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Rex et bellum, etriam atque etriam 

Kings and war, again and again 
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Veneficus

 

To walk among the medieval mist of an autumn equinox at Stonehenge is to progress through the remains of every bad life that ever lived before us in the region of Wessex. Each minute teardrop of floating humidity is the vaporized soul of a cowerer, a once-human inhabitant who lived out its term of prostrated avoidance in the vicinity wherein it now swirled and screamed in a silent, tortured cloud. A powerful legend of medieval Britain has it that only one type of live species can walk among these silently raging equinoctial mists and commune with the tortured souls therein. Such a communer is a very rare and special person described variously by deeply superstitious, sign-making Celtic and West Saxon folk as a hybrid of sorcerer, magician, alchemist, wizard, oracle, and wax-pale ghost. 

A veneficus. 






  




Introduction

 

Beneath the great Destiny Stones of Avebury the ten-thousand year-old collective venefical conscience stirred. Brought together by a Celtic past and shared occupancy of the Wessex enchantments, together with the duty of subduing the cowering mists and passing on the venefical gifts, the absence of the next-in-line was becoming, once again, a matter of concern. 

An image of a tall, aging, but still handsome woman with silver-gray hair and piercing green eyes, called the Pale Sybil in her days as holder of the enchantments, and accompanied by a companion maid called Santa, walked slowly but regally to the top of the nearby Silbury Mound. Reaching the summit the two women looked for a while at the eighty-five-year-old new growth of the once mighty Savernake Forest to the north before turning their gaze to the southwest and the ring of Destiny Stones at Avebury. The tall one pointed her index finger in the direction of the Wessex heartland and uttered a single word. 

‘Now.’ 

Then their image disappeared. 

On a ruined castle rampart in the Summerland Levels, a powerful, long-limbed sorcerer from the previous age pointed to the northeast. The small, sharp-eyed hawk perched on his shoulder followed his long finger toward the horizon. 

‘It is time,’ the long magus said quietly. 

His task completed, he faded gradually into the high landscape with a sad smile on his bearded face. 

An old but strong-voiced, black-eyed veneficus called Twilight leaned against the wind on the top of Glastonbury Tor. Looking down at the twin rivers below, he remained deep in thought for a long time as he remembered past deeds witnessed from this very spot. 

The venefical call was once again being taken up as the resident and past holders enjoined in the search for the next holder. Somewhere, someone, perplexed perhaps, unknowing of the reasons behind the self-inflicted actions that caused such personal discomfort and pain, lived out a young but difficult life. As always time was of the essence. The paths that shape the direction taken by the next holder of the enchantments must be favourable and lead to the heart of Wessex. They must also be traversed soon, for Twilight was entering his sixty-eighth year, and no one knew better than he how important it was to complete a full term of learning the enchantments. The mere seven years of instruction he’d received at the side of the mighty Merlin had not been enough; too many mistakes had been made in the early years due to his inexperience. It must not happen again. 

No man or woman, girl or boy, had come forward. There had not been any rumours of ‘odd’ happenings from the settlements and hamlets around Wessex and no one had been sent to him for correction because of behavioural problems .His own children did not manifest the traits required. His pica, skilled in the way of detection of the required abilities, had ranged far and wide throughout the Celtic lands and not found anyone with the required aura. 

The dark figure of the current Wessex veneficus, remembering how the unbounded joy that his own boyhood presence had been greeted with by the mighty Merlin, known in those far-off days as the long magus due to his great height, raised his old but still deep black eyes to the horizon and slowly turned a full circle before speaking loudly. 

‘Please come soon. Wessex and the Celtic nation need you . . . and so do I.’ 







  




Chapter 1

 

‘I will never forget you, young lady, but be careful, there are many out there who will not understand your gift.’ 

 

They were going to kill her beloved child. Katre Brogan had just been told by the abbot at the monastery and several village elders that her daughter was beyond all recall and would be thrown into the Devil’s Pit at first light the following morning. It was a certain death - no one had ever survived. The Devil’s Pit was a huge, high rocky bay on the West Atlantic coast of Ireland into which pagans, heretics, apostates, and nonbelievers of any and every sort were dispatched by the devoutly Christian community. With a sheer drop of seven hundred feet, the throwing was always done at low tide when the jagged rocks were most exposed. The dashed and shattered bodies were then washed out to sea, and the area was purged of whatever evil spirits had inhabited them. 

Katre was in great distress, especially as she had no one to turn to because her husband and various other senior members of the family, including her own mother, were among the loudest voices for little Tara’s death. Her mother, indeed, had actually volunteered to do the throwing. Tara, a sweet, slight little girl with red curly hair, bright green eyes, freckles, and an impish smile, was Kate’s only child. Because of her actions, she was said to be inhabited by demons so pagan that she was, even at just eleven years of age, considered to be the very worst kind of witch. 

The Ireland of the Dark Ages had gradually assumed the mantle of Christianity until those of any other religion, cult, or deity were considered heretics and pagans and dispatched without a second thought. Slaughter of nonbelievers abounded and was considered just. 

Like sweet-looking little red-haired, green-eyed Tara Brogan. 

With nowhere to go, having been cast out of their family home, Katre and Tara had been living for the past six months in old Jonnie Jump’s hovel, a run-down place on the edge of a particularly evil-smelling bog down the coast. Jonnie Jump, dead some three years now, had been a recluse and light-headed sort who had come close to getting cast into the Devil’s Pit himself. He lived by the evil-smelling bog because it kept people away from him. Called Jonnie Jump because every few steps he would give a whoop and a little jump in the air, he took a particular delight in setting fire to things, piles of mown hay being his favourite. Eventually the locals had got fed up with having their summer hay destroyed and decided to punish the recluse with a visit to the jagged rocks of the Devil’s Pit. When he heard them coming for him, Jonnie jumped into the stinking bog with a whoop and was never seen again. 

It was said that on dark nights when there was a full moon, Jonnie Jump’s whoop could still be heard coming from the bog. It was also said that anyone living in his old hovel was doomed to the Pit, but Katre and Tara had nowhere else to go. At daybreak the following morning, Katre decided that she wasn’t just going to sit there until they came for her daughter, and so they set off along the windswept coast to try and put as much distance between them and the hamlet bordering the Devil’s Pit. Katre had no idea where they were going, having never left the area in all her twenty-seven years, but anything was better than sitting and waiting. 

Only to find their way barred by village elders, her husband, mother, and three cloaked monks from the monastery with their cowls pulled well down over their eyes. 

Kate’s mother was the first to speak. 

‘So you’ve decided to make a bolt for it, eh, my girl? Well, no one can blame you for that, but she stays. It’s the Devil’s Pit for that one today and no mistake.’ 

She pointed a crooked index finger at Tara. 

The pointing index finger was crooked because Tara had broken it. Of course, nobody but Katre had believed Tara’s story that she had caught her grandmother stealing Kate’s one and only item of jewellery, a small, golden neck clasp in the shape of a ring of four-leafed clovers that she had found when sitting in the meadow with the then eight-year-old Tara, who was actually looking for four-leafed clovers. Half buried in the centre of a perfectly formed green ring of ten clovers, each with four leaves, Katre found the golden clasp. It was a beautiful and special talisman in a beautiful and special place. Made of wrought, delicate gold, the clasp had obviously been there for a long time. Katre also felt that her clasp was a unique sign from the past because it was ringed in real four-leafed clover stems. The fairies perhaps? A clasp of an ancient queen used to fasten her long cloak against the chill winds of Western Ireland? A goddess? Katre and Tara spent endless hours turning it over and over in their hands, speculating on the clasp’s provenance. 

Some five years after Katre had found the clasp, her mother, an embittered, husbandless, and miserable woman, came to their hovel and stole the clasp when Katre was getting wood from outside for the fire. Kate’s father had long flown the coop in the face of her constant and bitter carping. Kate’s mother had always coveted the clasp, and she seized it, believing no one was looking. But Tara saw her and asked her nicely to put it back, whereupon the grandmother denied she had it and began to walk away. A sudden crack of her right-hand index finger caused the clasp to fall to the ground, where it was retrieved by Tara and returned to its rightful place. Screaming in pain, the grandmother had sworn that Tara was a witch and would pay for her trickery. The truth was that she had been caught stealing from her own daughter. 

Standing next to Kate’s mother was her husband, Coyle Brogan. Coyle’s complaint with his daughter was simple; she had turned him instantly bald. As a ladies’ man, losing all his shoulder-length glossy black hair was devastating. Tara’s take was, having gone through the hand-joining ceremony with her mother and then fathering her, he shouldn’t be a ladies’ man. Although she didn’t fully understand it, Tara knew that running around the area with other girls was, apart from upsetting to her adored mother, Katre, morally wrong. 

Besides, he beat her at every opportunity and always for nothing. 

So, when little ten-year-old Tara’s finely tuned nose smelled the body odour of Cintra Kelly, a hamlet trollop of some standing, on her father for three days running, she told him he was being a very bad person, and if he continued all his hair would fall out. 

He reacted by beating her black and blue with a birch rod. Two days later he was again lying in the long grass with Cintra, and that’s exactly what happened. Cintra Kelly ran away screaming, and none of the other girls gave him a second glance after that. Now, with his completely bald head hidden under a linen hat, he, too, pointed the Devil’s Pit finger at his daughter. 

That left the abbot of the monastery, sure to be one of the three monks with their cowls pulled well down over their faces. He was a particularly odious specimen who had tried to put his hand up Tara’s rough linen tunic when she was sent to the monastery by her mother to deliver some flowers. At first the confused little girl was unsure what was happening, but she didn’t like the probing, pudgy, be-ringed fingers and knew it was wrong. The screams of the abbot as all four of his fingers suddenly dropped from his right hand, leaving just a thumb and four bloodless stumps, brought every monk in the monastery running as fast as their sandals would carry them. As the abbot’s fingerless rings clattered to the hard stone floor, Tara ran home to Katre. 

Telling everyone she cut his fingers off with a knife, the abbot went to war on little Tara. As usual, no one but Katre would believe her anyway. That had been the last ‘incident’ some two months ago. Since then the abbot had always worn a woollen glove over his right hand and harassed everyone constantly to declare Tara a witch. Abbots are powerful enemies; they have the wrath of the Almighty on their side, a weapon this one threatened all and sundry with if they didn’t back his call for casting Tara in the Devil’s Pit. 

And here they all were, together with the village elders, ready to enact their false redemption. Kate’s mother pointed the crooked finger, Tara’s father nodded his bald head, and the abbot waved his gloved stump at his two monks to grab Tara. 

As Coyle Brogan advanced toward them Katre screamed. 

‘Take my hand, Mummy,’ said Tara calmly. 



All Coyle Brogan got when he grabbed at her was fresh and empty Irish air. Somehow it matched his barren head, inside and out. 

 

For seven days Katre and Tara walked south following the coast. Katre had no plan or destination; she just wanted to get as much distance between them and her daughter’s persecutors. As always seemed to be the case with Tara, unusual things happened on the way. Katre knew Tara was special, she’d always known right from when she was a baby. It wasn’t the normal mother’s feelings for her only child, Katre certainly had those, but an inner sense that her little redheaded, freckle-faced impish girl could do things others could not. Animals, for instance, would follow Tara about and sit at her feet. There were two particularly fierce wolfhounds kept by one of the local landowners and used for hunting. They could bring down a deer or charging wild boar in the blink of an eye and were forever snarling at anyone who came anywhere near them. At five years of age Tara, who could walk clear underneath them without bending down, was riding on their backs with each one of them vying for her carriage. If anyone came near her the wolfhounds would chase them away, even their owner. Birds would land on her hand and take small pieces of bread, and the clouds would roll away if she waved at them. Add the finger of her thieving grandmother, the bald head of her father, and the missing four fingers of the abbot and it all began to suggest a specialty. 

But to what end? Was it indeed witchcraft? 

Tara herself always said to her mother that she ‘could do things that were in her head’ and that she knew she could fly. 

‘Sometimes,’ Tara said to her mother, ‘I wish things and they just happen, especially when something bad is about to take place.’ 

It seemed to Katre that flying was precisely what the two of them had done to escape the Devil’s Pit committee. Katre had clasped Tara’s hand and seconds later they were in a field well down the coast. 



How they came to be there together she had no idea, but one thing she did know. 

It was all little Tara’s doing. 

Begging scraps of food as they went, sleeping in the summer hay piles and washing and drinking in the clear streams, Katre and Tara gradually got well away from their old hamlet. After seven days they approached the larger settlement of Cork and began to see more and more travellers on the road. A woman and girl will attract attention, the wrong sort of attention, especially in a large settlement, so they kept off the track as much as they could. Finally, exhausted, dirty, and hungry, they found a small copse with a stream running close by and sat for a long while with their feet in the water. With the smoke from the fires of Cork on the skyline, they huddled together at the base of an old elm tree and hungry, but too tired to look for food, they slept. 

With the dawn a gray glimmer on the horizon, they were awoken by the bellowing of an ox interspersed with the loud cursing of a male voice. A little further downstream from them a drover was frantically trying to pull a dark brown ox, with large flat spots on the side of its head where its horns had been cut, from a muddy part of the stream. The more he pulled on a thick jute rope around the animal’s neck, the deeper the bellowing ox sank. With the cloying mud up to the undersides of the animal, the drover finally gave up, sat down on the bank, and held his head in his hands in despair. 

Then he saw Katre and Tara standing there looking at him. 

‘I was taking the animal to the market to sell,’ he said to them resignedly. ‘Thought I’d give it a drink and a rubdown in the water. Make it look nice and clean. Get a better price for clean animals. Now look.’ He gestured at the animal sinking even lower. ‘It’s going and nothing will get it out of there, that’s quicksand.’ 

Then he sat down and burst into tears. 

Tara knelt down by him. 

‘I might be able to help,’ she said simply. 

The drover looked at her and then Katre with tears running down his face. A woman and a girl, dirt-ingrained faces, bare feet, and very well-used clothes. Some hope. He went back to crying. 

Tara walked toward the cow. Quiet but wild-eyed with the mud now creeping up its flanks, it seemed to have accepted its fate. Tara held her hands out in front of her and raised them slowly upward. 

With a great sucking and gurgling of cloying quicksand and mud, the animal came slowly up out of the stream until it was clear of the rapidly filling hole. Tara then moved her hands sideways and downward, and the ox was deposited gently on the bank. She tied the jute rope to a tree and the animal stood there trembling but alive. 

The drover couldn’t believe what he had just seen. He looked frantically between Tara and Katre, then began to mumble, dribble, and cry all at once. Finally he went over to the ox and began patting it all over as if he didn’t actually believe it was real. Then he turned to Tara. 

‘Thank you,’ he said sincerely. ‘What I get for this animal will keep my family fed for three months. I have seven children; they would have starved if you hadn’t done that.’ 

For the next hour the three of them cheerfully scrubbed away at the mud-caked ox with handfuls of grass until its dark brown coat shone, then, having cleaned themselves, sat down to share the drover’s round loaf of rye bread. 

Katre looked the drover in the eye. 

‘We need a favour,’ she said boldly. ‘My daughter and I have been cast out of our hamlet because, as you have seen, she has special gifts. We have been walking for a week now and have nothing but the clothes we stand up in. They are getting a bit threadbare and are almost finished.’ 

‘Come with me to the market,’ said the drover. ‘And let’s see what we get for this animal.’ 

So with Tara leading the now docile ox, the three of them set off for the Cork market. After much shouting and waving of hands the ox was sold and the drover paid with a bag of coins. Delighted with the money, which was more than he’d hoped for, the drover took them to a large communal resting house down by Cork docks and paid for them to stay there for a week with a meal each every day. As he left he pressed some coins into Kate’s hand and told her to buy some clothes for them both. 

‘I will never forget you, young lady,’ he said quietly to Tara. ‘But be careful, there are many out there that will never understand your gift and will hold it against you.’ 

‘I know that,’ replied the curly little redhead with bright green eyes, ‘but thank you anyway.’ 

Having bought themselves some linen and thread and bone needles, Katre set to making them tunics and head covers. By day three they were smart enough to walk outside and sat on the dockside watching the vessels and fishing boats come around Great Island and into Cork harbour. One vessel in particular took their fancy. Called Celtic Lady, she was a sturdy little vessel with green sails taking on a load of peat rolls. The three-man crew toiled all day loading the cargo up a narrow plank of wood with the captain, a big, raw-boned man with a long black beard, doing more than his fair share. Finally she was loaded and the three of them relaxed on deck. Two of them stretched out on top of the cargo and slept whilst the captain came ashore. As he walked away from the docks toward the settlement centre, the big captain suddenly found himself ringed by ten rough-looking men. They began to taunt him for being an English Celt and told him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t wanted here. Then started to punch and kick him. Although he was big and strong-looking, he soon went down under the hail of blows. The two crew members on the Celtic Lady could only watch on helplessly as their master took the beating. 

Then a strange thing happened. 

The flying feet and fists of the attackers suddenly froze in midair and they stood in the last pose like statues, the hatred on their faces locked in the delivery of the last blow. The big, raw-boned captain scrambled up from the ground, his face bloody from the beating. Pushing a couple of the frozen attackers aside he ran back toward his ship. 



Then he saw little Tara, her hands outstretched toward the immobile attackers, and stopped in his tracks. 

‘You . . . you did that?’ he said incredulously, pointing back to his frozen assailants. 

Tara nodded. Katre stood up from the wall. 

‘If I was you I’d get back on your boat and cast off right away,’ she said quietly, pointing down the dock to where a group of other men were beginning to come toward them. 

‘What about you?’ asked the sailor. 

‘Where are you going?’ 

‘The port of Bristol, across the sea in Britain.’ 

Katre thought for a moment. 

‘Can we come with you?’ 

‘Of course, you have just saved my life. It will be a bit tight on board but we’ll manage.’ 

He looked down the dock. Some of the men were beginning to run toward them. 

‘We’d better hurry.’ 

The three of them quickly scrambled on board and the two crewmen cast off and began to pump the steering oar at the back rapidly. When they were well away from the dock, Tara waved her hands and the frozen group of attackers began to move. Soon there was a large group of men lining the dockside cursing and shaking their fists. Setting the green sails, the Celtic Lady began to head toward the open sea. 

Katre and her special daughter were on their way to Bristol, somewhere they had never heard of in a country they had never heard of either. 

Bristol was the major port of Wessex. 

 

Three days later the Celtic Lady tied up in the muddy waters of Bristol dock. The passage had been smooth, the weather fine, and Katre and Tara slept on deck on the peat cargo. The big, black-bearded captain, now with a gashed lip and deeply bruised face and whose name was Anders Clovis, took them to his small dockside hovel and introduced them to his wife, Evie, and their two children, who were around Tara’s age. There wasn’t much room, but Katre and Tara didn’t need much and it was agreed that they could stay for a few days while Katre looked for somewhere they could live. Clovis and the Celtic Lady would be off again in a couple of days’ time but not back to Cork. That had been his first and last voyage there, despite the fact that he found a ready market for the peat he’d brought back. In future he’d stick to his home coastline. 

But he’d served a great purpose in bringing Katre and Tara to Wessex, a purpose the importance of which he would never truly understand. 

A friend of Evie’s had a brother who had recently died fighting for the king and, being unmarried, his hovel was empty. It was agreed that Katre and Tara could stay there until a much younger brother was old enough to take it on. As the boy was only seven, they had a few years to go. In return they had to keep the hovel tidy and in good order and tend the small vegetable patch at the back. It was on the old Roman road leading toward Glastonbury about an hour’s walk from the centre of the large, sprawling settlement and just could not have been better. It was a small country idyll where they could live in peace. 

Except, as it was soon to prove, peace and Tara were unaccustomed bedfellows. 

Occasionally, passing travellers making a pilgrimage to Glastonbury where, it was said, the Holy Grail was buried, stopped and asked for water. Katre was always happy to oblige as they had a fine, clear spring gurgling through the bottom of the vegetable patch. Tara would sit for hours with various animals in the woods, talking to them as if they were humans as she studied and sniffed the multitude of flowers and plants. With squirrels and badgers bringing her ever differing plants, and birds sitting on her shoulders chattering away in her ears, it was the perfect setting to understand and learn more about nature’s diverse abundance. 

Until Magnus Groningen and ten of his men stopped for water. 



A third-generation Viking whose grandfather had been a chieftain with Guthrum’s invading army forty-five years ago, which was defeated by King Alfred, Groningen had inherited a considerable estate when his father died recently. The estate came with a large number of retainers and a two-hundred-strong army of soldiers. Being from typical berserker stock, Groningen carried on where his grandfather and father left off by using his natural berserker belligerence and the small army at every opportunity to get his own way. Celts being basically peace-loving, poetic, and lazy, they rolled over easily as he built up his land holdings, terrorizing others in the area. His stated boast was that in ten years’ time he would be the most feared warlord in Wessex and the king would come begging to him for his prowess in battle and the use of his trained army. 

Tara was sitting in the woods with a beautifully coloured red roe deer and her mate, a proud-looking roe buck, she had named Bramble and Bracken when she heard her mother’s scream from the hovel. The scream had an edge of terror in it. Tara had heard the horses’ hooves draw up at the hovel a few minutes ago but had paid it no mind. It was midsummer and folk were always stopping for water. 

Jumping to her feet she ran through the woods and up the abundant vegetable patch to the hovel, noticing the horses tethered at the front, some of them with grinning riders on their backs. Inside her mother was screaming again as Tara charged through the open door at the back of the hovel. Two laughing men were holding her mother, one on each side, whilst a third man, big and broad with long blond hair and a full beard, his trousers unbuttoned, advanced toward the spread-eagled, twisting, and biting Katre. As he moved in toward her with a wolfish smile of anticipation beginning behind the beard, Katre lashed out and screamed again. Twisting her head to one side she saw Tara. 

Suddenly the big blond man clutched both hands to his groin and he, too, began screaming as he collapsed on the floor. 



From that moment on, female congress was impossibility for Magnus Groningen; due to Tara, he had lost the required equipment with which to do so. 

Freezing the two men holding her mother’s arms, Tara helped the sobbing Katre to her feet. The agonized screams of the blond giant now curled up on the floor stopped as he passed out with the pain. Realizing that something was wrong, the seven mounted men outside rushed into the small hovel only to join their comrades in frozen immobility. Ten minutes later Tara and her mother galloped away on two of their horses, a few hastily gathered belongings thrust into a linen sack. As they did so, a pair of beautifully coloured purple, black, and white pica swooped low over them and chittered a greeting before disappearing over the trees. Tara hadn’t seen those two before and strangely, of all the birds who came right up to her in complete and open friendship in the woods behind the hovel, these pied poly devils had always kept their distance. 

Now they had a reason for contact that she didn’t yet understand. 

She had just performed some extraordinary magic, and someone else, besides the catatonically enraged, berserker, second-generation blond Viking called Groningen, whose libido she had just permanently disabled, wanted desperately to meet her again. 

He was the current veneficus and defender of all Wessex, a hybrid of wizard, oracle, sorcerer, alchemist, hermit, magician, and wax-pale ghost. 

His name was Twilight and little Tara was the answer to his prayers. 

But, of course, she knew nothing of this as she and her mother fled west, away from the screaming Viking. 






  




Chapter 2

 

‘Remember this. Evil is eternal and if it’s not dispatched will always return another day to continue its hideous practices.’ 

 

We’re always running away from someone or other,’ said Katre tiredly, stroking Tara’s red curls as they huddled under an old, spreading oak tree just off the dirt track they had been following. They had ridden as fast as they could until nightfall to put as much distance between them and the men left back at the hovel. 

‘I wonder what’s to become of us this time.’ Katre sighed. ‘It was so idyllic at that little hovel for a time.’ 

Tara snuggled up closer to her mother. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, her small voice coming from under Kate’s armpit. ‘We’ll be just fine, I know we will.’ 

‘Will we, darling?’ Katre closed her eyes. ‘I hope you’re right because we are at the mercy of whatever the Fates throw at us . . . again.’ 

Wearily Kate’s head slumped forward and she began to snore softly.

 

A man, tall, with black hair streaked with gray and dressed in a long black cloak, suddenly appeared in front of Tara as she eased herself away from her mother. The man’s black eyes blazed an incredible glow, bathing the scene in light. He put his finger to his lips in a friendly gesture not to make a noise and wake Katre and beamed a radiant smile down at Tara. 

Strangely, she was not afraid. There was something inexplicably calming and magical about his presence. An instant trust of him took her over as a gentle voice came into her mind. 

I mean you no harm and come as a friend. I have been waiting for you for a long time. Let us leave your mother to rest and talk for a while. She will be safe - my pica will look after her. 



He pointed to the branches of the spreading oak tree above her head. 

And Tara somehow knew what she would see even before she followed his pointing finger upward. 

Row after row of silent pica perched on the branches, their dark eyes glittering in the glow as they looked down on her. Each one of them had a claw raised in a salutation. 

Come, we can talk over here. 

He sat down on an old log, well away from where Kate’s snores had taken on the steady rhythm of a deep and exhausted sleep. Tara stood and walked to the log and sat next to him. 

‘I released those foul men you left frozen back at the hovel when you were far away and safe.’ 

He chuckled. 

‘They carried off their young leader still screaming his head off. He’ll live but won’t bother any young ladies ever again, thanks to you.’ 

‘He was going to do bad things to my mother,’ said Tara simply. ‘I could not allow that.’ 

Twilight nodded. His black eyes studied her for a long moment, taking in the bright green eyes, the same colour and iridescent texture as his old mentor, the long magus. 

‘What is your name?’ 

‘Tara Brogan.’ 

‘Tara. A lovely name. In Ireland the Hill of Tara, also known as the Womb of Ireland, at Cill Dara, is a very special place where the old Gael kings were crowned. Perhaps you were named after that special place. In the Hindi script Tara means ‘Radiating’ and is closely identified with the planet Jupiter. My name is Twilight. Do you mind if I ask you some more questions? Then I will explain what this is all about.’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Were you born on All Hallows Day?’ 

‘I don’t know when that is. I was born on the thirty-first day of October twelve winters ago. I don’t think they have an All Hallows Day in Ireland, at least I’ve never heard of it before.’ 

Twilight breathed a great sigh of relief. 

‘All Hallows Day is the thirty-first of October. You also have something called an aura, an unmistakably superb one with a signature of great strength. I will also tell you what this means in due course. How did you get to Britain?’ 

Tara told him of their journey and the reasons they had to leave in a hurry. As the story unfolded with each one of Tara’s unknowing use of the enchantments, Twilight laughed and slapped his knee with joy. 

‘I couldn’t have done it better myself,’ he said each time. Then finally, when she had finished, ‘It is wizardry of the highest calibre for one so young and untutored.’ 

Tara looked at him, her big green eyes widening with understanding. 

‘I am a wizard?’ she asked incredulously. 

‘You most certainly are, young lady, and a special one at that. Very special. You are the Special Tara with powers better, if I’m not mistaken, than my own.’ 

The little girl was silent for a while as she digested this information. 

‘Is being a wizard a good thing?’ 

‘Depends if you’re a good wizard or a bad one,’ answered the old astounder. ‘If you’re a good one it can be the best feeling in the world. If you’re a bad one, and believe you me I’ve met one of those, you will be a scourge to the very enchantments that define you and make you what you are.’ 

‘What are enchantments?’ 

Twilight smiled. 

‘Let’s start at the beginning, when a young man about your age called Will Timms was taken to a famous old wizard by his father because he was uncontrollable. The young man was me, and the old wizard was called Merlin . . . ‘ 

As dawn began to creep over the Wessex horizon, beyond the old oak tree Katre stirred from her deep sleep. As if suddenly remembering their predicament, she sat bolt upright, looking wildly around for Tara. Spotting her sitting on a log nearby with a black-eyed stranger, Katre struggled to her feet and looked around for a stick or something to use as a weapon. 

‘It’s alright, Ma,’ said Tara, smiling and beckoning. ‘Come and meet Twilight, the veneficus of Wessex.’ 

Warily Katre approached the two of them as they sat on the log grinning at her. 

‘We’ve been sitting here all night long. Twilight has been telling me a most wonderful story, and, Ma, guess what?’ 

Katre tossed her hair in an unknowing but still suspicious gesture. 

‘I’m a tyro wizard, a venefica. One day I’ll have command of the enchantments and be just like him.’ 

Katre still looked confused and unconvinced. 

‘Come and sit here,’ Twilight moved along the log to make room for one more, ‘and I’ll tell you the same story as I’ve just told your daughter. I’m sure Tara won’t mind hearing it again. Then you’ll understand what this all means.’ 

‘What about those men back at the hovel?’ Katre asked, sitting on the log with a worried look on her face. 

‘Don’t worry, you won’t be hearing from them again.’ Twilight smiled at her and somehow Katre believed him and felt safe and protected. 

Tara put her arm around her mother’s shoulders. 

‘Ma,’ she said quietly, ‘you just will not believe this.’ 

 

Katre and Tara quickly settled into a hovel alongside Twilight’s in his Avebury compound. There was plenty of room as Twilight’s two children, Eleanor and Harlo, had long ago left to set up their own families, and his beloved wife, Rawnie, had been dead for five years. Desmond’s animals, the four bears and Sir Valiant the horse and Lord Scroop the parrot, were also long gone, although offspring from the bears’ lineage still roamed the mighty Savernake Forest close by. Eleanor and Harlo did not let it be known that their father was the Wessex veneficus, as those wishing to harm Twilight would do so through them, but both of them were doing well and Twilight was a grandfather six times over. Nothing delighted him more than to pay quiet visits to his children and grandchildren and watch their development. Indeed, the signs were that he would be a great grandfather soon, as Thea, Eleanor’s eldest daughter, would be going through the hand-fasting ceremony with a young man within weeks. Imagine, Twilight a great grandfather. It seems only yesterday that he was a ragged little skirmisher bringing the meeting house roof down on the heads of the other boys in the settlement of Malmesbury, where he was born. 

Rawnie’s death had taken something away from him that would never be replaced and had left a great sadness in him. Despite all the violence of his life with hardly a week going by without an engagement with someone or other who wanted to dominate some part or other of Wessex, usually of Viking extraction, Rawnie had died peacefully in her sleep. Following the death of Desmond Kingdom Biwater by Freyja’s hand at Uffington, Rawnie had managed to take on the role she had always said she wasn’t cut out for. So besides being his beautiful wife and a princess, mother to their two children and all-consuming lover, she also took on the role of venefical companion. By his side always with practical, no-nonsense advice and support, she had become the perfect accomplice. 

As Twilight approached his sixty-eighth year he began to slip into a deep, lonely void that had so far been impossible to fill since Rawnie’s death, especially during the long, dark nights. There had been many times when Twilight had wished he were able to sleep like ordinary mortals because that would have at least given him some respite from his loneliness. Instead he’d withdrawn more and more into the literature of the scriptorium left to him by Merlin, within which he had found great solace. And, of course, he was always in the vicinity of his guardians and other great love. 

The bright, vivacious, and ever energetic pica. His daily communications with them were, as with everything else, time-driven, and the chattering cackles he received on his shoulder were now conducted by the great grandchildren of his former companions, Bell, Horn, Rho, Ceeba, and the others who had so faithfully served him back in the early days of his Wessex venefical stewardship. 

Avalon still functioned as a leprosia, run nowadays by his remaining younger sister Meg, who was herself getting old. Guinevere had lived to a venefical-like one hundred years of age before finally, regally, succumbing to death’s embrace. Twilight had buried her in a casket alongside that of her great love, Arthur, in the hidden cave on Avalon, a dark and secretive space they shared with another great legendary casket containing the chalice known as the Holy Grail. 

Wessex and the bardic runes and enchantment-driven crinkum crankum of its existence had become jaded and needed a boost. The continual fighting against the Viking invaders had taken its toll and they were weary of wars. The Celtic tribe are essentially peace-lovers, and although they do not lack courage and will fight as hard as anyone when they have to, waging an almost continual war for fifty years against the brutal savagery of the Norse invader and others picking over the weaknesses left by their raids went against everything their culture stood for. 

In order to fight the invader, the Celtic artistic and spiritual indulgences had been put aside in favour of weaponry and battle strategies. The relaxed and gentle times - spent in idolatry, poetry, music, the shaping of cruciform-based objects, jewellery, and luck pieces in gold, silver, rock, wood, iron, leather, and any other material that took their fancy - had been ignored for too long. It was time to get back to the basic husbandry of their land and idolatry of their forefathers before whole generations lost forever the beliefs and skills such pastimes and gentle playthings offered. It was time to live like Celts again. To get back to their deities; to Nuada, the Goddess of the Sun, Diancecht, medicine, Amaethon, light, Dylan, darkness, and Keridwen, poetry. They would happily forsake Manawydan, their god of war, for the foreseeable future. They were sick of war; it was a never-ending cycle that didn’t seem to achieve anything but death and suffering. 

The great stones of venefical destiny still towered above everyone at Avebury, and Twilight still officiated at the annual Equinoctial Festival of the Cowering Dead at Stonehenge. The next one would be his fifty-sixth, but there was bound to be a certain amount of inertia and apathy after such a long time. The mighty Merlin himself had retired into his literature for fifty years following his row with, and the subsequent death of, King Arthur until the worry of finding and training the next in line became so paramount that he had to shake himself into action before the sands of time began to run out. 

And now, here at last, hope had sprung eternal in the shape of a redheaded, green-eyed slip of a girl with freckles from Ireland. The veil of the past was beginning to lift, and the future hopes of Wessex could once again burn bright. 

And all Twilight had to do was train her properly. 

He had decided to delay the appointment of Tara’s animals. She seemed to have an affinity with all of them and would often be found sitting outside the compound festooned with all sorts of bird varieties, with fox, deer, badger, bear, stout, dog, weasel, wolf, and other very wild animals that were normally part of one another’s food chain and sworn enemies - sitting in harmonious peace at her feet. Although unlikely, Twilight hadn’t completely discounted the fact that Tara could have any number of them in liegemen to her, a fantastic situation that even extended to fish in the water. Every time they walked along a river, schools of different species would track them along the bank, fighting, jumping, and wriggling to get close to her. 

With thirty-one years left until his one hundred years were up, he had plenty of time. The seven short years he had with the long magus was not enough time to learn all that was required, and subsequent mistakes had showed it. Even though this young lady was exceptional, twenty years was around the correct time for learning. 

And as Merlin always said, qui docet discit, he who teaches, learns. 

 

‘Now I know more about what I’m doing, can I go back to the hamlet in Ireland where I was born and put matters right?’ 

Tara, Katre, and Twilight were again walking around the mighty stones of destiny at Avebury. It had been six months since their first meeting and Tara had shown herself to be a willing and receptive pupil. They stopped at the Presidium stone of the Pale Sybil, the last female venefica of Wessex to be buried here, and Tara had developed a particular bond with her venefical history. 

‘What would you do?’ Twilight asked. 

‘Stop them throwing anyone who doesn’t share their views off the high cliffs into the Devil’s Pit.’ 

‘As they were about to do with you,’ Katre said quietly. 

‘I suppose,’ said Twilight, stroking his chin. ‘It would be as good a place as any to start with your first actual engagement, although it’s not exactly Wessex.’ 

‘Eventually,’ said Tara with a toss of her red curls, ‘the horizons controlling the venefical gift must be expanded so we might as well start at our former home settlement.’ 

‘As long as it remains our former home,’ said Katre. ‘I have no wish to live there again. The memories are too bitter. Besides, I like it here in Wessex.’ 

‘We stay just as long as it takes,’ Tara said. ‘Like you, Ma, I have no wish to stay there a moment longer than necessary.’ 

‘The world we live in is full of communities destroying those who hold different beliefs. Trying to put it right on a worldwide basis is an all-consuming lifetime’s work, which would have to be conducted at the expense of the one region we’re supposed to concentrate upon and protect. In this case Wessex. Whilst I agree that our venefical horizons must expand, certainly within the confines of Britain, there is danger in expanding too far afield. Let’s not forget that there are probably, nay definitely, other venefici out there who might not like us suddenly appearing on their land, waving our enchantments about in the name of righting local injustices. That’s what happened here with Elelendise, the wolf woman. She suddenly turned up with the declaration that she would be the venefica of Wessex in place of Merlin. As you know, he took great exception to her presence, and the legendary battle between them began. So, the first thing we should do is check to see if there is a resident astounder around.’ 

Tara leaned against the Presidium stone as she considered the old wizard’s words. 

‘D’you think there are venefici in Ireland, specifically in the area where we came from?’ 

‘I have no idea.’ Twilight smiled. ‘And it could be argued that if there is such a person in your former area, they should have put right the injustices at the Devil’s Pit anyway. There is only one way to find out.’ 

‘When are we going?’ 

‘No time like the present,’ he said. ‘Hold my hands.’ 

The three of them spent a couple of days inquiring around the settlements of the West of Ireland for news of any venefical presence. In Cork, the port where Katre and Tara had embarked on the Celtic Lady for Bristol, they received suspicious looks from a number of inhabitants when they asked the question about anyone with special powers of sorcery or magic. Clonmel was the same and in Limerick they were directed to a dirty old hermit who lived in a small cave outside the town. Apart from having no aura or skills in the enchantments, the old hermit was also spittle-spraying, screamingly, and utterly mad. In Tralee they asked a local monk, who made the sign of the cross at them and scuttled away casting fearful glances over his shoulder, and Killarney folk just smiled knowingly and nodded but didn’t offer any further information. They concluded that this part of Ireland didn’t have a veneficus unless it was someone who didn’t practice or maintained a very low profile due to the hatred of any form of heresy. 

 

‘There is our old hamlet. It’s called Skellighaven,’ said Katre later from high in the clouds over the small clutch of hovels in the trees near the coast. ‘Named after those two islands out there called the Skelligs.’ She pointed to two shadowy blue islands rising from the sea about eight miles offshore. ‘The big one is called Skellig Michael and the other one the Small Skellig.’ Her finger followed the rocky coastline. ‘And over there is Jonnie Jump’s old hovel, where we lived for the last six months we were here.’ All that remained of the old place by the side of the evil-smelling bog where Jonnie had taken his final whoop and jump were blackened stumps. It had been burned to the ground, probably because Katre and Tara had lived there. 

‘And this must be the infamous Devil’s Pit,’ said Twilight as they moved over a steep bay with the waves pounding and smashing far below into the jagged rocks, throwing spray high into the air with the force of the collision. Just off the shore the treacherous currents coiled and whorled like whirlpools, drawing sand, shells, and broken rocks out into the Atlantic with its strong tidal undertows. 

Tara pointed to the hill overlooking the hamlet. The monastery stood out gray against the mid-morning sun. There was a small crowd gathered outside the monastery entrance. 

‘Something’s going on,’ said Twilight. ‘Let’s see what it is.’ 

Staying invisible, Twilight took them to a point in the air over the crowd. 

Standing on a wooden box so he could be seen and heard, and flanked by several of his monks, the abbot was addressing about fifty locals. Seeing the abbot forced an involuntary shudder from Tara whilst Katre pointed out her mother and former husband, his bald head covered by a big, floppy hat. The abbot kept the hand with no fingers pushed firmly up the baggy sleeve of his brown cloak. With his other hand he held up a small brown book. 

‘And so I say to you that both Patrick Delaney and his wife, Nell, are heretics,’ the abbot intoned. ‘They have been caught worshipping pagan images that are against the teachings of our Blessed Saint Columba and whose word of God we adhere to here. There is only one punishment for such deeds, good people, and that is . . .’ 



He placed the hand with the book to his ear. ‘The Devil’s Pit for ‘em,’ Kate’s mother screeched loudly. That set others off. Most vociferous among them was her former husband. 

Soon everyone in the party was shouting for Patrick Delaney and his wife to be cast into the infamous Devil’s Pit. The abbot used his good hand to hold the book up for silence. ‘So be it. The good people of Skellighaven have spoken.’ He turned to his monks. ‘They are both locked up securely in the monastery?’ ‘They are, Holy Father,’ four monks replied together. Turning back to the crowd the abbot beamed at them. ‘They shall be cast into the Pit at daybreak tomorrow morning. We would appreciate some volunteers to help us with the task.’ Once again Kate’s mother and her former husband eagerly pushed themselves forward to assist with the gruesome task. 

‘May God bless you all for your strength and fortitude. We will meet here at first light.’ The abbot smiled beatifically at all of them, stepped down from the wooden box, and with his monks falling in behind him walked slowly back into the monastery with his head bowed. 

Later, back at the Avebury compound Katre spoke scathingly. 

‘It’s nice to know that nothing changes and the same old treacherous deeds are still going on. There’s a hidden story here that I can shed a little light on. I’ve known Patrick Delaney and his wife, Nell, all my life. They’re good people and wouldn’t know a pagan image if it jumped up and bit them. Somebody, and I have a pretty good idea who, has planted such an image in their hovel and told that evil abbot and his nasty monks about it.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘My mother and that rat’s dropping of a former husband of mine.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Patrick and Nell have a nice big hovel and some good, well-watered land down by the river where they keep a big herd of breeding cattle. It was left to them by her father, who worked hard all his life to build it up to what it is today. They also have a nice copse of willow for weaving and a deep, clean water well. They’re after that, and with the evil abbot on their side they’ll get it.’ 

Twilight looked at Tara and nodded encouragingly. 

‘Oh no, they won’t,’ she said forcefully. ‘I remember Mister Delaney and Nell - they were always very kind to me and let me talk to their animals and roam around their land whenever I wanted to. That grandma and father of mine are evil people who I’ve punished before, obviously not enough for them to take notice. If anybody deserves to go into the Pit it’s them and that evil abbot.’ 

Twilight chuckled. 

‘We’ll see what happens in the morning then, shall we?’ 

As daylight broke over the crashing waves of the Devil’s Pit the following morning, Katre, Tara, and Twilight once again arrived over the scene. Below them the villagers of Skellighaven, Kate’s mother and former husband prominent among them, struggled with Patrick and Nell Delaney. With their hands tied behind their backs and ropes looped around their necks, the doomed husband and wife were being dragged and kicked along the cliff path toward the highest point of the bay. Walking in front of them with his head bowed over his book as he chanted for the salvation of the pair was the abbot and four monks. His hooded cowl was back from his head and he shook his monk’s fringe with a great display of ardent fervour as he chanted. His words and those of the accompanying monk’s replies were whipped away on the strong, early morning breezes that came off the angry sea. 

Almost unconscious with grief and bewilderment at what was happening to them, Nell Delaney was being carried by an assortment of villagers, whilst her husband, who was being dragged along at the front, struggled to look back and offer some words of comfort to her. The monks arrived at the casting place followed by the struggling, carrying group. Marked by a small circle of stones, one of which the still chanting abbot mounted with his back to the sea, the group pushed Patrick to the front and carried Nell and removed the thick ropes around their necks. As Patrick Delaney and his screaming wife stared down into the jagged rocks being pounded by angry waves seven hundred feet below them, the chanting abbot suddenly stopped, turned, and pointed out toward the purple Skelligs on the horizon. 

And Patrick and Nell Delaney were hurled out into the air by many hands to an innocent oblivion. 

Except they didn’t go anywhere. 

Remaining fixed in the air, limbs and eyes frozen in the sheer terror of the moment, their simple linen tunics pressed back against their spread-eagled bodies by the force of the throw, they looked back at their would-be killers, whose outstretched hands and snarling faces declared their part. 

For they, too, were frozen in the act. 

For a moment nothing moved. 

Then Tara appeared in the air alongside Nell and Patrick and taking their hands eased them back to the top of the cliff away from the fifty frozen monks and villagers. 

‘Stay there and comfort each other,’ she said softly to Patrick and Nell. ‘Everything is alright now.’ 

