his 

own. This was about ducks and drakes. Grimwald failed to 

answer and a stone was added to his chest. The little man 

squirmed uncomfortably and asked his next question, 

which was about a mouse. 

Aaroen failed to answer the mouse riddle and another 

stone was added to his pile. He countered with one about a 

hedgehog and a donkey. Grimwald didn't reply and re-

ceived another stone. 

Tom was baffled. Neither man was giving a correct an-

swer. The piles of stones seemed destined to grow until 

one of them was crushed to death. Then he realised that 

both men were asking nonsense riddles with nonsense an-

swers. 

It wasn't a trial of intellect; it was a trial of strength ... so 

why was a frail old man like Grimwald taking part in such 

an unequal contest? 

Two more rounds followed. The piles grew higher. It was 

incredible that flesh and blood could stand such a crushing 

weight. 

Why hadn't Grimwald snuffed it? 

There was no logical reason why such a frail frame could 

support such a towering heap of rocks. Aaroen was close to 

collapse. The Grand Master either had supernatural powers 

or some foul play was going on. Tom bent down and 

squinted beneath his board. 
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'Hey! Take a look at that.' 

He grabbed one of the tribesmen and pointed to the rods 

sticking out from the base of the board that covered 

Grimwald's chest. 

'Holy Shit! That's cheating.' 

The tribesman swung his club and smashed through the 

rods. The board sank and there was a splintering noise as 

Grimwald's ribcage cracked. His last breath wheezed from 

his body ... and his tongue stuck out. 

Beneath the other pile of stones, Aaroen had stopped 

breathing. Tom dashed to his side and dragged the stones 

away. The tribesmen lifted the board and examined the 

crumpled figure below. Aaroen looked oddly flat. Then his 

face regained some of its former colour. He struggled for 

breath and pulled himself up. His first words were about 

the primacy of the septaggin and why it meant he was the 

best man to fill the recently vacated office of Grand Master. 

Tom heard women's voices, chanting Adrina’s name and 

set off towards them. On the way, he glanced up to the 

heavens and received a tremendous shock. The edge of 

the moon was in shadow. He tried to convince himself that 

the phenomenon was caused by cloud but without success. 

Stars were visible, right up to the edge the lunar disc. 

There could be little doubt that the eclipse had started. He 

quickened his pace, anxious to be amongst friends when 

the appalling truth took hold. 

The women were singing hymns in praise of the goddess 

and her cousin, Lady Moon. They saw him coming and 

formed two lines - holding out their arms to form a tunnel. 

Adrina sat at the far end. 

'Tomas! Tomas...' 

Fingers fondled him as he sped past them. Bits were 

pulled from his clothing. The fringe of his cloak suffered 

most and he arrived at the other end with a lot of fur miss-
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ing. Adrina rose to meet him and held out a garland of 

mistletoe. He knelt to receive it and whispered as she 

hung the white berries about his neck. 

'The eclipse has started.' 

'You mean Our Lady is dimming her countenance?' 

'That's right. I got it wrong. I misled you. There will be 

an eclipse.' 

Adrina stoked his cheek. 

'Don't look so sad. There's nothing to be worried about. 

I've seen what's happening and I've prayed to Our Lord 

of Cloud and Mist asking him to bring comfort to Our La-

dy in her time of shame.' 

'Nothing can be done,' Tom lamented. 

'I'm sure the Good Lord will find a way. Adrina tweaked 

his ear and looked up. 'Oh! I think I see him racing to-

wards us.' 

Tom raised his head and saw a dense black cloud rolling 

across the sky. One by one the stars went out ... and the 

heavens were bathed in darkness. 
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CHAPTER 16 
 

Fox’s Leap 
 

M orgon sat in his tent and brooded over his misfor-

tune. He had suffered a series of setbacks and 

needed to regroup before it was too late. The Empire was 

falling apart. That provided opportunities as well as chal-

lenges. He had tried to form an alliance with the Sky War-

rior and the man had refused. That was very stupid of 

him. The idiot should know that there is only one way of 

dealing with the natives and that is to be feared by them. 

The Sky Warrior wanted to be loved. For the moment he 

was succeeding but it wouldn't last. It never did. In the 

end the natives always turned against outsiders.  

His sergeant barked an order and his guard snapped to 

attention. Morgon peered through the tent opening. A par-

ty of natives was approaching and Ardolf of Gorm was 

amongst them. The Gorms had made Ardolf their War 

Master following the defeat of the Thirteenth Legion at the 

Battle of Baddon Marsh. 

Morgon cast a derisory glance at the man's shield, which 

still bore the smiling face of the Sun God. The idiot could-

n't understand that the god was now a liability. Events had 

moved on and Ardolf had failed to adjust to them. 

The guard presented arms and Ardolf entered the tent. 

Morgon remained seated and waited for the tribesman to 

go through the elaborate ritual of salutes that clan chief-

tains thought essential when addressing senior officers of 

the Imperial Army. He wondered if the little man realised 

that the once invincible army had fallen apart. 

'You asked me to report to you, Lord Morgon.' 
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The little toad spoke the southern language. That was a 

relief. Morgon had developed a policy of never trying to in-

timidate anyone in a language other than his own. He'd 

lectured his officers on it, reminding them that you got 

things wrong when you tried to speak a foreign language 

and that made you sound ridiculous rather than threaten-

ing. He grabbed Ardolf by the neck. 

'You told me those priests were never wrong.' 

I only told you what the Grand Master said.' 

'The stupid arsehole got it wrong and now he’s dead, ‘ 

Morgon bellowed. ‘You've got a new Grand Master. That 

Aaroen is a dangerous man. He's started a new religion. 

Even the painted savages are talking about it.' 

He yanked at the golden image of the Lord Sun, which 

hung about Ardolf's neck. 

'That's one of the very few that’s left in this whole frig-

ging land. Your people are melting them down and trading 

the gold for weapons. They'll soon be better equipped 

than my boys.' 

'The weapons will be used against the Catti.' 

'Not if you don't assert your authority. That new religion 

is uniting the tribes. You've got to do something to make 

them hate one another again.' 

'I'm going to do that,' Ardolf spluttered. 'I'm going to re-

mind them of what the Catti have done to us. I'll make 

them proud again.' 

'How are you going to do that?' 

'I'll return Balduur's head.' 

'By Bithras!' Morgan screwed up his face. 'You do like to 

punish yourself. Haven't you forgotten what happened last 

time?' 

'Last time we were taken in by false intelligence.' 

'Hgh!' Morgon grunted. 'And this time?' 
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'This time we've got it right. We know where it is. We 

captured one of the princess' girls and made her talk. The 

little bitch said the head was given to Balduur's daughter.' 

'Who?' 

'The old witch who lives in the marshes. Prince Fury is 

with her and he's got that girl with him ... the one who 

came here with the Sky Warrior.' 

'Is that so?' Morgon smiled. 

Ardolf's expression relaxed. 'I've sent men to hunt them 

down. They've talked to the marsh men and they confirm 

that the young woman is with Prince Fury. We've offered a 

bounty. I expect to have Balduur's head and that of the 

young woman by the next rising of Our Lord Sun.' 

Morgon didn't trust the tribesmen to get anything right 

but it was a step in the right direction. If they regained 

Balduur's head, that would undermine the princess' author-

ity. If they took the young woman's head that would be a 

decisive blow against the Sky Warrior. 

 

S omeone or something was hiding in the reeds. A sixth 

sense warned Fury. After five moons in the marshes, 

he was alert to the slightest disturbance. He sniffed the air 

and detected the familiar odour of poorly cured sealskin, 

rancid fish oil and human sweat - the unmistakable stench 

of a marsh man. 

They'd been shouting his name, saying they had some-

thing to give him. Fury knew why they were looking for 

him. He'd sneaked up to their camp during the night and 

heard them talking. Ardolf had placed a bounty on their 

heads. The top price would be paid for Balduur's head but 

he would also give good money for Alison's. Only Miralda 

was to be spared. She was of royal blood and the sister of 

King Pius. 
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He let the coracle drift. There was a presence in the 

reeds. Someone was perched on an old log near the outlet 

to the estuary. He didn't have to see the man. He could 

smell him. Fury knew he was there and he was a threat. 

The marsh men had bows. They used them to hunt birds 

and people. Fury doubted if any had a bow equal to his. 

His had belonged to Alvero. It was a crossbow, manufac-

tured to the highest standards of the Imperial Army. At 

the touch of a trigger he could unleash a deadly iron bolt. 

He watched and waited. Time and hardship had changed 

him. He no longer called himself Little Bear. His name was 

Fury Ap-Cronwyn. And Alison was no longer Little Cat. 

He'd learnt the strange name she'd been called by in her 

former life. When he placed his hand on her belly he could 

feel the baby. He now had three people to care for: Alison, 

their unborn child and Miralda. 

And they still had Balduur's head. They were custodians 

of the old warlord's soul, which remained trapped in his 

decaying skull. It was the burden he and Alison had to 

bear for transgressing the sacred pathways in order to be 

together. Miralda had spoken of the burden. She said it 

wasn't just a matter of taking the head from one place to 

another. It was the journey that mattered ... and that 

journey was nearing its end. 

Fury glanced down to make sure the crossbow was 

properly concealed under his cloak. His first shot had to 

reach its mark. He wouldn't have time to reload. If he 

missed, he'd have to fall back on the throwing axe that 

hung from his belt. He still hated violence but was pre-

pared to use it to protect those who depended on him. His 

features had hardened and his once flowing hair was tied 

in a tight plait that hung down his back. His hands were 

rough and scarred from gathering mussels and setting 

traps for fish and eels. 
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A gust of wind parted the reeds. Fury caught a glimpse of 

a marsh man and recognised him as a particularly nasty 

individual. He let the coracle drift. If the man had a bow 

he'd have to draw it before he could get in a shot and he'd 

be dead before he could do that. A crossbow was fired by 

pulling a trigger and it delivered an armour-piercing bolt. 

At twenty paces Fury could hit a marsh hen. At ten he 

could skewer a wren. The distance shrank to five before 

the man left cover. 

'Fury, my young friend,' He drew his bow. 'Look what I've 

got for yer.' 

He was still sneering when the bolt from Fury's crossbow 

struck him in the chest. Fury watched the man sink to his 

knees. His only concern was that he'd been too close. If 

the bolt had passed right through the body, it would be 

lost. He was relieved when the man collapsed onto his face 

and he saw the iron tip protruding from his back. He prised 

the bolt free with his hunting knife, rearmed the crossbow 

and hurried to where Alison was waiting with Miralda and 

the other coracle. 

'Did you get him?' 

'Aye.' Fury tapped the crossbow. 

'Is the way clear?' 

'It is now...' 

He lashed the coracles together and clambered in beside 

Miralda. The old woman was wrapped in warm furs and 

carried Balduur's head in a sealskin bag. Alison sat in the 

other coracle with a paddle. Fury checked that everything 

was secure and pushed off from the bank. 

 

D ark clouds swirled overhead. Three days had passed 

since they'd left the marshes. Miralda had grown 

weak and the weather had changed for the worse. They 

were camped on a desolate shore. Waves crashed onto 
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jagged rocks and storm petrels flew overhead. There were 

far better places to spend the night but none as safe. 

