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For Cathy








Gloom and silence and spell,

Spell and silence and gloom,

And the weird death-light burns dim in the night

And the dead men rise from the tomb.

Murdoch Maclean





Prelude

“Derwen made this sword,” Ceridwen said. “It came from long ago, and Derwen made it for Caractacus, who was betrayed by a woman. It was the blade of Calgacus, the swordsman who faced the iron legions of the south in the days of heroes.” Ceridwen ran her hand the length of the scabbard, without touching the steel of the blade. “It was the sword of Arthur, who faced the Angle and now it is the sword of Melcorka.”

“It was a sword well made,” Ceridwen said, “in Derwen's forge. It was made with rich red ore with Derwen tramping on bellows of ox-hide to blow the charcoal hot as hell ever is. The ore sank down through the charcoal to the lowest depth of the furnace, to form a shapeless mass the weight of a well-grown child.”

Melcorka listened, trying to picture the scene when her blade was forged at the beginning of history.

“It was normal for the apprentices to take the metal to the anvil, but Derwen carried the metal for this one himself, and chose the best of the best to reheat and form into a bar. He had the bar blessed by the Druids and by the holy man who came from the East, a young fugitive from Judea who fled the wrath of the Romans.”

“Christ himself!” Melcorka barely breathed the name.

“It is as you say if you say it,” Ceridwen said. “And Derwen cut his choice of steel into short lengths, laid them end on end in water blessed by the holy one and the chief Druid of Caractacus. Only then did he weld them together with the skill that only Derwen had. These operations, working together, equalised the temper of the steel, making it hard throughout, and sufficiently pliable to bend in half and spring together. Derwen tested the blade, and retested the blade, then hardened and sharpened it with his own touch and his own magic.”

Ceridwen seemed to waver, her shape merging with that of the air around her. “At the end, in the final forging, Derwen sprinkled his own white powder of the dust of diamonds and rubies into the red-hot steel, to keep it free of rust and protect the edge.”

“It is a good blade,” Melcorka agreed.

“There will never be made a better,” Ceridwen told her. “Only certain people can wield it, and then only for righteous reasons. It can never be used by a soft man or a weak woman, or by one with evil in his or heart. The blade is used only for good.”

“My mother told me I must use it only for the right reasons,” Melcorka said.

Ceridwen smiled. “Your mother was a wise woman. She watches you.”

“I miss her,” Melcorka said softly. She could not say more on that subject. “How do you know about my sword?”

“It told me- and I remember Derwen making it.” Ceridwen laughed at the expression on Melcorka's face. “Or am I merely teasing you?”

Melcorka started from her memories and looked around. She sat in the stern of Catriona, their boat, steering her automatically over a sea that extended to an unbroken horizon. “Are you all right, Melcorka?” Bradan looked at her from the well of the boat, where he made minute adjustments to the sail to catch the last of the fitful breeze. “I am all right. I was reliving the past.” Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender, the sword she had carried around the world. “I think we will be needed soon.”

“That is always possible,” Bradan said, “although I dream of a time when your sword is not needed and we find a place of peace.”

“So do I.” Melcorka lifted her head to catch the evening sun. “I dream of a house in a sheltered glen, with rowan trees bearing bright berries, and a cool burn washing between green fields.”

“I should like to be near the sea,” Bradan said. “A house that is welcome for all peaceful visitors, and a place where all the scholars of Alba may debate philosophy and the meaning of the stars.”

“We can have that place,” Melcorka said, “but not yet, I fear. I sense darkness on the horizon. There is trouble in the wind, Bradan.”

“There is always trouble in the wind, Mel. We have seen enough trouble,” Bradan said. “I am weary of trouble.”

Melcorka tapped the hilt of Defender, with even that minimal contact giving her a thrill of the blade's power. “We will cope, Bradan. We always do.”

Bradan sighed and trimmed Catriona's sail on as the wind gave a final puff before it died away. “Aye; we will.” He smiled across to her. “As long as we have each other, we will survive.”

Although Melcorka smiled back, she felt an unexpected lurch within her. She saw herself lying on a field of sand and blood with a man standing over her, brandishing a longsword with a dull, black blade. She saw Bradan walking away with another woman's hand on his arm. The woman was smiling, her eyes bright with triumph and her hips swaying in erotic promise. “We will survive,” Melcorka said, and blinked away her fears. She had known Bradan too long to worry about a stray image.

All around them, the sea darkened as the day faded into night.







Chapter One

They saw the light an hour before the dawn, so bright that it outshone the stars, so high that it could only be a messenger from God.

“What's that?” Melcorka squinted upwards.

“I don't know.” Bradan said. He rested on the oars, adjusted the set of the sails to catch a non-existent wind and stared into the starry abyss of the night-time sky. “It's a comet, I think. I've heard of such things although I've never seen one before.”

The ball of light progressed slowly across the heavens, dragging a glowing trail in its wake. There was no sound except the slap of waves against the hull.

“I have heard that it's a warning of troubled times.” Bradan looked up as a sudden breeze breathed life into the sail.

Melcorka shook her head. “If that were so,” she said, “there would be many more comets, since times are always troubled.”

“You're getting cynical in your old age,” Bradan said as the sail bellied out, pushing Catriona faster through the waves. He heard the distant call of a bird, but of what variety he was not sure.

For some time, they watched the strange light ease across the sky, then Bradan settled to sleep as Melcorka remained at the tiller, keeping Catriona's bow to the oncoming waves. Eventually she, too, dozed, only to be woken by the sharp piping of an oystercatcher, the black-and-white bird that was Melcorka's totem.

“Welcome to dawn,” Bradan had taken over at the tiller. “That light is still there.”

“So it is.” Melcorka looked skyward, where the light remained brilliant as it slowly headed towards the west. “We have company, I see.”

A pair of oystercatchers circled the boat, their red beaks open as they emitted their distinctive piping calls.

“They joined us as dawn broke.” Bradan stretched his long, lean body. “I think they want to tell us something.”

“My oystercatchers.” Melcorka watched them with a faint smile. “The old folk knew them as guides of St Bride.” The birds circled again, flew half a mile to the west and returned. “Follow the birds, Bradan. It seems that they're guiding us back to Alba. How long is it since we left? About 10 years?”

“It must be, perhaps more. I never keep count of time.” Bradan touched the tiller, easing Catriona to larboard, the direction where the birds were urging them.

Melcorka nodded ahead, where seagulls clouded near the surface of the water. “These gulls never stray far from the coast, so we should sight land soon.”

“Take the tiller,” Bradan said and climbed the slender mast. He balanced near the top, peering ahead. “You're right, Melcorka. I can see the hills of Alba.”

As it slowly probed above the horizon, the distant blue smear of Alba woke countless emotions in Melcorka. She remembered her childhood as a naïve girl on a small island off the west coast. She remembered the day of revelation when she was introduced to Defender and realised she came from a line of female warriors. She remembered the terrible day Egil the Norseman had killed her mother, and she knew she was alone in the world, with a destiny she was unsure how to follow. She remembered the day she had met Bradan, a wandering man who carried only a staff. She remembered battles with the Norse, and later adventures with the Shining One until she and Bradan left the shores of Alba in Catriona.

“Are you all right, Mel?”

Melcorka nodded. “I was thinking of past times in Alba.”

Bradan nodded. “Aye, good and bad, eh?”

“Good and bad,” Melcorka agreed. Once again, she saw herself lying on that sandy ground, with a tall man standing over her and Bradan walking away with another woman.

“More good than bad,” Bradan hauled in one of their fishing lines. “Haddock for breakfast,” he announced, “and we're nearly home. This will be a good day.”

Melcorka forced a smile. “Today will be a good day,” she repeated. She tried to push away the sense of foreboding that pressed down on her.

* * *

The oystercatchers guided them to a sandy bay backed by low cliffs, with the sweet scent of peat smoke a reminder of friendly hearths and a warm welcome. Catriona beached with a gentle hiss as if she knew she was home after a decade of wandering the oceans and rivers of half the world. Surf broke silver-white around them, gently sliding away with a receding tide as nesting kittiwakes squawked from the cliffs.

“Well met, Melcorka and Bradan.” A tall man strode to meet them with his long cloak flapping around his ankles and his long face animated. The oystercatchers circled his head, piping happily.

“Well met, tall man.” Melcorka lifted Defender from the waterproof case in which it travelled and fastened it across her shoulders as Bradan attended to the sail and dragged Catriona above the high-water mark. “Who are you, and how do you know our names?”

“I sent for you,” the man indicated the two oystercatchers. “These are my messengers.”

Securing Catriona, Bradan lifted his rowan-wood staff. “You are no ordinary man.”

“People will know me as True Thomas.” The tall man stopped beside a line of dark seaweed while the oystercatchers pecked around his sandaled feet.

“People will know you as True Thomas? What do they know you as now?” Melcorka stopped a long pace from the tall man.

True Thomas smiled. “They don't know me at all,” he said. “I shall not be born for 200 years.”

“That's a clever trick.” Melcorka did not sense any threat from this man.

After weeks at sea, the beach seemed to sway around Bradan. Pressing his staff into the sand, he rested his thumb on the carved cross on the top. “What do you wish with us, True Thomas?”

“I wish you to accompany me to a battle,” True Thomas said. “Catriona will be safe here. She will turn up if you need her again.”

Melcorka touched her sword. “We've been in a few battles,” she said, “but Bradan is not a fighting man.”

“I know. But you are Melcorka the Swordswoman.” Without another word, True Thomas turned away and stalked, long-striding, up the beach with the oystercatchers circling his head.

“Shall we follow this unborn man?” Melcorka asked. “He seems interesting.”

“Unless you have something else planned,” Bradan said. “Catriona will be safe here if Thomas is as good as his name suggests.”

Shaking her head, Melcorka followed True Thomas. “Why do we do these things, Bradan?”

“Because it's in our blood.” After a few moments, Bradan glanced over his shoulder. “Look.” He pointed to the ground. “There are three of us, yet only two sets of footprints.”

“Perhaps Thomas is true after all.” Melcorka adjusted her sword. “A man not yet born won't leave any impression on the ground.”

“I wonder what an unborn man wants with us in a battle that nobody has yet fought, but where he must already know the outcome?” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “I am confused already.”

“We'll soon see what Thomas wants,” Melcorka said.

They met the first party of warriors within half an hour, dour, unsmiling borderers, riding on shaggy ponies as they carried lances and swords towards the south. Ignoring True Thomas as if he was not there, they nodded briefly to the unarmed Bradan and paid more attention to Melcorka's sword than to its bearer.

“That's a heavy burden for a woman,” one young man said.

“I'm used to it,” Melcorka said.

“Are you carrying it for your man?” The borderer glanced at Bradan.

“No.” Melcorka treated him to a smile that would have warned a more experienced man to take care.

The youth looked to his companions as if he were about to say something smart. “You must be carrying it for me then.” He rode close to Melcorka and reached for Defender.

Melcorka stood still. “If you are riding to fight for the king, youngster, you had better leave my sword alone and hurry before death departs without you.”

The other borderers laughed as the youngster lifted his lance. “If you weren't a woman, I'd challenge you for that.”

“And if you were a man and not a child, I'd accept,” Melcorka said.

“I'll show you how a man fights!” Hefting his spear, the youngster kicked in his spurs, rode 20 yards away, turned and trotted towards Melcorka while his two companions watched with interest. Sighing, Bradan sat on a rounded boulder with his staff thrust out before him. He began to whistle, rubbing his thumb over the cross at the top of his staff.

Melcorka waited until the young man was 10 feet away before she drew Defender. Immediately she did so, all the skill and power of the sword's previous owners flowed into her hands, up her arms and through her body. She took a deep breath, savouring the thrill, for however often she drew Defender, the feeling never paled.

When the young man came close and thrust out his lance, Melcorka sliced it in two, turned the blade, and struck the man across the shoulders with the flat. The borderer fell from his horse, landed face down on the ground, bounced and faced Melcorka.

“You'll die for that,” the youngster snarled, drew his sword and rushed forward.

Sidestepping, Melcorka swung Defender once, catching the youngster a stinging blow across his backside. “I call that move Melcorka's greeting,” Melcorka said as the youngster yelled, spun around, and stopped as Melcorka placed the tip of Defender under his chin.

“A small lesson.” Melcorka kept her voice level. “Before you start a fight with somebody, find out who they are. Now go.”

When the youth backed away, Melcorka replaced Defender in her scabbard.

The other borderers had watched with interest. “Sheath your sword, Martin, and mount up,” an older man with the eyes of a basilisk said. “I hope you fight better against the Northumbrians.” Lifting his hand in acknowledgement to Melcorka, he turned his horse towards the south, with the others following.

“Martin,” Melcorka called after them. “Keep that spirit! Just think what you are doing and don't rush so much.” She watched the borderers ride away. “Come on.” True Thomas had been a silent spectator.

“Nobody spoke to you, Thomas,” Bradan pointed out.

“They can't see a man who is not yet born,” True Thomas explained patiently.

“We can see you,” Bradan pointed out.

“You see what I wish you to see,” Thomas said. “Nothing more.”

As they headed south and east through the fertile, settled countryside, Melcorka and Bradan saw more men gathering, in small groups or larger companies. Some were on foot, hefting a variety of agricultural implements that a charitable observer might have classified as weapons, while others rode small, sturdy horses and carried spears. Only a few were warriors with padded leather jackets or chain mail and proudly sporting swords. A small entourage of supporters accompanied each warrior.

“Who is gathering an army?” Bradan wondered, “It cannot be Queen Maelona. She is the least warlike woman alive.”

Melcorka nodded. “I was thinking the same thing myself. I hope Maelona is well.”

“I think we are nearing the army's camp,” Bradan nodded to a line of sentries who stood on a grassy ridge, either talking to each other or studying the countryside all around. One pair of spearmen watched as Melcorka led Bradan up the slope to the top of the ridge. They eyed Melcorka in her hooded blue cloak with the patches that told of hard usage, and the great sword whose hilt protruded behind her left shoulder.

“Does the woman carry your sword?” the taller of the spearmen asked.

“She carries her own sword,” Bradan replied as they stopped on the summit of the ridge.

When the spearman opened his mouth to say something, his companion nudged him into silence. Both turned their attention on to anything except Melcorka.

Beneath them, in a bowl in the undulating countryside, were hundreds, perhaps thousands of men and scores of women walking around or sitting in groups around campfires. Blue smoke formed a haze above the gathering, with the occasional drift of harp music or burst of laughter rising to the ridge.

“Aye, here we are,” Melcorka said. “Another war.”

“Somebody”s called up the army from the four quarters of Alba,” Bradan said. “This is no mere border raid.”

Melcorka nodded agreement. She saw the rugged horsemen of the border clustered in their family groups, the footmen of the Lowlands with their long spears, the lightly armed caterans and heavy axemen and swordsmen of the Highlands and the dark-headed Picts of the northeast. “Not all four quarters,” Melcorka said. “There are no Hebrideans.”

Leaning on his staff, Bradan ran an experienced eye across the fighting men of Alba. “You're right, Mel. There are no men from the islands.”

Melcorka raised her voice. “Tell me truly, Thomas, why is the army gathering here and where are the men of the islands?”

Thomas stood a little apart, with the breeze failing to ruffle his long cloak. The oystercatchers continued to circle his head. “The enemy is to the south of the kingdom, Melcorka, while the Hebrides no longer form part of the realm of Alba.”

Bradan frowned. “Why is that?”

“Somebody assassinated the Lord of the Isles, and during the confusion over a new Lord, the Norse moved in.”

“The Lord of the Isles was my half-brother,” Melcorka said. “And the queen? Did Queen Maelona have no say in things?”

“Mael Coluim the Second is king now.”

“Mael Coluim the Second?” Melcorka said. “I didn't even know there had been a Mael Coluim the First!”

True Thomas did not answer as Melcorka continued to study the gathering army. Among the grey-bearded veterans and confident champions were many fresh young faces, youths who had never experienced the horror of war, with the usual number of camp followers exploiting the warriors. She found it interesting that, in such a diverse collection, the various groups did not fight one another. The only reason for that, she considered, was a leader with sufficient force of character to bind them all together. Mael Coluim must be a strong king.

“Why have you brought us here?” Bradan asked.

“Watch,” True Thomas said.

“Are we to fight Alba's enemy?” Melcorka struggled to contain her increasing impatience.

“Watch,” True Thomas repeated.

“Over there.” Bradan touched Melcorka's arm. “Something is happening in the west.”

Climbing to the summit of the ridge, between two suspicious sentinels, they watched as another army marched towards them. About half the size of the army of Alba, it was also more homogeneous, consisting of one group of people with similar weapons and clothing. They marched in a compact formation, with horseman guarding the flanks and rear, spearmen in disciplined clumps and stalwart captains leading each formation. Under a broad green banner, three men rode at the head of the army.

“Is that the enemy?” Melcorka asked the nearest sentinel, who shook his head.

“No – where have you been hiding, swordswoman? That is our ally, Owen the Bald, and the army of Strathclyde.”

“They look a handy bunch,” Melcorka said.

“Owen is a good man.” The sentinel eyed Melcorka”s sword without comment.

As the Strathclyde contingent approached, a group of men from the Alban army rode out to meet them, with a tough-looking, clean-shaven man in his thirties at their head.

“There goes the Destroyer.” The sentinel sounded satisfied. “Now things will start to move.”

“The Destroyer?” Melcorka asked.

“The King himself. Mael Coluim.” The sentinel eyed her with growing curiosity. “Who are you? You don't know Strathclyde are our allies and you don't recognise the king; are you Alban? From Fidach perhaps? Or are you a spy for the Northumbrians?” He shifted his stance so that his spear was ready to hand. His companion came closer, frowning.

“We are Alban,” Bradan said, “but we've been out of the country for many years. When we left, Maelona was queen, with Ahern the Pict of Fidach as her consort.”

“These days are long gone.” The sentinel continued to eye them with suspicion. “Mael Coluim is king now, the Norse have returned to the Isles, and the Danes have conquered the Angle lands to the south.” He turned a twisted smile to Melcorka. “Enemies surround us, woman-with-a-sword, with Angles and Danes to the south, Danes over the Eastern sea, and Norse to the north and west. King Mael Coluim is fighting a war on all fronts.” He lowered his spear. “We can thank God for Owen of Strathclyde, a loyal friend when we need one most.”

“Bad days, indeed,” Melcorka looked towards True Thomas. “Is that why you summoned us? Do you think my single sword can turn the tide in this clash of kings?”

“You will find out soon enough,” True Thomas said. “Wait, watch and learn.”

Owen halted the Strathclyde army and dismounted. Straight-backed, he walked, light-footed as a youth, towards the group of Alban horsemen. When he threw back his hooded cloak, the sun gleamed from a shaven head.

“King Owen the Bald of Strathclyde,” Bradan murmured, “and his overlord and High King Mael Coluim the Destroyer. I wonder what our part will be in this drama.”

The two kings embraced, and then the two armies merged, without any of the usual tensions between fighting men, only mutual welcome and a forming of small groups around the campfires. Harpers began to play, sennachies told their stories, bards sang their songs while the ubiquitous women who followed armies flitted from man to man, seeking protection, companionship or money.

“We have an allied army,” Bradan tapped his staff on the land, “yet we do not know our part in this, Melcorka.”

“There is darkness ahead,” Melcorka said. “I can feel it.”

The blast of a horn echoed around the bowl of the hills as Mael Coluim mounted a small knoll. Men of both armies gathered around, waiting to hear what the Destroyer said. Three warriors remained close to the High King, watching everybody. One was slightly above average height, with calm eyes above a neat beard. The second was dressed all in black, with a long black beard and 12 darts in his broad black belt. The third was slender, with laughter in his eyes, twin swords strapped crossways on his back and clothes of the Pictish fashion.

“These will be the king's champions,” Bradan murmured, “the pick of his army.”

Melcorka nodded, taking note of their stance and bearing, wondering if it was her destiny to fight any of these men.

When Mael Coluim lifted his arms, silence descended except for the barking of a single dog. A woman's voice rose in the background, only for her neighbours to shush her into silence.

“Warriors of Alba and Strathclyde!” The king's voice sounded strong. “Today, we march to face the Angles of Northumbria.”

The army cheered, with men brandishing swords and spears in the air. Melcorka raised her eyebrows to Bradan – she had heard such enthusiasm before and had seen the bloodied, broken casualties writhing on the ground in the aftermath of battle.

“For years the Northumbrians have defiled our borders, raided our farms and stolen our livestock and women. Their southern neighbour and overlord, Cnut, the Danish conqueror of the Angles, has threatened to add Alba to his realms. Let us show him our answer. Let us show him the strength of Alba and Strathclyde.”

The men cheered again, with shouts of, “Alba! Alba!” and, “Strathclyde! Strathclyde!”

“The king's fired them up for bloodshed,” Bradan said.

“These Northumbrians are not children to face lightly,” Mael Coluim warned. “They are a savage breed. When I was a youngster, new on the throne, 12 years ago, I led an army against them.” The silence was tense as men nodded at the memory. “They defeated us at the walls of Durham and…” he waited, drawing out the drama, “the Northumbrian women washed the faces and combed the beards and hair of our dead and decorated their walls with their heads.”

A low growl came from the combined army.

“What kind of men would dishonour the dead? These people are not like us!” Mael Coluim said.

“He's raising the fighting spirit.” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground.

“Alba!” the warriors yelled, lifting spears and swords in the air. “Strathclyde!”

“Wait!” Owen the Bald joined Mael Coluim on the knoll, to further cheers from the allied army. He lifted his hands for silence. “We will not fight under different battlecries. We should have one slogan that unites us as one force under Mael Coluim, my king and the High King of Alba!”

Owen lifted his hand until silence descended. “As from today, our cry will be Aigha Bas – battle and die.”

There was a moment's silence as the men digested the idea, and then: “Aigha Bas!” Men of both armies roared. “Aigha Bas!”

Standing beside the High King, one man stood out among the three champions. Shorter than the man in black, less cheerful than the Pict, he had traces of grey in his neat beard, with a crystal in the pommel of the longsword across his back.

“Who is that?” Melcorka sensed the power of the man.

“That is MacBain, the king's personal champion and bodyguard,” True Thomas said. “He has never been defeated in combat and is the king's right-hand man.”

“I am interested in the sword he carries,” Melcorka said.

“It is not the sword that should interest you,” True Thomas told her. “It is what the pommel contains. You will ask him later.”

“And the other two champions?” Bradan asked. “They look like handy men to have on your side.”

True Thomas indicated the man on MacBain's right, the burly man in his late thirties with a black scowl to match his black hair and beard. Under his black cloak, his chainmail shirt descended to his knees, while he carried a bundle of long throwing darts on the right side of his belt and a short slender sword at his waist.

“That is Black Duncan the Grim,” Thomas said. “He has never been known to smile and has no time for women or any pursuit except fighting and war.”

Melcorka nodded. “Aye, he looks a cheerful fellow. And the other? The light-hearted man?”

“That is Finleac, the Maormor of Fidach,” Thomas said. “As you know, Fidach is a Pictish province and the Maormor, the ruler, is now a sub-king of Alba. Finleac is undoubtedly the fastest-moving warrior in Alba, and perhaps the most cheerful.”

Finleac was lithe, with a pale face that the sun would never tan, and light protection of quilted leather. His two longswords had light wooden handles, and he stared forward through pale eyes, with a small smile playing on bloodless lips.

“There is one more champion of note,” Bradan said. “Who is that one?” He nodded to a warrior who stood on a slight rise above the army. Although two men stood there, only one was worth watching. He was tall and broad, while a deep hood concealed his face, while both the grey circular shield on his left arm and the sword that hung from his waist were of Norse workmanship. The man who stood 10 paces from him was featureless, dressed in grey and with a bag of grey fabric held across his chest. He was instantly forgettable.

“You will find out all you want to know about that man before long,” True Thomas said.

“Who is he?” Melcorka asked.

“He is death on two legs,” True Thomas said, “and who his companion is, I cannot say.”

“Cannot or will not?” Bradan asked.

“Either way, you will have to find out for yourselves.”

Looking directly at the two men on the ridge, Melcorka could sense the darkness emanating from the hooded warrior. “Does he have a name, this mysterious man?”

“I cannot say his given name,” True Thomas said. “He is known as the Buidcear, the Butcher.”

Melcorka felt a thrill run through Defender as if the sword also sensed danger from the Butcher. “Is he with the High King's army?”

“Nobody in the king's army knows who the Butcher is with.” True Thomas sounded troubled. “Or what he is with.”

Melcorka nodded, still aware that Defender was thrumming against her back as if warning her of danger. “I think we shall meet later, that man and I.”

“Aye, maybe,” Bradan said. “At present, Mel, I think it's time to make ourselves known.”

“Wait,” True Thomas said, with a little smile on his face. “Mael Coluim will know you when he needs you.”

“That is the way of kings,” Melcorka said. “Particularly high kings.” She continued to watch the Butcher, knowing that he returned her scrutiny. The Butcher's companion stood silently, but Melcorka could not make him out. He – if it was a he – seemed to be of no character at all, a grey man with no personality. He was there, but not there.

“I do not like that man,” Bradan pressed a thumb against the cross carved on the top of his staff, a sure sign that he was worried.

“Nor do I,” Melcorka agreed.

“You are looking at the warrior,” Bradan said. “I mean the grey creature at his side.”

Melcorka shrugged. “He is a nothing,” she said.

“That is so,” Bradan pressed his thumb down hard on the carved cross. “He is so much a nothing that I cannot describe him, even although I am looking directly at him.”

Melcorka grunted. “That may be so.”

A distant rumble made them both look up. High in the sky, the dying trail of the comet faded away.

“Tomorrow will be a bloody day,” Melcorka said as the thunder sounded an ominous warning of the anger of the gods. When she looked back at the ridge, the Butcher was gone, although the atmosphere of menace remained.

“May God have mercy on us all,” Bradan said, pressing his thumb hard on the carved Celtic cross.

* * *

At the blare of a dozen horns, the army rose, men of Alba and Strathclyde gathering in their separate divisions to march south, with much confusion until captains and clan chiefs sorted them out with loud shouts and a few blows. Mael Coluim sent scouts ahead and, on each flank, hard-riding borderers who knew the terrain, backed by light-footed caterans who quartered the ground, searched for any Northumbrian or Danish spies.

“Forget the thunder; it's going to be a dry day.” Bradan glanced up at the sky, where the comet had left only a faint white smudge against the periwinkle blue. “Best fill our bottles with water before the fighting begins.”

They forded the Tweed without delay, formed up in a long column on the south side of the river and moved on, with Melcorka and Bradan keeping pace 100 yards behind the rearguard. As they marched, the weather altered, as though the tail of the comet had disturbed the Gods.

Bradan glanced upward. “So much for my weather forecast,” he said ruefully. “If they are going to fight,” he said, “they had better get on with it. That sky is threatening a storm.”

Melcorka nodded. “It will be a big one,” she said as a host of geese exploded skyward from a field, circled and headed out to sea, their call a melancholic reminder of the folly of men.

“Look behind us,” Bradan said.

The Butcher was following, keeping clear of the army but always within a quarter of a mile. He rode a garron, the sturdy horse of the Alban hills, with the grey man keeping pace at his side.

“I see him,” Melcorka ducked as a rook skimmed her hair. “That's unusual. Rooks don't attack people.”

“That one did,” Bradan said, “but I think we have more to worry about than a stray bird.”

“Northumbrians!” The cry resounded around the army. “The Northumbrians are ahead!”

All at once, the atmosphere changed as the veteran warriors took charge and the enthusiasm of the untried waned. Boasting of battle around the fireside was far different from facing the reality of Northumbrians with their seax-knives, slave-hunting and savagery.

“Scouts!” Mael Coluim shouted. “Ride ahead, count their numbers, don't get involved.”

Melcorka watched as a troop of border horsemen trotted ahead, with young Martin eager in the middle. “It's nearly dusk,” she said. “There will be no battle today.” She looked over her shoulder. The Butcher was still there, nearly within hailing distance, with his hood entirely concealing his face and the grey man 10 paces to his right.

By the time the scouts returned, the light was fading, with the sun tinting the sky magenta around bruised clouds. Bradan grunted as thunder again grumbled in the distance, with flashes of lightning highlighting the curves of the distant Cheviot Hills.

“When this storm hits, it'll be ugly.”

“Aye,” Melcorka sat on the trunk of a fallen oak tree, polishing Defender. “It seems to be upsetting the birds too.” She nodded to the clamour of rooks that flew above the Albans, swooping on individuals and small groups of men.

Mael Column listened to the scouts' reports and set the army to camp again, this time with no drinking and with triple sentries.

“Borderers, enliven the night; ride around the Northumbrian camp, shout challenges, keep them awake on the south, east and west sides.” The border horsemen trotted off, while the High King indicated the caterans. “You lads, I want you to concentrate on the north side, kill a few sentries. If you can get into the camp and dispatch some Northumbrians, even better.” He hardened his voice. “Don't get killed. I need you tomorrow.”

The thunder that had grumbled all day continued into the night, with intermittent lightning unsettling the horses. Sentries glanced at the sky, huddled into their cloaks and hoped the enemy had no raiding parties out while they were on duty. Others shivered at the wolves that howled in the distance.

“MacBain!” Melcorka approached the king's bodyguard. “Your name is known.”

“As is yours, Melcorka the Swordswoman,” MacBain met Melcorka with the confidence of a man supremely aware of his abilities. Behind him, Black Duncan did not look up, while Finleac gave a friendly grin and returned his attention to the two young women who were vying for his attention.

“Your sword interests me,” Melcorka said.

“You wish to hold it?” MacBain”s smile revealed unbroken white teeth. “Or is it the crystal in the hilt you want to ask about?”

“Both,” Melcorka said, honestly.

“The crystal is known as the Clach Bhuaidh,” MacBain said, “the Stone of Victory.” Removing his sword, he handed it over without hesitation, accepting Defender in return. “Your sword is lighter than I imagined,” MacBain commented as he gave a few practice swings, “but very well balanced. What is your secret, Melcorka?”

“My skill is in the sword,” Melcorka instinctively trusted this man. “The People of Peace made it, hundreds of years ago, and it retains the skill of each warrior who wields it in battle.”

MacBain held Defender high, swung at empty air and peered along the edge of the blade. “She sings well,” he said. “My secret is in the Clach Bhuaidh,” he said. “As long as the Stone of Victory is in the pommel, I cannot be defeated. The Clach Bhuaidh was a Druid's stone from long ago, a protector of good from evil.”

Melcorka examined the crystal as it reflected the embers of the dying campfires and the glitter of the stars above. “It is amazing what power a small thing can have.”

“As the saying goes, good gear comes in small bulk,” MacBain said.

They handed the swords back. “I am glad we are on the same side,” Melcorka told him.

“As am I.” MacBain replaced his sword. “Let us hope it will ever be so.”

“Let us hope so, indeed,” Melcorka watched the Clach Bhuaidh glow as MacBain looked around the camp.

“Where will you be fighting tomorrow?” MacBain asked.

“I will fight wherever I am most needed,” Melcorka said. “I will not disrupt the battle formation to win glory for myself.”

“That is a soldier's reply,” MacBain said approvingly.

An hour before dawn, with faint grey streaks easing over the eastern horizon, the camp awoke. They rose silently, to find whatever food they could, pray for courage and success that day and check their weapons. Women scurried to make food or sought the sanctuary of trees to relieve their bladders, a piper made himself unpopular by blasting out a rousing tune, and a bard began a long monologue about the heroes of past battles. At the edge of the camp, a group of stalwart warriors who hoped to be champions practised swordplay while boasting to impress a group of watching women.

“All is normal,” Bradan fingered the cross on his staff, “yet things are not right. The sky awaits, and the animals are unhappy. There is not a single dog in the camp, despite an abundance of food.”

“Where are they?”

“They ran off last night.” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “Things are not what they seem, Mel.”

“The champions don't seem concerned.” Melcorka watched as Finleac kissed both his women, planted a small Celtic cross in the ground and knelt before it, while Black Duncan sharpened each one of his dozen darts. MacBain gave Melcorka a wink as he wandered over to the king.

“Gather round, captains, kings and chiefs,” MacBain”s invitation was more of an order. “The High King has intelligence from the scouts.”

“We are not sure who commands the Northumbrians,” Mael Coluim told the leaders as they congregated around his knoll. “It might be the veteran Uhtred, or it may be his brother Eadwulf Cudel. I hope it is Uhtred, for he repulsed my attack on Durham 12 years ago, cowering behind fortifications and afraid to fight us in the open. If not, then it is Eadwulf, who even his army called Cudel, cuttlefish, the coward. Either way, we shall be victorious.”

The captains were too experienced to cheer. They asked sensible questions about the disposition of their men and spoke to their supports on either flank.

“If anybody wants religious help,” Mael Coluim added, “the Church of St Cuthbert is over there. Go quickly as we'll be marching off the moment the men have eaten.”

As the captains organised themselves, MacBain checked the army, stalking around the fringes. Noticing the Butcher watching from a small rise, he stopped to glare at him. The Butcher, still astride his garron, did not move, while the grey man was as insubstantial as before.

“You lads,” MacBain gestured to a group of border horsemen, “go and see who that man is, and what he wants. If he's a Northumbrian or Danish spy, kill him. If he wants to join us, bring him to me.”

Melcorka watched the five horsemen trot off with young Martin in the lead. “I'd like to see what happens now.”

“Time will see all things,” Bradan lifted his head as a wolf howled. “The beasts know that something is wrong.”

“Of course something is wrong,” Melcorka said. “Thousands of men are going to be hacking at each other so one king or another can claim he owns a bit ground he'll probably never visit again in his life.”

Bradan nodded. “Aye; maybe that's all it is. I think we had better see the holy men. I fear we may need their help today.” He nodded as Finleac passed them. “Even the king's champions agree with me.”

Finleac moved like a shadow, moving lithely across the ground on his way to the church, still with a woman clinging to each arm. Only when he was at the door of St Cuthbert's Minster did he disengage himself, give the brunette on his left a hearty kiss, land an equally hearty slap on the backside of the buxom redhead on his right and attempt to look solemn.

St Cuthbert's Minster at Carham stood within 100 paces of the fast-flowing Tweed, a wood and wattle creation of the Celtic Church, a symbol of Christianity and humanity in a borderland only partially tamed.

Urging his women away, Finleac handed his swords to a tired-eyed priest and walked in. Kneeling before the simple altar, he asked the head priest for a blessing. “May God forgive me for what I am about to do,” Finleac said. “And forgive me if I forget you during this day, for I will be busy smiting hip and thigh.”

The priests welcomed his words, shook their heads at the slaughter to come and blessed him. Rising, Finleac left the small church, accepted his swords back from the priest and strode to the front of the Alban army. In the distance, Melcorka heard the deep-throated singing of the enemy, hard-edged voices roaring out a battle hymn that had nothing to do with gentle Christianity.

Mael Coluim marched them onward towards the Northumbrians, a long column of Albans and Strathclyde British, with the High King, Owen the Bald and the three champions at their head. Carried by eager young standard-bearers, a score of banners and flags announced the various groups of the Alban army, with the twin banners of St Andrew's cross and the Blue Boar of Alba to the front.

“Melcorka,” Bradan said urgently, leading Melcorka away from the main array, “look.”

At first glance, Melcorka thought that the five horses that were cantering towards the Alban army were riderless. But then she saw the occupants. Each man had been placed face down on his saddle. Blood wept from the deep wounds in their legs as the horses arrived at the head of the Alban army. Young Martin still lived, moaning softly as his life seeped away.

“Those were the border riders MacBain sent to challenge the Butcher,” Bradan said.

“Aye.” Melcorka hitched Defender higher up her back. “At least we know now that the Butcher is not going to join the army.”

“Whatever he wants, it will have to wait,” Bradan said. “The Albans have more to worry about than a single rogue warrior, however fierce he may be.”

Sunlight glinted on the swords and axes of the Northumbrians and gleamed from the array of bright circular shields as the enemy battle line waited for the Alban advance. The Northumbrians had positioned themselves along a grassy ridge, with the River Tweed guarding one flank and a patch of dense woodland the other. Above the army, banners and flags drifted in the light wind.

At the sight of the Northumbrian array, the Alban army stopped. Each side stared at the other for a few moments, and then gave a great roar of defiance, with the flags lifted higher and weapons brandished aloft.

“Here we go again,” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “How many battles have we seen, Melcorka?”

“Too many,” Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. “This fight at Carham will be one more to add to our list.”

True Thomas appeared at their side, with a sad smile on his face. “This battle will decide the shape of a frontier for centuries to come,” he said, “yet you must not take much heed of the armies.”

“Then why are we here, Thomas?” Bradan asked. “You have guided us from the sea to a battle. There must be a reason.”

When True Thomas nodded, there was infinite weariness in his eyes. “A battle will determine a frontier and which king may neglect his subjects. I have brought you two here for something more important than kings or nations.”

“I wish you would tell us what it is,” Melcorka said. “Why do seers always talk in riddles?”

True Thomas smiled. “You have freedom of choice, Melcorka. I can guide you, but ultimately the decision lies with you. I will say this to you, Bradan: evil's smiling arrogance will reveal the light.”

Bradan shrugged. “That is another riddle, Thomas.”

“It is a riddle that may help you if you decipher it.”

“I will remember it,” Bradan said. “Evil's smiling arrogance will reveal the light.”

“Good.” Thomas nodded. “Now wait; your time will come soon.”

The Northumbrians greeted the advancing allies with a great roar and a volley of arrows, stones and spears.

“Out! Out!” they yelled, shaking their weapons in the air. “Out! Out!”

“They sound like the barking of a thousand dogs!” Owen said, with a dark sun reflecting on his bald head.

“These same Anglian dogs have murdered and plundered half the island of Britain since they first invaded,” Mael Coluim replied. “They are a disease sent by the devil for our sins.”

“Then let us be the antidote.” Owen unsheathed his sword. He stood erect, broad-shouldered and tall. When he slid a steel helmet on, he looked every inch a British warrior, facing the Angles, the enemies of his blood.

“Out! Out!” The Northumbrians barked. “Out! Out!”

Owen stamped his feet. “Give the word, my king!”

“Good man, Owen!” Mael Coluim's grin was fierce. “Form line of battle! Archers and spearmen to the front! Skirmishers advance!”

Melcorka watched in approval as the allied army formed up, with Owen's Strathclyde men on the right, the post of honour, and the spearmen and archers stepping forward to harass the Northumbrian line. The warriors wore quilted leather or padded linen, with a few of the champions in chainmail, while some had a metal helmet to protect their head. The majority fought in their leines, the long linen shirt common to all the Celtic peoples, with perhaps a rudimentary coat of deerskin as protection. Only the wealthy carried swords, for they were expensive weapons that took great skill to make. Most men carried spears or dirks, the long fighting knife, or arm-length darts they could throw with terrifying force and accuracy.

Uhtred responded in kind, sending forward his skirmishers to face the Albans, so volleys of spears and arrows passed back and forward, with the light infantrymen of both armies in between. Occasionally a missile found its mark, with an Alban or Angle falling or grunting in pain. A scatter of bodies littered the ground, and the groans of the wounded rose to the circling rooks.

“The Northumbrians hold the high ground,” Melcorka said, “so they have the advantage. Now both sides will form a shield wall and it will be about resilience, muscle power and strength.”

Bradan tapped his staff on the ground, wordless, watching the bravery and the suffering.

As Melcorka had said, Mael Coluim formed his men into a formation identical to that of the Northumbrians. For half an hour, the two armies faced each other, with the rival warcries rising and the skirmishers firing arrows and spears. Men fell in ones and twos, with the casualties on both sides beginning to mount.

Twice Black Duncan stepped out of the Alban array to challenge the Northumbrian champions to single combat, without result. The Northumbrians hearth carls, the professional soldiers, remained in their ranks, much to the Albans' disgust.

“Cowards!” The Albans yelled. “Tailed English dogs!”

Melcorka sighed, reaching for Defender. “I think I should get involved here before we all fall asleep.”

“No.” True Thomas laid a hand on her arm. “This is the High King's battle. Let him win it. Your time will come.”

When Mael Coluim roared an order the allied army formed into a wedge, with the long Lowland spears thrusting out behind a line of circular shields. The allies moved slowly up the slope towards the Northumbrians, who responded with renewed cries of, “Out! Out!” and a frantic volley of spears, while hundreds of arrows descended on the advancing allies. MacBain was at the forefront of the Alban array, marching with as little concern as if he were in his home village. Black Duncan and Finleac were nearly level with him, one a little to the left and another a few paces to the right, Duncan with his perpetual scowl and Finleac whistling a song of love.

The two armies met with a grunt from the allies and a roar from the Northumbrians. The Lowland spears probed, thrusting at half shielded faces, bare legs and thighs. Northumbrian axes and swords chopped at Alban spear-shafts and Strathclyde heads. Men died or fell hideously wounded, with spear wounds in groin or belly. Uhtred, the Northumbrian king stood in the centre of his shield wall, with his hearth-carls, his picked fighting men, all around. They fought with the stubborn, unimaginative courage that the Northumbrians always displayed, big men with longswords, axes and circular shields killing and dying together.