As the two Delaneys sobbed and clung to each other, Tara walked back to the group that was still frozen at the instant of throwing. She looked into their eyes. The first one she came to was the abbot. With his good hand holding the book high, his pale, watery pupils looked out at the point where the Delaneys had been thrown with a zealous satisfaction that he was the leader in this execution of heretics. Tara raised her hands up and moved them out over the edge and stopped. The abbot was instantly transformed to the spot previously occupied by his victims. Then she moved to her father. Still with his arms outstretched in the act of the throw, with his blue-green eyes showing a snarling hatred, she moved him out over the edge alongside the abbot. Finally she approached her grandmother, one arm raised in an act of triumph, her brown eyes glittering with the greed of what she would now gain from the death of the Delaneys. She, too, was placed out high above the crashing waves. 

Katre and Twilight appeared on the cliff with Tara, who waved her hand to return the power of hearing and speech to the three left suspended over the seven-hundred-foot drop. 

As the three started to scream in terror, the four monks all dropped to their knees and began to pray and the villagers all began to shout at once. 

Twilight waved his hand up for silence and then nodded at Tara. She stood on the rock previously occupied by the abbot. 

‘You all know who my mother and I are.’ She indicated Katre. ‘And this is Twilight, the veneficus of Wessex. He is a wizard and man of great magic and is also my teacher.’ 

She pointed at Patrick and Nell Delaney. 

‘These two are innocent.’ 

She pointed at the abbot and her father and grandmother. 

‘They are not. Other than what we will do here today, there will not be any further castings into the Devil’s Pit. If there is, I will come back and do the same to all of you.’ 

The three suspended and the villagers immediately cottoned on to her meaning, and all began to babble at once. Her grandmother screamed at Katre. ‘Why are you letting her do this?’ ‘Because,’ Katre said wearily to her mother, ‘as much as I hate to say this about my own mother, you are an evil, thieving, scheming woman who will continue to kill others for your own benefit.’ ‘Katre, if you do this, you will not only kill your own mother, and husband and father to that little red-haired witch, you will also kill your own father!’ 

She pointed at the abbot, who was still babbling in complete terror. Katre looked stunned. ‘H . . . he is my father? But you always said my real father died before I was born!’ 

‘Well, I lied,’ cackled her mother. ‘I used to clean and cook at the monastery. You never had any other father, this man was it!’ Katre stepped back and clamped her lips shut. Tara looked at Twilight. Your call, he said directly to her mind. But remember this. Evil is eternal and if it’s not dispatched will always come back another day to continue with its hideous practices. Thank you, she replied. I know what to do now. 






  




Chapter 3




‘When their own vaunted religions cannot provide an answer, the faithful always turn to magic. Once we have provided that answer they scuttle back to the failed deity and carry on as if nothing happened.’ 

 

Following Guthrum’s surrender at Uffington, one of the conditions imposed by King Alfred was that the Viking jarl and his chieftains should convert to Christianity through baptism and strict adherence to its beliefs and way of life. Refusal meant death or forced return to their lowlander territories, which, based on the complete eradication of all their family honour and lands due to the failure of the invasion, would be worse than death. Also implicit within the conditions was integration within the Wessex and now English way of life. Accepting the inevitable that Viking were to be an ever-present threat, Alfred’s premise was to integrate and share rather than to continuously fight. As with most things Alfred, it was well-intentioned and humane but ultimately fruitless. Although paying lip service to the Christian conversion and power-sharing, the Viking saw it as a coat to be put on when it suited them and discarded when it didn’t, and the strict adherence to this religion didn’t last for long, especially with Olaf Tryggvason chomping at the bit with his warrior aggression alongside Guthrum. Tryggvason’s loyalty to the Norse deities was sacrosanct; this Nazarene god who rode upon donkeys would never supplant the warrior gods of Wotan, Tyr, Thor, Aegir, and Hel in his Viking heart. In the meantime the lowlanders spent the requisite amount of time on their knees on the cold, gray flagstone floors of Alfred’s churches until matters changed. 

Subsequent Viking unrest followed by uprisings ultimately led to the division of England into two, with Alfred ruling the south and the Viking controlling the north under what became known as the Danelaw. Due to her great age, Freyja, the old hag and Viking venefica, only had a few years left before her one hundred years were up. Twilight saw occasional evidence of her enchantments in some of the continual raiding patterns of the restless Viking, but as Guthrum faded and his old warriors began to integrate and marry into the local population, Freyja’s influence died away. And whilst kings and rulers could perhaps forgive each other in the name of progress and marry into one another’s families to preserve sovereignty and strength, venefici could never forgive. It was always in the back of Twilight’s mind to finally rid this turning earth of Freyja’s evil presence, no matter how short the period before the age of one hundred years claimed her. In the event, the venefical age factor did it for him, and no more was heard of her. Since he had killed her twins and successors, from the time of her death the Viking were thereafter without a veneficus. 

Peace and alliances negotiated by Alfred were always short-lived and soon collapsed under the ambitions of other warlords. Under various other leaders the Viking continued to raid all around the coast of Britain, in particular the northeast, and internal tribes such as the Welsh monarchs and the Mercian kings continued to agitate for expansion. Busy with these wars and the building of a navy, together with the establishment of an enforced Christianity through his ‘law-codes,’ King Alfred and Twilight gradually grew apart. Occasionally the king would call upon the Wessex veneficus for advice or help, but his rule was beginning to encompass the greater fiefdom of England, an area Twilight had not yet accepted as his responsibility. 

Upon his death, King Alfred was succeeded by his son Edward, who built a huge mausoleum in Winchester to house his father’s tomb. In quick succession three more kings came and went - Edmund, Canute the Dane, and another Edward. By the time Tara arrived to train with Twilight, yet another Edward had arrived on the throne of England. 

The new king was Edward the Confessor, another strict Christian, and he and Twilight had not met. 

With the unrest and internal struggle for power that engulfed his reign, it was only a matter of time. 



Edward the Confessor created a permanent base for the English monarchy on the banks of the Thames at Westminster, outside London. When he became king, the most powerful Anglo-Saxon in England was Earl Godwine. In order to cement Godwine’s loyalty, Edward married his daughter, Ealdgyth. The earl hoped Ealdgyth would soon have children with Edward, particularly a son and heir. Edward, however, had taken a vow of celibacy, and it soon became clear that, outside congress with his mistress, another Ealdgyth (Swanneshals - Swan-neck), he was sticking to it. 

Earl Godwine’s sons had, through their father’s patronage, also become powerful figures in England. Swein was Earl of Hereford, Gloucester, and Oxford - parts of the old Wessex and therefore under Twilight’s protection - Harold held the earldom of East Anglia, and Beorn was Earl of Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire. 

Swein, the elder of Godwine’s sons, was just about the most repellent, depraved abomination of a man that had ever walked this turning earth. Coupled with his family’s power and the high seat of his earldom, he manifested breathtaking degrees of psychopathic carnality and viciousness that inevitably put him on a collision course with Twilight. 

And, of course, his new tyro, the little redheaded, green-eyed Tara. 

 

Edward the Confessor appointed Robert of Jumieges as Archbishop of Canterbury, by now the highest Christian post in England. Jumieges was an abbot from Normandy who had learned his Christianity in Rome. He sent an emissary to see Twilight in Avebury, asking for an urgent meeting. 

‘I have never been to Canterbury before,’ said Twilight, strolling toward the towering cathedral where the archbishop lived. ‘Quite an impressive building, eh, little one?’ 

Tara cast her green eyes around the open space in front of the cathedral, which was filled with monks in black and brown habits busily going about their religious business. 



‘If you like this sort of thing,’ she replied, intimating that after her own experiences with the abbot and monks of Skellighaven she most definitely didn’t like this sort of thing. For this little trip they had left Katre at the Avebury compound. She had been upset at the events of Skellighaven and decided that such episodes did not suit her. 

As Twilight and Tara approached the cathedral entrance, two large guards with long, sharp-looking pikes and wearing metal helmets and armor barred their way. 

‘What is your business here?’ growled one of the men menacingly as they crossed their pikes to prevent entry. 

‘We have been summoned by the archbishop.’ The old astounder smiled. 

‘What for?’ growled the other. 

Shall I use the old Merlin trick and turn them into goats? Tara spoke directly to his mind. 

Wait a moment. It may only be necessary with one of them. 

‘We are wizards,’ Twilight answered softly, the smile still on his face. 

‘Get away with you before I run you through with this,’ one of the men shouted angrily, moving toward them with his pike pointed at Twilight’s stomach. ‘The archbishop doesn’t have anything to do with your kind.’ 

Go ahead. 

Suddenly the long pike dropped harmlessly to the floor, and a small pink pig stood where the man moving toward them had been. With trembling legs it squealed plaintively at them. 

Twilight turned his smile on the other guard, who was gaping in stupefaction at the sudden transformation of his companion. 

‘Now, perhaps you would be so kind as to inform the archbishop that Twilight, the veneficus of Wessex, and his tyro venefica Tara are here to see him as requested.’ 

Within minutes a young man rushed toward them pulling on a cassock. Seeing the squealing pig he stopped in his tracks. 



‘Mister Twilight?’ he called, hesitantly inching toward them. Receiving a smile and a nod, his face broke into a broad beam of welcome and relief. 

‘I am Brother Thomas, novice monk and assistant to the archbishop. He awaits your presence and thanks you for coming. This way please.’ 

As he turned to lead them, Tara nodded at the pig, which instantly turned back into the guard who found himself sitting on the floor. She smiled sweetly at Brother Thomas, who, mouth agape, made a sign of the cross and began to hurry across the cobblestones with frequent glances behind him. For devilment Tara pointed her finger at him, and he yelped and jumped into the air thinking he, too, was about to become a pig. 

She giggled. 

Behave yourself, Twilight said but could not keep the smile from his face. 

A tall man in a black robe with a heavy gold chain and a large golden cross around his neck stood by the entrance to the cathedral. On his head he wore a large black flat hat made out of some kind of felt, which was slanted over one ear. Clear blue eyes twinkled in a lined and weather-beaten face. 

‘I have heard of people being turned into goats and pigs but always believed it to be myth,’ he said in heavily accented English, holding both arms out to grasp Twilight by the elbows. ‘You are indeed most welcome, sir, and I apologize for the reception you were given by my guards. One has so many enemies, and I have to be protected at all times.’ 

His gaze held Twilight’s black orbs for as long as he could; then he dropped his eyes down to Tara. 

‘And you, young lady, are, I believe, the tyro venefica to this great and wonderful man, are you not?’ 

‘And pig turner,’ Tara said impishly. ‘My name is Tara.’ 

The archbishop smiled down at her. ‘Asses would be more appropriate sometimes, Tara, believe you me. Come this way, there is something I wish to discuss with you both.’ 

When they were settled in his rooms, Archbishop Jumieges began his story. 

‘I was appointed by King Edward in order to bring the church’s view and teachings to this land and to help restore some of the balance and authority to the crown where it belongs.’ He held his hand up. ‘Before you say anything, I am aware of your stance with regard to religion, all religion. When I was a young novice and before I went to Rome for further study, I spent a brief period of time studying with a fine monk with whom I believe you are acquainted.’ 

Twilight raised an eyebrow but he already knew the name that was coming. 

‘Brother Bede at the monastery on Lindisfarne. He told me many things about you and the heroic deeds you performed with King Alfred against the Viking invaders. It was Bede who told me about your anti-religious stance.’ 

The enchanter nodded. 

Jumieges gathered his thoughts for a moment before pressing on. 

‘There is a powerful Anglo-Saxon earl in England called Godwine. He has three sons called Swein, Harold, and Beorn, all of whom have been appointed earls because of their father’s patronage. The one I am concerned with here is Swein, who is a particularly nasty individual who thinks that he can take whatever he wants. In this case Edgiva, the Abbess of Leominster.’ 

Twilight nodded again. He was beginning to see where this was going. 

‘Swein, who glorifies in the title of the Earl of Herefordshire, Gloucester, and Oxford, has kidnapped the abbess from Leominster Abbey and is holding her prisoner in his castle at Hereford. He is evidently captivated by her and refuses to let her go such that I have heard many rumours of, shall we say, improper behaviour by Swein with Edgiva. He also has many men under arms and the castle is strongly defended. The king will deal with the Godwines in due course and it won’t be merciful, but the time is not right to provoke all-out war with them across the land by rescuing the abbess . . .’ 

‘So he wants us to do it for him,’ said Tara bluntly. 

‘He does and, just as importantly, so do I. Edgiva is a high-ranking and highly regarded abbess in the Christian Church of which I am head. It does not become us to ignore that fact. If we do ignore it, other abbesses and nuns will be viewed as easy game and receive the same treatment.’ 

‘Are you sure the abbess wants to be rescued?’ Twilight asked. 

‘Edgiva managed to smuggle out a message. She is desperate to be away from that evil man.’ 

He paused and looked closely at Twilight. 

‘I beg of you to rescue Edgiva for one reason and one reason only. That reason has nothing to do with religion, power, or sovereign succession politics. Swein does not, as far as I can tell, present a threat to Wessex or the Celtic population . . .’ 

‘What is the reason then?’ Tara said impatiently. 

The archbishop opened his mouth to answer her. 

‘Humanity, eh, monk,’ said Twilight softly. ‘You’re about to appeal to our sense of humanity. A fronte praecipitium a tergo lupi alia tendanda via est. Which for you, my little redheaded tyro, translates to ‘a precipice before me and wolves behind me’ - or better - ’when you’re between a rock and a hard place another way must be found.’ The venefical command of the enchantments is the last redoubt of those who have exhausted every other means of salvation. When their own vaunted religions cannot provide the answers, the faithful always turn to magic. Interestingly enough, once we have provided the answer you’ll scuttle back to your previously failed deity and carry on as if nothing has happened . . . until the next time. As an exercise in the fickle futility of some faiths it cannot be beaten, yet humankind cannot find the mechanisms to break with it and will continue to force it down the throats of nonbelievers as the Only Way!’ 

Robert of Jumieges nodded and looked down at his feet. 

‘You’re right of course. Auribus teneo lupum, I have one of those wolves by the ears. It’s about to bite my head off and there’s absolutely nothing my god can or will do about it. He simply doesn’t listen or respond to certain types of human suffering. If the abbess Edgiva is to be rescued, I have no recourse other than to throw myself upon your mercy, appeal to your humanity. Will you help me?’ 

‘Archbishop,’ replied Twilight softly. ‘Are you familiar with any of the writings of Homer, the great Greek poet?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘In his work called The Odyssey, the story of a great and tortuous journey undertaken by a warrior called Odysseus, a witch called Circe turns his shipmates into pigs as part of her attempt to seduce him. Odysseus resists these attempts at seduction until the witch turns them back into men.’ 

Jumieges thought about this for a moment. 

‘As you did with my guard. But the seduction is incomplete, you turned him back into a man again without asking me for anything in return.’ 

‘Never forget the power of the pig, Archbishop. We may come again to reclaim an injustice. Then it will be your turn to be a four-legged squealer . . . and we just might not reverse it.’ 

Robert of Jumieges had nightmares about that for months. 

 

‘I knew,’ said Tara as they floated high over Hereford Castle, the strongly defended bastion of Swein’s cruel earldom, ‘that you wouldn’t be able to resist that archbishop’s heartfelt plea for help despite that gruff, silent, man-of-magic-but-not-easy-to convince bit you were giving him. Despite your avowed dislike of religious leaders and all that stuff about ‘the fickle futility of some faiths’ and turning him into a pig, he had you eating out of his hand.’ 

Twilight laughed loudly. 

‘He sure did, my little Irish firebrand. I didn’t know which way to turn. Had me trussed up like a chicken ready for the pot. Anyhow, what self-respecting male veneficus worth his salt is going to turn down the chance to save a damsel in distress, eh?’ 

‘Especially one imprisoned in a castle by a wicked earl.’ Tara laughed with him. 

‘Another reason could have something to do with you. In the year or so you have been with me, have we rescued any damsels in distress from anywhere?’ 

‘None whatsoever,’ Tara said. ‘I have been deprived of such events in my training.’ 

Twilight pointed downward, his mien turning serious. The drawbridge of Hereford Castle was slowly winding downward. As soon as it reached ground level over the moat surrounding the castle, the pointed steel bars rose and at least a hundred fully armed men clattered over it. At their head rode a tall, powerfully built man in a full suit of chain mail. Bare-headed with a mane of long, flowing blond hair and a double-handed sword bouncing around on his thigh, the man led his men rapidly through the settlement of Hereford, callously scattering people, chickens, pigs, and cattle in all directions. 

Twilight nodded downward. 

‘That has to be our man Swein,’ he said. ‘I wonder where he’s going.’ 

‘With him out of the way we could collect the abbess from whatever dungeon he is holding her in and be away before he gets back,’ Tara said practically. 

‘We could but I want to learn a little more about this wicked earl first. We can get the fair Edgiva at any time. Let’s follow this little cavalcade and see what transpires.’ 

After riding at a fair clip for thirty minutes, Swein and his men pulled their sweating horses into the forecourt of a large manor house. As Swein and ten of his men dismounted, an old man with a regal bearing came out of the manor house with two younger men flanking him. Swein strode up to the old man and without warning struck him across the face with his mailed, metal-fingered gauntlet. As the old man fell to the ground, the two young men by his side went for their swords, as did Swein, the ten men at his back, and the others on horseback. There was a standoff for a moment as the old man staggered to his feet, his lined face covered in blood. 

‘Wait,’ he said in a quavering voice. ‘Hold your swords.’ 

He turned to each of the younger men by his side. 

‘My sons,’ he implored. ‘I do not want you to die like this. As unfair as it is we will pay the extra geld.’ 

The horsemen behind Swein began to encircle the three men. 

‘You will not only pay the extra geld, Baron, you will pay it now!’ Swein rasped. ‘Or suffer the consequences.’ 

The old baron staggered and but for the steadying hands of his two sons would have fallen. He shook them off and despite the blood running down his face pulled himself erect. 

‘Earl Swein, I do not have that amount of money on hand. It will take me time to get it together.’ 

‘In that case, Baron, I will confiscate this house and all your lands. Pay now or lose everything you own.’ 

The old baron bowed his head in defeat. 

‘Cut them down,’ cried the earl, stepping back behind his men, who leapt forward with their swords drawn. 

And then, as the two sons stood, one in front and one behind their father with their swords raised in what would be a desperate and vain attempt at protection against the earl’s soldiers queuing up to cut them to pieces, everyone, even the horses and the blood flowing down the baron’s face, suddenly froze. 

And Twilight and Tara appeared in their midst. 

The Wessex astounder and his little tyro walked slowly among the immobile men. Arriving at the old baron, erect and regal-looking despite the facial blood, Twilight tapped him and his two sons on their shoulders. Remaining frozen the three men could hear, see, and speak. 

‘Gentlemen,’ said Twilight softly as the wild look of desperate fighters was replaced by one of bewilderment in the two younger men’s eyes as they adjusted to the scene, whilst the baron’s face showed a benign acceptance of everything that was happening. 

‘We are venefici in this area on a mission. This mission involves this worthless individual.’ He indicated the frozen Swein. ‘We stumbled upon your little problem and have frozen everyone whilst we take stock of the situation.’ 

‘We are indebted to you, sir, and to you, miss,’ the baron said in his quivering voice, the chivalry of an old school gentleman couching his words. ‘My sons and I were close to death when you intervened.’ 

‘This foul earl is taking liberties with the collection of the geld?’ 

‘It’s more than liberties. Every few weeks he comes here and asks for more. His greed is boundless. It’s got so that we can’t pay any more, he’s had everything. All we have left is this house and our lands, and Swein was about to take that,’ one of the sons answered. 

The baron spoke. ‘I do apologize. I have forgotten my manners in the strangeness of the situation. This is my eldest son, Cyrille.’ He indicated the one who had just spoken with his eyes. ‘And this is my youngest, Julien.’ He looked the other way. ‘I am the Baron Tennant de Corbierre.’ Had he been able he would have bowed to them at that point. 

‘I’m Tara, and this is Twilight. He’s the cleverest wizard in the land.’ 

‘Aaahhh,’ said the baron, raising his white old eyebrows. ‘Wizards, eh. Now I understand a bit more.’ 

‘Could you please release us from this bondage?’ Julien asked. ‘I would like to kill Swein and all his men.’ 

‘I’m sure you would,’ said Twilight. ‘But that is slaughter in cold blood and I cannot allow that, however justified you may feel. Be patient, your turn will come.’ 

‘You mentioned that you’re on a mission involving Swein,’ said Cyrille. ‘May I ask what that mission is?’ 

‘We’ve come to save the Abbess of Leominster, Edgiva,’ replied Tara. ‘Swein has her captive in Hereford Castle. Have you heard anything of this lady and her capture?’ 

‘Only rumours,’ said the baron. ‘Nothing certain, although Swein wouldn’t hesitate to do such a thing if he had a mind. He’s that evil. ‘ 

‘Why don’t we ask him?’ Twilight said, walking over to the frozen earl, who had his sword held downward with a snarl of domination about to break out on his immobile face. 

‘Before I do, I’ll just have a look inside his head.’ 

He paused for a few moments in front of the earl. 

‘Mmmm. As I suspected, nothing much in there but greed, ambition, and hate, and a glowing and all-encompassing infatuation for the abbess.’ Twilight turned to Baron Tennant de Corbierre and his two sons. ‘An infatuation he manifests in strange and disturbing ways.’ 

‘I can imagine,’ said the baron. 

‘What ways?’ Tara asked pertly, already suspecting that it had become an adult question and she would be denied a proper answer. 

Twilight looked at her and then ducked the issue as he had with his own children. 

‘I’ll tell Katre and she can decide if you should know,’ he said. Teaching the young Tara how to cope with the Cowering Dead and the Equinoctial Mists and how to handle and kill savage, brutal people through the use of the enchantments was one thing - but telling her about the sexual antics of depraved men - something completely different. He’d left all of the basic birds and bees stuff with his own children to Rawnie, who had coped perfectly. 

‘Coward,’ sniffed Tara. 

Twilight nodded acceptance of her accusation and tapped Swein on the shoulder. Give him a real nasty villain any day. 

The earl came to in a bile-spitting, screaming rage. For two minutes he screamed every epithet he could lay his tongue to at Twilight without repetition. There was nothing, NOTHING the old sorcerer would ever do that would protect him from Swein’s revenge. There was no place he could hide, no hole deep enough or dark enough or far enough away. Swein would find him and feed his flesh to the wolves and drink his blood; even death wouldn’t stop him. Twilight tapped him on the shoulder again and the tirade stopped in mid word. He looked down at Tara, who smiled sweetly back at him. 

‘And I suppose you’re going to ask my mother to tell me the meaning of some of those words as well,’ she said, sticking her tongue out at him impishly. 

He went back to Swein. 

‘I have come to get Edgiva, the Abbess of Leominster,’ the old wizard said when the earl finally realized that screaming abuse only got him silenced again and actually listened. 

‘Over my dead body,’ spat Swein. 

‘So be it,’ said Twilight. ‘I will also be taking all the money you have extracted from the good Baron Tennant de Corbierre here and giving it back to him.’ 

A look of fear flitted briefly across Swein’s face. For the first time he was beginning to understand that this old man, with the long silver and black hair and the blackest eyes he had ever seen, actually exercised a complete control over him and his actions, and there was nothing all his bullying, intimidation, and manpower could do about it. 

‘What will it take to make you change your mind?’ 

‘You leave this man, his sons, and lands in peace and only levy the geld on them that is fair and equitable. As regards the abbess, I will only leave her with you if that is her own wish.’ 

‘She won’t want to leave me . . . ever,’ sneered Swein. 

‘We’ll see. Where are you keeping her?’ 

Leaving all of them still frozen and only the baron and his two sons with speech, sight, and hearing so they could converse, Twilight and Tara transformed to the locked chamber in Hereford Castle where Edgiva was being held captive. Once the abbess had got over the shock of the sudden arrival of the pair in her chamber, Twilight explained the situation, including the fact that they were here at the request of the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

‘As God is my witness, Swein is holding me here against my will,’ Edgiva said quietly, tears flowing freely down her cheeks. She was a tall, willowy woman with dark brown hair, a most attractive face and demeanour. Her long, simple cotton robe reached to the floor, and she had braided her hair into a knot on the top of her head, accentuating her height. 

Out of deference to her plight and position, Twilight refrained from exploring her mind. 

‘Swein said you’d never want to leave him.’ 

‘He’s totally wrong about that. He has abused me beyond all reason, such that I can never again enter the service of the Christian Church as before. My future in service of my faith has been taken from me by that cruel and depraved ogre.’ 

‘What would you like us to do with him?’ 

She thought about this for a while in silence. 

‘I don’t honestly know,’ she said finally. ‘Every part of me wants him dead, yet my beliefs forbid such an action.’ 

‘Okay. Leave that to us. In the meantime let’s get you out of here. Take our hands.’ 

They deposited the abbess in the private chambers of Robert of Jumieges, the Archbishop of Canterbury. The archbishop, who was at Mass, was sent for and arrived red-faced and full of gratitude. Making their excuses, Twilight and Tara left them both and returned to the manor house of the Baron Tennant de Corbierre. 

‘What are we going to do with Swein and his soldiers?’ Tara said, walking around the frozen men. ‘If we leave him here he’ll be back to his old ways as soon as we’re gone, and the baron and his two sons here will be the first to feel the heavy hand of his revenge.’ 

‘Exile,’ said Twilight emphatically. 

‘Where to?’ 

‘I thought Denmark. Swein and his men are acting with the brutality and savagery of the Viking so why don’t we arrange it so they live with them?’ 

‘What about Swein’s father, Godwine, and his brothers. Won’t they object?’ 

‘Probably,’ said the old wizard gleefully. ‘But they can go as well if they like!’ 

 

Two weeks after the abbess was rescued, the archbishop invited Twilight and Tara to London to meet the king. It was the anniversary of Edward’s coronation and would be marked by a grand dinner. 

Katre decided that Tara needed a proper dress. A grand dinner with the king and queen and all the courtiers and noblemen of the land would be a formal affair and require, at the very least, the usually scruffy little tyro to look presentable. The only problem was that Swein’s father, Godwine, and his two brothers, Beorn and Harold, would also be there. As earls of the realm their presence was required at such a grand state occasion. 

Twilight was looking forward to the encounter. 

When they arrived they were greeted by the archbishop, who quickly drew Twilight and Tara, resplendent in a green floor length silk dress made by Katre to match her eyes, to one side. 

‘I have just had some news that I must share with you,’ he said behind his hand. ‘I placed the Abbess of Leominster in a quiet retreat the church has in the country. We use it for contemplation and recuperation for those in the front line who need to reacquaint themselves with God. This afternoon news reached me that she has left the retreat and is on her way to Denmark . . . to join Swein.’ 

Twilight raised an eyebrow at Tara, who was plainly surprised by the news. 

‘I thought I’d better tell you before Godwine and his sons begin to gloat because they’re sure to know. Probably arranged her escape and passage.’ 

‘Thank you,’ said the old wizard. ‘Somehow, I’m not as surprised as I should be.’ 

‘Well I am,’ said Tara with her hands on her hips. ‘I believed her.’ 

The archbishop ushered them into the line that was waiting to be introduced to the king and queen. Twilight spoke to Tara’s mind. 

The lesson here is a salutary one. When we rescued her I didn’t explore Edgiva’s mind out of deference to her plight. Had I done so, what do you think I would have found? A great big candle burning brightly for the unspeakable - and as far as I’m concerned unknowable - abuse handed out to her by ‘that ogre’ Swein. 

Tara replied and then continued. 

He was right. He said she wouldn’t want to leave him . . . ever. 

In front of them Robert of Jumieges bowed and kissed the king’s heavily be-ringed hand, then introduced them both as ‘Tara and Twilight, the remarkable wizards I told you about, your highness.’ 

Edward the Confessor was a short, portly man with alert brown eyes and a pointed beard. He held his hand out to Tara, who didn’t know whether to kiss it or shake it, so she ignored it and fixed him with her bright green eyes. 

‘Tara, the tyro Irish wizard. I’ve heard a great deal about you, young lady. I hope you’re not going to turn any of my guests into goats tonight.’ He raised his eyebrows and rounded his eyes in mock severity for an answer. 

‘Depends,’ said Tara, twisting her silk dress into a nervous ball at the hem. 

‘On what, pray?’ The king’s eyes sparkled. 

‘On how well you look after my master here.’ Tara indicated Twilight. 

The king laughed and moved his eyes to Twilight and bowed. ‘You, sir, are most welcome. Your tyro Tara is a most mettlesome creature and must be a delight to teach in your magical ways. I am looking forward to discussing many aspects of this with you and would take it as a great honour if you would sit next to me during our meal this evening.’ 

‘It would be a pleasure, my lord,’ Twilight replied, giving him a short bow in return. 

It would be a pleasure, my lord! Tara mimicked to his mind. 

You’ll be the one turned into a goat if you don’t behave yourself, he replied, moving her forward with a gentle push to Queen Ealdgyth with a smile of greeting on his face. 

Before the meal began there was a period of introductions between other guests during which wine was served in great pewter tumblers. Twilight and Tara refused. Although she was still eating, drinking, and sleeping, the enchantments were gradually taking over these functions. Alcohol, however, was not allowed by any veneficus. It interfered with the necessary physiology and could cause any number of serious mishaps should they be called upon to use their skills whilst under its influence. 

The archbishop introduced them to several others before, looking over Twilight’s shoulder, his face hardened. 

‘My dear archbishop,’ said an oily, deep voice. 

‘Good evening, Earl Godwine,’ Robert Jumieges replied stiffly. ‘These must be the two wizards I’ve heard so much about.’ 

Twilight turned to look into a pair of hazel eyes glinting with malice above a large hooked nose. 

The archbishop made the introductions tersely. Godwine was accompanied by his other two sons, Harold and Beorn, both having the hazel eyes and hooked nose of what was obviously Godwine family facial characteristics. They made no attempt to hide their enmity toward Jumieges, the three pairs of hazel eyes making it obvious that there was no love lost between the Godwines and the archbishop, who quickly made his excuses and moved away. 

When he was out of earshot Godwine leaned in close to Twilight and muttered in his deep, oily voice. 

‘I bear no grudge against you for sending my son Swein into exile. He is a deranged fanatic whose behaviour deserved nothing less. Indeed, had you decided to kill him I would not have been surprised and would have accepted it as just punishment for his kidnapping of the abbess.’ 

By his side Harold and Beorn nodded vigorously, demonstrating that family opinion on this matter of the behaviour of the younger brother was unified. Or, to put it another way, whatever Godwine said, his sons had better agree with. 

Twilight nodded in a tacit appreciation of their understanding. As he did so he took a look inside Godwine’s head. Edgiva, the abbess, was to the fore as was all sorts of treachery. The sons’ minds were smaller versions of the father. They had arranged Edgiva’s escape and passage to Denmark. Even more disturbing, they were actively involved in an attempt to usurp the king. Soldiers and arms were being prepared secretly at several places around England, and the attacks were imminent, a fact that Godwine lost no time in bringing to Twilight’s attention. 

‘I wonder,’ Godwine said, grasping his elbow and speaking close to the old wizard’s face again, ‘if you would be interested in joining my sons and I in a little, shall we say, intrigue against the monarchy?’ He nodded toward a group of people clustered around Edward. ‘We could certainly make good use of your skills in getting rid of those that would oppose us.’ 

Feigning surprise Twilight affected a neutral shrug. This nasty, oily old man and his sons were the last people on this turning earth he would join. No wonder Robert Jumieges did not like them. 

Tara, engaged in conversation by Beorn, looked at him. 

No wonder Swein is what he is. The whole family are like it. They look like ideal goat material to me . . . permanently. 

Say nothing of any consequence, Twilight replied. They don’t know what they don’t know, so let’s keep it that way. 

‘Perhaps we could meet after the dinner, somewhere discreet?’ The oily voice was speaking close to his ear again. 

‘Perhaps,’ Twilight replied. 

A red and gold liveried herald called them to the large, U-shaped table groaning with food, and they took their places. With the king on his left and Tara his right, Twilight looked around the long table to see where the Godwines were. The oily old earl was quite close, just three people down on the other side facing them, his hooked nose already buried in a pewter goblet of wine. Both his sons were further down. As soon as they were seated and the archbishop had said grace, Edward the Confessor engaged Twilight in conversation. He wanted to know everything Twilight could tell him, starting with Merlin and King Arthur to the present day, and paid particular attention to the period with King Alfred and the Viking. After listening avidly throughout the meal, to the complete detriment of his wife on his other side, to Twilight’s low-voiced account of the many events he’d shared with King Alfred, now known as Alfred the Great after his long time as monarch, Edward replied sincerely. 

‘King Alfred was my role model. I learned a great deal about sovereignty, defense, and governance of people from studying his long reign. Did you become close friends throughout those savage and brutal battles against the Viking?’ 

Twilight considered his answer carefully. He didn’t want to open up the old debate about Christianity versus the enchantments because Edward, known as the ‘Confessor’ due to his great piety and deep attachment to the Christian Church, would not agree. He decided to approach the matter from the standpoint of the independence of a veneficus from the monarchy. 

‘Following Merlin’s subsequent repentance of his role alongside King Arthur, he taught me that we venefici have to be very careful about getting drawn in to the causes of charismatic kings. I was always careful about getting too close to King Alfred, although I did develop a huge respect for his abilities, bravery, and farsighted reforms.’ 

‘Very diplomatic.’ Edward laughed. ‘Your talents are wasted as a wizard - you should become an ambassador.’ 

He lifted his hand to his mouth in order that his words would not be heard elsewhere. 

‘A king’s veneficus should also be a permanent fixture at court. 

Occupancy of the throne of England is a precarious thing. Your skills would prove an invaluable aid in deflecting and dissecting all the gossip, intrigue, lies, and other attempts to usurp the monarchy.’ 

This was the opening Twilight had been waiting for. 

Your majesty. Try not to look surprised, but I’m speaking directly to your mind now in order that my words are not overheard by others, some of whom are close by and mean to challenge your position through an armed rebellion any day now. I was approached earlier by a senior earl and his two sons, also earls, with yet another son banished by me to Denmark, to see if I was interested in joining them. Following this approach I briefly read their minds, and soldiers are ready to attack at various locations around the country. 

The king’s face drained of all colour and he looked at Twilight in something approaching disbelief. Gradually the black eyes of the wizard revealed their sincerity and the words began to sink in. The king began to nod slowly. Finally he put an unsteady hand back to his mouth, this time holding a silk napkin and muttered. 

‘A senior earl with two sons who are also earls and another banished can only mean one person. There is a paradox here. It is largely due to the support of this person that I was crowned king in the first place, and I am married to his daughter!’ 

It is that person I am referring to. There is no doubt as to his actions. Whatever made him support you has changed, or it may have been his intention all along. Don’t worry, with your permission I’ll attend to it. 

Edward’s pleading eyes gave him away. He wanted Twilight to 

attend to it very much indeed. 

Throughout the meal and this exchange the Earl Godwine had been observing their conversation very closely. He wasn’t close enough to hear them, but his senses told him something was being discussed, and judging by the king’s pallor, he had a good idea what it might be. 

Damn that sorcerer, he shouldn’t have said anything to him. 

Godwine leapt to his feet. Raising his goblet he waited dramatically until all conversation had petered out before clearing his throat. Queen Ealdgyth nudged her husband to pay attention; her father was about to speak. With his oily voice raised to carry across the room, Godwine spoke. 

‘My lords and ladies. I wish to drink a toast and a pledge to our beloved king and my precious son-in-law and the noblest liege of England. Edward, I pledge my complete support and loyalty to you and consider myself your most obedient, patriotic, and trustworthy subject. My lands are your lands, my men are your men, and my heart is yours to command . . . and will be always. With this wine I will also take this morsel of bread.’ He held up a small piece of bread. ‘May this morsel of fine bread choke me if even in thought, dear Edward, I have ever been false to you.’ 

With great ceremony he placed the morsel of bread in his mouth and pointed his pewter goblet in the direction of the king. Receiving a nod from Edward and a great beaming smile of pride from his daughter, the queen, he upended the goblet to wash the bread down as a round of cheering broke out from the assembled diners led by his two sons. 

Then he began to cough and splutter and gasp for breath. By the time his two sons got to him and started bashing him on the back it was too late. 

He had choked to death . . . the prophetic morsel of bread had exacted the ultimate price. 

As his very last gasp met with the immovable, impermeable obstruction lodged in his airway, a clear voice entered his mind. 

‘The final moment of your treacherous eternity has just arrived, Godwine. Good-bye.’ 






  




Chapter 4

 

‘Thank you for that great welcome. Although I have only been here a few short days, I feel as if I already belong among you.’ 

 

Following the high-profile death of their father, both Harold and Beorn Godwine were exiled to Denmark by King Edward for their part in the attempt to take over his crown. In Denmark they were reunited with Swein, their younger and psychopathically deranged brother, still with Edgiva, the former Abbess of Leominster, and a man who never let a day go by without thinking up ever more lurid ways of killing Twilight for his part in Swein’s exile. Although the Godwine brothers had no proof that the old wizard and his young tyro were involved in the death of their father by the now infamous morsel of bread choking, there were too many coincidences about that evening to discount it. 

So, united in purpose and country of exile, the Godwine brothers began plotting their revenge against the veneficus, his upstart Irish tyro, and, of course, the crown of England. 

It would not be long in coming. 

 

‘I still don’t fully understand how we work and interact with the monarch of the day, whoever he or she may be,’ said a puzzled-looking Tara as she walked with Katre and Twilight through the mighty Destiny Stones at Avebury. ‘We seem to be almost duty bound to help them in their constant battles to stay on the throne against invaders, schemers, and other warlords, yet they are all committed to introducing Christianity to England by any means, a religion in which we are unbelievers. We even helped the Archbishop of Canterbury - the highest Christian in the land - by saving the abbess from Swein, although it turned out to be an exercise in futility in the end.’ 

Twilight considered this for a moment before replying. 



‘There is no rhyme or reason to our decision to help any particular monarch, no code, no specific venefical procedure or training that says we should help kings and queens of a particular persuasion, but you’re right, we do seem to always end up on their side despite their religious fervour. The sad part about it is that in many cases our contribution, judged over the passage of time, appears to be a misjudgement or run against the tide of subsequent history. Merlin went with Arthur at first, then renounced it. I have fought with King Alfred and others against the Viking pretty much all my life, only to see Canute, a Viking king, ultimately take the throne before Edward the Confessor. Now you and I are getting drawn in to Edward’s squabbles against the Godwines. There will be other, probably fruitless venefical liaisons with kings in the future. It’s a personal choice each veneficus makes, although I will concede that our remit is inexorably expanding beyond the borders of Wessex to take in the whole of England as each attempts to strengthen and unite the land under one sovereign. The only thing I can put it down to is that being next to the seat of power enables us to influence the course of history for the better.’ 

‘But we don’t know if we influence it for the better, and should we try to so do anyway? Future venefici will be able to look back and decide whether taking one side over the other helped change matters significantly over the course of history, but not us. All we know is the influence our participation has on the immediate outcome, not its long-term effect. That can only truly be assessed over a period of many tens of years or even centuries. Surely the best way to influence the course of history for the better is to leave them all alone to get on with their interminable wars and wanton slaughter. Let them kill their way into the course of history without our assistance.’ Tara nodded at her own logic. 

‘What would we do with ourselves?’ Twilight asked. ‘I must admit that I have grown used to a certain feeling for the excitement and vicissitudes of conflict.’ 

‘I think you have grown to like the big conflicts too much and that is not good for a veneficus. That’s the real reason you spend so much time in the company of kings. It’s their wars, treachery, intrigue, and constant will to dominate that keeps you interested. We should let them get on with it whilst we content ourselves with local issues and the annual handling of the Equinoctial Mists,’ Tara replied, looking at her mother for a contribution. 

‘You mean such matters as the problem with the Devil’s Pit in Skellighaven?’ Katre said, doing as she was told. 

‘Precisely,’ said Tara. ‘Leave the kings and queens to fight their big battles while we look after the local stuff. Turn the venefical head back to the everyday and the mundane aspects of nature. Like the wonderful words of that ‘Song of the Venefici’ you taught me.’ 

Tara cleared her throat and spoke the lines. 

‘Kiss the winds and sense the seasons, Smell the rain and know the reasons. Feel the sun, plunge the earth Whisper plant, whisper birth. Run with hares, fly with birds Climb with trees heavenwards. Then you will know the reasons why The earth resides beneath the sky. And if you think it’s yours to change, To redesign and rearrange, Consider your time within its place As no more than a flash in space, And in that flash you would deface The beauty of its timeless place, For no more than a flash in space You would leave your own disgrace So by kissing winds of zephyr light And smelling rain throughout the night And understanding backward sight All your mistakes are rendered right; And this noble place we call our Earth Will have survived you death from birth And all will be as it was before, Your flash in space required a cure.’ 

She finished and looked at her teacher with steady green eyes. 

‘There is no mention of war and kings and conflicts in those prophetic lines are there?’ she said softly. ‘Although a case could be made for: 

And in that flash you would deface The beauty of its timeless place, For no more than a flash in space You would leave your own disgrace.’ 

Twilight looked at them both thoughtfully. They had a point and a very good one at that. Since Rawnie’s death he’d become a court conflict addict, drifted away from the codes that hitherto had bound him to the venefical mission. Without Rawnie’s female realism and logic he’d allowed events to take over.

 It was time to reassess. 

‘I think you’re right and it’s time to get back to nature and local issues. If I have grown to like the big conflicts too much, I will need your help to get over it. War can be an addictive pastime and the withdrawal symptoms difficult to deal with.’ 

Katre smiled and grasped his hand. With the other arm around the shoulders of the still-little Tara, the three of them walked back toward the compound. Later, as Tara slept, Katre and Twilight kissed for the first time. Then they kissed again. 

It went on for quite a while. 

 

‘I think it’s time we went back to Skellighaven to check on progress,’ said the old astounder the following morning. ‘I was reminded of a further visit when you mentioned it last night.’ 

‘You two go. I’m going to bake some bread. You might not eat and Tara’s getting that way as well, but I need sustenance.’ Katre smiled. ‘Besides, I got a mighty shock the last time finding out that the abbot was my birth father. That place holds too many bad memories for me.’ 

When the three of them had left the last time, the abbot, Kate’s mother, and former husband were suspended in complete terror over the huge drop to the jagged rocks of the Devil’s Pit below as the stunned villagers looked on. Twilight had left their fate in Tara’s hands, although he knew that there was a big difference in actually killing someone and removing their hair or fingers, especially for one so young. He had been through this himself as a tyro veneficus, the first decision to end someone’s life, and had not liked it, despite the constant reminder from the long magus that evil will always resurface if it’s not eradicated.

 It was now Tara’s turn and she had decided that the suspension over the Devil’s Pit was sufficient punishment for all three, such that they would never throw anyone else over the abyss, regardless of their heresy, real or false. After a sufficient period of time babbling in abject terror as they were suspended over the jagged rocks and crashing waves, Tara had waved her father, grandmother, and the abbot back to dry land, where they had collapsed at her feet in a display of pitiful, grovelling supplication. A short speech along the lines of ‘don’t do it again or the next time you will go down into the pit’ from the redheaded tyro met with a wall of sworn redemptions and they left. Twilight fully understood Tara’s reluctance to take a life, and although it wasn’t the judgment he would have taken, as Merlin had done with him, he let her decision stand. 

It was now time to see if Tara’s benefice had worked. 