Sheer cliffs protected them on one side and a raging sea 

on the other. No one could reach them there. 

A strong current had carried them out of the estuary and 

they now faced the full force of the waves that swept in 

from the western ocean. Fury had followed their progress 

along the coast, checking sightings with what he knew 

about the neighbouring tribes. Some were allied to his 

mother's people. Others were not. When they were pass-

ing friendly territory he relaxed. When they entered hostile 

territory he was on his guard. 

They were in such a situation now. An island had ap-

peared on the horizon. Miralda said it was their destination 

and they should go ashore and make the crossing the next 

day. The safest place was a rocky headland where the 

seals sought refuge. 

There were several hundred of the lumbering creatures 

on the rocks. They were males waiting for the females to 

arrive. The older occupied the best spots and the younger 

were scattered around on narrow ledges and isolated boul-

ders. Fury felt an affinity with the young seals. He had 

been taken from the company of women and sent into the 

care of the duideth. The young seals looked as awkward 

and uncomfortable as he had been. They huddled together 

in groups and kept well away from the older males. The 

big bulls reminded him of the strutting warriors in the vil-

lages ... all the time picking fights with one another. 

He built a shelter and kindled a fire, striking his flints on 

the dry moss he kept in his pouch. It wasn't easy. The only 

wood was damp and he had to cut into strips with his knife 

to extract dry kindling. A pot was soon bubbling. He stirred 

it and glanced to where Alison was asleep. Her hood had 

slipped and her head was uncovered. He lent over and 

pulled it back into position. 
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A bony hand tugged at his sleeve. 

'Look, young brother. I can see the island again.' 

Miralda pointed to a dark shape on the horizon. She was 

sitting cross-legged beside him on a sheepskin rug. The 

mist had cleared and the island had reappeared. 

'That is where our destinies come together. Mine, yours 

and that of your dear companion and the child she bears.' 

She reached for the sealskin bag. 'And so also will that of 

my dear father.' 

It was the first time Fury had heard Miralda talk about 

herself. The old woman's energy had always been directed 

towards the needs of others. Now she was showing con-

cern for herself and her father. He was surprised to hear 

her refer to the old warlord in affectionate terms. 

'Sister, I thought Balduur was an evil man.' 

'Evil ... what do you mean by that?' 

'Someone who does bad things.' 

The old woman chuckled. 'Who is to say what is bad?' 

'People who know.' 

'Do you mean people like the priests of the duideth?' 

'Nay, sister.' 

'So, who do you mean?' 

'Good people ... people who do good things.' 

'Like your mother?' 

'Aye,' Sister. 

'My father was like your mother,' the old woman said. 'He 

was dedicated to the good of his people and he died de-

fending them.' 

Fury didn't know what to think. All his life, he'd been told 

that Balduur was evil. Now someone whom he trusted was 

likening him to his own mother. 
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O n the following day the weather cleared. Waves 

still pummelled the shore but they were not as vio-

lent as before and the seals were venturing into the wa-

ter. The coracles remained lashed together. Fury pushed 

them out to sea and climbed aboard. Alison sat in one 

and Miralda in the other. Alison's complexion was radiant. 

The old woman was deadly pale. She looked as if she was 

about to leave the mortal plane. Fury hoped he could get 

her to the island before that happened. 

He wasn't confident. It didn't make sense to attempt 

the crossing in such a flimsy craft in such appalling condi-

tions but Miralda said they must leave without delay. As a 

precaution he had tied inflated sheepskins to the sides. 

The dead animals had come floating past in the marshes. 

Miralda said they were a gift from the Holy Mother and a 

sign that She gave her blessing to their journey. The 

skins smelt worse than the marsh men but would keep 

the coracles afloat if they were swamped by a wave. 

Miralda clutched Balduur's head to her breast. It was 

sewn into a sealskin bag, coated with tallow, and hung on 

a leather strap. Her lips moved reciting a prayer: always 

the same words: over and over again. It seemed to Fury 

that her strength was ebbing away. 

'Not much further now, Sister.' 

He touched the old woman's hand then returned his at-

tention to the island. Miralda called it the Sanctuary of 

the Faithful and said it was at the Meeting of the Ways. 

Fury didn't fully understand what that meant. All he knew 

was that they were going to the sanctuary to dispose of 

Balduur's head. But that was only part of it. The words of 

Miralda's prayer continued to ring in his ears. 

'The Way is to the End as the End is to the Way.' 

She had explained that Balduur's head was the burden 

they had to bear because of the sin they had committed 
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when they violated the sacred pathways to be with one 

another. But they couldn't rid themselves of their mistakes 

just by going somewhere and delivering their burden to 

someone. They had to change and become different peo-

ple. 

Fury knew he had become a different person. There was 

a time when he ran away from problems. He'd go into the 

woods and sing about a world of make-believe and that 

hadn't helped him cope with the real word. 

His harp was in its bag at his feet. He picked it up and 

dumped it over the side. Perhaps one day he'd get another 

and teach his sons and daughters to sing. But, before that 

could happen, he'd have to complete his mission and take 

Alison to safety. He glanced down at her. 

She looked back and smiled. 'Can I help?' 

'Nay ... rest.' He touched her hand. 'Don't do anything 

that might harm the baby.' 

Hours passed and the tide turned. The mountains on the 

northern shore were visible as a faint line above the hori-

zon. Fury stopped paddling and let the current carry them 

towards their destination. He used his hand to take bear-

ings: splaying his fingers: placing one landmark against 

another. He decided they were on course and pulled his 

leather cloak tight. 

The biting wind sapped his strength. He'd given his wool-

len tunic to Alison. The thought of a fire and dry clothes 

was appealing. A long time passed and he grew colder. For 

the moment, there was nothing to do except wait and bail 

the water that was slopping over the sides. 

The top of the island was a hand's breadth above the 

horizon at the turn of the tide. Now it was two. The gap 

had halved. He checked the two women. Both were sleep-

ing. Alison was as radiant as ever but Miralda looked close 
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to death. He adjusted their clothing and did his best to 

stay warm. 

The sun was now at midday. He measured it with his fin-

gers, placing one upon the other. It was something he'd 

learnt from the duideth. For the priests it was an act of 

worship: something they did in the darkest days of winter 

when the Lord Sun was in the deepest point in His Divine 

Journey. Fury wasn't interested in that. His only concern 

was to bring Alison and their unborn child to safety. 

He'd questioned the boatmen of Galboreth. They were 

faithful to the Great Mother. They knew the Lord Sun was 

an imposter. The Big Poof's only worth was to tell the time 

of day. Fury had a device they'd given him. It was a board 

with holes and pegs. You put in pegs to say where the foul 

hand of Lord Sun would strike. Like the boatmen, Fury 

wasn't interested in the play of cosmic forces. His mind 

was on navigation. 

To get it right you had to tell the time of day. That would 

tell you where north was. The closer you got, the better 

you could steer. And you had to know the tides. They were 

controlled by Lady Moon. If you knew them you could sail 

the estuary. 

He checked and rechecked his position. 

Everything was on course. The island loomed ahead: 

dark cliffs with waves breaking against them. The im-

portant thing was to find a safe place to land. The boat-

men had spoken about a bay on the southern side. It was 

the only place to get ashore. Fury shielded his eyes and 

searched for it. 

There would be no second chance. The current was too 

strong to turn back. He scanned the cliffs, looking for a 

break in the walls of black granite. Waves crashed against 

the coracles. Spray blew in his face. His heart sank and he 
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had almost abandoned hope when he heard the barking of 

seals. 

Miralda heard it too. 'There, young brother!' She pointed 

to the towering cliffs. 'Our friends, the seals, are guiding 

us to safety.' 

All Fury saw were clouds of foam. Then he made out a 

cleft in the rocks. A broad channel ran towards a pebbly 

beach. He thrust his paddle into the boiling waters and 

struck out towards it. 

A huge wave carried them into the channel. The seals 

looked down with bored expressions as Fury struggled to 

control the clumsy craft. Strands of kelp entangled his 

paddle. The waves surged back and forth. One moment, 

he was heading for shore. The next, he was being swept 

back out to sea. 

'Young brother!' 

He heard Miralda's voice. She was struggling to free her-

self from the bag that contained Balduur's head. Ice en-

crusted the thongs. She forced them aside. 

'My limbs are too frail for the coming ordeal.' 

She thrust the bag at him. 

'Take my father's head and cast it into the Mouth of Mor-

peth.' 

Fury grabbed the bag and tied it about his waist. 

'Sister, where can I find this place?' 

Miralda struggled to reply but, before she could speak, a 

wave picked up the coracles and bore them back towards 

the shore. Freezing waters crashed in. Fury was dragged 

under. Kelp entangled his legs. He surfaced and saw a line 

of seals peering at him from a rocky ledge. 

Alison was a short distance away. He saw the yellow 

band that secured her hair and tried to reach her but the 

kelp held him back. He hacked at it with his hunting knife 
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and saw her picked up by a wave and carried towards the 

shore. It raced her down the channel and the seals 

honked. Fury tried to ignore them as they splashed into 

the water. His eyes were on Alison. When the wave 

reached shore it would fold over and dump her on the 

rocks. All the air would be knocked out of her. She could 

be badly injured and lose the baby. 

He cut the last piece of kelp and swam after her, rising 

up in the water to see where she was - but all he saw was 

seals. The water was alive with them. Their furry bodies 

milled around, snouts pointing upwards, honking furiously. 

Fury glimpsed a flash of yellow and saw that they were 

swimming back up the channel with Alison. The next wave 

swept him towards her. Their arms met, his feet touched 

bottom and he carried her to shore. 

His hand was torn apart by oyster shells. He didn't no-

tice. Alison was saved and that was all that mattered. He 

checked her breathing and trudged up the pebbly beach to 

a small cave, where he set her down. Then he ran back to 

the beach. Their provisions had been washed ashore but 

there was no sign of Miralda. He grabbed a sealskin bag 

with dry clothes and returned to Alison. While she was 

changing he struck sparks from his flints and got a fire 

blazing. 

'How is the baby?' He placed a hand on her belly. 

'I felt it move. feels alright.' 

He kissed her and stood up. 'I have to go and look for 

Miralda. I won't be long.' 

 

A lison awoke from a deep sleep. Fury was beside her. 

He'd searched for Miralda but there was no sign of 

her. Alison guessed the old woman had drowned. She had 

said that her days were numbered and her soul light would 

soon return to the void. 
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A full moon shone into the cave. Alison felt warm and 

comfortable, as if protected by a benign presence. It was 

something she'd experienced before. On those other occa-

sions the presence had been fierce and warlike. Now it was 

motherly and caring. She felt the baby move and her eyes 

drifted to the cave entrance. Someone or something was 

standing there. 

At first it lacked substance. Then it took form and she 

recognised Miralda. There was a dreamlike quality to the 

old woman. Fury saw her too. He reached out and touched 

Alison's hand. 

'Look! It's Miralda.' 

'But is it her or her spirit?' Alison asked. 

Fury sat up. 'Sister. Is it you?' 

The form moved closer and they heard Miralda's voice. 

'Aye, young brother. I was snatched away before I could 

tell you all you need to know.' 