“Out! Out!” The Northumbrians barked.

“Aigha Bas!” The allies responded. “Battle and die!”

The Northumbrian shield wall quivered as men from the second rank stepped forward to replace the casualties in the front, and then Mael Coluim gave the order:

“Caterans! Get over!”

As soon as the words were uttered, the second Alban rank laid their shields horizontally on their shoulders, and 50 of the lightly armed skirmishers leapt on top. Using the shields as a springboard, the caterans jumped over the three ranks of the Northumbrians, turned, and attacked with their long dirks. They used the terrible Highland groin stroke, drawing their arms back and thrusting upward with the single-bladed dirk so if the point did not maim the groin or slice through the femoral artery, it penetrated the belly or stomach.

Under this fresh assault from the rear, the Northumbrian battle line weakened. Some men turned to face the caterans, others continued to fight the advancing allied wedge, and a few turned and ran.

“Now!” Owen pushed forward, and the Strathclyde men increased their efforts, hammering at the shaken Northumbrian shield wall with sword and axe. At that moment, with the allies on the point of victory, a horn sounded in the undulating country behind the Northumbrians, and three men strode forward. One was taller than any man in either army, with a double-bitted axe balanced over his shoulder and his dark hair braided over his shoulder. The other two were nearly as tall, with naked longswords in their hands.

“Here's trouble,” Melcorka said. “These lads mean to fight.”

“Wait,” True Thomas said, “and you will be noticed.” When he turned toward her, Melcorka could see the force behind his smoky eyes. “I have not summoned you here merely to kill a warrior or two.”

“Then why am I here?” Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. “I've had sufficient of your hints, Thomas. Tell me plain or leave us in peace.”

“I have a much more onerous task for you, Melcorka the Swordswoman.”

By the time True Thomas had finished speaking, the three newcomers had arrived at the allied line. They attacked at once. “Odin claims you!” the tall man said as he decapitated a lithe cateran with a casual swing of his axe.

“King Cnut of Denmark!” The second roared as his longsword sheared through an Alban shield and sliced off the arm of its wielder.

“Thor!” The third shouted, hacking through a Lowland spear.

“Now?” Melcorka wrapped her fist around the hilt of Defender.

“No.” True Thomas's eyes were smokier than ever.

The group of young hopeful Alban champions that Melcorka had noted earlier ran to oppose the three advancing warriors. The Albans were laughing with the prospect of worthy adversaries, eager to prove themselves. The tall Angle met them on his own, blocking the swing of the first man with the head of his axe, turning the blade and swinging sideways. His axe took the first champion's left leg off at the knee, and he finished the man with a quick hack that broke his spine. Meanwhile, his supporting swordsmen held the second and third champion back.

“You are mine,” the second Alban champion leapt over the still-twitching body of his companion, sword swinging.

“Odin claims you,” the tall man said, quietly, as he sidestepped the sword thrust and cut the champion's head in two. “You will fare well in Valhalla, brave warrior.”

The third young Alban hesitated for only a second. “I'll kill you, Northumbrians!”

“We are Danes!” The axeman roared. “We fight for King Cnut!”

“They are Danes,” Melcorka said. “They are not Northumbrians.”

The remaining young Albans charged forward, full of courage but lacking in guile as the Danes killed them in seconds.

The three Danes advanced further, with two hacking at spears and shields so the third could dispose of the bearer. After a few moments, they had made an ominous bend in the Alban line so that Mael Coluim was pointing in that direction. The Alban advance began to creak as men looked over their shoulder at the Danes who were chopping a bloody furrow towards them.

“Now, Melcorka,” True Thomas said. “Now's your time. The High King will observe all that you do. Fight well, Swordswoman.”

“Take care, Melcorka,” Bradan said as Melcorka at last unsheathed Defender and trotted forward.







Chapter Two

As always, Defender's power ran from the blade of the sword into Melcorka's hand, up her wrist and through her whole body. Brushing aside a hopeful jab from a Northumbrian spear, she killed the owner with a thrust to his chest and shouted as she ran.

“You three champions! The Swordswoman is coming for you!”

The Danes halted their push into the Alban ranks to face this new challenge.

“We fight for King Cnut!” the axeman man roared. “We are Danes!”

“Danes, Angles or Norse, it's all the same to Defender!” Melcorka replied. “Will you die one at a time or all together?”

The axeman laughed. “Well met, Swordswoman. You will fare well in Valhalla.”

“You can wait for me there,” Melcorka said, running forward with Defender held in front of her like a lance. Instinct warned her that the man on her left would thrust at her leg, so she sidestepped right, knowing the man on her right would swing at her neck. Blocking his attempt, she twisted Defender upwards, unbalancing the swordsman so she could slip past to the axeman.

The axeman waited for her with his axe ready and a smile on his face. “Who are you, woman? I like to know the names of my enemies before I kill them.”

“I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas of the Cenel Bearnas,” Melcorka said, slashing behind her as she heard one of the other Danes running up. She felt Defender's blade slice through human flesh and knew she had given a mortal wound.

“I am Thorkill,” the tall man stepped back a single step to give himself more room.

“Well met, Thorkill.” Melcorka stopped abruptly, knowing Thorkill would swing his axe right to left. She felt the wind of the blade as it passed her, then chopped up with Defender, cutting the handle in two, leaving Thorkill with only a few inches of wood.

Thorkill looked at the remains of his axe. “I'll wait for you in Valhalla,” he said, drew a dagger and lunged forward. Melcorka impaled him on the point of Defender.

“You died well,” she said to Thorkill's corpse. “You will live well on the other side.”

The third Dane was staring at her. White-faced, he turned to flee, only for a border horseman to kill him with a quick thrust of his lance. Wherever Melcorka looked, the Northumbrian line had broken, and the allied warriors were surging forward, killing those who resisted, enslaving those who surrendered and chasing the panicking fugitives.

“Not many will get away,” Bradan stepped over the axeman's corpse, watching the Albans chase the fugitives. “A battle won is nearly as bad as a battle lost.” He pointed to the mounds of mutilated dead and the screaming, hopeless wounded. “Who would think there is anything glorious about this carnage?”

“There is glory for the courage in it.” Melcorka wiped the blood from Defender's blade. “And honour for those who died well.”

Bradan shook his head without replying as True Thomas strode towards them.

“The High King wants you,” True Thomas said. “He noticed what you did. Now your mission will begin.”

The messenger was lithe, handsome and clean, a courtier rather than a warrior. He gave an elaborate bow as he approached Melcorka.

“My Lady of the Sword,” he said. “The High King, Mael Coluim himself, wishes to speak to you.”

“The wishes of a king is a demand for ordinary mortals,” Bradan murmured. “I'll be within hailing distance, Mel.”

“Thank you,” Melcorka replied to the courtier. “Please escort me to the king's presence.” She noticed that True Thomas had disappeared, although his oystercatchers were circling, keeping clear of the flocks of rooks that were already descending to feast on the battle casualties.

Close to, the High King was different from what Melcorka had imagined. He was tall, clean-shaven and with a surprisingly weak chin. Only when she met his gaze did Melcorka sense the power beneath. Mael Coluim's eyes seemed to bore right into her, seeing into the depth of her thoughts.

“Who are you,” the High King asked, “to dispose of three Northumbrian champions on your own?”

“I am Melcorka nic Bearnas of the Cenel Bearnas. Some call me the Swordswoman.” Melcorka stood erect, holding the king's gaze.

“A name well earned, I wager,” Mael Coluim said. “I sent some of my best young warriors against these Northumbrians, and they died.” He eyed her, taking in every detail of her worn blue cloak and the cross-hilt of the sword above her shoulder.

“They were Danes, your Grace, not Northumbrians.” Although Melcorka knew it was not wise to contradict a king, she wished to test his character. “The tall hero called himself Thorkill. I do not know the names of his companions.”

For a moment, Melcorka saw intense rage behind the High King's eyes. “Thorkill! His name is known. He is one of Cnut's champions. So the Danish conqueror of the English has tried to test my mettle, has he?” Mael Coluim's smile contained as much humour as the grin of a hunting fox. “Well, even my women can defeat his best, it seems. Come with me, Melcorka, the Swordswoman.”

“May my companion come too?” Melcorka indicated Bradan, who stood 10 yards away, leaning on his staff. “We have journeyed many miles together.”

“You are companions, yet he did nothing to help when you fought three Danes.” The High King's gaze swept over Bradan as if he did not exist. “My invitation is for you, Swordswoman, and you alone.”

“As you wish, your Grace.”

Mael Coluim grunted as if there was no doubt that everybody would follow his wishes. “I have some business to attend to, Swordswoman. You may accompany me.”

As Melcorka followed the High King into the nearby church of St Cuthbert, Owen the Bald led the three champions who closed up behind her. The first spots of rain fell from the heavy sky, splattering on the blood-soaked ground.

“Are these three needed?” Standing a dozen paces away, Bradan nodded to MacBain, Finleac and Black Duncan.

“The High King does not know Melcorka,” True Thomas said. “He will have his champions close by in case she attacks him. If she behaves, she is in no danger.”

“In that case, she is in no danger,” Bradan said. “And if she chooses to misbehave, the three champions had better watch out.”

Like all Celtic churches, the one at Carham was small and austere, with the priests living in pious poverty. Some were tending the wounded of both sides, others praying for the souls of the dead.

“Here,” the High King lifted a cross and kissed it, smearing the holy artefact with blood. “Here is a gift for you, priests.” Snapping his fingers, he gestured to the servants who had followed him. The first two deposited a bag of gold in front of the altar. “I have no myrrh and no frankincense,” Mael Coluim said, “so gold will have to suffice.”

The leading priest, a tall man with calm eyes, faced Mael Colm. “No amount of gold can atone for the Christian lives you took today.” He pointed to Melcorka. “And you, a woman, should know better. You were born to nurture, not to kill Christians.”

Melcorka touched the cross. “I killed no Christians, priest. The three men I fought were pagans who prayed to Odin.”

“There, you see?” the High King said. “Odin-worshippers, pagans, anti-Christians who would rob your church and murder you. We did you a favour, priest. Take the gold. There will be more to follow, aye and lands for the church.”

“You wanted to see me, your Grace?” Melcorka reminded.

“I did,” Mael Coluim assented, sitting on the altar. “You seem to be handy with your sword.”

Melcorka nodded, saying nothing.

“Good. A warrior is roaming my kingdom, defeating my champions, deflowering my maidens, killing my men, stealing my livestock and generally making mischief. Do you think you can kill him?”

Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. “Perhaps,” she said. “Your Grace has many warriors, skilled in battle. One of them can surely dispose of this man. There used to be a warrior named Aharn if I recall?”

“Aharn is dead,” The High King said. “He went out after this killer and did not come back. We found his body, days later, with his legs slashed to pieces.”

Melcorka remembered the five border horsemen. “Is this the man people call the Butcher?”

“That is he,” Mael Coluim said.

“He was following your army yesterday, your Grace,” Melcorka said. “Your man MacBain sent a squad of border riders after him. I saw their bodies later.”

MacBain nodded. “That is correct. The Butcher killed them all.”

“Perhaps his Grace should send a whole troop after this man,” Melcorka suggested.

The High King perched himself on the altar with a curious smile on his face. “I am not used to women trying to tell me what to do. I have a kingdom to run and enemies all around. I have not time to put down every enemy within. Now, will you kill this Butcher for me, Melcorka, slayer of the Danes?”

“If he is working for evil, I will kill him,” Melcorka felt the attention of the priests centre on her. The head priest nodded as if approving her words.

The High King swept his hand to the side, knocking down the cross. “I will make that an order,” he said, “a royal command.” His voice softened. “Kill this man.”

“I shall do so,” Melcorka said, “if he is working for evil.”

“My lady,” the head priest replaced the wooden cross with every appearance of piety. “What would you do if he was working for good?”

Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. “Holy father, if he was working for good, he would not be deflowering maidens and killing men.”

The head priest made the sign of the cross. “God bless your wisdom, my lady, and may He guide you on the right path.”

“Thank you, Holy Father.” Melcorka accepted the blessing.

“Well said, father.” Owen the Bald had been a silent spectator to all that had happened. Now he took hold of Mal Coluim's arm and pulled him off the altar. “You should respect the altar, your Grace. You don't know when you might need the blessing of the church.”

The rain was more torrential now, hammering on the church roof, forcing the men inside to raise their voices.

“I have paid my dues,” the High King said. “The church will need me before I need it.”

“Come, your Grace.” Owen lifted the cross, wiping off the blood that Mael Coluim had left on the altar. “You know better than that. We all need the blessing of the church, especially the High King.”

“Is everybody intent on giving me orders today?” Mael Coluim asked. “Who is the High King here?”

“You are, your Grace,” Owen said, “and as a subject king, I am here to give guidance.” When Owen smiled, he appeared a very likeable king. “While this lady of the sword is here to dispose of your enemies.” He paused for effect. “As long as they are evil.”

Even Mael Coluim joined in the laughter. “You are right, Owen, my shiny-headed friend.” He wrapped a brawny arm around Owen. “We'll leave these good priests in peace and celebrate our victory. Come, Swordswoman, and join us.”

“Pray grant me a moment in this holy place,” Melcorka said.

The High King raised his eyebrows. “People tend to obey me immediately.”

“There is a greater power even than you, your Grace,” Melcorka said.

The priest frowned as Melcorka unsheathed Defender. “Women should not become involved in swordplay, Melcorka Nic Bearnas, or carry a weapon in the church.”

“Sometimes it is necessary,” Melcorka said. “Will you bless my sword, holy man?”

“I will not,” the priest said. “I will not put Christ's blessing on an implement that kills.”

“Then bless the hilt, holy man,” Melcorka said. “It is fashioned in the shape of a cross.”

The priest hesitated for only a few moments before he nodded. “Do not place your sword on the holy altar.” Dipping his hand in a basin of holy water, he smeared it across the hilt of Defender. “In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, I bless the hilt of this sword. May evil never touch it and may it never fall into other hands unless presented by a good man or woman.”

“Thank you, holy man,” Melcorka said. “I swear that I shall never draw blade unless for the cause of good.”

“And this staff, Holy man,” Bradan had entered the church when Mael Coluim and his entourage left. “It has served me well in many places around the world. I don't think there's any goodness left, now.”

When the priest put two fingers on the staff, he blinked. “Somebody has already blessed this staff,” he said. “I can feel the virtue within it.”

“Yes, holy man,” Bradan said. “That was many years ago.”

“Who are you?” Turning his shoulder to Melcorka, the priest spoke only to Bradan.

“I am Bradan the Wanderer,” Bradan said.

“You are a man of peace,” the priest said sadly. “But you have many trials before you,” He dipped his fingers into the font and worked on Bradan”s staff until he ended by plunging the top end, with the Celtic cross, into the font and praying. “May God go with you, Bradan the Wanderer.”

“Thank you, holy man,” Bradan said. Even as he clutched his staff, Bradan knew he would need that blessing. He had never experienced such a feeling of foreboding.

When they left the church, the rain was hammering down on them, easing the thirst of the sobbing wounded. Busy on their task of tearing at the bodies of the dead, the rooks ignored the weather. “God is weeping tears of joy at our success,” Owen said as thunder echoed from the distant Cheviot Hills.

“Aye.” Bradan swung his staff at one of the human predators who emerged from their dens after every battle to strip the wounded and dead of clothing and anything valuable. “Ugh, I hate these people much more than I ever disliked the Norse or the Northumbrian warriors.”

Owen nodded agreement. “Every land has its quota of these wolfish creatures, but there appear to be more this last year or so. It is as if the world was disgorging its most unpleasant creations on to us.”

Despite the weather, the victorious army had built huge fires, around which the warriors, returning from their pursuit of the fleeing Northumbrians, clustered to boast of their exploits, show their trophies or nurse their wounds. A few score Northumbrian prisoners sat in gloomy thought, tied together as they contemplated a bleak and possibly short future. Harpers and bards sang recently composed songs while women mourned their dead or searched for a fresh man among the victors.

“Somebody's been busy.” Owen gestured to the centre of the camp, where willing hands had set up a large tent for the king and his entourage, which now included Melcorka. She swaggered in as if by right and spoke directly to Mael Coluim as he sat on a carved wooden chair drinking from a horn and listening to his champions' boasts.

“Your Grace, where can I find this ferocious Butcher? I know he has been watching us the last few days, but does he have a castle, a dun, or even a cave where he lives when he is not butchering your men?”

“I do not know.” The High King looked up from his horn of ale. “Yesterday he was here, last week he was in Lothian. He could be anywhere.”

“Then I shall begin my hunt in Lothian.” Melcorka looked up as a violent gust of wind nearly lifted the tent into the air. “Unless the gale blows me there first.”

“It's going to be a stormy night,” Black Duncan said.

“It's going to be a royal storm,” MacBain agreed. “Stay close to us, your Grace. The Northumbrians might seek revenge on you for your victory.”

Mael Coluim smiled. “I doubt there are many male Northumbrians left alive. Our army slaughtered them by the hundred.”

“Then Cnut the Dane may try,” MacBain said. “He has long wished to add your Grace's realm to his empire.”

“He already failed to do that,” Mael Coluim said. “As long as I have men such as you, MacBain, and Duncan and Finleac, I have no fear of the Danish king.”

“That's a royal storm all right,” Finleac said. “The sort of storm that comes for a king.” He grinned as if at a colossal joke.

“It's not my time yet,” Mael Coluim said comfortably. He raised his voice. “Harper! Where is my harper?”

“Here, your Grace.” The harper was an elderly man, bald on top of his head and with long grey hair descending to his shoulders.

“Play your music, harper,” Mel Coluim ordered. “Something suitable to celebrate our victory over the Northumbrians.”

The harp's sweet tones sounded over the coarser celebration of the warriors, the laughter of the camp followers and the screams and groans of the wounded and dying. Blocking the less pleasant sounds from her mind, Melcorka listened to the harp. As the storm increased in intensity, she ate and drank at the royal table. MacBain was opposite her, laughing with his colleagues.

“You fought well, Swordswoman,” he said.

“As did you, MacBain.”

They nodded to each other in mutual appreciation, while others at the table wondered if either would issue a challenge to see who the better fighter was. Black Duncan said nothing but listened to everything while Finleac drifted from table to table, talking to everybody and picking up women without any effort.

“Come on, warriors,” Owen passed over a jug of mead. “The battle is won. You can relax a little.” His crooked teeth when he grinned made him all the more likeable. “Melcorka; entertain us with tales of your travels.”

“May Bradan join us?” Melcorka asked, knowing Bradan would be waiting outside, leaning on his staff and watching everything that happened. “He is better at talking than I am.”

“He may, and welcome,” Owen allowed. “And if anybody objects say that MacBain will be angry.” He grinned again. “Nobody will argue with MacBain.”

“My wife does,” MacBain said, and everybody laughed.

Bradan was diffident when he entered the tent, looking around the company before he joined Melcorka. He watched as a slender man slid into the king's tent, to crawl into a secluded corner. As he carried no weapon and was dressed in dull grey, Bradan presumed he was a servant. As the man lay down, he met Bradan's gaze and gave a smile. It was a small gesture, but one that disturbed Bradan, although he could not say why.

“Bradan!” Owen greeted him like a long-lost friend. “Tell us about your adventures.”

“Go on, Bradan!” Melcorka encouraged. “You are a man of words.”

“I am not good in company.” Bradan wished he had remained outside.

“Bradan!” The assembled warriors chanted. “Bradan!”

Owen passed over a brimming horn and slapped Bradan on the shoulder while Melcorka smiled at him. “Go on, Brad.”

Red-faced but fortified by horns of mead, Bradan stood up. Once he was over his initial shyness, he got into the rhythm of words. He regaled the company with tales of rivers so vast it was impossible to see the far side, of a waterfall so huge it made a noise like thunder and created a mist for hundreds of paces around, and of inland seas of fresh water.

The warriors listened, with many openly sceptical of such wonders as floating islands of ice and great empires that worshipped a many-armed goddess.

“You tell a good story, Bradan the Wanderer,” Owen said when things had quietened down a little. “What are you doing in our beleaguered little Alba?”

“They are here to hunt down a rogue!” Mael Coluim shouted from the head of the table. “The Swordswoman is here to find and kill the Butcher who is causing such destruction in my realm.”

“I could do that, your Grace,” MacBain said, mildly. “As can Finleac or Black Duncan. We are ready to hunt down this man.”

“I need you, MacBain. As long as you are by my side, nobody will attempt to usurp my throne. No, this is a job for the Swordswoman.” Although Mael Coluim was drinking level with anybody in the tent, he was the soberest man there.

Bradan eyed the High King. Yes, Bradan thought, you think it will not matter if the Butcher kills Melcorka. You are not as friendly as you appear, Mael Coluim.

“I know of that man, the Butcher.” Owen was suddenly sober. “He is something of a mystery, Melcorka.”

“Tell me all you know about him, Owen,” Melcorka asked. “I like to find out as much as I can about people before I fight them.”

Owen lowered his voice. “There is a darkness there,” he said. “He is no ordinary warrior.” He stood up, swayed, and sat back down with a sudden crash. “I think that last horn of mead was very powerful,” he said. “I shall tell you all I know in the morning, but I will say this, Melcorka, watch for his familiar.”

“His familiar?” Bradan echoed.

“I will tell you tomorrow,” Owen said.

“That would be best,” Bradan agreed, “when you are sober enough to talk, and we are sober enough to listen.”

“I will tell you one thing.” Owen leaned closer to Bradan, smiling in drunken friendship. “The killer is not what he seems.” Owen gave an elaborate wink. “Not at all what he seems.”

“Who is ever what he seems?” Melcorka reached forward to catch Owen as he slipped to the ground, dropping his horn. The mead spilt to the ground.

“What a waste,” MacBain said, scooped up the horn and drained it, laughing.

“Come on, Brad.” Melcorka dragged Owen to the side, pushed a slender servant aside and arranged Owen as comfortably as he could. The servant stood up and left without a sound.

“Time for us to sleep as well,” Bradan said, smiling stupidly as the mead took hold of his senses.

“Too late – I already am sleeping,” Melcorka slurred as she slid to the ground.







Chapter Three

“Owen!” Owen, the Bald of Strathclyde!” The words travelled through the slumbering camp, waking men and women and setting a score of dogs to bark. “Where is Owen the Bald?”

“He's sleeping,” Melcorka muttered, turning over on the ground and holding her head. “So am I. Go away.”

“I am Owen the Bald.” Owen stumbled up and peered from the royal tent, still dazed from sleep and wearing only his leine. Unshaven and with rain dripping from his bald head, he did not look like one of the best warriors in Alba.

“I am the man you know as the Butcher.” The hooded warrior was still astride his garron, with the grey man standing featureless at his side.

“We've been looking for you,” Owen said as half a dozen Strathclyde spearmen hurried out in various stages of dress and undress.

“Will you fight me?” The hooded warrior asked as rain dripped from his cloak to add to the puddles on the ground.

“I will fight you.” Owen put a hand to his head.

“You're not fit to fight,” Melcorka said, emerging from the tent. “You're not sober yet.”

“Drunk or sober, I can defeat this hooded butcher,” Owen said. “Wait here,” he shouted, wincing at the pain of his throbbing head. “I will fetch my sword.”

“Owen, your Grace,” Melcorka warned. “I could fight him now. I drank less than you last night.”

“This man challenged me.” Owen's voice rose to a roar. “This is my word! This warrior has challenged me! We shall fight, and if he bests me, he will be allowed to leave unmolested. That is my word and my oath. That is the word of the King of Strathclyde!”

As his spearmen stepped back, Owen returned to the tent. “Fetch me water! A bucket of water!”

When a servant scurried up a moment later, Owen emptied the water over his head, shook the droplets around the tent and grabbed a hunk of cold pork from the table. “There,” he said as the water ran down his chest and dripped on to the ground. “Now, I am fit to fight the devil himself.”

“Perhaps you are,” Bradan said.

“Then may God have pity on the devil,” MacBain said, “for in practice bouts, that shiny-headed rogue has even bested me.”

“Aye,” Melcorka said, “when he was sober.”

Five minutes after he entered the tent, Owen emerged again in a coat of mail, sword in hand. He jammed a metal helmet on his head, stamped his feet in a muddy puddle and shouted: “Come then, hooded man.”

When the Butcher dismounted, the onlookers saw he was slightly taller than Owen, and armed in the Norse fashion, with a longsword in his right hand and a circular shield on his left arm. The shield was of undifferentiated grey, except for the two black ravens, one on either side of the central steel boss.

“That man is vaguely familiar,” Melcorka studied the Butcher with professional curiosity. “I believe I have seen him before.”

“It is difficult to tell when we can't see his face,” Bradan said.

“It's his stance and shape,” Melcorka said. “I am sure I have seen him before, although not recently. Years ago, although I don't know when.”

“You'll see his face soon enough,” MacBain said. “Owen will cut off his hood and head at the same time.”

“I wish Owen were more sober,” Melcorka said.

The warriors of Alba and Strathclyde formed a ring, with MacBain and Finleac watching. Black Duncan shook his head and walked away.

“Are you not going to watch?” Melcorka asked.

“I am not. Killing and dying is a serious business, not a sport for people to gawp at.” That was the longest speech that Melcorka had ever heard Black Duncan make.

“He has a point,” Bradan said. “It is a ghoulish business, watching one man kill another.”

“It is a method of admiring skill, courage and technique,” Melcorka said. “We will disagree there, Bradan.”

Bradan nodded. “That is what we will do.”

Owen had a shorter sword than the Butcher, with a leaf-shaped blade, and an oval shield with an ornate swirling pattern around the boss. “Come on then, Butcher,” he said, with the rain running off his round metal helmet and on to his shoulders.

“You watch the Butcher,” Bradan murmured to Melcorka as the two men circled each other. “I will watch that creature in grey.” Almost unnoticed in the crowd, the Butcher's servant held the garron, his eyes like pits descending into unyielding darkness.

“He is only a servant.” Melcorka dismissed the grey man with a glance.

“Aye, but whose servant is he?” Bradan asked.

Owen was first to attack, shoving his shield into the Butcher's face, twisting to the side and thrusting upwards with his sword. The Butcher fell back slightly, parried the sword stroke and stepped away.

“You see? He's not so good,” Finleac said cheerfully. “Owen is his master. We won't have to worry about the Butcher again.”

“Perhaps.” MacBain was not so easily convinced. “I think he is testing Owen out to see how skilled he is.”

“It will be a short test, then,” Finleac said. “Owen will destroy him.”

“Perhaps,” MacBain said again.

Melcorka said nothing, watching the footwork of the hooded man with a frown on her face. “I am sure I know this Butcher,” she said to Bradan. “There is something about the way he moves.”

“You've seen many warriors,” Bradan said. “Perhaps we fought alongside him, or against him, some time in the past.”

“That could be the answer,” Melcorka said.

The crowd cheered as Owen attacked again, feinting left and right, then high and low before advancing with a slow, deliberate pace that left his footprints deeply impressed in the trampled grass. The storm was directly overhead now, thunder grumbling and crashing simultaneously with blinding flashes of lightning. The rain grew heavier, hammering down on the fighting men, bouncing from the battered canvas of the tents, forming puddles on the already muddy ground.

The audience greeted each of Owen's blows with a cheer, and each of the Butcher's parries with whistles and insults, with Finleac shouting with the best of them, although MacBain and Melcorka tried to analyse the movements of both men.

The Butcher had held three of Owen's attacks and now began a counter-attack. Using the metal edge of his shield as a weapon, he stepped sideways, thrust the shield against Owen's and pushed hard. Owen staggered, ducked and sliced at the Butcher's ankles with his sword. The Butcher leapt back, limping, with blood flowing from his ankle. Sensing victory, Owen moved forward with his shield up and sword ready.

“Owen's got him now,” MacBain said.

Melcorka could only nod agreement. With the Butcher wounded and retreating, the experienced king of Strathclyde was favourite to end the struggle.

“Two minutes and it's done,” MacBain said.

Perhaps it was the influence of the mead in his blood, but Owen moved forward with too much confidence, raised his shield to chin height and the Butcher roared in. Crashing against Owen's shield, he forced it high, then stabbed his point on to Owen's foot. As Owen instinctively hopped back, the Butcher hooked his shield behind that of the Strathclyde man and jerked it back. Unbalanced, Owen momentarily exposed his right leg. That moment was all the Butcher needed; he shifted his stance and slashed his sword down the outside of Owen's thigh, opening a deep wound that immediately gushed out blood.

Owen fell, still slashing with his sword, and the Butcher parried with his shield and cut downward, opening a parallel wound on the inside of Owen's left thigh. As Owen gasped, the Butcher stepped back, cleaned his sword on the bottom of his cloak and walked back to his horse.

“The fight is over,” the Butcher said. “I have defeated your champion.”

“Owen,” Finleac was first to reach Owen.

“I'm dead,” Owen indicated his legs, from which the blood was draining to join the rain-puddles on the ground.

“I'll avenge you.” Finleac drew both his swords and stepped toward the Butcher.

“No!” Owen spoke strongly for a man who knew he was dying. “I gave my word. The word of a king!”

“The last word of a king,” the Butcher said as he mounted his garron, pulled at the reins and kicked in his heels. The horse walked towards the angry, shocked crowd. The grey man looked directly at Owen as the audience reluctantly parted to allow him passage.

“So that is the Butcher,” Melcorka said. “He managed to defeat a half-sober man.”

“Aye,” MacBain said. “Owen was also a superb warrior. One of the best. The Butcher is a man to watch.” He touched the crystal in his sword hilt. “It will take a good man to defeat him.”

“Or a good woman,” Melcorka said.

MacBain looked at her. “Let us hope it does not come to that. I would not like a woman to do my fighting for me.”

* * *

They sat around the table, with Mael Coluim at the head, tapping powerful fingers on the arm of his elaborately carved chair. “I would have killed the Butcher,” Mael Coluim said. “He is too dangerous to live. You should have killed him, MacBain. You should have ordered the archers shoot him.”

“Owen gave his word,” MacBain said.

“Owen is dead.”

“It was the word of a king,” MacBain said. “The last promise of Owen of Strathclyde.”

Mael Coluim grunted. “Why did the Butcher pick Owen to fight? He could have chosen MacBain, or Black Duncan, me even, or Melcorka. Why choose Owen?”

“I may have the answer.” Bradan spoke reluctantly, not wishing to draw attention to himself.

“Tell me,” Mael Coluim ordered.

“Before he fell asleep, Owen said he was going to tell us something about this warrior who is killing people across Alba,” Bradan said. “When he told us, I swear that the man in grey was listening.”

“The man in grey?”

“A man dressed in grey came into the tent last night,” Bradan said. “And the Butcher had a man in grey as a servant.”

“Was it the same man?” Mael Coluim asked.

“I am not sure,” Bradan said. “I could not describe either of them.” He tried to remember, shaking his head. “I saw them both clearly, yet they were so featureless I could not pick them out of a crowd of two.”

“I saw them too,” MacBain said quietly. “I would not recognise them if they stood next to me right now.”

Mael Coluim grunted. “I do not like that. I don't like that at all.” He stood up, took a few paces left and right and shook his head. “I do not like it when murderers can come into my camp, kill my kings and walk away unchallenged. I do not like it when featureless men can drift in and out of my tent, listening to conversations at my table. I am not happy with the situation in my realm when I can defeat Norse attacks in the north and quell the English in the south, yet an unknown warrior can butcher with impunity.”

Melcorka waited, knowing that the High King was about to make an announcement that would concern her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw True Thomas standing, nodding his head, and wondered where he came into things.

Mael Coluim stopped pacing as he came to a decision. “This situation will end. MacBain, I want you to arrange mobile patrols to quarter my kingdom and search for this Butcher, part mounted and part on foot with at least two gallowglass and two archers in each. If they find this Butcher, kill him without trial. Black Duncan the Grim, I charge you with hunting down the Butcher in the south of my kingdom, the lands of Lothian and Strathclyde. Finleac, I give you the same charge for the northern half, the lands between the Forth and the Moray Firth.”

Finleac nodded, smiling, while Black Duncan's expression did not alter.

Mael Coluim paced again while True Thomas stood, unseen, watching. Bradan ran his thumb across the carved cross on his staff. Melcorka felt her heartbeat increase and knew the High King was considering what mission to give her. Eventually, Mael Coluim faced her, with his quiet words unable to hide the force of his personality.

“I charge you, Melcorka Nic Bearnas of the Cenel Bearnas, and you, Bradan the Wanderer, of unknown family, to supplement my champions Black Duncan and Finleac the Pict. You will search my entire realm of Alba, find and destroy this warrior known as the Butcher, and all who may be associated with him. If you succeed, then you may ask one boon of me, and I will grant it. On this, you have my royal word.”

“And if we fail?” Bradan asked. “If this Butcher defeats us?”

“We are not interested in the possibility of defeat,” Melcorka said. “It does not exist.”

The thunder sounded again, a single last peal that seemed to split the heavens apart, while lightning tore open the horizon all around. For one instant, the entire camp was lit up, giving Melcorka an image she knew would stay with her for ever.

The High King stood at the head of the table, with one hand on the back of his carved chair, his clean-shaven face long and serious as he finished his proclamations. Beside him, MacBain curled a hand over the crystal pommel of his sword, where the Stone of Victory reflected the lightning flash. Slightly further down, Black Duncan was half rising, reaching for the mead, with his black cloak gaping open and an angry scowl on his face. Opposite Black Duncan, Finleac the Pict looked thoughtful, eyeing Bradan as though wondering how a man of peace came to that table of warriors. Bradan looked directly at Melcorka, still rubbing the cross on his staff.

But Melcorka did not know the identity of the man in grey who stood on the other side of the king, with no expression on his face and no recognisable features. Only his eyes were memorable, and they were dark pits of oblivion.

After the lightning, there was darkness, and Melcorka knew with a sickening certainty that the men at that table would never all gather in one place again. She could sense the graves gaping open to receive them and the ravens pecking at their heads.







Chapter Four

“Now you know the reason I summoned you from the sea,” True Thomas said as they stood beneath the wind-twisted rowan tree on the south bank of the River Tweed. “Now, you know your purpose in life. All else that you have done has to prepare you for this mission.”

“All else?” Bradan asked.

“I have watched you from the moment you took your first step on the road, Bradan, and you, Melcorka, from the instant of your birth. You must succeed.”

“If we don't?”

“If you don't,” True Thomas said, “this world will be condemned to more horror than you can ever imagine.”

“Aye,” Melcorka said. “It is a rare gift you have, Thomas, seeing backwards through time. “Can you alter anything you wish?”

“I have never tried before,” True Thomas said. “I have only one thing to alter, the time that the world twisted toward darkness.”

“When was it twisted?” Bradan asked.

“That you must find out yourselves,” True Thomas said. “You have free will, you see. I am only able to point you in the right direction. I cannot tell you what to do. You must make your own decisions and fight the temptations that you will find in your paths.”

“Will we succeed in defeating this Butcher?” Bradan asked. “You know what will happen.”

True Thomas shook his head. “I know what happened when you were not involved. I do not know what your futures might be.”

Melcorka shuddered as the image came to her again. She lay broken on a waste of bloody sand, with a tall, hooded man standing over her while Bradan walked away with another woman. All around her, the land was in a yellow and grey haze, and defeat tasted bitter in her mouth.

* * *

Finleac was first to leave the camp. He made quick preparations before taking his leave of most of the Picts who had accompanied him south in the army. Melcorka watched as Finleac sharpened both his swords and dropped a silk handkerchief on each blade. He smiled as the swords sliced through the silk, called for his immediate followers and mounted his horse.

“Ladies!” Finleac kissed three of the women who were weeping at his departure, while the fourth, the buxom red-head leapt on a horse in his train. “I must bid you goodbye. You have brightened my life, and I will never forget you.” Still laughing, he signalled to one of his men, who blew a long blast on his horn to announce his departure.

“The Butcher awaits my swords!” Finleac said, and he trotted northward, waving to everybody he passed. The bull banner of Fidach fluttering above his head was the last Melcorka saw of the Pictish champion.

Black Duncan was slower and more thorough in his preparations. He ordered a blacksmith to make him more darts, put an edge on his sword and gathered the leading nobles of Strathclyde and Lothian together. One by one, he questioned them about the geography of their lands, ensured they would feed him and his men and only then did he prepare to leave.

“Give me your word you will send information to me of this Butcher,” Black Duncan said to each man in turn. When he was satisfied with the noblemen's promises, Duncan left the camp.

Riding a heavy black horse, and with his black cloak hanging free from his shoulders, Black Duncan rode to the west, ponderous, silent, and grim. Two retainers rode behind him, with neither fanfare nor flag.

“And that leaves us,” Melcorka said, chewing a cold leg of chicken as the sky cleared above them.

That leaves us,” Bradan agreed. True Thomas had disappeared again, and the sky had cleared after the royal storm that had taken Owen of Strathclyde. Only the strange behaviour of the birds irritated Melcorka, as flocks of rooks continued to harass the Albans.

“What's upsetting them?” Melcorka asked.

“The same thing that's upsetting the beasts,” Bradan said. “I heard the wolves took a baby last night – they are far more bold than normal.”

Melcorka nodded. “It must be all this bloodshed. They'll calm down once we bury the dead.”

Bradan looked up as a lone crow swooped on a camp follower, scoring her face with its talons. “I wonder,” he said.

Around them, the Alban camp was emptying as the majority of lords, chiefs and nobles led their men back home, with a few marching southward to plunder for cattle and slaves. With the Northumbrian army defeated and hundreds of their men killed, there would be little resistance from that quarter and no need to keep the army intact. Mael Coluim's victory at Carham had secured the southern border of Alba, allowing him to concentrate on the threat from the north.

“So we have to find this mysterious Butcher and kill him,” Bradan said. “Have you not had your fill of fighting and killing, Mel?”

“I have,” Melcorka said. “I feel it is time to hang Defender above the fire and allow her to rust in peace. At this moment, I'd like somebody else to take the burden and the honour of righting the wrongs of the world.”

“You can still do that,” Bradan said. “Tell the High King you have reconsidered his offer as he has an abundance of valiant warriors. You could indeed hang up your sword, find a quiet place somewhere and settle down.”

“The idea is very tempting,” Melcorka said. “But it seems that I am needed here, again. This adventure will be my last.”

“And after this time?” Bradan asked. “Will there be another last adventure and another after that? And after that? Until you are an old, done, woman tottering along with a sword too heavy for you to carry?”

“This will be my last,” Melcorka said. “I have come home.”

Bradan nodded. “Good. If we have to do it, then let's get this thing done quickly. Where do we think this Butcher will head next?”

“The High King thinks he lives somewhere in Lothian, south of Dunedin.”

“We can sail up the coast in Catriona,” Bradan said. “It's not far.”

“The Butcher might be inland,” Melcorka said. “Come on.” She hitched Defender higher on her back, with the cross-guard protruding above her left shoulder.

Putting his small bag of provisions across his back, Bradan grasped his staff and strode at Melcorka's side. They headed north across a borderland that invading tribes of savage Angles had once grabbed from the indigenous British but which King Mael Coluim had now confirmed as Alban. This area was flat and fertile, with spreading farms and prosperous farmers who looked warily at Melcorka's sword, for female warriors were a rarity. At night, Melcorka rested at cottages where old men told her the wolves were so bad this season they had to bring the livestock in early.

“Aye,” Bradan said. “We noticed that further south.”

“It's the end of times,” a grey-bearded farmer said. “You mark my words – it's the end of times.”

“Let's hope not,” Melcorka said, ensuring that Defender was secure on her back.

As they headed north, the land altered, rising to an area of bleak heather moors where whaups called in the lonely sky and herds of deer roamed free.

“They call this the Lammer Moor,” Bradan said. “I've been here before, many years ago.”

Although it was bleak, the walking was easy with heather springy underfoot and the cool wind caressing their faces. Twice they heard the howl of a wolf, but the only animal they saw was a cautious dog-fox that snarled at them from a distance before deciding that discretion defeated valour when dealing with a woman carrying a sword.

They found the dead body that evening. He had been a young man, strong and handsome, until somebody had cut deep rents in his legs and sliced him in two from the top of his head downward. Now flies, insects and crows feasted on the two halves of his body.

“He looks like a farmer, not a warrior.” Melcorka viewed the body dispassionately.

“The warriors are with the king's army,” Bradan said.

“This was not part of the war with Northumbria then,” Melcorka said. “It could be a stray killing, or it could be the Butcher.”

“Look,” Bradan pointed upward, where a lone bird circled high above them. “That's a raven, the bird of ill omen.”

“Aye,” Melcorka said. “It is foretelling the end of the man we hunt.” She pointed to a second raven that joined the first. “And that bird is doing the same.”

“Rooks attacking men and wolves growing ever bolder,” Bradan said. “Something has disturbed the nature of this land.”

Melcorka tapped the hilt of Defender. “Then we'll try to rectify matters.”

They moved on, faster now, searching for signs of human activity in the bleakness of their surroundings. Twice they found lonely farms hidden in a fold of the moor, and each time the occupants were dead; the men with their legs sliced open and the women violated before being decapitated.