Immediately when they appeared in the clouds over the village of Skellighaven Twilight knew something was wrong. 

There was the unmistakable trace of a strange venefical aura everywhere. In and around the village, the monastery and, worryingly, the nice big hovel and lands of Nell and Patrick Delaney. Twilight’s worst fears were realized when he saw Tara’s treacherous grandmother walk out of the hovel laughing with her bald-headed son-in-law, Tara’s father. 

It looked as if their treachery had borne fruit and they had occupied the Delaneys’ hovel. So what had happened to the Delaneys? 

‘Let’s go down there right now and confront them.’ Tara’s voice was strained. She had a bad feeling about the Delaneys and was beginning to regret letting the abbot - she still couldn’t refer to him as her grandfather - and her grandmother and father live. 

‘Leave it for a while,’ said Twilight gently. ‘Let’s find out who this strange veneficus is and what has gone on. Unlike this new astounder, our auras cannot be traced, so he or she does not know we are here.’ 

The bells at the monastery began to ring, and slowly people began to emerge from their hovels and walk up the hill. Herders left their cattle, the soil-tilling tools of plant husbandry were downed, women stopped drawing water and beating their clothes in the river, and the wood chopper ceased his monotonous rhythm. Soon almost everyone from Skellighaven was in the large chapel at the front of the monastery. The faithful had gathered. With twenty-four chanting monks arrayed around him, the abbot walked slowly through the back entrance and mounted his wooden rostrum. With his fingerless hand tucked into the sleeve of his dark brown habit and a huge silver cross on a chain held in his good hand, he stood and surveyed them all until he had absolute silence. 

‘Dear brethren of Skellighaven,’ he began in a sonorous, arrogant intonation he reserved for speaking down to people, ‘we are extremely lucky to have here in our small community of this great land of Ireland, two great influences to shape and guide us. The first one is the teachings of our great and beloved Saint Columba, who has provided us with a Christian gospel that shines a prodigious light on our everyday devotions and manner of behaviour, and the other one is Saint Patrick, who chased Lucifer out of Ireland and therefore out of the lives of ordinary folk. As you will all know, we here at the monastery have always striven to follow these teachings to the letter, especially in the matter of the destruction of Christian heretics, pagans, and apostates of all colours. To that end we had a tried and tested method of redemption for their wayward souls through the use of the Devil’s Pit. Recent events have, however, made that very difficult, with myself and two other devoted brethren being subjected to a form of torture that was heinous in the extreme . . .’ He paused and glared around at the assembled crowd before raising his good hand high and shouting, ‘Fortunately Saint Columba and Saint Patrick both observed our fate that day and saved us from an unjust heretic’s death.’ 

There were shouts of ‘Praise be to Saint Columba and Saint Patrick’ from a number of the monks. 

‘Now I come to the reason for asking you all here today. There has come among us another, third great influence and one which has only recently arrived from Cill Dara, where she has been working with the Gael kings.’ He paused for dramatic effect. ‘Although most of you have met, spoken, and, in some cases, already benefited from the arrival of this person, I want to use this moment to formally introduce her to you . . . Leannan Sidhe!’ 

He raised his good hand to the ceiling and again the monks took up the cry ‘Praise be to Leannan Sidhe.’ 

The abbot and monks all looked up to the high wooden rafters of the monastery as a figure in a long brown habit with the cowl pulled right down over her eyes gently floated downward. 

Observing the descent the crowd began to mutter and point in excitement. 

Twilight and Tara, themselves suspended invisibly in one of the high corners of the chapel, had been observing the aura of a black-haired, blue-eyed woman in her habit preparing for this great entrance. 

Leannan Sidhe was the name of an old Irish witch goddess who was closely associated with the fairies. Twilight spoke softly and directly to Tara’s mind. Do not reply for she is too close and may pick up your words. 

Tara nodded and watched the spectacle unfold beneath her. Leannan landed gently beside the abbot, dipped the cowl in a bow to him and then to the congregation. Reaching forward the abbot removed the cowl. 

It was empty; there wasn’t a head inside. 

Then the habit was slipped off. 

Empty space, there was nothing in there. 

Holding the empty habit aloft like a performer on a stage, the abbot and the monks began to chant. 

‘Leannan Sidhe, Leannan Sidhe, Leannan Sidhe.’ 

Their chant was taken up by the congregation and soon the rafters shook to the great ululation of her name. 

Slowly a figure emerged alongside the abbot. Medium height, long jet-black tresses to her shoulder, and piercing eyes of translucent blue sapphire. Wearing a matching blue floor-length dress, Leannan Sidhe opened her arms wide in a smile of gratitude at the thunderous welcome. It was a carefully staged entrance designed to awe the congregation. Once again Kate’s mother and her former husband were the most vociferous in their welcome. 

Leannan Sidhe waved her arms downward to still the tumult. 

‘Brethren of Skellighaven.’ Her voice was melodious yet loud enough to carry to the back of the chapel. ‘Thank you for that great welcome. Although I have only been here for a few short days, I feel as if I already belong among you.’ 

Kate’s husband led a few cries of appreciation. 

‘When I came here I discovered that you had been the victim of certain misdeeds involving sorcery with regards to your devout and just approach to dealing with heretics. This had sown the seeds of disunity and discord among you. I am glad to say that I have been able to help correct those misdeeds, restore your unity, and replace your just approach. Any future threats to your abilities to cast pagans and heretics in the Devil’s Pit will be dealt with by me. You need have no fear of retribution for I, Leannan Sidhe, divine Christian veneficus of Ireland and sworn upholder of the faith, will protect you against evil sorcery in whatever form it returns!’ 

The congregation broke out again in thunderous applause. Twilight motioned to Tara that it was time to leave. They’d heard enough. The Delaneys had undoubtedly been cast into the Devil’s Pit and there would be more. If they didn’t do something about Leannan Sidhe. 

 

‘Other than Elelendise and her now famous terminus in her fight with Merlin, have you been involved in the death of a veneficus in the past?’ 

Tara and Twilight had transformed back to Katre at the compound. 

‘Yes,’ said Twilight. ‘Two of them forty-five years ago. Go-ian and Go-uan. They were Viking twins.’ 

‘Were they . . . we . . . any different to kill than ordinary mortals?’ Tara asked. 

‘Yes. It’s harder due to the heightened senses. Death has to be really well thought out to work on a veneficus, especially one with the power of that Leannan Sidhe. However, if we plan on saving the innocents of Skellighaven from the Devil’s Pit and their properties and valuables from the abbot, your grandmother, and father, the Witch Fairy has to go.’ ‘And this time,’ said Katre vehemently, ‘they go with her.’ 

Tara nodded, her lips set in a thin line of determination. ‘Saint 

Columba and Saint Patrick saved them from an unjust heretic’s death indeed. I saved them and it was a mistake that cost Nell and Patrick Delaney their lives. It won’t happen again.’ 

‘Did she have any animals with her?’ Katre asked. 

Twilight looked at Tara with his eyebrows raised. 

‘No, and I didn’t detect any,’ Tara replied. ‘Did you?’ She directed the question at Twilight. 

‘Yes. She had the strong smell of lynx about her.’ 

‘Lynx?’ Katre said. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen one. It’s a big cat, isn’t it?’ 

Twilight chuckled. ‘Genus felis. A big cat and deadly killer. Gray, brown body about the size of a large sheep with sharp, slashing claws and teeth. Lives on a wide range of animals including reindeer, red deer, sheep, goats, hares, and birds. Generally gives humans a wide berth unless cornered. Lives in forests, dense shrubs, and grass. Hunts on the ground but can climb trees like a squirrel. Usually solitary but sometimes hunts in packs. Our Witch Fairy has chosen her ligamen animal well, eh?’ 

Katre shuddered. ‘Thank goodness there’s not many of them around,’ she said. 

‘Just because they’re not seen doesn’t mean that there are only a few of them around,’ said Tara. ‘I had one for a friend for a while when I was a small girl back in Skellighaven before it disappeared.’ 

Twilight looked at her. 

‘I suppose it’s getting near the time we chose your animals. You can’t go on using all of them all of the time. For one thing it’s not fair to them.’ 

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’ve been thinking about which species to have.’ 

‘What have you narrowed it down to?’ 

‘It’s between birds and mammals,’ she said sheepishly, and Twilight and Katre both laughed. 

‘So the poor old fish are out then?’ Twilight said, still grinning. 



‘I can’t make up my mind. On the one hand I see the wonderful relationship you have with the pica. Your ‘Wings of Twilight’ can fly everywhere, watch everything from high in the sky or trees, and get to you quickly with messages or instructions when required. On the other hand, and the lynx are a good example of this, a fierce mammal can protect you with their fighting prowess when called upon to do so.’ 

‘I agree. It’s impossible to have both.’ 

‘Did you choose the pica?’ 

‘No, they were chosen for me long before I became a tyro. The day Merlin introduced them to me was one of the most memorable of my life.’ 

‘Were they chosen for you before you were born?’ ‘Probably.’ 

‘Is there a species out there waiting for me?’ 

‘Yes, all of them. That’s where you’re special, different from all the rest of us . . . again. We all had a species chosen for us. All the animals would take it as a great honour to be in ligamen to you. You do the choosing.’ 

‘How long have I got?’ 

‘If we’re going to take on Leannan Sidhe and her lynx, you’ll want your animals by your side, so not very long.’ ‘When are we going back to Skellighaven?’ ‘In three days.’ ‘I’ll decide by then.’ 






  




Chapter 5

 

‘Some of our most productive work is done at night. Mortals have to sleep, but it renders them defenseless and oblivious of what’s going on.’ 

 

As third-generation Viking, with their ancestors coming to these shores with Guthrum, the first Norse jarl to invade with a substantial force, Swein, Harold, and Beorn Godwine had flourished through their father and his close association with Canute, who had followed Guthrum and become the first Viking king of England. Because the social structure of the lowlanders was largely tribal and inadequate for the basis of forming and running a permanent empire, Canute had formed a small standing army of highly trained professional soldiers and housecarls. These were employed as his personal bodyguard and law keepers in the event of any refusal on the part of the populace to pay the Danegeld, a pernicious land tax levied on all property owners. After Canute’s demise and death, these soldiers had evolved into landowners of repute to control great swathes of the English countryside. This was the basis upon which Earl Godwine had formed his vast estates and power base. 

When Swein and his soldiers were banished to Denmark by Twilight, separating him from Edgiva, his kidnapped abbess who subsequently joined him, he spent a great deal of time in Denmark fuming and plotting his revenge with his second in command, a tall Viking housecarl called Eric ‘Ekki’ Salonen. When they were joined by Swein’s two brothers, Beorn and Harold and their men, also banished by King Edward the Confessor following the choking death of their father and discovery of the plot to take over the throne, the plotting took on a more structured approach. First was their revenge on the accursed wizard Twilight and his child tyro for their banishment and the death of their father. They did not believe a man who had eaten bread and washed it down with wine all his life like their father could suddenly die choking on it, especially as he was only a few feet away from the hated wizard at the time. Secondly their ambition to take the crown of England from the head of the pitiful religious wreck Edward the Confessor was undiminished, and the plan was that Harold, the oldest of the three brothers, would be wearing it one day soon with Beorn and Swein by his side. 

First the wizard. 

It was decided to send Ekki Salonen with a small, hand-picked group of soldiers to England to kill Twilight by any means possible. Any other associates of the Wessex wizard were also to be dispatched summarily, but he was the main target. They were aware of the advantages a veneficus had, through the use of the enchantments, over ordinary mortals, as they were regarding the previous eradication of the Viking venefical strain under Freyja, which had become lore in their great Norse sagas. All options were studied and Salonen carefully briefed, but the final parting was typically Viking. 

Failure is not an option. Don’t come back without the runeslayer’s head. 

On a moonlit night some four days later, Ekki Salonen and his small band of twenty men, following the route of Guthrum’s invading forces all those years ago, rowed up the long shingle beach of Lyme Regis and, leaving two men to guard the longboat, struck immediately inland for Avebury. 

 

‘When I first joined Merlin he changed my vision for a few days so that I could only see things in black and white.’ Twilight, Katre, and Tara were sitting outside the Avebury compound watching the sun set over the Silbury Mound. 

‘Why?’

 ‘His answer to me was that this way nothing genuine would be gray or coloured, only black or white. This would teach me to decipher complicated situations by filtering out the many incidentals and images that would seek to obscure the fundamental truths. By removing the shades and colours from the genuine, we can strip a matter down to its barest bones and uncover its carefully encoded secrets. It is a useful facility, especially when your wise counsel has been requested to rule on a complicated issue involving many diverse people and opinions, all of whom will swear on oath that they are telling the rigid truth and that theirs is the just cause.’ 

Tara considered this for a moment. 

‘What about the night. Could you see anything?’ 

Twilight smiled. 

‘That was my question to the long magus. His answer was that if it was a genuine darkness brought on by the onset of genuine night, I would know it. If it wasn’t genuine it would show as shades of gray, depending upon the depth of the deception. That is how you distinguish dewfall from false dawn, rising phoenix from ghoulish spectre, enemy from friend.’ 

‘Are you going to change my vision that way?’ asked Tara. 

‘I don’t think you need it, special one,’ replied the old astounder. ‘Your powers are well in advance of what mine were at the same stage. You worked out that your grandmother, father, and the abbot at Skellighaven were all wrongdoers and punished them according to each crime. Then there was the cow you raised from the quicksand and the ship’s captain you saved from a beating. All very different situations and all recognized as such by you for what they were. That was well before we met. You have a natural ability to decipher complicated situations without any need to strip them down.’ 

‘That’s a relief.’ The redheaded little tyro grinned. ‘I really like colours.’ 

‘Have you decided upon your animals?’ 

Tara pulled a face. 

‘I have . . . reluctantly.’ 

Twilight smiled and winked at Katre and waited. 

‘It finally came down to two species, dogs and swans. Dogs because I had a wonderful relationship with two big Irish wolfhounds belonging to a local landowner in Skellighaven. Huge, fierce hunting animals that would tear anyone apart who so much as looked at me when we were together yet let me ride upon their backs like a horse and push and pull them around like puppies. I even used to put my head in their mouths.’ 

Katre shuddered at the memories. 

‘It used to frighten me when she played with them. They wouldn’t let anyone come near Tara when they were playing, including me, yet were so gentle with her. I think it was my first realization that this little girl was different.’ 

‘And swans, the mute but beautiful Cygnus olor. What of them?’ 

Tara sighed. ‘I love them very much. Strong flyers, good on water, brave and intelligent, mate for life, all excellent qualities for a ligamen animal . . . but I have chosen dogs.’ 

‘The hamlets and settlements of Wessex will never be the same again when you come by,’ Twilight said with a smile. ‘All the barking dogs will be silenced by your presence.’ 

‘What I would specifically like,’ said Tara in a cajoling voice, ‘is the close companionship of those two Irish wolfhounds from Skellighaven.’ 

Twilight looked at her with his black- and gray-streaked eyebrows raised. 

‘You mean steal them from the landowner?’ 

‘Not so much stealing as a straight swap.’ 

‘What would you swap them for?’ 

‘Ridding the area of those who would unsettle it.’ 

The old wizard let out a sharp guffaw and then pondered the situation. 

‘Sounds like a fair swap to me. What say you, Katre?’ 

‘It would seem to me that the landowner is getting by far the better deal.’ 

‘So be it. We’ll collect them before we deal with the Witch Fairy Leannan Sidhe and bring them back. Say good-bye to your mother, it’s time we were gone.’ 

After Tara had done so, Twilight gave Katre a lingering kiss. She was going to move into his hovel when they got back, leaving Tara in their current home. 

His days of loneliness were about to end. 

Twilight didn’t transport directly to Skellighaven. He recalled the abbot introducing Leannan Sidhe to the congregation as ‘recently arrived from Cill Dara, where she had been working with the Gael kings.’ He thought there might be something worthwhile to learn there about the black-haired, blue-eyed venefica. He’d never met an Irish king before, although if the current crop of English counterparts was anything to go by, he would quickly wish he hadn’t met this one. 

‘That large hill down there,’ Twilight pointed to a high, green plateau beneath them, ‘is your namesake. It’s called the Hill of Tara, the ancient seat of the Gael kings of Ireland, also known as the Land of Saints and Scholars. This area is known as Cill Dara or Kildare. The current Gael king is Donnchadh O’Brain, son of Brian Boru, and he has ruled Ireland for thirty-five years.’ 

He pointed to a large circular stone building with guards at the door. 

‘That must be Donnchadh O’Brain’s palace. Come, we will pay his highness a visit.’ 

The old Irish king was sitting in a great carved chair by a large open fire in the great circular hall, surrounded by his senior chieftains and three bards who also acted as chroniclers and satirists. Their job was to continuously praise the king and his great exploits and long rule and damn to all the hells those who would ever oppose him. The old king, well into his eighties now and with a long, gray beard, dozed quietly with occasional interjections in the conversations milling around him. 

Twilight spoke softly but clearly to his mind. 

Great King Donnchadh O’Brain, I am Twilight, veneficus of Wessex in Britain. I wish you no harm and come with my tyro Tara, a young girl of Ireland who will replace me. We would wish to talk with you. 

Donnchadh O’Brain’s eyes flew open and he looked all around the high parts of the ceiling of the circular hall. 

‘Show yourself,’ he suddenly barked with a voice belying his years. He looked over and shouted toward the first of six heavily armed guards standing around the inside of the circular wall. 

‘Tell your men to have their weapons at the ready, Colm. We are about to receive some visitors of the venefical kind and we know what they’re like, eh?’ 

All conversation stopped at his words. Then Twilight and Tara suddenly appeared in the middle of the hall. Giving everyone a chance to register their presence, Twilight smiled disarmingly and bowed. Tara followed suit. 

‘Thank you for allowing us to speak with you, my lord. I am Twilight and this is Tara. I take it by your comment that venefici are not very welcome around here?’ 

‘Indeed they are not, so state your business and be gone with you,’ the king said brusquely, leaning forward. 

As Twilight was about to open his mouth, Tara put a staying hand on his arm and spoke to the old king in a rapid Gaelic dialect. There followed a conversation between the young redheaded tyro and the old monarch that went on for some time with frequent use of the words Leannan Sidhe. Just as Twilight was getting to fully understand the language, Tara turned to him. 

‘The Witch Fairy was attached to this court for three years. She arrived after the many battles the king had with the Viking invaders. Although these people were eventually victorious and drove the Viking into the sea, the fighting exacted a terrible price on the young men of the tribe and everyone was tired of war. As you have explained with the mainland Celts, it was the same here. They wanted a period of peace to rebuild their nation. Leannan Sidhe arrived at the perfect time and dazzled everyone with her magic, and the king welcomed her and made her his court veneficus. She told everyone here that she was the messenger of Brighid, Bright Goddess of the Gael. The king’s words were that at the time it was as if she had been sent by God. For a while she delighted everyone, appearing and disappearing, flying around unseen, and performing magic like they have never seen before. Then the mutilated bodies began to appear.’ 

Twilight turned his attention to the king, who fired off another rapid burst of Gaelic at him. 

‘She was an arch-diabolist glorying in the pain and torture of others. Any others. And since there weren’t any Viking left around for her to practice her black arts on, she turned her attentions to the people around her.’ 

He waved his arm around to include those in the room and then spat into the fire, which sent sparks flying and sizzling. 

‘We began to find dead people with their bodies cut open and their entrails drawn out of them wound around a stick. It takes a long time to die that way and it is the sickest and most painful death a man can experience, and believe you me I’ve seen some pretty barbaric examples. It is said that you can feel every strip of guts and intestine slowly drawing toward the surface. Meanwhile the brain continues to function. In the right hands, unconsciousness and death won’t come for a long time and certainly not soon enough. Anyone who indulges in such torture has a mind lower than anything Hades has to offer. It’s a form of depravity beyond any human comprehension.’ 

The gnarled old king shook his head in disbelief at the memory of it. 

He continued, unworried that someone of Tara’s age shouldn’t be a party to such revelations. 

‘Each time we found another corpse with the entrails wrapped around a stick like clotted wool on a hand bobbin, the search for the pervert intensified. Although we had our suspicions, we couldn’t prove anything, couldn’t nail her down. Getting close to her became difficult because she always had that fierce pet lynx pressed against her thigh. We actually think she fed some of the human entrails to the animal. She would also use her magic to confuse the issue and put us off the scent. Until, finally, she was caught in the act actually eating the warm entrails off the stick as she drew them out of a still-live person in the form of Tadhg.’ 

The old king’s chin dropped to his chest. Neither Twilight nor Tara would dare ask the question; it was too important. 

‘He was my brother,’ he said eventually, looking up. ‘And I was the one who caught her. She disappeared instantly, with the blood and guts of my beloved Tadhg still running down her face.’ 

A heavy silence descended upon the large circular hall. 

Eventually Donnchadh O’Brain, first son of Brian Boru and High King of all Ireland, looked up and addressed Twilight. 

‘So, magic makers, you now know why you’re not wanted around here. We associate diabolism, dreadful torture, and cannibalism with your sort.’ 

Twilight bowed again and took Tara’s hand. 

‘You will welcome us the next time we come, my lord. I promise you that.’ 

 

‘Phew,’ exclaimed Tara as they left Cill Dara and floated slowly in the still, clear air toward Skellighaven. ‘I feel sick. Is it alright for a tyro to be sick?’ ‘Yes, so long as it’s downwind of me.’ 

‘I didn’t realize just how much damage a veneficus can do if they are evil,’ she said thoughtfully. 

The old astounder nodded. ‘The propensity for misuse is huge. Unfortunately there is evil in venefici just as in all other walks of life, although this Leannan Sidhe is a special one. As evil females go I thought Elelendise, the wolf woman, was bad enough, and Freyja and her twin daughter, Go-uan, pretty awful, but they were saints compared to this enchanted obscenity and her unspeakable perversions.’ 

‘It won’t be long before she starts torturing and eating those in Skellighaven.’ Tara shuddered. ‘They’ll be like lambs to the slaughter for her. Maybe we should just leave her to get on with it, do our job for us.’ 

‘If it was just the abbot and his monks, your father and grandmother, I’d be tempted,’ said Twilight. ‘But she will torture and eat folk indiscriminately. The innocent and the guilty will all be the same to her. And she will throw a few into the Devil’s Pit at the same time just to keep up appearances.’ 

‘I thought you said grown venefici didn’t eat?’ 

‘We don’t. What she’s doing couldn’t be classified as eating, not for sustenance purposes anyhow. What she’s doing is a form of perverted bestiality.’ 

‘Where are we going now?’ 

‘I thought we’d take a look at these dogs of yours before 

anything else.’ 

‘Yes, yes . . . YES!’ Tara exclaimed. ‘If I didn’t feel so queasy I’d give you a big kiss for that.’ 

Twilight wrinkled his nose. 

‘Save it for the wolfhounds. They’ll be so pleased to see you they won’t notice.’ 

The landowner, an old Irish thane called Flynn Deira, owned a large stretch of forestry inland of Skellighaven. He didn’t have much to do with the villagers, considering them a lazy bunch of thieving scavengers. If any of them were caught snooping around his estates he’d either hang them or put his dogs on them or anyone who questioned his right to do so. Hanging was the most merciful. He was irreligious to the point of atheism, but no one would ever throw him into the Devil’s Pit because he maintained a small army of at least one hundred and fifty soldiers. The various comings and goings of the grubby hovel scavengers of Skellighaven couldn’t have bothered him less. As long as they kept out of his way he was content to let them carry on in their little world of petty thievery, scant plant food husbandry, and poverty. Thus he lived in an isolated feudal world of doing whatever pleased him. 

Which was hunting. 

Flynn Deila lived on horseback. Every day he would sally forth from his large manor house at the head of a party of a dozen or so soldiers dressed for the hunt. Throughout the day they would chase and spear wolves, wild boar, and stags all around his vast forests, loosing off hundreds of arrows and spears and even running down the occasional fox if the mood took them. 

 

To aid his all-consuming hobby, Flynn Deira bred horses, dogs, and falcons. The dogs were always huge, fierce, and lightning fast gray Irish wolfhounds. With a highly developed sense of smell they could track a wolf, boar, or deer from spore over a week old and bring it down by the throat if given the command to do so. Originally bred by the Celts as war dogs - they could take a knight off his horse with a mighty leap - they were mostly used to track and corner the target animals so that Flynn Deira and his men could finish them off with their spears. It was said that the walls of Flynn Deira’s large stone manor house was festooned with large antlered heads of stags, pale-eyed wolves, and the smaller but fiercely combative wild boar. 

It was a pair of these fierce, full-grown wolfhounds that wandered into Skellighaven one quiet summer’s day. As everyone rushed fearfully into their hovels, flimsy and inadequate wattle and daub protection that would have collapsed immediately had the dogs decided to charge into them, the then tiny Tara, escaping from Kate’s watchful eye for just a few moments, walked toward the salivating dogs with her hands held out. With the villagers watching from behind their walls in horror, and after a brief bout of licking the top of her red hair with long, pink tongues, the two wolfhounds attached themselves to her and would not move from her side. Anyone who came close was treated to two sets of long, sharp teeth bared in a ferocious snarl that left them in no doubt that one step nearer and they were in big trouble. Eventually Tara had to command them to go back to their owner on the premise they could come back and play with her whenever their hunting services were not required. 

Besides, little girls need their sleep, and at the time she was just four years old. 

It got so bad that Flynn Deira had to pen the dogs up when they were not hunting because as soon as they saw an opening, they would be off to seek out their beloved little Tara. And on many an occasion Katre received the fright of her life when the pair of huge dogs padded expectantly into her hovel in search of her daughter. 

Following their visit to Donnchadh O’Brain’s circular palace, Twilight and Tara suddenly appeared alongside Flynn Deira’s dog pens. There were eight dogs in the pen and every single one of them started howling as soon as they saw her. Climbing to their hind legs, they towered above Tara around the outer fence as they scrabbled and snapped at each other to get at the tiny hand she offered them. 



‘Those are the pair that used to come and visit me,’ she said, pointing out the two biggest animals. ‘They are the mother and father of the rest of them here.’ 

She turned away from the noisy dogs and addressed Twilight. 

‘Do they know they are in ligamen to me?’ 

‘Oh yes. They have known for a long time. Probably, as with my pica, before we were born.’ 

‘But I only chose them yesterday.’ 

‘That’s true, but for all the choices you could have made, you are still dancing to human tunes and timescales and, although we like to think such decisions are made by us, in truth they’re not. Animals move to altogether different rhythms involving preordination and eventuality. They knew their very own veneficus was coming. It was just a matter of time.’ 

‘What if I’d chosen the swans?’ 

‘Then we would be with them right now and they’d be just as happy as these wolfhounds. In the meantime they will wait.’ 

‘So every animal gets a veneficus eventually?’ 

‘Only those who deserve it,’ said the old enchanter obliquely. 

‘I don’t understand,’ Tara said simply, stroking the floppy ear of one of the younger wolfhounds. 

‘You will . . . eventually,’ said Twilight, pointing toward the stone manor house. ‘In the meantime you had better think up a reason for removing this man’s beloved animals.’ 

Tara followed his pointing finger and saw Flynn Deira and six of his men striding purposefully toward them. 

‘Easy,’ said Tara, opening the heavy gate of the pen with a slight movement of her index finger. As the eight dogs sprang out of the open pen, Tara muttered a few words to them and waved the same index finger in a line across the front of where they stood. The dogs sprang into a straight line between them and the advancing Flynn Deira and his men. As the men hesitated, eight sets of dripping jowls opened and ferocious snarls began to rumble in their throats. The wolfhounds’ bodies tensed, ready to jump at their former master and his men. 

‘Whoa there!’ A surprised Flynn Deira held his hand up and they came to a sudden stop. 

‘Not you again,’ he said resignedly, eyeing Tara. ‘I thought I’d seen the back of you, my girl, and got my dogs back to myself.’ 

Tara smiled at him sweetly. ‘You can have six of them. I only want two.’ ‘Which two?’ Flynn Deira glared down at her. 

‘Those.’ Tara pointed to the older mother and father pair. ‘Your old playmates, eh,’ said the huntsman. ‘I ought to have known it. I suppose they’ll all bite my head off if I don’t agree?’ 

Tara smiled again and sort of shrugged. ‘What do I get in return?’ ‘Something,’ said Tara mysteriously, ‘to hunt in your forest that you’ve never hunted before. A particularly fierce, difficult, and secretive animal that few have ever seen let alone hunted.’ ‘What animal is that?’ Flynn Deira showed his interest by the gleam in his eye. 

‘A lynx,’ said Tara. ‘A great big, bad lynx.’ 

 

‘Because older venefici don’t sleep, some of our most productive work is done at night.’ Twilight spoke quietly to Tara, who was beginning to get heavy-eyed. They were sitting under an ancient elm tree in a small clearing outside of Skellighaven. Tara was curled up in between the two huge wolfhounds, the gray fur of their bodies encircling her like a protective wall. 

‘How long will it be before I don’t need sleep?’ Her voice 

was drowsy. ‘A few more years yet.’ ‘Hmmm . . .’ Moments later the regular hush of her breathing meant sleep. 

Two pairs of intelligent brown eyes in huge heads covered in gray fur followed Twilight as he stood up. 

‘Look after her, I won’t be long.’ The two wolfhounds named by Tara earlier as Feasa, the female, and Eoghan, the male, opened their great jaws in acknowledgment. Insisting that noble beasts should have noble names, Tara had asked Twilight to run through all the old Irish Gael kings as far back in time as he could. Then she chose the names. 



One thing was certain, nothing would get close to their charge, and even the wind had to ask permission to ruffle her red hair. Tara awoke the following morning to the sound of cracking bones. Twilight was feeding the dogs. Still not leaving Tara’s side, they gnawed the meat and began to crunch the bones in their powerful jaws from the two large joints Twilight put in front of them. 

‘Where did you get the meat from?’ Tara asked, rubbing her eyes. ‘The kitchen at the monastery.’ ‘You’ve been up to something?’ The old astounder smiled at her. 

‘I’ve been the harbinger of haunted, hysterical horripilation hellfire on the hapless,’ he said. ‘The placer of petrified phantoms of pandemonius poltergeists in the stygian sleep patterns of the psychotically unpalatable.’ 

‘Ugh . . .’ 

‘Nightmares,’ said Twilight. ‘I’ve been giving people nightmares.’ 

Tara nodded as comprehension began to dawn. 

‘Let me guess,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘The people are the abbot, my grandmother, and father, and the nightmares are about the Witch Queen herself.’ 

‘Precisely. As I said, some of our most productive work is done at night. Mortals have to sleep; it renders them defenseless and oblivious of what’s going on. That vulnerability can be exploited; we can interfere with their subliminal dreams through the conduit of the lightest touch to their foreheads. So those three are waking up about now screaming in abject terror at the very real spectre I planted, the reality of which will not leave them in peace until I remove it . . . or not.’ 

‘The reality of having their intestines drawn out on a stick and being eaten alive by Leannan Sidhe?’ 

‘Double precisely.’ 

‘What will they do?’ 

‘It should quickly drive them mad. Let’s go and find out, shall we?’ 

Leaving the dogs to sleep off their meal under the elm tree, Twilight and Tara transformed to the clouds over Skellighaven. The first thing they saw was Tara’s father rushing out of the illegally sequestered Delaneys’ hovel, shouting and clutching his bald head. Moments later the grandmother came out screaming at the top of her voice and beating at her head. After a few moments of caterwauling and jumping up and down on the spot, they both set off up the hill to the monastery. Before they got there, the abbot suddenly appeared in a similar state at the entrance to the monastery and ran down the hill to join them. After a brief dance of terror around each other, shouting and comparing the vivid horror of the implanted dreams, which would not leave their consciousness, the three of them slumped to the long grass and howled their painful images into one another’s faces. 

Twilight pointed to the sky above them. 

Leannan Sidhe, the Witch Queen herself, drawn like a starving wolf to a fresh blood scent, was descending very quickly toward the howling trio in the grass, the lynx pressed protectively to her side. 

As she appeared alongside the abbot, it triggered a fresh bout of howling, and the three crazed mortals staggered to their feet and began to run away, still clutching and beating at their heads. 

‘Stop!’ she ordered in a loud voice, freezing them in midflight. Slowly she walked around, pressing her hand to each forehead, the face beneath a study in abject, frozen terror. The image of herself greedily winding out their intestines on a stick came through very clear from each one. What’s more, she couldn’t remove it from their minds. 

She looked upward. It had to be that Twilight’s doing. He and his tyro were up there somewhere watching her. She couldn’t see any trace of them; they’d found a way of disguising their auras. Judging by the immovable images planted in these idiot’s heads they’d also traced her activities back to Donnchadh O’Brain at Cill Dara. This wasn’t turning out as planned. Time to flush them out - time for a venefical declaration of war. 

I know you’re up there. Show yourselves. Only cowards hide their auras in the clouds. If you don’t I’ll start acting out the images you placed in their minds . . . now. What little girl would stand by and watch her relatives subjected to something like this without trying to stop it, eh? 

Twilight put his index finger to his lips, indicating to Tara not to make any reply directly to her or through mind speak to him. 

The lynx hissed and followed its mistress’s eyes as she scanned the skies. 

Nothing. 

Twilight indicated to Tara that they were leaving. The scene had been set, doubts sown. 

‘She’s welcome to them this time,’ said Tara when they reappeared under the ancient elm tree next to Feasa and Eoghan. 

‘But at the very least she’ll get a bad stomach-ache.’ 

She giggled, completely unworried by the fact that her father, grandmother, and probable birth grandfather were being consumed alive by a flesh-eating witch venefica. 

 

Ekki Salonen and his men crept stealthily up to the compound on the outskirts of the hamlet of Avebury. Night was falling and they could hear the sound of a woman’s voice singing inside the larger of the two hovels. With their swords drawn they rushed through the flimsy willow gate and charged into the hovel where the melodious female voice was coming from. The singing stopped suddenly to be replaced by a muffled scream. Moments later they dragged an unconscious Katre from the hovel. The watching pica, fidgety because they knew their liege lord was too far away for them to reach, decided to keep a close watch on the Viking band with a relay of birds constantly reporting their position back to the compound. 

Twilight must come back soon; otherwise Katre would be lost to them, forever. 

 

‘The combined power of the two of us should easily overcome that of Leannan Sidhe, even though she has a good, strong aura,’ said Twilight. 

‘What about the lynx?’ 



‘If it becomes a problem we’ll let Feasa and Eoghan handle it. They’ll have to make up for my lack of pica.’ 

‘There are plenty of pica around here. Why don’t you use them?’ 

‘It’s not fair on the local birds to suddenly pitch them into a life or-death battle without any warning,’ said the alpha astounder. ‘They would, of course, give it everything they had in service to me, but it’s too sudden, too savage. I have purposefully refrained from contacting any of them here in Ireland so they don’t know 

I’m here. Let’s leave them in peace.’ Tara tickled the ears of the two big wolfhounds. ‘Hear that, my gray giants? You are to stand in for the mighty pica, and there just might be a big cat for you to play with.’ 

The dogs whined in happy unison. Just being with their beloved little redheaded, green-eyed, freckled, impishly smiling liege lord was enough for them. 

They were still sitting under the ancient old elm tree in the small clearing outside of Skellighaven. 

Twilight looked at Tara carefully. 

‘Tara, it’s very early in your training period to be involved in a battle against a full-grown, powerful venefica. At about the same age I was kept pretty much on the sidelines during Merlin’s fight with Elelendise, so just in case anything goes wrong with our plan I want you to stay invisible and keep out of any subsequent engagement between Leannan Sidhe and me.’ 

‘Okay,’ Tara said unconcernedly. 

‘One thing’s for certain, sitting around under this old elm won’t get the job done. C’mon, little special one, it’s the monastery for us. Grab a hold of them big dogs; they’re about to have a ride the like of which no Irish wolfhound has ever had before.’ 

They quickly detected the witch queen’s aura in the monastery, and leaving Tara high in the clouds, Twilight appeared at the gates and sent a powerful mind message directly to her. 

I call upon you, Leannan Sidhe, perverted venefica and disgrace to all the codes that we hold in such great reverence, to show yourself to me, Twilight, veneficus of Wessex, here outside the gates of this monastery. 

In less time than it takes an eye to blink, Leannan Sidhe appeared in front of Twilight. The lynx was locked to her hip, its spitting, hissing mouth open in a display of hatred rivalling that of its mistress. 

‘We meet at last,’ she sneered. ‘Where’s your drivel-nosed little redheaded tyro, skulking in the clouds as usual?’ 

The old astounder smiled. 

‘Of course, she doesn’t much fancy the idea of being eaten alive.’ 

‘And you, old man, how do you fancy it?’ 

Leannan Sidhe licked her lips suggestively. 

‘This old venefical flesh is too tough for you, foul cannibal and disgrace to our code,’ Twilight replied softly. 

Unable to disguise the hatred that flashed across her sapphire blue eyes, Leannan Sidhe suddenly twitched her right arm back as if to unleash a thunderbolt. The lynx tensed as if to spring, its long, sharp teeth dripping. 

Twilight froze all her movements instantly. As the witch queen realized what he’d done she began to smile, a movement made possible against the freeze by the fact that her power was greater than his. The lynx was also straining toward him against the freeze. Her lips curled into a sneer. 

‘You’ll have to do better than that, old man. My power is superior to yours.’ 

She began to slowly draw back her right arm to its full extension again to deliver a thunderbolt right to the middle of Twilight’s body. 

It was at that precise moment that Tara added her power to that of Twilight’s and Leannan Sidhe and her big cat locked up. 

Solid. 

Twilight leaned in close and engaged the sapphire blue eyes that had just had time to register the terror of the situation before the complete cessation of all movement. 

‘I have left your hearing channel open only in order that you can listen to me. Use of all movement and enchantments are frozen. Your vaunted power has been completely overcome by ours. This replicates what you have done to the victims of your foul perversions who were forced to remain conscious as you drew out and ate their intestines. I can only imagine such a death.’ 

Ignoring the heads of some of the monks who were beginning to peep and point around the doors and windows of the monastery, Twilight waved his arm and picked up the frozen image of the witch and her lynx and transported them high over the hill toward the Devil’s Pit. Tara, staying out of sight but remaining close above, came with them, keeping the full flow of her prodigious power locked into her mentor. Although there was no visible sign of movement from any part of Leannan Sidhe, Twilight could feel her giving everything in the internal fight for release. It was in vain. The combined power of Twilight and Tara was more than enough to hold the perverted witch queen solid. 

Even her thought processes were locked. 

At the top of the hill Feasa and Eoghan watched the airborne images coming toward them. Separating the lynx from its mistress, Twilight snapped his fingers and the lynx was unfrozen. Its first reaction was a rather surprised look of incomprehension at its suspended mistress, followed by a spitting display of fur-raising hatred at Twilight. 

Then it saw Feasa and Eoghan pacing deliberately toward it with their huge mouths bared and went straight down to the floor on its back. With legs upward and claws retracted, the lynx displayed all the flat-furred characteristics of grovelling surrender. The dogs sat down, one each side of the terrified cat, and fixed their bright brown eyes on its every move. Anything more than breathing would be death. 

Twilight took Leannan Sidhe out over the edge of the Devil’s Pit and, floating downward alongside her, again spoke quietly. 

‘What you have done to the venefical calling in this land has been an abomination that will take generations to replace. Your perversions will remain an open wound and a disgrace to our bardic codes for all time. Each one of the great Stones of Destiny at Avebury in Wessex, a place that you have never been nor have any knowledge of, will rest a little lower in the ground as the venefical ancestors absorb the shame of your abominations. We all have to carry a part of the shame.’ 

They neared the water and stopped. The great rollers thundered beneath them toward their mighty collision with the jagged rocks of the shore nearby. On the skyline the blue-gray islands of the two Skelligs watched in silent approbation. 

Twilight waved his hands downward, and Leannan Sidhe disappeared beneath the waves, her long black hair floating on the surface for a brief moment before it, too, disappeared in a swirl as it followed the locked body of the witch queen into the depths. 

A veneficus with frozen airways and no access to the enchantments will take about five minutes to die. Twilight and Tara kept Leannan Sidhe under the water for an hour. The last thing the witch queen heard in her mind before the oblivion of death claimed her was Twilight’s voice. 

The final moment of your perverted eternity has arrived. Good-bye 

 

Flynn Deira was out hunting later that day when he caught the flash of yellow and black fur out of the corner of his eye. Shouting for his men to join him, he spurred his horse in the direction it took and, after a lengthy chase, thought he’d cornered the animal in a forest clearing. Looking back at him through tawny yellow eyes with black pupils, its flanks heaving, was the most beautiful animal he’d ever seen. 

A fully grown male lynx. 

Dismounting with his spear in his hand he began to slowly edge toward the cornered animal. As his breathless men suddenly charged into the clearing behind him, the lynx leapt into a tree with one bound and running along the branches with the agility and speed of a squirrel was soon gone. 

The old Irish hunter looked in the direction the lynx had escaped. ‘I think,’ he said to himself, ‘the sport you are going to provide was well worth the loss of those two hounds.’ 

Later that day Twilight and Tara were again in the clouds over Cill Dara. Twilight sent a mind message to the palace below. 

Donnchadh O’Brain, High King of all Ireland, it is Twilight and Tara again. We bring you a gift and good news. 

Below them the old king awoke from his doze in front of the big fire and once again warned his guards to be extra careful. 

Moments later Twilight and Tara appeared carrying a body, which they laid on the ground at the king’s feet. It was Leannan Sidhe. 

The old king peered at the body carefully before looking at Twilight. 

‘This is true, magic maker? No tricks?’ 

Twilight smiled. ‘No tricks, my lord. That is Leannan Sidhe and she is truly dead.’ 

‘For all time?’ 

‘Forever.’ 

‘Then on behalf of my brother Tadhg and all the other poor unfortunates who suffered at this witch queen’s hands, I thank you both sincerely.’ 

Twilight bowed. ‘Then we take our leave happy in the fact that 

we have restored a little faith in the venefical enchantments.’ 

The old king nodded and waved as they disappeared. ‘Let’s go back to the compound and introduce Feasa and Eoghan to their new home,’ said Tara. 

‘And Katre,’ said Twilight, looking forward particularly to that 

part himself. But as soon as they appeared with the dogs at the compound, it was to be greeted by an urgent flurry of pica chirruping. 

Katre had been taken. By a Viking raiding party. 






  




Chapter 6

 

Come soon, great champion, come soon, teacher of my gifted daughter, come very soon, my dear and precious lover. 

 

Eric Ekki Salonen continuously urged his men on with frequent anxious glances to the heavens. That was where he would come from, out of the clouds with the speed of a lightning strike. They had a small longboat with ten rowing stations on either side. The calm water of the North Channel churned with the effort his men put into every stroke. The weather was good and they even had a following breeze, although Ekki had not taken advantage of it in case the brightly coloured sail gave their position away. He’d even put their highly coloured shields on the floor as opposed to the traditional mounting facing outward along the gunnels next to each rower. He was nervous as were his men. All of them muttered a prayer to Aegir, the Norse god of the sea, every few minutes. Knowing that a wizard with great powers was probably searching for you with catatonic death in his heart doubled the effort each man put into his rowing stroke. Every one of them had been aware of the company of the pica as they journeyed to the Wessex coast. It had been impossible to ignore the continuous flapping of black and white wings in the trees behind them. 

The flapping pied poly devils were his birds, his eyes and ears. 