Fury lent forward. 'We need to know where we can find 

Morpeth's Mouth. You said it is one of the gateways and we 

must cast Balduur's head into it.' 

'Aye, that is one of the things you must know.' The appa-

rition floated forward. 'But first you must know why you 

made this journey.' 

Her voice had a strange otherworldly quality. Alison 

looked through the shadowy figure to the foreshore be-

yond. There was nothing frightening. Miralda was reaching 

out to them from beyond the mortal plane. 

'Are you ready?' she asked. 

'We are,' Alison whispered. 

'Then I shall tell you in the manner of the old people. 

They taught their faith by means of stories and I shall do 

the same. I need not remind you that such stories are not 

to be regarded as true in every word. It is the underlying 

truth that matters. 
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My story starts in a time long past - before the coming of 

the new religions. In that time there was a young man of 

the dog totem, called Grey Wolf, and a young woman called 

Red Fox, who was likewise of the same totem. Now, as you 

know, it is forbidden for a man and woman of the same to-

tem to marry and beget children. But, Red Fox was won-

drously beautiful in the eyes of Grey Wolf and they would 

meet together whenever their two clans chanced upon one 

another. 

'It came to pass that, at the great festival of Spring, the 

clans met to observe the ceremonies of the faith and ar-

range marriages between their sons and daughters. Red 

Fox was there and she was promised to a man of the bear 

totem. Grey Wolf was overcome by anguish and despair. He 

went to the elders and begged them to overthrow the deci-

sion. But, they would hear nothing of it and disciplined him 

for suggesting such a thing. 

That night, when the people were dancing about the 

fires, Red Fox heard a beautiful sound and she was drawn 

towards it. Away from the protection of her clan, away 

from the light of the fires she went and found Grey Wolf 

singing beneath a young rowan tree. She settled in his 

arms and they made off together. Through the moonlight 

they hurried away, travelling on foot - because in those 

times people had not taken to riding on the backs of hors-

es. 

When they discovered what had happened, the elders of 

the tribe were appalled. But they did not send out a party 

to bring them back as would be done today. Instead, they 

lit a special fire and gathered about it and began to sing. 

Day and night they sang and Grey Wolf heard them in his 

sleep and in his waking hours. He knew they were calling 

him to return but he was defiant. The singing continued 

and on the second day they came to the sea and Grey Wolf 

looked out across it to the land on the far side. He boasted 
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to Red Fox that the elders could not reach them there. He 

made a raft and Red Fox wove a sail from willow and 

strong grass. She collected seeds and ground them into 

flour to make bread for their journey. Grey Wolf found a 

clear stream and filled the skin bags they had brought 

with them. 

At dusk they set sail. Grey Wolf laughed when he saw 

how fast they were going and sang a song about himself 

and Red Fox. But, when sleep overcame him, he heard the 

elders again and he could still hear them when he awoke 

the next day. The singing did not cease and he lay on the 

raft and felt a fever come over him. On and on they sailed 

but he could not escape the singing. It forced itself upon 

him and he began to shout and scream that he would 

throw himself overboard to get away from it. And all the 

time Red Fox tried to quieten his raving mind. 

On the third day they reached this island. Red Fox said 

they could go no further and she took a paddle and 

steered the raft onto the shore where you made your 

landing. The young lovers climbed the hillside then went a 

little further to the headland where the cliff falls away to 

the waters far below. On the right there is a whirlpool 

which is called the Mouth of Morpeth. On the left is anoth-

er whirlpool. They went and stood above it and looked 

down. 

It seemed that they had gone as far as possible. They 

could think of no way to live together and they couldn't 

bear to live apart. So they embraced and stepped out over 

the cliff and jumped into the swirling waters below. To this 

day the place is known as Red Fox's Leap.' 

'Look!' The apparition pointed to a pair of bright stars. 

'To this day we call them Red Fox and Grey Wolf. The story 

tells how they did not die but rose into the heavens. As I 

have said, you must not listen to these stories as children 

would, believing every word. It is the underlying message 
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that matters and the message is this: there is always a 

way of escape for those who are united by the bonds of 

true love. They do not go up into the sky ... they journey 

to another realm.' 

 

T he first light of dawn was in the sky. Alison got up 

and stretched. The air was dry and she felt warm. 

She pulled back her hood and was attending to her hair 

when she felt the baby move. Tears welled in her eyes.  

'What's the matter?' Fury asked. 

'I can feel it.' She placed his hand on her belly. 'I thought 

it would never be born. Now I wonder where it will be 

born.' 

'Only time will tell,' Fury said. 'All we know is that we 

have a way to follow. Miralda has shown it to us.' 

Alison took his hand and they went to the mouth of the 

cave. The ground was covered in a thick blanket of mist, 

pierced by the rays of the rising sun. 

'A very special moment is approaching,' she said. 'It is a 

time between times ... a time when the boundaries be-

tween the realms are blurred.' 

'How do you know?' 

'The Sky Warrior told me.' 

'Aye!' Fury nodded. 'He would. He came here by following 

the Way of the Wizard. We must get up there onto the 

headland before the sun breaks through. That’s where we’ll 

find Red Fox’s Leap. We have our way to follow ... it’s the 

Way of True Love.' 

They abandoned their few remaining possessions and 

reached the top of the cliff. Fury looked down. Here and 

there the mist was clearing. He could make out rocks and 

the outline of a ship.  He recognised it at once. It was a 
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warship from the southlands. The boatmen of Galboreth 

had told him about them. 

Alison was amazed by the size of the vessel. The dragon 

boats were small in comparison. For a moment she 

thought they had already made the passage between 

realms and she was back where she belonged. Then her 

heart sank. The Imperial Eagle on the ship's prow didn't 

belong to her former realm nor did the military equipment 

stacked on its deck. As she watched, small boats left the 

ship and headed for shore. 

'They're looking for us!' 

Her heart beat wildly and she stumbled.  Fury picked her 

up and ran with her to a flight of stone steps. He pounded 

up them and set her down at the top. Alison looked 

around. It was like being in a different world. The headland 

was detached from everything below - an island in a sea of 

cloud. 

Two boulders poked up at the cliff's edge. An old man 

with a battleaxe sat on one. A boy with a toy windmill sat 

on the other. The sails of the windmill turned but the boy 

sat rigidly like a statue. 

'Who are they?' Alison whispered. 

'The Guardians,' Fury replied. 'The boy guards the path-

ways between the sixth and the seventh realms. I've al-

ready met him.' 

'Who's the other?' 

'He must be the guardian of the eighth circle. We'll have 

to get past him before we can throw Balduur's head into 

Morpeth's Mouth.' 

‘Is that the eighth circle?’ 

Alison pointed to a ring of light that circled the boulder 

on which the old man was sitting. 

'Aye.’ Fury nodded. ‘If you enter that without the guardi-

an's permission you'll be consumed by fire.' 
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She turned her attention to the boy, who was dressed in 

a school uniform of the sort her grandfather might have 

worn: peaked cap, striped blazer, short trousers and long 

socks. He seemed to belong to her former realm. Then she 

remembered that he didn't belong to any realm. 

'Is that the sixth circle?'  She pointed to the ring of light 

that surrounded the boy’s boulder. 

'Aye,' Fury said. 

'Then that is where our journey ends.' Alison squeezed 

his hand. 'Miralda told us about Red Fox's Leap and how it 

leads into the sixth realm ... back to my old realm.' 

'Aye. But we can only make it after we've gained entry 

to the eighth circle. We still have to deliver Balduur's 

head. That is what we promised Miralda.' 

Fury stepped towards the eighth circle and the guardian 

drew himself up. A moment earlier he had looked like a 

statue. Now he took on a very lifelike appearance. His 

mouth opened and he spoke in a voice like thunder. 

'Who dares approach this most fearsome place?' 

'Fury Ap-Cronwyn of the tribe of the Catti.' 

The old man scrutinised him. 

'For what purpose?' 

'I seek a warrior's passage to the realm beyond the 

eighth gate.' 

A wry smile crossed the ancient face. 'You have the ap-

pearance of a young man, Ap-Cronwyn. Can it be I have 

misunderstood you?' 

Fury held up the bag with the head. 'I do not seek pas-

sage for myself but for Balduur the Great.' 

'Hmm...' The old man consulted a scroll. 

'He was a great warrior,' Fury said 
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The guardian looked up from the scroll. 'Why hasn't he 

presented himself in person ... this great warrior?' 

'He can't ... he's dead.' 

There was a moment of silence followed by a wheezing 

noise. It grew and ended in an ironic laugh. 'A lot of us 

are dead, Ap-Cronwyn ... that doesn't stop us travelling.' 

'It stopped Balduur!' Fury said. 'He was killed in battle 

and his soul light got trapped. I have it here in this bag.' 

'You have his soul in a bag?' 

'Aye! His head was preserved and the soul is trapped.' 

The old man wagged a finger. 

'Don't just stand there. Take it out. Let us have a look at 

it. Then we might know what you're stupid mouth is say-

ing.' 

Fury reached inside the bag and felt the head. The skin 

was slimy and his fingers broke through in places as he 

eased it out. The limed hair appeared, followed by a wide 

brow and broken nose ... then a moustache and grizzled 

beard. 

'This is the head of Balduur the Great!' 

Fury held up the putrefying mass with due solemnity.  

'He was King of Gorm and a great and feared warrior. 

Balduur was King of Kings and first amongst his brother 

chieftains.' 

As he spoke the head fell apart. Fury almost dropped it. 

Then he noticed a shadowy presence by his side and 

turned to confront it. 

'What have you there?' 

The apparition pointed to the head. 

'This is the head of Balduur the Great.’  

Fury struggled to hold the head together.  
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 ‘I brought it here so that his soul light could make the 

warrior's passage to the eighth realm.' 

'You did that?' 

The apparition grew in substance. 

'You brought Balduur here to make the passage to the 

eighth realm?' 

'I did,' Fury nodded. 

He had little doubt he was seeing Balduur as he had ap-

peared in real life. The old warlord's nostrils flared and his 

eyes narrowed. 

'What is your name, boy?' 

Fury returned Balduur's stare. 

'I am Fury Ap-Cronwyn, Prince of the Catti!' 

'You are Cronwyn's son?' 

'Nay, I am his grandson. My mother is Bronwyn.' 

'That little witch!' 

'My mother is not a witch!' Fury braced himself. 'She is 

an old woman and a great and respected ruler.' 

'Little Bronwyn is an old woman.' 

Balduur placed his hand on his head and wheezed. 

'Aye!' Fury said. 'She is Queen of the Catti. Her name is 

spoken with awe.' 

Balduur's face creased into a smile. 

'Little Bronwyn's name is spoken with awe!' 

He roared with laughter. 

'I don't doubt you, boy. I always said the little witch was 

the equal of a hundred men. I told your grandfather that. I 

said she should marry my son, Pius. I proposed an alliance 

but Cronwyn wouldn't hear of it.' 
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Balduur continued to recount events from the past and 

Fury was lost in thought. He placed the remains of the 

head on the ground and wiped his hands on the grass. 

Balduur demanded his attention. 

'What happened to the duideth?' 

'They are still amongst us,' Fury said. 