“Truly, this man, if it is only one man, is evil,” Bradan said. “He had his servant, remember.”

“His servant was a nothing,” Melcorka decided. “Killing the Butcher will rid the world of great evil.”

“This blood is still warm,” Bradan knelt beside the body of an elderly woman. “It has not yet had time to congeal.” He looked up. “The killer was here within the last hour.”

“Then we have him.” Melcorka glanced at the low grey clouds above the dullness of the moor. “We can finish this by nightfall.”

“That will be your last killing,” Bradan said.

“This will be my last killing,” Melcorka gestured at the two ravens circled above. “They are waiting for a death.”

“If that is so,” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground, “they could find it here, or on the last ravaged farm we found, or on the battlefield at Carham. Ravens can smell blood many miles away.”

Melcorka nodded. “They have another reason for following us, then.”

“They are messengers,” Bradan said. “Messengers of death. They are hunting us, Melcorka, guiding the Valkyries, the choosers of the slain to us.”

“I am no Norsewoman to believe such things,” Melcorka said.

“No.” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “You are not, but the ravens might be. Or they may be guiding us along a trail of death to the Butcher.” He tapped his staff on the ground again. “All this killing might be for our benefit, a scent luring us to a trap.”

When Melcorka looked at him, said nothing and stepped on, Bradan knew that she was worried.

A track led from the farm northwards into the heart of the moor, fording two slow-running rivers, then down a steep heather-clad hill to a plain of sweet farmland. Melcorka halted at the rim of the slope, ignoring the circling ravens as she examined the land ahead.

“The Lothian plain,” Melcorka said. “The killer may be heading for Dunedin.” She shuddered at the thought of the Butcher loose in the tightly packed town with its hundreds of unarmed citizens.

“He”s not,” Bradan said. “Look. He is still luring us onward.”

Rather than head northeast to Dunedin, the trail led directly north. Even as they watched, Melcorka and Bradan saw a column of smoke rising from a farmstead a mile in front of them.

“The ravens have informed him we are coming,” Bradan said. “He's marking his passage. Be careful, Mel – I feel that this is no ordinary man.”

“I have seen him fight, remember, Bradan. He is a man. He bleeds, and anything that bleeds can die.” Melcorka stared across the Lothian plain. “To leave such an obvious trail means one of two things – he is a fool, or he is very confident in his ability.”

“Let's hope he is a fool,” Bradan said.

“He has not met Defender yet,” Melcorka said.

“No, and you have not met him, yet.” Bradan reminded her. “He killed Owen with some skill.”

“He has not met Defender yet,” Melcorka repeated. She lifted her voice. “Halloa down there!” The words bounced from the low clouds to carry far in the still air. “I am Melcorka, the Swordswoman and I am going to stop your murdering spree.”

They listened for a long minute before deep laughter came in reply. As the sound rose from the low ground in front, the ravens joined in with harsh calls that upset all the birds in the area, so they rose in unison, each one calling and flapping until they filled the air with their cries. When the birds eventually returned to their trees and the noise ended, two feathers drifted down from above. Bradan lifted them.

“Raven feathers,” he said, “and look at this.”

On the tip of each, a drop of blood gleamed ruby-red.

“Aye,” Melcorka said. “You are right, Bradan. This Butcher is no ordinary man.” Hitching up Defender, she peered across the darkening plain. “We are coming for you!” she shouted.

This time there was no reply, only silence so deep that Melcorka felt it pressing on her.

“Come on, Bradan, we're wasting time.”

Descending from the plateau of the moor, they entered the fertile plain. “Where are all the people?” Bradan asked. “This place should have 100 small farms. Instead, it is empty.”

Even although the autumn air was brisk, there was no friendly tang of smoke in the air, no bright firelight to welcome weary travellers. Each farm was empty, the fields bare of livestock and the crops ungathered, open to the darkening sky. Only the birds remained, rising with an angry clamour as Melcorka and Bradan strode past them.

“The people have fled,” Melcorka said, “but look!” The fire flared like a beacon, brightening up the sky to the north. “You are right, Bradan. The Butcher is beckoning us onward.”

They increased their speed, guided by the acrid stink of burning and the gleam of fire. After a mile, a second fire flared ahead, bright in the darkening sky. They reached the first, to find three bodies waiting for them, each with its legs sliced open and the right hand pointing to the north, where the next fire awaited.

“The Butcher is taunting us.” Bradan rubbed his thumb on top of his staff.

“I'll do the taunting soon,” Melcorka said grimly.

As they ran onwards, they heard the screaming, high pitched and hopeless. “The Butcher's killing somebody else,” Melcorka said.

Bradan touched Melcorka's arm. “He”s luring us into a trap, Mel. Be careful.”

“He doesn't know Defender.” Melcorka tapped the hilt of her sword.

The fire was 30 feet high when they reached the farm, with two corpses waiting for them, each pointing northward, towards the coast. One had its left leg cut off, the other was twisted, charred and blackened by the fire.

“Run,” Melcorka said. “I want this man.”

“Don't fight in anger, Melcorka,” Bradan advised.

By now they were running fast, leaping over walls and the small streams that crossed the countryside, until they came to a cliff, with the thud of sea surf far below. Seagulls wheeled and called around their heads, some swooping so close that the wind of their passage ruffled Melcorka's long dark hair.

“Where is he?” Melcorka asked. She raised her voice to a shout. “Show yourself!”

The sea responded with a suck and surge, followed by the screaming of a hundred seabirds rising in a white-feathered flock.

“Fight me!” Melcorka yelled. “Fight me!”

The wind carried the echo of her voice. “Fight me!” it said. “Fight me!”

The seagulls calmed down to subdued muttering as the last of the light died, and only the phosphorescence of the surf provided illumination. Bradan saw the boat first, its single sail white through the dark.

“There he is,” Bradan said. “He's sailing away.”

“I wish we had Catriona,” Melcorka said.

“So do I – but there are lights down there.” Bradan indicated a spot to their right, where something yellow flickered on the surface of the sea. “And that means houses, probably a fishing village, with boats.”

“We can follow the Butcher's sail.” Melcorka was moving on her last word. They slithered down a slippery path towards the lights, to stumble into a village, where four or five low cottages huddled between the cliff and the sea. Two open, clinker-built boats sat on a shingly beach, barely out of reach of the waves.

“This one.” Ignoring the protests of the bearded fishermen, Melcorka shoved the boat into the sea.

“We'll bring it back soon!” Bradan promised.

“I just have to kill somebody first!” Melcorka added as the fisherman put a despairing hand on the gunwale.

With Bradan at the oars, they pushed off in pursuit of the only sail they could see.

“Let's hope he's not going far,” Bradan said.

“He's not,” Melcorka said. “He's heading for that island there. He knows we will follow.”

About a mile offshore, the island loomed up before them, a massive chunk of rock with sheer sides stained white with the droppings of countless generations of sea-birds. “It's known as the Bass Rock,” Bradan said. “I've never visited, although I believe that some Celtic saints made their homes there before the Norsemen, or the Angles, murdered them.”

Melcorka crouched in the bow, peering at the rock. “That's as good a place to fight as any.”

“I can't see anywhere to land,” Bradan said, glancing over his shoulder.

The island seemed to be all cliff, with the waves breaking in white-frothed fury, throwing spindrift 20 feet into the air before receding to gather their strength for another assault.

“There!” Melcorka saw the white sail vanish. “There's something there. To starboard, Bradan!”

Skilfully handling the oars, Bradan followed the sail on to a tiny landing place, too small to be called a beach, on the east side of a protruding finger of rock. Melcorka jumped out first and together they hauled the boat up a natural, seaweed-slimed slipway to a piece of nearly level ground. Beside them, a larger vessel with a furled sail lay on its side.

“Where did he go?” Melcorka had to speak loudly against the crash and suck of the surf. “Where are you?”

Only the birds replied as a thousand gannets rose from the rock on which they stood.

“Up there,” Bradan indicated a series of wooden pegs that some daring hand had hammered into the cliff face. He looked upward where the white-streaked rock climbed into the night.

“Come on, Bradan!”

It was apparent that the pegs had been in the cliff for some time. While most were sound, a few had rotted through, so Melcorka and Bradan tested each one before trusting it with their weight. They ascended slowly, one peg at a time, with the cliff stretching seemingly for ever above and the batter of the waves and screaming of seabirds filling their ears. Once Melcorka”s handhold slipped, and she pressed herself against the surface of the cliff, balancing with her foot alone until she stretched for the next peg.

“Be careful here,” Melcorka warned, pulling herself up.

A few yards on and the birds became interested in their passage, swooping past them, beating with their wings and prodding at them with long beaks.

“I didn't know gannets were aggressive,” Melcorka said.

“They're not, normally.” Bradan ducked away from a screaming male. “Everything is aggressive this season.”

The moon had risen before they reached the top, illuminating a steeply sloping surface of wind cropped grass, with a hundred gannets watching. Melcorka was first, hauling herself upright as she looked around for her quarry.

“He's not here,” she said.

Bradan nodded, gasping for breath. “Sensible man,” he said.

They stood side by side, searching the open surface of the island, with Melcorka ready to draw Defender and gannets rising around them.

“Where are you?” Melcorka called.

“I am here.” The reply came a second later as a man emerged, seemingly from the ground. He stood amid a welter of birds, with a hood shading his face, a circular shield on his left arm and a longsword dangling from the left side of his belt. The twin black ravens against the grey background of the shield were identification enough: this was the Butcher.

“You are a killer,” Melcorka said.

“You are a killer,” the Butcher replied, his voice powerful.

“You kill innocent people,” Melcorka said.

“You kill to bolster the power of a king,” the Butcher responded. “We are no different, you and I, two sides of the same coin.”

“I kill for the right.”

“That is the excuse you use,” the Butcher replied. “You torment yourself, Melcorka the Swordswoman. You like to kill yet your conscience tells you it is wrong.” He stepped closer until he was in the centre of the sloping surface of the island, with moonlight shining on the hilt of his sword and seeming to put life into the ravens on his shield.

“I do not like to kill,” Melcorka said.

“Yet you have fought and killed across the world, Swordswoman, and you hope to kill me.”

“You are a murderer,” Melcorka said.

“Don't you know who I am?” the Butcher asked. “We were companions once.”

Melcorka narrowed her eyes. “Who are you? Throw back your hood so I can see your face.”

Using his left hand, the man flicked back his hood. Moonlight shone directly on his face, showing a broad-featured, high-cheekboned man with light blue eyes. “I am Erik,” he said, “son of Egil, who killed your mother. We explored the New World together.”

Melcorka took a step back as the memories returned. Erik had accompanied her on an adventure from Greenland to Cahokia in the New World. She remembered him as a young, slightly impetuous warrior who had significantly matured on the journey. She had never expected to meet him again.

“I know you Erik, and you know me. You know you cannot defeat me in battle.”

“Let me try.” Erik drew his sword. “I call my sword Legbiter.”

As moonlight ran the length of the blade, Melcorka saw the exquisite workmanship in Legbiter, with the double-edged sword as long as a man's leg, tapering to a sharp point. The Norse made superb weapons, and Legbiter was one of the best she had seen, except the blade was a dull black, unable to reflect the light.

“I do not wish to kill you,” Melcorka said. “We were friends, you and I.”

“And now we are enemies,” Erik said easily. “Are you afraid to fight me since I defeated Owen the Bald?”

“I am not. Come then, Erik.” Melcorka unsheathed Defender and felt the expected thrill of power running from her hand, up her arm and into her body as all the skill and knowledge of the sword's previous carriers transferred itself to her.

“My man will keep Bradan company,” Erik said. “We can't have him interfering with his little stick, can we?”

The lithe grey man appeared as mysteriously as Erik had, to stand 10 paces from Bradan.

“You're the man who was in the king's tent,” Bradan said.

The man's face was as grey and featureless as his clothes. He said nothing, and when he looked at Bradan, his eyes were dull and dark. A grey bag hung from his shoulders to sit below his waist.

“We'll let them fight in peace,” Bradan fought the chill this man gave him. “And when my woman kills your man, we will see who you are.”

The grey man did not acknowledge Bradan's presence by word or movement.

Melcorka waited as Erik walked towards her, smiling, with his sword loose in his right hand. He had attached a long spike to the boss of his shield, while the two ravens seemed to turn their heads to watch Melcorka.

“It was a pleasure to kill Owen,” Erik said. “It will be a greater pleasure to kill you, Swordswoman.” Still smiling, he broke into a run, holding the shield before him.

Melcorka waited, stepping aside an instant before Erik reached her. She swung Defender, aiming at the shield, and gasped as Erik parried her stroke with his black-bladed sword. The ravens on Erik's shield mocked her with their eyes.

Erik's smile broadened as he stopped, turned and pushed with the metal rim of his shield, sending Melcorka staggering back. Surprised, she swung Defender, only for Erik to parry without effort, thrusting with Legbiter, forcing Melcorka to block. “What's the matter, Melcorka? Is Defender not as powerful as you remember?”

Erik advanced slowly, slashing, thrusting and probing, with Melcorka parrying each attack as Erik avoided her assaults with troubling ease.

Melcorka frowned. She felt the usual thrill with Defender, she fought with the same skill, using the moves and manoeuvres that had served her so well in a score of fights in the past. There was nothing wrong with her sword or her tactics. Erik was just faster and more skilful.

Erik came forward, holding his shield high, with only his eyes visible above the rim, while his sword-hand was waist high with the point upwards, toward Melcorka's throat. He jabbed with the shield's central spike, forcing Melcorka to block, angled the shield, rammed upward into Melcorka's chest, and thrust with Legbiter.

Blocking and parrying, Melcorka withdrew, step after step. She was aware that Bradan was watching anxiously, conscious that the grey man was standing as a silent observer with one hand in his grey bag, and aware that the gannets were wheeling around her, white against the star-speckled black of the night sky. Even using all the skill inherent in Defender, Melcorka could make no impression on Erik. He countered every move, blocked every attack and drove her gradually backwards.

Holding Defender two-handed, Melcorka stood on the edge of the cliff, with the sea frothing hundreds of feet below and the moon glinting from Erik's shield boss. She took a deep breath, knowing Erik outmatched her. “You fight well, Erik.”

“Melcorka!” Bradan took a step forward.

“No, Bradan!” Melcorka shouted. “Stay there!”

“Yes, Melcorka.” Erik said. “Keep your dog under control. He need not die as well.”

Bradan felt his heartbeat increase. He was aware of the grey man sliding a hand deeper inside his bag; he was mindful of the wind that plucked at Melcorka's cloak as she stood with her back to the drop, but mostly he was aware of the way her chin thrust forward and her refusal to accept her fear. Bradan was never more proud of Melcorka than he was at that moment.

Melcorka glanced at the void behind her. “You have a good sword,” she said calmly.

“It was Loki's blade,” Erik said. “Loki, the wicked jester of Asgard. He had Hel make this sword for him, from all the evil in the realm of death. It counters yours, does it not? Legbiter is Defender's antithesis, whatever good your sword pretends to have, Legbiter counters.”

“Did he give it to you in person?” Melcorka tensed her muscles.

“Yes.” Erik said. “He swapped the blade of my sword for his.”

Erik smiled again as Melcorka began a furious attack that forced him back half a dozen steps. “Well done, Swordswoman! You fight well when your life is at stake.”

“And your life, Erik!” Melcorka parried a lunge at her head, gasped as the spike on Erik's shield nicked her arm and tried a sweep at Erik's legs. He blocked with ease, with the shock of Legbiter on Defender sending a wave of pain through Melcorka's arms.

“That's my move, Swordswoman,” Erik said. “I am the leg biter here.” Twisting his sword free of Defender, he threw his shield at Melcorka's face, ducked low and drew his blade across her left thigh.

Melcorka gasped at the sudden pain, swept Defender to the right and pushed Legbiter away.

“Legbiter has bitten,” Erik crowed, stepping back. “You'll die now, Melcorka. You will die in slow agony. Nobody survives Legbiter's caress.”

“No!” When Melcorka attempted to step forward, her left leg collapsed under her and she lay on the harsh grass. Unable to stand, she tried to swing Defender at Erik, as he remained out of reach, smiling.

“As you die, think of me, Melcorka. Think of me in my victory.” Stepping forward, Erik took his sword and sliced high up on Melcorka's right leg, opening another long gash. “Goodbye, Swordswoman – you will die slowly up here. Your story ends in defeat, as your mother's did.”

“Mel!” Ignoring the grey man, Bradan lunged at Erik with his staff. Erik laughed.

“You never were a fighting man, Bradan.” Erik blocked Bradan's clumsy swing with ease, tripped him with an outstretched leg and smashed him over the head with the flat of his sword. He stood, smiling, as Bradan lay dazed on the ground. “I could kill you, Bradan, but instead, I will let you live. You can watch Melcorka bleed to death and then remain here, to go mad with loneliness beside the rotting copse of your woman.”

Face down on the rough grass, Bradan could only watch as Erik sheathed his sword and walked toward Melcorka. Swooping, Erik reached for Defender, swore as he touched the hilt and jerked his hand back. He tried a second time, swore louder, shook his hand as if in pain and landed a solid kick on Melcorka's ribs, as if in revenge. When he tried and failed to lift Defender a third time, he kicked Melcorka again and stalked away.

Lying stunned on the turf, Bradan saw the grey man remove his hand from his bag and follow Erik until both vanished into the dark. Bradan reached for Melcorka, touched her outstretched hand, and drifted into unconsciousness.







Chapter Five

“I am Erik Egilsson!” Erik lifted his sword high as he shouted out his name. The darkness around welcomed him, protecting him from all harm. Kissing Legbiter”s black blade, Erik replaced it in its scabbard. “Loki! I am here, Loki! I have done your bidding!”

He stood in a depression in the ground, with his bare feet deep in the soil and the grey man 10 paces from him. “I am Erik Egilsson! Can you hear me, Loki?”

Shapeless in the night, the being emerged from the ground around. “Did you kill the woman?” His voice was deep, his breath hot as he enveloped the depression, forming all around Erik.

“Yes, Loki.” Erik sunk to one knee. “I killed the woman.”

“Good. Give me her sword.” Loki thrust out an arm that looked like smoke, with a slender hand that dripped deeper darkness into the night. Loki's fingers were long and rough.

“I do not have her sword,” Loki said.

The hand withdrew, and a blast of pure heat knocked Erik on to his back. “You do not have the sword?”

“No, Master,” Erik said.

“Where is it?” The words formed in Erik's head, burning deep into his mind.

“I left it on the Rock of Bass.”

“Fool!” The words seared into Erik, cutting like the lash of a fiery whip. “I want that sword.”

“My sword, the sword you gave me, is more powerful.” Erik tried to excuse his failure.

“Fool!” The lash of words again, slicing through Erik's mind, made him fall to the ground and writhe in agony as the soil seemed to reach all around him, holding him close. “That sword has a blade of pure goodness. Up on this world, it is still a powerful defender. If I have it, my power is increased.”

“Yes, Loki.” Erik said. “It burned me.”

The being reared around Erik, enveloping him in earthy blackness. “Then accept the burn, Erik Egilsson. I gave you the most powerful sword in the world and still you fail me.” The thing recoiled, leaving Erik shaking in the depression in the ground. “Bring me Defender. I can neutralise its power and have no rivals!”

Erik stepped back as Loki eased forward, a formless mass, only partially visible in the dark.

“I gave you a sword to match Defender and augmented your power with all the written forces of evil. You could be the most powerful warrior ever known. All I ask in return is you defeat the Swordswoman and bring me her sword. You failed me, Erik Egilsson!”

The agony returned, tearing into Erik's mind, sending him writhing on the shifting ground with both hands to his head as the darkness overwhelmed him, bringing him down to the stifling depths.

“Get me that blade, Erik Egilsson.”

“Yes, Master.” Erik cowered before the voice.

He was alone. Loki had gone, and only the sounds of nature filled the night. Erik stood up, shaking, brushed off the layers of harsh dirt that covered him and set off for the Rock of Bass where he had left Melcorka. Ten paces away, the grey man watched without a hint of expression on his face.

“I won't let you down, Lord,” Erik promised. “I'll bring you Defender.” Coming to a farmhouse, he butchered all the occupants, grabbed a horse and spurred it cruelly towards the coast.







Chapter Six

When she opened her eyes, Melcorka could see the silver-blue steel of Defender glittering in the cold moonlight. Reaching out, she found she could not quite touch it. “I failed you,” she said as she felt her strength draining away with her blood. “I failed you, Defender.”

“You failed nobody.” Bradan inched closer, bleeding from the wound in his head and stunned at witnessing Melcorka's defeat. “Erik had a sword that matched yours; that's all. He took you by surprise.” He pushed Defender into Melcorka's hand. “Let's see your wounds.”

Both cuts were deep, stretching the full length of Melcorka's thighs, with her blood surging red against the dull grey-green of the grass. Rapidly removing his leine, the linen shirt he wore, Bradan tore a long strip and tied it above the wound on the left leg to act as a tourniquet. The blood flow eased, without ceasing entirely.

“Other leg,” Bradan said, ripping off another strip of the leine. He repeated the procedure on Melcorka's right thigh, with her blood soon soaking through the linen to drip slowly on to the grass.

“That's slowed it,” Bradan said quietly. “I'll look for some sphagnum moss. That's the best thing.”

“No. Get Defender,” Melcorka heard the weakness in her voice. “Push the blade against the wound.”

“What?” About to argue, Bradan saw the weakness in Melcorka's face. “You know Defender best.” Lifting the sword, Bradan pressed the steel against Melcorka's left thigh, outside the bandage.

“I can feel the blood flow easing,” Melcorka said. “The magic of the blade is working.”

When the blood ceased to drip, Bradan did the same to Melcorka's right thigh.

“Are you cured?” Bradan asked.

“No.” Melcorka shook her head. “Defender can only staunch the blood for a while.” She looked up. “There is something inside me, Bradan. I can feel it.”

Bradan did not see True Thomas appear until he stood over Melcorka. “You lost your fight, then.” True Thomas shook his head. “Sometimes, it is better to lose and learn than win and know nothing.”

Melcorka grimaced in pain as she tried to stand. “I'll defeat him next time,” she said.

“You may,” True Thomas said. “That will be a day you will not see.”

“I'll see it,” Melcorka said. “I'll recover from these wounds, hunt Erik down and defeat him.” She looked down at her legs. “Or I will die, and Black Duncan or Finleac will finish the job.”

“You will live.” Bradan tried to hide his worry behind a false smile.

True Thomas only glanced at Melcorka's wounds. “Did you learn anything from this fight, Melcorka? Anything that will increase your chance of victory if you face Erik again?”

Melcorka pulled Defender closer, shaking her head. “No.”

“I did,” Bradan said. “I learned two things. I learned that the grey man is not only Erik's servant, but he also helps him fight as well.”

Thomas nodded. “And the second thing?”

“Erik cannot lift Defender. He tried three times, and the sword repelled him each time.”

“The hilt,” Melcorka said, twisting as the pain increased inside her. “The priests at St Cuthbert's in Carham blessed Defender's hilt.”

“That worked, then,” Bradan said.

“Erik still defeated me,” Melcorka gasped, writhing on the ground.

Bradan pressed sphagnum moss into the wound on her left leg. “You were not only fighting Erik,” he said. “You were fighting the grey man as well.”

“He was not involved,” Melcorka said.

“He was,” Bradan contradicted her, pressing a pad on to Melcorka's right leg. “Every time you gained an advantage, the grey man put his hand inside his bag and Erik countered you.”

“The bag?” Melcorka tried to rise, gasped, shook her head and sank back down. “How did that help?”

“I do not know,” Bradan said. “There must be something inside the bag.”

True Thomas nodded. “Remember, Bradan, evil's smiling arrogance will reveal the light.”

“What does that mean?” Bradan asked, but Thomas did not answer as he spoke to Melcorka. “Erik has the power of evil with him. True evil.”

“He told me about Loki's sword.” Melcorka forced herself to stand, holding on to Bradan for support. “Loki has given him the power.”

“There is worse than Loki,” True Thomas said. “You cannot defeat all evil on your own. You need help. You must journey to rebuild your strength, and fight Erik only when you have the spiritual strength and the words to win.”

Melcorka pulled herself to her feet. “To where must I journey to find the words and win this fight? I can hardly stand, let alone walk.”

“Follow the oystercatchers.” Thomas pointed upward. Melcorka looked, saw nothing, returned her gaze and Thomas was gone.

“Where the devil is he?” Melcorka asked, but the only reply came from the raucous screams of seabirds until, half-hidden by a flock of gannets, the oystercatchers landed in front of them.

“Has True Thomas sent you?” Bradan asked the birds.

The birds looked at him, orange beaks seeming to nod assent.

“Are you here to guide us?” Bradan waited for the next nod. “Go slowly then, for Melcorka is wounded.”

Rising gracefully, the oystercatchers circled before heading to the peak of the Bass, the white on their wings flashing through the night.

“Come on, Mel,” Bradan put a supporting arm around her. “We'll follow the oystercatchers. It seems that we're not climbing back down the cliff.”

Limping, fighting the pain, Melcorka put her weight on Bradan, winced every time her foot hit the ground, and staggered up the slope. “I can't make it, Brad,” she said.

“You are Melcorka the Swordswoman,” Bradan reminded, bearing most of her weight. “You can make it.”

“Erik defeated me,” Melcorka stopped after only 10 steps.

“Then you will defeat him next time.” Bradan took more of Melcorka's weight.

When they reached the spot where Erik had vanished, Bradan noticed a small declivity in the ground, with an iron ringbolt. The oystercatchers landed beside it, whistling.

“Pull that iron ring,” Melcorka gasped. “Let go of me and pull it.”

The ringbolt opened a square hole in the ground, with a flight of steps leading downward into unseen depths. “Come on, Mel,” Bradan was first in, tapping at the top stair with his staff. He reached back for Melcorka. “I've got you.”

They moved down slowly, with Bradan testing each step as he supported Melcorka until they heard the thud of surf and emerged at the landing place, with the oystercatchers waiting on the gunwales of their boat. Bradan's hopes lifted until he saw that Erik had smashed the bottom of the boat with a rock.

Bradan swore, looked at Melcorka as she lay bleeding and swore again. He peered out to sea and shook his head in disbelief as he saw Catriona bobbing 100 yards offshore. He swam out to her. “True Thomas said you'd come back for us,” he said in wonder.

“You can't row,” Bradan helped Melcorka into Catriona and tied the smashed fishing boat astern. “Sit there.”

“I'm not an invalid,” Melcorka complained, white beneath her tan.

“No, you're a wounded warrior,” Bradan said. “You must depend on me for a while, Melcorka.”

Melcorka gave a weak smile. “There is nobody on whom I would rather depend.” She sank into the boat as Bradan pushed them into the heaving water. He took the oars, pulling hard for shore as Melcorka swayed in the stern, her lips moving soundlessly. She saw the black blade of Legbiter swooping on her, felt the bite and winced. “I can't fight any more,” she said.

“Get healed first,” Bradan eased Catriona to the shore. “Then decide.”

Two fishermen met them beside the cluster of cottages.

“We've brought back your boat.” Bradan indicated the small fishing coble. “I'm sorry it's damaged.”

“Damaged?” a bearded fisherman said. “Nothing two men and two hours' work won't put to rights.”

“Thank you, fisherman,” Bradan wished he had a coin with which to reward the fisherman, knew the man would take the offer as an insult and helped Melcorka out of Catriona.

“Did you kill him then?” the bearded fisherman asked Melcorka, then shook his head. “No, but he nearly killed you.”

“Nearly,” Bradan said. “Not quite.” He saw the oystercatchers circling to the south.

“May God go with you,” the fisherman said as his wife hurried out with a stone flagon of ale and a leather bag of cooked haddock.

“Here,” the fishwife said. “God bless the journey.”

“Thank you,” Bradan said. “Come on, Melcorka, we're back on our travels again.” He pushed Catriona out to sea, knowing that True Thomas would look after her.

“He'll kill me next time,” Melcorka said. “Erik will kill me on a sandy wasteland, and you will walk away with another woman.”

“Is that what will happen?” Bradan stooped, lifted Melcorka bodily and placed her on his back. “Well, not today, I think.” Straightening his shoulders and frowning at the blood that seeped from Melcorka's legs, he set off in the wake of the oystercatchers.







Chapter Seven

The Rock rose before him, ghostly white, with the gannets plunging all around and a keen wind lifting the crests from the waves. From his position on the coast, Erik could not see if there was anybody on the Bass or not. Striding down to the fishing village at the foot of the cliff, he hailed the crew of a boat.

“Give me that boat.”

“We will not.” Eyeing Erik's sword warily, the three men faced him, one lifting a boathook, the others hefting their oars in defiance.

“Give me that boat,” Erik said. The Rock of Bass was only a mile away, glowing in the rising sun.

“Get away.” The bearded man with the boathook gave a tentative prod toward Erik. “Push the boat out, lads.”

Striding forward, Erik drew Loki's blade and killed the man with the boathook, then sliced at the legs of the other two men. With the spirit of the sword coursing through him, he marched to the nearest cottage of the hamlet, kicked in the door and slaughtered the woman and two young children inside. Ten paces in the rear, the grey man watched, wordless and expressionless.

“Who are you?” Women from the remaining two cottages came out. Two screamed in horror at the scene of carnage, and others lifted stones to try to repel Erik. With Loki's blade still sticky with blood and human brains, Erik strode forward and killed the women, then finished off the terrified children who remained inside the cottages and the three dogs who attacked him, madly barking. With his lust temporarily sated, Erik stepped into the blood-spattered fishing boat, tossed the corpses into the sea and pushed out to the Bass.

Knowing exactly where to go, he steered for the landing stage and disembarked without hesitation, striding to the hidden tunnel that pierced the Rock and gave access to the surface far above. The grey man followed, 10 paces to the rear.

“Swordswoman! Where are you?” Erik emerged on to the summit of the rock. Autumn sunshine made the rough grass appear verdant, while gannets rose in fluttering hordes. Erik looked around, seeing the ominous dark stain where Melcorka had lain. “Where are you?”

Only the gannets replied, screaming and wheeling in uncounted thousands.

“No!” Erik looked around at the empty slope of the Bass. When he drew Loki's Blade, he could sense the faint glow where Defender had pressed into the ground.

“Master!” he shouted, “I have failed you.”

The dark shape emerged through the ground. “Where is the sword?”

“I could not get it.”

“Fool.” That single word drove Erik back to the edge of the cliff, with the 300-foot drop to the sea sucking at him. “Fool!” The words curled around Erik lifted him high, poised him above the sea and dashed him down to the surface of the Bass.

“Get it.” Once again, the words seared into Erik's brain, making him cringe.

“Yes, Loki.”

“I chose you because your father killed the Swordswoman's mother.” The words were softer now, lacking the cutting edge. “I chose you because you are an adventurer from warrior blood, a man who has been where others dare not go.”

Erik rose, straightened his back and tried to face the shape. “I am Erik Egilsson,” he said. “I have travelled beyond the bounds of the Western Ocean and seen empires and lands that few others know exist.”

“Have I chosen badly?” The voice asked hardening again. “Are you not fit to carry my sword?”

“I am fit, Lord,” Erik said.

The darkness came from below, covering the surface of the Bass and wrapping itself around Erik. He tried to breathe, choked and tried again.

“There are other warriors, Erik Egilsson, other men who would welcome my blade. You have until the end of this year to bring me Defender.”

“Yes, Lord,” Erik bowed his head.

The darkness increased again, with an earthy smell in which Erik caught a whiff of sulphur. The blood trail led to the tunnel through which Erik had just come. He stopped at the landing place and swore again when he realised Melcorka's boat was missing.

“Swordswoman!” Erik roared to the bright bowl of the sky. “Swordswoman! You cannot hide from me. You will die of your injuries, and I will have Defender!” A thousand birds rose at his words, calling and screaming. “Wherever on this land you go, I will find you!”

Still 10 paces in the rear, the grey man looked directly at Erik.

“You will need help.” The words exploded inside Erik's head. “I will send you help.”

“I will find the sword,” Erik said. “I will find Defender!”

“What is the use if you cannot lift her?” The words were hard-edged. “You failed me again.” The pain hit Erik in wave after wave, each one more intense than the last. When it finished, he lay on the ground, gasping. “You have men to kill.” The words cut into Erik's brain. He cringed on that landing stage with the waves washing at Melcorka's blood and the gannets crying all around.

“Oh, great Odin, have mercy on me,” Erik prayed. “Loki, I am your man.”







Chapter Eight

The triple hills reared ahead, three green peaks against a sky of ragged clouds.

“Those are the Eildon Hills,” Bradan lowered Melcorka to the ground and eased the strain on his back. He watched as the oystercatchers circled his head before flying, arrow-straight, towards the peaks. “I have no wish to visit for I've heard that Elfhame sits beneath them.”

“I have also heard that legend,” Melcorka leaned on a solitary elm to rest her aching legs. Despite all Bradan's ministrations and the power of Defender, her wounds still wept blood. She crouched down, trying to force a smile. “The People of Peace live in Elfhame. The Daoine Sidh, or the fairy folk, if you prefer.”

“I do not trust the People of Peace,” Bradan said.

“I know.” Melcorka lifted one leg and then the other to alleviate the pain. “Yet the oystercatchers are leading us there. Don't forget, the People of Peace raised Maelona, and she was the gentlest person I have ever known.”

Bradan nodded. “I remember Maelona, the good queen, but the People of Peace are deceivers of the worst kind, people who lure you in with false promises and take away years of your life.”

As they spoke, they stared at the triple peaks, which seemed to have a strange glow, as if something lit them from within.

“Bradan,” Melcorka said. “There is no need for you to go closer. I will enter alone.”

Bradan did not even contemplate the idea. “You cannot walk,” he said. “We both go.” He lifted his chin. “And may the Lord have mercy on our souls.”

The deer came silently to them, a young stag and two hinds, walking at their side, watching them through velvet eyes without venturing into touching distance.

“The People have seen us,” Bradan murmured, grasping his staff tighter. “Let's hope they're still wary of rowan wood.”

“Your staff will protect you,” Melcorka said, “although I think there is no need for worry.” She released her hold of the tree, stumbled, gasped and fell headlong, causing Bradan to drop his staff and rush to help her.

“I've got you.” Bradan lifted her on to his back. “You're all right now.”

The instant Melcorka fell, the deer closed around them and the sky altered colour. Balancing Melcorka on his back, Bradan realised his staff had vanished, and with it, any protection against the People of Peace. Feeling a surge of fear, he looked around, to see he was no longer in a familiar landscape. A green mist formed around him, softly alluring, while the harmony of distant harps augmented the quiet caress of bird song in the trees.

The undulating land of fields and farms had changed into a single stretch of open woodland, through which deer and hares ran free, while the dull autumn sky had altered to bright sunshine.

“We're in Elfhame,” Bradan said hopelessly. “And the People of Peace have hidden my staff.”

Melcorka nodded. “We're in Elfhame.” Despite her previous words, she felt uneasy, for the People of Peace were unpredictable. They could be the best friends imaginable, or they could spirit away a human for 100 years or more. It all depended on their mood, or how the humans treated them.

“They are watching us.” Bradan fought his fear.

The animals closed in on them, deer and hare, pine marten and foxes, badgers and wolves and the tusked wild boar, until the pressure of bodies forced Bradan to hold Melcorka ever tighter. “Put me down,” Melcorka said. “I need to stand.”

As her feet touched the ground, Melcorka's legs gave way. She stumbled again, grabbed at Bradan for support, missed and tumbled into a dark pit that opened beneath her, taking her down to a bed of soft leaves. The green-tinged darkness surrounded her, impenetrable, squeezing the breath from her lungs so she could not breathe.

“Bradan.” The name rasped in her throat. “Are you there?”

There was no reply. “Bradan?” When Melcorka tried to move, the green darkness thickened, choking her until she gasped. Unable to move, unable to breathe, she drifted into unconsciousness.

With the darkness came the pain. It came in waves, spreading from the deep wounds in her thighs to crash across her body. She lay still, fighting the fear, battling the pain, not sure where she was or why she was there. She could feel herself slipping away as her life forces ebbed.

“Melcorka!”

“Mother?” Melcorka looked up into the sternly loving face of Bearnas, her mother. “Are you in Elfhame too?”

“No, Melcorka. I am in another place,” Bearnas said.

“I thought you were dead,” Melcorka said. “I thought Egil the Norseman killed you.”

“Egil the Norseman did kill me, little one,” Bearnas said.

“Am I dead?” Melcorka tried to sit up, but the pain forced her back down again.

“Only you can decide that, Melcorka.”

“How can I decide?” Melcorka asked.

There was no reply. Bearnas had gone, and she was alone in a world that consisted only of pain and doubt. She closed her eyes, feeling the pain grow until it consumed her, spreading from her legs to every part of her body. Unable to resist, she groaned, trying to push the pain away. There was something additional to the physical agony, a mental darkness she did not understand, something that gnawed at her very essence, something that drove her lower than she had ever been before.

“Melcorka?” The voice came from outside her reality, from somewhere that people walked and talked and laughed. That was not Bearnas.

“Melcorka?”

The voice did not matter. It was nothing to do with her. Melcorka felt herself sliding downward, headfirst into a great hollow of frozen light. She was not reluctant – it felt natural for the brightness to draw her as a flame attracted a moth, or the headwaters of a river attracted spawning salmon. She was going home, travelling to the ultimate destination of all life. It was comfortable here, with so many other souls heading in the same direction. There were no worries, no decisions to make, no cares. The voice intruded again, jarring her easy descent.

“Melcorka.”

“No,” Melcorka said. “Leave me alone.” She tried to ignore the intrusion, tried to allow herself to drift back into the pleasant nothingness.

“Melcorka.”

“Go away.”

The light was beckoning, its glow gentle beneath her, so alluring she could nearly touch it. Once her fingers could grasp that welcoming softness, Melcorka knew she would be home. She reached out, stretching for peace.

“Melcorka. It is not your time.”

“Leave me.” Melcorka”s fingers scrabbled at the edge of that inviting light. As her downward slide halted, she tried to pull herself the final few inches, desperate for the comforting peace that was so close.

“It is not your time.”

The voice was familiar; Melcorka had heard it before, somewhere, not here.

“Come back.”

“No! Leave me alone.”

The light was further away as Melcorka moved in the opposite direction to the souls that slid toward the brightness. Melcorka passed them at increasing speed as something dragged her further and further away from the comfort of the light.

“No. Leave me. I want to go there.” It was easier to accept than to resist, more natural to slide down than to toil.

Movement surrounded her and the harsh sounds of life. People were there, talking, laughing, faces all around, some concerned, others relieved, some she knew, others she did not know. Melcorka cringed under the babble of noise and colour, trying to return to the place of welcoming light.

“Is she alive? Melcorka, are you back with us?”

“Bradan?” Melcorka tried to sit up, only for strong hands to push her firmly back down. “Where am I?”

“Elfhame,” Bradan said. “We thought we had lost you.”

“How?” Melcorka looked around her. “How did I get here? I was fighting Erik Egilsson on the Bass Rock.”

“The oystercatchers brought us.” Bradan was on his knees at her side, his face gaunt, lined with worry. “Don't you remember?”

Melcorka shook her head. “I remember fighting Erik. Did I defeat him?”

“No.” Bradan”s face loomed closer, his eyes sunk deep into his head with exhaustion. “He defeated you. He sliced your legs open.”

“My legs?” Melcorka looked down. She was lying naked on a bed of leaves, with bandages covering each leg from hip to knee. “I remember. Erik had Legbiter, his sword.”

“Defender was powerless against it,” Bradan said. “He cut you and left you to bleed to death.”

“I remember,” Melcorka said as the memories slowly returned. “Where is he now? I must stop him.” Groping for Defender, she tried to rise, until that new blackness overcame her and she sank back down.

“Not yet, Melcorka.” A new voice joined in as an ethereal woman knelt at Bradan's side. “You are not ready. Do you remember me?”

“Queen Maelona,” Melcorka said. “You were Queen of Alba when we left. Why are you back in Elfhame?”

“There is an evil,” Maelona said.

“I can't remember,” Melcorka tried to regain lost memories from her confused brain. “What happened?”

Maelona shook her head sadly. “You helped me gain the realm,” she said, “and I married Aharn, remember?”

“I remember. That was long ago,” Melcorka said. “He is a good man.”

“He was the best of men.” Maelona spoke with infinite sadness.

“Was?” Melcorka struggled to sit up. “What happened to him? Where is he now?”

“He is dead,” Maelona said, “in common with many of the good men of Alba. There is an evil stalking the realm, Melcorka, something that will only get worse, infinitely worse.”

“How did he die?” Melcorka asked, though she already guessed the answer.

“Erik Egilsson, the Butcher.” Maelona said. “Erik and his companions are a plague.”

Melcorka had seen too many good men and women killed to be shocked by the death of one more. All the same, she had liked Aharn, and his death saddened her, despite her muddled mind. “Did you come here when you lost Aharn?”