It was a day and a half since they had left the Wessex coast. Katre was trussed up under the small rear viewing platform. Exhausted from struggling and in great pain, she had finally stopped spitting and screaming at them. It wasn’t the prize they had been sent for, but as a lure she was perfect. The old wizard would come for her alright, the mother of his tyro and, from what they had pieced together from her screaming, a little more than that. There was feeling between the veneficus and this woman. Ekki just hoped the dreaded old black-eyed veneficus wouldn’t find them before they made their home landfall, which, at this rate, was at least another two days. As darkness began to fall over the calm sea, Ekki breathed a little easier. His men needed a rest. Now he could give them one and put the sail up to maintain their progress. 

Trussed up under the rear viewing platform, Katre was in a bad way. She had a large gash running across the top of her ear that had leaked a great deal of blood until it congealed down one side of her face; her side hurt from the rough, fast ride draped over a horse on which the Viking had made the journey from the Avebury compound to the coast, and she was also suffering from seasickness. Fortunately she had been unconscious for most of the ride from the sword handle blow to the head she’d received when they grabbed her; otherwise, the gallop strapped across the middle of a horse with her hands tied behind her back would have been even more unbearable. Her only plus had been the lack of time afforded the raiders. 

Otherwise she would have had a multi-rape problem as well. 

There was no doubt the Viking raiding party was nervous. At every stage they’d been continually casting fearful glances behind, expecting to see the mighty spectre of Twilight bearing down on them in whatever arrival incarnation he chose. 

Periodically losing consciousness, Katre wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold on. Dry retching with the motion of the longboat kept bringing her round, only for the pain in her head wound and side to force her back into unconsciousness. In the more lucid moments she mumbled a prayer to Twilight, but such moments were beginning to fade. 

Come soon, great champion, come soon, teacher of my gifted daughter, come very soon, my dear and precious lover. 

As the dawn rose over the calm sea of the North Channel, Ekki Salonen lowered the brightly coloured sail and set the men to the steady rhythm of rowing again. They had made good progress through the night and were well past the halfway point. His men had rested and he was beginning to relax. 

Until the dawn sky opened up with a catatonic blast of such intensity it completely rattled their senses. In goggled stupefaction they watched as a vision suddenly appeared on the foredeck platform alongside Ekki Salonen. 

Their worst fear had come true. 

Twilight had arrived. 

Transforming immediately to the rear end of the longboat, he removed the thick jute ropes holding the slumped, bloodied figure of Katre with an instant barked command and cradled her gently in his arms. 

It was too late. 

 

Of all the burials of loved ones he’d attended, this was the hardest to bear. His mentor, the alpha astounder Merlin, as with all venefici, had known precisely when his time would be up and had prepared himself and those around him accordingly. Guinevere had also reached the exulted age of one hundred, and his adored mother, Leah, although eventually struck down by leprosy, had lived to a good age knowing the big family she had bred and nurtured were all safe and happy, and she had spent her last years contributing fully to the well-being of the helpless lepers alongside Guinevere. His brothers and sisters had lived full, involved lives before dying at their allotted time with a smile on their lips, other than Meg, who was still alive and carrying on the family leper contribution on the Isle of Avalon. And, above all, his beloved Rawnie, the princess he’d fallen completely in love with at thirteen years of age and had subsequently kidnapped with one of his first full feats of living magic, the mother of his two children, and ever soothing companion to the constant challenges he’d faced in the day-to-day struggles against the foes of Wessex. She, too, had lived a full mortal term and departed knowing her contribution had been a fine example of a loving, loyal companion and wife. The only previous death that came close to it, and one marked by a proud stone in the place where his own Blue Horn sarsen would stand at Avebury, was that of the young troubadour, Desmond Kingdom Biwater, who was killed many years ago by the Viking venefica Freyja. 

But Katre was different. 

Here was a young lady who had struggled with many setbacks and was just beginning to see, at last, some stardust settling on her life. With everything to look forward to, including a life alongside Twilight and her gifted daughter, the future promised fulfilment and happiness. 

She had also become, albeit recently, the second great love of Twilight’s life, and he was devastated at her death. 

As was Tara. 

The girl’s grief was palpable, her suffering raw. She retired into an introspective, tear-sodden silence and clung like a limpet to Twilight and her two wolfhounds. Twilight explained that the destiny of Kate’s soul, as one of the few who had led a blameless life, was Elysium, and therefore they would never have to contend with her aggrieved voice at the annual Equinoctial Festival of the Cowering Dead. She had gone to a happy place. 

Twilight also reminded her about the very recent conversation with Katre and Tara about how he’d grown to like the big conflicts too much. ‘Leave the kings and queens to fight the big battles while we look after the local stuff,’ Tara had said. 

And he’d agreed. 

But that was before the brutal Viking had abducted and killed their precious Katre. So much for the local stuff, now he was at war with the entire Viking nation . . . again, and hell-bent on inflicting some heavy casualties to help assuage his own grief. And so, when she’d had a suitable amount of time to get over her mother’s death, would Tara. 

The combined wrath and firepower of the two of them, driven by the loss and poignancy they held for Katre, would sweep across the savage, raiding lowlanders from the north like a roaring, white-hot swathe of death-bringing fire. 

As it had been with Ekki Salonen’s raiding party, whose longboat had exploded with the force of a cataclysmic volcano into an infinity of splinters, blood spume, bone dust, and metal shards the moment he’d carried Kate’s body to the clouds where Tara was waiting. 



Twilight knew the Viking, their brutality, their deities, their methods . . . and their weaknesses. He had dispatched many of them to their Valhalla in the wars against Guthrum. They only understood one method of fighting and expected a similar response. 

A furious howling as an accompaniment to an ultra violent death. 

 

The court of Edward the Confessor was a hotbed of scheming, blatant sucking up and the inertia of those biding their time. Banishing the three Godwine brothers to the Danish lowlands had merely opened the door for others. Like most English monarchs Edward wanted to be loved and accepted by his people. Unfortunately, having spent twenty-five years exiled in Normandy as a guest of his first cousin once removed, Duke William, and subsequently appointing a Norman priest, Robert of Jumieges, Archbishop of Canterbury - acceptance by a sceptical populace was a long way off. He further compounded any progress by promising to make Duke William of Normandy his heir by way of thanks for looking after him for all those years. Norman advisors quickly became common around the court, upsetting the entrenched Anglo-Saxons. Something had to give soon, which Edward himself recognized with a request to Twilight and Tara to join him as court venefici - a subject he had broached at the banquet - with the specific job of using their skills to root out the naysayers and bringing some much needed harmony to the running of the country. 

He’d even give them the title of Senior and Junior Ambassador. 

‘Ambassadors of the Enchantments,’ Tara had laughingly called it. 

Twilight’s answer was specific and to the point. 

No. 

As the court chaos began to slide into anarchy, something happened that put an entirely different perspective on matters. 

Under the command of Harold, the eldest of the three Godwines, the three brothers sailed a large, mainly Viking-crewed fleet around the coast, recruiting soldiers as they went until they had enough to challenge Edward’s rule. 

Which they did by sailing up the Thames and anchoring within sight of the king’s newly built palace. 

Quickly gaining the support of Londoners who, by now, believed that anyone was preferable to the Norman-loving Edward, Harold, Beorn, and Swein Godwine challenged Edward to a fight for the throne. 

Again, the king sent a messenger to Twilight for assistance with specific mention that the throne of England was, once more, under threat from Viking raiders. 

As Tara said when the old enchanter first received the king’s messenger at the Avebury compound, 

‘After what they did to my beloved mother, I would grab my dogs and go now, regardless of how many men they have. The invaders also include that wretch Swein, who you banished from this land. He doesn’t think you’re capable of following up the threat; otherwise he wouldn’t have come back.’ 

Twilight smiled at his belligerent little warmongering tyro. She was getting over the death of her mother, casting off the listless, maudlin state she’d been in for the past weeks, and gradually beginning to take an interest in other matters. Perhaps a good, brutal spate of warfare against the Viking was the final thing to get her back to normal. Besides, with her first visit to the Equinoctial Festival of the Dead approaching, her mental state needed to be perfect in order to take part. Twilight remembered his own initiation into the annual ceremony alongside Merlin when he’d passed out completely. Although his collapse had been due to the deep bass voice presence of Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes, the whole ordeal required a soundness of all functioning faculties, including his own. 

‘I take it from your comment that you’re in favour of joining the court of Edward?’ 

‘I most certainly am, although I do not want to be called a Junior Ambassador.’ 

‘What would you like to be called?’ 

‘Tara will do . . . for now.’ 

‘So much for keeping away from the royal battle prerogative.’ Twilight sighed. He turned to the king’s messenger, who was waiting anxiously by his horse. 

‘How long did it take you to get here?’ 

‘A day and a half.’ 

The old astounder’s black eyes gleamed. ‘By the time you get back to the king we would have been there for a day and a half. But nonetheless, the answer is yes, so take your time. We’ll tell him ourselves in a couple of minutes.’ 

 

Edward could not hide the huge sigh of relief that puffed out his cheeks when Twilight and Tara appeared, completely unannounced, by his side as he paced frantically around the palace gardens. He immediately waved away the courtiers and senior soldiers scurrying around behind him and motioned toward a rose-entwined bower seat. 

‘Thank goodness you’ve come,’ he said, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead with a small square of fine silk. ‘Have you seen the boats on the Thames?’ 

‘We had a brief look at them on our way here,’ replied Twilight. ‘An impressive fleet; must be over a hundred vessels.’ 

‘They are going to attack tomorrow unless I agree to their terms. Most of London has sided with them. My battle leaders tell me we are so outnumbered that they will completely overrun us within an hour.’ 

Twilight looked at him closely. 

‘Do you and your men have the stomach for such a fight?’ 

The king brushed the silk square across his brow, looked into the distance for a few moments, took a look over his shoulder, and then muttered, 

‘Not really. It’s unwinnable and all my people know it. Indeed, my senior officers are deserting or joining the other side as fast as they can find a way through the gates.’ 

‘So it’s damage limitation then?’ 

The king stood up, then sat down again. 

‘Can’t you use some magic? Blow them all to pieces . . . I don’t know, anything to make them go away?’ 

‘There are too many of them,’ Twilight said flatly. 

The king threw his hands in the air in a gesture of futility. 

‘How did it all come to this?’ he cried plaintively. ‘What is to blame for this chaos?’ 

‘It’s called progress, your highness,’ said Tara cheekily. 

‘What are their terms?’ Twilight got back to the business in hand. 

‘They want me to forsake the throne in favour of Harold Godwine and go into exile. His two brothers, Beorn and Swein, will replace my senior ministers, and the rest of my court either joins me or dies. What is left of my army swears allegiance to them or will also be put to the sword.’ 

‘What about Robert Jumieges and the role of Archbishop of Canterbury?’ 

‘They haven’t mentioned him, but as there is no love lost between them my guess would be that his days on this earth are numbered.’ 

‘Just imagine,’ Tara said with a half smile on her face. ‘Swein as the Archbishop of Canterbury. Every nun in the country would be running scared.’ 

‘Would you, could you handle the negotiations for me?’ Edward asked, working the silk square, damp from his perspiration, across his brow with a shaking hand. ‘There is no one else I can trust, besides which they’ll probably just kill anyone else I send.’ 

‘They hate me as much as anyone. Apart from holding me responsible for the death of their father at your banquet, and Swein’s banishment, I dispatched all the Viking in a raiding party sent to kill me. Their longboat disintegrated at sea in a massive explosion. It was overkill; my anger was great because they killed Katre, my tyro’s mother and my companion.’ 

The king looked at Tara. ‘I’m sorry to hear about the death of your mother.’ He turned to Twilight. ‘They may hate you, but they still respect your power and abilities. Will you talk to them for me . . . please! I appeal to you as your royal sovereign and king.’ 

He was trying to hold on to some vestige of monarchic dignity but failing in the face of the insurmountable odds he was faced with. 

Twilight looked at Tara. 

What happened to our edict to leave the big battles to the kings and queens? he said, speaking directly to her mind. 

The death of my mother happened, the little redheaded tyro replied. 

‘Alright, your highness, I’ll negotiate with them. What is the best you wish for?’ 

The king let out a great breath of relief. ‘Anything but exile. I would wish to stay in this country. Quietly, well away from all affairs of state with just a few retainers to look after me.’ 

‘I’ll do what I can,’ said Twilight softly. 

 

Swein, the former Earl of Hereford, did a double take, then went for his sword. He was standing on the banks of the Thames with the surrounded palace of the king in the background, supervising the landing of soldiers. His two brothers, Harold and Beorn, stood with him beaming at the four-deep column of well-armed men stretching as far as the eye could see along the riverbank before curving inland to encircle the palace. Edward the Confessor and what remained of his army were trapped; the Godwines would control the throne of England by midday. It was a good feeling and they were manifestly happy . . . until a vision appeared behind his brothers that had Swein reaching for his sword as fast as he could. 

Twilight and Tara stood there smiling at him. 

With his hand locked solid on his sword handle, he snarled at the smiling venefici, a sound picked up by his brothers, who spun around and also went for their swords, with the same result. 

‘Good morning,’ said Twilight cheerfully. ‘We have been asked by the king to join with you to discuss the terms of his surrender.’ 

‘You’re a dead man,’ spat Swein. ‘And that redheaded brat with you.’ 



‘In that case,’ said the old enchanter, ‘I will cast every one of these soldiers into the river. With all that heavy armor they will be drowned within minutes, and London will be awash with their dead bodies. Then we’ll see where that leaves your invasion.’ 

He raised his arm. 

‘Stop!’ cried Harold Godwine quickly. ‘We will talk.’ He gestured toward a brightly coloured tent with a blue and yellow pennant fluttering from the top. ‘If you will just allow our legs to move we can talk in there.’ 

Tara glanced at Twilight. His bluff had worked. 

With Swein muttering dark threats, they walked to the tent, ducked through the entrance, and sat down each side of a solid oak table with the remains of a meal and a parchment map of London on it. 

‘Before we start perhaps you would care to place your weapons on the floor.’ Twilight’s voice was neutral. 

Swein’s face turned a mottled red and he was about to explode in seething rage at the indignity of removing his weapons when both Beorn and Harold nodded in agreement and put their swords and a dagger each on the floor. Reluctantly, deliberately, Swein followed suit. 

‘And the dagger in your right boot and the one up your left sleeve,’ said Twilight quietly. 

Further angry looks but finally Swein complied. 

‘First of all let me explain our position in all of this. We bear no loyalty or inclination to either side, despite the differences of the past. We have been asked to discuss his position by the king because there is no one else he can trust to undertake it.’ 

‘He’s a beaten man with nowhere to go,’ said Beorn, speaking for the first time. 

Twilight nodded. ‘I understand from the king that your wish is that he is exiled and Harold here takes the throne?’ 

‘The same way we were exiled,’ sneered Swein. ‘And Harold will make a far better king. He was born and bred for it by our father, the man you choked on a piece of bread.’ 

‘If I may say so,’ Twilight ignored the choking remark and directed his remarks at Harold, ‘exile allows time to regroup out of the eyesight or knowledge of the throne and its agents. Armies, weapons, and ships can be requisitioned, support and money raised. You have just proved how effective it is to regroup in exile by the numbers and logistics you gathered in Denmark. They’re all around us outside. What’s to stop Edward from doing the same?’ 

The silence indicated that they hadn’t thought of that. 

‘What else do you suggest we do with him?’ Harold asked. 

‘Put him where you can keep an eye on him,’ said Tara. ‘Somewhere out in the country but isolated from the London spotlight and the politics of sovereignty. Give him a few retainers and a bit of forest with some deer to keep him occupied, and it’s our guess you won’t have any more trouble.’ 

‘Have you discussed this with him?’ This time it was Beorn. His tone was almost civil. 

‘Briefly,’ replied Twilight. ‘He’ll accept it and we’ll have him out of the palace within the hour. You and your invasion will be remembered as being the only completely bloodless coup in the history of the throne of England.’ 

‘It won’t be bloodless if I have anything to do with it,’ snarled Swein, eyeing Twilight up and down. 

Harold nodded. ‘The three of us would like to discuss this . . . alone. Could you give us ten minutes?’ 

‘Provided you stay in here and do not attempt to pick up any of the weapons or contact anyone else, we will wait outside.’ 

‘No tricks?’ Beorn asked. 

‘I can’t think what on earth you could possibly mean,’ replied the magic-maker. 

Ten minutes later they were back inside the tent. 

‘We agree to your terms. Edward can stay on in this country at one of the country estates he no doubt owns, just so long as it’s remote. We will want two of our own men on his staff, which must number no more than fifteen in total.’ 



‘Just about enough to lift him to his knees after prayer,’ sneered Swein before turning his ire to Twilight and pointing his index finger. 

‘You might have saved the worthless Edward, back-slayer, and worked your spell-bindery on my brothers here, but it doesn’t work with me. I won’t rest until you’re dead and your runt with you.’ 

‘Back-slayer, eh? You’ve been listening to some old Viking sagas involving the foul old venefica Freyja . . .’ 

‘Whose twin daughter, Go-uan, you killed from behind,’ interrupted Swein. 

‘Not just killed,’ Twilight smiled, ‘but blasted into a spume of cosmic dust . . . like I can do with you . . . at any time. Remember this, foul mouth. I can kill you in any number of different ways whenever I choose to do so and there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it.’ 

Just for good measure Twilight’s black eye glowed for a moment as he planted a few permanent images in the berserker’s mind of some horrifically lurid deaths. That would keep him awake at night, especially as the head and body being separated and dispatched each time bore a remarkable likeness to Swein’s own. 






  




Chapter 7

 

‘Plant-lore knowledge and husbandry have always been a great aid to the venefical cause. The long magus said that it was the purest form of sorcery, and its knowledge would always bring an extra dimension to any conflict.’ 

 

Twilight and Tara sat high on the Ridgeway path overlooking Stonehenge. It was the same place the long magus had sat fifty-five years ago with the thirteen year-old Twilight before his first encounter with the Equinoctial Festival of the Cowering Dead. Now it was Tara’s turn. 

In much the same way as Twilight had at the same stage, Tara asked a thousand questions about the annual ceremony. Including the big one: what would happen if they didn’t do it? Twilight gave Tara the word-for-word answers that the long magus had given him. Some of them hadn’t satisfied him at the time and, purposefully, he’d been made to wait until a particular situation provided an answer, or he’d learned more, enabling him to work it out for himself. It would be the same for Tara, although he didn’t expect any unannounced meddling from an immortal as he’d had. Finally, there was the old Merlin mantra for her to take on board. In the presence of the nominated cowerer, di mortius nil nisi bonum, say nothing but good of the dead.

 

It was time to go. 

As the swirling mists began to thicken, they stood in the centre of the great stone circle holding hands and awaited the first cowerer. Just before the mists thickened, Twilight gave little Tara a big smile and squeezed her hand. He had a fair idea who the first cowerer would be. 

And he wasn’t disappointed. 

Her father, Coyle Brogan, he of the Tara-induced bald head, was the first to begin the high-pitched scream in their ears. Mercifully he was quickly replaced by her grandmother and then the abbot. Skellighaven was to the fore, especially when the next one turned up at full volume. 

Leannan Sidhe arrived to begin her upper-register rant. Then the evil Earl Godwine, his oily tones almost indistinguishable from the witch fairy who had gone before him. 

Unknown others who had met their death at the hands of Twilight swooped, screamed their seething approbation, and just as quickly were flung away back into the emptiness of their self-induced hell. 

Never once slackening his grip on the small hand of Tara, Twilight dealt with every one of the cowerers in the same gentle but insistent voice. Reasoned, softly mannered replies pointing out the way they had led an unsound life that directly contributed to the deaths and violent domination of others. For this they had been punished by a permanent place in the cowering mists. It would always be so, and the next in line, who was here with him today for the first time, would resume where he left off in due course. 

Squeezing her eyes tightly shut, Tara concentrated on the vital linkage with her mentor’s hand. As wave after wave of high, scabrous, and utterly frustrated voices assaulted her consciousness, she began to realize something. 

She could handle this. When her turn came she would cope. 

From that point on she relaxed. 

Then, to her sudden surprise, it was over and the darkness of early evening swept the gloomy mists away, and the mighty stone citadel of Stonehenge once again towered around them. 

Twilight, still holding tightly to her hand, beamed down at her. 

‘I felt the moment you conquered the mists and began to understand you could do it,’ he said in the same gentle tone he’d used with the cowerers. 

‘It’s dark. Have we been in the mists all day?’ 

‘Time flies when you’re enjoying yourself, eh?’ 

They climbed the hills back to their vantage point and stopped to look down on the impassive circle of gray sentinel stones now standing out in the silver moonlight. 

‘I feel a tremendous sense of achievement,’ said Tara. 

‘So you should.’ The alpha enchanter smiled. ‘Today you fulfilled the great prophesy that was foretold before you were born. Today I and all the other astounders under their Destiny Stones at Avebury salute you and pay tribute to your great achievement. Today you, my special little Tara, braved the raging mists and became a true wizard . . . a proper venefica.’ 

 

Edward the Confessor retired to a small country estate in the Nottingham area, and Harold Godwine became Harold II, King of England. Robert of Jumieges, Archbishop of Canterbury, managed to escape to Normandy with his head intact, and the great religious position he’d occupied was given by Harold to the Bishop Sigand, a quiet and deeply pious Christian considered a safe and noncontroversial pair of hands. 

Within a year Edward the Confessor was dead in suspicious circumstances that had Swein’s dirty hands all over it. Shortly after that the pathologically affected Swein was involved in another death. This time it couldn’t be ignored. This time he killed his elder brother, Beorn, in an ambush as he was returning from the supervision of naval training with a small escort of men on the south coast. One of Beorn’s men escaped the ambush to tell Harold. Who now had another problem. Was his own brother working his murderous way toward the throne? 

Harold couldn’t trust Swein. There was only one solution - the deranged younger brother had to be killed, and there was a natural candidate for the job. 

The old veneficus, Twilight. 

It would require a certain amount of diplomacy, but Harold had come by some interesting information that just might help the cause. 

He sent a messenger to Avebury requesting a meeting. As usual the pica forewarned their liege-lord of the impending visitor, who was waiting for him with Tara, Feasa, and Eoghan by her side at the gates of the compound. 

As he said to Tara, when kings were beating a regular path to their door, the systems and laws of sovereign rule were failing. But, since nothing much was happening, as before, they would at least hear the king’s story. As with the same request from Edward the Confessor, Twilight and Tara appeared, purposefully without warning, at the palace in the same room as Harold pretty much before the messenger had remounted for the return journey. 

Harold was seated alone in a window seat of the palace great hall gazing out over the Thames, the very part of the river that he had filled with ships the last time Twilight and Tara had arrived to bargain on behalf of Edward. As is usual the guards, four of them in close but not suffocating attendance by the two entrance doors to the room, began to draw swords and step forward when they’d had a chance to adjust to the sudden appearance of the old veneficus and his small, redheaded companion. Waved down by Harold they went thankfully back to attention at their guarding positions. They all knew the reputation of the old astounder and his tyro, and the last thing they wanted was to challenge them. 

‘Come and have a seat,’ said Harold, waving to the empty space next to him in the window. ‘And thank you for coming.’ 

He then proceeded to tell them of the suspicious death of Edward and the proven assassination of his brother Beorn by Swein. 

‘And you want us to take care of Swein?’ Twilight said, jumping immediately to the point. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Where is he?’ 

‘Ensconced in Winchester Castle with at least five hundred men.’ 

‘I know this castle well,’ said Twilight almost as an aside. ‘It is where the Viking Guthrum laid siege to King Alfred and his army.’ 

‘And you led four thousand men and the king and queen to safety through the old tunnels.’ Harold chuckled. 

‘You know your history.’ 

‘A prerequisite of rule in this war-torn country,’ said the king quietly, looking out over the river. ‘Knowledge of the past shows us what will happen in the future.’ 

‘Why not use the vast army at your disposal to smoke him out?’ Tara asked. 

‘Because it would take many weeks and cost unnecessary lives. I cannot afford the time or manpower. There are other pressing battles to fight in the north of the country.’ 

‘Give us one good reason why we should become your assassins,’ Twilight said bluntly. 

Harold waved at one of the guards, who turned, opened the door, and waved to someone on the other side. A tall, flaxen haired, heavily bearded man with a large silver ring in one ear, great Norse tattoos snaking down his neck and bare arms, and Viking amulets on each wrist, strode purposefully into the room. A large, double-handed sword hung at his side. He bowed low to the king and stood at a respectful distance. He didn’t once look at or acknowledge the presence of the two venefici sitting in the window alongside Harold. 

‘This is Hjordar Salonen, brother of Eric ‘Ekki’ Salonen,’ said the king. ‘Ekki led the Viking raiding party that was ultimately responsible for the death of your mother.’ He looked at Tara. ‘And your companion.’ His gaze switched to Twilight. ‘We have assumed that you caught up with the raiders at sea.’ 

Twilight looked at Hjordar Salonen and read his mind. A typical Viking warrior’s set. Lots of honour-bound, heroic Norse deity stuff. Loyal feelings for Harold, utter hatred for Twilight. 

Is he genuine? Tara asked using mind-speak and knowing that Twilight had given the warrior’s mind a cursory scan. 

He is genuine . . . for a Viking, Twilight replied. This isn’t saying very much. 

Harold spoke again. ‘As you have no doubt noticed, Hjordar, in common with most Viking, does not like venefici, especially you.’ He nodded in Twilight’s direction. ‘You have been responsible for the deaths of a great many Viking in the past and the eradication of their own venefical strain.’ 

‘And I will be gladly responsible for a great many more if they partake in any more brutal berserker raids on Wessex,’ replied the old astounder softly. ‘And as for their venefici, all three of them were an abomination of our code.’ 

‘I make the point,’ said Harold, ‘to qualify the veracity of the story Hjordar told me. This man has absolutely no reason to side with or say anything that is favourable to either of you. His intense dislike of Twilight and strict adherence to Viking honour sees to that. Therefore, his words can only be irrefutable truths if they are seen to help you in any way.’ 

Twilight nodded. Harold had become pretty good with words himself in the two years he’d been on the throne. 

The king continued. ‘Hjordar is here as ambassador for the Danish lowlands. During my exile in Denmark with Beorn and Swein, Hjordar and I became friends, and it is now a pleasure to have him here alongside me again working for unity between our two very different cultures.’ 

Harold nodded at the tall Viking warrior. 

Finally the tall Viking turned to Twilight and spoke, his voice studiedly neutral. 

‘My brother, Ekki, who led the raid on your compound, was blackmailed into doing it. You were the target, not the girl’s mother. When he couldn’t find you he took the next best thing. He was desperate - if he didn’t take something worthwhile back with him, our own parents would have died. They were kidnapped and held as hostages pending your capture. In exchange for you they would have been released.’ 

‘The kidnapper was Swein?’ Tara asked. 

‘Yes. Soon after you destroyed Ekki’s ship, Swein executed our parents.’ 

‘Where were you when all this was going on?’ 

‘Here, in England. Recruiting soldiers for the invasion on behalf of Harold, Beorn, and . . .’ he spat expressively, ‘that murdering pig, Swein. I only discovered the truth about the deaths of our parents recently.’ 

‘The other truth about this is, despite what you thought about our father, Beorn and I knew nothing of the captives and raid upon your compound. It was all Swein’s doing. In truth it is not the way in which Beorn or I operate. Much good it did him.’ Harold’s tone was bitter. ‘When the three of us were in exile together in Denmark, Swein took a liking to dry henbane pods. As you know, henbane is a powerful narcotic and when chewed can provide a powerful stimulant. Swein chewed them almost constantly and became even more twisted under their influence. He’d always been wild but tempered the wildness with a certain reason. The henbane seemed to strip out this ability, removing the only check on his actions. Everything he now does is governed by his most basic instincts; he has become a crazed killer fuelled by his addiction to the dry plant seeds.’ 

Hjordar nodded. ‘I have offered my services to the king to kill Swein, for the hatred I have for him is even greater than that I have for you.’ 

‘That would be the waste of a good man. Swein knows that Hjordar Salonen here is close to me and aware of how his parents died. He would have him killed the moment he set eyes upon him,’ said the king. 

‘So you’re saying that my mother’s death was entirely down to Swein?’ Tara asked. 

‘Entirely,’ replied Harold. 

‘And that is evidence enough for us to kill him?’ 

‘Isn’t it?’ 

Both the king and Hjordar looked at Twilight. 

‘I have already planted a few permanent images in Swein’s warped mind of some appropriately lurid deaths,’ said the old astounder. ‘My tyro and I will now consider if we should turn one of those images into reality.’ 

The king began to thank them for their consideration, but it was too late. 

The window seat was empty. 

 

‘Harold is right about history teaching us about the future,’ said Twilight. ‘But history also has a habit of repeating itself.’ 

Invisible, they were sitting on the highest point of the roof at Winchester Castle, a place Twilight had spent some time some fifty-five years ago when King Alfred’s army had been trapped inside. 

‘Plant-lore knowledge and husbandry have always been a great aid to the venefical cause. The long magus said that it was the purest form of sorcery and its knowledge would always bring an extra dimension to any conflict.’ 

He pointed to a point where a small stream meandering down the rolling hills gathered into a pool. 

‘I used three plants mixed together and applied to the water at that very place to dispatch seven hundred Viking.’ 

‘Seven hundred!’ Tara’s bright green eyes were wide in wonder. ‘What were the plants?’ 

‘Black hellebore, eyebright, and foxglove, a deadly combination of narcotic, muscle relaxant, and heart stimulant. There’s far too much going on there for a human body to cope with all at once, especially in the quantities I applied.’ 

‘Hellebore is similar to henbane, the narcotic that Stein uses?’ 

‘The Viking name for hellebore is henbane. Hyoscamus niger variety.’ 

‘So how are we going to use it to trap Swein?’ 

‘We’re not. He’s going to do it all by himself. Watch.’ 

Sure enough, within minutes the door to the castle ramparts was thrown open violently and Swein staggered out. Pushing men violently aside who tried to restrain him, the henbane-driven Swein swayed and staggered up the steep stone steps to the highest rampart, where he paused for a few moments, drew his sword, and screamed abuse at the heavens. 

And jumped off. 

He bounced three times from lower ramparts before his now broken body shattered on the hard road leading to the castle entrance. He twitched and held onto life just long enough to register and recognize an inner, hated voice. 

The final moment of your murderous eternity has just arrived. Good-bye. 

 

‘How, without so much as raising a finger, did you get Swein to kill himself?’ They were back at the compound and Tara was swathed in her two wolf hounds. 

‘Simple really. Whilst you were asleep last night, I paid a visit to Swein’s bedroom in Winchester Castle. By the bedside pallet was his stock of dried henbane seeds in a small wooden box. As he snored like an inebriated hog, I replaced them with identical but much stronger seeds . . . of a slightly different persuasion.’ 

‘What, the ‘jumping off the highest castle rampart’ persuasion?’ 

‘Almost. More of the ‘complete belief that I can soar like an eagle’ variety.’ 






  




Chapter 8

 

‘Of all my hatreds, the one I reserve for the most bile is that of a veneficus gone wrong.’ 

 

Harold II proved to be a worthy king of England. He fought battles and won at Hereford, against Prince Gruffydd, the Welsh king; York and Stamford Bridge against Harald Hardraada, the king of Norway; and repelled an invasion by Tostig. His years on the throne of England saw him father six children with his mistress, Ealdgyth Swan-Neck, and marry another Ealdgyth, the former widow of his enemy, Prince Gruffydd, and daughter of Aelfgar of Mercia. With his wife he had a legitimate son, also named Harold. 

Throughout this period King Harold made a point of meeting Twilight and Tara regularly. He knew that at some point in the future he would probably need to call again upon the extraordinary skills held by the enchanters and wanted to ensure that they would at least meet with him and listen. Although Twilight steadfastly refused to side with the king in any battles other than those threatening Wessex, he was happy to keep the relationship on a friendly footing. Meanwhile he got on with the pleasurable job of training the now eighteen-year-old Tara, who was fulfilling all the early predictions her special powers had promised.

Then the great event that shaped the Middle Ages English landscape for all time occurred. 

Duke William of Normandy, later known as William the Conqueror, and his invading army arrived off the coast of East Sussex. 

Accompanied by his own highly accomplished veneficus. 

When the news reached Harold of the impending invasion by the Norman fleet, he was finishing off the remnants of the Hardraada army in Yorkshire, a fact that Duke William was aware of. Having killed Hardraada and extracted an oath of allegiance from his son Olaf, Harold and his army began an enforced march south to meet the new threat. The fact that Duke William of Normandy was Harold’s first cousin and had sheltered him for twenty-five years in exile at his Norman court, was now irrelevant. William was challenging for the throne of England, and for that he must be resisted at all costs. As he set off, he once again sent a messenger to the venefical compound requesting a meeting with Twilight and Tara at the first opportunity. By the time the messenger reached Avebury, Harold and his men had almost reached the coast of East Sussex. Twilight and Tara transformed to Harold’s camp and rallying point at a place called Caldbec Hill. 

Seven miles from Hastings. 

Harold looked and sounded tired. The long campaign and enforced march from Yorkshire via London to gather some fresh troops had taken it out of him. He smiled a weary welcome at their sudden appearance, conducted, as was now usual, without prior notice of their arrival in the centre of his pennant-flying tent. As was also now usual, he quickly stood down his guards, who, in a heightened state of nervousness due to the situation, had begun to draw back their spears at the sudden appearance of the enchanters. 

‘How you’ve grown since we last met,’ the king said by way of a greeting to Tara, who nodded back at him. And he was right. Tara had grown in all directions. The curly red hair had straightened and deepened in colour, she was almost the same height as Twilight, and the green eyes flashed a clear, deep emerald. 

‘She had developed into a beautiful woman.’ ‘How does your training go?’ Although the question was aimed at Tara, the king’s eyes were looking at Twilight. 

‘It goes very well. She knows more now than I’ll ever know,’ the now all gray- and silver-headed astounder replied. ‘Perhaps,’ said Harold. ‘But somehow I doubt it.’ Twilight inclined his head gracefully and waited. ‘You have seen the ships of the latest invader?’ Harold asked. ‘Briefly. There are a great many of them.’ ‘At least two hundred vessels, my lookouts tell me.’ ‘About half the number you had when you sailed up the Thames for the same reason.’ Tara smiled. 

‘But I had a rightful claim on the throne of England through my ancestry. Although he’s my cousin, Duke William of Normandy has no claim at all. Like those I have been fighting in Yorkshire, this is yet another example of aggression and belligerency on the English throne by a foreign power without any claim to hereditary right or lineage.’ 

Both Twilight and Tara smiled inwardly at this. Kings and their pursuit of power, and defense of it once gained, was a subject that owed everything to skewed, personal reasoning and nothing to heritage or sonship. The one who wields the most power, in this case numbers of loyal soldiers, and uses them well, usually has the crown placed on his head. 

Rex non potest peccare, The king can do no wrong, Twilight mind-sent to Tara. 

Rex Domine! Long live the king, she threw back at him sarcastically. 

‘I take it that you called us here to help you against this Norman invader?’ Twilight got straight to the heart of the matter. 

‘Yes. Not just for me and my right to remain on the throne but also in defense of this realm against an alien attacker who, if victorious, will soon cast his Norman shadow over your beloved Wessex.’ 

‘We detected a strong aura within their lead vessel. You are aware that the Norman duke and his force have a veneficus with them?’ Tara asked. 

‘There was a rumour that was the case, but I wasn’t sure. It was another reason for asking you to assist.’ 

‘Take it from us,’ said Twilight softly. ‘They have a veneficus and a powerful one at that.’ 

‘Then without your help to nullify their sorcery, the odds are stacked against me,’ Harold said gloomily. 

‘We will consider all the options,’ said Twilight. Harold didn’t need to look, he knew they’d gone. 

 



It was midnight. The onboard lanterns swayed to the creaking and groaning of the ship’s timbers as she heaved gently against her anchors. The small forward cabin of the Mora, the command ship of William, Duke of Normandy, was crowded. Either side of William sat his childhood friends and closest and most trusted advisors, William Fitz-Osbern and Roger de Montgomery; then came his two half-brothers, Robert de Mortain and Odo of Bayeux, and at the far end Geraldo Le Maitre, the captain of the Mora. In the shadows stood another figure, a vague, immobile gray outline of a tall, hatless man with long dark hair. 

The captain was talking about the tides and the best time of the following day to disembark the soldiers, knights, and their horses. They decided that the first-light tide was the best one; the less time the horses spend on boats, the better. The duke looked at Roger de Montgomery. 

‘Once the knights are ashore and their boats clear, you will signal all the boats on the right side to land?’ 

‘They will have to take the beach and come in no more than ten at a time. There isn’t enough room for any more. Five minutes should be enough to unload each boat’s complement of men and equipment.’ Roger de Montgomery pointed to the small beach on the vellum chart spread out on the table. ‘It’s heavy shingle with little sand; therefore the boats won’t get stuck and can be pushed back out to sea quickly to make room for the next ten.’ 

The duke looked at William Fitz-Osbern. ‘And you’ll be carrying out the same landing on the left side?’ 

‘Simultaneously, my lord. The beach on this side is also heavy shingle, although slightly smaller. We think a maximum of eight boats at once. We may not get the last few boats off due to the ebb tide, but as they’re the last they won’t be blocking any incoming boats.’ 

‘How long before our army are all on land?’ 

Robert de Mortain cleared his throat. 

‘It all depends on the knights and their horses. If that goes smoothly I estimate that the entire force will be landed by midday.’ 

‘And Harold’s army, Odo, how far away are they?’ 

Odo of Bayeux reached over and jabbed his finger on the map. 

‘I had a report just an hour ago, my lord, that their main force of two thousand men is camped here at a place called Caldbec Hill. It is seven miles from our landing area. Apart from a few forward scouts on the hills overlooking their own camp, there are no signs that the English are preparing to engage on the beach as we land or have even worked out where it will be.’ 

‘Harold and his army are exhausted. They’ve just completed a forced march from the north and need rest. My guess is they will stay in camp for as long as they can. Let’s hope it stays that way for our landing in the morning. Fighting on shingle is hard work,’ said the duke. ‘Is there anything else? If not, get some sleep. We have a big day in front of us tomorrow, gentlemen. A very big day.’ 

The men filed out of the small cabin leaving just the duke and the thus far quiet gray man in the shadows. 

‘Something on your mind, Virgile?’ the duke said quietly. 

The tall shadow moved and a young, leonine head with opaque gray eyes over a slim nose and long, straight black hair to his shoulders moved into the light cast by the table lantern. 

‘Earlier today I detected two powerful auras over this fleet,’ said Virgile in a deep, resonant bass. 

‘Two? Does that mean they have two venefici with them?’ 

‘It certainly means that there are two of them here, although they may not necessarily be working with Harold. It’s probably an older enchanter nearing his time with a young trainee. You’ll remember that my own reasons for being here are purely pacifistic, to see if some form of peace can be negotiated and Norman lives saved. Saving such lives is paramount for me. It’s a key part of the venefical code, although, as we both know, there are those in our own land who have chosen to ignore it.’ 

‘What do you suggest?’ 

‘With your permission I’ll talk with them. Later, when you’re asleep, it’s the best time of the day for venefici.’ 

‘And vampires,’ the duke said with a smile. 

‘There are no such creatures, my lord. They exist only in your imagination.’ 

My name is Virgile and I am a veneficus from Normandy. I come in peace, although, as you know, my duke does not. I would like to meet with you both to discuss the situation. 

We would also like to meet with you, Virgile. We are Twilight and Tara. There is a headland some two miles along the beach called Stack Point. We are there now and await your presence. 

Virgile’s appearance was instant. Twilight and Tara studied the handsome young French veneficus and he them. Nothing was said for a few moments as they studied each other’s mien and absorbed one another’s auras. 

Then Virgile smiled a disarming, youthful grin and bowed. 

Twilight nodded, returned the smile, and then spoke in English. 

‘I’d like to bid you an unqualified welcome, Virgile. However, such a welcome is tempered by the fact that you accompany a vast fleet of fighting men bent on destroying the lives of English defenders.’ 

Virgile nodded and replied in his deep, sonorous bass, ‘You are right to temper your welcome so, Twilight. I accompany a duke who is here as an invading force, although I will not be using the enchantments to assist in his endeavours.’ 

‘You are an adherent of the venefical codes?’ 

‘Strictly,’ replied the handsome young French astounder. ‘And you?’ 

‘We do our best,’ Twilight replied softly. 

‘Where I can save Norman lives, even one life, without impacting upon the effects of the engagements, I will attempt to do so; otherwise the outcome of the battle is not my concern.’ 

‘And the life of your duke?’ 

‘Precious, for he is an inspired leader, but the same applies. The power struggles of such men will always lead them into conflict, and although the siding with them and their cause is not wholly against our code, I have decided nothing is to be gained by my direct intervention. I will, however, intercede if I see him acting unwisely in the matter of his own safety.’ 

‘Your code and interpretation appear to be exactly the same as ours,’ Twilight replied. ‘This pleases me in that direct confrontation between us can probably be avoided. We do, however, reserve our right to challenge you directly should you go beyond those boundaries . . .’ He paused for a moment before continuing in a low voice. ‘The power difference between us will not have escaped your notice. We have used that difference in the recent past to dispatch a perverted venefica, and will not hesitate to do so again.’

 ‘I understand. You both have powerful auras, in particular you, young lady.’ Virgile turned his opaque gray eyes to Tara. ‘May I ask how long you have been training?’ 

‘Five years now,’ replied Tara, speaking for the first time. ‘How long have you been a fully fledged astounder?’ 

‘Fully fledged and on my own . . . just three years. After fifteen years as tyro to my adored mentor, Marsalis, I placed him under his destiny menhir in the Cromlech at Carnac just three years ago.’ 

‘The Cromlech at Carnac, eh,’ Twilight said. ‘How many destiny menhirs do you have there?’ 

‘Almost three thousand in total.’ 

‘Almost three thousand!’ exclaimed Tara. ‘Your venefical history must go back much further than ours. Can you name all the venefici under them?’ 

‘Of course. And the deeds they were famous for and those who assisted them, the most prominent of whom also get their own tribute menhir. It is the first thing Marsalis taught me. How many menhirs do you have?’ 

‘The one-hundredth Destiny Stone at our great site, which is called Avebury, will be mine,’ Twilight replied. ‘I see the difference now. We don’t accord a full stone to those who assisted the venefici. They get a smaller tribute.’ 

Virgile nodded, then rolled the words ‘Destiny Stone’ and ‘Avebury’ around his tongue, and his opaque gray eyes shone. 

‘I feel the history of your place by just mentioning the names. With your permission, when this is all over, I would like to visit.’ 

‘If this invasion by your Duke of Normandy is successful, you’ll control it,’ Tara said. 

‘Never,’ replied Virgile. ‘It will always belong to the bones beneath the stones and the local venefici, eh, old master?’ 

Twilight nodded. 

‘Do you have animals in ligamen to you?’ Tara asked, flashing him a picture of her beloved Eoghan and Feasa. 

Virgile blinked and then nodded. ‘Nothing like as fearsome as those great hounds. Mine are peregrines, a swift, brave, and intelligent hawk. There are many pairs in Normandy and they have proved worthy companions to me in times of crisis.’ 

‘More birds.’ Tara smiled. ‘What is it with you male venefici and the feathered species?’ 

Virgile raised an eyebrow at Twilight. ‘Pica,’ he said softly. ‘I detected them immediately as you no doubt did with my peregrines.’ 

‘Gira and Desi are interesting names,’ the old enchanter said with a smile, naming Virgile’s lead pair of peregrines. ‘Did you bring any of them with you?’ 