Balduur grimaced. 

‘I told Cronwyn we should unite against those vermin...' 

Balduur edged towards the eighth circle. Fury guessed 

he was engaged in an elaborate heist. He watched and 

listened as the old warrior's wanderings took him closer 

and closer to the ring of light. A blinding flash brought 

him to an abrupt halt. The guardian pointed his battleaxe 

and the ground about Balduur's feet was set alight. 

'Who dares approach this most terrible place?' 

Balduur raised an arm in a half-hearted version of the 

warrior's salute. Fury had seen it before. While ordinary 

warriors gave elaborate salutes, great warlords went out 

of their way to be casual. As the flames leapt about his 

knees, Balduur stood nonchalantly and gave his name 

and lineage. The recitation went on for a long time. When 

it had finished the guardian looked down reproachfully. 

'You took a long time to get here.' 

'I got held up,' Balduur said. 

He entered the eighth circle and continued to exchange 

pleasantries. Fury's attention turned to the boy. The 

guardian of the sixth circle stood as rigidly as before but 

his appearance was changing. At first the colour of gran-

ite, his complexion was taking on more lifelike tones. His 

eyes opened. Fury remembered them from their earlier 

encounter. They were unnaturally bright. When the boy 

was aroused they shone as if there was a light behind 

them ... and they shone like that now. 



 227 

'I know you!' He pointed his windmill at Fury. 'You're the 

rotten cad who got me into trouble. You brought that girl 

into the seventh realm when you shouldn't have.' 

A bolt of light shot from the windmill. Fury felt the heat 

and leapt back, dragging Alison with him. They stumbled 

across to the eighth circle and collapsed into it. The 

ground shook and they heard the old man. 

'Who dares violate the sanctity of this most awful place?' 

To Fury's relief the old man's anger was directed at the 

boy. He pointed his battleaxe at the other guardian and 

the two started arguing. 

'I have warned you not to invade my domain.' 

'Go back to sleep, you silly old fool!' 

'My patience is exhausted, tiny runt!' 

Their eyes blazed and it seemed to Fury that they were 

about to engage in fiery combat. Then the sound of voices 

alerted them to the presence of intruders. They broke off 

their confrontation and turned towards the steps. 

A soldier in the drab grey of the Imperial army had ap-

peared and was staring about with an expression of awe. 

The men who followed behind appeared equally cowered. 

They pushed one of their officers to the fore. Alison recog-

nised the well-scrubbed face of Arrio Morbillus. He was 

wearing his plumed helmet and had acquired a new 

sword. 

'Who dares violate the sanctity of this place?' 

The guardians shouted in unison and the plumed man 

stumbled forward. His shining helmet slipped over his 

eyes and he pushed it back. He glanced nervously from 

one guardian to the other. 

'State your purpose!' they bellowed. 

Arrio Morbillus pulled a pack of cards from his pouch, se-

lected one and held it at arms length. 
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'I, Arrio Morbillus, Chief Legate...' 

He read from the card, voice wavering as he struggled 

with the native language. 'By the authority delegated to 

me by Lord Morgon of Mordino, Supreme Commander of 

all Imperial and allied forces in these and neighbouring 

islands, do hereby request and require that you surrender 

to me the persons of Fury Ap-Cronwyn and his female 

companion.' 

The old man narrowed his eyes. 'The only authority rec-

ognised here is the authority you see before you.' 

'Please! You speak too fast.' 

'The guardians command here,' the boy said. 

'Please?' 

'We command!' the old man growled. 

Arrio Morbillus looked from one to the other, the huge 

plume on his helmet bobbing from side to side. 

'What mean ... command?' 

'We're in charge!' the boy shouted. 

A smile crossed the plumed man's ample face. 

'That wrong! You no in charge.' He spoke slowly and 

ponderously as if talking to a pair primitive savages. 

'Natives not in charge. These lands belong Empire.' 

'Arrogant Fool!' The old man snorted. 

A thickset man, dressed in the uniform of a sergeant-at

-arms, lent forward and spoke in the plumed man's ear. 'I 

wouldn't stand for that if I was you, Sir. I wouldn't take 

no lip from no natives.' 

Arrio Morbillus drew himself up. 

'I command you by the authority invested in me...' 

'Submit or perish!' the old man thundered. 
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'Number Forty Two...' the sergeant pointed to the cards. 

'Give it to them like what they understand.' 

The sergeant stepped forward and glowered at the 

guardians with a loathing matched only by his contempt 

for his senior officer. 

'Right! You listen to what the officer has to say.' 

Arrio Morbillus held up the card and squinted down his 

long aquiline nose. 

'In the name of the Emperor, I command you to deliver 

up the persons of Fury Ap-Cronwyn and his female com-

panion or suffer the fate of all who defy Imperial authori-

ty...' 

A list of hideous tortures and appalling mutilations fol-

lowed: beginning with blinding and castration and leading 

through impaling to other torments. Arrio Morbillus was 

struggling with the pronunciation of immolation when a se-

ries of explosions shook the air. 

Fury and Alison hurled themselves to the ground, buried 

their heads in their hands and screwed up their eyes as 

blinding flashes scorched the ground. The earth shook and 

when they looked up, a pall of smoke hung in the air. Little 

was visible apart from the well-tailored boots that Arrio 

Morbillus had been wearing. His smart cavalry trousers 

were scorched and his body armour burnt and blackened. 

His face bore an expression of pure terror. There was no 

sign of the sergeant and other soldiers. 

'Those southerners!' Balduur pointed at the quivering 

form of Arrio Morbillus. 'Is that little toad one of their lead-

ers?' 

'Aye!' Fury nodded. 

Balduur folded his arms and grunted. 'I don't think I 

should go to the eighth realm. I think I should stay here 

and put an end to them.' 
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'You can't!' the old man shouted. 'You have entered 

the eighth circle and are committed to make the pas-

sage to the eighth realm.' 

Fury and Alison jumped to their feet. 

'You too!' The battleaxe was directed at them. 

'But I don't want to go there,' Alison protested. 'I want 

to go to the sixth realm. That's where I belong.' 

'That's right!' the boy yelled. 'I want her back. She 

shouldn't have come here in the first place.' 

The old man stroked his battleaxe thoughtfully. 

'She shouldn't be here in the seventh realm?' 

'That's right!' 

'Then she must go back where she belongs.' He 

wagged the battleaxe at Alison, ushering her away. 

She took Fury's hand and they started to leave. 

'Stop! Ap-Cronwyn stays here.' 

'No!' Alison shrieked. 'He's coming with me.' 

'He's not!' the boy yelled. 'I won't let him. I'm in 

charge here.' 

'I won't go without him,' Alison shouted defiantly. 

'Obey! Or suffer the consequences.' 

'No!' she screamed. 'You can kill me if you like. I'd ra-

ther die than be without him.' 

A silence followed, broken only by the sound of Bal-

duur laughing under his breath. 

'Badger's bluff,' the old War Master chuckled. 

'Badger's bluff,' Fury replied. 

'What does that mean?' Alison whispered. 

'It means you've outsmarted the guardians. They can't 

leave their places on top of those boulders. They can't 
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make you do anything - if you're prepared to defy them 

and die.' 

'I don't think I've outsmarted anyone,' Alison sobbed. 'I 

want to go to the sixth realm and I want you to come with 

me.' 

'Noble Lady!' Arrio Morbillus cried out. 'I take young 

man's place.' 

'I don't want you ... you miserable toad!' 

'I not mean that. I mean I take young man's place in 

circle. He go with you.'  

'Silence!' the old man bellowed. 

Arrio Morbillus turned to the other guardian. 

'Noble leetle boy ... please! I go to six realm with noble 

lady and prince.' 

'Shut up!' the boy yelled. 

'Please!' he looked around in despair. 'My men ... they 

come from Ibero ... they want kill me.' 

His words trickled to a halt as the sergeant reappeared 

with a body of men and started to deploy. Balduur 

watched with a bemused smile. 

'Fox's flight...' 

'Fox's friend,' Fury whispered back. 

The soldiers formed into a compact body: shields inter-

locking, spears bristling out. Fury wondered if Arrio Mor-

billus would try to rejoin them but he lay prostrate on the 

ground, feigning death. 

The sergeant stepped forward. 

'Right! You two hairy savages up there on the rocks ... 

you have committed the dastardly crime of murder 

against a senior officer of the Imperial forces. You are go-

ing to come down from there and you're going to hand 

over your weapons.' 
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The old man craned his neck, looking first at the ser-

geant then at the troops gathered behind him. 

'I'm talking about the battleaxe, grandpa. Come on ... 

be a good fellow ... give it over.' 

The old man stared down at him. 

'I've got twelve archers back there,' the sergeant shout-

ed. 'If I don't get that axe quick smart, I'll have 'em shoot 

your friggin balls off!' 

A blank expression appeared on the guardian's face. 

'What's that stupid fellow talking about?' 

Balduur shielded his mouth and moved closer as if to di-

vulge a deep secret. He spoke in a whisper and the guard-

ian reddened. 

'Impudent Fool!' 

He pointed his battleaxe and the sergeant disappeared 

in a ball of fire. As if not to be outdone, the guardian of 

the sixth circle pranced about on his boulder. 

'I'll teach you! You stinking rotten cads.' 

A flash of light shot from his windmill and blasted a hole 

in the cliff above the soldiers' heads, showering them with 

fragments of rock. 

'Serves you right! You filthy rotten swine.' 

'Try to neuter me ... would you?' The old man pointed 

his battleaxe and a chasm opened up behind the soldiers, 

cutting off their retreat. 

'Fox's friend,' Balduur said quietly. 

'Journey's end,' Fury replied. 

Alison felt the old warlord's hand on her back. 

'Journey's end!' 

Balduur gave her a mighty push. She plunged forward 

and Fury followed. Confusion reigned. The boy was firing 
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at the soldiers - vaporising them with his windmill. He was 

so intent on his deadly mission that he failed to see them 

cross his circle. 

'Come back, you filthy rotten stinkers!' 

He yelled as they threw themselves over the cliff. Alison 

held onto Fury. On one side she could see Balduur, plum-

meting towards Morpeth's Mouth. He raised his hand and 

she returned the salute. Then, glancing up, she saw an-

other figure. Arrio Morbillus was plummeting down behind 

Balduur. She waved and he waved back. 

The guardian of the eighth circle surveyed the charred 

remains of his Imperial adversaries then set about remov-

ing all traces of the carnage. Sweeping his arm back and 

forth, he sent busts of light from his battleaxe, vaporising 

any remaining pieces of armour and fragments of cloth-

ing. A short distance away the guardian of the sixth circle 

stared disconsolately into the sea. He turned to the old 

man. 

'What shall I tell them?' 

'Who?' the old man asked. 

'Them ... you know who I mean.' The boy bit his nails. 

'They were so mad with me last time ... when I let that 

girl past.' 

'You got her back. What are you worrying about?' 

'The other one … the rotten stinker sneaked in with her.' 

'That's nothing to worry about.' The old man grunted. 

'You'll just have to find a reason for letting him through.' 

'How can I do that? He's such a nasty rotten cad. There 

can't be any good reason.' 

'You could say he and the girl made the passage by fol-

lowing the Way of True Love.’ 