“I did,” Maelona said. “Alba is no longer the place for me. Aharn was a fine warrior, yet Erik Egilsson killed him casually, without any difficulty.”

Bradan leaned closer to Melcorka. “Maelona and the People of Peace saved your life, Mel. You were near death, and they brought you back.”

Melcorka remembered the sublime peace of the place she had left. “Thank you, Maelona.” She glanced at her legs again. “I don't know how Erik overpowered me so easily. He knew my movements before I made them. It was as if I had an ordinary sword rather than Defender.”

Maelona sighed. “I am not sure advantage what Erik has,” she said. “All we know is he possesses the power of evil. Nobody, no champion or hero, can stand against him. His sword, Legbiter, senses their moves and counters them. Once he has their measure, Legbiter cuts them, and the poison of evil on the blade kills slowly.”

Melcorka touched her legs; although both still throbbed, she knew the worst had passed. “You cured me.”

“The People of Peace only cured the physical, not what evil was planted within you. It was difficult, even for the People of Peace,” Maelona said. “You were at the pit of death, Melcorka.” She glanced at Bradan. “If Bradan had not brought you here, you would have died.”

Melcorka touched her swollen legs. “Can I get up?”

“You will have to learn to walk again,” Bradan said, “and then you must regain your strength.” Although he smiled, Melcorka saw the shadows in Bradan's eyes and knew he was worried about her.

“I can do that,” Melcorka spoke with more optimism than she felt.

In Elfhame, time passed differently from elsewhere, so Melcorka did not know how many days, or weeks, elapsed before she could even stand. As Melcorka's health slowly improved, she was aware of the presence of the People of Peace. Sometimes they were as solid as any human, at other times they were ethereal beings, nearly transparent as they flitted at the edge of Melcorka's consciousness to her side and away again.

“Walk,” Bradan encouraged. Standing a few paces in front of Melcorka, he held out his hands. “Come to me.”

Gritting her teeth, Melcorka took a single step, gasped, rode the pain and took another. Her legs felt like heavy weights, although both were skeletal, merely bones with a thin covering of flesh. The scars left by Erik's sword were pale red, still weeping a colourless liquid. Melcorka's first step was painful; the second was agony, and she fell, with Bradan rushing to help her.

“I've got you,” Bradan's arms were around her. “You're all right.”

“No,” Melcorka tried to struggle free. “I must conquer this.”

Standing alone, reeling on unsteady legs, Melcorka stretched her arms in front of her and tried again, wincing each time her feet made contact with the ground.

After the first day, Melcorka lay on her bed, wondering what had happened. Beating the physical pain was hard; fighting the mental and emotional battle was worse. Used to constant victory, she found defeat nearly impossible to accept.

“Welcome to the real world,” Bradan sat at her bedside, smiling down at her. “Once you can walk, we'll have you running about like a young deer.”

“My legs are aching,” Melcorka said.

“Good,” Bradan said. “The muscles are beginning to work again.”

Melcorka forced a smile. “I'd like to meet Loki, face to face,” she said. “On my terms, not his.”

Maelona joined them, perching on the opposite side of the bed to Bradan. “Whatever power is in Erik's sword, Melcorka, it does not come from Loki.”

“Erik told me it did,” Melcorka said.

“Erik is either lying or mistaken.” Maelona spoke quietly. “Loki is the name of the Norse spirit of mischief, if he exists at all. He will play pranks, he will cause upset and humiliation, nothing more. He cannot produce sufficient evil to counter the power inherent in Defender.”

“What then?” Melcorka tried to order her cudgelled brain. “What can counter Defender?”

“Something infinitely worse than Loki,” Maelona said. “The People of Peace think it is something even older than them, an evil so old it was here before life came to this world.”

“Can I defeat it?” Melcorka asked.

Maelona considered before she replied. “I do not know,” she said. “It is not from our time. You will need to find the man who awoke this evil and ask from where it came.”

“Where is he? Was it Erik Egilsson?”

Maelona shook her head. “At present, you are too emotionally weak to seek the man who unleashed the old forbidden entity.”

“Where will I find this man?” Melcorka lifted her chin as some of her old spirit returned. “From where does this forbidden entity come?”

“We do not know,” Maelona said. “It is knowledge that only the remaining Druids might have.”

“The Druids?” Melcorka said. “I thought that order was extinct!”

“Driven into hiding, perhaps,” Maelona said. “Some of the oldest families in the land still have a personal Druid. They are gatherers and holders of knowledge, as Bradan knows.”

“I know it,” Bradan agreed.

“Each Druid has his or her store of knowledge and wisdom,” Maelona said, “and once every year, they gather to share that knowledge.”

Melcorka listened, trying to get her dazed mind to function.

“Nobody except the chiefs knows who the Druids are, and only the Druids know where the gathering place might be.”

“Carry on,” Melcorka invited, knowing that Bradan was absorbing every word.

“Even the People of Peace only have one obscure clue,” Maelona said, “and we cannot work out the time or place.”

“Tell me,” Bradan said. “I am a wanderer. I have wandered the paths and trackless places of Alba, Erin and Cymru, as well as the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, all my days. I may know of this gathering place.”

“Tell us your clue, Maelona.” Melcorka said.

Maelona glanced around as if afraid of being overheard before she spoke in her low, musical voice. “One within three beside the mirror of the moon, with the wisdom of the old drawing from sacred blood.”

There was silence as Melcorka and Bradan pondered the words. “Why are these things always in riddles?” Bradan asked eventually.

“It is the way of the world,” Maelona said.

“Does that mean anything to you, Bradan?” Melcorka asked.

“Not a thing,” Bradan said. “I'll have to think about it.”

“Oh.” Melcorka fought her disappointment. She had hoped that Bradan could immediately unravel the mystery. “You do that, Bradan.”

Day followed day, with Melcorka gradually regaining her physical strength, although she brooded over her defeat and was worried how she would cope in any future encounter. Leaning Defender against the wall, she barely glanced at the sword as the days smoothed past. Bradan watched her, shielding his concern behind cheerful conversation.

They remained within Elfhame, not sure about the passage of time, uncertain if they would ever be allowed back to their own realm, ignorant what was happening in the world outside as Melcorka progressed from a single tottering step to a full day on her feet. Eventually, after what might have been a year or three months, Melcorka declared herself fit once more.

“You are only partially healed,” Maelona said. “Although physically you are better, your mind is still damaged.”

“I cannot remain here any longer,” Melcorka said. “I cannot continue to take the People's hospitality.”

“Are you ready to leave Elfhame?” Maelona asked.

“We are ready,” Melcorka touched Defender for the first time in weeks. “We will seek this mysterious place beside the mirror of the moon.”

“The People of Peace wish you well,” Maelona said. “Fighting this darkness benefits us as well as humanity.”

“How do we leave?” Bradan was desperate to be on his way.

“You already have,” Maelona said.

When Bradan looked around, a soft wind dissipated the green mist, and they stood on the upper slopes of the Eildon Hills, with half of Alba revealed before them.

Melcorka stood, round-shouldered, holding Defender as if she had never seen her sword before. “I want to go back,” she said.







Chapter Nine

Erik sat on a rounded boulder within the ramparts of the ancient hill fort, with the ravens circling him in ever-widening spirals. He sharpened Legbiter on a smooth stone, using long, even strokes up the length of the sword. With each stroke, the dark blade thrummed, creating sombre music. Ten paces from Erik, the man in grey stood, unsmiling, his face unemotional, and the grey bag slung over his shoulder.

“It is a hard price to pay,” Erik said, looking up from his task.

“It is the bargain you agreed,” the grey man spoke without moving his lips, the thoughts transferred from his mind to Erik's in an instant.

“It is a harder bargain than I wished.”

“It is the bargain you agreed,” the grey man reiterated.

Erik continued to sharpen Legbiter, keeping his head down to hide the tears in his eyes. “I do not wish to continue with the bargain. I want my freedom from Loki.”

“It is the bargain you agreed,” the grey man repeated once more.

“I wish to end it.” Erik said.

The grey man put a hand on top of his bag and his laughter was painful as it ripped through Erik's head. He cringed, dropping the sword and holding both hands to his ears, which only trapped the laughter within his mind. “No,” he said, “no,” as the noise increased, expanding until it reached every part of him. “No!”

The grey man did not move. There was no expression on his face as Erik writhed and kicked, clutching his head until the laughter ended as abruptly as it began.

Lying on the ground, exhausted, Erik felt the sweat soaking him from scalp to feet. The grey man stood as unemotional as before.

“It is the bargain you agreed.”

Erik dragged himself to his feet. “It is the bargain I agreed,” he said miserably. Lifting Legbiter, Erik returned to the task of sharpening it, using the same long, even strokes that rang around the interior of the fort. As he worked, the two ravens hopped closer, until one stood on each shoulder. A soft wind whispered through the tumbled stones of the ancient hill-fort, a reminder that all things come to an end, and even the most powerful of empires fade away.

Erik looked up as the idea came to him. Standing, he tested the edge of his blade, drawing a bright bead of blood from his thumb.

“He is here.” The words formed in his mind. “You are a Norseman, Erik Egilsson; fight. Kill him now.”

The ravens continued to fly in ever-increasing circles from the hill fort, their eyes seeing everything below them.

Standing on the highest point of the once-formidable ramparts, Erik saw the small group of men approach, their horses appearing to crawl across the bright green of the countryside. Even from this distance, Erik could see that one man rode slightly in advance of the others, with his black cloak flowing from his shoulders.

“Black Duncan the Grim,” Erik said. “Come to kill, or be killed.”

Stepping back from the lichen-smeared stones, Erik stripped off his clothes and lay on a depression in the ground, drawing energy from the soil. The power eased into him, increasing his strength, sharpening his mind, augmenting the force of Legbiter, so when Erik rose, he was ready to fight. Knowing that Black Duncan would find him, Erik took pains to smear the mud over his body from neck to upper thighs before he dressed. The grey man watched, saying nothing.

Only when he was dressed did Erik pull up his hood and return to the boundary stones of the fort. He watched the horsemen mount the slope, carefully avoiding the lines of sharp rocks that long-dead hands had placed there to deter attackers. Black Duncan halted his horse a spear's throw from Erik, studying him carefully before he spoke.

“Are you the man they call the Butcher?”

“That is one name that men call me,” Erik replied.

“Then I am here to kill you.”

“I know that, Black Duncan the Grim.” Erik felt the power of the earth enter his body and the surge of evil from Legbiter. “We shall fight, and one of us shall die this day.”

“Yes. A fair fight, warrior to warrior, and neither your servant nor my men shall be hurt, whoever is the victor,” Black Duncan said.

“You have my word,” Erik promised.

“And you have mine,” Duncan said.

Dismounting, Black Duncan walked the final 50 paces to the boundary wall. He looked inside the fort, where Erik had withdrawn to the muddy depression in the centre and waited for him, shield on left arm and sword in his right hand. No longer in the sky, the two ravens had returned to Erik's shield, looking out balefully from either side of the central spike. The grey man stood beside the tallest remaining part of the boundary wall, nearly invisible against the grey stones.

Please kill me. Erik thought and winced at the waves of pain that attacked him. “You stand well, dead man!” He said, and the pain receded. “You will die today.”

Saying nothing, Black Duncan nodded to his four followers, who moved towards the grey man, without approaching too closely.

Erik clashed the blade of his sword against his shield, the sound reverberating around the fort. Both ravens departed and circled above, eyes busy. They could see the empty countryside for miles around, and the corpses of men, women and children that Erik had killed or left to bleed to death. Each body had one arm outstretched, pointing towards the hill-fort, easy markers for Black Duncan to follow.

After checking that no other warriors followed Duncan, the ravens returned to Erik's shield. Erik clashed his sword again, stepping forward.

Saying nothing, Black Duncan undid his cloak, letting it fall to the ground. Now his dark padded leather could be seen, and the dozen darts he wore at his belt. Without a word, he drew a dart in his right hand, aimed and threw it at Erik, who stepped aside. The dart missed, but Black Duncan followed with two more. Erik caught the second on his shield and gasped as the third nicked the outside of his right arm, drawing blood that slowly descended to his bent elbow and dripped in scarlet drops to the grass below.

The grey man watched impassively, as ever.

Black Duncan circled, lifted another dart, feinted left, feinted right and threw it in a high arc. When Erik lifted his shield to catch the dart, Duncan ran forward, drawing his sword, holding it low on his right side with the point uppermost.

The grey man placed his right hand inside his bag.

Dropping the shield, Erik swooped left and right, avoided Duncan's twisting thrust by a fingers-breadth and slashed at Duncan's left thigh. Drawing Legbiter across Duncan's muscle, he withdrew, caught his shield before it hit the ground and stood waiting as Duncan's forward rush faltered. Duncan looked down at his injured leg, shook his head and plucked two more darts from his belt. With the blood already running down his thigh to his foot, he stepped forward, aimed and threw. Erik caught both on his shield, laughed and ran towards the quickly weakening Duncan.

Leaping into the air, Erik dodged Duncan's next attempted throw and sliced sideways, opening a wound in Duncan's right arm. Duncan lifted a dart with his left hand and thrust, catching Erik on the side of his neck and forcing him back a step. Following his momentary advantage, Duncan swung his sword at Erik.

The grey man pushed his hand deeper into his bag as Erik parried Duncan's weak sword stroke and slashed down the length of his right thigh, opening the flesh to the bone. Deprived of the use of both legs, Duncan fell at once. He was still conscious as Erik ran towards his shocked entourage and hacked them to pieces before they could even draw a sword.

“They were not part of this.” Duncan could hardly hear his voice as he protested.

Erik stood over him, using Duncan's black cloak to clean the blood, flesh and brains off Legbiter. “No,” he said and added curiously. “What's it like to know you are dying?”

Lying in a pool of his blood and with his men butchered before him, Black Duncan reached for one of his darts, until Erik casually stepped on his hand.

“You are a murderer and an oath breaker.” Duncan's voice weakened with every breath he took.

“Yes.” Erik crouched at Duncan's side and dropped his voice to a whisper. “You are a lucky man, Duncan, luckier than you will ever know.”

Although Duncan recognised the pain in Erik's eyes, he was more concerned with the two ravens that hopped towards him. When they began to tear at his eyes, he was glad that death released him from his torment.







Chapter Ten

The woman sat beside the hazel tree, as she had done for the past three days and three nights. Cross-legged, she ignored the intermittent rain that dampened her clothes and the wind that tangled her long blonde hair. At night, she heard the barking of a fox and once the spine-chilling howl of a pack of wolves. She remained still, becoming so much part of the landscape that a herd of deer passed her without hesitation and hopeful bees explored her bare arms. Feeling neither hunger nor thirst, she waited with the infinite patience of a child brought up in nature.

At last, on the fourth day, she heard a whisper from the ground at the foot of the tree. It was only a small sound that most people would not notice, but the woman was aware of everything. She remained still when the snake slithered out, the distinctive marks on its back proclaiming it was a venomous viper. The snake crawled over her legs and away into the long grass at her side. The woman remained still as a second viper followed the first, and then a third followed the second. Only when six snakes had passed over her legs did the woman move, for it was the seventh snake she desired.

When the pure white serpent was completely clear of the hole, the woman sprang forward, caught it by the neck, stood erect and lifted it high. Saying nothing, she dropped the snake into an earthenware vessel and closed the lid, tying it tight with stalks of supple heather.

Gathering dry sticks of hazel from the base of the tree, the woman piled them into a pyramid, struck a spark from two stones and blew life into the resulting tiny flame. She watched as the fire spread, adding twigs and dry wood until she built up a respectable blaze.

Nodding in satisfaction, the woman filled an iron pot filled it with burn-water and placed it on top of the now-roaring fire. Smoke coiled upwards, blue against an empty sky, aromatic in that deserted glen. When the water began to bubble, the woman took the earthenware vessel, untied the heather and dropped the white snake into the water, quickly placing a lid on top, with a large stone to hold it in place. Steam escaped from a tiny hole at the side, joining the smoke.

The woman sat down again, cross-legged, and waited with infinite patience until the fire died down. Only when the iron pot was sufficiently cool to touch did the woman lift the stone from the lid and remove the pot from the now-dead embers of the fire.

The snake had turned to soup, with the bones coiled around the interior of the pot. Without any hesitation, the woman drank the contents, with the overspill cascading down her front to form a little pool around her bare feet.

“Now I know!” she said as the wisdom of the white serpent exploded inside her head. “Now I know everything there is to know!” Dropping the pot, she began to laugh, with the sound of her voice echoing around the glen.

“Now I know everything!”

“Do you know who I am?” The dark figure rose from the ground, shapeless except for the two red eyes that glared at the woman.

“I know who you are.”

“Who?”

“You are the Cu-saeng,” the woman faced the darkness.

“Why do you not fear me?” The Cu-saeng's voice boomed inside the woman's head.

“Because you need me,” the woman said as the knowledge of the white serpent cascaded inside her head.

“Do you know what I desire?” the Cu-saeng asked, rising around the woman, a formless mass.

“You desire me to help Erik Egilsson.” The woman said. “You need me to take the enchanted sword from Melcorka Nic Bearnas of the Cenel Bearnas.”

“Go then, and do as I desire,” the Cu-saeng said.

The woman watched as the Cu-saeng dissolved back into the ground, smiled and walked toward the south.







Chapter Eleven

They stood on the slope of the triple hills of Eildon with Bradan's staff upright in the ground while three deer were watching them curiously. Whisking across the summits, a stiff wind blew ragged clouds eastward, toward the sea.

“How are the legs?” Bradan asked.

Melcorka tested them, thumping down first the left and then the right. “Strong enough,” she looked at the broad white scar that disfigured the outside of each thigh. “I do not wish to fight Erik again.”

“The fighting can wait,” Bradan said. “I am glad your legs are well. I suspect we have a lot of walking before us.”

“Have you had any ideas about the riddle?” Melcorka asked. “One within three beside the mirror of the moon, with the wisdom of the old drawing from sacred blood.” She shook her head, flicking her long dark hair around her neck. “It means nothing to me.”

“I have tried to dissect it,” Bradan said. “I think it's in two parts. The first is one within three beside the mirror of the moon, and the second is with the wisdom of the old drawing from sacred blood.”

“Shall we walk?” Melcorka asked.

“Not yet,” Bradan said. “Not until we know in which direction we should go.” He gave a twisted smile. “I'd hate to march two days north and find we should be heading south.”

Melcorka did not match Bradan's smile. “What do we do, then?”

“I once knew a wishing well near here.” Bradan said. “We will be safe there, with a rowan tree to guard us against the People of Peace.”

“If you think so,” Melcorka said as Bradan worried at her lack of spirit.

The well was as Bradan remembered it, two miles north of the Eildons, small and dark beside a rugged rowan tree. Around them, grass spread in a pleasant swathe of green, speckled with daisies, dandelions and buttercups, while bright butterflies floated free. A score of shaggy sheep grazed happily.

“Are you going to wish for an answer to the riddle?” Melcorka asked.

Bradan shook his head. “No. I'm going to stay close to the rowan tree and be thankful we got away from Elfhame. I only wish I knew how long we were there. Judging by the weather and the state of the country, it's spring, if not early summer.”

“We can ask that shepherd,” Melcorka gestured to a man who was herding his sheep with the aid of two black-and-white collie dogs.

Bradan gestured to the man. “Halloa there! Do you know what year it is?”

“What year is it?” The shepherd came closer, stroking his beard as if deep in thought. “The same year as it was yesterday,” he said, “and the same year as it will be tomorrow, but blessed if I know what number people say it is.”

Bradan nodded. “Aye; that”s a fair answer,” he said. “Is Mael Coluim still king of Alba?”

“King of Alba? There's a king, for sure, or maybe a queen, but I'm blessed if I know who it is. I don't speak to such people, you see, and they don't talk to me.”

Bradan tried again. “Do you remember a great battle down by Carham, near the Tweed?”

The shepherd stroked his beard again. “There have been many battles by Tweed. Which one were you meaning?”

“The one where King Mael Coluim defeated the Northumbrians,” Bradan fought to retain his patience.

“The one where a woman killed three Danish champions,” the shepherd was suddenly alert, nodding at Defender. “A woman with a sword like that.”

“That”s the battle,” Bradan said. “Could you tell me how long ago it was?”

“Six months, Bradan,” the shepherd said. Even as Bradan watched, the shepherd transmogrified into True Thomas, while his collies shrank into oystercatchers. “You have been in Elfhame for five months and three weeks. The world believes you dead, and the Butcher continues to kill.” True Thomas looked grave. “He defeated Black Duncan last month.”

“Black Duncan has gone too?” Melcorka felt her despondency increase. “He was one of the best. I don't think that anybody can defeat Erik and Legbiter.”

“There is always hope,” True Thomas said. “What have you learned in Elfhame?”

Bradan told him of Maelona's ideas of the forbidden entity from a far-distant past and repeated the riddle. “One within three beside the mirror of the moon, with the wisdom of the old drawing from sacred blood.”

“The mirror of the moon,” True Thomas said. “That should be simple to explain, if not to find. Where can you find a mirror that shows the moon?”

Bradan grunted. “Any pond, loch or pool will reflect the moon.”

“Exactly so,” True Thomas said. “You are looking for a body of still water.”

Bradan looked away. “Yes, seer; in Alba, we must have ten thousand bodies of still water.”

“Now look at the second section of the riddle.” Thomas ignored Bradan's irritation. “One within three. Does that mean anything to you?”

“It means nothing to me,” Bradan said.

“The “one” must be significant.” Melcorka tried to cudgel life into her brain. “What is a one that might matter? What is a one that can stand out within a three?”

“Something that dominates its surroundings, or something of historical importance,” Bradan said.

“I would agree,” Thomas said. “What single thing could dominate its surroundings while being within a three?”

“A building, perhaps?” Melcorka hazarded. “A castle? Or a mountain? Schiehallion, the sacred mountain? That stands out.”

“It does,” Bradan agreed, “but where does the mirror of the moon come in, or the three?”

“Something that stands tall beside a loch or pond,” Melcorka said.

“The wisdom of the old must also be represented,” Thomas added, grave-faced. “This is a complex riddle indeed.”

“Indeed,” Bradan began to tap his staff on the ground. “One within a three. I cannot fathom that, but the second part of the riddle is about the wisdom of the old. Maelona mentioned that some of the old families still possessed a family Druid. The Druids maintain the wisdom of the old.”

They do,” True Thomas said. “Where do these old families dwell?”

“North of the Forth,” Bradan said at once, “and in the areas where the influence of the Norse is weakest.”

Melcorka nodded. “That means the north and east of the country.”

“We are narrowing the area down,” Bradan said. “Which type of families would have these Druids?”

“The old Pictish families,” Melcorka said, without the shadow of a smile. “Those furthest from the Celtic church.”

“Away from the Norse, far from the Church,” Bradan said. “I would say we are looking at an area inland, and we think in the northeast.”

“You have wandered there, Bradan,” Melcorka said. “Which old families would have a pool or a pond? Perhaps a sacred loch?”

Bradan shook his head. “There are hundreds of sacred places, hills, lochs, rivers, and standing stones in that area.” He looked at Melcorka in sudden enlightenment. “And stone circles.”

“Stone circles?” Melcorka asked. “Is there one beside a loch?”

“Yes,” Bradan said. “I know of one in the Moor of Grainish.” Standing to clear his mind, he tapped his staff on the ground. “I think I know where this place might be, Mel. I know of a triple stone circle, three concentric rings of stones, with a taller stone in the centre.”

“One within a three,” Melcorka spoke with no animation. “Is there a loch nearby?”

“There is a lochan if I remember,” Bradan said, “a small pool of dark water. I do not know if it is sacred or not.”

“It will be sacred at such a location,” Melcorka said. “The Moor of Grainish is in Fidach is it not? The old Pictish province that we once knew well.”

“The Moor of Grainish straddles the border between Fidach and Alba,” Bradan said. “We passed it on our way to Fidach, years ago.”

“I remember,” Melcorka said. “We met no Druids.”

“They must gather at certain times – the old holy times, perhaps.”

“Beltane.” Melcorka said flatly. “If the Druids gather there, it will be when they light the holy fires at Beltane,” Melcorka said. “Beltane is the beginning of summer.”

“What date is it today?” Bradan asked.

True Thomas had been listening. “You have two weeks,” he said. “And 200 miles of difficult terrain to cover.”

Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “We had better start,” he said. “Thank you for your help, Thomas.”

But True Thomas had vanished. The elderly shepherd grinned at him, gap-toothed and without understanding.

“I wish that man would stay for a full conversation,” Bradan said.

“Yes.” Melcorka had already lost interest. She stared at a sheep as if she had never seen such an animal before.

“Come on, Mel,” Bradan said. “We have a long way to travel.”

* * *

“I still don”t feel myself,” Melcorka said as she leaned against the carcass of a hollowed-out tree.

“You are not yourself,” Bradan said. “I can feel the weakness in you.”

“I thought the People of Peace had cured me.”

“They cured the physical wound,” Bradan reminded her gently. “There are other things that they could not cure. That is one reason why we are still looking for help.”

Melcorka forced a smile. “I don't like this feeling. It is as if someone is inside me, tearing at me as he tries to get out.”

“We'll get you better, Mel.” Bradan put a supporting arm around her. “I wish that True Thomas would turn up again. Like all these seers and foretellers, he talks in riddles and leaves us to grope for the solution.”

“Yes.” Melcorka”s attention had drifted away again. She hitched up her sword, frowning. “Do I have to carry this thing?”

“You'll need it later.” Again, Bradan concealed his concern.

“Oh.” Melcorka shook her head. “Yes, of course.”

“Somebody's following us,” Bradan said. “Don't look behind you.”

“I didn't hear anything.” Melcorka would have turned around if Bradan had not held her sleeve.

“Nor did I,” Bradan said. “That's what worries me. I haven't heard a bird or an animal for some time now.” He forced a smile. “Keep walking, Mel.”

They reached the edge of the Flanders Moss, the vast stretch of bogland, river and floating islands of peat that stretched across the waist of Alba, separating the south of the country from the northern heartland.

“How many people are following?” Melcorka asked.

“I don't know.” Bradan tested the depth of the mud with his staff. When he felt no bottom, he moved on, probing for an entrance to the marsh. “I know there are causeways somewhere.” He swiped at a host of biting insects, frowned and moved on. “Ah, here we are – there's solid ground about a hand span under the water. Can you see anybody behind us?”

“No.” Melcorka had found a half-submerged tree from where she could watch in all directions. “No movement at all.”

“As long as they don't attack us when we're on the causeway.” Bradan waited for Melcorka to laugh his fears to scorn.

“I hope not.” Melcorka did not touch Defender as she looked behind her in sudden apprehension.

“Here we go, Mel.” Testing each step with his staff, Bradan moved cautiously along the causeway, with Melcorka a few paces behind him, occasionally glancing over her shoulder.

“Can you see anybody yet?” Bradan asked.

“I saw something.” Melcorka sounded unusually nervous. “Something moving.”

“If it's friendly, it won't worry us. If it's not friendly,” Bradan nodded to Defender, “you have that.”

Melcorka looked away. “Yes. I have that.” She did not touch her sword hilt.

Bradan looked over his shoulder, squinting to see what was happening. Slivers of mist drifted across the surface of the Moss, making identification difficult, yet he saw movement. Was that a man on the causeway behind them? Or was it an animal? He could not be sure. “It might only be a deer,” Bradan said, “or a trick of the light on the Moss.”

“It was no deer,” Melcorka said. “Can you smell deer?”

“I cannot.” Bradan looked around. It was impossible to hurry, for one step off the twisting causeway meant slow suffocation in the sucking mud. He sniffed again. “You are right. I can't smell deer or anything.” People and animals had distinctive scents to people brought up in the wilds. Although the dampness of the Moss would mask most odours, Bradan knew he would recognise the scent of a deer. He waited for Melcorka to challenge whoever or whatever was following them, to draw Defender and face the pursuers. Instead, she pointed ahead.

“Hurry, Bradan. We'll try to lose them in the Moss.”

“I'm hurrying,” Bradan probed and stepped, probed and stepped, with the causeway taking them deeper into the Moss, turning this way and that over patches of brilliant green turf, areas of reed-covered water and peat holes where dark water covered mysterious depths. Occasional trees thrust through the Moss, isolated on patches of firmer ground, and from time to time a rat swam next to their feet or investigated their ankles, while bog-cotton bobbed in unseen winds.

“Look!” Melcorka pointed to the side, where a man jumped high over the surface of the Moss, to vanish into a patch of mist. “What sort of man can do that?”

“The sort that can bleed,” Bradan said. He saw another man rise high, holding a long pole, then seemed to fly over the Moss. “Whoever they are, they are agile.”

The figures appeared and disappeared, vaulting over or through the mist on their long poles. Only partially seen, they moved silently, without word or gesture.

“They're in front of us,” Melcorka said.

Disfigured by the mist into elongated giants, the men loomed ahead, standing on the causeway to bar Melcorka and Bradan's path. Each held a pole three times the length of a tall man.

“That's not promising,” Bradan said.

“No,” Melcorka looked behind her. “We can't fight three of them.”

“You are Melcorka, the Swordswoman,” Bradan said. “You can fight anybody.”

Melcorka shook her head. “Not now. Not any longer.” She looked around, searching for an avenue of escape.

“Who are you?” Bradan shouted. “What do you want?”

The three men stood in front of them, silent figures in the mist. With their faces smeared with mud and their clothes the same grey-green colour as the surrounding bogland, they fitted perfectly into their environment.

Melcorka gasped as a hand slid from the bog to grasp her right ankle. She kicked out, jumping back as another grabbed at her left calf.

“Get away!” Bradan slammed his staff down. A man emerged from the mud, his eyes dark in a muddy face. Bradan hit him again. Two more appeared, skating over the surface of the mud in shoes like wide saucers.

More hands grabbed at Melcorka, pulling her down, while the skating men lunged at the hilt of Defender.

“No you don't!” Bradan swung his staff, knocking one man down. The second nearly succeeded in pulling Defender free from the scabbard before Melcorka pushed herself to her feet and Bradan wrestled the man away. The Moss-men disappeared into the misty distance, leaving only the three on the causeway.

“They want Defender,” Bradan said.

“Why?”

“Maybe they've never seen a sword before,” Bradan said. “Or maybe somebody has sent them.”

“There are more behind,” Melcorka said. “We can't go back!”

Bradan nodded. Two more of the Moss-men stood on the causeway behind them. “Well, we can't stay here either, Mel. I'm no fighting man, but I'm damned if I'll let strangers block my path. Come with me.”

“I can't,” Melcorka said.

“Yes you can. You have Defender.”

“I can't use it.” Melcorka sounded desperate.

“Maybe not.” Bradan could see that Melcorka was far from her usual confident self, “but they don't know that! Look fierce and follow my lead.”

“I can't look fierce today,” Melcorka said.

“Try your best, or give me Defender and I'll brandish it.”

Melcorka's wry smile failed to hide her fear. “Bradan, you could not look fierce in any circumstance.”

“At least I will try.” Handing Melcorka his staff, Bradan unsheathed Defender and strode forward. Although Melcorka had told him about the surge of power she always experienced while holding the sword, he felt only the weight of a perfectly balanced weapon.

“Move!” Bradan ordered as the three Moss-men stood before him. “We are coming through.”

The Moss-men slid back along the causeway, with the space between them and Bradan remaining the same, however fast he splashed. He sensed movement to his right and saw more of the Moss-men parallel to them on the surface of the Moss.

“Stay with me, Melcorka,” Bradan glanced over his shoulder. “The lads following us don't seem to be any threat.”

“I'm staying close.” Melcorka clutched Bradan's sleeve.

A fourth figure joined the three Moss-men in front. Slightly smaller, the newcomer did not wear a hood, and her long blonde hair descended to her shoulders as she stood in silence, yet Bradan knew that she wielded power. When she lifted a hand, all the men assembled, those with long poles to vault from dry land to dry land, those with the large shoes that helped them to ease across the Moss, and the naked men who swam through the mud like human eels.

“Melcorka; stay close,” Bradan said. “Something is happening here.”

The blonde woman pointed to Bradan, wordless, and all the men moved, with the vaulters leaping on one side, the men with shoes on the other and the swimmers submerging into the ooze.

“They're coming for us,” Bradan said. “Do you want Defender? She works for you.”

Melcorka shook her head, stumbled and inadvertently touched the blade of Defender. For one instant, she realised what was happening.

“Bradan.” She spoke more crisply than she had for months. “That woman is in charge here. She is directing the Moss-men.”

“I gathered that,” Bradan took a swipe at one of the vaulters, missing entirely and nearly overbalancing with the force he used.

“If we get rid of her, the rest will pull back.” Melcorka hesitated as her mind began to cloud again. “Go for her, Bradan.”

“Stay close.” Bradan moved forward, hoping the causeway was relatively straightforward under his feet, raising splashes of muddy water as he neared the woman. Two of the swimmers emerged at his side, one clutching at his legs, attempting to pull him off the causeway, the other reaching for Defender. Swinging the sword, Bradan felt contact as the second man fell back, spouting blood. He kicked away the other, cursing.

“Keep going, Bradan,” Melcorka urged. “Only the woman matters.”

The woman had not moved, depending on the Moss-men to do her bidding. Two of the skimmers slid towards Bradan, reaching for Defender. Bradan jabbed at one, missed and swore as the second took hold of his arm. Another swimmer grasped Bradan's legs, and two of the vaulters landed lightly on the causeway at his back, grappling with him as they tried to wrestle Defender from his hands.

Throwing one down, Bradan tried to swing Defender, but with two Moss-men dragging down his arm, he found himself gradually overpowered. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Melcorka leave him.

Melcorka dashed forward, her feet slipping on the treacherous causeway. As she approached the woman, she pointed Bradan's staff like a lance and lunged forward.

“Mel!” Bradan shouted as another swimmer took hold of his left leg and pulled. He fought desperately to remain on the causeway as one foot slipped off and he slid sideways.

“Cenel Bearnas!” Melcorka yelled the old slogan of her family as she lunged forward with Bradan's staff. The top, with its carved Celtic cross, came close to the blonde woman, who instantly withdrew. Melcorka jabbed again, and a third time, shouting to disguise her fear. “Cenel Bearnas!”

The woman vanished. Within a second, the Moss-men retreated into their fastnesses, leaping, swimming or gliding away, leaving two of their number on the causeway.

“How did you do that?” Bradan asked.

“I threatened her with your staff.” Melcorka spoke through her confusion. “I don't know why she went away.”

“I do,” Bradan said. “The priest at Carham blessed the staff. Evil cannot stand against the blessing.”

“I can't remember the priests blessing anything.” Melcorka shook her head.

“Yes, you can,” Bradan said. “You just don't know that you remember. Come on, Melcorka, let's get away from the Moss before these people return.” Bradan moved ahead, with Melcorka behind him, her feet splashing through the mud.

“I think they've gone,” Bradan said, peering into the distance.

“No.” Melcorka tried to control the hammer of her heart. “They are still there. We can't see them, but they are all around us.”

Gripping Defender tightly, Bradan followed the causeway, moving as fast as he could while careful not to step into the waiting mud on either side.

Melcorka was right. He could sense the Moss-men's presence amid the mist. He was unsure what they were or why they were there, but he felt more uneasy than he had at any time in his life. Bradan shook his head, trying to force some rational thought into his mind. That woman had directed them, trying to grab Defender. Now he thought about her, he could not describe her, as he could not describe the grey man who accompanied the Butcher. Why was that?

Bradan could not think of a solution. He only knew that the blessing on his staff had repelled the woman, which indicated she was evil. Bradan thought of some of the dangers he and Melcorka had faced, from Norse armies to the multi-armed monsters of the Indian Ocean, to the magnificent waterfall of the New World to war-elephants and killer mermaids. Yet, he had never before felt such internal desolation, as if these grey, featureless people were draining him of all confidence.

“Come on, Mel!” Bradan ran his thumb over the carved cross on the top of his staff. The surge of hope that simple action gave him ran through his body.

“Come on, Melcorka.” Keeping his thumb pressed on the carved cross, Bradan nearly dragged Melcorka over the last of the causeway and on to the dry land beyond. When he looked behind him, only the Moss remained, and the threat of menace that he could not shake off.

That was the difference. In their previous adventures, Bradan knew that he and Melcorka had only risked their lives. This time, he knew that they risked their souls.







Chapter Twelve

“Who are you?” Erik glanced at the grey man before he asked the question as if asking permission to speak. He drew Legbiter, prepared to strike.

“I am anybody you wish me to be.” The woman stood at the entrance to the cottage in which Erik had spent the night.

“I could kill you,” Erik said.

“You could,” the woman agreed. “But you won't.” She stepped inside the cottage, allowing her long saffron cloak to gape open, revealing that she wore nothing beneath.

Erik's male eyes devoured what the woman so artfully offered. “What do you want?” He ran his tongue over suddenly dry lips.

“I want you,” the woman said. “And then you will want me.” She stepped further into the cottage, sitting on the very corner of the simple table. She looked him up and down. “I see that you want me already, Erik Egilsson, that men call the Butcher.”

“If you know who I am,” Erik pushed the woman's cloak further apart with the blade of Legbiter, “why are you not afraid of me?”

“I am here to help.” The woman tossed back her long blonde hair, smiling. “Between us, we will take Defender to our Lord.”

“What is your name?” Erik found himself drawn to the force within the woman.

The woman smiled. “Whatever you wish to call me, Erik.”

“I will call you Revna,” Erik said. “It means Raven.”

“Then let me peck at you, Erik,” Revna said, “before we set to work.” She laughed as Erik reached for her, uncaring of the two corpses who already shared that cottage with them.







Chapter Thirteen

Dawn brought streaks of red and silver that graced a sky of grey, while white clouds hovered above the blue peaks of the Cairngorm Mountains. Skein after skein of geese passed them, flying northward to the sea and the lands that lay beyond, as if anxious to escape from the troubled realm of Alba.

“There is the Moor of Grainish.” Bradan rested on his staff, looking to the expanse of rough heather-moor that stretched to a low granite ridge in the hazed distance.

Still favouring her injured legs, Melcorka nodded. They stood side by side as the sun rose higher, with the silver rays highlighting the white stones that protruded from the body of the moor, and reflecting from the lochans and burns that dissected the heather. “Where is your triple stone circle?”

“In the very centre,” Bradan said. “I warn you that this is an unchancy place.”

“Everywhere is unchancy this season,” Melcorka said.

The atmosphere hit them the second they stepped on the springy heather. Despite the rising sun, it was cool. Despite the daylight, there was a darkness in the air. Despite the geese that passed overhead, it was silent. Not a bee hummed, not a frog croaked, not a deer broke the still of morning. The only thing they heard was the swish of their feet through the heather and the thud of Bradan's staff on the spongy ground.

“Some call this the silent moor,” Bradan said. “Others, the moor of the snakes.”

“I can understand the silent name,” Melcorka said. “I'm not so sure about the snakes. I haven't seen any.”

“It is another name for Druids,” Bradan explained.

The Moor of Grainish was not extensive, so Bradan and Melcorka could walk to the centre within a couple of hours. They passed three single standing stones and the remains of two stone circles before Bradan pointed out the triple circle.

“Here we are.”

The stones rose from a central patch of slightly higher ground, like an island surrounded by bogland. A single monolith reared above three concentric stone circles, while a circular lochan, half-hidden by heather-tangle, lurked seven paces to the side.

“There's nobody here,” Melcorka could not hide her sense of disappointment.

“It's not Beltane until tomorrow,” Bradan said. “We will find a place to wait, watch and witness.” He paused. “We don't even know if this is the right place. It's only a guess.”

Melcorka accepted Bradan's word. “I can't remember what Druids are, Bradan, my head is so confused.”

“They were the learned class of society,” Bradan reminded her gently. “The priests of the Celtic world before Christianity came.”

“Oh, I think I remember that.” Melcorka struggled with her bruised brain.

“As far as we know,” Bradan continued, “they had 30 years' training in geography, nature, astronomy, theology and the immortality of the human soul.”

Melcorka struggled with a dormant memory. “I thought they sacrificed people.”

“I don't believe so,” Bradan said. “They have, or had, the most disciplined mental training anywhere in the world we know.”

“Can they help us?” Melcorka asked.

“I hope so, Mel,” Bradan lowered his voice. “Oh, God, I hope so.”

They walked around the triple ring, three rows, each of seven stones, with the central monolith lighter in colour than the others and half as tall again. “Look here,” Melcorka pointed to the ground, where a stone lay horizontal, half concealed by a year's growth of heather. “There's something carved in the stone.”

“A footprint,” Bradan cleared away the heather. “No, two footprints.”

“I wonder why,” Melcorka said.

“Some ceremony, perhaps,” Bradan said. “I doubt we will ever know why.” He walked around the circles. “I can't feel anything special here,” he said. “I can't feel a surge of spirituality. If anything, it's depressing.” He stared into the lochan, hoping for answers. “Only water,” he said. “Dark, peaty water.”

Finding a concealed spot within sight of the circles, they lay down in the soft sunshine and prepared for a long day. After a while, the small moor creatures returned, bees scouring for heather, long-legged spiders probing for prey, a shy mouse that scurried away when she sensed the presence of humanity.