It was a polite question to which they both knew the answer. 

‘No. There are plenty of peregrines here if required.’ 

Twilight sighed. ‘There are many things to discuss, but we’d better get down to the business of this invasion and our parts in it. Unlike you, Virgile, we are not so enamoured of the antics of our king as to watch over him too closely. True, we have assisted him in the past, but only on the basis that he was the lesser of two evils. Our prime concern is for our own region, which is called Wessex and lies to the west of here, and maintaining the ways of the Celts who live there. Naturally we have secondary aims encompassing the entire country of England and how that impacts on Wessex, and it may even be that your Norman duke offers a better long-term solution than the current line of succession.’ 

‘Shall we just leave them to get on with it?’ Virgile’s deep bass rumbled. ‘Ignore their clarion calls for our magic to enhance their battle positions?’ 



Twilight and Tara considered this for a moment before the old enchanter spoke. 

‘Provided the armies are evenly matched in manpower, as I believe they are, then it comes down to tactics. The one who employs the best battle plan and carries it out will emerge as the victor.’ 

He looked at Tara. 

‘What say you, special one?’ 

‘Leave them to their own destiny,’ she said firmly. 

‘I agree, my duke is on his own,’ responded Virgile. 

‘So be it,’ replied Twilight. ‘The winner takes all.’ 

 

The battle raged all the next day. Harold moved his men to Senlac Hill near Hastings, and William marched his troops to meet him. The ebb and flow of the fighting saw the two armies come together with neither yielding. The boggy, hilly terrain made it difficult for the Norman knights to press home their mounted attack, so it was infantry against infantry. Gradually Harold’s soldiers began to gain the upper hand and press the invaders back. On the right-hand flank the Normans suddenly broke and ran back down the hill with Harold’s soldiers chasing them. It was a mistake and gave the Normans the opportunity they’d been waiting for. An opening for their mounted knights, who quickly surrounded the English soldiers who’d followed the fleeing Normans. The knights cut them down. Despite pleas from Harold and his senior soldiers to maintain the line, more English troops poured down the hill and were cut off. In a last, desperate attempt to save his isolated soldiers, Harold gave the command to charge. A black cloud of arrows from the Norman bowmen met them, with one piecing Harold’s eye. He died quickly on the field and his pennant was lowered. 

No veneficus played any part in the battle. 

William, Duke of Normandy, had won. 

It is recorded that on this very day the great sky trail of lights that later became known as Haley’s Comet completed its seventy-year fly-past over the battle site near Hastings. 

 

Two days after the Battle of Hastings, Twilight and Tara walked along the line of Destiny Stones at Avebury with Virgile. Stopping at each stone, one of them would recount the history of its veneficus for their Norman guest. 

‘So many parallels, so many similarities,’ sighed Virgile. ‘When you come to Carnac and I return the favour, you will see that whilst each veneficus is unique, regardless of which country or region they came from, their unflinching actions in carrying out their duties are identical. Regardless of their mother tongue and unknown to each other, they were all imbued with the same spirit and trod the same paths. It is very humbling for me to see these great stones and to know that we represent a history of unchanging venefical actions and bardic customs stretching so far back in time. We belong to a very special band of brothers and sisters.’ 

Finally they came to Obelisk, the mighty sarsen of Merlin. In a quiet voice flecked with poignancy, Twilight traced his period with the long magus and some of the many obstructions they conquered together. There were many obvious parallels with Marsalis, Virgile’s mentor, including a love of the Greeks and the Latin tongue. In much the same way as Merlin had with his scriptorium, Marsalis had squirreled away a great body of written work by the Greeks and brought to Gaul by the Romans. 

‘I keep it all in a cave on an island off the coast of Normandy,’ said Virgile. ‘It is a place known only to me. If the Confrerie ever find out about it they will destroy every word.’ 

‘Confrerie.’ 

Twilight mused over the strange word. ‘Brotherhood?’ 

Virgile’s lip curled in disdain. 

‘Charlatans more like. There are three other venefici in Gaul and they have banded together against me and my duke in the belief that neither of us are worthy of the positions we hold. They call themselves ‘the Confrerie,’ which does mean ‘brotherhood.’ Their take is that venefici have been placed on earth in order to rule and that the enchantments are gifted to us in order to help with that aim. The written Greek works in my Brittany cave represent progress and learning, something the Confrerie are very keen to remove. They also . . .’ he went quiet for a moment, ‘want to replace me in my most important venefical duty . . .’ 

‘As guardian of your Equinoctial Mists?’ Tara finished for him quietly. 

‘Yes. You are guardians as well?’ 

Twilight and Tara nodded. 

‘Then you will understand the importance of the annual ceremony being conducted correctly.’ 

Twilight sighed, remembering Elelendise, the wolf woman, and her quest to remove the same duty from Merlin. 

‘Now they want to rule as kings,’ he said partly to himself. ‘Why am I not surprised.’ 

‘Have you had a direct confrontation with them?’ Tara asked Virgile. 

‘Only once when I placed my mentor, Marsalis, under his menhir. Believing me to be weakened with his passing, they tried to take over my home at Carnac, but I managed to scare them off with some very loud bangs. They will be back - their auras are everywhere around our menhirs. With Duke William living over here now as holder of the English throne, they’ll be even more eager to take over. That’s one of their obstacles removed. I can feel them now, back at home, sharpening their enchantments, getting ready to swoop.’ 

‘Do they all have full auras?’ Tara asked. 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And their endgame is to rid Gaul, now known as Francia, of all credible human leaders and take over themselves?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Twilight thought for a few moments. ‘It is a dangerous precedent. They must be stopped. Venefici should never rule. It concentrates too much power in one place. A lust for the throne will corrupt those who seek it and in so doing burnish the enchantments in shades of treachery.’ 

‘My sentiments exactly. However, until two days ago it was just me against three of them. Then, at our first meeting on Stack Hill, you mentioned that in the recent past you have both used your powers to dispatch a perverted venefica. That gave me hope that you would consider joining me to rid my country of these three. We will at least be their equal.’ 

‘We most certainly will join you,’ said Twilight. ‘Of all my hatreds, the one I reserve for the most bile is that of a veneficus gone wrong. Three of them gets all my juices flowing - that’s so much bile it makes me feel almost young again.’ 

Tara pulled a face at Virgile and they all burst out laughing. 

 

Two months after he defeated Harold at Hastings, Duke William of Normandy, now to be known as William the Conqueror, was crowned King of England at Westminster Abbey. 

To mark the occasion he ordered that a great banquet was to be prepared, a sumptuous feast the like of which the English nobles had never seen before. Cooks, musicians, singers of madrigals, jesters, jugglers, and winemakers of every sort were brought from Normandy along with his wife, Matilda, who was the daughter of the King of Flanders, and his three daughters. Robert of Jumieges returned in quiet triumph but refused his old position as Archbishop of Canterbury. Once was enough; besides, he still had a liking for his head. Three places were reserved just along the top table from where William and Matilda would sit. They were for Twilight, Tara, and Virgile, and William referred to it as his magic table. 

‘This,’ said Twilight as they waited in line to be introduced to the new king and his wife, ‘is the second time we have attended a royal banquet.’ 

‘Umm,’ said Tara, smiling sweetly at him. ‘Try not to choke anyone this time.’ 

As usual they were dressed in floor-length, clean linen habits of an indeterminate gray colour that were completely lacking in any form of style. Even so, Tara, who was blooming into an exceptionally beautiful woman, shone out like a star among the many bejewelled and upholstered ladies and men surrounding them. 

Well known for his exceptional strength and appearance, William was a large man. His strength was illustrated by the story of how he could draw a bow that no other man could draw, whilst spurring his horse forward at full pace. 

Standing behind the king Virgile kept an unnoticed but careful eye on the guests as they filed past. He beamed at Twilight and Tara as they approached, stepped out from behind the king, and offered Tara his arm. 

‘Your majesty.’ He bowed, his deep voice rumbling like a distant herd of galloping horses. ‘These are the two magical people I told you about. Tara,’ he stepped back, ‘and the alpha master of us all, Twilight.’ 

The king’s eyes lit up as he turned to Tara, who, bold as ever, just looked at him directly with her bright green eyes and a half smile. Taking both of her hands William’s eyes danced as he spoke. 

‘At last. A veneficus with vaunted beauty. Y’know, a king can get fed up with these old venefical graybeards at times, despite the magic of their undoubted abilities. It’s a great pleasure to meet you at last. Virgile has not stopped talking about you since we arrived here.’ 

He bowed over her hand and lightly brushed it with his lips. For the first time in her life, Tara didn’t quite know what to say or do. 

So she blushed. 

Having effused equally over Twilight, he turned to his wife, Matilda, a dour and rather ugly woman whose looks and demeanour the fine jewels and silks couldn’t hide. 

‘I would like to make a case right here and now that these two enchanters are included, along with Virgile, whose place was already certain, in the great tapestry being prepared at Castle Bayeux. Can you see to it, Matilda?’ 

Matilda bowed her affirmation. 

After a splendid meal in which boars’ heads seemed to predominate and none of which, together with the splendid flagons of wines on offer, was touched by the three wizards, the musicians and madrigal singers assembled in one corner and began to play and sing together. With tumblers and jugglers whirling around the outside of the floor, people began to dance. 

Virgile stood up and offered Tara his hand. 

‘Would you like to dance with me?’ he asked. 

Tara’s lips stretched into a thin line. 

‘No,’ she said emphatically. ‘I’ve never done it before and would fall over the heavy hem of this tunic.’ 

‘That can be altered in a moment,’ the handsome enchanter said with a wink. And suddenly they were both clad from head to toe in the correct and formal attire, with Tara resplendent in a white satin gown of exceptional beauty. Before she could demur further, Virgile whisked her out onto the open floor, where they whirled into the maelstrom of other dancers and were soon lost to view. 

Chuckling to himself, Twilight soon shut up as he saw Matilda, the king’s dour and heavy wife, bearing down on him purposefully. 

It was time for him to go. 






  




Chapter 9

 

‘It is said that when he’s bored he roams the streets at night looking for homeless children to torture to death.’ 

 

The three of them were sitting on a log outside the small stone hovel Virgile called home on the side of the village of Carnac in Gaul. Twilight and Tara had just arrived, having transformed from Skellighaven, where they had been on one of their periodic inspection visits. The small Irish settlement was now a model of careful, normal subsistence, believers and nonbelievers alike living in harmony, and no one had been thrown into the Devil’s Pit since Leannan Sidhe had drowned. Tara was telling Virgile the story of the witch fairy’s perversions and subsequent demise. 

‘And you joined your power together to hold her under the water?’ Virgile inquired. 

‘Yes,’ replied Tara. 

‘Do you think it’s possible to join all three of us together?’ 

Tara looked at Twilight for an answer. 

The old astounder nodded. ‘Yes, but if that combined power is concentrated upon one other, each of the three will be extra vulnerable to an outside force. If, for instance, the three of us had one of your three rogue venefici in the helpless grip of our combined power, each of us would be defenseless against one of the other rogues. The answer would be to only use the power of two, leaving our third member free to protect the others against any unforeseen intrusions.’ 

Twilight then told Virgile of his battle with the two half-powered Viking venefici twins, Go-uan and Go-ian, and how he’d finally dispatched them. 

‘Because they shared one complete power, I already had an advantage over each one. The trick was to separate them. Once apart they were at a disadvantage.’ 



‘So,’ Virgile reasoned, ‘fighting other venefici is all about power advantage.’ 

‘That’s right. Always try to split them up, preferably into singles where they are against at least two of us. These three rogue venefici are all fully powered?’ 

‘Yes, and strong examples. They are all at least an individual match for my own power.’ 

‘Perhaps the time has come for you to tell us all you know about them, Virgile. Then we can begin to plan their demise.’ 

Virgile settled back and began his story. 

‘Gaul, my country, now known by the new name of Francia, meaning ‘Land of the Franks,’ consists of ten regions. Each one is run like a mini-kingdom or duchy. They are: Flanders, Burgundy, Provence, Aquitaine, Auvergne, Royal Domain, Anjou, Maine, Brittany, and this region which is Normandy. Royal Domain is the region centered on Paris, where the king himself rules from. Each state has its own warlord or nobleman in control, and all of them are loosely affiliated to the King of Francia, who at present is Philip I. I say ‘loosely affiliated’ because each region would only come together under the king if the entire nation were threatened. The bigger, countrywide picture is not really of interest to them. They will continue to engage in murderous rivalries among themselves and take every opportunity to rob and pillage their nearest neighbours in order to expand their current holdings.’ 

‘It is pretty much the same pattern in England - or was until Duke William came a calling,’ said Twilight. ‘Uniting the various regional warlords will be a priority.’ 

Virgile nodded, then continued in his deep bass rumble. 

‘As regards the three rogue venefici, the first thing to tell is that they’re all men. Other than their greed and brutal treatment of anyone who gets in their way, that’s about the only common denominator. The first and eldest, and if they acknowledged such a title, the leader of the Confrerie, is called Teneo. They have all been named, or named themselves, after Latin names they see as reflecting their greatness or position in life. Therefore, Teneo, Latin to possess or be master of. He was born in Northern Gaul about forty years ago to a peasant couple and was picked up as tyro by an old scallywag of a veneficus called Dundas. It was Dundas who named him Teneo. My mentor, Marsalis, knew Dundas and always mistrusted him. The enchantments meant only one thing to Dundas and that was money. He’d provide any service for money or land or something he could sell on and wasn’t afraid to use the enchantments to kill for the right sum. Teneo sat with Dundas for twenty-two years. Trained for that length of time in that manner, it’s no wonder that Teneo turned out the way he has.’ 

‘Does Dundas have a menhir here at Carnac?’ Tara interrupted. 

‘No. My master would not have him here. Said he was a disgrace to our code. Teneo would have put him somewhere else. There are several small sites in the north. 

‘With the passing of Dundas, Teneo picked up where his master left off. He’d inherited Dundas Castle, named after his mentor and where they lived, and set out to acquire more wealth and lands. Even more than his old master, Teneo realized the value of his skills to regional warlords, the wealthy and ruling classes. They had the wherewithal to pay large sums for his deadly abilities and, because of their positions, the constant enemies requiring them. Teneo flourished and then began an association that added even more lustre to his abilities . . . ‘ Virgile paused. 

‘He started to work for Henry I, the King of Francia. This relationship lasted for some time until Henry died six years ago and was replaced by his son, Philip I. Philip didn’t want a veneficus, and by now one with a reputation for carrying out the king’s dirty work, so he banished Teneo from the court. That came as a blow to Teneo, who had grown rather fond of the luxuries associated with someone as close to the king as he had been.’ 

Virgile paused to receive a beautifully plumaged hawk on his shoulder. Dark wing feathers flecked with browns and oranges, a chest of mottled white, and piercing brown eyes ringed in yellow. 

 ‘This,’ he said, tenderly stroking the proud head of the hawk, ‘is Gira, partner of Desi. They are my leading pair of peregrines.’ 

Gira screeched at him, raised the sharp talons on her right leg, then flew away. 

‘She’s just showing off and reports that all is quiet around the menhirs. Gira’s presence reminds me, none of the three rogue venefici has an animal in ligamen. They think them an encumbrance and unnecessary.’ 

‘Bigger fools them,’ snorted Twilight. ‘Your peregrines are closely related to the hawks of my mentor, Merlin. Without them and my pica we would have been severely disadvantaged in all our conflicts.’ 

‘Perhaps,’ said Tara, ‘they cannot find any animals prepared to tie themselves to such a bunch of villains.’ 

‘Could be,’ said Virgile. ‘To continue. The second Confrerie calls himself Evanesco, meaning to vanish. He chose the name because he likes to remain invisible for as much as possible. When visible he’s a big, muscular, dark-skinned man from the Africas and wears extrovert clothing in bright, loud colours. He arrived here about ten years ago with an invading army of Merovingians under Pippin the Younger and stayed when they were defeated by Henry’s army, assisted by Teneo, his now partner. His control of the enchantments is unsure, pointing to incomplete training, but his power output is huge. Bigger than Teneo’s and, I would guess, quite close to Tara’s. He gets a lot of the enchantments wrong and leaves all sorts of mess. His other claim to fame is cruelty. He likes nothing better than to see people suffer and has been known to torture folk for long periods for the joy of watching their pain. There is a touch of Leannan Sidhe about him in that he is also said to have a liking for drinking the blood of his victims, a vampire veneficus. He hooked up with Gerard, the Duke of Flanders, and did his dirty work for a while but left him under a cloud. Something to do with his wife’s sister. Now he lives and works with Teneo in an unlikely alliance . . .’ 

Tara shuddered. ‘What a pair. And there’s one more to come. Surely he can’t be as bad as these two?’ 

‘Worse, I think. I’ll leave you to judge. He’s the youngest of them, about my age, and his name is Quiritatio, the shriek. It’s such a ridiculous name - he must have adopted it himself, although it does have some bearing on his behaviour, for he is a mute. The only form of speech he is capable of is a high-pitched, whistling shriek. He can, of course, communicate by way of mind-speak. His black art is children. He hates children. All of them. The lives of many tens of innocent children are laid at his door. Before joining up with the other two, he was known as a wizard for hire to any man or woman who had a problem with children. It may have been waifs and strays begging for food, the children of a former wife, the children of an avowed enemy, or just children. It didn’t matter. If someone had a child problem they would call upon Quiritatio and the problem would disappear . . . permanently. It is said that when he’s bored he roams the streets at night looking for homeless children to torture to death.’ 

Twilight grimaced. ‘Him I can’t wait to meet,’ he said softly. 

‘The strange thing about these three,’ continued Virgile, ‘is that they appear to have formed the Confrerie alliance to challenge the throne of Francia in the belief that they can actually do it. That three such odious creatures could work together at all suspends belief; that they could work toward a common purpose of any sort is incredulous, and that it should be to take over the highest position in the land is simply beyond comprehension.’ 

‘How do you know they want the throne?’ Twilight asked. 

‘They told me. Moreover, they asked me to join them on the basis that if all four of the known venefici of the country challenged for its kingship, no one could possibly oppose it. None of the regional noblemen would want to take us on. We would be omnipotent, a quartet of rulers backed by the strongest possible sorcery. No army could oppose that, no ruler challenge such a gathering of shape-shifting killers, and the power of such an alliance would open up the throne of Francia without so much as a whimper.’ 

‘They will surely self-destruct,’ said Tara. ‘Three such evil egos couldn’t possibly exist in harmony on the throne. They’d tear each other apart with every decision.’ 



‘I’m not so sure,’ said Virgile. ‘They seemed to understand that. They said the very fear of them turning against each other is the bond that will hold them together.’ 

‘When did this meeting with them take place?’ 

‘A month ago. They came to ask me to stand aside in the matter of the annual Equinoctial Festival of the Dead. When I said that I couldn’t do that they outlined the rest of their plan to try and draw me in. They want to control the mists as well as the throne of Francia.’ 

‘From their warped perspective it makes sense. Having control over the throne and the mists reinforces their omnipotence. There is nothing out there that can possibly challenge them. Did you discuss them with Duke William?’ 

‘Yes, but there was nothing he could do, especially as he had his sights set on England and was preparing for that invasion. It actually suited the Confrerie that the strongest noble in Francia, for William was definitely that, would be otherwise occupied, out of their way when they struck. Philip, the king, won’t put up much resistance. He doesn’t have the soldiers or, I suspect, the will. That’s why I think their bid for the throne will start at any time now because William is now domiciled in England and does not look as if he will ever return. The way to the throne of Francia is relatively clear.’ 

‘Have you had any dealings with the king, Philip I?’ 

‘None at all. All venefici are the same in his eyes. When he banned Teneo from his court, he was banning all of us.’ 

Twilight considered this for a moment. 

‘The king obviously understands where venefici fit within all this, which is definitely not alongside the seat of power. Although our reception will be frosty, to say the least, he should be our first stop. We ought to at least acquaint him with the threat to his throne, eh?’ 

Tara and Virgile nodded assent. Twilight looked closely at Virgile. 

‘You said you managed to scare them off with the threat of some big bangs?’ 



‘After my refusal to join with them, they came back a few days later. Threatened to destroy Carnac and all it stands for if I refused to join them. There was a standoff and it was beginning to look a little ugly. They were priming their personal arsenals.’ 

‘I think I know what you did,’ Twilight said softly. ‘To drive such evil away you only had recourse to one action, the one final and absolute solution available to us all.’ 

Virgile nodded. 

‘What was it?’ Tara asked. 

‘A terminus,’ Twilight and Virgile breathed the word together. ‘The ultimate venefical weapon.’ 

 

For almost two hundred years the French court had been established in the city of Paris in the region known as Royal Domain. Familiar with the more sombre gray solidity of the English Court, Twilight and Tara were taken aback by the elegant furniture and fine ornaments and floor coverings of the French Royal Palace. Functional, thick English oak was replaced by spindly curved maple and walnut, heavy linen tapestries by fine silk wall hangings, and sturdy, woven jute floor coverings by beautifully crafted, brightly dyed Eastern carpets. The very size of the throne room, where they had just appeared, was bigger than the entire ground floor of the English Palace. Seated at one end on a high, towering throne at the top of a flight of steps under an enormous, if somewhat crude and out-of-place painting of Charlemagne, the great Frankish king, who had also been crowned Caesar in Rome before returning quickly to his beloved homeland, was Philip I of Francia. 

As is usual when venefici suddenly arrive without warning in such heavily guarded surroundings, the many guards around the room began to immediately clutch at their weapons. Frozen instantly in mid-grab, their immobile, panicky faces stuck in the surprise and suddenness of the moment, they could only stare in vacuous, sightless shock as Tara, Twilight, and Virgile elevated themselves to the same height as the equally surprised king and, hovering just off the throne dais, smiled a beaming hello. 

‘Your majesty,’ Virgile said with a small bow. ‘Please excuse the suddenness of our unheralded arrival, but we needed to talk with you as a matter of urgency.’ He gestured toward Tara and Twilight. ‘This is Tara and her mentor, Twilight. They are English venefici. I am Virgile from Carnac, where I look after the mighty menhirs of my ancestors.’ 

The king, mouth agape in stunned surprise, turned to Tara and Twilight. They smiled at him. 

‘Although we have frozen your soldiers, we do not mean them harm. It is purely precautionary in order that we can talk to you in peace,’ Virgile continued. ‘Upon your word that you will hear what we have to say, we will release them from their immobile condition.’ 

Philip nodded dumbly and with a sudden clattering of dropped swords and spears the surrounding soldiers were released. He held his hand up and spoke shakily. 

‘It is alright. Do not be alarmed. They come in peace.’ 

The soldiers looked on in utter amazement at the three figures hovering in the air on a level with their king. Some crossed themselves. 

‘They should all leave,’ said Twilight, speaking for the first time. ‘What we have to say, your majesty, is not for their ears.’ 

In a slightly more confident tone Philip dismissed all his guards. The huge room was empty apart from the three hovering venefici and the seated king. 

‘Before you say anything,’ Philip said, a little kingly arrogance creeping into his tone, ‘you should know that I do not like your kind and will certainly have you arrested and hung for this unannounced intrusion, if it’s at all possible.’ 

‘It’s not possible,’ said Tara dismissively. ‘And we’re well aware of your attitude to venefici, and, in certain circumstances, we’re in complete agreement with you. Throwing that crooked shape-shifter Teneo out of your court was the best thing you could have done. His work in the service of your father was entirely self-serving and did the monarchy no favours at all.’



The king couldn’t disguise his surprise at this. He turned to Virgile. 

‘I’ve heard of you and the mighty menhirs at Carnac. It’s a burial ground for venefici?’ 

‘It is and I have also worked with William, the Duke of Normandy.’ 

‘Ah yes, the Duke of Normandy, or should I now call him the King of England?’ 

‘As you wish, my lord. It is of no consequence to us and does not inform our visit here today.’ 

‘Then what does inform your unheralded visit, veneficus?’ 

‘Teneo, the veneficus you threw out of this court, and two powerful venefical companions called Evanesco and Quiritatio have formed a group called the Confrerie. Their aim is to remove you from the throne of Francia and rule themselves.’ The king looked at Virgile for a long time before replying scathingly. 

‘Three lowly wizards will take my throne and rule the country? This is not possible. Where are their soldiers, their fighting men, their weapons?’ 

‘They probably won’t need them,’ said Twilight softly. ‘Look how easy it was for us to get in here next to you.’ He waved his arm around the vast emptiness of the throne room. ‘You had fifty-two men armed to the teeth in here when we arrived, and all were instantly struck to stone by our powers. With respect, killing you, my lord, would have been very easy for us. The Confrerie have exactly the same powers as we do, only they won’t release you or your soldiers afterwards. They’ll put everyone in a big pile and set you on fire . . . with you on the top.’ 

‘Having drank some of your blood first,’ added Tara. 

The king paled considerably. 

‘If you knew of my dislike for your kind, why are you warning me?’ His voice had dropped to a mumble and his manner had lost all kingly authority. 

‘Because,’ said Twilight, ‘the three of us are true to our venefical code and will not stand by and see it treated with such contempt. Venefici are not placed on this turning earth as rulers, kings or queens, or politicians. That’s the prerogative of others. We are not here to assist anyone to dominate others by force, although our past has not always been true to this ideal. Tara and I have been asked by Virgile to help him with this problem of the Confrerie because their combined power is too much for any one of us to handle. They are, quite simply, rogue venefici, and that, in our language, is an abomination and bastardization of the enchanted power bestowed upon us. Its misuse is as low as any non-mortal in a human form can stoop. They must be dealt with, or ten thousand years of venefical history will have been wasted and no one will ever accept us for the good we do or have done. Our venefical history is at stake. That, your majesty, is why we are here today.’ 

‘What would you like me to do?’ King Philip I of Francia whispered. 






  




Chapter 10

 

I have destroyed the foul veneficus Virgile and am about to return with the promised prize of his head swollen with blood for your pleasure. 

 

Ever since Merlin, the long magus, and the thirteen-year old tyro Twilight had defied Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes, at the Equinoctial Festival of the Dead at Stonehenge, the venefical progressions of Wessex had been left alone by Zeus and his fellow gods of the Presidium. Twilight, who could still, after more than fifty-five years, conjure up the intensity and resonance of Tiresias’s voice as it had cracked across his mind on that fateful day, had no doubt that he and all other venefici were still ultimately under the control of the fabulous Greek deity. That he had not had any sign or communication from them in all these years didn’t mean that they were uninterested. Fifty-five years were a mere yesterday in the timeless leaps that the mighty Presidium lived to, a drop of water to the limitless volume of an ocean. 

Not that Twilight knew how to make contact with them - he certainly didn’t. They remained omnipotent and unreachable. If any communication was to take place it would come from them at a time of their choosing. The only possible clue had been the way Tiresias had contacted him, which had been during the annual visit to assuage the cowering dead at Stonehenge. But that had, according to the long magus, been a rogue communication and as far as he could see, the Seer of Thebes had almost certainly suffered at the hands of Zeus for it. 

‘If they need to communicate with you, they will,’ the old alpha astounder had said. ‘If you don’t hear from them, assume that they are satisfied with your handling of the enchantments. Take their silence as a pat on the back.’ 

Then he added, almost as an afterthought, ‘For what it’s worth, other than the voice at your first Stonehenge Festival, I’ve never had any communication with them either. A lifetime of crinkum crankum without any interference whatsoever from those who gave you the power to do it. Sheer bliss, eh, skirmisher?’ 

Since the old enchanter was ninety-eight at the time, it didn’t look as if the situation would ever change. 

On that basis Twilight had gone about his venefical duties for fifty years. If Zeus and the other gods of the mighty Presidium wanted him, they would get in touch . . . somehow. 

And then they did. 

It started with a question to Twilight from Tara and Virgile. 

They were in love and wanted to seal their love by going through the hand-fasting ceremony of marriage. 

Could, they asked, venefici marry each other? Would Twilight rule on and, if possible, sanction their union? 

There was no known precedent for it in the Wessex or the Carnac history. Many male and female venefici buried under the stones of both sites had married and had children through the union; Twilight himself was a case in point with his union with Rawnie. But nowhere could they find any examples of venefici marrying each other. One or other of the previous pairings had always been a normal mortal. 

In a couple of rare cases the children of such a union had been born with an aura signature allowing them to become venefici, but it was unusual. As a result of his union with Rawnie, Twilight’s two children, Eleanor and Harlo, had been normal, but Twilight himself was one of the unusual cases. The union between his mother, Leah, before she had wed his father, Sam Timms, and the long magus had begat him in the place referred to by Leah as ‘the hill where the white dove has flown.’ Congress with Leah had been a panic response by Merlin. His time was running out rapidly, and the next in line had not come forward. Fortunately for the venefical progressions of Wessex, it had worked, but had been a close-run thing and had allowed the long magus and Twilight only seven years together. 

Would the children of the marriage of Tara and Virgile stand a better chance of being born with the all-important aura signature of venefici and therefore be infinitely better placed to take over from their parents in due course? 

Transferring back to Avebury, Twilight sat alone on the top of Silbury Mound and considered all the possibilities. As he sat there he became aware of another presence. 

‘Becoming aware’ is not a reaction that applies to venefici. Such are their powers, nothing can get close to an astounder without its presence being detected long before its arrival. 

But this ‘presence’ had and was sitting behind him. 

Do not alarm yourself, great enchanter, we are on the same side in all things, a deep male voice spoke directly to his mind. You may turn and look at me if you wish, but my outline will be indistinct, even to you. 

Slowly, with more than a hint of curiosity, Twilight turned. 

 

‘I will first hack out their tongues, then fill their empty mouths with molten metal. I want all those who do not instantly side with our quest to occupy the throne of Francia to taste and gag on the stinking smell of burning head flesh and agonizing death. I want the terror of it to ride on the winds across the three classes of this land such that all opposition to our cause will be instantly crushed by the stench and savagery of our anger. To achieve this I propose the public pouring of molten gold in the ears and tongue-less mouths of the monarch and his family until dead, molten silver in the same holes of recalcitrant noblemen and the highborn, and molten lead for the empty heads of any opposing peasants. The message will quickly get home. Mess with the Confrerie and your brains will explode in a molten spume of gold, silver, and lead. Once dead the gold and silver will be removed. It’s too valuable to be left in the charred heads of the nobility and can be used over and over again. The lead can be left in the stinking cavities of the peasantry; it’s as worthless as they are. Never let it be said that I do not recognize and reward class differences!’ 

Teneo, the speaker, and one of his two companions burst into laughter. The other, the mute called Quiritatio, let go with the high-pitched whistling shriek he was named after. 

‘What about Virgile? How do you propose we rid ourselves of him?’ Evanesco asked. 

‘I certainly won’t be wasting any precious metal on that heap of horse’s dung, that’s for sure. But he should be the first to go. Otherwise he’ll get delusions of venefical grandeur and interfere with the rest of our program.’ 

Can I have him? 

The instant mind message to them both came from Quiritatio. 

‘Are you sure you can handle him?’ 

My power is greater than his, my skills and experience at inflicting death are greater than his, and my hatred of everything he stands for is beyond anything he could ever summon up. Three good reasons why I will be victorious. 

‘What if he tries the terminus threat again?’ Teneo asked. 

I’ll get out of the way and let him get on with it. Save me the bother of killing him and get rid of most of those old stones at the same time. 

Teneo turned to Evanesco and raised an eyebrow. The vampire veneficus nodded his acceptance of the suggestion before addressing Quiritatio himself. 

‘Save some of his venefical blood for me. I’ve never tasted the enchanted variety - it should be particularly sharp to the tongue.’ 

Evanesco beamed a great big smile at them both. 

I’ll be on my way to Carnac then. When I return I’ll have his head with me, and it will be full of blood for you to sup. 

 

Tara sat with Virgile and Twilight in Virgile’s small stone hovel in Carnac. Tara and Virgile sensed that the old astounder had come to a decision about their betrothal. 

‘Your proposed union has caused something I never thought I would see . . . or hear,’ said Twilight, his black eyes glowing with wonder. ‘As you both know, the establishment of the venefical lineage, wherever it is found in the world, is a result of the actions of the Presidium, who reside upon Mount Olympus, and Zeus - their leader and king of the gods, father of the Olympians, sky and weather, hospitality, rights of guests and supplicants, sending of omens, punishment of injustice, and governance of the universe - is omnipotent in our enchanted lives. In this capacity he gives out the fates, rules, and spheres of each domain. Among the nine gods and goddesses who inhabit the Presidium, Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes, was the God of the Domain of the Cowering Dead. As venefici, under Tiresias, it is our solemn duty to maintain the equilibrium of the cowerers at our annual festival; yours, Virgile, taking place here at Carnac and ours at Stonehenge. You both know the story of my first festival when the voice of Tiresias commanded me to release the cowering dead. Luckily, through the actions of the long magus who was by my side, they were not released. Merlin and I often speculated that Tiresias had a hidden agenda built around my birth and then extending to this time thirteen years later. That hidden agenda was for me to release the cowering dead on to an unsuspecting world and through this act promote Tiresias over and above Zeus and the rest of the Presidium, who would be destroyed, to become the leader of a mighty swarm of cowerers, which would sweep across the land consuming all mortals in its path.’ 

‘Had his plan succeeded,’ said Tara, ‘Tiresias would have become the Devil Incarnate and ruled an underworld of released cowerers with immense power.’ 

‘He would have ruled Hell on Earth,’ added Virgile. ‘And it would have only been a matter of time before they engulfed all known lands inhabited by mortals. Stonehenge would have been the first step to complete world dominance.’ 

‘But it didn’t happen because the long magus figured out Tiresias’s plan, and the two of you put in place a fail-safe that stopped him.’ 

Twilight chuckled in a perfect imitation of his old mentor, Merlin. 

‘That, Tara, is what we always thought was the case.’ He took a deep breath. ‘And now I have just come from a meeting that confirms it.’ 

There was a long silence as Tara and Virgile digested this. Finally Virgile voiced what was occupying both of their thoughts. 

‘Then the thing that you never thought you would see or hear can only be a meeting with someone or something from the Presidium itself!’ 

Twilight nodded. 

‘Was it Zeus?’ Tara gasped. 

‘I’ll call it his spectral presence,’ Twilight replied. ‘The outline was indistinct, but I have no doubt that it was he by the power and knowledge behind everything he said.’ 

He then told them, word for word, of his conversation on Silbury Mound. 

‘And he confirmed that following the Stonehenge debacle, he banished Tiresias to live forever in the fires of Tartarus, a place he described as lasting torture of a kind that makes the mists of the cowering dead comparable to Nirvana!’ 

‘Did you ask him about the Presidium and the other gods?’ 

‘I did and he was very forthcoming. They are Poseidon, Hera, Athena, Apollo, Aphrodite, Helios, and Hermes.’ 

‘Who replaced Tiresias as god of our domain?’ 

‘Zeus himself. He said it was too important for anyone else, and after the near disaster created by Tiresias’s treachery, he wanted to oversee it himself.’ 

‘Did he know what we do, our battles, and how and when we use the enchantments?’ 

Twilight smiled. ‘Every single action, death, battle, and affiliation, and, before you ask, he was completely satisfied with all three of us.’ 

‘Did you discuss the Confrerie?’ 

‘Indirectly. He intimated that he would not discuss individual and current situations other than to say he was satisfied we were going in the right direction and that not all venefici were strict observers of the code. Another thing he addressed, in response to a question from me, was this business of expanding our venefical gift outside of our previously defined regions. His advice was short and sweet; we should go wherever and whenever we deem it necessary.’ 



‘Why,’ said Virgile, ‘do you think he chose this particular time to pay you a visit after your many years in his service?’ 

‘I think you both know the answer to that question,’ Twilight said quietly. 

‘Our betrothal? Is it that important that the leader of the Presidium himself comes to Silbury Mound because of it?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And?’ 

Both Tara and Virgile held their breath, but before Twilight had a chance to answer, another intrusion occupied all three of them. 

Virgile was the first to react. 

‘Another spectral presence approaches.’ The other two nodded; they had also sensed the approaching presence. 

‘There is only one,’ said Twilight. ‘Do you recognize the aura?’ 

‘It’s the mute, the one called Quiritatio,’ answered Virgile. 

‘Once again Sirius and the Dog Star are parted,’ muttered Twilight obliquely. 

‘He won’t know that Twilight and I are here or even exist,’ Tara said softly. ‘Our auras are hidden.’ 

‘Then render yourselves invisible and we’ll see what the shrieking child killer has to offer, shall we?’ Virgile’s deep bass was venomously quiet. ‘You must also teach me that trick with the invisible aura. It’s very useful.’ 

‘Consider your aura invisible.’ Twilight smiled as he and Tara faded from view. ‘It also applies to your wonderful peregrines. I’ll show you how it works when we have a little more time.’ 

 

As Tara had absorbed the enchantments and gradually assumed the venefical reins, Twilight, although always available when required, was presented with the opportunity to indulge in two activities that had long occupied his thoughts. 

The first was to spend time reading the huge collection of writings gathered by Merlin and housed in his scriptorium on the Isle of Avalon. Joined on infrequent occasions by Tara herself when her duties permitted, he worked his way through most of the collection, which the long magus had put together with specific attention to the Greeks but with added texts by the Persians, Etruscans, Macedonians, Romans, Spartans, Phoenicians, Assyrians, Babylonians, and Thracians. As Merlin had described it to Twilight, here were one thousand years of proclamations, speeches, laws, tracts, poems, ballads, marching songs, arguments, legends, plays, prayers, homilies, entreaties, sermons, compendia, fables, criticisms, romances, battle strategies and formations, anthologies, public and senate orations, maps, manifestos, philosophies, oaths, jottings, and stories of every kind. Like the long magus before him, he found his knowledge, understanding, and wonder of the known world and its people hugely increased. There was still a great deal to read - even with his speed he was still only two-thirds of the way there - but as he approached the final pile of dusty scrolls, tablets, piles of inscribed vellum, papyrus, parchment, and wood board covered in great flowing arcs of texts illustrating the collective recordings of the great minds of the time and enormous narrative on the cradle of civilization and its history, he began to slow down in order to prolong the pleasure each one gave. Being endowed, as all venefici, with total recall of everything that was said to him or read, he could always bring to mind particular passages that had a specific resonance or were beautifully crafted such as to merit a revisit. 

The second activity was to progress what he had come to call the ‘ways and means’ of the enchantments. He had been conscious for a long time that the enchantments and their execution had become stuck in a time warp. Their usage had stagnated, and nothing new had been advanced since the long magus had discovered how to disguise the telltale aura trails left by the movements of individual venefici or their animals. This discovery, subsequently repeated by Freyja, the Norse astounder, had proved vital in subsequent battles involving other venefici such as Elelendise, Freyja’s Viking twins, Go-ian and Go-uan, and, more recently, the perverted Leannan Sidhe. 

There must be other advances, other innovative ways to deploy the enchantments to the future benefit of right-thinking venefici who would be charged with the future care of their lands. So, for the last ten years or so, Twilight had devoted himself to the science of the enchantments. His careful study and experimentation had revealed some very interesting and new developments. 

All he needed now were the opportunities to try them out in the real world, and one had just presented itself. 

‘Now we have a moment,’ said Tara, ‘do you think you could tell Virgile and me the outcome of your conversation about our betrothal with the spectral Zeus?’ 

‘Of course.’ Twilight chuckled and sat down on one of the rough wooden seats in Virgile’s stone hovel. ‘I’d almost forgotten in all the excitement of receiving a visit from one of the hated Confrerie.’ 

Tara rolled her eyes at Virgile and they settled down. 

‘Zeus was quite specific. He was not against your union and welcomed the joining of venefici as being a good thing. He did, however, have a problem with you both living together in one or the other place, Avebury or Carnac, on the basis that the one where you did not reside would not have the permanent services of what he called a ‘trusted’ veneficus. Moving from one to the other as a pair would always leave the empty site vulnerable, and he wants both of them to each have the services of a fully functioning, permanent veneficus. His suggestion was that you should wed but continue to live separately at Carnac and Avebury, taking occasional but random and fleeting trips to see one another. That way you could fulfil your individual commitments to the venefical duties of Francia and England with those to one another.’ 

‘What if, as now, we saw the need to join together to fight a foe?’ Virgile asked. 

‘Then both purposes, the venefical duty and the need to be together as lovers, are being correctly served.’ 

‘Did you discuss the possible benefits of our children being born with auras?’ 

‘I did,’ Twilight replied to Tara, knowing how important it was. ‘His take on that was the chances of your children being born so are slightly better than normal, but not much. Having both parents as venefici is apparently not much more a guarantee than normal.’ 

‘So what do we do now?’ Virgile asked in his deep bass rumble, his brows knitted in a frown. 

‘My suggestion is you wed immediately. As soon as this little fracas with the Confrerie is over, go away together for a long break. I’ll look after both sites. Somewhere far away where there will not be any need for you to use or reveal the enchantments. Ireland, perhaps. Tara can show you around the beautiful green sward of that magic land of saints and scholars ruled by the Gael kings. The thing Zeus saw immediately was that as long as I’m around to look after England, which should be for many years to come, Tara is free to spend as much time as you both want together in Carnac. If I need her, or you, Virgile, it won’t take long for me to find her.’ 

Tara smiled. ‘How do we wed?’ 

‘You need to have someone officiate at your hand-fasting ceremony.’ 

‘Did Zeus give you any clues who that should be?’ 

‘Of course. Only a very senior veneficus can handle such an occasion.’ 

‘I’d better go and pick some flowers then,’ said Tara, giving 

Virgile’s hand a good squeeze. ‘And you need a haircut.’ 

 

Gira, the peregrine falcon, cruised high on the thermals over the dark, foreboding mass of stone and wooden fortifications that was Dundas Castle. On the horizon, the other side of the castle, Desi, his mate for life, did the same. Their sharp eyes watched every movement in and around the castle below. Finally they saw what they were looking for as Teneo and Evanesco emerged from a small door high on the castle ramparts and walked around deep in discussion. 

As if connected, the two falcons peeled away instantly and began the long flight back to Carnac and their master, their mission fulfilled. 

Virgile received the two magnificent falcons, one on each shoulder, and listened to their screeched report. Brushing the wings of each bird gently, he thanked them, and they lifted off his shoulder with a gentle wing beat and were gone. 

‘Teneo and Evanesco are both at Dundas Castle. They are obviously awaiting the return of this one.’ He gestured dismissively to where they held Quiritatio suspended just off the ground in clamped immobility, his mute’s eyes trapped in the moment of terror he’d realized he was caught by superior venefical skills and power. 

‘Then we shouldn’t keep them waiting any longer,’ said Twilight softly, walking over to the frozen mute. ‘His aura and other functions are still intact?’ 

‘The same as they were when he arrived,’ said Tara. ‘His own aura, body and mental processes. Even the shriek remains exactly the same. Teneo and Evanesco will not know the difference between the old Quiritatio and the new Quiritatio. They will not know that I am now in complete control all of all those functions and he isn’t. Thanks to the successful outcome of your experiments, Quiritatio is now ours to do with as we wish.’ 

‘According to my experiments he is effectively dead,’ said Twilight. ‘A shell propelled by the power of others, in this case Tara. Stripping out all his mental and physical functions killed him.’ 

‘Good,’ said Tara. ‘Now let’s see if he can carry out the rest of his mission.’ 

Twilight turned to Virgile. ‘Place the linen sack in his hand that is supposed to be your own blood-filled head, the proof of your death and prize he is taking them to sup. Then let’s send the child-killer on his way and follow to the clouds above Dundas Castle to see if our little ruse works.’ 

Clutching his prize firmly, the captured body of the child-killing veneficus disappeared. 