The boy's features relaxed. 
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'Do you think it would work?' 

'It's worth a try. You could tell the story they told that 

Balduur fellow. You'd have to exaggerate a bit and add 

some details of your own.' 

'What an absolutely spiffing idea!' the boy's face creased 

into a smile. 'It really is frightfully decent of you to help 

me like this.' 

'It's in our interests.’ 

'There's just one other thing,' the boy said. 'Aren't you 

just a little bit worried about what happened in your cir-

cle?' 

'Hgh! You mean Balduur ... nothing to worry about there. 

He's down on my list.' 

'I wasn't talking about him. I was thinking about that Ar-

rio Morbillus.' 

The old man pulled a face. 'The less said about him the 

better.' 

'I didn't say anything.' The boy winked. 

'It's a good thing you didn't. Otherwise I might have dif-

ficulty vouching for the bona fides of your two lovebirds.' 

They sat down and assumed their rigid postures. The 

sails on the toy windmill stopped turning. The old man's 

tunic stopped rustling. A moment later they vanished. 

 

A lison dragged herself out of the water and Fury 

clambered up beside her. She was freezing but that 

didn’t matter. The scene more than compensated. There 

were small boats all about them and they were not dragon 

boats. They were yachts and they were engaged in a race. 

One was heading straight at them, making for a course 

marker that bobbed up and down a short distance away. 

She got to her feet and waved. In the yacht someone 
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waved back. He had a phone and pointed to it as the boat 

turned and continued on its way. 

'They're calling for help!' She grabbed Fury. 'We'll be 

rescued soon.' 

'Don't be so sure. I didn't see them send a signal.' 

'You wouldn't,' Alison replied. 'It's like talking. It's not 

something you see.' 

'Then how do you know?' 

'I'll tell you later.' 

'You should tell me now! I don't trust those people. I 

want to know why they didn't stop for us.' 

'They couldn't,' Alison said. 'They've got a big keel. The 

water's too shallow for them to get up close.' 

'What's a keel?' 

'Something you don't have on your dragon boats. If you 

did, you'd be able to sail into the wind.' 

'You mean you can sail into the wind?' 

'We can do much better than that.' Alison looked up. 

'Sailing into the wind is nothing.' 

'What else can you do?' 

Fury followed her gaze towards the heavy beating noise 

that was growing louder and louder. 

'We can fly!' 

Alison threw out her arms and signalled to the helicop-

ter that had appeared from around the headland. Fury 

watched, transfixed, as the dark form came closer and 

hovered overhead. 

'Do you like your new realm?' 

A broad smile appeared on Fury's face. 'Yes. I think I'm 

going to be happy here.' 
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'There's just one thing,' Alison squeezed his hand. 'You're 

not to tell anyone where you come from.' 
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CHAPTER 17 
 

The Sisterhood 
 

T hunder pulled on his outer tunic and hurried down 

the stairs. Weasel, ran ahead. Satisfied the way 

was clear, the boy beckoned and they hurried across the 

open space between the Great Hall and the House of 

Ways where they crouched behind a screen. Moments 

later, the tread of heavy feet announced the approach of 

a sizeable party. 

Thunder squinted through the wooden slats and 

watched as senior members of the Sisterhood of Rebirth 

advanced with a vigour that reminded him of Imperial 

storm troopers intent on laying waste a tribal village. The 

ladies formed up before a shrine of the goddess and 

started to wail. Their hysteria was directed at a group of 

bronze figures representing the Holy Mother, the Good 

God and a baby. The trio had been put there by support-

ers of religious reforms initiated by the new Grand Mas-

ter of the duideth. 

In the new order of things, the Good God was recog-

nised as an earthly manifestation of the Lord Sun and 

had taken on a more loving, caring role than his prede-

cessor. The baby was the product of his union with the 

goddess and represented the hopes and aspirations of 

humanity. 

The infant was a great favourite with the women and 

shrines to the trio were popping up all over the place. 

And, not just in the lands of the Catti. In Gorm, Gal-

boreth and much further afield, metal smiths were work-

ing day and night to meet the demands of the new faith. 
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'Magdoor!' The Senior Sister shrieked the battle name of 

the goddess and threw out her arms. 'Bring down Thy 

wrath!' 

'You who are terrible to behold,' the other sisters chant-

ed. 

Thunder had heard it all before. The sisters were never 

short of words when things didn't go their way. On the 

steps beside him Weasel remained anxious. 

'Is it true the Holy Mother assumes her fearful aspect 

and enters into the Senior Sister and works her purpose 

through her?' the boy asked hesitantly. 

Thunder saw the alarm on the boy's face. 

'Well, my lad. You'll have to trust your own judgement 

on that. If you see the Senior Sister grow more horrible 

and fearsome than she usually is ... then you'll know there 

might be something in it.' 

The gaunt-faced woman reached the end of her tirade 

and called on the goddess to enter into her. Weasel looked 

for a change in appearance and was unable to discern any. 

The woman remained as repulsive as ever. He watched as 

she raised her staff and took a swipe at the baby god. The 

infant's bronze head detached from its body and bounced 

over the cobblestones. The Senior Sister scooped it up and 

strode towards them. Weasel guessed she knew they were 

there. People said she could see through walls so it would-

n't be surprising if she could see round corners. 

'Where is that foul fiend who has let loose a viper?' 

Thunder walked down the steps to meet her. 

'Yes. It's you I'm talking about.' She thrust her staff in 

Thunder's face. 'I knew you were skulking up there. Don't 

think you can hide from me. Where is he?' 

'You must excuse me, Sister.' Thunder bowed respectful-

ly. 'I'm just a plain warrior.' 
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'Don't play the clever donkey with me. You know who I 

mean. You brought him here. You introduced him to that 

foul and blasphemous Aaroen.' 

Thunder shook his head. 'Sorry. I still don't get it. I'm not 

good at riddles. You'll have to give me another clue.' 

'Tomas ... the one you call Sky Warrior!' 

Thunder raised his head. 'Very clever, Sister. I'd never 

have got it if you hadn't told me.' 

'Where is he?' 

'I wish I knew. I'd hoped you might tell me - seeing how 

nothing is hid from your gaze.' 

The black-robed woman moved into the porch - out of 

sight of her sisters. 'Leave!' She pointed her staff at Weasel 

and the boy scurried away. She returned her attention to 

Thunder. 

'You must put an end to this.' 

'End to what, Sister?' 

'That Tomas has sown the most foul and insidious 

thoughts into the mind of the vile transgressor, Aaroen.' 

Thunder scratched the back of his neck. 'I don't under-

stand, Sister. I thought you'd be pleased that the Sky War-

rior got rid of the Big Poof.' 

'Got rid!' She bared her yellow teeth. 'Whatever do you 

mean?' 

'He got rid of the Lord Sun.' 

She opened her hand to reveal the head of the baby god. 

'What's this?' 

'I think they call him the Holy Infant, Sister. He's meant 

to represent the Holy Lady's bounty or something like that.' 

'Prince of Light! That's what they call him.' The Senior 

Sister pointed to the golden halo about the baby's head. 'If 
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we don't rid ourselves of the foul creature, we'll see him 

grow into a great lord!' 

She pointed a trembling finger at Thunder. 

'You must understand. Aaroen did not get rid of the Lord 

Sun. He had him reborn. Soon the foul usurper will be both 

God the Father and God the Son.' 

Thunder nodded reflectively. 'You could be right there, 

sister. But, I don't think he put him up to it. The Sky Warri-

or might've given Aaroen a few ideas. You know what the 

big fellow is like.' 

'Aye! He has a big mouth. He blabs like a brook. The 

sooner he meets his deserved end the better.' 

'I don't think we should be too hasty.' Thunder moved 

closer and dropped his voice. 'Morgon has been reinforced. 

We need the Sky Warrior. The people wouldn't feel safe 

without their giant.' 

'Aye! We need the hideous creature like we need all his 

accursed kind.' The Senior Sister's face darkened. 'But, we 

don't need him for long. The vile transgressor's days are 

numbered. I delight at the agonies he will suffer when he 

meets his deserved fate. My heart rejoices when I contem-

plate the pain his foul body will endure when his eyes are 

put out, his entrails burned and the flesh cut from his liv-

ing body.' 

 

A n argument was raging in the royal apartments 

when Thunder returned. The strident voice of the 

Sword Master of Galboreth could be heard above the din, 

yelling at the girls of the guard, telling them to stand 

aside. The girls were at the foot of the stairs leading to the 

Sky Warrior's chambers. Shields raised, spears pointing 

outwards, they confronted the Sword Master and a crowd 

of his supporters. 

'I know the big sod's up there!' 
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'Stand your ground!' the girls ordered. 

Thunder pushed his way to the front and placed himself 

between the Sword Master and the girls. 'Her Majesty has 

given strict orders that he is not to be disturbed. The Sky 

Warrior is working on a battle plan.' 

'Working on a plan to seduce our women ... more likely! 

Thunder tried another approach. 

'Have you seen those big transports out there in the 

channel?' 

They don't frighten me! 

'Have you seen the machines on their decks?' Thunder 

asked. 'They can lob a fireball over four hundred paces. 

That's enough to set Dunavon ablaze and destroy your 

boats that are moored there.' 

'Those big hulks are stuck in the mud. They'll rot before 

they can threaten us.' 

Morgon's waiting for the king tides,' Thunder countered. 

'They're only a few days away. When they come, he'll 

move those boats up to Dunavon and set it ablaze. Only 

the Sky Warrior can save us then.' 

The Sword Master turned to his companions. 

'What our good friend says is correct. The big bastard 

knows how to fight Morgon. But that doesn't mean we've 

got to put up with him forever. When his time comes he'll 

go the way of all heroes.' 

He began to recite the names of the Good God, adding 

Tomas to the list. A murmur of approval ran through the 

crowd. Thunder knew what was on their minds. The big 

man had been seducing their women. In the early days, 

he'd confined his attention to the girls of the guard. Now 

nothing was sacred. All manner of women were flocking 

after him. It was the sort of thing bards sung about: how 
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a hero had arrived and done great things before overstep-

ping the mark and paying the ultimate price. 

Thunder had seen a few heroes in his lifetime. Most were 

village champions who went after a few too many girls and 

got what they deserved at harvest time. The Sky Warrior 

was something different. His appetite knew no bounds. 

There were even rumours that he'd seduced members of 

the sisterhood. Thunder didn't believe that. Nor did he be-

lieve that the princess had shared his bed. Adrina hadn't 

denied the rumour. That wasn't surprising. She was telling 

people that the Holy Mother had entered into her. Since the 

Sky Warrior was meant to be the earthly embodiment of 

the Good God, it made sense they should get together. 

Thunder arrived at the Head Master's chambers and was 

admitted. The scene was depressing. A thickset man, wear-

ing a leather apron, stood beside a low table. The queen's 

naked body was stretched out before him. The trunk was 

slit open from neck to groin and the contents removed. 

Thunder was reminded of a butcher's shop when a pig was 

being prepared for curing. There was little of the reverence 

that should accompany the embalming rites of a great and 

respected leader. 

'We've tried moss and it doesn't work,' Tom said. 