The sound began as soon as the sun dipped to the west. At first, Melcorka could not recognise it, until she realised it was somebody humming. It came from beyond her consciousness, from somewhere beyond the triple circle, somewhere beyond the confines of the moor itself.

“Bradan!”

“I hear it.” They lay side by side in the heather, watching as an ethereal light came from above, illuminating the triple circle so that each stone glowed. “And I see it.”

The humming increased in volume until it dominated everything, blocking the whisper of the wind through the heather and the soft gurgle of the half-seen burns. The small creatures vanished again, creating an unsettling sterility. It became difficult to talk, hard to think with that persistent hum.

“What's happening?” Melcorka gripped the hilt of Defender.

“The Druids are creating a vacuum, I think,” Bradan said. “They are driving everything away from the moor so that they can take it over.”

“The power of sound,” Melcorka said. “I have not heard the like before.”

“ 'In the beginning was the Word',” Bradan quoted the Bible. “ 'And the Word was with God'. Words and sounds are more important than we realise.”

The humming continued, joined now by a deep-throated chanting that raised the small hairs on the back of Melcorka's neck. “I think something is happening,” she said.

The first man came from the north, drifting across the heather as though his feet did not touch the ground. Wearing a long, hooded white cloak that shielded his face, he placed a single wooden branch on the ground, moved to the outer circle of stones and stood still as the humming and chanting continued. The second man appeared from slightly east of north, added a stick to the pile and stood at the next stone in the circle a moment later, and the third a few moments after that.

“They appear in a deasil fashion,” Bradan said. “As if they follow the rotation of the sun.”

One by one, the robed and hooded men appeared, each adding to the pile of sticks before taking his place beside a particular standing stone. The humming increased in volume until it became an almost physical phenomenon, painful to the ears. With the arrival of each man, the stones glowed brighter, as if they were drawing light from the dying sun. Only the central, tallest stone remained in darkness.

When a man stood at each stone in the outer circle, the humming and chanting reached a crescendo and stopped. The absence of sound was as painful as the noise had been. Nothing stirred on the moor, not wind, not an insect. Even the burns were silent.

Without any visible signal, each man stepped forward to the middle circle of stones, again in a deasil, sunwise, formation. The chanting started again, low and soft.

“I've never seen anything like this before,” Melcorka said.

“I doubt anybody has, except the Druids, if that is what they are.” Bradan pitched his voice low.

“Look! What's happening now?”

Another man walked towards the triple circle. Dressed in a black cloak, he passed around the outer ring, touching each stone in turn, before stepping to the middle circle where the Druids stood.

Moving slowly, the man in black bowed to each Druid, none of whom returned his greeting. When he completed the circuit, the man in black moved to the inner circle, moving deasil, touching each stone before he approached the tall monolith in the centre. The sun hesitated on the western rim of the hills, retaining a sliver of ochre-red as if reluctant to disappear and leave the earth unattended by light.

“I don't think I like this.” Instinct impelled Melcorka to touch the hilt of Defender. The sword felt cold, as if all the power had retreated from her.

“Nor do I,” Bradan whispered.

The man in the black cloak stood at the central stone. The chanting increased with the Druids speaking a language that neither Melcorka nor Bradan understood, but which Bradan guessed was either so ancient no scribe had ever written it, or so sacred that only the Druids knew it. One by one, the Druids stepped to the innermost circle, still chanting.

By now, the sky was full dark, yet the stones still glowed. The man in the dark cloak lifted his hands as if in supplication, with the others following his movements. High above, the clouds parted, allowing the moon to shine through.

The Druids began to chant again, moving forward towards the man in black. When they surrounded him, he removed his cloak to stand stark naked in front of the central standing stone.

Each of the white-cloaked Druids produced a tiny, leaf-bladed knife from within the voluminous sleeve of his cloak and reached for the naked man.

“I thought you said the Druids didn't have human sacrifice,” Melcorka said.

“I didn't think they did.” Bradan wished he had not brought Melcorka here. He felt a sickening slide of disappointment. He had been wrong – these were not the people to help Melcorka. He had raised her hopes for no reason.

“We should leave,” Bradan whispered.

“No.” Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender again, without knowing why. Still, the sword felt cold, lacking its customary thrill of power. “It is not finished yet. Watch.”

“The victim does not look unwilling,” Bradan agreed reluctantly.

The naked man stood with his arms outstretched as if welcoming the bite of the Druids' blades. The first of the Druids nicked his arm with his knife, then the second, then the third until all had cut the naked man. Unmoving, the naked man ignored the blood that flowed down his arm to his fingertips and on to the recumbent slab. With that part of the procedure complete, each Druid then cut his own forearm and allowed the blood to fall.

“They're filling the footprints with blood,” Bradan said, relieved that there was no human sacrifice. “And look!”

The moon was bright in the sky, surrounded by a red halo. Quiet beside the triple ring of stones, the lochan caught and enhanced the reflection, as if it had drawn the moon down to the Grainish Moor.

“That is the saying complete,” Bradan said. “The one, the three, the sacred blood from the Druids and now the mirror of the moon. I can't feel that I am any different. Can you, Mel?” He asked, more in hope than in expectation.

“Watch.” Melcorka put a hand on Bradan's arm. “They've not finished yet.”

The naked man was first to step into the footprints of blood, with the others following one by one, standing in the blood for seven seconds before leaving. Only when every man had stood in the carved footprints did the naked man use the friction of two sticks to light a fire on both piles of wood. Waiting until the flames caught hold, he walked through the smoke between both fires. The others followed in a single, silent line.

“The Need Fires,” Bradan said. “The smoke is to purify those who pass through.”

“We have to speak to one of these Druids.” Melcorka had one of her spells of lucidity.

“Well then,” Bradan tapped his staff. “Let's speak; they seem to have completed the ceremony.”

Rising together, Melcorka and Bradan walked openly forward. At first sight of them, the Druids formed a circle around the naked man. One stepped forward, with the hood shielding his face.

“Who are you?” The Druid's voice was deep within his hood.

“I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas of the Cenel Bearnas.”

Bradan flinched. Since Erik defeated her, Melcorka no longer called herself the Swordswoman. “I am Bradan the Wanderer.”

“Why are you here?”

“We seek your knowledge,” Bradan said.

The other Druids gathered around them, silent within their deep hoods. One stepped forward. “I am Bruachan.”

“I thought you were going to be a human sacrifice,” Melcorka recognised Bruachan as the once-naked man, now wearing an identical white cloak.

“We do not sacrifice humans,” Bruachan said solemnly.

“The People of Peace suggested that we ask your advice,” Melcorka said.

“Maelona,” Bruachan said. “We felt her presence in our minds.”

“We need your help,” Melcorka said. “We have a quest and orders from the High King.”

Bruachan met her gaze. “You need our help more than you know, Melcorka Nic Bearnas. Who damaged you?”

“A man named Erik Egilsson. How do you know?”

Bruachan ignored the question. “He was the vessel. Who is controlling him?”

“Erik believes that Loki of the Norse gods made his sword more powerful than mine. Maelona thinks it is something much older than Loki.”

Bruachan threw back his hood, revealing the stern, cleanly shaven face of a man approaching middle age. “Maelona thinks it is the underground one. The forbidden one.”

“Perhaps. We do not know.” Bradan said. “We hoped you might be able to help us.”

Bruachan nodded. “Come with me.”

Each Druid walked away in a different direction, leaving only Bruachan with Melcorka and Bradan. “It's not far,” Bruachan walked as he spoke, covering the ground at speed although he did not seem to move quickly.

The broch rose from a small rise at the edge of the moor, with bogland creating a natural defensive moat. Bruachan walked unhesitatingly across a crooked causeway, pausing at the turns to ensure Melcorka and Bradan followed. The tall gate opened before them, allowing passage past the double walls into a circular courtyard where a stone building hugged the inner wall. Two men stood back to allow Bruachan passage, although they eyed Bradan and Melcorka in some surprise.

“In here,” Bruachan said, and they followed him into a surprisingly spacious apartment of wood-lined stone, where a black pot hung above a smouldering peat fire. “You'll be hungry after your vigil,” Bruachan said.

Removing his white cloak, he sat by the fire, wearing the ubiquitous linen leine and smiling at them. “What did you expect, Melcorka? Bats' wings and toads' heads hanging on hooks?”

Melcorka nodded. “Something of that sort.”

Spooning the contents of the pot into wooden cogs, Bruachan handed them round. “Vegetable broth,” he said. “Best thing after one of these ceremonies.”

“You would be cold standing with no clothes on,” Bradan said. “What was happening?”

“I was being introduced to the highest order of Druids, while we were tapping into the stones,” Bruachan said. “They were here long before the Druids, or the Picts came to Alba.”

“So I believe,” Bradan said. “It is about a god, or a something, from that time that we seek your advice.”

“The forbidden one,” Bruachan said again.

It was comfortable in that small building with the fire giving a warm glow and the blue peat smoke rising to create a haze from the stone ceiling downward.

“Why ask us?” Bruachan asked, and smiled at the expression on Melcorka”s face. “Did you think the Druids were omniscient? Did you think we knew everything about everybody?”

“The stories suggest that you do.” Bradan spoke for Melcorka.

“The stories say we have human sacrifice; the stories say we burn people in huge wicker men; the stories say a lot of things that are not true. We study people and nature, Bradan, as you do, and we create a philosophy of life, as you will do. Three times a year, we exchange information, as you just witnessed.”

“Do you know what these stone circles are for?” Bradan asked in genuine curiosity.

Bruachan nodded. “They are in alignment with the moon, the sun or the stars. The old people built them.” He leaned back. “You did not come to ask me that.”

“No.” Glancing at Melcorka, Bradan explained his mission. “We began by trying to defeat a swordsman known as the Butcher, but now we think there is something much more powerful, and much more evil. I need to cure whatever malaise is within Melcorka, and then we must find and purge this evil.”

Bruachan nodded. “What made you believe you could defeat this Butcher?”

“Melcorka has a sword that retains all the power and experience of its previous owners, as long as she wields it for good.” Bradan hesitated. “We are not sure if it still has that power.”

“Let me see the sword.” Bruachan took Defender from Melcorka. “The People of Peace made this, centuries ago,” he placed the blade against his cheek. “I can feel the power still – Defender is no less than she ever was. You have met a greater evil.” He ran his hands over the blade. “I feel the evil in here, slowly diminishing as the good defeats it. Let me see your wounds, Melcorka.”

“They are on my legs,” Melcorka said, as innocent as a child.

“Show me.”

Bruachan examined the wide white scars on Melcorka's thighs. “The People of Peace have done a good job here. They have cured your physical wounds.” He pressed one hand on Melcorka's left leg and the other on her forehead. “They did not have the knowledge to cure the other damage. There is much of the evil remaining within you.”

“The evil?” Bradan put a comforting hand on Melcorka's shoulder. “I do not think there was ever evil in Melcorka.”

“The Butcher put it there,” Bruachan placed both his hands in a pot of green paste that stood beside the fire. “There is evil on his sword. It entered your body when the Butcher cut you.” Bruachan sighed. “The evil created your worst enemy, Melcorka, depression within your mind. It limited you by causing doubt and confusion. If you accept a limitation, then it becomes what you are.” He looked at Bradan. “Has Melcorka acted differently since her wound?”

“Indeed – she has lost all confidence,” Bradan said.

“That is the poison of evil within her,” Bruachan placed his hands on Melcorka's scars. “This will hurt, Melcorka, but it is necessary. Brace yourself.”

“What are you going to do?” Bradan asked as Melcorka's eyes widened.

“I am going to remove the evil,” Bruachan said. “Bradan; you may have to hold Melcorka down.” Taking his small, leaf-bladed knife, Bruachan made a small incision in the scar.

“That did not hurt,” Melcorka watched without flinching.

“This will.” Going down on all fours, Bruachan dipped into the pot of green liquid and smeared the contents on to the open wound. Melcorka stiffened.

“What is that?”

“An antidote to the evil.” Bruachan said. “The People have cured the physical injury. This solution should cure the emotional and mental wounds. You'll have noticed you have been lethargic recently.”

“I have not,” Melcorka denied.

“She has,” Bradan confirmed, nodding. “There is no spirit in her at all.”

“The evil has subdued it. If we remove the evil, Melcorka will recover.” Inserting his finger into the fresh wound, Bruachan pushed the ointment deep into Melcorka's leg. “It is in her blood, coursing through her body to her brain, removing all that made her Melcorka.” He continued to push as Melcorka writhed. “Evil is a depression, eating her spirit, removing her will to live, to strive. It reduces people to shells with the appearance of humanity but without the life force.”

Sweat poured from Melcorka's body as she lay on the stone-flagged floor, writhing in agony as Bruachan's ointment battled the evil in her veins.

“When my potion reaches her heart, you will know,” Bruachan said. “Then you will have to hold her, Bradan. When it reaches her brain, you may not be sufficiently strong. Pray for strength, Bradan, for you and Melcorka.”

“Oh God!” Melcorka opened her mouth to draw in a breath. “What have you done to me?”

“Your body is a battleground,” Bruachan told her. “The good of nature is fighting the evil of spiritless within you. I do not know which will be victorious. It depends on how much of the essential you remains to help the fight. It depends on your spiritual strength.”

“Bradan!” Melcorka yelled, twisting, clawing at her chest. “Bradan!”

“I am here.” Bradan held her hands, suffering with her. “I am always here, Melcorka.”

“For the love of God!”

Bradan leaned closer, trying to help, willing Melcorka to fight. “I'm here, Melcorka; take my strength.”

Melcorka twisted, holding herself as Bruachan's ointment battled the poison that infected her blood, contesting the depression that crushed her spirit and removed her power of decision and joy. Sweat streamed from Melcorka's every pore to form a puddle beneath her as her eyes widened until they bulged from their sockets. She groaned, no longer able to articulate, and the veins on her forehead and neck swelled.

“Bruachan,” Bradan pleaded. “What can I do to help?”

“Be there.” Bruachan was watching, with his fingers deep inside Melcorka's scar. “Hold her. Allow your mind to meet hers.”

“My mind?” Bradan did as Bruachan said, desperate to help as Melcorka moved beyond pain into a realm where nothing matters, a place only known to a few. There was no peace there, only torment so great it became the sole reason for existence.

“Melcorka.” Bearnas's voice was gentle. She stood beside Melcorka, alongside others of her family, warrior women and men stretching back in time.

“We are here, Melcorka. We are here. Take strength.” Bearnas leaned closer to Melcorka. “You are not alone. You are never alone.”

The black-and-white birds were there, oystercatchers circling, ready to guide

Melcorka to whichever side she chose, the left path or the right path.

“You are not alone, Melcorka.”

“Yes, Mother.” Even through her agony, Melcorka heard herself speak.

“Melcorka's mother is dead,” Bradan said to Bruachan. “Is Melcorka with her, or with us?”

Bruachan shook his head. “I do not know.”

“Mel.” Bradan pressed his hands on Melcorka's head. “Take my strength, Melcorka. It's all yours.” Her head was damp with sweat as she thrashed on the flagstones, moaning. She reached up, taking hold of Bradan with both hands.

“Bradan? I saw you walk away with another woman when I was dead on the sand.”

“You are not dead, Melcorka, and there is no other woman.”

“She knows it's you,” Bruachan said. “She is coming back.”

“Melcorka!”

“It is not yet her time,” Bruachan said. “Look; she is over the worst now.”

Melcorka's writhing eased until she lay still on the ground. She stared upwards. “Bradan? Is that you?”

“It's me, Mel,” Bradan heard the catch in his voice. “You're back, again.”

“Where have I been?”

“The other place,” Bradan said. “You have been away for some time.”

“I have things to do,” Melcorka”s voice was already stronger, and there was a fire in her eyes Bradan had not seen since she fought Erik.

“You have to gather your strength first,” Bradan warned.

“I'm strong enough, damn it!” Melcorka said. “And tell that Druid to get his hand off my leg or I'll cut it off at the wrist.”







Chapter Fourteen

“That is Bruachan,” Bradan said. “He brought you back.”

Melcorka sat up. “I remember now. My mother was here. And Bradan. Thank you, Bruachan.”

The Druid removed his hand. “I'll keep my wrist intact, I think. Not many people could survive the evil that Erik put in you, Melcorka. What do you intend now?”

When Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender, the old familiar thrill returned. “First I will wash this sweat off my body, and then I'll hunt Erik down,” she said.

“For revenge?” Bruachan asked.

“No. To remove the evil from Alba.” Melcorka stood up, swayed and accepted Bradan's supporting hand. “If it were for revenge, Defender would not work for me.”

Bruachan gave a faint smile. “Your Defender is virtually unbeatable against any weapon made in its own time, for it holds the skill of great warriors.”

Melcorka nodded. “That is so, yet Erik and Legbiter defeated me with ease.”

“He did. Erik used the evil from a thing that was ancient long before the Romans crucified Christ. It is a primeval spirit of the earth, something from the hidden depths below the ground, a forbidden evil.”

“Tell me more,” Melcorka said.

“We call it the Cu-saeng, for it has no other known name,” Bruachan said. “The people who worshipped it died thousands of years before our grandfathers' ancestors came to this land.” Bruachan watched as Melcorka paced the breadth of the room, turned and strode back. “It is possible that the people who erected the stone circles knew of this entity, for from time to time we have discovered sacrifices beneath the stones.”

“What type of sacrifices?” Melcorka asked without stopping her pacing.

“We found the bones of animals and of humans.” Bruachan passed across a small leather bottle. “Mead,” he said. “Drink. It will help restore your strength.”

Melcorka did so, feeling the sweet honey-liqueur seeping into her body. “That is the best thing I have tasted in months,” she said.

“You will taste better,” Bruachan said, “as your recovery continues.”

“We think that this spirit owns the soil and everything beneath the surface of the land, so it resents anybody digging foundations for houses or any other disturbance of its possessions.”

“Can it be killed?” Melcorka asked.

“No; it is the embodiment of evil, just as Christ was the embodiment of the spirit of good.”

“If I can't kill it, can I defeat it in any other way?” Melcorka stroked the hilt of Defender.

“We think it can be quelled,” Bruachan spoke cautiously. “At some time, the men and women who erected the triple stone circle captured and contained the power of the Cu-saeng.”

“Captured its power?” Melcorka ran her thumb along the blade of Defender.

“The power was written in a book, which the old ones buried deep beneath the earth, and the Christian monks located and safely contained.”

Melcorka drained the mead and looked for something to eat. “Is this Cu-saeng thing still contained?”

Bruachan shook his head. “No. When the present wars with the Norse and Albans and Northumbrians began, the leader of a war band was searching for plunder and dug up this book, the Book of Black Earth, as it is known. Some fool opened it, and a part of the spirit exchanged the sword of the nearest warrior for one that contained pure evil.”

“That would be Legbiter,” Melcorka said. “Was Erik that leader?”

“Erik was not the leader. He was only one of the war band. He thinks he controls the sword, but Legbiter controls him.” Bruachan handed over a loaf of bread, into which Melcorka bit. “You are recovering your strength faster than I expected.”

“Yes,” Melcorka said. “You said part of the spirit entered Legbiter. What happened to the remainder?”

“You are a woman of many questions,” Bruachan said. “The remainder is in the book, which we believe the leader of the war band holds.”

Melcorka finished the bread and looked for more. “What must I do?”

“Two things,” Bruachan said. “First, you must stop Erik's killing spree and destroy his evil sword, and second, you must find the book and contain or dispel the evil of the Cu-Saeng.”

“One thing at a time,” Melcorka said. “Erik can wait. Where is this book? Who freed it?”

Bruachan shook his head. “We don't yet know. All we know is that the book was held in a house built on human bones and the warrior who led the war band still lives there.”

“That's a start,” Bradan said. “There can't be many houses built on human bones.”

Impatient now, Melcorka interrupted. “Secondly, how can I ensure the book is made safe?”

Bruachan shook his head. “That is beyond our knowledge.”

Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “All right. We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. We have to find the thing first.”

“And end Erik's killing,” Melcorka said. “He outfought me easily. How can I defeat him?”

“Legbiter is as powerful as Defender,” Bruachan said. “It matches good with evil. But it enhances its power by drawing on the accumulated evil of the Book of Black Earth. If you neutralise the book, you can fight Erik on level terms. You might win, you might lose.”

“So we must find the book first,” Melcorka said.

“You must find the book first,” Bruachan agreed. “In a house built on human bones.”

“If the man who unleashed the evil led a war party,” Bradan said, “he would be a Norseman, so he'll most likely be in the far northeast, beyond Inverness.”

Melcorka looked up. “I've never been there.”

Bradan grunted. “Neither have I.” Lifting his staff, he dragged it along the floor. “They call me Bradan the Wanderer, but I've never wandered into Norse territory by choice. This venture could be very interesting.”

Bruachan leaned back. “I have helped all I can and told you all I know. Now, you must make your path. Remember the golden truth – action follows thought.”

“Action follows thought,” Bradan repeated. “We thank you for your help and advice, Bruachan.” He stood up. “Now we'll look for this man with a house built on dead men's bones.”

“Go with God,” Bruachan said, “and may God go with you.”

Melcorka nodded. “And may He bless your wisdom.” Yet for all her newfound confidence, Melcorka still remembered her vision. She lay broken on a waste of bloody sand, with a tall, hooded man standing over her while Bradan walked away with another woman. All around her, the land was in a yellow and grey haze, and she knew the taste of defeat.

“Come on, Mel!” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground.

“I'm coming.” Shaking away the last of her dark thoughts, Melcorka hitched up Defender and stepped out of the broch.







Chapter Fifteen

They moved faster now, with Melcorka long-striding again, splashing through rivers without fear and greeting those she met without apprehension. “Come on, Bradan! We have wrongs to right!”

“We have,” Bradan watched her, hiding his pleasure at the difference. Each day they asked for news of Erik, and sometimes they gathered information and sometimes they did not. They shared the friendly peat-fire flame with shepherds and with lords, exchanging intelligence of the world, singing the old songs and enjoying the hospitality for which Alba was famous. Occasionally one or two of the young warriors in a lord's retinue would eye Melcorka's sword and wonder if she could use it.

“That is a grand weapon you have there,” a brawny redhead asked when they sat in the dun of a lochside chieftain.

“She is,” Melcorka agreed, smiling over the rim of her horn of mead.

“I was wondering if it would look better on my back rather than on yours.”

“She looks fine where she is,” Melcorka said.

“A few strokes might decide differently.”

“They might, and they might remove your doubts, or they might remove the head from your shoulders,” Melcorka replied. “And many women would mourn the removal.”

“Lachlan! These are my guests,” the chieftain roared. “I will have no discourtesy towards them.”

“No, father,” Lachlan the redhead said at once, although he continued to look enviously at Defender.

“We can have a practice bout,” Melcorka eased Lachlan”s disappointment, “with no bloodshed. I need the exercise.”

The household formed a ring in the courtyard, watching as Melcorka and Lachlan squared up to each other. Both stripped to their leines, tied the loose end of the shirt between their legs and hefted their swords. Some of the spectators pointed to the livid white scars on Melcorka's thighs.

“She's not so good; look at the second prizes on her legs.”

“Careful, Mel,” Bradan said, as Melcorka drew Defender for the first time since Erik had defeated her.

“I will be,” Melcorka shivered when the familiar thrill ran through her. She smiled at Bradan. “It's all right, Bradan! I am me again!” Defender was light in her hands, the balance perfect. She ran her gaze along the edge of the steel, smiling to herself.

“Whenever you are ready, Lachlan. For fun only.”

Lachlan had a shorter sword, a one-handed Norse type that he wielded along with a circular shield and a dirk. As could be expected in a young man, he moved with great energy, smiling and tossing back his red hair.

“A woman with a sword! Whoever heard of such a thing? It's against nature! Go back to your wool-basket, woman!”

“Ha!” Melcorka responded, “a child who thinks he is a man! Wait until your crib-marks have faded before you crow, my young cockerel!”

Holding Defender two-handed, with the blade pointing to the sky, Melcorka watched Lachlan. His rush was sudden but not unexpected, a surge of urgency that saw him cross the space between them in half a second, holding his shield at an angle to deflect Defender while he slashed cunningly at the livid scar on Melcorka's left thigh.

Blocking the swing with ease, Melcorka lifted Defender's blade to catch the underside of Lachlan's shield and twisted her wrist. The movement forced the shield backwards and upwards. Lachlan dropped the shield, tried to stab with his dirk, found that Melcorka was no longer there and yelped as Melcorka delivered a mighty slap with the flat of her blade against his backside.

“I like to call that Melcorka's farewell,” Melcorka laughed.

Rubbing at his rump, Lachlan shook his head ruefully and joined in the laughter of the audience. “You know how to use your sword,” he allowed, trying to peer over his shoulder to assess the damage.

“Have you never heard of Melcorka the Swordswoman?” Bradan asked quietly. “The women who helped win the Battle of Carham?”

“That woman is dead.” Lachlan retrieved his weapons with a wary eye on Melcorka. “The Butcher killed her in single combat.”

“I am that woman,” Melcorka said, “and I am very much alive.”

At the news, the men and women of the dun stopped laughing. “You are the Swordswoman?”

“I am,” Melcorka leaned Defender on her right shoulder, watching Lachlan in case he tried another rush.

“Are you going to fight the Butcher again?”

“Not yet,” Melcorka said. “First, I am on a quest. When I have completed that, I will face the Butcher again.”

“I was going to fight the Butcher,” Lachlan replaced his sword in its scabbard. “I am training for that day.”

“You are not ready to face him,” Melcorka said seriously. “You are a likeable young learner but he is an experienced killer. Leave him to me or the king's champions, if they can find him.”

“What is your quest?” The chieftain asked.

“I am looking for a man, perhaps a Norse raider, who lives in a house built on the bones of dead men. The Butcher was one of his warriors.”

The chieftain looked grave. “I may know of such a man – a pedlar spoke of a cat-headed warrior who lives in a house of bones.”

“A warrior with the head of a cat?” Bradan ran his thumb across the cross on his staff. ”I have never met a man like that.”

“Nor do you wish to,” the chieftain said. “The pedlar said he is a Viking of repute, a man who is ill to cross.”

“Where can we find him?” Bradan asked.

“Where such a man belongs,” the chieftain said. “He is in the province of the Cat, through the forest, across Loch nan Beiste, through grey Glen Tacheichte and across the big moor.”

“The Loch of the Monster and the Haunted Glen?” Bradan translated. “Who gives these places such names?”

“People who know their stories,” the chieftain said. “People who know to avoid them.” He lowered his voice. “Be careful, Bradan, for you are heading into places where even God would fear to tread.”

“Do you know where in the Province of the Cat this strange warrior has his den?”

“I do not,” the chieftain said.

Melcorka sheathed Defender. “Thank you for your advice and knowledge,” she said. “And for your hospitality. We will head north to seek this house built on bones.”

“On your return,” Lachlan said, still rubbing at himself. “We can spar again, and you can teach me that trick.”

“We can do that, young warrior,” Melcorka said.

* * *

“There's a settlement ahead.” Bradan pointed with his chin as they crested yet another ridge. In that part of Alba, the glens ran east to west, so they were continually climbing or descending hills, with the lower slopes of the valleys swathed in open woodland and the bottoms boggy or flooded around peaty rivers. The glen they looked down upon was surprisingly dry, with fertile soil and a straggle of rowan and elder trees beside a small river.

“That's a welcome sight,” Melcorka said.

The roundhouses were clumped together behind a timber wall, with heather ropes holding reed-thatch secure against the winds. The small fields around had been painfully won and showed signs of recent activity in the shape of plough furrows.

“I can't see any life,” Melcorka said, increasing her pace at the thought of a kindly welcome at the hearth of a bright peat fire.

“Perhaps everybody is indoors,” Bradan said.

They hurried down the slope, shouting their names to warn the people of the settlement that they were coming. There was no response – not even the barking of a dog or the call of a cockerel.

“That's odd,” Bradan said.

“That would be odd at any other time,” Melcorka said. “Just now, odd is normal.” She unsheathed Defender. “Let's have a look at this empty settlement.”

Circling the wooden palisade before they entered, they saw the fields were bare of livestock, while a plough lay abandoned on its side. Melcorka was first through the wooden gate, looking around her cautiously, with Defender balanced on her right shoulder.

“Halloa!” She shouted a greeting. “I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas and with me is Bradan the Wanderer.”

Nobody replied. A single rat scurried from the nearest house, its tail flicking Melcorka”s ankle as it passed.

All the doors gaped open, gently creaking as they swung to the tune of the wind. “There's nobody here,” Bradan reported as he entered each house, one by one. “The entire place is deserted.”

“Not even a dog or a cat,” Melcorka said. “Only the odd rat.”

“The Norsemen have been here.”

“No,” Melcorka shook her head. “If the Norse had raided, they'd have left dead bodies. There is nothing, no trace of life. Nothing.”

“There is food in the pots,” Bradan said, “and clothes on the beds. Whatever happened was quick. The people had no time to gather their belongings.”

Melcorka swatted at the flies that clustered on the cooking pots. “Time to go,” she said. “There is nothing here for us.”

They left the settlement as quickly as they had arrived until Melcorka stopped to crouch on the ground outside. “Somebody has been here,” she indicated the marks of feet. “Many people – 20, maybe 30, of all ages. See?” She pointed to a small footmark, quite distinct on the hardened mud. “That is a child's print, moving away from the village in the direction we are taking.”

“Something scared them.” Bradan rubbed his thumb on the Celtic cross on his staff.

“Aye.” Melcorka stood up. “Something.” She looked up and down the length of the shallow glen. “I doubt we'll ever know what, Bradan, but I'll wager that the evilness is all connected.”

“Erik Egilsson?”

“Aye, that man, or whatever is within him, this Cu-saeng creature.” Replacing Defender in her scabbard, Melcorka led them on again, now moving more slowly as they looked around.

There was another deserted village in the next glen, again clear of all life except insects, mice and rats.

“If there were dead here, the carrion crows would be here to feast,” Melcorka said. “I have never seen the like before. This place is deserted as if something swept the people away with a huge brush.”

Bradan looked up. “The ravens are back.”

“Poor pickings for them here,” Melcorka said.

The next glen had two more deserted villages, with neglected fields and the heather thatch falling into the interior of the houses. “These have been empty for some time,” Melcorka said. “Longer than the others – weeds are growing in the plough furrows and birds are nesting in the thatch. Whatever happened, it struck here first and moved further out.”

“A plague perhaps?” Bradan hazarded. “Some form of moraine?”

“With no bodies and no graves?” Melcorka shook her head. “It came quick and sudden, with no warning and no time to alert the people in the neighbouring glen.”

“I'll be glad to get away from this area.” Bradan said. “Each glen is secluded, secret even, so evil can strike without being seen.”

Melcorka forced a smile. “Evil likes dark and lonely places. We shall bring light to Alba yet, Bradan.” She touched the hilt of Defender. “Come on.”

They lit a small fire that night, and moved 100 paces away, knowing that the light would attract any predators.

“One of us will remain awake,” Melcorka said, “while the other sleeps. I will take first watch.”

“Aye,” Bradan said. “Wake me if you need me.”

Resting in the lee of a rounded granite rock, they spent an uneasy night, with the stars brilliant above and the constant wind setting the heather to rustle. Twice they heard the howl of a wolf, and once the snuffling as a wild boar padded close by, but these were the usual sounds of nature and did not disturb them. In the morning, they returned to the fire.

“Footprints,” Bradan said. “Somebody visited our fire last night.”

“About a dozen people,” Melcorka said. “Barefoot; men and women together.”

Bradan scanned their surroundings. They were north of the area of shallow glens, with the wind scouring a bleak landscape of lochans – small lochs – and rocks. A few miles ahead stretched a dark belt of forest, the next barrier to their progress. “It may have been the people from the empty villages.”

“Perhaps,” Melcorka said. “But I cannot see from where they came, or where they went. There is nowhere, “she nodded to the forest, “except there.”

There seemed no end to it, a forest that extended eastward and westward as far as they could see. There were spaces between trees on the forest fringe, allowing a trickle of sunlight that faded as the forest became denser.

“The Forest of Caledon,” Bradan said. “Or the Caledonian Forest, if you prefer.”

“I would prefer it not to be here at all,” Melcorka said. “I cannot remember going through it last time we travelled through Alba.”

“We did not,” Bradan said. “This time we have a different destination.”

“Have you been here before?” Melcorka asked.

“Yes; a long time since.” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “Come on, Mel; talking never made a journey shorter.”

The fringe of the forest welcomed them with shafts of sunlight slanting through the boughs, but with every few yards the light grew fainter and the undergrowth thicker, so soon they were hacking a path through shoulder-high bracken and tangled brambles.

“It was never like this before,” Bradan wiped the sweat from his forehead. “I swear that these bramble bushes are larger and with bigger thorns than any I have ever seen before.”

“The flies are worse, too,” Melcorka swatted at the host of bluebottles that buzzed around her head. “And more aggressive.”

As they moved on, the number of flies around them increased. “Bradan!” Melcorka put a hand on his arm. “Watch your feet!”

The viper lay on an exposed boulder, coiled but still dangerous. Bradan stepped around it, stopping when he saw another snake a few yards ahead, and a third slithering through the bracken.

“That's unusual at this time of year,” Bradan said. “They're normally more numerous later in the summer.”

“Everything seems unusual,” Melcorka said. “More flies, more stinging plants, more snakes.”

“It is more like these jungles we saw in Hindustan than an Alban forest,” Bradan said.

They heard the crash of some large animal moving through the forest and stepped into the shelter of a tree as the boar ran past, followed by two others. In the half-light, their tusks looked viciously dangerous.

“Aye, the wild things rule the forest,” Bradan said. “The sooner we are back in more open country, the better I will like it.”

Cutting away some of the undergrowth, they leaned against the bole of a tree. “How long have we been in here?” Melcorka asked.

“It seems like days,” Bradan said, “but I doubt it's more than eight hours.”

“I want to see an end to this,” Melcorka said. “I'll go up a tree and see how far the forest extends.” Climbing was second nature to Melcorka, so she ascended the tree without difficulty, clambering up to the topmost branch to peer northwards.

The forest stretched ahead to a range of distant mountains. It undulated over rough ground, with tendrils of mist sliding between the trees, spiralling upwards to dissipate in the air.

“We have a long walk ahead of us,” Melcorka reported on her return. “Another day at least, perhaps longer, and the darkness is not far off.”

“We'd best find shelter for the night.” Bradan dragged his fingers down his face, removing a handful of flies. “God alone knows what sort of creatures infest this place in the dark. Everything seems hostile nowadays.”

“We'll get to some high ground,” Melcorka said, “or climb up a tree above the ground away from that sort of thing.” She pointed to a column of ants that marched past them. “Even Defender is no good against a million insects.” She saw the movement out of the corner of her eye and drew Defender before she finished speaking.

“Stand! I can see you!”

The man stood still. Covered in leaves and branches, he looked like a walking part of the forest.

“I am Melcorka nic Bearnas. Who are you?”

“Hello.” The forest-man removed a mask of moss from his face. “I thought I saw you climbing in the trees.”

“Who are you?” Melcorka pressed the point of Defender against the man's throat.

“I am Drost.” The man was of medium height, slender and with a pleasant, freckled face. He covered his mouth with his hands as he spoke, as if shy with strangers. “Are you lost?”

“No,” Bradan said. “We are just passing through.”

“Why?” Drost said.

“We're going northward.” Bradan said. “Where are you from?”

“I live here,” Drost said. “I can take you to my home. You can stay the night if you like.”

Melcorka glanced at Bradan, who nodded. “Take us there,” Melcorka said.

“This way,” Drost led them along tracks so narrow they were nearly impossible to see, until he came to a pleasant glade with a central oak tree. “Up there,” he pointed to a small wood-and-bark structure on the lower branches of the tree. “It's safe from the wild boars and snakes of the night. Watch.”

Taking a hooked stick from the base of the tree, Drost jumped up and hauled down what appeared to be a loose branch but was in fact the end of a simple knotted rope made from twisted grass.

“Follow me.” Jumping on to the rope, Drost hauled himself up to the treehouse with the agility of any squirrel. Melcorka followed, with Bradan a clumsy last.

The house was small and surprisingly comfortable, with a plank floor and wooden benches for sitting or sleeping. Even more surprising was the woman and three children who stared as Drost introduced his guests.

“We don't get many visitors,” the woman also had her hand to her mouth as she spoke. “I am Eithne.”

“I am Melcorka, and this is Bradan,” Melcorka said. “Are you sure we are not imposing?”

“Imposing?” Drost said. “No! You are welcome. Tell us of the outside world. What is happening outside the forest?”

“They must eat first,” Eithne said. “Where are your manners, Drost? All guests must eat first.”

“Yes,” Drost said eagerly. “They have to eat first. Everybody has to eat.”

“Thank you,” Bradan said as Eithne produced bowls of a green broth, with pieces of leaves floating on top.

Melcorka tasted it first. “It's delicious,” she said. “What is it?”

“Leaves and moss, with insects and grubs,” Eithne seemed proud of her culinary skills.

Used to eating whatever they could on their travels, neither Bradan nor Melcorka complained about the food. Nutrition was necessary to give them strength. “You all look very healthy on it,” Melcorka said.

“Oh, we get plenty of food,” Drost said.

“Plenty of food,” Eithne echoed as the children looked at each other and nodded without smiling. They stared at Melcorka through big eyes.

“Now you must rest,” Eithne said. “You look as if you've had a trying day.”

“You are very kind,” Bradan said. In Alba, it was habitual for people to show hospitality to travellers, with the most impoverished people often the most generous even if it meant they would go hungry themselves. All the same, with the present unsettled state of the country, he was surprised that these forest dwellers welcomed him into their home with such alacrity.

“Sleep now,” Eithne said. “We'll all sleep now.”

It was strangely comfortable in that small house high in the trees, with the sound of rustling branches all around. Bradan placed his staff on the floor at his feet, winked at the children and lay on the wooden bench. “I am glad you found us, Drost,” he said. “We were not looking forward to a night in the forest.”

Eithne laughed, covering her mouth shyly. “You are welcome,” she said. “We don't often get guests.”

“Take off your sword, Melcorka,” Drost said. “You won't need your sword at night. The boars don't climb trees.”

Eithne laughed. “No, the boars don't climb trees.”

The light shafted green through the branches, gradually fading as night drew in. The bird calls of daytime died away, replaced by the melancholy whistles of hunting owls. Bradan closed his eyes, listened to the soft, regular breathing of his hosts, briefly wondered what he would find tomorrow and drifted to sleep. It was a long time since he had felt so relaxed.







Chapter Sixteen

“Bradan!” Melcorka spoke urgently. “Bradan!”

“What?” Bradan rolled over, nearly fell on the floor and saw the dim shape of Melcorka leaning over him.

“They've all gone,” Melcorka said. “Drost, Eithne and the children have all gone.”

“Just like the villagers.” Bradan forced himself awake. “Where?”

“How should I know?” Melcorka asked. “I heard movement, and they were gone.”

“Something must have taken them.” Bradan said. “It's time we were gone too, or we'll be next to vanish.”

Lifting Defender, Melcorka strapped it on her back. “No,” she said. “These people gave us hospitality. We'll try to find them; there must be some sort of trail to follow.”

Although the canopy of trees hid the sky, Bradan guessed it was the early hours of the morning. The rope was hanging down, swaying only slightly as he took hold of it.

“Bradan!” Melcorka called as he began the climb. “Look below!”

In the dim light, Bradan could make out only shapes. He estimated about a dozen people were assembled at the bottom of the rope, with one man climbing up as he climbed down. Moss-masks concealed the faces, leaving only the eyes to glare up at him.

“Get back, Bradan,” Melcorka hissed.

The man below Bradan swarmed up the rope far faster than Bradan could. Before Bradan returned to the plank-built platform, the man reached up, grabbed hold of Bradan's leg and pulled, with another man joining him seconds later.

“Get off!” Bradan kicked downward, felt contact and kicked again. The hands grasped his legs, pulling him away from the rope, trying to haul him to the growing crowd below.

“Bradan!” Taking Bradan's arms, Melcorka tried to drag him up, but she was too late. The arrival of a third man broke Bradan's grip, knocking him headlong to the ground, with the force of the landing stunning him. He lay still for a moment, staring at the circle of moss-masked faces that surrounded him.

They were silent and unidentifiable, merely glaring eyes in a mass of moss. “Who are you?” Bradan said. “What do you want?” When he tried to move, half a dozen men grabbed hold of him, and some removed their masks.

Drost and Eithne were at the forefront, with their children next and other faces he did not recognise. When Drost smiled, Bradan saw that his teeth were filed to points, as were those of Eithne and the children.

“What?” Bradan asked, still too dazed to understand what was happening.

The crowd swarmed, chattering, as they began to drag and carry him away.

“Bradan! I'm coming!” Swinging over the platform, Melcorka climbed down the rope ladder, jumping the final few yards.

As the effects of his fall wore off, Bradan struggled, kicking out at the men at his legs.

Eithne danced around, giving orders to the men. “Take him away. Knock him out. Capture the woman as well.”