At two minutes after midnight as Teneo and Evanesco sat in the great hall of Dundas Castle, they received a mind message from Quiritatio. 

I have destroyed the foul veneficus Virgile and am about to return with the promised prize of his head swollen with blood for your pleasure. 

Teneo beamed at his fellow Confrerie. 

‘Quiritatio has succeeded. Let’s transport to the ramparts to welcome him.’ 

‘I never doubted for one moment that he wouldn’t,’ said Evanesco, appearing beside Teneo on the highest part of the castle. 

Giving one of his high-pitched shrieks, Quiritatio suddenly appeared alongside them. He had a big smile on his face and held out a linen sack dripping with blood to Evanesco. 

Your promised prize, my fellow Confrerie. May it bring you much pleasure. 

Evanesco reached out to grasp the linen sack, words of thanks forming on his lips. 

Giving off an enormous bang, the bag exploded, sending an orange fireball billowing upward to where Tara, Virgile, and Twilight hovered high in the clouds. The force of six thunderbolts packed together in the bag completely obliterated Evanesco and the shell body of Quiritatio, taking with it a large chunk of the castle ramparts. Fragments of the brightly coloured robes worn by Evanesco, the African veneficus, blew out over the surrounding countryside. There was no trace of the child-killer. 

‘Teneo escaped,’ growled Twilight. ‘A split second before the explosion, something alerted him and he transformed out of there on the very edge of the explosion.’ 

‘I tracked his aura trail,’ said Virgile. ‘He’s in the lower basement of the castle.’ 

‘Spread out to form a triangle in the sky over the castle,’ said Twilight. ‘He can’t move without us knowing.’ 

‘My timing was slightly off,’ said Tara. ‘I should have blown the bag a split second sooner. He must have seen something in Quiritatio’s eyes that alerted him.’ 

Two powerful rogue venefici destroyed in one go is a great result. Your timing was perfect. Twilight had reverted to mind-speak as they took up their positions over the castle. 

To underline the fact that Teneo was trapped, the three of them laid down a perfectly symmetrical barrage of thunderbolts around Dundas Castle. The basement walls where Teneo cowered shook with the explosions. 

Twilight’s mind-speak came to the others. Take great care, he might go for a terminus. 

Which, having considered his options and knowing that somehow he was surrounded by three powerful venefici, was exactly what Teneo did. 

For over an hour and at a good distance from Dundas Castle, Tara, Virgile, and Twilight watched the systematic destruction of the solid stone fortress and a good deal of the surrounding countryside as the trapped and defeated veneficus took out the opprobrium of his failure on everything around him. Later, as they stood over the spent body of Teneo in the rubble of the castle, a body that just had enough strength left to hold his eyes open, Twilight remembered the last time he’d witnessed the venefical end of Elelendise in similar circumstances and how, as the long magus had brought the mighty Excalibur arcing down on her neck to finish her, she had suddenly disappeared. As he tapped the final message that would send the rogue venefici to the cowering mists of Francia forever on Teneo’s forehead, he knew the Presidium wouldn’t get involved this time. After all, he’d only recently come from a meeting with Zeus, king of the gods, father of the Olympians, sky and weather, hospitality, rights of guests and supplicants, sending of omens, punishment of injustice, and governance of the universe. 

And he’d said they were going in the right direction. Now they had managed to destroy the three rogue venefici without actually destroying them. They’d been allowed to destroy themselves. 

The final moment of your evil eternity has just arrived. You now join your rogue companions. Good-bye. 






  




Chapter 11

 

‘Kill this man.’ 

 

Philip I, King of Francia, was delighted. He wanted to festoon the simple tunics of the three venefici with every honour at his command. He offered them estates with important castles at their centres, fine jewellery, gold, silver, horses, and servants. All they had to do was stay near him and protect him from his many enemies. 

All his gifts were politely but firmly turned down. 

Finally, having run out of inducements, he begged them to accompany him as a personal favour on a journey to a place they, too, would gain much from visiting. 

Rome. He’d received an invitation to visit the Eternal City as a guest of the Holy Father himself. Having never been there, it was also a pilgrimage of faith for him.

 The invite had come from Pope St. Gregory VII. 

The invitation had been made on the basis of Philip’s status as head of the Church of Francia. He would be taking a number ofhis senior archbishops, including a close Christian advisor to his court who had studied in Rome and whom he believed Twilight and Tara were acquainted with. 

Robert of Jumieges had returned from England, former Archbishop of Canterbury under the English king, Edward the Confessor, and a man who had escaped from under the nose of the subsequent King Harold when he and his two brothers, Beorn and Swein, had sailed up the Thames with their fleet of Viking ships. Hadn’t Twilight been present when their father, Earl Godwine, had choked to death at a royal banquet? 

Something to do with a piece of bread? 

‘Robert of Jumieges is indulging in guesswork,’ muttered Twilight. ‘But I must confess, a visit to Rome is of interest to me for I have read much about it and would appreciate the opportunity to study some of that great city’s history and buildings at first hand. I will discuss it with my companions, who themselves have a pressing engagement.’ 

‘Oh?’ 

‘Virgile and I are to be wed,’ said Tara. 

That set the king off again. It would be a state occasion, the biggest wedding since he himself had wed the queen. No expense would be spared. The finest food, flowers, wine, musicians, jesters, and jugglers. It would take place in the palace itself with guests from every royal house in the known western world. William the Conqueror, the Norman English king, would be the guest of honour. Tara would have a dress of the finest silks made by the queen’s own dressmakers, and at the banquet afterward Twilight would sit at his right hand between the two great kings, William of England and himself. The festivities would last for days as the people hailed the union of the two great venefici. 

After a great deal of more polite but firm refusals from Tara, Virgile, and Twilight, at last one thing was agreed. When Tara and Virgile returned from Ireland, Twilight would accompany the king and his party to Rome, where he would be left alone to wander around to his heart’s content. He would not, for reasons Robert of Jumieges well understood, get involved in any religious discussions, nor, in deference to their hosts would he employ the enchantments except in the direst circumstances. Although he would be attached to King Philip’s party as an advisor, he would not be expected to attend all the official gatherings. 

One month later Tara and Virgile returned from their visit to Ireland and, although now man and wife by both Francian and English law, resumed their separate duties at Avebury and Carnac. They had the ability to talk through mind-speak, so communication between them was instant. They also had Virgile’s peregrines, if required, who knew both Tara’s and Twilight’s whereabouts, and Tara had the added protection of her fierce wolfhounds. Other than the previous month when she had been in Ireland with her new husband, it was the first time Tara had been apart from her mentor since she had joined him. 

As usual when he went to another region the old astounder didn’t alert the local pica, preferring to leave them alone unless they were urgently required. Twilight transformed to Philip’s party, where they had made camp on the outskirts of Rome. 

As night fell over the camp, Philip called the senior members of his party together to go through their strategy. Although the adherence and style of Christian worship in Francia was the official reason given for the invite by the pope, apparently these were minor considerations. Imperial authority in Northern Italy of late had been much weakened, allowing considerable local autonomy. Unusually, a single dynasty or great military leader did not rule the Holy Roman Empire; the majesty of its rule had faded, the former grandeur reduced to neglect and red dust. Too many barbarian hordes had stormed its mighty walls and desecrated its magisterial buildings, and the former great dynastic rule of the Lombards and Byzantine had been usurped by the Normans, who, as William the Conqueror had so recently demonstrated by invading England, were becoming a fierce force in the Latin western world. The current power was now non-military and vested solely in the church. St. Gregory, a former Tuscan monk and now an ambitious and typically greedy pope, felt rather exposed. So much so that he had decided to redress the balance a little in his own favour by producing a papal dictum that the pope had the right to appoint and depose emperors and bishops throughout Christendom without question. The papacy and the Roman Empire, the consenting gemini of peaceful coexistence, simply had to support each other in order that they both survived. As king-maker and deposer, the pope had the power to control the throne and the souls and purses of the faithful. Better for him and the Holy Roman Empire if, as had previously been the case, they had a powerful emperor or king to protect and reinforce those rights through military might. 

Why couldn’t this protector be Philip I of Francia? 

No wonder Philip been grateful for the work the three venefici had done in eliminating the Confrerie. No wonder he’d begged them for his future protection. King Philip I was making a bid for the crown of the Holy Roman Empire to add to that of Francia. That was why he was here; this meeting had been called to hammer out the details. Like all those other great legends adorning the many scrolls in the scriptorium on the Isle of Avalon, including his Gaullist predecessor Charlemagne, whose huge picture he had on the wall of his throne room, Philip was here to be crowned as a non-Italian Holy Roman emperor and Caesar. 

Once again Twilight had to smile to himself at the naked ambition of a ruler. 

Just how many kingdoms are enough? 

The following morning a detachment of Roman cavalry rode out to meet them and escort them into the great city. Philip had one thousand of his own soldiers of the Royal Guard with him for protection on their journey over the Alps from Francia, and together the cavalcade clattered through the cobbled streets of the Eternal City. Waiting to greet them on the steps of St. Peters, ringed by heavily armed legionnaires, stood, at the front, the papal party, fronted by the purple-clad Pope St. Gregory VII and flanked by various archbishops, members of the Senate, and at least ten high-ranking military leaders. 

True to his word, Twilight stayed in the background throughout the many speeches of welcome, then quietly slipped away to begin exploring the place he had read and dreamed so much about. 

Although in various stages of crumbling neglect, with weeds and a layer of red dust everywhere, the famous buildings were still standing, with many of them still being used. The Coliseum, although empty inside, was thronged with peddlers selling everything from fruit and vegetables to live chickens and goats, furs, skins, salt, wool, nuts, waxes, brightly coloured silks, gray and white linens, sandals, and leather goods. The faces of the people bore witness to the great territories conquered by the Caesars. Fascinating black faces from the Africas mixed with swarthy Mongols from the east, light-skinned Arabs with white Saxons, haughty Indians with Turks, Berbers with Persians, Wends, Franks, Jews, Greeks, Javanese, Egyptians, and the Romans themselves with everyone. Barbarians rubbed shoulders with pilgrims, vagabonds with upright citizens, penitents with heretics, nonbelievers, believers, and those who were indifferent. Many of the races were indeterminate, the results of many hundreds of years of integration. Religious adherents and holy men crept piously through the throng in a huge variety of cloaks, habits, and white, red, and orange sheets, their heads covered or not depending upon the mores of their faith. Soldiers, in the full battle armor of legionnaires and always in pairs, stood purposefully at street corners, and beggars, some with purposefully maimed children, were just about everywhere. The languages that swirled and echoed from myriad mouths were equally exotic, with many of them developing a pidgin cadence all of their own consisting of various mixtures of Italian rolled up with their own tongue. Everywhere was colour, movement, shouting, a vibrancy of cosmopolitan barter in an historic metropolitan setting as the daily reality of life continued by claim and counter-claim, anger, smiling agreement, entreaties, and the will of a world’s people to just get on with life. 

Looking down from lofty positions everywhere were the pupil-less, serious-looking statues of gods, Caesars, popes, and kings, many of them given a curious, almost comical twist by the loss of their noses, a particular and prominent trait of the older Roman statues’ faces. Here Mars bestrode a mighty plinth, there Claudius waved a scroll, Boniface, in a pointed hat with a shepherd’s crook in his right hand, gazed heavenward in prayer, and Otto, a king’s crown on his head, brandished his sword. Augustine, Julius Caesar, Pompey vied for plinth space with Cicero, Cato, and Marius. Great stone carvings of battles, their intricate weaving of men entwined with shields and spears, vied with scenes of famous charioteers with three horses straining forward. Nymphs, angels, serpents, and laurel leaves jostled with gargoyles, doves, fish, and crosses as the symbolism of the mighty empire. 

Twilight stopped to watch a small, dark man with quick hands manipulate three little unturned pots, one with a small dried pea underneath, around a table. Time after time for a small wager a watcher would try to guess which pot hid the pea after the man had quickly moved them around. The small, dark man won every time, his dexterity and sleight-of-hand beating all comers, and he pocketed their coins until Twilight decided to make it a little harder by replacing the pea under the pot the customer tapped. In some confusion, the small, dark man began to lose every time and had to pay out. Looking skyward and muttering, he finally grabbed his pots and fold-up table and stormed off. 

Smiling, Twilight walked on. An old beggar grabbed his leg and gestured to his mouth with his fingers indicating hunger. Putting his finger to his lips to indicate silence, the old astounder reached inside his linen tunic and produced a round, flat, freshly baked loaf of rye bread, which he quickly pushed toward the old beggar. It disappeared inside the ragged shirt quicker than an eye blink to be followed by a look of surprise and then gratitude. Twilight moved on. He couldn’t reverse all the sleight-of-hands nor feed all the beggars in Rome, but an occasional dispensation wouldn’t do any harm. 

‘Make way, make way!’ came a loud cry as an ornate, silk-curtained sedan chair with a broad-shouldered, shaven-headed black Nubian on each corner came barging down the street. In front, shouting and waving their swords to clear a path, strode two legionnaires. Anyone who didn’t move fast enough was thrown aside or trampled underfoot, first by the soldiers and then the Nubians. The old beggar Twilight had just left with the fresh loaf of bread was busily eating it and didn’t move quickly enough for the soldiers’ liking. One of them kicked him hard in the ribs, then swatted him across the back with the flat blade of his sword. Pitching forward with the partially eaten loaf falling from his hands, the beggar scrambled on all fours to get out of the way whilst also trying to grab some of the bread. When food is in such short supply, a fresh loaf is worth striving for. This brought the sedan chair to a halt, further incensing the soldiers, who set about the poor beggar by raining kicks onto his thin, ragged body. 

Until both of them locked solid in mid kick. 

‘What’s going on? Why have we stopped?’ a man’s voice cried as a heavily be-ringed, pudgy hand pushed back on the ornate silk curtains. 

One of the Nubians on the front pointed to the two soldiers locked solid in the act of kicking the old beggar, who had picked up the bread and was sidling into the crowd. 

‘Put me down,’ commanded the voice from inside the sedan chair, and as the Nubians lowered it gently to the ground, the door was flung open and out heaved a hugely fat man dressed in blue and gold silks. He wore a blue silk turban on his head with a large sapphire clip in the centre, and his face sported a shiny black moustache and matching goatee beard. On his feet, small for a man with such bulk, he wore jewelled black silk slippers with turned-up toes. A heavily jewelled dagger hung in a silver studded case around his huge waist. His dark brown eyes glinted maliciously from within the folds of his fat face, which was sweating profusely. 

Breathing heavily with the exertion of moving, the fat man walked slowly around the locked soldiers. Then he looked at the Nubians and around the crowd that had now formed. 

‘What happened here?’ he said loudly, reaching into the folds of his silk robe and withdrawing some coins. 

The crowd all began to speak at once, and the beggar was produced and pushed to the front clutching the bread with one hand and his sore ribs with the other. The fat man dropped a couple of coins into his outstretched hand, which swiftly secreted them within his rags. As the old beggar told his tale, his eyes darted madly around the crowd until he saw Twilight. He pointed a shaky finger at the enchanter, and the crowd instantly moved away. 

‘Did you do this to my soldiers?’ The fat man waddled toward Twilight. 

‘They are bullies and cowards and were viciously kicking this poor man for not moving out of the way quickly enough.’ 

‘They were carrying out my orders,’ rasped the fat one. ‘If you’re some sort of shaman sorcerer beware, for I have many men at my command and friends in high places. Release them immediately!’ 

‘No,’ said Twilight softly. ‘Not until you promise me that you will mend your ways and travel without harm to others.’ 

Unused to being spoken to this way, the fat man shouted in anger, ‘I do not make promises to anyone, least of all a ragged shaman.’ He waved his pudgy fingers at his Nubians before pointing at Twilight and screaming, ‘Kill this man.’ 

They, too, were locked solid. The crowd began to cheer. 

Twilight leaned in close to the man’s face, by now pouring with sweat, some of it due to the fear that was beginning to tremble through his chest. 

‘You’re next for the locked solid treatment, and in that state I’m going to throw you into the river,’ he said softly, poking the fat man in the rolls of his stomach for emphasis. ‘My guess is you’ll sink like a stone.’ 

The fat man dropped to his knees, his pudgy hands held out in front of him in an attitude of prayer. 

‘Oh, please don’t do that to me. I am a humble, god-fearing merchant going about the day to best feed my large family. I will instruct my guards never to behave like that again. Of that you have my word.’ 

The fat jowls wobbled and the sweat poured down his face, staining the blue silk front of his robe with dark spots as the fat man pleaded. 

‘What is your name?’ Twilight asked the bully-turned-pathetic sodden-silk-wearer. 

‘Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak,’ sobbed the man. 

‘Well, Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak, understand this, for I will not repeat it. If I hear of one more example of your bullying, the river will become your grave. Do you understand?’ 

With great effort Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak bent down and touched Twilight’s foot with his dripping forehead. 

‘Thank you, most mighty wizard. I will always obey.’ 

As he lifted his sweaty face, his right hand streaked down for the heavily jewelled dagger in the studded silver case. With a speed of movement belying his bulk, the pudgy hand came up with the wicked-looking, sharply pointed weapon arcing toward Twilight’s stomach. 

Only to become locked solid in mid-strike. 

The crowd, by now several hundred strong, cheered and stamped their approval. 

Making the sign of a circle, Twilight turned the locked solid fat man upside down and suspended him with his turbaned head just off the ground. Then he waved again and the jewelled dagger clattered to the floor, followed by the large sapphire turban clip, all the rings from his fingers, and a shower of coins from within the silk folds of his robe, which was now hanging down over his head, revealing the grotesque folds of his body underneath as they fell the opposite way. Even the jewelled slippers fell to the ground. 

As the crowds scrabbled around on the ground for the booty, Twilight spoke to the nearest one. 

‘They will come around in a few minutes and won’t be very happy, so make sure you’re all long gone.’ 

Then he, too, was gone, but he had a feeling that he would meet Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak again. But even he was surprised at just how soon it turned out to be. 

That very night. 

King Philip had implored Twilight to attend a dinner given by 

the pope to celebrate their arrival on the first evening. It was to be a sumptuous affair staged in the Basilica of Saint Peter’s at which Philip was to be presented to the main dynasties, the Senate and Lateran power brokers. These were the movers and fixers whose blessing and continued support for potential inheritors of the great Roman positions of pope and emperor were important. The old astounder agreed on two counts: that he could leave at any time he chose, and it would be the only official function he would attend of the entire visit. 

Thus it was when standing next to Robert of Jumieges about four places down from the pope and three from King Philip, Twilight’s keen hearing picked up a particular announcement from the caller who stood at the top of the imposing Basilica entrance stairway at the far end of the long room. 

‘Sheik Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak and his party.’ 

Five minutes later, the fat man whom Twilight had so publicly shamed that very afternoon appeared at the end of the presentation queue. 

He whispered in Robert of Jumieges’ ear, who, in turn, called over a senior legionnaire. The answer was swiftly delivered. Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak was a Turk and the most successful merchant in Rome. He controlled the important spice trade, gold and silver markets, and, most importantly of all, the slave trade. 

Every slave traded in Rome was either bought or sold by Ra-Hulak. 

So much for the humble, god-fearing merchant going about his day to best feed his large family. The only god this fat Turk worshipped was money. 

In the interests of King Philip’s naked ambition, Twilight decided to exercise his ‘leave at any time’ option, and Robert of Jumieges found himself conversing with empty air. 

But Twilight hadn’t finished with the fat sheik, now he knew he was the biggest slave trader in Rome - the most abhorrent occupation on earth as far as the old enchanter was concerned - and their paths would certainly cross again before he left Rome. 

He would make sure of it. Pro salute animae - for the welfare of the soul. 

As for his promise not to employ the enchantments except in the most dire of circumstances, apart from the small examples exercised earlier today, which hardly counted, what could possibly be more ‘dire’ than the abominable trade in masses of innocent human beings? 

Later that night Twilight continued his stroll around the historical buildings of Rome. Empty of the bustle and noise of everyday life, it was a good time to explore the city. He arrived at the great domed temple of the Pantheon. With its huge wooden doors locked for the night, it loomed silent and massive on the skyline. Originally a temple for pagan gods, it had been converted into a church. Transforming inside he floated around the interior, soaking up the atmosphere and closely observing the clever construction of its dome, said to be the largest in the world. 

Next he visited Capitoline Hill, the smallest of Rome’s seven hills and an area of redolence familiar to him as one of Merlin’s favourite exclamations. ‘By the Seven Hills of Rome’ had often preceded a discovery or enchanted tidbit of delight, more often than not accompanied by a great furrowing of bushy brows and a luminescent green flash from his eyes. How the old alpha astounder would love to be here with him now, exploring the very buildings he had learned and spoken of so much from the Avalon scriptorium. 

Several important temples were built on Capitoline Hill. In particular he wanted to see the ruins of the Temple of Jupiter, Optimus Maximus - greatest and best. 

He walked up the hill and arrived at the head-high walls of all that remained of the mighty edifice described in various works in the Avalon scriptorium as the greatest temple in Ancient Rome. In his mind’s eye he carried a picture of what it looked like in its first incarnation over fifteen hundred years ago, its second building after it was burned down during the wars under Sulla, and its third after the second building was burned down again when Vespasian battled to enter the city as emperor in the Year of the Four Emperors. As Twilight stood in the middle of the ruins in the dead of a dark, silent Roman night, voices of the temple’s turbulent past flashed across its demolished spaces. 

The shrines to other gods such as Terminus, who gave his name to the final destruction, allowed a veneficus when all was lost, and Iuventas, both gods that occupied the site before the first temple was built. The augurs who had to carry out the correct rites before they could be incorporated within the new building. As they exorcised the past demons, those augurs were carrying out a venefical duty. The temple’s original building and dedication to the mighty Capitoline Triad of Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva during the battles with the Sabines. The Sibylline Books, that great font of written knowledge, now long destroyed and said to have been compiled by the sibyls and stored in the Temple to only be consulted by the Quindecemviri - the council of fifteen - in the event of a state emergency. Brutus and the assassins who locked themselves inside the Temple after murdering Caesar - et tu, Brute - and you, too, Brutus! And the twelve thousand talents of gold used by Domitian to guild the roof tiles of the third building. 

Voices, raised and soft, swooping in proclamation and rhythmic in oration, assailed his ears. The hollow rings of clashing swords accompanied by the agonized screams of the dying, a beam of bright yellow light from the sun god entwined with a shaft of pale gray from the moon. Mars embraced Venus around the end of a cornice, and the thunder of quadriga et biga - four-horse and two-horse chariots - rolled around and around the nonexistent walls. 

This was a sacred and special place to venefici. There were more out there, and he vowed to see and experience them. But for now, here was a resting place of gods who had made a significant and lasting difference. 

This place was perpetua - eternal - and Twilight wept for all those former enchanters under their Destiny Stones in Avebury who would never see it. 

Later that day he again joined the throng drifting aimlessly around the great city, content to go with the ebb and flow of human movement to see where it took him. Eventually he ended up standing in front of the Arch of Septimus Severus, the great triumphal arch in the Forum built to commemorate the victories of the Emperor Severus in Parthia eight hundred years ago; he became aware that someone was studying him closely. He turned to see an old, gray-bearded hermit, his long, unkempt hair loosely braided down one side of his face, sitting cross-legged on the ground the other side of the square. With his head on one side he was studying Twilight with a singular intensity that seemed to consume his entire body. 

Vide et crede, homo solitaries - See and believe, hermit - Twilight said gently to the old man’s mind. The hermit’s head jerked as the gentle message hit home. My apologies. I didn’t realize I was staring, came the eventual reply. 

You are a wizard? I am. My name is Odo. Can we talk? 

Twilight walked over to where the old hermit sat. 

‘Of course,’ he said, smiling down at him. ‘I am Twilight.’ 

Standing up in one fluid movement belying his age, the old hermit took Twilight’s arm and led him to a stone bench under an olive tree. 

‘It will be cooler,’ he said, motioning to the shaded bench. ‘I have a feeling we have much to say to each other and will be here for some time.’ 

‘I sent you the mind message because I could see your aura. It is small but still discernable,’ Twilight said quietly. 

Odo chuckled. ‘Small indeed, especially when compared to yours, which is astonishing. Although I have never encountered another aura, the very power of yours overwhelmed me. It lit up the sky around you, that’s why I was staring. I couldn’t believe it.’ 

‘There are others with greater power than mine. My replacement, a very special lady called Tara, has one that puts mine to shame.’ 

Odo shook his head in wonder. It would not be the first time that day. 

‘Shall I begin with my story?’ he said. ‘It is a simple one and won’t take long, unlike yours, I suspect.’ 

‘Go ahead.’ 

His story was simple but fascinating. Placed in an Italian monastery by his farmer father when he was ten years old, mainly because he was ‘a disruption’ around his father’s farm. Odo had spent twelve years as a monk. During his novice years he’d scrubbed, cleaned, and cooked for his fellow monks, washed the feet of all visitors to the monastery, as well as lived the hard life of learning, constant prayer, and piety. 

‘I’d always known that a monk’s life was not for me, right from the beginning, but in the absence of anything better, it would do until something else came along and I was experienced enough to grasp it. Yes, it was hard but I always had food, a bed, and a warm, safe place to live.’ 

‘When did your aura begin to manifest itself?’ 

‘On the farm. That’s why my father packed me off to the monastery. With ten brothers and sisters to feed, most of them younger than me, he couldn’t afford my little pranks.’ 

Twilight smiled. ‘I know exactly what you mean.’ 

‘I didn’t then realize that I was any different from anyone else and, in truth, with such a small aura and its correspondingly low power, I wasn’t. Now, of course, having lived with it for some seventy-five years, I have a better understanding of what it is and can do for me. Even a limited aura is better than no aura. Anyhow, eventually I left the monastery and came to Rome on the pretext of a pilgrimage and never went back. After a couple of months here I found employment as a scribe in the mighty Tabularium and stayed there for the next twenty-five years.’ 

He pointed to a large three-story building nearby, fronted by classic Doric columns with Corinthian colonnades. 

‘That’s it. The official archives of the Empire of Rome and all her dominions stretching back two thousand years. All the important documents are kept in there, including the laws, military and religious history, art, poetry and literature, games, taxes, coinage, maps and boundaries, languages, politics, philosophies, sciences, weaponry, money, gold and silver counts, annual grain stored, plagues and other pestilences and, equally important, the accountabilities that bind them into workable understandings. The diktats, contracts, codes, morals, ethics, duties, obligations, fealties, simonies, oaths, conditions, allegiances, and myriad skulduggeries. Rome and her mighty empires would not have survived this long without her skulduggeries; they are the glue that bind it all together and make it possible.’ 

Odo smiled at this last statement before continuing. ‘For twenty-five years I laboured in there as a scribe, trying to make sense of it all. Taking all the information in and tabulating, logging, and rewriting it into a readable form. At one time there were over a hundred of us in there doing that. After five years in there I married a beautiful Italian girl called Gina, and we had two handsome boys and a small house the other side of Capitoline Hill.’ 

His face darkened and he was silent for a long while. Twilight waited for him to continue; he knew what was coming. Finally Odo began again in a voice choked with emotion. 

‘My beautiful Gina was visiting her sister with the boys for the summer on the coast at Ostia. I had taken them there myself by horse and cart and was due to pick them up after four weeks.’ 

‘Slave traders?’ Twilight said gently. 

He nodded as tears coursed down his old cheeks at the memories. 

‘They raided Ostia, killed many women, including Gina and her sister, and took all the young males away, including my two lovely young boys. I left the Tabularium immediately and searched for three years. I went to all the major slave trading cities around the coast and inland, to no avail. My two beautiful young gods were gone . . . forever. 

‘Eventually I came back here, the only place I really knew, and took up residence in a small cave outside the city.’ He waved his thin arm in the vague direction beyond the Forum. ‘My needs are little and I occasionally earn some coins for food by helping pilgrims and other tourists find their way around and using my limited power to divine for water around the parched hills for farmers. Pity I didn’t know how to do it when on my father’s farm - he was always short of water. I could have been a help rather than a hindrance. That, Twilight, is really my simple story and I thank you for listening so sensitively and patiently.’ 

‘Not quite, dear Odo. You missed out the bit where you learned to use your limited power to disable the door locks and let yourself into the Tabularium most nights, where you study the documents you used to work on,’ the enchanter said with a smile. ‘When, that is, you’re not sleeping on a bench under the military section!’ 

Odo shook his head in amazement. 

‘A mind-reading wizard,’ he said almost to himself. ‘If I hadn’t just heard that myself I wouldn’t believe it was possible.’ 

Twilight chuckled. ‘Now it’s my turn. This might take just a little longer.’ 

For the next seven hours Twilight recounted his life to Odo. He started as the young tyro meeting Merlin, whom he’d joined in similar circumstances as Odo had the monastery, through the effective banishment from their homes by fathers who couldn’t cope with them. Then he worked through his training period, the battles with Elelendise, and the death of the long magus at his allotted one-hundred-year lifespan. 

‘Will I live to one hundred years?’ Odo asked. 

‘Maybe. I don’t think your aura qualifies you as a veneficus, but as you’re already a sprightly seventy-five years old, the chances are that you’ll get there anyway, maybe even beyond.’ 

Twilight continued with his story. As the sun disappeared over the Seven Hills of Rome and the shadows lengthened around the Forum, he finished with his trip here and the meeting with the vile Sheik Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak. At the mention of the slaver’s name Odo scowled. 

‘Many a time I’ve seen that fat piece of pig’s vomit presiding over the slave trades down at the river dock. I’ve thought of different ways to kill him, but he’s always so well protected by soldiers and Nubians, and my little power source, whilst it might get me through the locks of the Tabularium, isn’t enough to get past his defences. I’m not saying he had anything to do with the disappearance of my boys because they went many years before he came on the scene, but they’re all part of the same abhorrent business of trading in human misery.’ 

‘Before I leave Rome, I will ensure the fat sheik meets his fate. Would you like to join me to observe the occasion?’ 

‘I would die a happy old hermit to be present,’ replied Odo, wiping away a tear. 

‘So be it. Now, you painted such a wonderful picture of all the documents in the Tabularium, I would like to see some of them. Why don’t we both transform in there and you can show me around, after which you can have your usual snooze and I’ll just read whatever takes my fancy?’ 



After spending a fascinating night reading all sorts of documents while Odo snored gently on the bench under the military section, Twilight left his new friend sitting cross-legged in the same place he’d found him in the Forum. Even with his great speed of reading, he could have stayed in the Tabularium for a week and still not read more than half the documents. Transforming back to the retreat where Robert of Jumieges and the rest of the visiting party were staying, he immediately bumped into the former Archbishop of Canterbury in an outside courtyard. 

‘Thank goodness you’re here,’ said an exasperated-looking Robert. ‘It’s the king. He’s dead. I think he’s been poisoned!’ 

 

The body of Philip I was taken back to the Royal Domain of Francia by the thousand soldiers of his escorting guard. Stiff with a pernicious poison, his face set into a rictus of disappointment brought about by the sudden terror of choking on his own bile, the sombre cavalcade filed along the streets of Rome in an opposite mood to their happy arrival a few days ago. Led by Robert of Jumieges, the senior man present, with the many courtiers and religious officials of the royal party behind and followed by the mounted soldiers, none of them knew what awaited their arrival home. It was a three-week journey during which much could happen. One thing was for certain, much blood would be spilt in the scrabble for the now empty throne of Francia by the powerful factions who would now dispute it, for there was no natural heir. 

They also left behind them in Rome a fuming and frustrated pontiff, whose dream of uniting the power of Philip as emperor with his papal authority was in tatters. St. Gregory had to rethink and rethink quickly. Christendom was under grave threats from the east as well as its more usual foes, the barbarians and the upstart King of Saxony, Henry IV. 

Nothing new there then. 

Twilight, who turned down Robert of Jumieges’ offer to use his mind-reading and other enchanted skills to trace the king’s killer, had decided to stay on for a couple more days. From what he had learned in the Tabularium and other literature, both at home in the scriptorium and since arriving, the papacy and the throne of this fractious and enigmatic empire was always changing through the early deaths of its occupants. This was just one more example of what Odo the hermit had called the ‘skulduggeries’ that surround this great city, the methods used to get and maintain political or religious supremacy. Not for him, not for his enchanted codes; he was a tourist with another, personal agenda. One that had occurred since his arrival. 

But first there were more mighty historical sites to see and, in 

line with the theme of Philip’s death, he was today visiting the sarcophagi of the great and good with his new friend and guide to all things Roman, Odo the hermit. 

Later that day as Odo led him down alleyways behind the Forum, the old hermit told him where they were going. 

‘I told you yesterday we would visit some sarcophagi. In various forms they are all over Rome, but those we are going to see today are different. What I didn’t tell you was this is a secret place known only to a select few high in the Rome Authority. It’s permanently locked against visitors or prying eyes of all and any sort due to its importance and potential for stirring up and fermenting trouble.’ 

He paused and pointed to a large, windowless building. 

‘The building doesn’t even have a name. Nor will you find mention of its existence in any form. I know - in my days in the Tabularium it was my job to erase all mention of it and its contents from the archives. As far as the people of Rome are concerned, many of whom walk past it every day, this building and its controversial contents do not exist.’ 

‘I’m intrigued,’ said Twilight, looking at the building. ‘How do we get in unobserved?’ 

Odo chuckled. ‘I thought I’d leave that to you. My limited power won’t work on these doors. They’re chained solid.’ 

‘Hold my hand.’ The old astounder smiled, looking around to see if they were observed. 

‘There.’ 

They were inside. Odo looked around the dark, dusty interior. 

‘It must be forty years since I was last in here,’ he said quietly. ‘And I’m prepared to bet my last ounce of power that nothing has changed or been moved since.’ 

Twilight waved his hand and the entire interior of the huge building was bathed in a soft light. Row upon row of dusty marble sarcophagi stretched away from them. 

Odo threw his thin arms wide to encompass the contents of the enormous room. ‘Welcome to the tombs holding the bones of the ancient Caesars. This is the final resting places of those emperors who held the dominions of the Roman Empire together during its epochal years when it ruled the known world. Here lie the bones and ashes of the bright flames of the glorious arc of our Republic’s history.’ 

Odo paused and led Twilight to the beginning of the first row. 

‘There are, with one notable exception, eighty-six sarcophagi here. Meaning ‘flesh-eater’ in Greek, sarcophagi were used as coffins for the dead of the highborn. That each one is made of marble shows just how highborn, in this case every Roman ruler since the third year BC until five hundred AD. That’s eight hundred years of ruling history.’ 

He stopped for a moment beside the first one and looked at Twilight, realizing that Christian chronology might not register with him. 

‘Carry on, I’m aware of the placement of those dates,’ the enchanter said with a smile. 

Odo tapped the ornate carved marble side. 

‘In here lie the bones of the Emperor Augustus, the title conferred by a grateful senate upon Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus after forty-four years of rule.’ At the far end of the sarcophagus was a marble head sculpture of the emperor. He tapped the head. ‘Some have heads of their subject carved and mounted on the top, and some will have him - for they are all males - in full battle armor as part of a battle scene carved on the side.’ 

Odo moved on down the line of elaborately carved marble. 

‘Tiberius, Gaius Germanicus - better known as Caligula - Claudius, Nero, Galba, Otho, Vitellius . . .’ 

As he named each emperor in turn, Twilight followed, putting deeds, events, treachery, battles, and assorted gossip he’d read to each of them. 

Odo stopped by a rather plain marble box with a curly bearded head carving. ‘Hadrian, who, I believe, was responsible for building a great wall across the north of your country.’ 

A few names further and he stopped again. ‘Caracalla, who co-ruled with Geta for just one year from 211 to 212.’ Odo turned to Twilight. ‘There are two other examples of co-rulers a little further on, but don’t ask me how they managed it. Seems an impossible situation to me. Some of these lasted less than a year, and in one year there were no less than four of them!’ 

‘Here’s one after your own heart,’ Odo said, tapping a semicircular box heavily engraved with ornate carvings. ‘The philosopher warrior Julien. Known as Julien the Apostate due to his mission to establish paganism as the dominant Roman faith over Christianity. When he died on the battlefield, Roman paganism died with him.’ 

Reaching the end of the first line, Odo looked back. There was just a single line of footprints in the thick dust on the floor they had just walked through. His footprints. He raised a quizzical eyebrow at Twilight. 

‘Venefici cast no footprint or shadow, carry no odour nor excrete any bodily waste,’ the old astounder said by way of explanation. 

For the umpteenth time since they had met, Odo found himself shaking his head in wonder at the abilities of his magical friend. He started back down the next row, pausing at a particularly heavily carved box. 

‘This is probably the most famous one of all and my personal favourite,’ he said reverently. ‘The Emperor Constantine I ruled from 324 to 337 and established that great Byzantine city, Constantinople, in the east where there is now so much trouble.’ 

Twilight thought of the rulers he’d been involved with. The tenuous links with King Arthur, Dux Bellorum, through Merlin, Alfred the Great and their battles together against the marauding Viking, Edward the Confessor, Harold, William the Conqueror, and, until yesterday, Philip I of Francia. Compared to the searing deeds of the owners of the bones in these boxes, with the possible exception of Alfred, his kings were minnows in a sea of leviathans, specks of faintly glowing dust against the flaring nimbus of these mighty stars. 

They came to the last box. Placed on its own on a high plinth, it was a different shape than the others, being long and thin. 

Odo crossed himself before it and turned to Twilight with tears coursing down his cheeks. 

‘I mentioned one exception,’ he said quietly between tears. ‘And although I consider myself, like you, a nonbeliever of any faith, I cannot withhold my tears in its presence.’ 

Out of respect for his companion Twilight did not use his power to see inside the box. After a short while Odo sniffed and then reverently touched the long, thin, unadorned marble above his head and began to talk again. 

‘Following the demise of the mighty Roman Empire led by those wonderful emperors whose sarcophagi we have just seen, the next four centuries saw a myriad of small, mainly warlord-led state and mini-kingdom squabbles that occasionally broke out into major battles. Gradually, the invading barbarians receded behind mountainous far eastern barriers, and the great fight began to polarize between the two mighty faiths. On the one side there were the Muslims, a word meaning those who submit and known, in fighting terms, as Saracens. Led, in the beginning, from the Caliphates of Damascus, and later Baghdad, their great war symbol was called Zulfiqar, the mighty two-handed curved sword also known as ‘The Cleaver of Vertebrae.’’ 

Odo paused to gather his thoughts. 

‘And on the other side the Christians, whose spiritual base was that magnificent seat of empire, Constantinople, named after my favourite Caesar and known as ‘the New Rome.’ Their great symbol was the Holy Lance, a huge spear believed to be adorned at its tip by the very nails that had once pierced the hands and feet of Christ on the cross and said to guarantee its owner perpetual triumph . . . In this marble box rests the Holy Lance.’ There was a long silence between them. 

Finally, Twilight spoke. 

‘And your fear is that Zulfiqar, the Cleaver of Vertebrae, and this Holy Lance will come together in a mighty conflict?’ 

‘The enmity between the two great faiths has been festering for hundreds of years. With the gap between them ever widening due to the similarities of their origins, hatreds are once again spilling over. Our civilizations are facing some of the bloodiest encounters in history, and this time we do appear to have strong leaders at our head like they have. Strong leadership is a signal for war.’ 

Odo waved his hand in the direction of the sarcophagi. 

‘Zulfiqar, the Cleaver of Vertebrae, and this Holy Lance are more than symbols. Both were said to carry the blessings of their individual founding gods, Mohammed and Jesus, and men would gladly and proudly die for them. Like beacons of pure light held aloft at the front of every marching, charging, or retreating battle formation, and in a world still teeming with seething masses of pagans belonging to neither side but ready to seize any opportunities the conflict might offer, these two mighty weapons represented the future of each sprawling alpha civilization. It’s Hope. I fear those two great symbols will soon be held aloft in all-out war again. This box will be empty soon as the Lance is taken to reinforce the hearts and minds of its followers.’ 

That afternoon Odo and Twilight sat invisible on the high, circular roof of the San Angelo Castle overlooking the Tiber River. One of Rome’s most famous landmarks and the first sight far-off travellers saw of the city, the castle, built by Emperor Hadrian, had since become the guardian of the riches of the pope. Its treasury rooms deep in the centre of the castle held untold amounts of gold, silver, and jewels accumulated by the various greedy pontiffs over the centuries. 



But Odo and Twilight were not here for that. Their attention was focused on the activities on the riverside wharf below. 

The slave market. 

Bobbing around the river wharf were a number of swift-sailing, many-oared galleys with three of them carrying the high, dragon-headed prow of Viking vessels. Twilight remembered Olaf Tryggvason, the red-haired chieftain and second in command to the Viking jarl, Guthrum. The berserker had growled that he learned Latin in order that he would not be cheated by the ‘whore mothers’ who dealt in the ‘trell’ trade, his word for slaves. 

Odo pointed to the boats. 

‘Those are the vessels that rob and plunder the coasts of mainly the Africas in search of slaves, then bring them back here for sale. It was the pirates and corsairs on such a craft that killed my wife and stole my two boys all those years ago.’ 

They watched as a long line of black male slaves were herded out of a makeshift wooden building on the wharf that served as a sort of holding pen. Fettered together by a chain throat collar and tied at the ankles so as to allow only short steps, they were pushed and kicked up a series of steps to a viewing stage. With their shiny, ebony skin stretched over well-muscled bodies and a defiant but melancholy dignity etched on their faces, each was carefully scrutinized by a group of buyers standing on a parallel stage. Some even stepped over to the slaves and began to feel various parts of their bodies as if they were buying a horse and needed to ensure it was sound or endowed sufficiently as to meet their requirements. 

Odo pointed out one young, overweight little man wearing a blue silk turban strolling arrogantly between the slaves, squeezing and groping them at will. Following his every step closely, two huge, jet-black Nubian protectors watched every move, ready to pounce should anyone threaten him. 

‘There are no prizes for guessing whose son that little puff ball is. He oversees the buying of slaves for his odious father, your friend the Sheik Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak. He’ll be around here somewhere as well.’ 

‘He’s in that building over there drinking coffee,’ said Twilight, nodding toward a single-story, red-tiled building. ‘His sedan chair is out the back guarded by four of the Nubians.’ 

They watched as the sheik’s son bid furiously on all the slaves. He bought pretty much every one of them, and they were herded into carts with sturdily fixed wooden cages built in. Once full the horses were whipped up and they rumbled off, the black slaves clinging to the sides of the cages as yet another strange world passed before their weary eyes. 

‘Where do they go now?’ Twilight asked. 

Odo spat to show his utter hatred of it all. 

‘Ra-Hulak has a holding compound the other side of town. It was an old prison. He ships them out from there all over. To the east, to Saxony, Rus, Gaul. Great caravans of closely guarded humans chained together for sale to the highest bidders. There’s evidently a big demand for them, especially those big black ones with broad shoulders.’ 

‘Stay here,’ said Twilight. ‘I’ll be back in a moment, and then we’ll visit the holding compound, eh?’ 

‘If we must,’ growled Odo. 

‘Did you know,’ said the old astounder arriving back some minutes later, ‘the sheik and his odious little puff ball look-alike arrived here in a two-man sedan chair that has six big Nubians to carry it? Fancy that, six of them!’ 

‘How interesting,’ grumbled Odo as he watched the big sedan chair suddenly come around the corner of the coffee house carried by four Nubians, who were immediately joined by the other two that had been guarding his son. One of them opened the door and the son stepped inside. Moments later the fat sheik himself emerged from the coffee house and joined his son in the sedan chair. On a command the six Nubians picked up the chair with their individual handles and trotted off. At the first corner two legionnaires moved in front of them with swords drawn and began the now familiar refrain of ‘Make way. Make way there.’ 