Thunder inspected the wads of dry herbs packed into the 

body cavities. 'What do you suggest?' 

'I think we should call in an expert.' 

Thunder moved closer. 'There's no one we can trust.' 

'So we'll have to make do as best we can. The cobbler 

thinks we should concentrate on the head and forget the 

rest.' 

'That's right!' The man with the apron put down his knife. 

'I've done heads. I know about heads. It's bodies what's 

out of my class ... they're a real specialist job.' 

A feeling of gloom descended on Thunder. 
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'We've got to do all of it. I gave my undertaking to Her 

Majesty.' 

'We could cut it into pieces and treat the bits separately,' 

the cobbler suggested. 'That way we're not likely to loose 

the lot. There should always be some bits what comes out 

right.' 

'How about soda ash?' Tom said. 'That's good at break-

ing down fat. If we can get rid of the fat, the rest should 

be easy.' 

'The head's where the soul light has its lodging,' the cob-

bler countered. 'Like I said ... that's the bit we should con-

centrate on.' 

It pained Thunder to hear them talking about the old 

woman as if she was a side of ham or a salmon that was 

resisting smoking. Lack of sleep was getting to him. His 

inclination was to argue but there was sense in what the 

cobbler said. He stepped back from the table. 

'Very well! Cut the head from the body and give it the 

full treatment. Her Majesty would not regard that as an 

act of disrespect. All the religious authorities agree that 

the head is where the soul resides. I don't think there's 

any doubt about that.' 

'If there are any doubts, I could clear it with the Sisters 

of Rebirth,' Tom ventured. 

'No you could not!' Thunder's nerves snapped. 'Keep 

away from the sisters. One false move and they'll send 

you to a place from which you'll never return. You have no 

idea how much trouble you're causing.' 

'That's because he's got the Good God within him,' the 

cobbler chuckled. 

'No one asked you to speak!' 

Thunder rounded on the man then resigned himself to 

the inevitable. 'Cut the body into pieces and get them 
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down to Dunavon as quickly as possible ... that's where 

she's going to be needed.' 

 

T he two warships had moved forward during the 

night. Thunder looked at the tide marks on the 

wharf and consulted the Port Master who said the king tide 

would occur towards evening. The huge vessels would then 

be able to move to a position where they could rain down 

fire on Dunavon. A decisive engagement was imminent. His 

main concern was the Sky Warrior. The big man was be-

having like one possessed. He stormed about, performing 

miracles of organisation one moment and boozing the 

next. His fascination with the opposite sex knew no 

bounds. Thunder heard his voice and looked up. The Sky 

Warrior was running along the causeway towards him. 

'I've got something to show you.' 

Tom grabbed Thunder's arm. 

'You know that firewater I've been making?' 

'I told you to throw it into the river.' 

'You don't understand its value.' 

Tom propelled him back along the causeway towards the 

island at the other end. 

'I've been selling it to Morgon's men - barrels of the stuff. 

I've bought an entire artillery unit ... ballista, fireballs, 

crew ... the lot! Didn't you know there's a civil war going 

on in the Empire?' 

'I have heard that there are differences of opinion.' 

'Differences!' Tom threw out his arms. 'You people have-

n't begun to understand what's going on. You should've let 

me set up an intelligence network. You've got to know 

what's happening in your enemy's camp.' 

'I deeply regret the omission.' 
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'It didn't take me long to come to grips with the situa-

tion.' Tom slowed his pace. 'My fellows ... the ones who've 

brought their artillery pieces over to us ... they're from 

Ibero, which is in the west. Morgon comes from Mordino, 

which is in the middle. My boys hate Morgon almost as 

much as they love my firewater.' He glanced at Thunder 

who was examining the munitions stacked on the cause-

way. 'You've got to exploit the differences in the Empire. 

You've got to play one lot off against the other.' 

Thunder looked up from a pile of stone balls. 'You're very 

right.' He bowed his head. 'I can't understand why we've 

not thought of that.' 

A gate at the end of the causeway was manned by a 

contingent of recruits from Gorm. The tribesmen had huge 

clubs and shouted enthusiastically when Tom drew his 

mace and thumped it on the palm of his hand. They re-

turned the salute and pulled back the gate to let him pass 

through onto the island. In the gaps between buildings a 

formidable array of ballistic machines had been assembled 

- each flanked by a body of soldiers. 

'Take a look at that!' Tom pointed towards a row of gi-

gantic catapults. 'There you see some of the finest artillery 

pieces the Empire can produce. Those magnificent ma-

chines no sooner arrived from the south than these fine 

lads took them into their protection and brought them over 

to our side.' 

Thunder cast his eyes over the stony-faced men. They 

didn't look like mutineers, intent on trading loyalty for fire-

water. They had the appearance of an elite force of highly 

motivated troops. He placed his hand on his sword and be-

gan a slow tour of inspection, walking from one unit to the 

next, checking the machines, examining the insignia on 

the soldiers' uniforms and listening to their accents as they 

shouted names and rank. 
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Reaching the end of the line, he turned to Tom and spoke 

loudly enough for all to hear. 'Her Majesty will be pleased 

when she hears of this, Sky Warrior.' 

'I deeply regret that the noble lady is indisposed and un-

able to express her appreciation to our friends from Ibero,' 

Tom shouted back. 

At a signal from one of their officers, the soldiers chanted 

a hymn of praise to the queen. 

Thunder wasn't impressed. He walked out of earshot and 

turned to Tom. 'How do you know these fucking Iberons 

won't turn their guns on Dunavon?' 

'My fellows outnumber them.' 

'You mean the Gorms?' Thunder nodded towards the 

clubmen. 'You're saying you've brought in the Empire's 

best troops, armed with their most deadly weapons ... and 

you've picked a pack of drunken Gorms to guard them?' 

'There's no need to worry about the loyalty of my men.' 

'There's every reason!' Thunder barked. 'The Gorms will 

be replaced by the royal guard.' 

'I'm not having those girls here,' Tom protested. 

'The guard take their orders from me!' Thunder produced 

the royal badge of command. 'Until the delicate problem of 

the succession is resolved I continue to exercise viceregal 

authority as I have always done. That was Her Majesty's 

last wish and it was made in the presence of her clan chief-

tains.' 

The announcement came as a shock. Not because Thun-

der was now in charge. Tom had long suspected that the 

little man was more than a humble servant to the queen. 

What horrified Tom was that he had been excluded from 

the old woman's last hours. He was reminded of what Mor-

gon had said. The commander of the Thirteenth Legion had 
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told him that the natives never accepted outsiders as their 

own. In the end, they disposed of them and they had some 

very nasty ways of doing it. 

 

T he royal apartments at Dunavon were above the Wa-

ter Gate and could be entered on both the landward 

and seaward sides. Thunder passed through the gate in a 

small boat rowed by a member of the royal guard. He hur-

ried up the stairs to the War Chamber and was admitted to 

the presence of Adrina and two men. One was dressed in 

the flowing robes of a rich southern merchant. The other 

wore the sealskins of a common boatman. They rose when 

he entered. 

Adrina gestured towards the older of the two. 

'You remember my uncle ... don't you?' 

'I have had the honour of meeting the noble lord.' 

Adrina's uncle returned Thunder's bow and gave a short 

speech, praising Thunder for his dedicated service to the 

House of Ap-Cronwyn and his support of trade between the 

Catti and Ibero. He reached beneath his robes and pro-

duced a richly decorated dagger, saying it was a modest 

token of the esteem in which Thunder was held by the cop-

per, tin and lead smiths guild of his home province. 

Thunder replied with a short speech of his own, using 

some of the more flowery expressions in the southern lan-

guage. 'I regret that I have no adequate gift in return,' he 

said. 'I beg the noble lord to excuse me. The noble lord's 

arrival was unexpected.' 

Adrina's uncle smiled. 'To be in your presence, noble 

Thunder, is more than sufficient.' 

Never one to be impressed by southern manners, Thun-

der turned his attention to the second man who stood 

squarely before him in his sealskins and tall boots. He felt 

certain he'd seen him before - suddenly he remembered 

where. 
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'The noble lord has not introduced his companion.' 

Adrina's uncle turned towards the other man. 

'This is Count Bollino of Morda ... travelling incognito. 

He is a good friend from my home province.' 

Thunder eyed the man coldly then brought his arm up 

slowly in a salute of the kind exchanged by senior officers 

in the Imperial army. ‘Thunder son of Lightning!' he 

barked in a crisp, military voice. 

'General Marcelo Bollino, Deputy Commander of the 

Thirteenth Legion!' The Count barked back and returned 

the salute. 

Thunder was oddly gratified. It was the first time he had 

been treated as an equal by an officer of the Imperial ar-

my, even if that army was falling apart. 

'What brings you here, General?' 

'My men are stationed on the island.' 

'I've just inspected them,' Thunder said. 'The Sky Warri-

or tells me that they've been bribed with fire water.' 

'The big buffoon would think that!' General Bollino 

snorted. 'I can't understand why you people chose him as 

your War Master. The man's lost control of his senses.' 

'He did rather well against you at Baddon Marsh.' 

'That was a long time ago.' 

'No more than three months.' 

'Three months is a long time in war,' the general smiled. 

'Your Sky Warrior is not the man who fought us at Baddon 

Marsh. The drink has got to him ... and so have the wom-

en.' 

'You still haven't told me why you're here.' 

'The Catti and the people of Ibero have interests in 

common.' The general stared at Thunder from under his 
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sealskin hood. 'The Empire is disintegrating. We want a 

free Ibero and we want reliable allies.' 

Thunder reached for his moustache. He understood 

Adrina's uncle but the general was different. Adrina's un-

cle was interested in money. Men like the general were in-

terested in power. He waited for him to continue. The man 

was trying to draw him out. Thunder played the part of 

the ignorant native waiting for what the great southern 

lord would say next. 

'We need to discuss the succession,' the general grunt-

ed. 'We want the Catti to be strong. What's this nonsense 

about making the Chariot Master king?' 

'There are those amongst the clan chieftains who would 

like to see Griffin Pendragon elected paramount chief,' 

Thunder said. 'They see him as someone who can always 

be relied upon to reach a compromise. My own preference 

is for a more forceful personality but I am a mere servant 

of our nation in this difficult period of transition. 

'We won't have a bar of it!' the general growled. 

Adrina touched his arm reassuringly. 'There's nothing to 

worry about. The clan chieftains always do what the Holy 

Mother wants.' 

'I'm sure they do,' the general snorted. 'But who's going 

to tell them what the good lady wants? Will it be one of 

those witches from the sisterhood. They've got very as-

sertive now your mother's not around to keep them in or-

der.' 

'The Holy Lady has made known her wishes to me,' 

Adrina replied quietly. 'It is her divine will that the succes-

sion remain in the House of Ap-Cronwyn.' 

'I'm sure the good lady has told you that ... but who's 

going to believe you?' 

'General, I don't understand.' 
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'Princess. I saw you on Baddon Plane - not three months 

past. You had a sprig of holly in your hand and you were 

shouting to the Gorms to share in the Sky Warrior's victo-

ry. I was waiting to come in on your side. Now, you tell me 

what happened!' 

Adrina's eyes glazed over. 'I was young and foolish. I 

thought I could do anything by calling on the Holy Mother. 