“We'll eat well today,” Drost said, with a high-pitched laugh that sent a cold chill down Bradan's spine as he understood the significance of the sharpened teeth.

“Cannibals!” Bradan yelled. “Melcorka! These are cannibals!”

Melcorka arrived like a cat amongst a tribe of mice. Drawing Defender, she sliced left and right, killing Drost and another man. “Let Bradan go!” The power of Defender surged through her, enabling her to duck the short spear that a man threw at her, thrust Defender's point into another spearman's belly and chop the arm off a third. “Bradan!”

As the cannibals dropped Bradan, he kicked out at Eithne, rolled on the ground and searched for something to use as a weapon.

More cannibals appeared, running into the clearing with spears, stout sticks and knives, to jump on Bradan and form a circle around Melcorka.

“To me, Bradan! Come to me!”

Three women grabbed hold of Bradan, clawing at him with long nails as he desperately lifted a fallen stick and swung at them. The stick snapped on contact, leaving him with only a fragment a little longer than his thumb.

Swearing, Bradan threw the stick at an advancing cannibal, lifted one of the short spears from a man Melcorka had killed and backed against a tree. “Come on, then! Come and fight for your breakfast!”

From the corner of his eye, Bradan saw the cannibals close in on Melcorka. Crouching low, she swung Defender in a complete circle, lopping off three legs and sending the survivors scurrying back in panic. Long-striding, she reached Bradan, killed another cannibal and took hold of the sleeve of his leine.

“Stay with me!” Melcorka yelled and looked up as the cannibals suddenly fled. She and Bradan were alone in the clearing except for the dead and the dying.

“I prefer taking my chances with the beasts of the forest to the cannibals,” Melcorka said.

“As do I.” Bradan was breathing heavily “I'll get my staff.”

The forest was silent as they left the glade, with no birds calling and only the biting insects bidding them a good evening. Now Melcorka knew what to look for, she saw other cannibal houses in the trees, and knew that predatory eyes were watching her. “There are more of these forest-people,” Melcorka said.

“We'll keep moving,” Bradan said. “However tired we are, we'll keep moving.”

Stumbling over fallen branches, hacking through a tangle of undergrowth, splashing in unseen streams and patches of bogland, they pushed on through the darkness until they came to another clearing, where Melcorka raised her hand to halt their progress.

A shift in the wind allowed the moonlight to slant between the upper branches, gleaming on something white.

“What's that?” Bradan asked. “Bones.” He answered his own question. “Human bones.”

Skilful hands had fastened thigh bones and ribs together to form a long passageway leading to the centre of the clearing.

“What devilry is this?” Melcorka asked.

Following the passage, they came to a pyramid of human skulls, adults and children piled neatly, with sightless eye-sockets and gaping jaws facing outward. Ten paces away were the blackened embers of a massive fire and the dark metal of three pots.

“Dear God in heaven,” Bradan said. “This must be where these devils roast their victims.”

“I can taste the evil,” Melcorka said. “Do you remember these settlements we passed before we came to the forest?”

“I remember,” Bradan said grimly, with his thumb firmly pressing the Celtic cross on top of his staff.

Melcorka unsheathed Defender and indicated the embers. “This is where the inhabitants ended up. The cannibals must have grabbed them and brought them here.”

“Aye,” Bradan said. “Let's keep moving. The further we get away from this hellish spot, the better I will like it. There is an evil on this land now, Melcorka.”

“Aye,” Melcorka took a firm grip on Defender, “and these cannibals have not gone, Bradan. They are all around us.”

The first spear hissed past to thud into the ground, followed by two more. The cannibals shouted at them from the upper branches around the clearing, gesticulating as they ran along the branches from tree to tree.

“They're like squirrels,” Bradan said.

“Dangerous squirrels.” Melcorka swung Defender to knock aside a well-aimed spear. She looked ahead. “The trees are closer together in front. That will slow us down and give the cannibals an advantage.”

Bradan dodged a volley of sticks. “If one of these missiles knocks you out, Mel, we are both dinner. I can't fight them alone.”

“We either push on or go back the way we came,” Melcorka said.

“Push on,” Bradan said. “Use Defender to clear a path.”

The hail of spears and sticks increased when Melcorka hacked her way into a thicker patch of forest, with the cannibals growing bolder by the yard. As biting insects clouded around them and the cannibals came ever closer, Melcorka and Bradan wondered if they had made the right decision.

“All right,” Bradan stopped to wipe the sweat from his forehead, coming away with a handful of black biting insects. “We can't go on like this. We must take the fight to them.”

“Well said, man of peace.” Melcorka deflected another crude spear. “They are very agile up their trees, and you are not.”

“I am very tired of hacking through plants while squirrels throw things at me.”

Melcorka's smile was very reassuring. “I like your plan, Bradan. Take that spear, guard my back and don't let any of these creatures get past you.”

Hoisting herself on to the lowest boughs of a tree, Melcorka helped Bradan up and moved towards the nearest cannibal. The man bared his teeth at her, jabbed with his spear and snarled, while trying to back away from Defender.

“Up you go!” Melcorka blocked the cannibal's escape, forcing him to climb higher up the tree until there was nothing above him except the starry sky.

“Not so tough now, are you?” Melcorka asked, balancing on a swaying branch as she stepped forward. “Come and fight me, then!” Instead of chasing the cannibal, Melcorka forced him further along the branch. When the cannibal perched on the edge, Melcorka hacked through the branch, sending him toppling to the ground. Balancing on adjacent trees, other cannibals set up a great yell, throwing more sticks and spears.

One spear embedded in the trunk of a tree near Bradan, so he pulled it out, turned it and threw it back, impaling a man in the leg. The cannibal screamed, grabbed the spear and tried to pluck it out.

About to jump on to the next tree, Melcorka paused as two of the cannibals leapt on to the injured man, cutting his throat as he tried to keep his balance. Others descended to the man who had fallen and stabbed him.

“What's happening?” Bradan asked.

“Food,” Melcorka said. “Like wolves turning on their own injured. That will keep them busy while we escape.”

Scurrying back down the tree, they headed away, chopping through the undergrowth. With only the plants and insects to contend with, the forest seemed almost friendly as they hacked their way northward. The long summer day gave them hours of daylight in which to make progress, but even when darkness eventually closed in, they moved on, determined to put as much distance as possible between them and the cannibals.

“Keep moving.” Drooping with exhaustion, itching from a hundred insect bites and stings, Bradan could only guess how Melcorka was faring.

“There.” Melcorka pointed ahead. “The forest is thinning. In a few moments, we will be outside.”

“Thank God,” Bradan said. “That was the worst nightmare we have endured.” When he looked over his shoulder, Bradan thought he saw a woman dressed in grey among the trees, but when he blinked, the woman was gone. He did not say anything to Melcorka as his thumb sought the security of the carved cross on his staff.







Chapter Seventeen

“You are a warrior again,” Bradan said as they emerged from the forest into the foothills of the Monadhliath, the Grey Mountains.

“I am,” Melcorka agreed.

“You dealt with the cannibals without a qualm.” Bradan was quiet for a few moments. “I was scared, Melcorka. I don't think I've ever been as scared as I am now.”

“We have never seen such a collection of evil,” Melcorka said. “Everywhere we go, the country is upside down. Moss-men attacking us to grab Defender and Forest-dwellers turning into cannibals; evil has descended on the country, Bradan, and I think it's getting worse the further north we go.”

Bradan smiled. “Aye, the closer we get to the house built on bones, but as long as you're back to yourself, Mel, I am sure we'll be fine. You're a match for anybody.”

“I was not a match for Erik.”

“You will be next time,” Bradan said. “Now you know what you are fighting. I'll keep my eye on the grey man so he cannot interfere.”

The Monadhliath were clothed in heather, with patches of woodland and herds of deer. Glad to be in the open again, Melcorka and Bradan took every precaution they could, camping away from their fire when they slept, keeping one person on watch all night and avoiding habitations. They saw three packs of wolves and heard the growl of a bear, but managed to cross the hill range in two days and a night.

A thin rain dampened the ground when they approached the Great Glen, the diagonal series of lochs and rivers that cut Alba in two. Melcorka was singing softly, lifting her feet high as she negotiated knee-high heather.

“You sound happy,” Bradan said.

“I am myself again,” Melcorka told him. She touched the hilt of Defender. “I am ready to face Erik.”

Bradan smiled, not admitting his fear. He did not want to see Melcorka fight again. He did not wish to see her kill somebody else and still less did he want to see her lying, hurt and bleeding, on the ground.

“It will be all right, Bradan,” Melcorka said, shaking away her recurring vision. Once again, she saw herself lying on that sandy ground, with a tall man standing over her and Bradan walking away with another woman.

They walked on, hiding their fears behind false good humour, and stopped only when they crested a ridge that afforded a view to the north. Loch nan Beiste stretched in front of them, over 20 miles long, three miles wide and brooding between sullen dark hills.

“The Loch of the Monster,” Melcorka mused. “I wonder what strange creature lurks in there.”

“Let's hope we never find out.” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “I've seen enough monsters to last me for ever. On this side of the loch, we are in Alba. On the other side, the Norse have taken over. This loch is the border between what we know and what we don't. A good place for monsters to lie in wait.”

“Look above,” Melcorka said. “Ravens.”

The two birds of ill-omen quartered the sky, searching for prey.

“Stray birds?” Bradan wondered, “or did Erik Egilsson or some other Norseman send them to guard the frontier?”

“If it were Erik, he knows I am alive,” Melcorka said. “Things might get more difficult now.”

Bradan nodded. “Yes, after our easy journey so far. Now, we can either cross that loch or walk around it.”

“We could cross by boat,” Melcorka said, “if we had such a thing.”

“Well, we won't cross by standing looking.” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “Come on, Mel, let's see what the world brings us.”

Moving with care as they were so near the Norse frontier, they negotiated the slope to the banks of the loch. There were no boats along the shore, but one sailing the loch, with a single bank of oars pushing her through the water and a row of circular shields along the gunwale.

“A Norse dragon ship.” Melcorka nodded to the curved prow with the open-jawed dragon as a figurehead. “The enemies of my blood.” Her hand twitched above the hilt of Defender.

“We are not here to fight the Norse,” Bradan reminded her gently. “Mael Coluim will deal with them. Our enemy is far worse than a mere Norse raider.”

Melcorka took a deep breath, withdrawing her hand from the sword. “I have no love for the Norse since they killed my mother.”

“I know that,” Bradan said.

They watched the dragon ship as it slowly rowed down the length of the loch until it was out of sight to the southwest. The ripples it raised washed over the rounded stones at the lochside for a few moments, then died away.

“There's somebody down by the water's edge,” Bradan said.

“Norsemen?” Melcorka felt almost hopeful as she reached for Defender.

“No. A group of women,” Bradan said. “Over there.” He gestured with his chin.

“What are they doing?” Melcorka mused.

Four of the women were carrying something in a wickerwork cage, something pale and white that moved and made low moaning sounds. The women struggled over the uneven ground, with one or other stopping to poke a stick at the object within the cage.

“It's a child,” Melcorka's hands tightened on the hilt of Defender. “They have a child in that cage. What are they going to do?”

“Nothing good, I'd say.” Bradan lengthened his stride to cover the ground at a faster pace.

“It's not a child,” Melcorka said as they came closer to the group. “It's a young woman.”

Stepping on to a large rock that protruded over a dark pool in the loch, the women began to chant, hauling the cage closer to the water's edge. The captive struggled desperately to get free, making piteous moaning noises that raised the small hairs on the back of Bradan's neck.

“She must have broken the law, or seduced the wrong husband,” Bradan said. “They're going to drown her into the loch.”

“No, they're not.” Melcorka began to run, powering down the tangled slope with Defender bouncing on her back.

“Halloa!” She raised her voice in a shout that echoed across the darkening waters of the loch. “Halloa down there!”

Despite the noise they were making, one of the women heard Melcorka's shout, for she looked around, with the others following. Eighteen eyes gleamed towards Melcorka, with the young woman within the cage wailing, kicking desperately at the crude bars of her prison with her bound feet. Melcorka saw she had a rag stuffed in her mouth and that her ankles and wrists were tied together with crude cords of heather.

“What are you doing?” Melcorka pushed through the crowd to the captive in the wicker cage. She was about 16 years old, well made, with a tangle of blonde hair that nearly obscured her face. She was also clearly terrified, with tears in her wide eyes.

“We're sacrificing this slave to the monster.” The oldest of the woman spoke as naturally as if she was talking about washing her clothes.

Pushing past the women, Melcorka shoved her hands between the bars of the cage and gently untied the gag from the captive's mouth. “A human sacrifice? In this day and age? We know that even the Druids did not do such things.”

The slave wriggled against the wickerwork, her eyes darting from side to side as she pleaded for her life. “No,” she said. “Please.” She was squeezed inside the cage, unable to either sit or stand in comfort with the bars pressing cruelly into her naked flesh.

“What has she done wrong?” Melcorka noticed an array of bruises and partly healed cuts on the captive's body.

“She is a slave,” the woman said, as if that explained everything. “If we give her to the monster, it will not harm us.”

Bradan stood a few paces behind Melcorka, holding his staff horizontally in front of him, watching the women, with the thought of sacrificing a young life sickening him. Man of peace though he was, he felt a strong desire to lay about him with his staff. He knelt beside the cage and put his head close to that of the captive. “It'll be all right now,” he said quietly. “You won't be hurt.”

“Have any of you ever seen this monster?” Melcorka perched herself on top of the cage, with Defender draped over the far side, within easy reach. She smiled pleasantly.

“I've seen it,” a thin-faced, dark-eyed woman said. “A horrible creature with huge fangs.”

“Did it attack you?” Melcorka glanced over her shoulder, as if fearful that the creature might rise from the waves.

The woman nodded vigorously. “I had to run to escape.” The other women joined in, most of them claiming some personal experience of witnessing the monster.

“That sounds bad,” Melcorka said. “How many people has it eaten?” She felt the captive move within her cage.

“None.” The dark-eyed woman said. “We make sure of that.”

“Oh? How?” Melcorka asked innocently.

“We satisfy its hunger with slaves,” the woman said triumphantly.

“I see.” Melcorka nodded. “Well, not with this one.” She tapped her heels against the cage. “You are not going to sacrifice this woman, drown her, stab her, or hurt her in any manner.”

“You cannot stop us,” the dark-eyed woman said. “It is the old way.”

“What do you mean, the old way?” Melcorka asked.

“We fed the monster when our grandmother's great-grandmothers were children,” the woman said. “Then the saints came and chased the monster away. Now it has returned, and we have to sacrifice again, or it will take us one by one.”

“When did it return?” Bradan asked.

“Last year,” the woman said. “Or the year before.”

Bradan looked at Melcorka. “About the time the Butcher began his killings. About the time the Norse raiding party released this evil on the world. They are all connected, Melcorka.”

“So we must sacrifice this slave to the beast,” the woman had been listening to the conversation with no comprehension.

“But not today,” Melcorka said cheerfully. “And not tomorrow. This woman will live to see another day, and perhaps another 50 years, if luck smiles upon her.”

More women had joined the original group, with a scattering of men at the fringes, waiting to see what the women did before they acted.

“You have a longsword and your man a long staff,” the dark-eyed woman said, “but there are many of us and only two of you.”

“So I see.” Melcorka slid off the cage. “Let's see what happens next, shall we?” Unsheathing Defender, she sliced open the cords that fastened the cage together. “Out you come, youngster!”

Crying with the pain of cramped muscles, the captive rolled towards freedom, but was unable to stand. Reaching down, Melcorka hauled her bodily out of the cage and cut her bonds. “There we go. Stand there while I talk to these women.”

“Come on now.” Taking off his cloak, Bradan draped it over the ex-captive. “We won't let them hurt you.”

Melcorka expected the rush as the women charged forward. She stepped forward to meet them, holding Defender before her as Bradan left the ex-captive and swung his staff, knee-high, to act as a barrier. One woman stumbled over it, another sidestepped, collided with her colleague and both fell, while the others avoided the staff altogether.

Melcorka met them with the flat of her blade, swinging left and right, pushing the attackers off the rock and into the dark waters of the loch.

“Now the monster can feed!” Melcorka yelled, laughing as her attackers hesitated, with the men first to turn away and the dark-eyed woman urging them on. From a safe distance, one of the older men lifted a stone and threw it towards Melcorka.

“You!” Melcorka pointed to the dark-eyed woman. “You are brave when trying to drown slaves or encouraging others to fight. Come and face me! If you win, you can throw me into the loch as a sacrifice.”

“I'll face you!” the dark-eyed woman said. Dropping her cloak, she stepped forward. “Drop the sword and fight me.”

“Fair is fair.” Melcorka sheathed Defender, unbuckled her sword belt and handed it to Bradan. “Come on then!”

The dark-eyed woman advanced slowly, with her hands extended and fingers like claws. She slashed at Melcorka's face, sneered as Melcorka withdrew sharply, and aimed a kick at the prominent scar on Melcorka's left thigh. Dropping to a crouch, Melcorka caught the woman's ankle, lifted it high and pushed. The woman fell backwards and screamed.

“Get her! She's not got a sword! Drown her!”

Recovering their courage, the women, again reinforced by a handful of men, rushed forward, some picking up stones to use as weapons, others with their mouth open in a formless scream.

Running to Melcorka's side, Bradan stood ready with his staff, in time for Melcorka to lift the dark-eyed woman and throw her into the loch.

“I forgot you picked up many tricks in the Chola Empire.” Bradan handed Defender back to Melcorka.

“You are still 20 to two.” A stout, middle-aged woman lifted a stone in each hand. “You can't defeat us all!”

“It's 20 to three.” The captive woman stood at Melcorka's other side. Despite the tearstains on her face, she appeared determined to help as she picked up a fist-sized stone.

“You can run, my friend,” Melcorka murmured. “You do not have to stay here.”

“I will fight at your side.”

“As you wish.”

Staying out of range of Defender and Bradan's staff, the women began to throw stones, most of which fell well wide and others that Melcorka swatted with Defender. Only when one jagged rock hit the slave did Bradan swear.

“I've had enough of this. Come on, Mel!” Running forward, he swung his staff at the women, scattering them as Melcorka and the slave joined him. Their attack had the desired effect, with the crowd splintering before them. The blonde slave threw her stone after the running women.

Lifting the women who had fallen, Melcorka and Bradan threw them into the loch, found the dark-headed woman crawling back ashore and tossed her as far into the water as they could.

“Now what are we going to do with you?” Bradan addressed the slave woman, who stood awkwardly, pulling Bradan's cloak tight around her.

“Well,” Bradan said, the first thing is to get her some clothes. I need my cloak.” Wading into the loch, he grabbed one of the women who were trying to get back to land, stripped her of her leine and handed it to the slave. “Put that on. It will soon dry.”

Melcorka sheathed Defender, watching the direction in which the woman had come. “I think we should walk westward now and find a boat, or something to cross the loch. How about you?”

“May I come with you? Who are you?” The slave gave a small bob of respect.

“You may not. I am Melcorka, and this is Bradan. What is your name?”

“I am Thyra. Please take me with you. I have nowhere else to go.”

“Where are you from? Not this part of Alba with your hair-colouring.”

Thyra drew herself up to her full height, so the top of her head nearly reached Melcorka's chin. “I am Norse. I am Thyra, daughter of Frida, daughter of Estrid.”

“Good,” Bradan said. “Well Thyra, daughter of Frida, daughter of Estrid, we are heading into Norse territory. Perhaps we will take you so you can find your people. How did you become a slave?”

“The Alban raiders captured me as I was washing clothes on the shore of the loch,” Thyra said. “They were going to sacrifice me to the beast.”

“So we gathered,” Bradan said as they walked along the shore, searching for a boat to cross to the far side.

“It is a horrible creature.” Now that she was free, Thyra seemed determined to talk.

“Have you seen it?” Melcorka asked.

“Oh, yes,” Thyra said. “It's ancient, according to my mother Frida, and very evil, and it lives deep underwater.”

“Ah,” Bradan said. “Where did you see it?”

“I saw it when it came out of the water to feed. It was above the water, a great horrible thing, dark as night, and when it came out, everything became cold.”

Bradan listened, not sure whether he should believe Thyra.

“I can't see it now.” Melcorka scanned the loch. “So as soon as we find a boat, we can cross the loch.” She looked at Thyra. “Did the Alban raiders come by boat? If so, it might be nearby, and we can borrow it.”

Thyra nodded. “Yes. A six-oared galley but I don't know where it's berthed.”

“There will be other boats.” Bradan slid down to the stony shore of the loch. He did not mention the ravens that still circled above or the grey woman he saw watching them from the shelter of a copse of trees. Despite the ministrations of the People of Peace and the Druids, he was unsure if Melcorka had fully recovered yet.

“Look – what's that ahead?” Thyra pointed to what looked like dun-coloured lumps floating close to the shore.

Bradan trotted ahead, holding his staff like a weapon. “It's our way across the loch,” he said. “That was very lucky.”

The sheepskins bobbed on the surface of the water in the lee of a single-log boom. Already sewn and inflated, they would act as a float, if nothing else.

“The raiders use them sometimes,” Thyra said. “They cross to our side of the loch and kill our people.”

Bradan eyed them, thought of the legends about this loch and wondered if his optimism was correct. At least, he told himself, we will leave that grey woman behind unless she can swim.

“Those will do,” Melcorka said. “They will support us as we swim across the loch.”

“What about the monster?” Thyra asked.

“If we see it, I'll worry about it then,” Melcorka said. Bradan nodded in satisfaction when he saw Melcorka touch the hilt of Defender. She was nearly herself again.

“I don't want to escape being a sacrifice only to be eaten anyway.” Thyra looked nervously at the dark surface of the water.

“You won't be.” Melcorka said cheerfully. “I promise you that no monster will eat you as we cross the loch.”

“Will you make that promise to me as well?” Bradan asked, but Melcorka only smiled and shook her head.

The water was colder than Melcorka expected for the time of year, and thoughts of the monster entered her head the instant she kicked off. “Stay near, Thyra,” she said, reaching out her hand.

Giving a nervous smile, Thyra tried her best, pushing the clumsy sheepskin float beside Melcorka, only for a trick of the current to spin it away.

Once in the water, the distance to the far shore seemed vast, however energetically Melcorka tried to swim. The sheepskin was not the easiest thing to try to control, while the current pushed her towards a formidable dun further north, where the Norse had a garrison. She saw Thyra drift in that direction and dragged her back, just as she heard a low, whining sound across the surface of the water.

“Did you hear that, Bradan?” Thyra asked.

“I heard it,” Bradan said. “It”s just the wind on the waves, nothing to worry about.” He looked at Melcorka, who gestured to Defender.

“Keep going.” Melcorka tried to sound cheerful. “We're halfway over already.”

The waves increased in height as they moved towards the centre of the loch, while the fading light magnified Melcorka's sensation of unease.

“I can feel something,” Thyra said.

“It”s all right,” Bradan said. “Keep moving, and we'll be all right.”

“Something's beneath us!” Thyra's voice rose in panic, and she tried to lift herself out of the water and further on to the sheepskin, succeeding only in floundering face-first into the loch. Melcorka held her still.

“Keep calm,” Melcorka said. “I'll have a look.” She glanced at Bradan. “Take her across the loch, Brad.”

“You take care,” Bradan said. “You're not yourself yet.” But Melcorka had already drawn Defender and, taking a deep breath, she dived under the surface of the loch.

The water was darker than Melcorka expected, with weed and other vegetable matter floating close to the surface. She pushed herself down, keeping her eyes open for anything unusual. A shoal of fish flashed past, swimming fast.

Something frightened them, Melcorka told herself. There is something else down here as well as fish. As her lungs began to burn through lack of oxygen, Melcorka surfaced again and took a great gulp of air. Checking that Bradan and Thyra were still safe and heading for the north-western shore, Melcorka dived back underwater. Thrusting Defender before her like a lance, she swam in a circle, seeing nothing living in the murky loch except frightened fish. She surfaced again, took a deep breath and gasped when something coiled around her left leg.

Before she had time to shout, Melcorka felt a great force drag her down. She tried to turn to face downwards, but the thing was faster than she believed possible, taking her down and down until her lungs screamed for oxygen.

At last able to twist to peer beneath her, Melcorka realised that she was near the bed of the loch. What felt like a hundred tentacles were writhing and wriggling around her, from her feet up to her waist. Some were coiling around her legs, others exploring further up, their touch clammy and terrifying. Bending down, she slashed left and right with Defender, seeing bits fly from the tentacles. When the pressure on her legs eased, Melcorka kicked for the surface, with a score of the long arms following.

Melcorka looked again, slicing one of the tentacles in half. With her chest feeling as if a heavy weight was compressing it, she saw that what she had thought were the arms of some massive monster was a mass of individual creatures. Eels, of every size from finger-length to longer than a full-grown man, covered the bed of the loch. Melcorka had seen eels before, but had never seen so many, or seen them so agitated – something must have disturbed them. Taking a final slash at them, Melcorka pushed upwards, breaking the surface with a loud splash as she sucked in lungfuls of air.

“Any monsters?” Thyra asked fearfully as she paddled frantically for the north-western shore.

“Not even one,” Melcorka took the sheepskin float that Bradan held for her and sheathed her sword. “Only eels.” She did not say how many there were, or that something must have disturbed them. That could wait until they were safe. “Come on.” She pushed her tired muscles towards the northern shore, now within striking distance. “Get rid of the floats – they're slowing us down.” Melcorka curled her toes in anticipation of another eel attack.

“Mel,” Bradan said as he thankfully released the sheepskin float. “Down the loch,” he nodded to the south and west. “Can you see it?”

Separate from the descent of night, an area of greater darkness spread across the lower section of the loch. It floated above the water, not quite touching the waves, yet Melcorka sensed the malignity within. She realised that she was looking at the real monster of Loch Ness, the force that had disturbed the eels and terrified shoals of fish into flight.

“That's no monster,” Bradan said.

“No,” Melcorka reached for the hilt of Defender, although she knew the sword could not help her here. “It's something far worse.”

“What can be worse than a monster?” Thyra's voice was high-pitched.

“I can fight and kill a monster,” Melcorka said. “Steel can't fight a dark cloud or an evil spirit.”

“You promised I would be safe.” Thyra looked fearfully down the loch.

“So you will if you stop talking and get swimming.” Bradan pushed her on. “We're nearly there, and that thing is still some distance away. Swim as if your life depended on it.”

“Or your soul,” Melcorka said.

“I'm scared.” Thyra's voice rose to a scream.

“We'll look after you.” Bradan urged her on, looking over his shoulder.

The cloud crept closer, a silent thing that blocked the light of the setting sun and spread gloom along the narrow strip of water. The hills on either side darkened as the cloud slid over them, while the water assumed a glassy calm as if somebody had spread oil across the surface. Melcorka had to force herself to continue as a strange lassitude entered her body.

“I can't breathe,” Thyra gasped.

“The air is very heavy,” Bradan agreed, “like the feeling before a thunderstorm.”

“Swim,” Melcorka urged, fighting the apathy. “Don't look back, just swim!”

The shore seemed to be further away than ever as they pushed toward it, forcing themselves through the bitingly cold loch as the darkness eased toward them. Crying, Thyra began to splash at the water. “I can't go any further. Just leave me here.”

“No,” Melcorka knew her apathy was part of the attack. Taking hold of Thyra, she dragged the young woman behind her, urgently aware they had to escape from the cloud. “Keep going, Thyra. Don't give up.”

They reached the shore five yards in front of the dark cloud. Thyra lay on the beach, sobbing and gasping until Melcorka grabbed her shoulder and pulled her roughly to her feet.

“Run,” Melcorka said, pushing Thyra in front of her. “Get inland quickly!”

“I can't,” Thyra said.

“You must,” Bradan insisted. “Look behind you.”

The dark cloud had covered the surface of the loch and was creeping inland, flattening the grass and heather as it had levelled the surface of the waves. “If you stay here,” Bradan said, “that thing will reach you. It will crush your soul, erode your spirit and leave you an empty shell.”

“How do you know?” Thyra said. “It might just pass over us.”

“I know because I saw what that darkness did to Melcorka.”

Thyra looked, shuddered and rose reluctantly to her feet. Taking her hand, Bradan pulled her behind him, ignoring her pleas to stop, with Melcorka in the rear, watching the dark cloud creep the length of the loch.

They ran for a full five minutes before Bradan stopped to look behind him. “It's not following,” he said, panting. “It's stopping on the periphery of the water.” He took a deep breath to calm his racing heart. “So that's the monster of the loch, is it? I prefer something with scales and fire.”

“So do I,” Melcorka said. “Has it always been here, Thyra?”

“When we arrived here, the old folk talked about it,” Thyra said, “but as a memory, not something that still existed. It came back about a year ago.”

“About a year ago.” Melcorka gave Bradan a meaningful look. “As we thought, Brad, about the same time as that other dark spirit was revived.”

“The Book of Black Earth?” Bradan said.

“The Book of Black Earth,” Melcorka said. “We have to find that thing and destroy it.”

“At the minute,” Bradan said, “we have something else to worry about.”

Melcorka looked up. A score of Norsemen surrounded them, spears and swords pointing at them and with a score of arrows aimed ready.

“Oh, dear God.” Melcorka said. “Is there no peace in this land?”







Chapter Eighteen

“Albans?” The speaker was tall, with long blond hair and a beard that descended nearly to his chest.

“Albans,” Bradan agreed. “I am Bradan the Wanderer, and this is Melcorka Nic Bearnas of the Cenel Bearnas.”

“And you? The speaker addressed Thyra.

“I am Thyra, daughter of Frida, daughter of Estrid,” Thyra answered with some pride.

“You're Norse. What are you doing with these Albans?”

“These Albans rescued me.” Thyra stood very erect, unafraid despite the arrows and spears pointing at her. “Take me to my father.”

The bearded man laughed. “Of course, your ladyship. And who is your father? Odin himself?”

“You may have heard of him,” Thyra said. “Jarl Thorfinn.”

The laughter stopped. The men who pointed spears at Thyra lowered them at once, while the archers directed their missiles towards Bradan and Melcorka.

“We'll take you to the Jarl,” the bearded man said. “If you are who you say you are.”

“Who are you?” Thyra accepted the Norsemen”s respect as if it were her due.

“I am Arne Ironarm,” the bearded man said.

“These two Albans saved me,” Thyra said. “They are my friends and are not to be harmed, Arne Ironarm.”

“You heard the lady,” Arne said. Reluctantly, the Norsemen lowered their spears and arrows, although there was suspicion rather than friendliness in their faces. “We”ll take you all to the Jarl,” Arne said, “and he will decide.”

* * *

Jarl Thorfinn welcomed his daughter with open arms and a surprisingly wide smile.

“Thyra! I thought we had lost you!”

Thorfinn was a large man, broad-chested and bearded, who proved as generous with his hospitality as he appeared.

“Come in, Melcorka and Bradan!” He bellowed the welcome. “Your name is known, Melcorka, and your deeds travel before you. I have heard of you killing three Danes at the Battle of Carham in the south of Alba, and how, long ago when you cannot have been more than a child, you repelled us at the battle of the River Tummel near Pitlochry.” He laughed again. “I was at that fight! A glorious day, although the wrong side won!”

“And now you are back in Alba, Thorfinn,” Melcorka was not yet prepared to like a Norseman.

“And here to stay,” Thorfinn said. “This is our land, now.”

“Perhaps.” Melcorka embraced the Jarl as an equal as Bradan watched, leaning on his rowan-wood staff.

“Join us,” Thorfinn led them into his large timber hall, where food and drink stood on a long table, and men and women looked up at their arrival. “This is Melcorka Nic Bearnas, and Bradan the Wanderer,” Thorfinn announced. “They saved my daughter Thyra from death and are my guests. Treat them well.”

The Norsemen roared approval, with one jovial scoundrel passing over a horn of mead. Melcorka wondered who gave him the scar that disfigured his face from the corner of his ruined left eye to his jaw.

“Sit and join us, fellow warriors!” the scarred man invited.

“I am no warrior,” Bradan said. “I carry neither sword nor spear.”

“No.” Thorfinn looked deeply into Bradan's eyes. “You battle demons in your own way, seeker after truth.”

Bradan nodded. There was more to Thorfinn than just a jovial fighting man. “Thank you for your welcome, Jarl Thorfinn.”

“Make way at the head of the table!” Thorfinn cleared spaces on the long bench with his voice and a simple sweep of his arm. “Sit ye down, Melcorka and Bradan! Slaves! Bring food and ale for my guests!”

Melcorka found that she was hungry, while Bradan observed the faces of the Norse invaders who seemed little different from the Alban warriors in attitude and bearing.

“You come in bad times,” Thorfinn said openly. “Evil is abroad in my Jarldom, as it is in Alba. You must have noticed the black cloud over the loch.”

Melcorka nodded. “That is why we are here,” she said. “We hope to quell that evil, and the worse one that caused it.”

There was no laughter in Thorfinn's eyes as he spoke. “Wars between nations are normal, Melcorka. It allows warriors to win renown, and men the chance to capture slaves and booty. That is life as it always will be. It is the same in this realm as it is in Asgard.”

Melcorka listened without comment.

“But this new evil…” Thorfinn shook his head. “It is beyond my understanding, Melcorka. All across my lands, there is disturbance, murders and unrest.”

“It is the same in Alba,” Melcorka said. “Wherever we travelled, we met with evilness. Even the wild animals and birds are aggressive. I have never known the like.”

“Nor have I,” Thorfinn said. “I am sure this man they call Butcher is the cause. I have sent my finest warriors to combat him, and none have come back. Every week, my men compete for the honour of seeking and fighting this man. I have suspended my war with Alba to defeat the evil.”

Bradan looked up from behind his horn of ale. “You are sending men to their deaths,” he said. “No single warrior or combination of warriors can defeat the Butcher.”

“He is like a hero of olden times,” Thorfinn said. “Except he is no hero. He has no honour and no purpose except to rape, kill and destroy. When he appeared, I thought he was an Alban champion, until I learned he was killing in Alba as much as in my jarldom. He has a servant, a man in grey, and now I hear there is a second killer in my jarldom.”

“We have met the man in grey.” Melcorka said. “And the grey woman. I will deal with them, by and by.” Her hand hovered over the hilt of Defender.

“Another killer?” Bradan put down the horn. “We had not heard that there was another. The disease of evil is surely spreading.”

Thorfinn drained a horn of mead in a single swallow. “There is a second killer who calls himself the Headhunter.”

Melcorka glanced at Bradan before she spoke. “Is he part of this evil? Or is he exploiting the disturbed state of the land?”

Thorfinn shook his head. “I do not know, Melcorka.” He gestured to the crowded table. “My men are here to decide who will fight him next.”

Bradan frowned. “Is this Headhunter a good warrior?”

“He has killed some of my best.”

“Then why fight him in single combat? Why not send a war party after him and ensure he is killed?”

“You are bloodthirsty for a man who carries no weapon,” Thorfinn said. “Where is the glory in that? Where is the honour? My men wish to leave a reputation after their death. Valhalla welcomes warriors, not 10-to-one murderers.”

Bradan nodded. “Aye, but where is the sense in allowing a killer to continue his murders when you have the means to stop him?”

“We follow the same path, Bradan, but with different ideas,” Thorfinn said. “My men are getting ready to decide. Watch.” He raised his voice to a roar. “Bring torches!”

Followed by a crowd of women, children, dogs and slaves, the warriors stood up from the table and filed outside the great hall to form a circle.

“The Norse have a unique conception of honour,” Bradan said, leaning on his staff.

“Erik kills honourable Norse warriors as easily as bold Albans,” Melcorka said. “These men are merely competing to die.” She sighed as Thyra joined them, freshly dressed in a white smock embroidered with silver.

“I like to watch the men fight.” Thyra spoke like a princess rather than the scared child she had been that morning. Lifting a finger to one of the slaves, she demanded a chair and perched herself on it, leaning forward as the contestants appeared.

The slaves bustled in with flaming torches to create a ring of fire 20 feet in diameter, with the entire population of the settlement gathering to watch. The women and children seemed as interested as the warriors, while dogs snarled at each other as their masters kicked them, and mothers cuffed their children with casual unconcern.

Of the first two warriors to enter the ring, one was very young, scarcely more than a boy, while the other was a bearded man. They fought with sword and shield until the older man was the clear winner.

“Erik would rend either of these without breaking sweat,” Melcorka said. “I do not know how good this Headhunter might be.”

“Who is Erik?” Thorfinn had been listening.

“Erik Egilsson,” Melcorka said. “He is the Butcher. Or rather, that is the name of the man who has become the Butcher.”

“I knew Egil. I do not know his son.” Thorfinn grunted. “Egil was a fine warrior.”

“He killed my mother.” Melcorka kept any emotion from her voice.

“Your mother was a Bearnas, a noted warrior.” Thorfinn surprised Melcorka with his knowledge. “Egil killed her in battle – it was an honourable death. Bearnas will be in Valhalla, feasting with the heroes.”

Melcorka looked around the ring, where the Norse roared their approval. There was no condemnation of the losers. If they fought bravely, their companions treated them with honour. Thorfinn's words made her think again about her mother's death. The Norse considered Bearnas's death to have been honourable and thought she was in Valhalla. Perhaps she was. Melcorka sighed. Should she allow the past to die now and stop seeking vengeance for something she could not alter?

Two more warriors entered the ring, like gladiators of old. They fought until one was clearly the victor, with blood spilt, yet without serious injury as the crowd cheered their favourites. Arne Ironarm lost to a young, agile man, and laughed his way back to a horn of mead as the young man lost to the scarred-face man he had noted earlier.

Bradan watched, shaking his head at the display of controlled violence, studying Melcorka's thoughtful expression. What are you thinking, Swordswoman, surrounded by these men whose blood killed your mother? Are you plotting revenge? Or are you enjoying the company of men whose culture is so like your own?

When all the men had participated, the victors fought each other until only two men remained. One was the warrior with the scarred face and the other a lithe young champion with eyes of stone.

“Halfdan against Gorm,” Thorfinn explained for the benefit of Melcorka and Bradan. “Halfdan is the scarred man, Gorm the youngster and a faster man I have never seen.” He nodded. “This could be a fascinating contest.”

More agile and lighter than the scarred man, Gorm nearly ran around the inside of the ring, launching swift attacks on Halfdan, who repelled them with skill brought on by years of experience. When Gorm eventually learned his method was not working, he tried to entice Halfdan forward, to tire him out. Halfdan seemed to take the bait and walked forward, but rather than tiring, pushed Gorm against the crowd, where the youngster's speed was of no avail. Forced to fight on Halfdan's terms, Gorm lost heavily.

“You fight well, Gorm,” Halfdan said. “You have the makings of a warrior in you if you live to learn.”

Melcorka joined in the cheering of the crowd, while Bradan watched in silence. Aware of the woman who was studying him from beneath a fringe of blonde hair, he paid her little heed. Used to bold warriors, no Norse woman would be interested in a tall, morose-faced man who wore a brown cloak and carried no sword.

“Halfdan,” Thorfinn roared. “You have the right to face the Headhunter.”

“I will bring you back his head,” Halfdan said. “Or he will take mine, and the heroes of Valhalla will welcome me.”

“We will accompany you.” Melcorka spoke without looking at Bradan. “I would like to see this Headhunter.”

“You will be at my side, Swordswoman,” Halfdan said. “But we do not leave for two days. That gives us plenty of time to feast, drink and tell lies about our prowess in battle.” Putting a brawny arm around Melcorka, he escorted her into the hall to the roars of the crowd.

“Halfdan one-eye has taken your Melcorka.” the blonde woman was taller than Bradan had realised and even more shapely. She stepped close to him, clean-scented of fresh birch-bark perfume.

“I think Halfdan will find her more than he can manage,” Bradan said.

“Are you not going to fight for her?”

“I am no fighting man,” Bradan said. “And there is no need. Melcorka can handle him.”

“The Norse believe that all men are warriors,” the woman said.

“I am not Norse,” Bradan said and waited for the woman to give a scornful remark and leave.

Placing her hand inside the crook of Bradan's elbow, the woman guided him away from the main table to a small bench far from the fire. “I know, Bradan. I am Astrid.”

“It is a good name.” Bradan hid his surprise behind a sober face.

“Sometimes, I am known as Revna, but I prefer Astrid. I have something to show you, Bradan the Wanderer.” A strange light seemed to come from Astrid's eyes. Attractive eyes, Bradan noticed without effort, they were blue and lively, with a rare depth of intelligence.

Bradan smiled. “I am Melcorka's man,” he said. “Perhaps you had better invite her along as well?”

“What I have to show you would not interest the Swordswoman,” Astrid said.

Bradan shook his head. “I think you'd be better suited to a different man, Astrid. I am as ill-favoured with a woman as I am with a sword.”

“No,” Astrid said. “It is you I wish to show, not any of these ranting fools.” She lowered her voice as if imparting a great secret. “It is a book.”