Odo began to mutter oaths at them as the chair progressed through the crowds across the Campo dei Fiori Square. 

‘Careful.’ Twilight chuckled. ‘You might be putting an evil spell upon our trell-trading Turks.’ 

‘I’ve been trying to put a spell of death on them and all their like for many years. It’s become a habit now, albeit a useless one that never works.’ 

‘Well, it might just work this time.’ 

Just then a piercing scream rent the air, followed by a series of others. The six Nubians quickly placed the sedan chair on the ground. As they did so the door shot open and Sheik Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak fell out clutching his fat throat. 

Where a deadly snake had sunk its fangs and still hung. 

His son quickly followed him out the sedan chair, and he, too, had the same species of snake clinging to his throat. 

As the two of them thrashed around the floor tearing at their throats, a crowd began to gather at a safe distance. The Nubians and soldiers took one look and ran off. Slowly the thrashing limbs and arms of the two slavers began to subside. 

‘Two black mambas from the Africas were dozing peacefully in the sedan chair,’ said Twilight in Odo’s ear. ‘Pretty appropriate, don’t you think?’ 

Odo could only watch in stupefaction as the thrashing limbs of the two Turks reduced to just an occasional twitch of the legs. 

‘Takes about eight to ten minutes to stop the heart, although the poison will have rendered all their other bodily function immobile now.’ 

As his sight began to dim in death, Sheik Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak heard a strong, clear voice in his head. He didn’t recognize it, but then he wouldn’t recognize anything, ever again. 

The final moment of your misery-inducing destiny has just arrived. Good-bye. 

Twilight removed the two blood-satiated black mambas and spirited them back to their native habitat. Then he and Odo transformed to the holding compound. They waited in the sky above the compound until the cages carrying the newly purchased slaves arrived, and with them the news of the death of the sheik and his son. Then, with a wave of his hand, Twilight released every shackle on every slave and opened the heavily barred gates. With the guards rushing headlong to get out of their way, two hundred slaves charged through the gates. Some would be recaptured, some would taste freedom, and some die in their attempt, but whichever option befell them, it was a better chance than they’d had before. 

Twilight and Odo sat on the bench where they had first met a few short days ago. They both knew that it was almost time for the old astounder to go back to England and his adored Wessex. 

‘I will never forget the faces of those slaves as they ran for freedom through the gates of that compound,’ said Odo wistfully. ‘Nor the twitching bodies of those two dying Turks. In a few short days here you have achieved a great deal with your wonderful magic . . . but there is one more request I have of you.’ 

‘Go on.’ 

‘When I was searching the slave routes for my boys, I did not see the places I passed through or notice the countryside. I was blinded to all vistas and their people other than the ones in my mind’s eye of my two lovely little gods. But now, having heard your wonderful story and before time closes my eyes, enfeebles my ability to reason, and renders this thin, ancient old body to maggot casts, there are just two things I would like to see.’ 

Twilight nodded. He now knew what was coming. ‘Those wonderful Stones of Destiny at Avebury and the mighty sarsens of Stonehenge,’ continued Odo. 

‘Don’t forget the menhirs of Carnac in Francia,’ said Twilight. ‘They are equally as memorable.’ 

‘Okay, make it three things then. Oh, and I should also like to meet the wonderful Tara and her new husband, Virgile. Then I can number three powerful venefici among my friends.’ 

Twilight looked at him with genuine warmth. 

‘Odo, you have made my stay here in Rome one of great joy and discovery. You have allowed me a glimpse of the past through the eighty-six sarcophagi of the ancient emperors, the Holy Lance, and the literary wonders of the Tabularium. I would be failing in my duty if I did not return the favour and show you our stones, which, although they pale into insignificance against the glorious history you have afforded me, are still the foundation upon which my venefical codes are based.’ 

‘When can we go?’ Odo asked eagerly. 

‘Now.’ Twilight smiled. ‘Take my hand.’ 






  




Chapter 12

 

‘It was written in the stars from a long way out.’ 

 

The old Roman hermit had the time of his old life in Wessex and Carnac. After a whole month of wandering the mighty stones and menhirs of Wessex and Francian venefici, and living through their myriad tales of enchantment, treachery, and history with Tara, Virgile, and Twilight, the cold and damp weather, especially that of Wessex, began to seep into his old bones. With the warmth of early winter Rome beckoning, long and tearful good-byes were made, and Twilight returned him to his natural habitat to divine for water and direct tourists for a few coins again. With the promise of a further visit to Rome soon and constant communication, Twilight bid his new friend a fond good-bye and transferred back to Avebury. 

To find a message waiting. Could Tara, Virgile, and himself kindly attend the court of King William of England as soon as possible? He had an urgent matter to discuss with them. 

‘More power games,’ said Twilight quietly to Tara as she contacted Virgile. ‘I wonder who he wants to dominate now?’ 

Nevertheless, like dutiful citizens they attended William at his palace in London. As usual Twilight sent a short message to warn of their arrival. 

Either side of William sat his two most trusted advisors, William Fitz-Osbern and Roger de Montgomery. There were no guards in the room but plenty stationed outside the door and around the palace. 

‘Ahhh,’ exclaimed the new English king at their sudden arrival. ‘Thank you for coming so promptly, my magical friends.’ Although his English was good, it was accompanied by a thick accent. 

He waved at his two companions, introduced them to Tara and Twilight, then turned to Virgile. ‘You, of course, know William and Roger well, Virgile. Both are recently here from Francia, where the air is thick with rumour and innuendo. Tell me first about the Confrerie. I understand the three of you got rid of them?’ 

Virgile’s deep bass voice rumbled through the process they had employed to eradicate the three venefici. When he’d finished, the king thanked all three of them on behalf of his former country and then turned to Twilight. 

‘And then you accompanied King Philip on his unfortunate trip to Rome?’ 

‘I did. As a direct result of us ridding Francia of the Confrerie, the king asked all of us to accompany him. My two friends here, however, had a pressing engagement elsewhere, and I agreed to go only if I did not have any official duties. It is a city I have always wanted to visit.’ 

‘I understand he was poisoned?’ 

‘That is what they say, and before you ask, my liege, I have no idea who was responsible. As you will know, Rome is a city perpetually full of intrigue. I was not there when Philip died and purposefully kept away from all subsequent activities connected with it.’ 

‘Jumieges thinks the man behind the poisoning could have been a well-known but nasty piece of work called Sheik Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak.’ This time the question came from Roger de Montgomery. 

Twilight smiled enigmatically. ‘Does he now?’ 

‘Ra-Hulak and his son also died soon after King Philip. Had their necks bitten by some rare and very poisonous African snakes. I wonder how they got there.’ This time it was Fitz-Osbern’s turn. 

Twilight inclined his head and pursed his lips to indicate he shared Fitz-Osbern’s wonderment at such a thing. 

King William suddenly started to laugh. ‘Whatever the riddles and your involvement, or not, in them, that’s not the reason I asked you to come here today. Roger, could you outline our problem for our venefical guests please?’ 

Roger de Montgomery cleared his throat. 

‘Although King William has chosen to make his home here as monarch of England, he is still very much involved with Francia, in particular with his home estates in Normandy, where there are many loyal staff and family. We are worried that following the death of King Philip, matters will revert to the ways of the old Gaul when everyone who had more than three men and a horse thought it his right to challenge for the monarchy. One of those groups would have undoubtedly been the Confrerie had you not taken care of them, especially following the subsequent death of Philip. Right now, every warlord worth his shield will be scheming to overthrow his nearest neighbour to increase his holdings. The clock has been turned back to the old anarchic ways of kill or be killed. Mass is strength - the size of one’s private army and the lands held dictate the pecking order. Democracy, still a long way from holding sway, was beginning, under Philip to get a little purchase. Now it’s gone with his death, and the barbarian scrabble for the crown of Francia will begin all over again, and, as always, it will be the peasantry who suffer.’ 

Twilight addressed King William directly. 

‘With respect, my liege, had you still been living as the Duke of Normandy, you would be involved totally in that scrabble for the crown of Francia yourself.’ 

‘No doubt about it,’ said the king. ‘I’d be as bad as any of the others . . . worse, in fact.’ 

The large, powerful frame of William the Conqueror leaned forward in his chair and he smiled wolfishly at Twilight. 

‘I still might be.’ 

‘Are you saying that you might consider challenging for the crown of Francia as well?’ Virgile asked. 

‘I might be, Virgile. I just might be. After all, it was a subject that formed the basis of many a conversation between us in the past.’ 

Virgile smiled. ‘But you weren’t the King of England then, my 

liege. Now you have a crown, and it’s every bit as important as that of Francia.’ 

‘You are correct, it is as important. However, there is an even bigger threat looming over both England and Francia that concerns me. A threat so grave as to shake the very Christian foundations of both countries . . .’ 

King William turned to Twilight. 

‘A threat, no doubt, you encountered, or at least heard of, in Rome.’ 

Twilight nodded. ‘You are referring to the looming battles between those who follow Zulfiqar and those who support the Holy Lance?’ 

‘Precisely. The Saracens and the Christians. Even as we speak, the Saracens are preparing to take Jerusalem, a city so completely bound up with Christianity as to be at the heart of all our faith. And that’s not all. If Jerusalem is the heart of Christianity, then Constantinople is its soul. That great Byzantine walled city on the Bosporus is also under threat from the Saracens. The very roots of our creed are being challenged!’ 

‘My liege, you are aware of the neutral venefical stance with regard to religions?’ Tara spoke for the first time. 

‘I am,’ growled the king. ‘And the request I have of you will not alter that.’ Again he turned to Twilight. 

‘You are obviously knowledgeable upon this subject?’ 

‘I have some idea of it. The problem is its intractability. Both sides venerate Jerusalem for the same reason; it was the birthplace of their god.’ 

‘That may well be the case,’ said William Fitz-Osbern. ‘But possession is all. At the moment Jerusalem is in Christian hands, and naturally we would like it to stay that way.’ 

‘What would you have us do, my liege?’ This time it was Virgile. 

William the Conqueror paused for a moment before replying. 

‘In the swirling dust and desert sands, the great Caliphates of the east are gathering their forces. In Baghdad, Cairo, and Damascus, plots are being hatched and plans made. In the Spanish Muslim enclaves of Cordoba, Al-Andulus, and Granada they are sharpening their scimitars. The Jihadists are preparing to follow Zulfiqar to Jerusalem and Constantinople in a holy war. That much is widely known, but that’s it. We don’t know who their leaders are, the caliphs, amirs, and rulers who shape their aims and desires. Are there any potential discussions to be had with them over Jerusalem? Can accommodations be reached whereby both sides can worship in peace, Christians in our churches and Muslims in their mosques? Or is it all or nothing, and must thousands of the devoted die on both sides? For us these are important questions that need to be answered before the black pall of death taints the two religions for all time . . .’ 

William paused and looked around at his listeners. Twilight, chuckling inwardly at the suggestion that the conqueror of England - a man who, not so very long ago, had brutally invaded a land to which he had no rights - should now so blatantly be looking for ways to open a dialogue with the Islamists. He must feel threatened, nervous. The former fearless and mighty Duke of Normandy and now King of England was worried; he had looked east and trembled at what he saw. 

Virgile’s deep bass voice rumbled over the group. 

‘Let me get this right, my liege. You would like us, or more specifically Twilight, to seek out the leaders of the Saracens to see if they would be prepared to have a dialogue with you, and presumably other western leaders, on the efficacy of a peaceful sharing of the religious facilities in Jerusalem and Constantinople?’ 

King William nodded. ‘Find out what it will take to accommodate their wishes. You can visit directly with them. Your magic enables you to bypass guards and ignore buildings and transport instantly to wherever they are. In a matter of weeks you can be back here, having accomplished something that would take my normal emissaries at least a year of travelling with no guarantee that anyone of importance would see them.’ 

All eyes turned to the old astounder. 

‘Sure beats dispatching the occasional local witch,’ he said, black eyes shining. 

 

Tara, Virgile, and Twilight spoke long into the night about the request of King William. They also factored in Twilight’s meeting with the spectral Zeus, the experiences of his trip to Rome, his age - approaching ninety-three, the same age the long magus had been when Twilight had joined him as a tyro - and the complete relinquishing of his own venefical duties to Wessex and the wider England. With regards to the last one, Tara had fully assumed those duties some time ago anyway, and he only acted in an advisory capacity when she needed it. 

‘That is what the spectral Zeus meant when he said we, in this case, you, were to go where and when you deemed it necessary,’ said Virgile. ‘He knew the world order was changing and that the venefical role needs to change with it. Indeed, I think he was more than aware of this Christian versus Muslim conflict; after all, it’s been simmering for centuries. He also knew that it would come to a head eventually and therefore couldn’t be ducked by any caring, code-bound venefici. He meant you to understand that. He knew you would get involved because of your great experience, having watched you for the last eighty years since that fateful day at Stonehenge when you were thirteen and collapsed after resisting the catatonic sound of Tiresias’s booming commands. Every enchantment you have cast, battle you have taken part in, berserker or diabolic dispatched, love experienced, and pica lost, the mighty leader of the Presidium has experienced all of that with you. Whilst I’m sure that our intended betrothal was, as you said, part of the reason he appeared to you, I am convinced that he had another, more important reason. Regardless of how many other venefici there are in the world, few, if any, will have your knowledge, understanding, and abilities when it comes to picking a way through some of these seemingly intractable problems of the east. I would even go as far as to say that when he appeared to you, Zeus knew that you would be the one sent in order to try and find a solution. It was written in the stars from a long way out. The fact that we are the last ones to know or understand it is just the way of such things.’ 

Tara and Twilight nodded at Virgile’s excellent erudition. 

‘It is,’ said Twilight, ‘an immutable and naked truth that religions clash and their many followers will die defending them. Whilst I am most happy to go to these places and gather all the information I can, nothing can prevent this conflict. It is bigger than King William and his fellow Christians, bigger than the caliphs and emirs of the Saracens, bigger than anything mankind can muster to prevent it. I fear this conflict just has to take place before a certain natural order will exist. It is driven by the remorseless vulnerability of history. My other worry is just how long it could last. This could go on for centuries, such is the degree of implacable enmity over Jerusalem between the two sides. As for what the king said about getting it all done in a matter of weeks, that’s another misnomer. It seems to me that even with our powers, the whole of the seven short years I have left doesn’t give me enough time to advise on how to tackle such momentous world challenges,’ Twilight said softly. 

‘It was long enough for the long magus to make something very special of the ragged little thirteen-year-old village boy who arrived here,’ said Tara. 

At that precise moment a huge thunderclap boomed across the cloudless night sky. Someone was signalling approval. 

Looking skyward and understanding the meaning of the echoing detonation as it rolled across the great Avebury Stones of Destiny, Tara smiled at Twilight and continued. 

‘And Rome, dear teacher, was, I suspect, just the beginning of your travels. The span of your venefical expertise now appears to encompass the entire known world.’ 






  




Chapter 13

 

‘I think you are a god on earth.’ 

 

After due consideration on where to go for his first visit, Twilight gave in to a personal whim and decided upon the famous golden city-state of Constantinople. Founded by the Roman Emperor Constantine in 324 AD and chosen by him as the new Christian capital and nation, it soon became known as Byzantium and came second only to Rome in its ability to offer a blazing, battle-ridden history of momentous deeds and vainglorious imperators. Spread out behind its famous fortified land wall, some sixteen miles long and built by Theodosius over eight hundred years ago - a triple, impregnable line of towers and gates linked by thirty-foot thick hewn granite blocks against which many an invader’s hopes, and the lives of his attacking army, had expired - Constantinople was a city of ten million people. A moat, dark and deep as if filled with the blood of the many tens of thousands who had perished within it as they tried to storm its walls, ran all around the outside. Inside the wall the city was protected on its other sides by three separate seas. The Golden Horn estuary, Sea of Marmara, and the Bosphorus, all with differing and tricky winds and currents, contributed to the impregnability of its famous and magnificent ability to keep invaders out.

Twilight arrived early evening and decided to remain invisible until he had got the feel of the place. Like all big cities it had its share of beggars, street traders, and children vying with each other to attract the attention of any strangers. The balmy evening air was alive with their noise, and the many strong spices being sold assailed the nostrils with a delightful array of cardamom, marjoram, cinnamon, and ras-el-hanout blends. Everywhere stalls displayed their wares, with prominence given to jars of olive oil and many varieties of bread. Languages, most of them completely new to him, swirled and danced their unusual cadences around the teeming streets. Harsh, guttural throat sounds mingled with mid-range cries and shrill shrieks. Greeks, Bulgars, Slavs, Turks, Macedonians, Serbians, Cretans, Africans, Venetians, Italians, Jews, and Genoese, the pale, swarthy, and black mixtures of an international city with eight hundred years of trading, squabbling, loving, and living together. Nobility, zealots, vagabonds, soldiers, slaves, and mercenaries, a teeming metropolis of complex Mediterranean vassalage and freemen. They spat, fought, ran, piddled, strolled, shouted their wares, sang and, in one dark corner, a young man vomited loudly. Street girls began to emerge to parade and posture for early evening clients, dogs barked, someone banged a drum, lights grew brighter as the night closed in, and laughter and song swirled and boomed. 

Choosing a gray, almost monk-like habit with a cut not unlike that being worn all around him, Twilight decided to become visible, walk with the crowds and breathe in the wonder of this magical place. Dodging a clattering handcart pulled by a young boy, he emerged into the mainstream hubbub and joined the teeming, jostling throng. A brightly painted woman in a blue silk dress crooked her finger at him suggestively as he walked by. 

‘Old men are my specialty. I bring back their energy, their lost youth,’ she shouted in English at his back. He turned and gave her a smile and a small wave. 

Old men, eh? He supposed that applied to him although he could, with the aid of the enchantments, look any age he desired. For now he would remain what he was, an old man of ninety-three. It would be interesting to see if this Byzantine society venerated, ignored, or castigated such a great age. Time would tell. 

He stopped to watch a small, dark-skinned man wearing a white turban sitting cross-legged on the floor with a round straw basket with an open top between his legs. Staring into the basket the man placed a long pipe into his mouth and blew a soft, haunting tune on it. Slowly, forked tongue licking the air around its lips, the black, bulbous head of a cobra, one of the most deadly snakes in the world, emerged from the open basket. Waving sinuously to the haunting tune of the pipe, the cobra continued its climb until it was almost level with the end of the man’s pipe. The scene reminded Twilight of an event many years ago when, as a young thirteen-year-old, he journeyed with his father to the compound of the long magus and they had encountered an old, dirty hermit called Bovey and his serpent Anguis. Subsequently torn to pieces by Lupa, the fierce white wolf and guardian of Elelendise, Bovey and his serpent had contributed to the death of the loyal old cob Twilight, then going under his given name of Will Timms, and his father had been riding, by engaging in a macabre spectacle involving the snake climbing up the hermit’s stick and then thin, dirty body before disappearing into a tree. 

He took a quick look at the inside of the cobra’s mouth. It was a male and as he had guessed its venom glands had been removed so that it could dance to the piping tune of its master without harming anyone with its bite. He took a quick look into its mind. Gloom, despair, imprisonment - a beautiful, proud, wild animal miserably locked into performing for humans for a miserly dead rodent to eat every two days. Tempted to do something about it, Twilight quickly moved on. If he put the snake back into its natural environment, it wouldn’t survive without venom and he wasn’t sure if he could recreate that. 

For three days and nights Twilight walked around this great city. Staying invisible so that he could listen unhindered, he eavesdropped on conversations and meetings between the city elders, the clergy, merchants, military, tradesmen, importers and exporters, and the ordinary man and woman in the street. He left the ruling elite - the patriarch and his immediate prelates who served as head of the church, and the emperor and his close circle of senators - until later. When he understood more, he would have face-to-face meetings with them. 

One thing soon became apparent. This was a Christian city through and through, and although other faiths were allowed to worship unhindered, the vast majority of the inhabitants were devout followers of Christianity and wanted to remain that way. Any non-Christian attempt to take the city would be repelled with all their might. Christian inhabitancy of Jerusalem didn’t seem to bother them; this was their Jerusalem, and woe betides the Ottoman infidel if he tried to take this city. He’d get the same treatment as in times past. 

One thing he would say about Christianity, a fact he’d also noticed in Rome, was the magnificent buildings they erected to conduct their faith. The churches of Constantinople, especially the famed Basilica of St. Sophia with its huge, levitated dome and four acres of gold mosaic decorating the vaulting of its cavernous, marbled altar room, seemed to shine out with an all-encompassing munificence. A faith surely benefits from such extraordinary structures and their jewelled and gilded reliquary and magnificent statues to the great and the good of its past. It would be interesting to compare this with the Muslim buildings of worship, which, due to their more migratory desert and mountain background, he suspected would be less ostentatious. 

Keeping a wary eye out for venefical auras, Twilight was disappointed not to find a single one, not even a small example like that of his new hermit friend Odo in Rome. A good venefical presence would have been a great help to him, not to mention the city itself. 

On the evening of the third day he was sitting on a collection of stones on the side of the Forum of Constantine, a large square leading to the Basilica of St. Sophia, when his eye was caught by four young men having an urgent whispered conversation on the other side. Heads together they pointed their fingers and nodded. Their ringleader, a muscular young man with curly hair, stood at their centre and pointed at each of the other three in turn. Their body language was furtive, with frequent glances over their shoulders. They were up to something so Twilight decided to listen. 

‘ . . . turns that corner out of the square, Giacomo, I want you to grab him from behind and clap both arms to his side.’ He pointed to the far side of the square. ‘Then you, Angelo, put this cloth bag over his head. Make sure you come from behind so he can’t see you. As soon as the bag is over his head, Diedo and I will go through his clothing and get the jewels. Probably in a leather drawstring bag around his neck. If he struggles or makes a big fuss, Diedo and I will shut him up. Then we all scatter and meet later at Angelo’s house. Okay?’ 

They all nodded. 

‘Get in position, he’ll be here soon.’ 

They spread out and walked toward the far corner. There weren’t many people about, and the corner they were heading for was in darkness. 

A few minutes later a small man wearing a Jewish skullcap and a long gray and black robe hurried across the centre of the square toward the corner. The four young men, affecting a casual air, began to close on him until the one called Giacomo suddenly stepped behind him and clamped his arms. The Jew, a thin man without any noticeable strength, cried out, a cry that was quickly muffled as the one called Angelo pulled the cloth bag over his head from behind. Then the muscular leader and the one called Diedo moved in to search the struggling little Jew. 

And all four of the young men were suddenly frozen. 

As the Jew felt the hands clamping his arms drop away, he tore off the cloth bag. The four young men were standing around him like statues. Transfixed eyes still ablaze with the purposefulness of the robbery, they were caught in mid-move, immobile hands reaching toward their quarry joined to fixed bodies taut with stilled aggression. 

Standing in the middle of this fixed pantomime the little Jew, still holding the cloth bag, stared around in stupefaction. 

‘I am a friend and come in peace,’ Twilight said, walking toward him with a smile of welcome on his face. ‘They will not harm you now.’ 

Stepping out of the frozen circle, the little Jew swallowed hard as he regained some of his composure. He pointed a shaking finger at the four young men. 

‘You did that?’ 

‘I did. They were going to rob you.’ 

‘Then, sir, I am in your debt and thank you from the bottom of my heart.’ 

The old astounder chuckled as he walked around the four frozen young men. A few people were beginning to stop and point at the spectacle. Tapping all four on the head in quick succession, Twilight brought them back to the present. Staring wildly around them for a moment or two, the four young men then quickly took off across the square as fast as their legs would carry them. Before they disappeared into the labyrinthine streets and passages of the city, Twilight spoke in Hebrew. 

‘They won’t bother you again . . . ever.’ 

The little Jew shook his head in wonder. 

‘Are you Jewish, some sort of god?’ 

‘I am a veneficus from a faraway land.’ 

The Jew stroked his chin. ‘I know this Latin word veneficus, it means ‘sorcerer, magician.’ And the faraway land. Where, pray, is that?’ 

‘Britain, sometimes known as Albion.’ 

‘I have heard of this place also. It is a hostile land inhabited by barbarians. Now, sir, I would take it as an honour if you would accompany me to my house in the Jewish Quarter to break bread. There is much I would like to know, many questions to ask. My name is Silas.’ 

‘It would be a pleasure to sit with you, Silas, although venefici don’t eat or drink. I am Twilight and I, too, have a lot of questions.’ 

Later that evening they sat in Silas’s little house in the Jewish Quarter near the Horaia Gate on the Horn. He had introduced Twilight to his wife, another small person, whose name was Ahinoam. Named, Silas had said proudly, presenting his birdlike little lady, after the wife of the great Jewish king, David. They had no children and Silas was a jeweller who traded precious stones daily from a small platform in the jewellery district. It was his stock of precious stones, kept in a leather pouch around his neck and always with him, that the four young men had been after. 

‘Constantinople is lawless and full of young libertines now,’ said Silas. ‘That is the third time I have been attacked on my way home. Greeks, Catalans, Italians, Venetians, all are allowed to roam free and rob as they please, especially us Jews.’ 

‘Why Jews especially?’ 

‘This is a Christian city, and whilst we Jews are tolerated, because of the perceived role we had in the crucifixion of their Jesus, we will never be fully accepted by them. It is the same in many other Christian enclaves yet does not take any account of history.’ 

‘Such as Jerusalem?’ 

‘Jerusalem is different. We Jews also have a strong claim upon that place, but we are squeezed between the two big powers of Saracens and Christians.’ 

‘That is why I’m here,’ said Twilight, who then proceeded to tell him about his mission. When he’d finished Silas was silent for a long time. 

‘My brother lives in Jerusalem,’ he said eventually. ‘He is wise in such matters and also deals in precious stones. I’ll give you his address before you leave. Perhaps you could look him up when you are there.’ 

The two of them talked long into the night. Ahinoam, weary of trying to stifle her yawns, which grew longer and wider by the hour, finally went to her pallet. Silas was a wise and perceptive man who had read well, travelled widely, and pondered deeply upon many of the big questions. As soon as Ahinoam had gone to bed, and understanding that Twilight had a universal command of languages, Silas lapsed into Hebrew. The story he was about to tell, what he called the ‘Epic Journeys of the Jews,’ deserved the ringing tones of its own tongue. For the next two hours he talked with hardly any interruption from the old astounder. He began with the time of Gilgamesh three thousand years ago followed by Avraham’s journey to Canaan and the Children of Israel’s arrival in Egypt. Enslaved by Seti I, their escape under Moshe and retaking of Canaan led by Joshua brought a particular sparkle to his eyes. King David, the United Kingdom of Israel, and the establishment of Jerusalem as their capital two thousand years ago came next. Solomon and his Temple, Ahab, Jezebel, Amos and Isaiah, the taking of Israel by the Assyrian king Sargon II, and the deportation of the ten tribes. The establishment of the pagan cults in the Temple by Manasseh, Josiah and his attempt at reform and Jeremiah’s prophesies. The seminal moment when Nebuchadnezzar captured Jerusalem, levelled the Temple, and deported Jews to Babylon. Fifteen hundred years ago Cyrus, king of the Persians, enters Babylon, returns the sacred relics carried off to Babylon, and proclaims the Edict of Cyrus allowing the exiled Jews to return to the Promised Land. The Song of Songs and the Psalms are written, it is the time of Ruth and Job, and the second Temple is built. 

‘All this,’ concluded Silas, ‘was five hundred years before the Christian Jesus was born. Is it no wonder that the Jews have a strong claim upon Jerusalem?’ 

As the cloudless dawn began to creep over the Black Sea, Twilight and Silas finally called it a day. Bidding each other a fond goodbye, the little Jew once again thanked Twilight for stopping the four young men from robbing him. Then he said a strange and somewhat prophetic thing. 

‘I think you are a god on earth,’ he said quietly as he stood by the door of his little house holding both Twilight’s hands in his. ‘No one else would have come to my rescue the way you did. To my mind gods are not ethereal beings that float around the hereafter ignoring the cries for help, watching disease and pestilence wipe out whole tribes, allowing savages to murder and rape, and nature and armies slaughter indiscriminately. Proper gods are active in saving people as you did. Whilst our promised land of Canaan was built upon the great deeds of Jewish leaders I have spoken of, all the prayers for assistance to them and the others in the Semitic deity go unanswered. I have been a devout Jew all my life as taught me by my father - and, due to the unalterable fixation of ingrained habit, will probably remain so - yet none of the gods I invoke in my devotions have ever helped me other than spiritually. As in the practical aspects of most things, a fat lot of good spirituality would have done me in the Forum of Constantine last night. I would have been robbed and badly injured, if not killed from the encounter. It took the physical intervention of a real god and his enchanted magic to save me. That is why I say you are a real god on earth.’ 

Twilight chuckled. ‘You’ll give an old man delusions of grandeur above his venefical station with such nonsense. Nevertheless, Silas, it has been a great pleasure talking and listening with you. Our discussion will stand me in good stead for the trials and tribulations to come. Shalom aleichem.’ 

‘Aleichem shalom, mighty god Twilight, come back soon.’ 

Now in his fifth day, Twilight was anxious to move on. Before doing so he had two more people to see, this time at the very top of the city-state of Constantinople decision tree. He wanted the views of the patriarch and head of the Christian Eastern Orthodox Church here, Archbishop Nicholas III, and those of the leader and emperor, Alexis I Comnennus. 

His task was made easier because the two of them met every week, and today was the day of their next gathering to be held under the levitated dome of the Basilica of St. Sophia. 

Sitting across the square from the imposing Basilica entrance, Twilight watched as a detachment of marching soldiers, surrounding an imposing-looking man mounted on a pure white horse, stopped outside. The man, tall, bare-headed, and dressed in red insignia not unlike that Twilight had seen on the commanders of the army in Rome, stepped down from the white horse and with an aide on either side walked imperiously into the huge double doors of St. Sophia. The soldiers spread around the entrance in the alert attitude of guards expecting trouble. 

Transforming inside invisibly, Twilight sat high in the dome as the emperor strolled across the marble floor and greeted the waiting patriarch, who had a prelate alongside him. Both the religious men were also bare-headed in long silk robes of white and yellow. The greetings were friendly and open, two groups comfortable in each other’s company. Waving to a long table in one corner of the cavernous altar room on which stood an ornate silver pitcher of cold water and five equally decorative chalices, the patriarch led the way. Before they sat down, Archbishop Nicholas said a short grace, his prelate poured cold water into the chalices, and they all took their seats. There was one spare chair. 

Only it wasn’t spare anymore. 

Twilight was sitting in it. 

The sudden spasm of alarm hit all their faces at once. Before anyone could move, the old astounder held his hand up. 

‘I come in peace and mean you no harm,’ he said softly in Latin. ‘I have frozen you all for just a few moments in order to explain my presence here. If you object when I let you go, I will depart immediately and let you continue with your business.’ 

He beamed at them all. Even now, after inflicting many, many examples of frozen immobility upon folk, the look of fixed incredulity trapped in the faces still amused him. 

‘I am Twilight, veneficus of Wessex in Britain. My purpose here, at the request of King William of England, is to better understand the problems between Christians and Muslims with particular reference to Jerusalem. This will be my fifth day in Constantinople.’ 

He waved his hand. 

The first to react was Emperor Alexis. Taking a shaky gulp of water he spoke. 

‘King William of England, eh? The former Duke of Normandy. He who invaded the shores of England under arms and took by force what didn’t rightfully belong to him.’ 

Twilight smiled, nodded, and replied. 

‘Like Christians everywhere in the west, William is worried about Muslims taking Jerusalem, the cradle of their Christian faith. I should say at the outset, I do not adhere to any faith and remain neutral. I also hope to be visiting the Muslims and Jerusalem.’ 

The emperor pondered upon this for a moment. 

‘If this is your fifth day in Constantinople, you will know that Jerusalem’s future does not bother us. It’s too far away for us to defend, and I do not have the men to send there. In attempting to do so we would be weakening our own position here and that would be unforgivable.’ 

‘Once Jerusalem is taken, would the flames of Saracen ambition then start to lick at the walls of Constantinople?’ 

‘They will anyway,’ replied the emperor gloomily. ‘Ever since this place was established eight hundred years ago by Emperor Constantine, they have wanted to occupy it. Only great resilience and bravery coupled with the strength of our walls and surrounding waters has kept them out. Regardless of Jerusalem’s fate, they will keep coming and we will keep repelling them. The frontline of this city has to be our own walls. Anything outside of that cannot be allowed to detract us.’ 

Archbishop Nicholas finally got together enough composure to speak. 

‘Our faith has also been a key ingredient in repelling the Muslim invader. Christianity saturates this city like swarms of beneficial locusts; its providence permeates everything, including the very walls that protect us. The people have demonstrated time and again that they are prepared to die for this belief.’ 

‘So,’ said Twilight, ‘sitting down around a table like this with the Muslims to discuss the peaceful sharing of worshipful facilities such as this beautiful Basilica is, I assume, an idea that would not find much favour with you?’ 

‘None at all,’ said the archbishop through gritted teeth. ‘We would oppose it to death itself.’ 

Twilight looked at the emperor. 

‘Our resistance would be implacable and finite,’ he said forcefully. 

The conversation ebbed and flowed for a while, but the position of this great city with regards to Jerusalem and sharing was set in stone. As Twilight stood to go, the emperor placed a hand on his arm to stay him. Without reading the man’s mind he knew what Alexis I Comnennus was going to say, but he let him articulate it anyway. 

‘Your gifts are extraordinary. No enemy, Muslim, Barbarian, or otherwise, would ever take Constantinople if I had such gifts by my side. Would you consider staying here?’ 

Twilight looked across the table at the archbishop and his prelate. The scowls on their faces said what they thought of the idea. Twilight’s magic would soon compromise their positions and highlight the impotency of their own religion. His presence here beside the emperor might well save this great city from its attackers, but in doing so would set Christianity in Constantinople back to the days of universal paganism and apostasy. 

‘Ask your patriarch, he has the answer,’ he said softly as he disappeared. 






  




Chapter 14

 

‘Don’t call my mentor,’ whispered Tara, reading his mind. ‘We can get through this together. Leave him where he is.’ 

 

Nature had not seen fit to bless the relationship between Tara and Virgile with any children, so the vague possibility of their offspring having the requisite aura for a venefical future did not occur. With hardly a day going by without the need for both of them to perform some sort of venefical feat in their respective England and Francia, they didn’t have much time to worry about it. As Tara grew through her mid-thirties and it became obvious that she would remain childless, it became less important. What little time they had was spent with each other in snatched days, in Francia then England in turn, and with their animals. Their ability to engage in instant mind-speak also helped, but Tara would find Virgile worrying about her if she was involved in a tricky situation. 

Like the Black Ghost Dog of Sherbourne Maisy. 

A couple of days after Twilight left for Constantinople, a wizened, toothless old lady staggered wearily into the Avebury compound. She had walked from Sherbourne Maisy, a small hamlet of two hovels and some animal pens two days away, and had a harrowing tale to tell. Her husband, son-in-law, daughter, and granddaughter had all been dragged away by a huge black dog. None of their bodies had been found and she was too scared to look far. The dog, which ignored the animals in the pens and only took humans, had the ability to walk through the solid wattle and daub walls of hovels. It had come each of the last three nights before she had left to come to Tara. Having dragged away its victims, the dripping fanged hound could be heard howling from the top of a nearby hill. Bloodstains showed the direction it had gone. When it took her husband, she had been lying on the straw pallet alongside him and had felt the animal’s hot, rancid breath and dripping spittle on her face before it grabbed him around the throat and dragged him from the hovel. He’d been awake, waiting for it with a sharp sickle in his hand when it grabbed him like a sack and shook him. It was huge, black, and had bright red eyes. Devil’s eyes, like coals in a fire. She called it the Black Ghost Dog. She was the only one left in the hamlet and had no alternative but to leave. Her entire family was gone. What was she to do? 

Tara told her not to worry and that after she had rested the two of them would transform quickly to the hamlet and deal with the dog and find out what happened to her family. 

This was the everyday fare of the veneficus. Dealing with the crinkum crankum and downright absurdity of myriad imagined evils of a pagan culture; the heresies, occurrences, superstitions, legends, lore, and traditions of angels, ghosts, djinns, dragons and other assorted monsters, wraiths, ghouls, demons and diabolical devils, haunted places and buildings, spirits, bullbeggars and witches, ancestors, and old enemies returning to seek revenge for misdeeds past, bilious sightings, cold drafts rippling across the body, skulls and legends, grim-faced, opaque bodies thundering across the sky on horseback, loud cries in the night. Dead babies and their ghoulish mothers, tortured screams, grim burial places, rampaging armies, and clashing swords. Spectre. Flaming, fabled fallacy. Demented, supernatural, imagined. 

Imagined and completely unreal. The mental terrors of the Celtic mind usually, but not always, brought on by nightfall. 

But it still had to be dealt with or madness quickly followed. 

As Twilight was fond of saying, ‘Such ingrained superstitions are as difficult to overcome as the plague. Once they have taken hold of a person’s mind they are hard to shift and will reappear - regardless of the venefical ridding of the current spectre - time and again.’ 

It would not be the first black ghost dog Tara had dealt with, but, unknown to her at this stage, this one was different. 

She’d also made an elementary but understandable mistake. 

That could be fatal . . . to her. 

Later that afternoon when the old woman had rested, albeit fitfully with a great deal of muttering accompanying her sleep, Tara roused her with a cool drink of water and prepared her for the return journey. What had taken her two days would now be all over in a matter of seconds. 

‘Take my hand,’ said Tara. Gripping the gnarled old hand the old woman held out, Tara smiled confidently. ‘It’s better if you close your eyes for a few moments. When you open them we will be standing outside the door of your hovel in Sherbourne Maisy.’ 

And they were. 

Twilight had always impressed upon Tara that in the event of any sense of danger, real or imagined, she was to immediately react in two simultaneous ways. Invisibility and movement. By removing her image and moving, preferably upward in order to get an aerial view of any situation, a veneficus was buying time, safely, to assess the situation. 

At the exact moment Tara and the old lady appeared at the threshold of her hovel, alarms started to go off in Tara’s head. Something wasn’t right. As she went for immediate invisibility and cloud height, her action coincided with another sound. 

The sudden twang of twenty longbow strings releasing their arrows from point-blank range. 

Even as she was instantly carried aloft, Tara took two arrows. One burst through her right shoulder, its metal point protruding out of her slim back, and the other buried itself in her left thigh. She was dimly aware of the old lady scuttling into the trees. The other eighteen shafts all thudded into the hovel door at chest height, splintering the old wood, dark stains beginning to run from the buried points. 

Dark stains. 

Poison. 

Twenty men formed a semicircle around the hovel clearing. All of them were placing a second arrow in their longbows. 

One of them, his face screwed into a mask of hatred, was beginning to look frantically around the sky as he searched for her. 

Although it had been a long time, twenty-two years long, Tara’s perfect venefical recall placed him instantly. Marcus Groningen, the third-generation Viking who, with his ten men, had tried to rape her mother, Katre, at the cottage alongside the old Roman road leading to Glastonbury. Revenge for the removal of his manhood by Tara had obviously festered long in his mind. This was a planned attempt to satisfy that revenge. It might also succeed, as Tara was beginning to feel the effects of the poison. 

Virgile, I am hurt. Two poisonous arrows have pierced me in shoulder and thigh. Come quick but stay invisible. 

The mind message hit her lover’s brain like a bolt of lightning. Virgile, himself exorcising some diabolic demons in the South of Francia, dropped everything and immediately zeroed in on her location. With a wildly beating heart he arrived in the clouds alongside her. Taking in the situation at a glance, he took her hand and transformed both of them to the Avebury compound. Sitting her down on a straw pallet, he gently snapped the front of the arrow in her shoulder, covered the metal tip protruding from her back with a small piece of linen he tore from her tunic, placed his lips tenderly over hers, and quickly pulled out the arrow tip first. As the wooden shaft came free, Tara gave a short gasp against his pressing lips. Then he quickly withdrew the arrow in her thigh, placed his lips over each wound, and sucked out the poison in the immediate vicinity before spitting it out. 

‘There will be poison in your bloodstream. You are trained in the husbandry of the simpler. What plants do I need to provide an antidote?’ His deep rumble had a slight tremble in it, betraying his concern. 

Tara’s voice was faint but clear; a film of sweat was forming on her freckled brow. 

‘The poison is a mixture of viper venom and wolfsbane, a common enough killer that shepherds around here use to smear meat to poison wolves. Using the same ingredients you’ll need to make a poultice for putting on the arrow wounds and a liquid for me to swallow. First you need the red nettle called feverfew, then blackthorn bark, crushed burdock balls, dry celandine leaves, and the roots of the centaury plant. The feverfew and blackthorn bark will act as an antidote to the viper venom, and the crushed burdock balls and celandine will counter the wolfsbane. The centaury - also called bloodwort - will allow the mixture to enter the bloodstream quickly. Boil them up until a paste forms, cool, siphon some off to mix with water for me to drink, then spread the remainder as a poultice on the wounds.’ 

Virgile had never thanked his enchanted skills so much. Within moments he’d gathered the plants, boiled them, siphoned some into an earthenware jar of clear water, and placed the thick poultice on the bloodied arrow wounds. As he held the drink to the lips of a visibly weaker Tara, he considered the situation. 

‘Don’t call my mentor,’ whispered Tara, reading his mind. ‘We can get through this together. Leave him where he is.’ 

Virgile smiled down at his beloved wife with a confidence he didn’t really feel. 

Due to complacency or a moment of forgetfulness, Tara had completely forgone all her training in such matters. Such as the rudimentary reading of the old woman’s mind when she had first arrived at the compound. Had Tara done so, as she normally would, she would have seen immediately that it was a trap with the old woman as bait. The story and the old woman’s weariness had put her off. 

If she survived, it would never happen again. 

If she survived. Even for them, this was a first and got them very close to the ordinary human reaction. There were no divine venefical defences against poison, only the training, senses, and reactions to avoid them in the first place. 

For the next eight hours, Tara hovered between lucid speech and febrile muttering as she fought the poison in her blood. Slipping in and out of the present, a pattern began to evolve. For some delirious moments a prism of some of the early events and voices from Ireland would take her over before she would suddenly blink and be back in the present, gazing upward into the concerned but devoted gaze of her deep-voiced husband. Her beloved mother Katre, herself killed so brutally by the Viking raiding party, flitted across her consciousness. Soft-voiced and pure she spoke lovingly of their flight from Ireland and her pride in her daughter’s great gifts. How she had found the delicate four-leafed clover clasp, a talisman which Tara still had. Leannan Sidhe appeared, blood running down her chin as she rolled strips of intestinal flesh from bodies still warm with life. Her grandmother, grasping and shrill, pointed her crooked finger accusingly, and Coyle Brogan, her bald and philandering birth father, hovering in frozen terror over the crashing waves of the Devil’s Pit alongside the abbot of the Skellighaven monastery, he of the pudgy, probing fingers. The catatonic screams when the four fingers of his right hand dropped to the floor echoed loudly in her mind to be replaced by the becalmed green sails of the Celtic Lady as it made its slow, wave-tossed way toward the coast of Britain. 

Virgile continued to replace the poultice, gently pour the drink down her throat, and mop the sweat from her feverish brow. Joining together in the enchantments to defeat common enemies was commonplace, but only Tara alone could fight this battle. 