I did not understand I was Her servant.' 

A silence followed. The general looked at Adrina's uncle 

who was grasping his amber worry beads then returned 

his attention to Adrina. 

'Men died because of you.' 

'I shall make amends. I have learnt much.' 

'In just three months?' 

'Three months is a long time when you're reborn in the 

grace of the Holy Mother.' 

'Reborn!' the general exploded. 'That's a famous word 

but not one I have much time for.' He turned to Thunder 

and pointed to the island at the end of the causeway. 'I 

want assurances for my boys out there. I want to know 

they won't be stabbed in the back by that bunch of Gorms 

that's guarding the gate.' 

'The Gorms will be replaced by the royal guard.' 

'Oh. Will they?' The general roared. 'I wouldn't trust 

those hairy-legged nymphomaniacs any more than I'd 

trust those scrawny old hags of the sisterhood.' He turned 

to Adrina's uncle and switched to their home dialect. 

 'We've got to get this thing by the balls!' 

'I think we should avoid doing anything hasty.' Adrina's 

uncle looked alarmed. 'I urge caution.' 

'By Bithras!' The general's sword arm slammed down. 

'Whenever you fellows don't know what to do you urge 

caution ... that's just an excuse for doing nothing!' 
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He turned to Thunder. 

'I warn you, Thunder son of Claptrap, or whatever your 

name is. The moment my boys come under threat ... this 

place goes up in flames!' 
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CHAPTER 18 

 

Tomas 
 

N ight approached and the two warships left their 

moorings. Tom could see the huge catapults on 

their decks and watched as his own artillery pieces were 

made ready for action. The Gorms had been withdrawn 

and the girls of the guard were in place to stop any act 

of treachery by the gun crews. Their eyes were trained 

on the dark-haired young men from the south but their 

intent seemed more lecherous than threatening. 

The big ships were moving forward under the power of 

oars that projected in three banks from their massive 

hulls. Thunder said five hundred men were needed to 

work them - mostly slaves and prisoners of war. The first 

of the ships reached the shallows and released a tracer 

round to gauge distance. 

The fireball passed overhead and illuminated the 

causeway leading from Dunavon to the island. Tom 

shielded his eyes from the glare and received an un-

pleasant surprise. A procession of black-robed women 

was striding down the causeway towards him. 

'Holy Shit!' 

He grabbed one of the girls. 

'It's the Sisters of Rebirth! Stop the old witches before 

they give any trouble.' 

The girl ran off, followed by a detachment of the guard 

and he returned his attention to the gun crews. They re-

minded him of well-disciplined troops in his former 

realm: fit and alert, every fibre of their being poised for 

action. 
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Their sergeant stood a few paces away. The man wore a 

grey military cloak, fastened by a silver broach bearing the 

insignia of his home province of Ibero. But, apart from the 

broach and a layer of grey stubble, there was nothing to 

distinguish him from the young men under his command. 

Tom was impressed by the man’s tough military bearing. 

One hand on his sword and the other beneath his cloak, he 

remained stony faced as balls of fire raced towards them. 

A warehouse was set ablaze and his expression did not 

change. Nor did he show the slightest alarm when one of 

the munitions dumps was hit. Tom waited for the order to 

return fire. At any moment, he expected the gun crews to 

rain down a deadly barrage on the warships. 

But, nothing happened. More warehouses went up in 

flames and one of the gun crews received a direct hit. Yet, 

the sergeant remained impassive. Tom levelled his mace. 

'What are you waiting for?' 

'They've not yet reached the markers.' 

'I told you to fire when they came into range.' 

He advanced towards the sergeant then stopped in his 

tracks when the man opened his cloak. 

'I take my orders from General Bollino,' he said quietly. 

'We fire when ships reach markers - not when you say.' 

Tom glanced at the crossbow pointing at his chest and 

didn't doubt that its armour-piercing bolt could pass right 

through him. He looked at the girls of the guard for sup-

port but their attention was on the young men. To his re-

lief, the sergeant barked an order. 

'Prepare to fire!' 

The gun crews sprung into action. Jars of boiling pitch 

were removed from braziers and loaded onto the catapults. 

'Aim at markers five and seven!' 
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The huge beams swung round. Wooden chocks were 

knocked away. The beams swung up. The slings at their 

ends smacked through the air with a mighty swishing noise 

and balls of blazing pitch streaked into the sky. Tom saw 

them descend towards the warships. Both were hit. He felt 

humiliated. An assault had been launched without his per-

mission. Worst of all ... it was succeeding. 

He was intent on making the journey between realms by 

following the Way of the Warrior. That meant he had to 

achieve a crowning victory. He had slaved towards that end 

only to have his hour of glory taken from him. His anger 

surged back and forth and settled on the Sisters of Rebirth. 

The black-robed women were being held at bay by a de-

tachment of the royal guard. He left his position and 

stormed down the causeway towards them. Fireballs 

streaked overhead and more warehouses were set ablaze 

but he didn’t notice. His fury was directed at the sisters. 

'Sod off. I'm in command here!' 

'The Holy Mother commands!' 

The Senior Sister spoke in the highly articulated voice 

than never failed to infuriate Tom. He lent forward and 

brought his face up to hers. 

'I'm glad to hear that, Sister, because the Holy Lady and I 

have a very close relationship.' 

'Foul Impostor!' 

'Come now,' He planted a kiss on her forehead. 'You and I 

could perform the most holy of rights together.' 

'You are the most foul of all creatures!' The Senior Sister 

broke away. 'My heart rejoices that you will soon meet the 

fate of all who play the Good God. Your season has drawn 

to its close, Tomas son of John. In just a little while, you 

will know what it is to be blinded and have the flesh cut 

from your living body.' 
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She raised her hands to heaven. 'Great Lady! Bring 

down your wrath on all who dare block our passage to 

your most holy of places.' 

Tom glanced at the shrine on the island. 

'No one's stopping you, gracious lady.' He swirled his 

cloak and pointed the way. 'Go to your devotions … and 

may the Holy Mother go with you.' 

The guard withdrew and the sisters trooped past. 

Tom grabbed one of the girls. 'Get up there and tell the 

boys what to do ... you know what I mean.' 

The girl dashed across to the young men and pointed 

towards the advancing sisterhood. 

'General's orders! Prepare for a short lob.' 

The catapults swung toward the vertical. 

'Prime your balls!' 

Burning sulphur was added to molten pitch. 

'Aim at shrine!' 

She waited for the sisters to reach the shrine. 

'Release!' 

Balls of fire streaked through the air. They lit the sky 

and the sisters cried out in ecstasy, saying the Holy Moth-

er was revealed unto them. Their cries mingled with the 

sounds of battle and died as the flames engulfed them. 

Both warships were now ablaze and fires were burning 

all over the island. Dunavon had escaped the worst of the 

onslaught. Tom had no doubt that his brilliant tactics had 

saved the town from annihilation. 

Burning oil ran over the ground. Buildings crashed down 

and red-hot cinders spiralled into the sky. He savoured 

every moment. Despite numerous setbacks, his plans 

were coming to fruition. The Catti and their allies would 

score a great victory over Morgon's forces. All that re-
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mained was to prevent the warships from escaping. His 

role as a military genius would then be assured and he 

would be able to claim a warrior's passage to the next 

realm. 

He arrived back at the gun emplacements and found 

them shrouded in smoke. The huge catapults were barely 

visible in the murk of battle. To his surprise, the place was 

empty. The girls of the guard and the gun crews had gone. 

All that remained was a pile of incinerated corpses and the 

regimental mascot - a goat wearing a tin helmet. The 

shaggy beast bleated pitifully when he approached. 

'Where've the sods gone?' 

He approached the animal. 

'By Bithras! I'd give a bag of oats to know what's hap-

pened to the ungrateful bastards.' 

The goat pricked up its ears and trotted off. Tom took 

the cue and followed it to one of the wharves. They ar-

rived as a small boat was being cast off. Two girls of the 

guard were on board. The thankless hussies were aban-

doning him. He grabbed a boathook and pulled them back. 

They looked surprised. 

'What are you doing here?' 

'I'm your War Master!' 

'No you're not ... Adrina is!' 

'Since when?' 

'Since the Holy Mother said she was.' 

'Let me on board!' 

The girls reached for their spears and the goat jumped 

into the boat, knocking them backwards. Tom followed 

and drew his sword. 

'Get rowing!' 

He pointed the blade at the armada of little boats con-

verging on the warships. The first of the gigantic vessels 



 257 

had been reached and armed tribesmen were clambering 

up its steep sides. Tom's blood boiled. The arseholes were 

stealing his victory. 

'Faster!' 

He pointed at the second warship and the girls steered 

towards it. The vessel was ablaze and heading in their di-

rection. Fires burnt on its deck but the oars were still beat-

ing with monotonous regularity. 

The cliff-like hull loomed up. Three banks of oars rose 

and fell in unison, throwing up clouds of spray. It was an 

impressive sight. The huge prow with the imperial eagle 

towered overhead. Tom steadied himself. They were about 

to be fed into a gigantic threshing machine. Maximum self-

control was needed. Little fish jumped out of the water. 

The goat bleated and the girls prepared to abandon the 

boat. 

'Stay where you are!' 

Tom flattened himself against the bottom of the small 

vessel. Icy water flooded in and he stayed submerged, 

holding his breath, until the din of the oars died down. 

When he surfaced the warship had come to a standstill 

and he was alone. The girls and the goat had gone. Tom 

guessed they'd jumped overboard. It was the fate of all 

who couldn't keep their cool. If they'd not drowned, they'd 

have been beaten to pulp by the oars. 

He was pondering their fate when an incendiary bomb lit 

the scene. He saw the goat in the water. The animal's tin 

helmet poked up above the waves as it swam to shore. 

He looked up and received another shock. The girls had 

survived the oars and were climbing up the side of the 

warship. Water dripped from their powerful limbs as they 

made for the oar ports, daggers between their teeth. 

Tom was furious. He'd lectured the guard on their ridicu-

lous antics. Dagger-in-the-mouth was a piece of bravado 
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not worthy of a true warrior. He grabbed a broken spar and 

clambered after them determined to assert his authority. 

Three months earlier, he could have done it with ease. 

Now, a heavy layer of fat weighed heavily upon him. He 

reached the first of the oar ports and looked inside. 

Barrels of burning sulphur cast a ghostly blue light over 

everything. Tribesmen, with wet cloaks around their faces, 

were dashing about in the acrid fumes, freeing the oars-

men. The girls of the guard were in the thick of the action. 

He wanted to be there with them but was too big to 

squeeze inside. He kept going up the side of the vessel and 

reached the guardrail, panting for breath. 

'Look who's here!' 

Mocking voices greeted him as he clambered onto the 

deck. Tom surveyed the sea of mocking faces. His personal 

guard was with them and so were the clubmen. The Sword 

Master of Galboreth was holding forth. Tom dimly remem-

bered that he had seduced the man's daughter. 

'We were saving you for later.' 

The Sword Master advanced towards him and the fighting 

stopped. The tribesmen withdrew to one side of the deck 

and Morgon's men withdrew to the other. Tom saw the big 

man amongst them. 