“A book?” Bradan said. “I do apologise, Astrid. I had thought…”

“You thought I was inviting you into my bed, Bradan,” Astrid said, smiling. “I am different from other women, as you are from other men.” She touched his arm. “I am still a woman, though, as you are still a man.”

“What sort of book?” Bradan could not conceal his interest.

“One of great beauty and intricate workmanship.” Astrid's grip tightened on Bradan”s arm. “Do you wish to see it?”

“I do,” Bradan said.

Taking him outside the great hall, Astrid led the way to a small timber building that the Norse used for storage. “I have to hide it in here,” she said, “for if Thorfinn or any other warrior found it, they'd burn it without thought.”

Delving beneath a pile of kegs, Astrid pointed to what appeared to be a battered hunk of leather. “What do you think of that, Bradan?”

Bending, Bradan brought out what had once been a very ornate book. The cover was of leather, sadly damaged where brutal hands had ripped off precious stones and gold thread, and the pages were hand-written with beautifully worked illustrations.

Bradan held it reverently, shaking his head at the damage. “That's a religious book. It's the Christian Bible. It must have taken thousands of hours to transcribe. Where did you find it?”

“Thorfinn's men looted a Pictish monastery. All the other manuscripts were destroyed.” Astrid sighed. “They piled the books together and set fire to them. I don't know how much knowledge was lost, what treasures of geography, history, philosophy and theology we've lost for ever.”

Bradan examined the pages, admiring the exquisite workmanship. “What a waste; what a sin to destroy such beauty. How did you save this?”

“By barter.” Astrid spoke quietly, then lifted her chin, as if in defiance.

“Barter?” Bradan examined one page where the artwork was so delicate that it took away his breath. “What treasure did you have to part with to obtain this?”

“What does a woman have that all men want?” Astrid looked away. “I could not let them destroy any more.”

“You are a brave woman,” Bradan said. “And a good one. That was a high price to pay, and I thank you for showing me this book. Even to hold such artistry is a privilege.” He smiled. “Someday, the world will thank you for saving something priceless.”

Astrid touched his arm. “I thought you would like it, Bradan.” Her smile wrapped around him. “Do you think it was worth the price?”

Bradan held the book as though it was made of the most delicate crystal. “Some Pictish monk, or more likely many monks, have laboured over this, copying every word by hand. The value is beyond calculation but you gave the most precious thing you have. Only you know if it was worth the price.”

Astrid stepped back. “Who are you, Bradan? From where do you come?”

Bradan shook his head. “Alba, I think. I may be a Pict, I am not sure. As far back as I remember, I have been walking.” He smiled into her eyes. “I am Bradan the Wanderer, a man of the roads, a man with no home.”

“You are more than Bradan the Wanderer,” Astrid said. “You are Bradan the scholar, Bradan the Curious, Bradan the Seeker, Bradan the Faithful, Bradan the Peaceful, Bradan the Lost.”

“Bradan the Lost, Astrid?” Bradan asked. “That title jarred after all the others.”

“It was meant to.” Astrid smiled. “Please return the book. It's safe there.” Astrid watched as Bradan replaced the Bible beneath the kegs. “Sometime, I will find that book a home, with a man who appreciates more than the swing of a sword and the sound of a drunken song.” She turned around, raising her eyebrows. “Were you watching me bend over there?”

“I was not,” Bradan denied.

“No? Pity.” Astrid smiled again, teasing him with her eyes. “You are lost, although I doubt if you even know it. What are you seeking, Bradan? What is the purpose of your wanderings?”

Bradan smiled. “That question has been in my head for some time, Astrid.”

“Tell me more,” Astrid said. “Not here. We can find somewhere more comfortable than a woodshed.” Putting out her hand as if by right, she led Bradan to a smaller log-built house that stood in splendid isolation at the fringes of the settlement. Clapping her hands, Astrid cleared away a gaggle of dogs, children and slaves. “There, that's better, isn't it?”

The interior was warm, with a high fire providing both light and heat, and several low benches and cushions scattered over the floor as furniture. The long couch attracted Bradan's attention, as did the exotic artwork that hung on the wall. “I've never seen a Norse house with such furniture, or with a picture on the wall,” he remarked.

Draping herself on the couch, Astrid smiled. “I am as different from most Norse as you are from most Albans, Bradan. We are of a race apart, you and I, which has little to do with nationality. This couch,” she said, passing a small hand across the silk covers, “was stolen in a raid somewhere east of Miklagard. The picture came from the east side of the Caspian Sea, also stolen in a raid, and unappreciated by the uncouth men who stole them.”

“How did you come by them?” Bradan asked.

“I have my methods,” Astrid said. “Do you like it here?”

“I do,” Bradan said. “It is extremely comfortable.”

“Then stay the night,” Astrid said.

“I have Melcorka,” Bradan reminded, gently. “I thank you for the offer.”

“Melcorka.” Astrid smiled and flapped her hand in the air. “Melcorka will not even notice you are gone. Melcorka will be boasting and drinking with the best of them, or perhaps the beast of them.” Astrid laughed at her joke.

Bradan remembered the drunken scenes he had witnessed in Norse and Alban halls, where even the bards and skalds praised the actions of fighting men, relishing the often-gory details. He knew that Melcorka could join in with song and story in a manner he could not emulate, and while she roistered the night away, he sought only a quiet space and the solace of the stars, or a civilised conversation. Or, he realised, the company of an intelligent man or woman such as Astrid.

“Let me show you what your Melcorka is doing,” Astrid said.

They heard the noise from the great hall from 100 paces away. Men were roaring in song, with rough laughter and the sound of horns or fists hammering on the table, dogs were barking, and a woman was screaming abuse. “Just stand at the door and look in,” Astrid said.

Melcorka was standing beside Jarl Thorfinn with her hair loose around her shoulders, beating time with the hilt of a dirk as the men bellowed out a song about the battle of Clontarf.

 

“I was where men fought;

A sword rang in Ireland;

Many, where shields clashed,

Weapons crashed in the helm-din

I heard of their keen assault;

Sigurd fell in the spear-din.”

 

Two warriors sprawled drunk under the table, one in a pool of vomit, while another wrestled with a less-than-willing slave girl. Three dogs were competing for a bone with much snarling and showing of teeth, ignoring the large rat that was drinking from a spilt horn of mead.

“You see?” Astrid said quietly. “Do you think Melcorka will miss you tonight?”

“It does not look like it.” Bradan felt something lurch inside him. “She looks happy with the Norsemen.”

Astrid patted his shoulder. “I am sorry if the sight causes you pain.”

“It is what it is,” Bradan said. “There is no need for anybody to apologise for speaking or revealing the truth.” He watched as a hirsute Norseman placed a massive arm around Melcorka, drew her close and planted a smacking kiss on her cheek. Shaking her hair, Melcorka only laughed, lifted another horn of mead and drank it back, to the cries of encouragement of the assembly. Yellow mead ran down her chin to drip on to her cloak.

“I don't need this,” Melcorka said, unfastening the clasp at her throat and throwing the cloak to a slave. “Keep that safe,” she shouted, “or it will be the worse for you!”

The Norsemen roared louder with some demanding Melcorka removed more of her clothing. “Maybe later!” Melcorka laughed, pushed the hirsute man away as he pawed at her breasts. “And I want somebody younger than you, old man!”

The warriors were still laughing when Bradan pulled away. “Let's return to your house,” he said. “Melcorka seems happy enough.”

It is the tension of the past few weeks, he told himself. Melcorka needs to release some of the strain. She has not been herself since she came back to Alba. Yet a small voice within him denied that explanation. That is a warrior among warriors, the voice said, and a woman with her peers. I am too quiet a man for such a woman. Melcorka has been in worse danger than we faced here, without resorting to such a drunken debauch.

Astrid's house seemed a welcome haven, with the fire bright and a quiet servant greeting them with a smile. The sheepskin rugs on the floor gave an aura of comfort and the picture on the wall an atmosphere of civilisation that Bradan had not seen since he left the East.

“Are you all right, Bradan?” Astrid asked.

“I am all right,” Bradan said. He tried to fight off his hurt. Although he had travelled with Melcorka for years, they had never made any formal bond of exclusivity; she was always her own woman, and he was his own man.

“Sit down,” Astrid indicated the couch.

“That is your seat,” Bradan said.

Astrid smiled. “Now that marks the difference between you and other men, who would have taken that seat by right and not given me a second thought.” She perched on one end of the couch. “There is room for two,” she said solemnly, patting the space beside her.

The servant crept around the room, adjusting the rugs, setting out fruit and a flagon on a small table, keeping herself unobtrusive.

“Thank you, Ingrid. You may go now.” Astrid said. “There is no need for you to return.”

Curtseying, the servant withdrew, closing the door behind her.

“We won't be disturbed here,” Astrid gave a little smile. “There will be no drunken man crashing in, and no drunken women, either.” She stood up smoothly, with her pale green dress flowing around her as she stepped to the door. “Just to make sure,” she slid a heavy wooden beam across two brackets, holding the door secure. “I rather like my privacy.”

“You are not private if I am here,” Bradan pointed out.

“I rather like our privacy, too.” Astrid poured liquid from the flagon into two delicate glasses. “The wine is from southern Europe,” she said, “and the glasses, I do not know. They may be the result of legitimate trade or booty.” Astrid shrugged. “Either way, they are safer with me, with us, than with the ranting, roaring men in the great hall.”

The wine was comforting to Bradan's confused emotions. “Thank you, Astrid.” He stretched out his legs, relaxing a little.

“Now,” Astrid curled up on a rug in front of the fire. “Tell me of your adventures, Bradan the Wanderer. Tell me where you have wandered and what you have seen.” She smiled into his eyes. “You are such an interesting man that I want to know everything about you.” She filled up his glass. “Everything. How you met Melcorka, where you have been, what mysteries you have uncovered, who you have seen, what your philosophy is, how Melcorka got her sword, what you think about the stars; everything.”

“That is a lot to tell,” Bradan said.

“We have all night,” Astrid said. “And as our drunken companions will not wake up until late, and then with raging hangovers that will keep them quiet all day, we have tomorrow as well.”

“Where shall I begin?”

Astrid placed a hand on Bradan's leg. “At the beginning,” she said. “And continue to the end.” She patted his thigh and withdrew. “We can talk the night away, Bradan, and learn all about each other.”







Chapter Nineteen

The warriors sat in near silence, broken only by an occasional groan or a sudden lurch outside to be sick.

“Odin save me.” A warrior lifted his head briefly, groaned and replaced it on the table. He looked sideways at the hall, seeing that only embers remained of the fire, while slaves moved in fear of quick blows from suffering men. Two slave girls lay under the table, one intertwined with an unconscious young warrior, the other as naked as a new-born baby, coiled around a shaggy deerhound. Nobody looked at them – the warriors were suffering from the debauchery of the previous day and night.

Outside, the rush of the nearby river was the loudest sound, save for the crowing of a cock, until a black-bearded man threw an axe at the bird and it flapped off, protesting. Once it considered itself safe, it began to call again.

Melcorka adjusted her cloak, frowned at the new stains and resolved to wash it as soon as she could, although she wondered if the many patches could stand the strain of a vigorous pummelling in cold water. Trying to ignore the dull ache at the back of her head, she concentrated on the conversation around the table. Bradan was watching her, his eyes calmer than they had been for some time, although she sensed some inner turmoil she did not like. She would find out about that later, once they were back on the road.

“I know more of the evil we fight,” Thorfinn said. “I spoke to our wise women this morning when you and the other warriors were raising the roof with your snoring.” Alone of the Norse, he seemed unaffected by the long drinking session. He chewed on a chicken leg, waiting for a response.

“Indeed?” Melcorka managed to croak out the word from a mouth that tasted fouler than anything she could imagine.

“The wise women reminded me of stories I heard while raiding in Sutherland.” Thorfinn bit another hunk of chicken. “There was evilness that haunted the moors over there. The locals call it the Cu-saeng – I do not know if there is a translation, and nor do I seek one.”

“The Cu-saeng?” Melcorka repeated, trying to concentrate on the conversation while a hundred demons banged hammers on her skull. “A Druid told me that same name. Do you know what it is like?”

“I do not,” Thorfinn said, “and nor does anybody else.” He gave a small smile. “The men of Sutherland told me that it controls the moors and lonely places, and people disappear. It is an evil that nobody sees and survives, but at night even the staunchest, strongest of warriors lock their doors and have their spears to hand, in case the Cu-saeng comes.”

“Is it powerful?” Bradan joined in the conversation as he tried to avoid Astrid's intense gaze. He knew that Melcorka was looking at him, her eyes shrewd, despite the drink.

“It is said to be more powerful than any god,” Thorfinn said. “Although as nobody has seen it, I don't know how they can judge.” He took another bite of chicken, examined the remaining meat and threw the bone to a dog. When he looked at Melcorka, there were dark shadows in his eyes. “I am not scared of men, gods, devils or anything that walks on two legs or four,” he said, “but when I heard of the Cu-saeng, I felt a chill in my bones. Some things are best left alone, Swordswoman, however skilled you may be.”

“That may be the evil I fight,” Melcorka said. “Thank you, Thorfinn. At least I now have confirmation of my enemy's name. And thank you for the warning. I will not take this thing lightly.” She glanced at Bradan. “We will not take the Cu-saeng lightly, and we have faced many evils across the world.”

“If you see it,” Thorfinn said. “Try to survive long enough to let me know what it is like. I will be curious to know what sort of creature kills you!”

Melcorka joined in the laughter of the reviving Norsemen. She looked at Bradan, whose smile was a little crooked, and at Astrid, who returned her gaze with an open stare that hid some secret thoughts. Melcorka nodded, leaned over to Bradan and touched his shoulder.

“We'll be on our way soon,” she said. “I hope you had a restful night. You can tell me later.”

“You have a test or two ahead,” Thorfinn said. “The Headhunter may be only a man, but he is formidable, and the Cu-saeng sounds infinitely worse.” He shook his head. “I do not like to send you away unprepared and alone. I could furnish a band of men; after all, you saved my daughter.”

“Halfdan is with us,” Bradan said. “He knows this land better than we do. Once he has defeated the Headhunter, he can guide us northward.”

“And that I shall do, by Odin's beard!” Halfdan was not a man to hide his feelings. He looked up from the table on which he had been supporting his head. “Once the hounds of Loki stop hammering at my skull I will join you both.”

Astrid joined them at the table. “The hammering is nobody's fault but your own.” She glanced at Bradan. “Thankfully, not everybody needs such stimulation to prove they are men. Or even that they are warriors.”

Melcorka understood the attack. Retaining her smile, she pulled Bradan close. “I am glad that Bradan does not need to prove himself as a man to me. I have had many years of such proof, and many more to come.” She allowed her gaze to harden until Astrid eventually looked away.

Outside the hall, a raven called, with another answering as they circled the settlement. Their eyes took in all that was happening as their great wings beat a slow tune in the air.







Chapter Twenty

“Your next test is near.” Erik winced as the words slid through his head. He looked at the grey man who stood 10 paces away.

“I don't wish any more tests,” Erik said. “I don't wish to butcher anybody else or rape another woman, or murder another child.”

“You agreed to the contract.” The edged words cut into Erik's brain.

“I want to end it.”

As the first peal of laughter gouged into Erik's mind, he recoiled from the memory of the agony it brought. “No, please.”

The laughter continued, driving Erik to his knees, with his hands pressed firmly to his ears in a vain attempt to block out the sound.

Erik looked downward, gasping in horror when the ground opened beneath him. He saw layer upon layer of soil, with living things of all sizes crawling through it, and then rock, compressed by time. Erik descended, down and down until he saw something staring up at him. He tried to recoil, but the rock closed around, holding him firm and all the time the laughter sliced into his mind.

When the laughter ended, the silence was worse. It was not the quiet of peace but the nothingness of the abyss. A dark silence of hopelessness pressed Erik.

Two eyes glared at him; red and hot, they promised unspeakable evil. He tried to run, but could not. He tried to fight, but could not. The eyes stared, unblinking, until the name burst into Erik's mind.

Cu-saeng. Cu-saeng.

The name meant nothing.

The pit closed up, inch by inch and Erik was back on the surface, lying face down on the soil. Around him, grey granite slopes reached to an unsettled sky where a fidgety wind played with dark clouds.

“Get ready.” The words replaced the silence.

Erik crawled to his feet, shaking from his experience. The grey man stood 10 paces away, watching with eyes the same tint of red as the thing underground, but eyes that gradually changed to a matt black.

Cu-saeng.

“What is Cu-saeng?” Erik asked.

He was not surprised that there was no reply.

“Get ready for your next challenge.”

“I won't,” Erik said. He waited for the laughter. When he did not come, he drew Legbiter from its scabbard and held it in his right hand. All around, the granite peaks rose to the uncaring sky. The hills were watchful. They had seen a thousand centuries before man even ventured into this damp northern land, and they would see a hundred more before man destroyed everything else on the planet. The hills were cold, hard and enduring.

“What are you looking at?” Erik shouted. “What are you looking at?”

The hills did not reply.

Erik stood on a plateau, with a sheer drop on three sides and a narrow ridge leading to a saddle on the fourth. Lifting Legbiter, he poised it over the edge of the cliff, where the sheen of a lochan showed hundreds of feet before.

“I am stopping now!” Erik shouted. “Can you hear me, Cu-saeng, or whatever you are? I know you are not Loki! I am stopping now. Here is my sword with all the power you have put inside it. Take it back! I will not kill any more for you!”

As the grey man watched without expression, Erik lifted Legbiter and threw it as far out as he could. He watched the sword spin end over end, with the sun reflecting from the pommel but never from the dull black of the blade. After a long, slow descent, it splashed into the lustrous surface of the lochan, raising a column of water and causing ripples to surge around to the shore and return. A brood of black-headed gulls rose from the lochan, squawking.

Erik watched until placidity returned to the lochan's surface before he turned around. The grey man had not moved.

“Get ready for your next challenge now.”

The words burned into Erik's mind.

“I will not,” Erik said. “I have no sword.”

The grey man pointed to the depression in the centre of the plateau. Legbiter stood there, point first in the ground and sunlight glinting from the pommel.

“No! I threw that sword away!” Erik yelled the words as he stared at Legbiter. The grey man said nothing.

“Get ready for your next challenge, now.”

“I will not!”

Erik cringed, expecting more agonising laughter. When it did not transpire, he pulled Legbiter free from the granite, wondering that the blade had not made a single mark or left even a slight slit in the ground. For a minute, he held the sword, feeling the weapon as a dead weight in his hand. It was only steel and leather, with a sharkskin grip and an iron pommel. It was a sword, like any other.

“Get ready for your next challenge, now.”

Holding Legbiter in his right hand, Erik took two steps toward the grey man, and then another two. When the grey man remained static, Erik made a sudden rush, swinging Legbiter in a slash that would have taken the grey man's legs off, had it landed. Erik did not see the grey man move, but he was 10 paces away, unsmiling and unconcerned.

“Get ready for your next challenge. Now.”

“No!” Erik tried again, rushing forward to swing Legbiter, only for the grey man to be elsewhere. No matter how hard Erik tried, he missed, and the grey man was the same 10 paces away.

“Get ready for your next challenge. Now.”

Sobbing in frustration, Erik lifted Legbiter and threw it at the grey man. The sword slashed Erik's leg, deep enough to draw blood but not to cause serious injury.

“Get ready for your next challenge. Now.”

Erik lifted Legbiter and threw it again, with the same result, except this time the blade cut deeper into his leg.

“Get ready for your next challenge. Now.”

Losing blood, Erik collapsed. He was naked in a shallow depression in the ground, with Legbiter lying on his chest and the cold soil all around. As Erik lay there, the grey man hovered above, and the earth closed in, smothering Erik within, silencing his screams. There were only the darkness and the scent of cold earth, the pressure of the world as he sunk deeper, and then nothing at all.

* * *

Erik stood on the plateau, with a sheer drop on three sides and a narrow ridge leading to a saddle on the fourth. He stamped his feet, feeling the renewed strength that flowed through him. Looking down at himself, Erik saw the healthy shine of unmarked skin and the smooth slide of supple muscle. He smiled, stamped his feet and lifted Legbiter. The power of the earth flowed from the sword into his hand, wrist and arm to his rejuvenated body.

“I am Erik Egilsson! I am the Butcher! Who dares meddle with me?”

Even the hills seemed to pull back at Erik's challenge. When he laughed, the two ravens rose to seek and guide the challenger to their death on the plateau.

“I am Erik Egilsson, the Butcher!”

And not even the granite hills could see the tear that fought from a single duct to roll slowly down Erik's cheek.







Chapter Twenty-One

The Norse waited to send them away, the warriors watching Halfdan with envy and some of the women with expressions of regret. Astrid clung to Bradan's arm.

“Stop this way on your return,” she said. “A man of peace is a rarity in this place of warriors.” Her eyes were bright blue, more inviting than ever. “I have never met such a man before.”

“We may return this way,” Bradan said. “You know now that not all men are warriors. The Norse also have men of peace.” He held her eyes for a second, recognising a woman lost in a world where she did not belong. “Find strength, my lady. Peace is a rare commodity and a woman of peace has more strength than a woman of violence.”

“Your woman is violent.”

“There is peace within her,” Bradan said. “It will come out when her violence is no longer required.”

When Astrid looked towards Melcorka, her eyes seemed to glow. “I see battle and blood with that woman, Bradan, and there is a fight where she will fall.” Her fingers drifted to Bradan's leg. “I will see you again, Bradan the Wanderer, and you will be grateful for my presence.”

Melcorka glanced at Astrid. “Your presence will be welcome, Astrid, but your hand on my man's leg is not. Remove your hand or I will remove your arm.”

Astrid stepped back. “He is your man, Melcorka, yet he is not the man for you.”

“Are you coming?” Halfdan asked. “Death is holding open the door for the Headhunter, and I have yet to find him.”

“We're coming,” Bradan said, giving Astrid a final wave.

Mounting small hardy garrons, they travelled northward and westward, making their presence known to everybody they met. They slept in small settlements of Norse longhouses or Celtic roundhouses, or under the star-broken abyss of the sky. Everywhere they travelled, Halfdan asked for the man known as Headhunter, and Bradan asked about a house built on human bones.

People shook their heads or avoided their eyes, refusing to speak of the evils that had befallen the land.

“They are scared to speak,” Halfdan said.

“They are scared even to acknowledge the fact they are scared,” Bradan said. “These people are so used to fear they think it is normal.”

“We will try to remove that fear,” Melcorka said.

“Tell me of this house built on human bones,” Halfdan said. “I have not heard of it.”

“We don't know,” Melcorka said. “We only know that a man who lives there might hold the key to this evilness.”

“A house built on human bones,” Halfdan said. “That could mean two things. It could mean a house with foundations on human sacrifice, or it could mean a house built on top of a battlefield.”

“Either is possible,” Melcorka said. “I had not considered the battlefield. Are there many in the Norse territory?”

“We are a warrior people,” Halfdan said. “And the Picts and Albans resisted. There are many battlefields in Thorfinn's jarldom.”

Melcorka nodded. “I can understand that. Do you know of any battlefields where a house now stands?”

Halfdan pursed his lips. “No. I can't. I'll think about it, Swordswoman, and see what I come up with.”

“Ravens,” Bradan said, as they rode across an area of moorland. Patches of nettles showed where people had once farmed the land, while the tumbled stones of cottages marked small tragedies that history would never record.

“They are following us,” Melcorka said.

“We are drawing near to the Headhunter.” Halfdan gave his opinion. “The ravens sense fresh meat.”

The moor rose before them, broad in the south but rising to a heathery ridge that boasted a view of distant blue-grey mountains to the west, and ended in a pass between granite hills. At the entrance to the pass, a man sat astride a black horse, watching them approach. A double row of stakes stretched behind him, marking the route upward, with a round object crowning each stake.

“That will be the Headhunter.” Halfdan touched the sword at his waist. “Now I will either send his head back to Thorfinn, or feast in Valhalla tonight.”

“If he is the victor, Halfdan, I will avenge your death,” Melcorka promised.

“You avenge it if you must, and Bradan will tell stories of my deeds, so men will remember me for ever.”

Bradan nodded. “Warriors will speak your name for generations to come, Halfdan One-eye.”

“Hold there!” the stranger shouted, “and tell me what business you have in my land.”

“Your land?” Halfdan pushed his horse leisurely forward, her hooves rustling through knee-high heather. “Jarl Thorfinn owns this land.”

“Oh, very melodramatic,” Bradan said. “Why do warriors have to talk like that?”

“So the world remembers them,” Melcorka said, with a smile. “It is easier to recall a short, supposedly clever statement than a reasoned argument.”

Bradan smiled. “You are too intelligent to be a warrior, Melcorka.”

“And you are too adventurous to be a scholar, Bradan.”

“I have claimed this land!” As the stranger warrior rode closer, Melcorka saw the array of human heads that adorned the saddle of his horse, each one tied by the hair.

“Look behind him,” Bradan murmured. “Look at the stakes.”

Melcorka looked and frowned. What she had taken to be globes were human heads, some so fresh the blood still smeared the stake on which Headhunter had impaled them, others rotting and the oldest with the skin stretched over eyeless, noseless skulls.

“The Headhunter's trophies of battle,” Bradan said.

The Headhunter advanced as far as a small knoll, where he halted his horse and hefted a large axe. “Come and die, stranger!”

“I am Halfdan One-eye,” Halfdan said, spurring forward, “and I will kill you now.”

Melcorka watched with a critical eye as Halfdan trotted to meet the stationary Headhunter. With his sword pointing forward like a lance, he spurred upward, dodged to his right at the last moment and swung a backhanded blow that the Headhunter blocked with the handle of his axe.

“An iron handle to his axe.” Melcorka said. “That is interesting. No swordsman can chop that in two, and the axe has a spike at the back and on top as well. That will be a very lethal weapon.”

“If very heavy to wield. The Headhunter will hope for a short fight,” Bradan said.

Halfdan trotted past the Headhunter, turned his horse and tried again, swinging his sword left and right to confuse his enemy. When he came close, he feinted right, turned left and swung overarm, only for the Headhunter to block again, laughing.

“You are very slow, Halfdan One-eye. It is no wonder you carry a scar on your face.”

“You are right,” Halfdan said. “I am slow, and I do have a scarred face.” He walked his horse a good hundred yards away, turned and spurred, increasing his speed to a trot, then a canter and finally a gallop, with his sword pointing straight ahead. At the last possible moment, he altered the angle of his blade to cut at the Headhunter's horse and galloped past. Halfdan's blade sliced into the neck of the horse, so it reared in sudden pain, throwing its rider. The Headhunter crashed down with the heads on his saddle bouncing around him as he scrambled for his axe.

Halfdan walked slowly toward him and dismounted. When he smiled, the scar on his face seemed to writhe like a snake. “Now we are both afoot, Headhunter.” Without increasing his pace, Halfdan swung the circular shield from his back on to his left arm. “Come and fight, Headhunter!”

Not quite so confident now, and limping from his fall, the Headhunter ran towards Halfdan, swinging his axe. Without breaking stride, Halfdan ducked to his left and sliced the metal rim of his shield at the Headhunter's Achilles tendon. The Headhunter gasped, stumbled and died as Halfdan thrust his sword into his heart.

“I am Halfdan One-eye!” Halfdan roared, just as the creature erupted from the heather 30 paces away. Halfdan swore, turning to face this new adversary. “What are you, stranger?”

The size of a man, the creature ran on all fours, snarling through the face of a cat.

“Fight me!” As Halfdan raised his shield and sword, another creature emerged from the heather behind him. It leapt on his back, digging its claws deep into his neck. Halfdan staggered, mistimed his swing, reversed his sword and stabbed behind him.

“Halfdan!” Drawing Defender, Melcorka ran forward, just as two more of the creatures leapt from the heather, slashing at Halfdan with hooked claws. One ripped at his jugular, so he fell with blood coming in great spurts.

“What are you? You creatures from hell!” Melcorka slashed at one, cutting it nearly in half. With their job done, the creatures fled, picking up the casualty and racing away with their tails dragging behind them.

“And so dies Halfdan One-eye,” Melcorka said, circling with Defender held in front of her. “The heroes of Valhalla will have a new champion to toast tonight, for he fought well and died bravely.”

“What in God's name were these things?” Bradan asked.

“Bradan!” With his throat pumping blood, Halfdan tried to rise. “What were they?”

“I do not know.” Bradan knelt at Halfdan”s side. “Rest easy now, and we'll get your wounds attended to.”

“Oh, I'm a dead man,” Halfdan said, trying to laugh as his blood drained away. “It was a good life. tell Jarl Thorfinn how I defeated the Headhunter and how I died in battle.”

“I will,” Bradan said.

“Bradan,” Halfdan's voice was weakening. “Dun Dreggan! Tell Melcorka, Dun Dreggan!”

“What? What does that mean?” Bradan asked. He heard a sound like the rustling of wings, saw Halfdan's mouth twist into a smile and knew his Norse companions had transported him to Valhalla. “Feast well, Halfdan One-eye.”

“Bradan keep still! These things may still be around.” Melcorka strode around them, gradually increasing the area she was covering. She stopped and knelt on the ground.

“Bradan!”

Leaving Halfdan's dead body, Bradan joined Melcorka.

“Look!” Melcorka pointed downwards at broken heather stalks and scuffed earth. “How many of them?”

Bradan counted the impressions. “Five. Five of these creatures were watching us, and we saw nobody.”

“They are still watching us,” Melcorka said. “I can't see them, but they are here, somewhere.”

Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “We are easy targets then,” he said, “if they choose to attack. Hold Defender ready, Melcorka.” He looked upward. “And the ravens are still quartering the sky.”

“Why?” Melcorka asked. “They are not searching for meat; Halfdan provided them with one body and the creatures with another. Two full-grown men provide meat enough for a dozen ravens, let alone two.”

“They must have another reason for being there,” Bradan said.

“They are watching us,” Melcorka said simply.

“Everybody seems to be watching us,” Bradan said. “We must be fascinating people.”

Melcorka gave a bitter laugh. “I've always thought so! Shall we follow these animals?”

“I”d like to know why they killed Halfdan and not us,” Bradan said. “It may be something to do with Erik – or with Dun Dreggan.”

Melcorka looked sideways at him. “What is Dun Dreggan?”

“I don't know. Halfdan told me to tell you that. It was the last thing he said.”

“The last thing he said before he died?”

“No – he was already dead,” Bradan said. “He lingered to tell you that name after he died and before he went to Valhalla.”

“Oh,” Melcorka nodded. “What was the last thing he said to me? He said he would think about a house built on human bones. That must be Dun Dreggan.” She glanced back at Halfdan”s body. “There is no more sign of the creatures.”

Bradan grunted. “Whatever they were, I hope they stay away.”

“Look!” Melcorka half drew Defender as a grey-cloaked man rose from the heather. Another joined him and more, until five grey-cloaked and hooded figures stood in a semi-circle, silent and watchful. The grey woman was slightly in the rear, her hair curled around her ears, her dark eyes intent, fathomless.

“We've seen her before, in the Flanders Moss.” Bradan faced the grey men. “And these fellows are the twins of Erik's familiar.”

“I remember her, vaguely.” Drawing Defender, Melcorka raised her voice. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

In reply, the woman lifted her left hand, and the grey men slowly drew back their hoods. Melcorka looked at each man in turn, yet she knew she would not recognise them again. They were grey in dress, with grey hair and features so devoid of personality they were instantly forgettable. Even their eyes lacked expression as they stared at Melcorka first, and then turned their attention to Bradan.

“Aye, you'll know us next time,” Melcorka said. “And I'll know you!”

“Enough of this!” Striding forward, Bradan swung his staff. It hissed through open air as the grey men replaced their hoods. Every time Bradan took a step, they withdrew the same distance, until Bradan swore and returned to Melcorka.

“They're too elusive even to follow. Shall we get started?”

Melcorka nodded. “If we start now we might get to the head of the pass before dark.” She returned Defender to her scabbard. “Keep alert for these cat creatures or the grey men.”

The trail led into the pass, where bare granite slopes rose on either side of a narrow, steep path. Wisps of mist slithered along the upper slopes, now revealing, now concealing a ragged ridge of uneven rock.

“Not much cover here,” Melcorka said. “Nowhere for the cat-creatures, or whatever they were, to hide.” She walked on for another 100 paces before she spoke again. “Dun Dreggan – the dun or fort of the dragon. I'm not sure I care for the name.” As she spoke, she looked around at the bleak hills, on which a grey drizzle was now weeping.

“The dun of the dragon built on human bones.” Bradan peered into the rain. “That is not a cheerful prospect. I thought I saw movement there, away on our left.”

Melcorka did not look in that direction. “Human or animal?”

“I'm not sure. Human, I think.”

Melcorka yawned, stretching. “All right. Someone is shadowing us, then. Keep moving; don't rush and watch out for the cat creatures.”

The drizzle increased as they ascended the path, with each step now more treacherous on wet ground. The pass magnified the sound of the burns that descended from the granite, making a thin trickle sound like a torrent, and when the voices came, they echoed in the mist.

“Come on, Melcorka. Come on, Bradan.”

“Come on, Melcorka. Come on, Bradan.” The words ended in low laughter.

“How many?” Melcorka asked.

“I am not sure. This mist distorts the sound.”

“I heard three at least,” Melcorka said. “They are inviting us on.”

“That is kind of them,” Bradan said.

The pass continued to ascend, dropping to nothingness on their left and the granite slope on the right.

“He is waiting,” the voices sounded again. “He is waiting.” The words again ended in laughter that echoed around the hill.

“He is waiting,” Bradan repeated.

“Good,” Melcorka said. “Let him wait, whoever he is.” She gave a sudden smile. “I doubt he is somebody we wish to meet, and I doubt he is somebody who wishes to meet us!”

“That's my Mel!” Bradan said.

The laughter sounded again, mocking, and faded away to nothing as they emerged through the mist to stand at the head of the pass. The cloud lay before them, a grey blanket covering the ground, pierced by the peaks of a hundred distant hills.

“It's like being on top of the world.” Bradan gave a bleak smile. “I wonder how many thousand people have said that when they stand on a hill summit.”

“More importantly,” Melcorka said. “I wonder what we'll find when we descend to the other side.”

“Cat creatures with slashing claws,” Bradan suggested, “ravens that do not feed on corpses and a dragon fort built on human bones.”

“I feel as if somebody is drawing us into something,” Melcorka said. “Enticed by challenges. The cat creatures could have attacked us as easily as they killed Halfdan. Why didn't they?”

“They want something else,” Bradan said. “What do we have alive rather than dead?”

“I don't know,” Melcorka said. “It cannot be our possessions. I own only the clothes I wear, and Defender. You have your clothes and your staff. We're not worth robbing.”

“Defender is valuable,” Bradan said.

“Only a few could use her power,” Melcorka said, “and then only for good. If anybody murdered me, they would have only an ancient sword.”

The ravens emerged from the cloud at their side to circle them. “We have company,” Bradan said.

“The ravens are always with us,” Melcorka said. “I just ignore them now.”

As they began the descent, the cloud shredded and disappeared, revealing the glen beneath. At first sight, it was fertile, with swathes of green beside a broad, slow river, and patches of woodland climbing the hill-slopes.

“It is a lovely place,” Bradan said. “I see houses and people and no sign of war. If this is Glen Tacheichte, the Haunted Glen, I wish there were more ghosts.”

“Aye, it's a place of peace amid devastation,” Melcorka said. “Would that all Alba was so fortunate.”

They descended into the valley, still with the ravens overhead and the mist shredding into mere wisps on the slopes of the surrounding hills. Women worked in the infields or stopped to give a wave, while men tending cattle in the outfields shouted greetings across the intervening land.

“This is Alba as it once was,” Bradan said, “before the Norse invasions. It is as if these people had never heard of the evil that has befallen the land.”

“Aye,” Melcorka looked around, too wary to accept things at face value. “Something seems to have protected this valley from the evil of war.”

“There is no dun here, no fort; nothing to deter any raiders.” Bradan looked around. “Only the hill pass and the Headhunter.”

“Perhaps he was doing more good than we thought,” Melcorka said.

“And them?” Bradan gestured to the five grey men who had risen from the slopes beside them. “What part do they play?”

“The men in grey,” Melcorka said. “I thought it was too peaceful.” She raised her voice. “Who are you and what do you want?”

The grey men said nothing as they kept pace alongside Melcorka and Bradan. They moved silently, their feet barely touching the ground. Slightly apart, the grey woman joined them, silent, watchful.

“There is something uncanny about them,” Bradan said. “As if they are not really here.”

“I'll go closer,” Melcorka turned abruptly to mount the slope. With every step she advanced, the grey men retreated, always keeping the same distance.

“Who are you?” Melcorka asked. Her voice echoed in the glen: “Who are you, are you, are you?”

As Melcorka increased her speed, so did the grey men.

“Mel! They're leading you away!” Bradan stood still, holding his staff in both hands. The people of the glen paid no attention to the grey men, continuing what they had been doing without comment or hurry.

“Mel!”

“Say something,” Melcorka said as the grey men withdrew in silence. When Melcorka looked behind her, she realised she had climbed halfway up the slope, and the mist was returning, sending long tendrils to the valley bottom, encircling her with damp fingers. She peered ahead into the greyness and heard the barking of a dog. It barked once, twice and then silence. Melcorka shivered, remembering the name of this place: the Haunted Glen.

She was in the Haunted Glen with a dog that barked twice. Melcorka was well aware of the threat of the Cu Sith, the massive fairy dog. Green in colour and the size of a bullock, it dwelt in the mountains and could kill on sight. If anybody heard it bark three times, they knew that death was close and their only protection was to stone the creature as soon as it appeared. She had heard it twice – once more and she was doomed.

Stooping, Melcorka lifted a handful of loose stones from the ground. She peered into the mist, seeing only the slithering greyness until a flash of something green appeared.

“Get away, you hound of hell!” Melcorka threw the first of her stones. It flew beyond her sight, to rattle on a rock somewhere in the distance.

The Cu Sith appeared again in a rift of the mist. Melcorka had a brief glimpse of a massive jaw, gaping open, and a row of sharp white teeth. She threw another stone, saw it bounce off the ground at the dog's feet, threw a third and heard it thud against the creature's leathery skin.

“Come on, then!” Melcorka shouted, moving towards the Cu Sith with her feet sliding on loose scree, wondering if she should draw Defender or rely on the stones.

The Cu Sith loomed above her as it moved silently on the slope. Red eyes glared at Melcorka as she grabbed another handful of stones and threw them in a steady stream, one after the other, towards the green dog. It stood on a slab, staring down at her until one of her stones bounced off its broad nose.

“Got you!” Melcorka said. “Now run!”

Yelping, the Cu Sith turned tail and vanished into the mist without disturbing a single stone.

“Aye, run,” Melcorka said, just as the grey men appeared, as silent as the Cu Sith and much more menacing. Forming a semi-circle above Melcorka, they stood still, with their hoods up and their arms loose by their sides.

“Who are you?”

Again, Melcorka”s voice echoed, without response. Turning, she tried to retrace her steps, but the mist was denser than before, coiling around her with a chill so intense it seemed to penetrate to the bone. Rather than descending, the slope levelled out, then rose in front of her, whichever direction Melcorka walked.

“You were right, Bradan,” she mused. “There is something uncanny about them, and they have led me away.” She stopped, unsheathed Defender and moved on, slowly, waiting for an attack. None came.

“Mel!” Melcorka heard Bradan's voice through the cloying mist. “Mel! Down here!”

“I can't see you!” Melcorka swung Defender. “Where are you?”

“Move to your right!”

Melcorka did so, feeling the ground solid under her feet. When the slope inclined steeply in front of her, she stopped. “I'm going the wrong way!”

“No!” Bradan”s voice was clear. “Trust me! Keep moving, but slowly. The ground descends steeply before you.”

Bradan was correct; and following his instructions, Melcorka walked on, until Bradan's face loomed through the mist and his hand was on her sleeve.

“What happened up there?” Bradan asked. “You were staggering around as if you were drunk.”

“I could not see in the mist,” Melcorka said.

“What mist?” Bradan asked. “It's clear as midsummer.”

Melcorka blinked. Bradan was right again – there was not a trace of mist. The glen smiled in the sunshine and the sound of cattle lowing mingled with women singing as they worked. The five grey men were back, watching and saying nothing. As always, the woman was apart. In the sunshine, she looked different, with the blonde tinge to her hair more evident.

“Let's talk to some of the people,” Bradan said. “They might help us understand this place better.”

The first group of women continued to sing as they cut weeds from the ground with long hoes.

“Good morning to you,” Bradan said. “God bless the work. Could you tell us the name of this place?”

The women looked up together. The oldest could not have been more than 35. “Good morning, stranger,” she said. “Welcome to the glen.”

“Thank you,” Bradan said. “Does the glen have a name?”

“It is the Grey Glen, of course,” the woman said as if everybody should know its name. “Strangers call it Glen Tacheichte, the Haunted Glen.”

“Who lives here?” Melcorka asked.

“We do,” the woman said, smiling as if at some secret joke. “We all live here.”

“Who are you?” Melcorka asked.

“We are the people of the Grey Glen,” the woman said. “We don't get many strangers here. Who are you?”