Feeling a tension and helplessness he’d never before experienced, Virgile gently did all he could. Outside the hovel Tara’s family of wolfhounds, using an inner sixth sense that told them their beloved liege lord was facing a life or death struggle, howled, prowled, and snapped at each other around the compound. A pair of Virgile’s peregrines also sat quietly on a branch in case they were needed. Night, silent and sombre, fell over Avebury and the Stones of Destiny. The great sarsen stones exuded a uniform determination as if the venefical inhabitant of each mighty edifice was enjoined in the fight for Tara’s life. They did not want her to join them; it was too early in her time. In just seven short years it would be the turn of her mentor, Twilight, to take up his place alongside them. That was the correct order of things. His patch, with its many smaller tribute stones, was ready, but hers had not even begun to take shape. She was only just beginning the venefical journey - all their hopes of another sixty-five years of Wessex venefical presence and the annual appearance at the Stonehenge Festival of the Cowering Dead rested with this special young lady. Ten thousand years of enchanted magic and all they could do, like Virgile, the dogs, and the pair of peregrines, was wait and put their trust in the simpler’s art of plant-lore. 

Dawn began to creep over the rolling Wessex barrows. As the gloom gradually gave way to morning light, Virgile rose and walked to the compound door. Instantly the dogs crowded around him. 

‘Go on in and see her then,’ he said as he stood aside. ‘She is going to be alright.’ 

 

Three days after Tara’s recovery, she sat with Virgile in the clouds over the deserted hovel at Sherbourne Maisy where she had almost died. Virgile pointed out the eighteen arrows still buried in the door of the hovel, their poison still darkening the splintered wood around each tip. Newly trampled grass trails led away from the hovel, one of them heavy with the scent of the old woman. Tracing the scent from the clouds, they were led to a larger village five miles away, and there, sitting alone in a dark corner of a hovel, they found the wizened, toothless old woman counting a pile of coins. 

‘Adding up your prize for trying to get me killed,’ said Tara quietly in the old woman’s ear. 

Startled, the old woman jumped to her feet, the coins falling to the floor. She then watched in fixated agony as the coins gathered together in a small pile, rose into the air, then disappeared out of the door. 

‘Noooo!’ she cried, running out the door after them. Grabbing at the coins as they floated just out of her reach, the old woman chased the pile of money across the village square and into the mighty Savernake Forest. Every time she stopped to draw breath, the coins also stopped. Eventually, exhausted and gasping for breath, the old woman staggered into a clearing and slumped to the floor. Jingling together the coins moved back toward her, stopped, jingled again, and then changed . . . 

Into a huge black, fang-dripping dog with bright red devil eyes like coals in a fire. 

Tara’s voice spoke again in her ear. 

‘Say hello, old woman, to the Black Ghost Dog of Sherbourne Maisy. The very animal you invented, along with your murdering friend Magnus Groningen and his gang, to lure me to my death. Only this one is real.’ 

As the great black dog leapt for the wizened old lady’s throat, Tara moved on, her thoughts turning to the third-generation Viking and his men. Losing his manhood on their first encounter was nothing compared to the surprise she had in store for him this time around. 

Tara and Virgile caught up with Groningen and his nineteen men out hunting. Cornering a wild boar they peppered it with arrows at short range, bringing it to its knees, before Groningen himself moved in for the kill with a long lance. Tara knew how the helpless boar felt. Later, having made camp, they skinned the boar and roasted it over an apple wood fire whilst downing copious amounts of mead. They then began to tear great chunks of bloodied meat from the undercooked carcass. 

‘Despite three generations of living in civilized Wessex,’ murmured Tara, ‘they still think and act like Viking.’ 

‘Uncouth, rabid cannibals,’ replied Virgile as Groningen did a drunken dance around the fire with his drinking horn held high, toasting the death of Tara. 

‘Then they shall die like cannibals,’ said Tara. ‘I’ve a mind to give the boars their revenge.’ 

‘Good idea.’ Her husband chuckled. ‘Let’s round a suitable number of them up and make sure they’re hungry, eh?’ 

The Wessex wild boar is always hungry and will eat anything. Although forced to live mainly on plants, it’s partial to a bit of meat if it can get it. 

Tara and Virgile quickly herded together sixty boar from the surrounding area, many of them fully tusked males, and placed them in a secure stockade. Being trapped didn’t improve the boars’ famous bad humour much either, which took a suitable downturn as they tried first to butt their way out of the stockade and then each other. Placing themselves in the clouds over the Viking camp again, the behaviour of which had degenerated even further into drunken mock fights, Virgile issued an instruction. As if by invisible hands all the longbows around the camp - the very same weapons that had fired the poisoned arrows at Tara - suddenly lined up and loaded themselves with a shaft each. Taking the taut bowstrings back to maximum, the line of bows advanced slowly upon the drunken revellers. Just to get their attention, Tara released a small thunderbolt into the fire with the half-eaten boar carcass stretched across it. Stunned by the explosion, they all came to an abrupt, mouth-gaping halt. 

It was then they saw the line of loaded longbows advancing toward them. 

As the intent of the drawn bows slowly began to dawn on them, a large bearded one holding a partially gnawed boar bone was the first to react. Throwing away the bone he drew his broadsword and rushed at the bows. When he got within ten feet, twenty shafts zipped into his chest in a perfect circle. He was dead before he hit the ground. The others, casting around wildly for someone or thing to guide them, began to back away from the reloaded longbows. Clutching wildly at empty scabbards and knife belts only to discover that all their weapons had disappeared, the men looked to their leader in desperation. For his part, Groningen, gesticulating and pointing to the sky, began to scream abuse. He was beginning to realize who was behind this and that for the second time he was facing defeat at Tara’s hands. Another man suddenly charged for the woods in an attempt to get away and was immediately cut down by a hail of arrows thudding into his back in a perfect circle. Slowly, with their own loaded longbows pushing them forward, the by now thoroughly frightened and trapped men began to move toward the open fields and away from the Savernake at their backs. 

Two more men tried to escape and received the same circle of arrows before the now sixteen men were finally herded across the open fields into the stockade. Closing the heavy gate, Virgile waved his hand and the gate disappeared. Magnus Groningen and his men were completely trapped; the sheer height of the vertical walls of the stockade, even if they were able, could not be climbed. 

Then Tara froze every one of them to the spot and let the sixty boars free . . . but just so they could see themselves being eaten she allowed them sight. Then she removed all their clothes. The neutered Groningen was immediately conspicuous by a lack of appendages in his groin, the outcome of his first encounter with Tara and subject of this attempt to kill her. Copying the death rite used by Twilight, she spoke quietly to the doomed Groningen’s mind before she left with Virgile. 

I’ll come back in a few days to release the satiated boar. When we meet again it will be in the Equinoctial Mists at Stonehenge on All Hallows Day. Good-bye. 

She would not be caught out like that again. Twenty years of Twilight’s teaching of the enchantments had to be strictly observed. Here was another one. Kill off evil as soon as possible before its many headed Hydra struck again. 

Mercy was a weakness that a venefica would regret; it had a nasty habit of rebounding upon the innocent. 






  




Chapter 15

 

‘Now, sir, do you mind telling me who you are and what your business is here?’ 

 

Unaware of the drama that was being played out back in Wessex, Twilight arrived in Baghdad as dawn broke over the desert. Climbing out of the vast expanse of sand and rock, the city sat like a brown monster octopus, its domed head rising out of the middle with tentacles stretching out around it in every direction until they gradually disappeared into the shimmering desert landscape. Although early in the day, the dusty tracks leading to and from the city bustled with activity. A long, single file camel train wended its regal but gradual way out of one of the great gates, its cargo of spices packed securely on the gently swaying backs of the strange beasts that could endure long journeys across the sweltering desert without water. Mules, the other favoured beast of burden hereabouts, moved everywhere around the perimeter of the city, top heavy with people, the spindly legs seeming too fragile to carry the human loads, the obstinate horse and donkey crossbreed only occasionally obeying the twitching stick waved by its driver as it meandered, stopped, looked, and then proceeded at its own pace in the general direction required. Two beautiful white Arab horses galloped across the packed sand toward the city, their riders dressed in flowing robes with curved scimitars thrust through their waistbands, large linen bags flopping around their shoulders, and topped by brightly coloured turbans. 

Founded on the banks of the Tigris River, Baghdad was the seat of the current caliph of the eastern Muslims, al-Musta’sim, who belonged to the ruling family of the Abbasids. Invaded and run by Seljuk Turks styling themselves as ‘sultans’ - a Muslim title considered to be beneath that of caliph - Baghdad was allowed by the Turks to continue under the existing caliphate so long as they behaved themselves. 

As he had done in Constantinople, Twilight remained invisible for the first day or so in order to get to know the place and its people. If the slightly subdued people and shabby buildings of the Byzantine Empire had come as a surprise to him, it was nothing compared to the richness and vibrant variety of the Baghdad streets. Everywhere there was colour, movement, and music. The temples were filled to overflowing; the bazaars a swirl of noise, aromas, and laughter, the government buildings and libraries bustled with movement, and the surrounding streets flowed with the natural grace of proud people in beautiful but cool cotton robes, especially the women whose dark, beguiling eyes flashed in dark joy above their veils as they glided about the teeming streets in pairs. Pots balanced precariously on turbaned heads, camels sat and grumbled, mules refused to move out of the shade of stumpy palms, and everywhere the comingled robes of star-bright oranges, slashing reds, verdant greens, sea-sparkling blues, and pristine whites refreshed and invigorated the eye. 

As the late afternoon sun began to dip below the horizon of the Western Desert, Twilight watched a group of young children skipping to a long spliced rope swung by two older boys. Their high-pitched voices shrieked as the rope caught their legs, the flashing darkness of their carefree eyes sparkling in merriment. An orderly pot-carrying queue formed at a public well as families collected water for their evening meal, each drawing the precious water up carefully by using the winding handle. The brim-full bucket that surfaced on the end of a long chain was emptied into their pots with all the care and reverence its precious and rare qualities demanded. 

As darkness fell and the house candles and street flares were lit, a fight broke out between two young men over the insult and dishonour one of them had apparently brought on the other’s sister. They circled each other warily until one of them leapt forward, his hands reaching for his opponent’s throat. A blade flashed in the tangle of robes, and one of them fell to the ground clutching his abdomen, crimson blood streaming through his fingers, spoiling the perfect whiteness of his robe. As the other sped away down alleyways, a cry went up from those bent over the injured young man. 

‘Quick, get him to Ramzi before it’s too late. Quickly now . . .’ 

Willing hands lifted the young man, who was groaning in agony, and with his life-blood running freely down over their arms and shoulders, they bore him aloft down the centre of the street, shouting at people to get out of their way. One of them ran ahead to alert the one called ‘Ramzi’ as to what to expect. Twilight, sitting invisibly above the hubbub below, made a note of the escaped youth’s destination and followed the crowd. 

Ramzi turned out to be an old, bald man with a small white goatee beard and dark olive skin. He lived in a large billowing tent on a patch of packed sandy earth by the side of the Tigris River. Alerted by the runner he stood by the entrance to his tent. Stoop-shouldered and small with dark, intelligent eyes, he held a flickering lantern over the groaning, blood-spattered young man as they carried him into the tent. Barking instructions to place him carefully onto a solid-looking table in the centre of the one-roomed tent, he then shooed them all away, hung the lantern on a hook over the table, and began to examine the by now unconscious young man. 

With the invisible Twilight watching from a corner, Ramzi began to carefully remove the young man’s clothing, then clean the congealing wound with a strong-smelling liquid. This brought the young man back to consciousness, and he started to moan again in agony. Speaking soft words of encouragement, Ramzi began to probe gently around the clean incision. 

‘You are a lucky young man,’ he said eventually. ‘As far as I can tell the blade missed all your vital gut organs. It will be painful for a while but you’ll live. I’m going to give you some liquid opium to drink to help you sleep and take away the pain, and spread an opium paste on the outside of the wound to kill infection and help it heal quickly. You will have to stay here for a few days so I can keep my eye on the wound to ensure gangrene doesn’t take hold. If anything kills you it will be that contagious rot.’ 

The young man raised a weak hand at Ramzi. 

‘Thank you, great physician Ramzi. I am eternally in your debt.’ 

Gulping down the liquid Ramzi held to his lips, the young man soon began to doze. When he’d finished spreading the paste around the wound, Ramzi washed his hands in an earthenware bowl, dried them on a linen cloth, then looked around the tent. 

‘I know someone is there,’ he said quietly in Arabic to the empty air. ‘But I can’t see you. Reveal yourself or go away.’ 

Twilight chuckled. The moment he saw the stooped little physician he’d spotted the aura. Faint, although stronger than the one carried by Odo in Rome, it was, nonetheless, a genuine and real signature. If nothing else it was proof that the venefical aura, with varying degrees of strength, was universal. 

‘I will reveal myself now,’ said Twilight, standing alongside Ramzi and speaking flawless Arabic. ‘I come in peace and mean you no harm.’ 

Stepping back, the fearless little stooped physician took in the figure that appeared smiling in goodwill alongside him. 

Twilight gestured to the myriad pots and glass jars filled with potions and liquids that lined the tent. 

‘You have a veritable treasure trove of elixirs and potions here,’ he said quietly by way of an introduction. ‘Are they all of your own making?’ 

‘I have spent my whole life tending to the sick and needy,’ replied Ramzi warily. ‘Many of these remedies have been adapted by me from old Hellenic, Persian, and Roman recipes, not to mention our own Arabic medica. Now, sir, do you mind telling me who you are and what your business is here?’ 

Twilight introduced himself, then explained his calling and mission, finishing with those he’d befriended. 

‘I have been fortunate in my travels. I met an old Italian hermit called Odo in Rome and a Jew in Constantinople called Silas. Both of them were very helpful to me in explaining the complex backgrounds, faiths, and current situations of their respected cities. I am hoping to find such a person here in Baghdad before my final destination, which is Jerusalem.’ 

The little physician smiled for the first time and rubbed his hands in anticipation. 

‘Then, sir, you have come to the right place. I am your man. But, in exchange, I want to know all about your abilities with magic of which you seem to be extraordinarily gifted.’ He gestured to the sleeping youth. ‘He’ll be fine for a while. Let’s sit outside by the eternal river and talk.’ 

Checking back on his patient from time to time, pausing to administer further ointment and dressings to the knife wound, Ramzi and Twilight talked until the orange fingers of the desert dawn crept over the horizon. They parted as a line of patients with all manner of ailments queued up outside Ramzi’s tent. 

‘Another busy one,’ sighed the little physician. ‘At my age it gets harder and harder to tend the ever-lengthening queues of the sick that grace my tent every day. 

‘Come back this evening,’ said Ramzi as they parted. ‘We have much more to discuss. In the meantime I suggest you visit the House of Wisdom in the Central Square. It’s one of our greatest libraries and will reveal much about the great advancements of the Muslim civilization.’ 

Twilight took his advice and visited the great library. There he found Arabic translations of all of the great works of the Greeks - Aristotle, Ptolemy, Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, Euclid, and Homer - together with great tracts of new writings from the mystical east, Pharaoh histories in untranslatable hieroglyphics, and Hebrew parchments. Donated and supported by the ruling Abbasid caliphate, the great library was a treasure trove of knowledge and discovery. The breadth of Islamic erudition stretched into all corners of learning and advancement: astronomy, cartography, logic, alchemy, poetry, a system for mathematical calculation that was far in advance of anything to be found in the Western world, the sciences, arts, philosophies, medicine and pharmacology, some of it, particularly relating to the use of Opiates in healing - published by none other than Ramzi himself - and, possibly the greatest achievement of all, a credo led by the mighty Holy Qur’an of a harmonious universe ruled by the reality of a hands-off god who let worshipers follow a path of natural enlightenment. 

‘Being a Muslim,’ said Ramzi later that evening, ‘is a personal experience between us and our god, Muhammad. We Muslims also have a great tolerance of other religions regardless of whether they’re pagan, Christian, Jewish, or any other incarnation. What we find hard to tolerate is the ambition and tyranny of decadence. Now, I say that as a poor physician eking out an existence tending the sick, whilst in the great palace of our caliph further down the banks of the Tigris, our bountiful ruler lives in absolute splendour with more wives than there are days in your western calendar year. If our great caliph walks anywhere, which is doubtful as he would be carried, but if he so deigned to walk, there would be a little man following him around whose sole purpose in life is to kneel down in front of him in order to act as a footstool when he sits. The opulence of our rulers notwithstanding, ordinary Muslims understand that the western downfall will be brought about by their refusal to give up the lifestyle of ever-mounting pleasures. We are happy to engage in hardship in order to maintain our way of life, and the belief is that’s where the future battles will be won; the victories will be forged on the cusp of hardship and suffering, not the attainment of riches and sloth.’ 

Twilight nodded. ‘Yet,’ he said softly, ‘you and I both know that each religion will claim an ancient monopoly on the truth. Nothing in this complex world we inhabit is wholly partial for long, and that includes the great faiths. I have spent enough time with kings, warlords, and religious leaders of all persuasions to learn that alliances are made to be broken, even those forged on the back of endeavour and hardship, and are constantly reformed only to be broken again, usually on the back of favour, patronage, self-interest, and power. All faiths have flaws; some are just better at hiding them than others and therefore better for their followers.’ 

Ramzi laughed and went inside the tent to check on his patient, who had stirred. He was still chuckling when he returned. 



‘Spoken like a man of magic,’ he said, sitting down on the packed sand and crossing his legs. ‘What do you believe in?’ 

‘Magic,’ replied Twilight. ‘When you have the full enchantments at your command you realize that it surpasses everything else we have. When I attend to my duties at the Festival of the Cowering Dead at Stonehenge back in Wessex, I see and hear the real hell of millions of misspent lives. That’s the annual reality of what I believe in.’ 

‘It’s easy for you to say that because you experience that event and have command of the enchantments,’ said Ramzi. ‘And although I have a little ability and can sense if certain bodily functions are playing up or not working in my patients and, as when you arrived, the spectral presence of others, I can’t change phenomena, make myself invisible, or transform myself instantly to any part of the world. That’s the omnipotent power of the enchantments. The rest of us have to make do with whatever faith we are born into. In my case that’s Islam.’ 

‘And a very good faith it is,’ said the old astounder. ‘Now, let’s get away from that for a while and visit a subject that I have been meaning to ask you about ever since I arrived here. I am most interested in leech-craft, the husbandry of plants and herbs for healing, poisoning, and, although it’s of no consequence to me because I don’t eat, cooking. In particular I would like to know about this wonderful drug you use, and write about, called opium. I read a little about it from your papers in the House of Wisdom. It’s a new one on me and, as far as I know, is not cultivated in Britain.’ 

On familiar and assured ground, Ramzi spoke for some time on the benefits and dangers of the white poppy. Opium, from the Latin for poppy juice, is obtained from all parts of the white poppy but particularly the unripe capsules. It had been used by Baghdadi physicians for over a hundred years, although, before Ramzi had experimented by adding it to other herbs and aromatics, only in two basic strengths; weak to feel good or strong to induce sleep. It also had natural inherent qualities for reducing the heat in fevers. Ramzi explained the many mixtures he’d experimented with, some successful and some not, and their applications to particular sicknesses. Then he got onto the dangers of opium and explained its role in inducing an addiction that appeared almost impossible to shake off once it took hold. 

‘Many times I have been robbed here in my tent by those who know I have many mixed jars of opium-based potions. Their craving drives them to rob me. The sad thing is that most of them are former patients who caught their addiction from treatments I administered to them.’ 

He pointed to the sleeping young man recovering from the stab wound and nodded sadly. ‘I can only cure and bring restful sleep to someone with that sort of wound by using my own opium mixtures, yet in so doing I could be introducing him to the hell of opiate addiction.’ 

‘Are there other places in Baghdad where patients or addicts can obtain it?’ 

‘Only other physicians, but they get their mixtures from me when they need it and won’t carry much in the way of stock.’ 

Although the climate in Britain was not thought to be conducive to the cultivation of the white poppy, Ramzi gave Twilight a small pot of seeds to see if he could grow it at the Avebury compound. With the promise of a last session together the following evening Twilight once again left the little physician shaking his bald head at the dawn queue of patients outside his tent. Sleep had become an impossibility in the last couple of days, but meeting this venefical stranger from Britain had impacted so significantly on his psyche that he would stay awake for a week in his company. 

In the meantime, Twilight turned down river toward the gleaming golden Palace. 

It was time he visited the mighty caliph, al-Musta’sim. 

Hovering invisibly over the huge and ornate palace with its golden domed roof, elaborate marble rooms, ornate curved bathing pools, massive harem building with hundreds of concubines guarded by muscular Nubian castrates, beautiful gardens, and an army of retainers and fierce-looking guards, Twilight quickly learned that the caliph had left a week ago for his summer camp in the mountains where it would be cooler. The two mounted men on white horses he’d seen two days ago racing across the desert toward the city turned out to be messengers of the caliph. As they sped out from the palace on the return journey, their large linen message pouches he’d seen on their way in stuffed with papyrus scrolls, Twilight followed them at a leisurely pace in the air. Leisurely, that was, for him. The gallant horses, urged ever faster by the knees of their riders with their curved scimitars jammed into brightly coloured waistbands, soon worked up a lather. After an hour of galloping the riders stopped at a small oasis where a camel train had also paused to rest and drink. A small cup of sweet tea later and a good watering for the horses and they were off again, heading toward the blue and green of distant mountains rising out of the vast expanse of sand and rock. Twilight was happy to dawdle along in the clear blue sky and warm breeze above them even though he could see where they were going. An hour later they pulled up their heavily sweating mounts alongside a small tented city by the side of an azure lake in the foothills of the mountains. This was the caliph’s summer camp. 

As two heavily armed men led away the exhausted horses, the two men unslung their linen message pouches and handed them to an impressively moustachioed vizier, who hurried away to present them to his caliph. Wending his way through a maze of tents, each getting larger as he approached the centre of the vast camp, the vizier finally arrived outside what was obviously the caliph’s personal set of tented rooms. With its perimeter guarded by at least fifty heavily armed, fierce-eyed warriors with their right hand permanently fixed to the sheathed handle of sharp-looking scimitars, the caliph’s tented rooms resembled a fortress. Stopping outside, the vizier reached inside each pouch, extracted the scrolls, then handed the dusty bags to a young boy, who scuttled off to get them washed. Affecting a low bow the moustachioed vizier then walked slowly into the tent with his arrival announced softly by a caller standing just inside the entrance. 

And there, resplendent on an elaborately decorated dais, dressed in brightly coloured red and blue silks with a huge red ruby adorning the centre of his pure white turban, reclined the caliph, al-Musta’sim. 

Sitting invisibly in the air above the dais, Twilight was surprised. Somehow, with all the splendour and decorative gold of the palace and now this ornate, tented city in the mountains, he’d expected a fat man. Someone along the lines of Sheik Suleiman Abdul Ra-Hulak, the corpulent, ill-fated Turkish slave trader he’d dispatched with the aid of a king cobra throat strike in Rome. 

Nothing of the sort. This caliph was young, no older than twenty-five, slim, and very fit-looking. The arrogance of rule, vast harem of beautiful women, and extraordinary richness of his life didn’t cloud his direct and friendly demeanour either. Of average height with a small, wispy beard and keen, intelligent eyes, the caliph reminded Twilight of a young King Alfred. As the young caliph rose from his reclining position on the dais, all the others in the room began to leave backwards, slowly, and with many bows, the curled-up toes of their slippers always pointed absolutely at the caliph, they finally cleared the room. With the room finally empty except three, the caliph received the still-bowing vizier with the scrolls tucked under his arm, and lifting him gently out of his deep bow accompanied him to a heavily inlaid sandalwood table where they were joined by the third person in the tented room, a much older vizier. Gray-bearded with an air of venerable wisdom, the older vizier opened the scrolls out on the table and the three of them began to confer on their contents. 

Then there were four people in the room as a smiling Twilight appeared alongside them. 

At first all three of them could only gape in stupefaction as they became aware of the presence of the old astounder, who, smiling in congenial goodwill, his hands held out in a gesture of peace, bowed and spoke in perfect Arabic. 

‘May Allah be with you always. I come in peace and mean you no harm.’ 

After a moment their surprise turned to fear, and each opened his mouth to scream for the heavily armed guards ringing the tented rooms. Twilight’s smile broadened and he waggled his finger in admonishment. ‘I apologize in advance but have frozen your speech for just a moment to give me a chance to explain my presence here. I really do mean you no harm and have come from a far-off land called Britain on behalf of the king, William of Normandy, to see if there is a possibility of dialogue over the occupation of Jerusalem. My name is Twilight and I am a veneficus. Providing you don’t call for the guards, a move that would only result in me freezing them as well, you may now speak.’ 

Shaking his bare head and flowing gray beard in disbelief, the old vizier was the first to speak in a voice trembling with age and tension. 

‘Veneficus, you say. I have heard of such people but always thought such talk was the result of a demented mind.’ 

Twilight beamed at him. ‘Well, most venerable Hasan bin Abdur Yazuri, even your great wisdom can still be improved, eh?’ 

The caliph, coming close and looking deeply into Twilight’s black eyes, did a strange thing. He took both the old astounder’s hands in his, bowed, and kissed them one after the other. 

‘Twilight,’ he said quietly. ‘We humbly welcome you to our camp here in the mountains and look forward to our discussions. You must forgive our reactions, but we have not met a veneficus before nor are we used to such a sudden appearance in our midst. Your magic is very powerful and I am looking forward to learning more about it.’ 

‘Great Caliph al-Musta’sim. Your humility and welcome to an unannounced stranger brings great credit on you and the house of the Abbasids. I, too, look forward to our discussions.’ 

As was becoming the norm when Twilight met new, learned, and concerned people, the questions on both sides about their different backgrounds and cultures ranged far and wide for many hours. The old veneficus engendered an instant trust in people as they bathed in the warm glow of his enchanted and experienced presence. He was helped by his instant and fluent grasp of their language, a courtesy especially valued by Muslims, who were unused to such fluency in a westerner. When he mentioned that he’d also spent the last couple of nights in similar fashion with the stooped little bald physician Ramzi, the caliph smiled. 

‘An altogether admirable man and skilled physician without whose help my greatly extended family back at the palace would suffer. Apart from taking care of me and all the other household staff, Ramzi is the only man alive who is allowed into my harem alone. With over three hundred women to look after, at least twenty of them are ill at any one time. He is always being dragged into that vast building at all hours of the day and night to tend them and ease whatever ailments they have. He never grumbles or fails to be there at the earliest possible time. He is, in all senses of the word, truly irreplaceable.’ 

There followed a discussion about Ramzi’s skill and development of opium as both an addiction and healing agent. ‘Your methods of treatment and pharmacology are far in advance of anything I have seen in Britain,’ said Twilight. ‘Many people die there from battle wounds that quickly turn gangrenous. We don’t seem to have an answer for that pernicious killer. Your culture is also more advanced in other ways.’ 

The caliph smiled. ‘Previous inhabitants of my position made sure that all such developments were encouraged. We make no apologies for taking original ideas from others and improving upon them: Greek and Indian science, irrigation and water systems from the Romans, art from the Babylonians to the Persians, and so on. Baghdad has been developed as a centre of learning and wisdom. Our people’s thirst for knowledge is unquenchable and must be assuaged.’ 

Later the following morning the caliph and Twilight walked slowly around the sculptured banks of the clear blue lake. For a leader so exalted that his merest whim would be acted upon by a multitude of helpers with inhuman alacrity, al-Musta’sim had a keen inquisitiveness in all things outside his Muslim culture. His questioning of Twilight also showed a sharp intellect that, coupled with an innate politeness and elegance of manner, soon had the old astounder in his thrall. 

‘I expect you’re wondering why I have so many young ladies in my harem,’ said the caliph with a smile. ‘It’s contrary to the way the western custom works, eh? Monogamy I believe you call it, one wife or husband at a time.’ 

‘It is different,’ replied Twilight. ‘Apart from anything else they would surely be at each other’s throats all the time?’ 

‘Because my father died young, I have been caliph since I was six years old. During the early years all the great decisions were taken on my behalf by Hasan bin Abdur Yazuri, who still, despite his great age, sits alongside me now. When I was fifteen years old I assumed my present position as caliph, albeit under the supervision of the Turks. Because my father died so young, I inherited a great many of his concubines. Many of these women are mothers, and their daughters are, in your terminology, my half sisters. That is why I keep them, not to use as concubines but as a part of a great and extended family. In truth, I only have congress with six of them as my own special wives. All the others I maintain as a sort of benevolent female institution. Their lives would, perhaps, otherwise be rather more difficult.’ 

‘And the sons?’ asked Twilight. ‘What happens to them?’ 

‘They are taken from their mothers as soon as they’re weaned and placed in special institutions where they are schooled and trained as an elite group of future leaders across all the disciplines, especially military.’ 

‘Like the old Spartan schools?’ 

‘Precisely. As I said earlier, we make no excuses for copying great ideas from past civilizations.’ 

‘Why,’ asked Twilight as they sat under the spreading shade of an old olive tree, ‘is Jerusalem so important to Muslims?’ 

The caliph sighed. ‘The big question and one which I fear, as did your King William, will tear apart the world as we know it. Here is the simple answer; the complicated version, even though you have great powers of assimilation, will, nonetheless, take us many days to discuss. Four hundred and sixty years ago our prophet had an experience, known in our language as the Lailat ul-Miraj - Night of Ascent. As part of this experience he was taken, in a dream, by a miraculous beast to Jerusalem. From the site of the old Jewish Temple on Mount Zion, a way was opened for him through the heavens until he approached the Throne of God. Accompanied by the angel Gabriel, they were both forbidden to enter this region. During this night he is also said to have communed with other prophets from the past, including Jesus, Moses, and Abraham. The rules for our Muslim prayers were also revealed to him and have become central to our faith ever since. So, it is from Jerusalem that our great Islamic Prophet and God, Muhammad, ascended to heaven to receive the essential rules of our faith.’ 

‘All these great faiths are so inextricably entwined,’ said Twilight. 

‘And that,’ replied the caliph, ‘is why they will never agree on anything.’ 

The younger moustachioed vizier appeared at the far end of the lake walking quickly. As he hurried toward them, Twilight, leaving his mind unread due to a self-inflicted protocol he used with gracious hosts, sensed something was wrong. Approaching the caliph slightly out of breath but still affecting a series of bows, the vizier eventually received the caliph’s nod to speak. 

‘Most holy leader, some bad news has just arrived with the messengers on white horses. The great physician Ramzi has been attacked and is close to death.’ 






  




Chapter 16

 

He doesn’t deserve to die for something I introduced him to. 

 

Although Tara had been taking the annual Equinoctial Festival of the Dead at Stonehenge on her own for five years, she still experienced a few jangling nerves as it approached. Twilight, knowing that she was ready and knowing that the ordeal had to be singularly overcome at some time, had left her to get on with it. After officiating at seventy-seven such occasions himself, more than any other venefici in their ten-thousand-year history, he’d more than done his bit. Nonetheless, being the only other veneficus allowed access, he was always ready to stand in with Tara if she needed him. The night before the next Festival, Virgile, understanding her trepidation at the coming ordeal and knowing that Twilight wouldn’t be around, came to the Avebury compound. He would stay with her until minutes before she was required at Stonehenge, then quickly transfer back to Carnac to steward his own annual gathering of the Cowering Dead. Once his mists had subsided and the shrieks of the cowerers finished for another year, he would then quickly return to Stonehenge and comfort his shaking wife until her normal composure returned. 

It wasn’t that he was any better at facing the annual ordeal, just that he’d handled quite a few more. Besides, as Twilight was fond of saying, the day a veneficus is not disconcerted by a day of screaming cowerers, a great many of whom had been placed in the death mists by that astounder, the ceremony loses some of its significance. And, despite the many other uses of the enchantments, attendance at the festival of the dead was their true reason for being a veneficus. 

Giving her husband a long kiss, Tara bade him good-bye and walked toward the mighty stones of Stonehenge. As the mists began to descend and Virgile disappeared to his own duties, Tara took up her place, closed her eyes, and steeled herself for the first screaming arrival. True to the succession of such things, it was the last people dispatched who arrived first on the scene, and the high-pitched wail of Magnus Groningen quickly assailed her ears, followed by the old woman who’d lured her into his trap. Then it became a succession of hate-filled screams from her and Twilight’s past personal body count, many of whom had been present in previous years. Similarly, Virgile was dealing with two of the three Confrerie, Teneo and Evanesco. Quiritatio, the third member of the evil Francian brotherhood, was conspicuous by his absence as - even though he was dead - being mute, he couldn’t even scream his wrath at the wretchedness of his silent prison in the cowering mists. 

Finally it was over for another year and Tara, rejoined by an equally relieved Virgile, settled down in the arms of her deep-voiced husband to watch the November night envelop Wessex. 

‘I wonder,’ she said softly, ‘what adventures my old mentor is up to right now?’ 

‘Whatever it is,’ replied Virgile, ‘you can be sure that it will be extraordinarily different from anything that he has done before.’ 

 

The caliph let Twilight go immediately with the promise that he report back on Ramzi’s situation as soon as he could. Seconds later the Wessex enchanter arrived at the old physician’s tent. 

It was a mess. 

Smashed jars and pots of ointment and liquids lay everywhere. The young patient Ramzi had been treating for the stab wound was nowhere to be seen, and, guarded by five other young men, Ramzi himself was lying on the table covered by a blood-soaked white sheet with his bald head swathed in crimson bandages. His eyes were closed. Freezing the five young men because he didn’t want to waste any time, Twilight bent over the little physician. His face was very pale, and Twilight could see instantly that someone had smashed him over the head violently with a club or something equally heavy. There was a faint pulse. Barely enough to sustain life and against the odds, the little physician’s heart was still beating. 

Gently Twilight laid his hand on the head bandages. 

It is Twilight. I am here and speaking directly to your mind. 

There was a long pause before a faint reply came. 

How was your visit to the caliph? 

It was fine. I shouldn’t have left you. This might never have happened. 

You couldn’t protect me forever. This was bound to happen sooner or later. 

Who did this? 

A former patient. He was desperate for opium. I told you about this problem. 

What was his name? 

There was a long silence before the faint reply came again. 

I’m not going to tell you. He doesn’t deserve to die for something I introduced him to. 

But he also killed your young patient. The young man with the stab wound who was here. Surely he deserves to be punished for that? 

There was another long silence. 

It’s the same thing. Desperation driven by an uncontrollable craving. It is my fault, not the killer’s. I introduced the opium into his system that eventually made him do this thing. 

Twilight paused for a while in thought. 

You know I can easily find out who the killer was. His traces are everywhere around this wrecked tent. I can follow them to wherever he is hiding. 

Ramzi’s stooped little body seemed to heave with an internal sigh. His eyelids fluttered before he settled down again. Finally his reply came. 

Great astounder from Britain, your presence here has given me much joy. I have enjoyed our discussions more than anything and was greatly looking forward to their continuance. But now I am dying and have one last request of you. It is this; that you do not pursue the person responsible for the death of my patient and myself. It will serve no purpose . . . For me there is no redemption in vengeance, only more suffering. That is my request. 

Twilight looked down at the bloodied body of the physician who had, in just two short days, become his friend. A clever, erudite, gently perceptive little man who had earned the praise and trust of everyone who knew and dealt with him. Blessed with a small aura, which he only used in the furtherance of his calling, and smashed to near death because of his great love of pharmacology and the discovery of potions to heal the sick and wounded of his native city, the protection of his own killer was typical of the strength of the little Baghdadi, even as his own destiny approached. 

Your request is granted, great physician Ramzi. Strike for the stars, a better place awaits you. 

Thank you and good-bye, my magic friend. May your final years glow with fine deeds. 

The reply was barely distinguishable, made with the little physician’s final breath. 

Outside of the deaths of his own family and the passing of his great mentor, Merlin, and that of the blessed Katre, Twilight rarely shed tears at someone’s passing. Death to a veneficus was a commonplace occurrence whether caused by his hand or others. Now he wept openly and at some length for the death of a fine little man whom he hardly knew. 

Then, as promised, he transformed back to the caliph’s summer tent to pass on the news of Ramzi’s gallant death. Having done that he made a big decision. 

He didn’t need to visit Jerusalem; Rome, Constantinople, and Baghdad had provided him with all the information he required. Besides, even an old veneficus gets to miss the companionship of other familiar astounders and his loyal black and white pied poly devil birds. 

It was time to go home. 

 

‘Wars fought in the name of religion have a vehemence attached to them not found in the more normal power struggles for territorial dominance. A sword’s edge is all the keener and wielded with extra strength when forged in the image of a believed god. Lives are less important and freely given when subjugated for the faith. History is littered with religious and pagan victories won on the fervour and piety of fanatic fighters. Leaders know this. That is why the great battles to come between Islam and Christianity will be so intense and so bloody, with both sides believing that the occupation of Jerusalem is essential to their faith. One thing I have discovered in my travels is that there is absolutely no will on either side for compromise or dialogue. This battle is going to be enjoined one way or another; it is, as you feared at the outset, going to happen, my liege, and nothing will stop it. Nothing in all my venefical codes, experiences, and discussions in the three great cities of Rome, Constantinople, and Baghdad tells me when it will end or what the final outcome will be. This is a conflict that has the potential to continue for a very long time.’ 

King William of England, now universally known as William the Conqueror, sighed and nodded his thanks and acceptance at Twilight’s words, who was accompanied by Tara and Virgile in the Throne Room of the Westminster Palace. 

‘Then we had better prepare for the worst,’ he said quietly. 

 

The End






  




Epilogue

 

As the eleventh century drew to a close, two major events took place. The first - and Twilight would say by far the most significant - was a rallying speech made by the new pope, known as Urban II, at a conference in Clermont, Francia. Mounting a high scaffold he exhorted the massed assembly of the faithful to regain the Holy Land from the Infidel by unsheathing the Holy Lance and following it east to a Christian victory. Feelings ran high. The spark that would inflame the next millennia had been lit. Hearing of this the Muslims similarly took down the mighty curved sword of Zulfiqar and stoked up the fires of war in preparation for the coming invasion. Jerusalem would be taken; Allah would be victorious. The Jihad had begun. 

Shortly afterward a Norman duke called Godfrey of Bouillon, an old friend and ally of King William with whom he had fought at Hastings, set off from his castle on the plateau between Flanders and Brabant at the head of a small army of Francian knights and soldiers. He had assumed huge debts, mortgaged his castle and everything he owned in order to meet the cost of raising, arming, provisioning, and providing horses and carrying mules for his private army. Their destination was Jerusalem and the Holy Land. Many others would follow their two-thousand-mile march across inhospitable lands at great hardship. 

The first Crusade had begun. 

Odo, Twilight’s hermit friend with the small aura, had foreseen the coming battle seven years earlier in Rome. Silas, the Jew in Constantinople, and Ramzi and the caliph in Baghdad - one of those expected to lead the Muslim armies - had also known it was only a matter of time. 

The second event was Twilight reached his one-hundred-year reign as a veneficus. 

Eighty-seven years after he had arrived as a thirteen-year-old village boy called Will Timms at the Savernake compound of the mighty long magus, his Destiny Stone awaited. 

Tara buried her mentor and great companion under his mighty Blue Horn sarsen stone on a cold, wet first of November morning. He’d reached his one hundred years exactly the previous day as the winter sun had eased down over the Silbury Mound and had, as she would have expected, taken his leave with great dignity and a smile. His final pronouncement, delivered softly with a smile playing about his lips, had been typical in that he was still thinking about the venefical lot even as his own death approached. 

‘Y’know,’ he husked softly, ‘the long magus was absolutely right. We venefici may be knowers of the progressions and habits of this turning earth and have the wonderful power of the enchantments at our fingertips, yet we are as susceptible as anyone to the thrall of charismatic kings and the golden light cast by their crowns. Luckily for us there are not many of them with the requisite abundance of charisma. Even being able to transform from one place to another with the speed of thought pales into insignificance against the power of their influence. Charisma, then, outstrips our crinkum crankum as the best magic and takes all of us, veneficus, slave, or freeman, along with it . . . eh?’ 

Then he’d slowly closed his famous black eyes, holding her hand, his other hand gripping the old pica beak necklace around his neck given to him all those years ago by Old Pen, the wolf leader. 

A whisper caressed her mind as he departed. 

The final moment of my destiny, dear Tara, has just arrived. Strike for the stars, great venefica . . . Good-bye. 

As he closed his Cimmerian black eyes for the last time, still as deep and clear as when she first saw them, Tara remembered the first four lines of the old Elder Pendragon couplet called the Song of the Venefici, taught to Twilight by his beloved Merlin, and, in turn, passed by him to her. The prophetic words eased their gentle way into her mind and as she whispered them, Twilight’s voice seemed to accompany her.

 Kiss the wind and sense the seasons

 Smell the rain and know the reasons

 Feel the sun, plunge the earth

 Whisper plant, whisper birth. 

Although Tara had reigned as the primary English venefica for many years and was a wise and experienced spellbinder, her old and much cherished mentor had always been there. Hardly a day had gone by when they had not shared a few words, walked the mighty Stones of Destiny at Avebury, laughed at the foibles of venefical decision-making, especially that associated with the reigning monarch, and sometimes just sat in the comfort of each other’s company without words. As Twilight had always done with the stone of his mentor, the long magus, she would do with his. A daily visit, a caress of cold sarsen, a few words to let him know what she was doing as she sought the comfort of his silent approval. 

Over two thousand pica had been sitting on the fence and trees surrounding the old Avebury compound for weeks, young and old. They would not leave him, not now, not ever. If Tara had not made sure that a plentiful supply of grain and fresh water was at hand for the birds to eat and drink where they sat, they would have starved rather than leave their beloved liegelord’s compound for a single moment. They would leave the compound when he did. His life would always be inextricably linked to theirs; generations of the pied poly devils had shared and contributed to the mighty deeds of his enchanted rule. They had been his eyes and ears, his messengers, fighters, decoys, and, when called upon, had killed for him and been killed by those that opposed him. 

They were his breath. 

Of the many small tribute stones surrounding his mighty Blue Horn stone, itself named after the pica with the blue feather flash in its wings killed by Lupa, the white wolf of Elelendise, the great majority belonged to gallant pica that had died in his service. 

The silence from their serried ranks when Twilight finally closed his eyes was a visible manifestation of grief more powerful than the loudest sound. With their dark, inquisitive eyes closed, every black and white head had dropped and buried its beak deep in its chest feathers as they each gave into their grief and an individual memory of a ragged thirteen-year-old tyro who for eighty-seven years had truly struck the stars as he led them from one victory to another in the constant battle to maintain the independence of Wessex against the brutal dominance of invaders and religious savants.

 Vale, great veneficus, we were proud to be your pica. We are now released from your ligamen. 

But now he was gone and Tara had to get on with it. 

Even though she still had the comforting presence of Virgile just a few transformational moments away in Carnac, Francia, the mighty Stones of Destiny close by, and her loyal fourth-generation wolfhounds by her side, the English venefical burden was now all hers to deal with. With the ever-present conflicts ebbing and flowing across the land and the boundaries of sovereign rule extending to a countrywide, nay even further, remit, protecting the Celts of Wessex had expanded beyond the country of Britain. No matter how hard Tara and Twilight had tried to keep away from the religious and sovereign power games played out in various parts of the land, church, and state, the venefical enchantments would always, as her great mentor’s final, quiet statement had said, be inextricably entwined with the charisma of kings. 

Now its union was threatening to expand even further. 

As Twilight’s own journeys had verified, great religious battles in the arid lands to the east were beginning. The venefical remit was now expanding to encompass faraway countries and alien cultures. 

Would that mean strange venefici, different outlooks, and skewed enchantments? 
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