'Morgon! I challenge you to single combat.' 

The commander of the former thirteenth legion left his 

bodyguard, water dripping from his armour. 

'Why you do that, Tomas?' 

'I challenged you before and you refused. You said I was 

just a Head Master and not your equal. Now I'm your 

equal. I'm War Master ... just like you!' 

Morgon screwed up his scarred face. 

'That not what I hear, Tomas. I hear you no longer War 

Master.' He dropped his voice and moved closer. 'Natives 
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want cut you up. I warn and you no listen. Now you know 

Morgon speak truth.' 

'You're a coward, Morgon!' 

'Tomas! You still little boy. Like I say before. We fight or 

we be friends. But if we fight I no kill you. I just wound 

you and let natives cut you up.' 

Morgon took an incendiary grenade from his belt. 

'Like I say, Tomas ... we men of world. We can do good 

business together. We can make alliance...' 

He pulled a cord on the grenade. 'But we not have much 

time, Tomas. You decide before natives come and get 

us ... or this thing go bang.' 

The grenade began to splutter. 

'Not much time, Tomas.' 

Morgan held the grenade above his head. 

'You decide.' 

Sparks erupted from the missile. 

'What you want I do ... throw at natives or at you?' 

The sparks turned blue. 

Morgon hesitated then tossed the grenade at Tom. 

'Catch!' 

The missile exploded and burning sulphur spattered over 

Tom's padded jerkin. He pulled his helmet about his neck 

and listened to the taunts of the tribesmen. 

'He always wanted to burn bright.' 

'He doesn't have much choice now.' 

The voices continued to torment him as he fought to put 

out the flames. The burning sulphur clung to his jerkin 

and got worse as he tried to put it out. 

'He could jump into the water.' 
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'Then he'd be a drowned offering.' 

'What if Morgon gets him with his sword?' 

'Then he'd be a bleeding, offering.' 

They roared with laughter then fell silent when Tom's 

sword flashed out. The Sword Master advanced towards 

him. 

'What are you waiting for?' 

'I'm waiting for someone to say a word of praise.' 

'A word of praise?' 

'That's right! I came amongst you people and I learnt 

to love and respect you. I gave myself to you.' 

'You gave yourself to our women.' 

'I won you a great victory!' 

'You made a great name for yourself and our women 

flocked about you.' 

'Is that all? Is that the best you can do?' 

Tom's eyes flitted amongst the tribesmen, looking for 

support. All he saw was a blur of leering faces. Adrenalin 

pulsed through his veins. Burning sulphur oozed beneath 

his breastplate. He ripped it off and threw it at the paint-

ed warriors. 

'A plague on all your houses!' 

'What was that?' 

'You can all get fucked! I'll show you what it is to play 

the ungrateful sod with me.' 

His blade slashed through the ropes securing a stack of 

munitions. Incendiary bombs rolled out. They caught fire 

and the scene was transformed. Burning sulphur engulfed 

the deck. Tom watched as tribesmen jumped overboard 

and a feeling of peace descended on him. He was re-

minded of Samson after his betrayal by Delilah. The bibli-
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cal hero didn't let the arseholes get away with what they'd 

done. Samson pulled down the temple and killed all of the 

ungrateful sods. 

He felt a common bond with all heroes. 

There had been a succession of them. Great men who 

performed great deeds and were brutally murdered when 

they had served their purpose. He advanced on Morgon, 

determined to play the hero's role to the very end. 

'Fight! You bastard.' 

'No, Tomas.' 

'Draw your sword!' 

'No ... that stupid.' Morgon bared his chest. 'We not ene-

mies. Natives enemies. You kill me if you want ... but I no 

fight you.' 

Tom's hand went limp. 

'You mean you won't fight?' 

'No Tomas.' 

'Sod you!' Tom pulled off his armour. 'I'm not going to 

stay here and burn.' He kicked off his heavy boots. 'I'm go-

ing over the side. You can come too ... for all I fucking 

care.' 

The icy waters engulfed him. He bobbed to the surface 

and visions of an earlier life flooded back. In his former 

realm he'd been subject to this sort training. It all seemed 

so distant now. But a strong message kept him going. It 

struck a common bond and had something to do with peo-

ple you liked and how you mustn't let them down.  

Halfway to shore, a dragon boat bore down on him. For 

the second time that day, he thought he was going to be 

beaten to death by flaying oars and prepared to dive. 

Then, at the last moment, the oars dug in and the boat 

came to a standstill. 

Thunder and Adrina were on deck. 
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She looked down at him. 

'Tomas, are you hurt?' 

Tom didn't like the way she used his old name. 

'Why don't you call me Sky Warrior?' 

'That time is passed, Tomas. 

Tom was incensed. 

'You mean you've joined those murderous bastards who 

think I'm the Good God?' 

'I don't know what you're talking about.' 

'Yes, you do!' 

Tom grasped an oar. 

'I'm talking about those sods who want to drink my 

blood.' 

'Tomas ... that time has passed too.' 

Adrina produced an image of the holy family seated on a 

throne. 

'The Good God is reborn. He is the caring, loving father of 

us all.' 

Tom let go the oar and sank back. 

'I suppose you were told that by the Holy Mother?' 

'Aye, Tomas. In a dream...' 

'No, you bloody weren't!' 

Tom pulled himself up. 

'You got it from that sod Aaroen. I told him what hap-

pened in my old realm and the stupid bastard got it wrong.' 

As he spoke, a dinghy was lowered from the dragon boat. 

'Get in Tomas. There are dry clothes and food for your 

journey.' 

'What journey?' 
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'You are going to make the passage between realms.' 

'I suppose the Holy Mother told you that too?' 

'No. Miralda did.’ 

'You mean that old loony who lives in the marshes?' 

'Miralda is a custodian of the ancient wisdom. I once 

thought ill of her. Now I know she is a very special per-

son. Her suffering and love for others have transported 

her to a higher plane...' 

Tom's heart sank. 

His worst fears were realised. Adrina had been sucked 

in by a corrupt priest and a geriatric nutter. His attempts 

to inject some sanity into the situation had failed. The 

natives had merely substituted one bunch of religious fa-

natics for another. He was wondering if he should have 

taken up Morgon's offer of an alliance. 

'Tomas...' 

He heard the big man’s voice and saw him clinging to 

the side of the dinghy. 

'Get in boat like princess say. I come too.’ 

Morgon tried to say more but a javelin cut him short. 

The point struck him between the shoulder blades and 

passed right through him. Tom watched as the former 

commander of the thirteenth legion was hoisted into the 

dragon boat like a chicken on a spit. 

'Sky Warrior!' 

He looked up and saw Thunder. The little man had one 

hand on his sword and the other raised in a warrior's sa-

lute. 

Tom returned the salute. 

'Tomas!' 

Adrina leant forward. The flames of a torch lit her face 

and there were tears in her eyes. 
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She reached out a hand. 

'We shall never forget you...' 

Tom returned her wave and pulled himself into the dinghy, 

resigned to his fate. The mooring rope was cast off and 

the outgoing tide carried the small craft into open water. 
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CHAPTER 19 

 

Baddon Plane 
 

T he first rays of dawn illuminated a blood-red sky and 

revealed the aftermath of the battle. The hulks of 

the two great warships lay in the mud, abandoned by the 

retreating tide. Fires burnt on the island but most of Du-

navon was saved. 

On Baddon Plane, the remnants of Morgon's army were 

assembled, chanting the battle hymns of the Empire. Mor-

gon's body had been returned to them and was strapped to 

a horse. A pole held his corpse upright. 

On the other side, the tribal warriors waited in line with 

their allies from Ibero. Thunder rode amongst them with 

General Bollino. The royal chariot followed. The decaying 

remains of the old queen sat stiffly in it, ceremonial spear 

in one hand, shield in the other. The warriors saluted as 

she passed and sang a funeral hymn. 

As the chariot neared the front, an officer of Morgon's 

guard entered into hurried negotiations with the general. 

Agreement was reached and a signal sent to the Imperial 

force, which withdrew - leaving Morgon tottering on his 

mount. 

With nowhere to go, the tribesmen, still loyal to the faith 

of the Lord Sun, prepared to make their last stand. They 

pushed Morgon into a sitting position and formed up be-

hind him in a defensive formation. 

The mountain men led the attack from the other side. 

The naked savages rode on the backs of bulls and dashed 

ahead of the royal chariot. The encounter was brief and 

many heads were taken. 
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Following the battle, a solemn procession conveyed the 

old queen to a funeral pyre. It was led by the newly re-

constituted Sisterhood of Rebirth - a timid body of young 

women who needed frequent prompting from Thunder. 

The aged Pius walked behind with Adrina and his frail 

son, Cronin the Meek. Adrina maintained a humble pos-

ture and betrayed little emotion when Pius announced her 

betrothal to Cronin and proclaimed her Queen of Gorm 

and the Catti. 
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CHAPTER 20 

 

Eighth Realm 
 

T om looked up at the dark expanse of cliff and won-

dered about the two figures on top. One was a boy 

and the other an old man. They were shouting his name 

and telling him to go away. He guessed they were warn-

ing him about the whirlpools and tried to steer a course 

between them. Then he realised the shouts were hostile. 

The old man was waving a battleaxe and the boy was 

shooting at him with a ray gun. Brilliant flashes of light 

pierced the water, throwing up clouds of steam. Before he 

could do anything about it, the boat spiralled towards one 

of the whirlpools and began a slow descent. 

His head spun. He'd known the sensation before. First a 

downward motion then a feeling of other worldliness, fol-

lowed by a sense of euphoria. He rose and broke the sur-

face, confident he'd made the passage between realms. 

Two figures scrambled over the rocks towards him. 

'Sky Warrior!' 

He heard Arrio Morbillus and saw his smiling face. 

The other man stepped forward and held out a hand. 

Tom recognised the broken nose and grizzled beard from 

his collection of heads. 

'They called me Balduur in the seventh realm.' The man 

pulled him from the water. 'Perhaps I'll take a different 

name now I've been elevated to the eighth.' 

'What do you mean?' 

'I made the warrior's passage between realms,' Balduur 

said. 'I started in the seventh. Now I'm in the eighth. 

'You mean ... we're in the eighth realm?' 
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'That's right! I started in the seventh. You've risen even 

further.' 

Tom looked around in horror. 

'We're going in the wrong direction!' 

'Nar...' Balduur shook his head. 'We're doing just fine.' 

'We're not! The bigger the number, the worse it gets.' 

'You've been listening to those lying priests.' 

'No!' Tom insisted. 'I made the passage from the sixth 

to the seventh and that was bad enough.' 

'Bad?' 

'You can't imagine how primitive this place will be.’ 

'You're talking nonsense.' Balduur grabbed his head and 

turned it towards shore. 'Take a look at that!' 

In the distance, the glow of a big city shone through the 

mist. Tall buildings stuck up above the clouds. Lights rose 

and fell. It was an image from an age more advanced 

than any Tom knew. 

'There's a war going on,' Balduur enthused. 'We'll make 

big names for ourselves.' 

Tom's features relaxed. 

'And think about their women,' Arrio Morbillus said. 

'Their women?' 

'That right! They must have women. We have many ad-

ventures with ladies...' 

 

END 
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