“I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas and this is Bradan the Wanderer.”

“Oh; you have strange names. May I look at your sword?” The woman held out her hands.

“I do not let anybody see my sword.” Melcorka prepared for an argument, but instead, the woman returned to her work, with all the others following her. They sang as they worked, the same song, endlessly repeated.

 

“We are the people of the Grey Glen

We will be happy within our home

We know it is better here than there

We are the people of the Grey Glen.”

 

“Are you Norse,” Bradan asked, “or Alban?”

The women straightened up again, still smiling. “We are the people of the Grey Glen.”

“Who is your chief, your lord?” Bradan tried, “who owns this land?”

The woman's smile did not falter. “Nobody owns this land. We all own this land. We are the people of the Grey Glen.”

“They are the People of the Grey Glen,” Melcorka said. “I think it is time we moved on, Bradan, and left this Grey Glen to its people.”

“Aye. No offer of hospitality, you'll notice.” Bradan said. “That's unlike anywhere I've been in Alba, Erin or the Norse lands.” He tapped his staff on the ground. “Onward, Melcorka.”

Saying goodbye, they moved on, exchanging greetings with other groups of women, returning the waves of men in the outfields and always with the five grey men shadowing them from the flanks of the hills.

The road unwound before them, straight between the fields, with no visible end to the valley. “Something is very wrong here,” Melcorka said. “We've been walking for hours and we're no further forward.”

“I thought that myself,” Bradan said. “Nothing has changed. The hills look the same, the people are still working, and even the sun has not shifted.”

“Where are we, Bradan?” Melcorka asked.

“Wherever it is, it's not where it appears to be,” Bradan said. “We can try going up the hill again.”

“Into the mist? Perhaps. Let's hurry along here first.”

Lengthening their stride, they moved on, with the valley as pleasant as ever around them and women singing the same song.

“Welcome strangers,” the woman could have been the twin of the first to whom they spoke. “We are the people of the Grey Glen. Come and rest for a while. I will relieve you of the burden of your sword.”

“I will keep hold of my sword, thank you,” Melcorka said, pushing Bradan in front of her.

“These people are too interested in your sword,” Bradan said.

“They are,” Melcorka agreed. “I will keep it safe, despite their interest.”

“I cannot see an end to this glen,” Bradan said.

“Nor can I.” Melcorka looked behind her. “Nor a beginning.”

The road behind them seemed identical to that behind, long, straight and stretching for ever past pleasant farmland. Women worked in the infields and men in the outfields, cattle lowed and there was an occasional burst of laughter.

“We're not here,” Bradan said. “I don't know where we are, but we are not in a glen.”

“Up the hill, Bradan, and damn the mist!”

They marked their route, eyeing a gully in the granite that led to a small corrie, where a burn gushed near perpendicular from a cliff.

“That's our way out,” Melcorka said. “If we keep to the gulley and the corrie, the mist should not confuse us.”

“There's no mist yet,” Bradan said.

“Oh, it'll come,” Melcorka said. “Are you ready?”

“Ready,” Bradan said.

Turning abruptly to the right, they powered over the fields, ignoring the waves of the men. The cattle did not move or even look up as they passed them, and within moments they clambered over the grey dry-stone dykes that marked the end of the pastureland and the beginning of the granite slopes.

“Here comes the mist,” Melcorka said as the familiar grey tendrils rose from the ground and snaked from above.

“Ignore it,” Bradan said. “Remember our route and keep close to me. We can't get separated.”

The grey men appeared, mere shapes in the mist, sliding before them without a sound. The woman was behind them, watching, with her hair now more blonde than grey.

“Ignore them,” Melcorka advised. “Pretend they do not exist.”

The gulley was rougher than it had appeared from below, with ridges of rock running at right angles to the cutting, and a foaming white burn on the floor.

“Follow the burn,” Melcorka said. “We know it leads to the corrie.”

Although easy in theory, following the burn was difficult in practice. With the rushing burn filling the floor of the gulley in alternate steep falls and pools of uncertain depth, Melcorka and Bradan had to clamber along the side, balancing on slippery, moss-furred boulders as they fought their way ever upwards.

Supporting himself with his staff pressed against the bed of the burn, Bradan looked ahead. “I can't see the corrie at the top of the burn.”

“Nor can I,” Melcorka said. “Keep going. We know it is there. We traced the route from the floor of the glen.”

Mist surrounded them, lying thick above the burn, swirling around the boulders, distorting their voices, so they had to strain to make out what they were saying.

“The grey men are back,” Melcorka murmured.

“I see them.”

The figures loomed like shadows, each one elongated, huge in the mist.

“Halloa!” Melcorka called. “Who are you?”

There was no response.

“I'm getting angry,” Melcorka said and raised her voice again. “You'd better go away before I come for you.”

“He's waiting.” The words came through the mist. “He”s waiting!”

“Keep moving.” Bradan pulled Melcorka further up the gulley. “They are trying to delay us.”

“I'll catch you yet,” Melcorka yelled, bowed her head and moved on.

“Where's the corrie?” Melcorka looked up, flapping her hand in a vain attempt to clear away the mist.

“Up here somewhere,” Bradan said. “We should have reached it by now!”

“Something is very wrong,” Melcorka said.

“Things are not what they seem,” Bradan said. “This is not right.”

“You are right, Bradan.” The voice was female and familiar. “Things are not what they seem, and you are not where you think you are.”

“Who said that?” Lifting his staff in a gesture of defence, Bradan looked around. “I know that voice!”

“You know me.” Astrid stood before them, standing in the gulley as if there was no burn foaming and roaring around her. Her blonde hair gleamed in the sunlight.

“Astrid? How did you get here?”

“I followed you,” Astrid said. “Where do you think you are?”

“In a place called the Grey Glen,” Bradan said. “Or Glen Tacheichte.”

“You're not.” When Astrid shook her head, her hair flowed around her shoulders.

“We are,” Melcorka contradicted Astrid.

“You have never left the ridge where Halfdan defeated the Headhunter,” Astrid said. “Let me approach you!”

“Come,” Bradan said.

“Stay!” Melcorka ordered. “I do not believe you.”

“Come,” Bradan repeated, gesturing Astrid forward.

Astrid advanced at a slow walk, passing through the water that churned creamy-white around her legs. “Stand still.”

Bradan stood still, wondering how Astrid came to be here. Pulling a small flask from beneath her ragged cloak, Astrid pulled out the leather stopper and splashed the contents into the palm of her hand. Without any warning, she threw the liquid into Bradan's face, stepped closer and rubbed it into his eyes.

“You…” Melcorka had half drawn Defender before Astrid did the same to her, passing the ball of her thumb over Melcorka's pupils.

At once, the landscape altered. The burn dried up, the gully levelled out, and the mist cleared. Melcorka and Bradan stood on the ridge where Halfdan had fought the Headhunter, with both bodies lying as they had fallen.

“I've tried to get you out of there,” Astrid said.

“What happened?” Melcorka asked, looking around her as much in anger as confusion.

“The evil eye.” Astrid said. “Somebody has put the evil eye on you. I watched you walk in circles. I could do nothing to help until I fetched some holy water.”

“The evil eye?” Still suspicious, Melcorka retained her grip on Defender.

“The five grey men,” Bradan said. “When they took off their hoods.” He explained what had happened as Astrid listened. “Remember the grey men stared at us? That must have been when they put us under an enchantment. Nothing from that time onward was real.”

“I've seen these men,” Astrid said. “They are from somewhere else, somewhere outside our world.”

“When did they appear?” Bradan asked.

“About a year ago,” Astrid said.

“The same time as the other evils,” Melcorka said. “They are connected – kill the head, and the rest will die, or go back from where they came.”

“Where is the head?” Astrid asked.

“We do not know,” Bradan said. “All we know that a man who lives in a house built on human bones may have the secret. Halfdan's last words were Dun Dreggan, which may be the place.”

“Dun Dreggan?” Astrid looked up. “The dun of the dragon? I know where that is.”

“Tell us,” Melcorka sat on the ground, leaning on a handy rock.

“It is in Caithness, the land of the cat people,” Astrid said. “Dun Dreggan is a stone-built castle, probably one of the most inaccessible castles in Alba or the Jarldom.”

All the time Astrid spoke, her eyes were on Bradan. She hardly looked in Melcorka's direction.

“I think we know these cat people,” Melcorka said grimly.

“Is this dragon castle built on human bones?” Bradan asked.

“In more ways than one,” Astrid said. “The site is ancient, so old it is beyond the memory of man. I have heard it was built on human sacrifice, although I have no proof.”

“Human sacrifice seems to be very common this season,” Bradan said. “We are returning to the bad old days.”

“Evil is in charge,” Melcorka murmured.

“You said Dun Dreggan was built on bones in more ways than one,” Bradan reminded Astrid.

“The present castle was built on the old foundations,” Astrid said. “It is on the site of a massacre where the Norse cleared the local Picts. There was a Pictish monastery there, a colony of monks, and Harald the Tall had them killed. The Pictish priests returned when Maelona was the queen, but only last year the Norsemen, my people, raided again and massacred the entire population.”

“Built on human bones indeed. Tell us where we will find this castle,” Melcorka ordered.

Astrid's smile was mocking. “You will never get there alone. You'll need a guide.”

“Bradan and I have been to places in this world that are beyond your comprehension,” Melcorka said. “We have seen lands of perpetual ice and snow, rivers so vast you cannot see the far bank and lakes as big as seas. We have seen empires so extensive you cannot comprehend the scale, and armies of tens of thousands of men. We have travelled over lands and seas…” Melcorka stopped as she realised that Astrid was not paying any attention.

“You will need a guide,” Astrid repeated. “However far you claim to have travelled before, you are not doing very well so far, are you? Falling under the influence of the evil eye, defeated by the Butcher on the Bass Rock, seeking help from the People of Peace and the Druids.” She looked at Melcorka for the first time. “I know of your failures, Melcorka the Swordswoman. You have needed help since you set out on your quest, and you need help now.”

Bradan watched the interplay between the two women. “Do you know of anybody that can guide us to Dun Dreggan?”

“Me,” Astrid said.

Melcorka felt a surge of emotion she never thought to experience. “You? You would be better tending the pigs rather than venturing with us.”

“How are your scars, Melcorka?” Astrid asked sweetly. “I hope they are healing now.” She stood up, smiling. “We are of the same age, Swordswoman; I have lived all my life with warriors, and yet my body is unblemished. Shall I show you?”

“There is no need,” Bradan wondered how he could keep the peace between these two women. “We believe you.” Taking a deep breath, he faced Melcorka. “We may need Astrid's help, Mel. If she knows where Dun Dreggan is, then we may finish this quest quickly and rid Alba of the evil.”

“Not only Alba,” Astrid said. “The evil extends all over Thorfinn's jarldom of Orkney as well and may well have spread further.”

Drawing Defender, Melcorka began to polish the blade in what was an unmistakeable warning to Astrid. She glanced at Bradan, wondering if she could trust him with this attractive blonde Norsewoman. In all the years they had travelled together, Melcorka had never felt so uncomfortable with their relationship. Knowing the decision rested with her, she forced a smile.

“You are welcome to come, Astrid,” Melcorka said. “I must warn you that it will be dangerous. Bradan and I never know what sort of enemies we will come across.”

“I am Norse,” Astrid said. “Adventure and danger are in my blood.”

“Good.” Melcorka slid Defender back into her scabbard. “Bradan and I always come through,” she paused for a significant second, “together. I kill anybody or anything that tries to stop us.” Melcorka's smile would have chilled the stone blood of a gargoyle. “Or who tries to come between us.”

Astrid gave a little nod of her head. “Then that is settled.” She stood up and stepped toward the pass that rose behind them, with her hip nearly brushing against Bradan's head. “Before we go further, you'd both best be secured against the evil eye in case our little grey friends return.”

“That seems sensible,” Bradan glanced at Melcorka who gave a reluctant nod.

“Come with me.” In seconds, Astrid had regained the initiative. Walking in front, with her back straight and her hips swinging enticingly, she led them to a small burn that chuckled beside the ruins of an old stone building.

“That was once a Pictish church,” Astrid said, “and this stream formed the boundary between the Christian Picts and the Norse until we killed the holy man and took control of the entire area.”

“Is that significant?” Bradan asked.

Astrid favoured him with a smile. “Yes. To protect you from the evil eye, I require water from a boundary burn, and water beside a holy site is best of all. Now, I must gather sufficient water to wash you both.”

“Wash us?” Melcorka said. “I can step into the burn if that helps!”

“There is a proper procedure to these things,” Astrid said. “If you wish I could only wash Bradan and leave you to the grey men. I am sure you would enjoy floundering in the mist again.”

“You do what you need to do,” Bradan said, as Melcorka glowered at them both.

“I removed the curse, but the evil remains,” Astrid explained. “Unless I complete the ritual, you will remain vulnerable, and one sight of the grey men may again unhinge your minds.” She gave a small, bitter smile. “When people speak of evil demons and dragons and such like, they think of monsters that you can defeat with a blade. Evil does not come merely in a physical form; it inhabits the demons of doubt, confusion, distrust and depression. It enters your mind, so you do not know who you are or why you are here. That is the effect of a spell, of the evil eye, which is as potent as any fire-breathing monster.”

“We have experienced such evil,” Bradan said, “and I don't want any more, thank you!”

Astrid smiled. “I don't blame you, Bradan. Come on then. I need some sort of receptacle to put the water in.”

They found an old wooden bucket under a thicket of nettles, and as Melcorka watched, scowling, Astrid filled it by hand, scooping water from the burn and chanting an invocation to herself.

“Words are critical,” Astrid said. “Words have more power than the blade of any sword.”

“I will remember that next time I am in a battle with the Norsemen,” Melcorka said. “Rather than drawing Defender, I will shout at them, loudly.”

Having filled the bucket, Astrid looked at both Bradan and Melcorka. “Who is first? Who is not scared of cold water?”

“I will be first,” Melcorka stepped forward.

“Lie on the ground and remove your clothes,” Astrid spoke without emotion. When Melcorka obeyed, Astrid bathed her, chanting all the time. When she was finished, she nodded to Bradan. “You next, Bradan.”

Glancing at Melcorka, Bradan followed her example, lying with his eyes closed as Astrid took her time washing his body.

“That's you safe, Bradan!”

Dressing hastily, Bradan nodded his thanks. “I don't feel any different.”

“It's not how you feel that matters,” Astrid said. “It's how you are.” She smiled. “Now we'll see if I was successful.” She shook the bucket. “This is the water with which I washed you. I'm going to throw it against that rock,” Astrid pointed to a rounded white boulder. “Watch.” Stepping back, she tossed the water. For a moment, nothing happened, and then the boulder exploded into a hundred fragments.

“What in the name of the wee man?” Melcorka half drew Defender until she realised that Astrid was nodding her head in satisfaction.

“Good,” Astrid said. “That shows that I was successful. I removed the evil from you and threw it on to the rock. That's why it exploded.”

“Thank you, Astrid.” Bradan said.

“I'll collect a little more of this holy water,” Astrid dipped her flask into the burn, “in case we need it.”

Melcorka stamped her feet on the ground in impatience. “Are we going to move? I want to find this Dun Dreggan.”

“Over the pass then,” Astrid said, “without any mist this time.” Ignoring Melcorka”s glare, she stepped close to Bradan.







Chapter Twenty-Two

Finleac looked upward, where the two ravens were circling against a bright sky. “These birds have been with us for days,” he said cheerfully.

The men and women at his back laughed with him. “They are making sure that we don't get lost,” a red-haired woman named Breana said.

“That may be true,” Finleac said. “I feel that we've been riding around these blasted hills for ever, Breana.”

“Yes, my lord,” Breana said. “And it has been such a tiresome journey.” She laughed again, tossing her hair over her right shoulder.

“I suppose there have been compensations,” Finleac said.

“You suppose!” Breana pouted. “I shall remind you of your supposition later, Lord Finleac, when you crave my company tonight.”

Finleac turned away, hiding his smile. “There are other women,” he said.

“Perhaps so, my good lord.” Breana rode close, brushing her thigh against Finleac's. “But none as good as I am.”

“Good?” Finleac barked his laughter. “I would never call you good, Breana. Skilled perhaps, agile certainly, but never good.”

“Would my lord prefer me any other way?” Breana asked.

“Your lord would prefer you any way you choose, as long as you remain skilled, agile and undoubtedly not good!” Finleac said, to the renewed laughter of the Picts behind him.

“As your lord pleases,” Breana said. “Are we stopping for the night soon?”

“Breana is desperate for your company, Finleac!” One of the male riders shouted, which encouraged a barrage of lewd remarks that had Finleac laughing nearly as loudly as Breana.

They camped beside a copse of elder trees near a small lochan, with granite heights frowning all around and black-headed gulls screaming at them. With sweet water for horses and humans and trout from the loch, they feasted that night before Breana dragged Finleac behind the trees.

“You are insatiable,” Finleac said.

“Are you complaining, my lord?”

“Come here, and I'll show you.” The trees provided a slightly more secluded spot away from the amused eyes of the company, although Breana's giggles and gasps told them all they needed to know. With their lord providing an example, other couples made similar arrangements, so it was a happy gathering as a harper played soft music that echoed around the walls of the corrie. After a while, they settled to slumber with only the ripples from the lochan as accompaniment.

“Finleac!” The name broke their exhausted sleep at midnight. “Finleac of Fidach!”

“What the devil?” Finleac pushed Breana away and rose, naked as a baby, from his blanket. “I am Finleac of Fidach! Who calls my name?”

“I do! The one you know as the Butcher!”

Finleac stepped to the shore of the lochan where the starlight gleamed from his slender body. “Where are you, Butcher? It is as well that Black Duncan did not find you, for I wish to kill you myself.”

“Finleac!” The Butcher”s voice came again. “Here!”

By now all Finleac's company was awake, with the men scrabbling for weapons and the women watching, enjoying the drama as much as the sights of naked men.

The object fell from a great height, landing in the lochan with a mighty splash. Waiting until the ripples died away, Finleac waded into the loch and retrieved the spherical thing within its linen covering.

“That water must be cold,” one of the women said. “Look what it has done to Finleac.”

A second woman laughed. “No matter – Breana will soon revive him. I've heard that she is skilled and agile.” Their laughter ended when Finleac unwrapped the object he had retrieved.

“So here is Duncan's head,” Finleac held it up by the hair so that everybody could see. “As black in death as he was in life.”

Breana turned her head sideways as she studied the gruesome remains of Duncan. “Aye, even in death, he cannot smile.”

“That will be you, tomorrow Finleac.” The voice echoed around the corrie.

“Let tomorrow's cares be for tomorrow, and the pleasures of tonight be for tonight,” Finleac shouted back. “Back to bed, lads and lassies. We won't let some disembodied head and a boaster disturb our rest – or whatever you were doing.”

As Finleac hoped, his words raised a laugh among his people, but all the same, he posted two sentries to watch the perimeter of the camp. Breana was waiting for him, even more animated than usual.

“Come on, my sweet lord. This night may be your last alive. Let us make it worth our while.”

“That is the best idea I've heard,” Finleac said, suiting action to words in a manner that made even Breana open her eyes wide with astonishment.

* * *

The harsh call of black-headed gulls broke the dawn, with a thin mist drifting along the face of the peaks, gathering in the gulleys, shredding on the shoulders and hiding the plateau where the Butcher waited. Standing beside the lochan, Finleac stretched, eyeing the slopes all around. “Now I have to get up there and kill this Butcher.”

“The climb will be harder than the killing,” one of his servants said.

“That may be so,” Finleac returned with a grin. “So I think you should take my place and fight for me.” He laughed at the expression on the servant's face. “Aye, it's always easier to be brave for somebody else than to be brave for yourself.”

As the early sun burned the mist away, Finleac saw a deer path leading up the side of the corrie to the plateau. Sending a man ahead as a scout, he checked his swords, soundly kissed the sleepy Breana and led his garron upwards.

“Come, Finleac,” the Butcher”s voice invited. “Death is waiting.”

“It will have to wait,” Finleac said, slipping on a loose stone. “I can't go any faster. Why do these braggarts have to talk like that? They don't know how stupid they sound.”

“They think it makes them sound tough and clever,” Breana said.

“Oh, do they?” Finleac slipped again and swore. “I might try it sometime if I survive this day.”

“I'll teach you.” Breana put a steadying hand on Finleac”s arm. “If you survive this day.”

“I'm more likely to fall off this bloody hill than to die by a sword,” Finleac said. “Even the mountain goats shun this blasted path.” He slogged on, slipping and swearing until he reached the top.

Erik waited there. He sat on a smooth rock near the centre of the plateau, sharpening his sword with a stone, while his grey-clad servant stood 10 paces away, examining the contents of the grey bag that hung in front of him.

“Are you the Butcher?” Finleac asked.

“That is one of my names.”

“Oh, for God's sake, man, don't try to sound so dramatic. Just say yes or no,” Finleac said. “We both know why we're here. I want to kill you for the murdering hound you are. You want to kill me so you can continue murdering and raping. There's no need for any posturing.”

“I got this sword from Loki.” Erik held up the blade as Finleac stepped closer. “I think I have killed 18 warriors with it and a further 47 men. I don't know how many women and children.”

Finleac shrugged. “A swordsmith in Fidach made my swords, and I've never kept score of the men I have killed.” He drew his swords. “Come on, boaster. Fight or flee.”

Erik lifted the circular shield that rested at the side of his stone. “We will fight.” His shield was grey, with a pair of black ravens facing outward and a spike protruding from the central boss.

“My servants are inviolate,” Finleac said. “If I fall, you will not hurt them.”

“My fight is with you,” Erik clashed the blade of Legbiter against the boss of his shield as the sun burned away the last of the mist. “Not with nobodies.”

Finleac nodded and ran forward, confident of his speed. When he approached within four paces of Erik, he threw himself in the air, slashing double-handed, with his right hand aiming at Erik's head and his left at Legbiter. It was a manoeuvre that had gained him victory in a dozen battles against warriors with good reputations. However, Erik lifted his shield, blocked Finleac's right sword and parried his left with Legbiter, while stepping rapidly to the right. His counterattack came a second later, shield covering his upper body and lower face and Legbiter sweeping low at Finleac's shins.

“You're good,” Finleac acknowledged, matching Legbiter with his left sword.

After their initial probes, the warriors circled each other, alternatively feinting, attacking, parrying and withdrawing, with neither able to gain an advantage over the other. After half an hour, both men bled from a dozen small cuts, and both were breathing heavily. Erik's shield was scarred, with the top third sheared off, while Legbiter had heavily notched one of Finleac's swords.

“You are better than Owen the Bald, Melcorka the Swordswoman or Black Duncan,” Erik said. “Yet I defeated all of them.”

“You shall not defeat me,” Finleac said, dodging to the left as he attacked to the right. Chopping at Erik's shield, he sliced off another quarter, then trapped Legbiter by crossing his swords in the air as Erik hacked downward. He grunted for he had used this move in previous encounters. He knew if he exerted sufficient pressure, he could bend back Erik's blade until it snapped.

Too engrossed in fighting Erik, Finleac did not see the grey man dip his hand inside his bag. He only felt Erik apply more pressure to Legbiter, slowly sliding his blade down Finleac's crossed swords. Finleac stepped back, with the sweat beading on his face as he felt his strength draining. Looking directly into Erik's eyes, he saw a dark shadow there, a hint of horror far deeper than any warrior facing an honourable death should feel.

“Who are you?” Finleac asked, just as both his swords snapped and Erik sliced Legbiter downward. The tip of the blade scored Finleac from his cheekbone to his chin, opening a deep cut. Finleac gasped and rammed outward with the broken blades of his swords. One went home, scraping along Erik's ribs, while Erik blocked the other with Legbiter.

Erik twisted Legbiter, disarming Finleac, and followed his advantage with an extended cut to Finleac's left thigh. As Finleac staggered, Erik thrust Legbiter into his right thigh and twisted, opening the wound.

“You fought well,” Erik touched the wound on his ribs. “Now watch as I kill your servants.”

“You gave your word,” Finleac said, as his blood pumped on to the ground.

Smiling, Erik lifted the remains of his shield and ran towards Finleac's shocked followers. Aiming low, he chopped the legs from the first three men before the remainder could react. One man drew his dagger and threw himself at Erik, who brushed him aside with his shoulder and sliced upwards at his groin.

Only one woman did not run. Breana waited for Erik with her mouth slightly open. “You are all man, aren't you?”

Erik halted, splashed with blood from head to ankles, and with blood dripping from Legbiter, he smiled at her. “I've killed your champion.”

“I know,” Breana said. “That makes you my champion now.”

As Finleac died, he watched Erik prove his manhood with Breana, both of them splashing in the servants' blood. Only when Erik was satisfied did he stand up. The last thing Finleac saw was Erik slash both of Breana's legs with his sword and leave her there, screaming, as he killed the horses.







Chapter Twenty-Three

The pass stretched before them with the track winding to the head of a granite ridge. Melcorka walked in front, ready to draw Defender, but the way was clear. There was no mist and no grey men, only the sough of the wind over sparse heather and the tinkle of small burns across the granite. Above, a golden eagle circled beneath a cold blue sky.

“That was easier than I expected,” Melcorka said as they crested the ridge and looked northward. “There was a prosperous glen last time we were here.”

“The Grey Glen,” Bradan said.

Astrid shook her head. “There has been no prosperity here for many years, perhaps for a century or more. Picts, Albans and Norse have fought over this glen too often. Now it is a wasteland.”

“It is,” Bradan agreed. The glen was empty, with weeds choking what had once been productive farmland and herds of wild deer roaming where domesticated cattle once grazed. Low walls of rubble marked where homesteads should have harboured smiling families. “We will pass through. When the scourge of war and evil is lifted, people may return and farm this desolate place.”

“Perhaps.” Astrid glanced at Defender. “Although, as long as women and men worship violence, war will reign happily.”

Melcorka grunted, said nothing, hitched up her sword and strode on, northwards, towards the coast of Caithness.

Beyond the glen was another loch, long and narrow, between bleak moorland where herders avoided the travellers and whaups cried in a lonely sky. “We are near the land of the cats,” Astrid said. “The land of Moruir Chat, the Great Man of the Cats, as the Albans style him.”

“Is he still here?” Bradan asked.

“You may meet him,” Astrid said. “But first, we have to pass the vast marsh.”

“I've seen enough of marshes to last me for ever.” Bradan said. “I hope there are no Moss-men waiting to attack.”

“Don't worry,” Astrid said. “I'm here to look after you.” She looked away, smiling, as Melcorka glared at her.

Bleak, flat and dull under a grey sky, the marsh waited for them. Pathless, it was a formidable barrier to their progress, made worse by the grey men who stood on the edge.

“Now that's familiar,” Bradan said. “I'm becoming a little tired of these grey men.”

“So am I,” Melcorka agreed.

“Follow me,” Astrid said, walking boldly on to the moss. “Put your feet where I put mine. Ignore them – I have protected you from their evil eye.”

“I'll go next,” Melcorka said.

Forming a semi-circle, the grey men waited until Astrid was close before throwing back their hoods. Melcorka shivered at the concentrated power of their stare. Despite her dislike, she glanced at Astrid, who walked on without any hesitation.

“Their evil eye cannot hurt us,” Astrid reminded. “We are protected.”

Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. “Perhaps I should walk in front.”

“You don't know the path.”

The grey men continued to stare.

“Who are you?” Melcorka demanded.

“I can't see the grey woman this time,” Bradan said. “I think she leads them.”

“Most men need a good woman to lead them.” Astrid spoke quietly. “Or a bad one,” she added with a smile.

Although he could not see her, the grey woman's voice slid into Bradan's mind. “I am who has always been, Bradan the Wanderer. I am who you seek.”

“That makes no sense,” Bradan said.

“What makes no sense?” Melcorka asked.

“The grey woman,” Bradan tried to push the voice from his head. “She is inside my head.”

“Don't let her stay there,” Melcorka said. “Think of something else.”

“What?” Bradan asked. “The grey woman is in my thoughts, pushing herself forward.”

“She is grey,” Melcorka said. “Think of colours, bright colours. The grey things want to reduce you to monochrome, to dispel your individuality.”

“I will try,” Bradan gasped as the concentrated force of the grey men hit him.

“Remember your staff is blessed,” Melcorka said. “See if that helps.”

“Blessed?” Astrid looked confused as Bradan stepped to the front. Grasping his staff, he pointed the Celtic cross forward, while thinking of the bright berries of the rowan tree, the purple of autumn heather and the glories of an east coast dawn.

The greyness shifted as he pointed his staff. A corridor appeared, with the grey recoiling on either side.

“Like Moses crossing the Red Sea,” Melcorka murmured, with one hand on the hilt of Defender. “The priest's blessing worked again, Brad.”

With Melcorka a pace behind Bradan, they moved cautiously, until the men in grey vanished and they stood in a flat landscape of stony fields under a vast sky. From side to side, the horizon was a hard line between land and air, with only the drift of smoke to show where habitations squatted.

“This is a strange land,” Melcorka said.

Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “Can you hear something?”

Melcorka shook her head. She touched the hilt of Defender to sharpen her senses. “Yes,” she said. “I can.”

They could not say from where the sound came. It seemed to be all around them, low and sinister, as if the ground itself was speaking.

“The earth is growling at us,” Melcorka said. “Or something within the earth.” She touched the hilt of Defender, knowing the Cu-Saeng made the noise.

“I haven't heard the like before,” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground.

“Nor have I.” Astrid said. “Let's keep moving.”

They walked across a desert of flat stones and broad patches of bogland, where wildfowl exploded from reeds and insects clouded around their heads. Above them, the sky was a pale grey, although they could not see a single cloud.

“That's another sound now,” Bradan said. “It's like a cat.”

“More than one cat,” Melcorka said.

The howling had started so softly that Melcorka barely noticed, but as they walked northward, it increased in volume until it permeated all their senses.

“This is the land of the cats,” Astrid reminded them.

“Do cats live here rather than people?” Bradan thought of the cat-creatures that had killed Halfdan. “We might find out more in that settlement.” He pointed to a cluster of houses built in the rectangular Norse style. “We might find out more there.”

“We might.” Melcorka did not relinquish her grip on Defender.

There were five houses in the settlement. Built of loose stone slabs and roofed with reed thatch, they seemed to cower under the oppression of the vast sky. As they approached, Bradan saw the movement on the roof.

“Somebody is working with the thatch,” he said. “Repairing it after the storms.”

“No.” Melcorka shook her head. “Nobody is working with the thatch. That is not a man on the roof.”

They stepped on, with Bradan tapping his staff on the ground and Melcorka ready to draw Defender.

The movement on the roof increased. “There are animals on the roof,” Bradan said.

“Cats.” Astrid's voice was flat. “These are cats.”

The howling increased in volume as the cats noticed the three travellers. Tumbling from the cottage roof in a confusion of fur and claws, they bounded towards them, spreading out as though they were in a military formation.

“How many are there?” Bradan stood in a half-crouch with his staff held ready as a weapon.

“Twenty, perhaps,” Melcorka said. “Or a few more than that.”

“I see 23.” Bradan swung his staff.

“Men!” Melcorka shook her head. “Why must men reduce everything to figures?” Drawing Defender, she stepped slightly in front and to the left of Bradan. “Use your cloak as a shield, Bradan. Wrap it around your left arm. You too, Astrid.”

“Cats have never bothered me,” Astrid sounded very calm.

Led by a one-eyed tom-cat with an evil face, the cats launched their attack on Melcorka, who swung her sword left and right, disposing of the first three with a single swipe. Two came for Bradan, who knocked them back with his staff and, when Melcorka came at them with Defender, the remainder decided to hunt for less aggressive prey.

“That was easier than I thought,” Melcorka said. “You were right, Astrid. They did not attack you.”

“I've never been bothered with cats.” Astrid had not moved during the skirmish.

“They might be more trouble.” Bradan nodded to the house. “Are these not the same creatures that killed Halfdan?”

“What in the name of the wee man are they?” Melcorka asked. “They look like a cross between a cat and a man.”

“That's what I thought.” Bradan said. “We are now in their territory.”

The creatures that emerged from the house were the size and shape of men, but ran forward in a half-crouch, with the head of a cat and long talon-like claws protruding from each hand. Five of them bounded across the ground, howling, and leapt straight at Bradan.

“I'm coming!” Melcorka shouted.

When the cat creatures came close, they were even more menacing than Bradan had thought, with long fangs protruding from their mouths and cat fur over the top half of their body. Melcorka swung Defender at the first, chopping off its hind legs, and thrust at the second. Her sword impaled the creature, but when she tried to withdraw, the blade stuck. A third creature ran toward her, slashing with its claws. It would have ripped Melcorka's throat open if Bradan had not unbalanced it with a thrust of his staff. As it was, the creature twisted in mid-air, with its claws missing Melcorka, only to rake down Bradan's arm.

With that parting shot, the cat-creatures picked up their casualties and fled at speed.

“Bradan? Are you all right?”

“Aye, it's only a scratch,” Bradan said, holding his arm. “I never did like cats much.”

“They don't like you much, either,” Melcorka said. “Sit down.”

Casting around for sphagnum moss, Melcorka gathered sufficient to make a pad and pressed it into Bradan's wound. “Let's hope you're not poisoned.”

“Thank you,” Bradan said. “It's better already.” The antiseptic qualities of sphagnum moss were well known to everybody in Alba, so every warrior carried a quantity when he went into battle. Bradan tied the pad in place with the wiry stem of a heather shrub.

“What were these things?”

“This is the land of cats.” Astrid sounded remarkably calm. “Perhaps they were the reason for the name? A hybrid race of part-cat, part-human creatures.”

“That might be what they are,” Bradan lifted the pad from his arm, saw the blood was continuing to seep out and replaced the moss. “I only know they are dangerous.”

“They bleed,” Melcorka scuffed her feet over a smear of blood the creatures had left, “and I can kill them like any other creature.” She shrugged. “If you are ready, Bradan, we can look inside the cottage.”

Blood had trickled from inside the house under the door to form a spreading pool outside. When Melcorka pushed open the door, they looked on a scene of slaughter with two adults and three children lying on the floor, all slashed to bloody shreds and partially eaten.

Bradan turned away as Melcorka and Astrid exchanged glances.

“Aye,” Melcorka said. “I don't much care for these cat people.”

“Nor do I,” Bradan said. “Nor do I.”

Of the three, Astrid appeared the least concerned. “Cats have never bothered me,” she said.

“What now?” Bradan asked.

“Now we continue,” Melcorka said. “We go on to Dun Dreggan.”

Bradan shuddered. Even the name sounded ominous.







Chapter Twenty-Four

Melcorka saw Dun Dreggan from across the flat landscape. It stood on an isolated rock stack, 100 yards off the grim coastal cliffs with the sea frothing and boiling around its base. Flocks of seagulls circled, screaming, with skuas competing with herring gulls to see who could make the most noise. Between the edge of the mainland cliff and the castle, a slender rope bridge swung crazily above the sea.

“That is a hard place to visit unless the owner invites you,” Bradan said.

“That is Dun Dreggan,” Astrid said soberly. “Once I have guided you there, you are on your own.”

The castle was unlike any Melcorka had seen. The base rose sheer, nearly like a continuation of the rock stack, with a profusion of turrets that soared skyward. The single entrance that faced the mainland was barely the height of a tall man, although sufficiently wide to accommodate four men abreast. From the base of the castle to 20 feet up, Melcorka could not see a single window, while arrow-slits punctuated the upper storeys.

“It would be a hard task to take that castle without a battery of catapults,” Melcorka said.

“We are not here to capture the castle,” Bradan reminded. “We are here to gain access. We are here to gain information about the Book of Black Earth.”

“That may also be a hard task.” Melcorka pointed upward, where the two ravens that had been their constant companions circled, watching them. “I suspect the Lord of Dun Dreggan is already aware of our presence.”

“He will be. Look.” Astrid nodded forward as the castle gate opened and a man wearing a catskin hat stepped out, carrying a box under one arm. As he crossed the swaying bridge, two others followed, one with a small, square table and the second with a pair of straight-backed chairs. Both were lithe, active men, with cat-skins over their heads and the legs of cats draped over their shoulders.

“I remember that the ancient Fenians fought a tribe of cat-heads,” Melcorka said. “Perhaps these are the descendants.”

“There are too many cats in this province of the cats.” Bradan watched the men on the swaying bridge. “Cat-creatures, Great Men of the Cats and now men wearing cat skin.”

“What is this?” Melcorka asked as the servants set up the table in the centre of the narrow bridge and withdrew. The man in the cat-skin hat sat on one of the chairs, facing the mainland, and set out a chessboard. Pointing to Melcorka, he gestured her forward.

“I think he is challenging you to a game of chess,” Bradan said. “Have you ever played the game?”

Melcorka shook her head. “Never.”

“Then I shall take your place.” Lifting a hand, Bradan stepped on to the bridge. He had taken a dozen steps when the man in the cat-skin hat clapped his hands and a dozen skuas rose from the castle walls and dived toward Bradan. As the Arctic skua is a fast, furious and aggressive bird, known to attack anybody who came near their nest, Bradan raised his staff in defence. The man in the cat-skin hat clapped again, and the birds changed tactics, with two swooping at Bradan's head and the others at his body.

Fending off the two highest birds, Bradan gasped as one of the others dug its beak into his hand. He swung his staff at it, missed, and swore as two more pecked at his eyes.

“Bradan!” Melcorka ran on to the bridge, drawing Defender. “I'm coming.”

Three of the birds altered direction to attack Melcorka, as the man in the catskin hat began to rock the bridge, left and right, further unbalancing Bradan, until the man in catskin lifted his hand and the birds withdrew, leaving Bradan and Melcorka on the bridge. The man in catskin gestured Bradan back.

“Only the woman.” His voice hissed.

Bradan stood up, holding the rope parapet for balance. “Melcorka cannot play chess.”

“Only Melcorka, or nobody,” the reply came.

Putting her hand on Bradan's shoulder, Melcorka nodded. “I will come. Bradan; return to the mainland.”

Looking down at the boiling sea hundreds of feet below, Bradan hesitated, until Melcorka hardened her voice.

“Go, Bradan. We have no choice.”

“Melcorka is correct,” Astrid said softly. “She is fulfilling her destiny.”

Returning to the mainland, Bradan stood beside Astrid, leaning on his staff as Melcorka strode towards the table. The man in the cat-skin hat waited, gesturing for Melcorka to sit opposite him as the wind pushed the bridge this way and that and the skuas patrolled Dun Dreggan.

“To enter Dun Dreggan,” the man in the cat-skin hat said, “you must first answer my riddles, then play me in three games and win two of them, or the gates will lock.”

“I'll open them,” Melcorka said.

“Once they are locked, no woman, no man and no magic will be able to prise them open. The only way in is by defeating me.”

Looking over the side of the bridge, Melcorka could see only the white-frothed surge of the sea, where the grey-green breakers smashed on to the base of the stack and the cliff of the shore.

“Who are you?” Melcorka asked.

“I am Chattan,” the man said. Close to, his face was dark, with yellow eyes and a thin moustache. The cat-skin hat fitted on close-cropped hair.

“All right, Chattan.” Melcorka sat on the hard chair with the bridge swaying beneath them and the birds screaming all around. “Riddle me your riddles, Man of Words.”

Chattan smiled, showing rows of sharpened teeth. “Riddles you shall have, Woman of the Sword. The first is easy: what is higher than the king's house, and finer than silk?”

Melcorka laughed. “Oh, Man of Words, that is an easy ask. We played such word games when I was a child. Smoke rises higher than the house of any king and is finer than the finest silk.”

Chattan gave a mirthless smile. “You are correct, Woman of the Sword. You will not find the next so easy. Tell me how this can be possible: a man went to a tree where there were apples; he did not leave apples on it, and he didn't take apples off.”

Melcorka looked past Chattan at the castle walls, counting the sentries she saw on the ramparts. “Oh, that man found a tree with only two apples, Man of Words. He took away one apple, leaving one on the tree.”

Chattan frowned. “You've played this game before.”

“Every child plays such games,” Melcorka said, studying the castle to find its weakness. “What can I defeat you at next, Chattan?”

In return, Chattan indicated the chessboard he had set up before him. “This is an Eastern game,” he said, “popular with the Norse.”

Melcorka snorted. “Show me how to play chess so I can defeat you.”

“I hope you are a quick learner,” Chattan said, showing his teeth again, and gave Melcorka a brief lesson in the basics of chess.

“That sounds easy enough,” Melcorka said. “You start.”

Melcorka pondered the board as Chattan moved his king's pawn forward, then she followed his lead, copying his movements without any idea what she was trying to achieve. She looked up as Chattan said: “Checkmate.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that I have won,” Chattan said. “We have two more games to play.” He clapped his hands, and the servants rushed up to replace the chess set with a pack of playing cards.

“I know what playing cards are,” Melcorka said.

“Good.” Chattan expertly shuffled the pack. “We'll keep this simple. You draw a card, and I'll draw a card, with the highest winning.”

Melcorka nodded. She could feel the wind rising, ruffling her hair and blowing her cloak against her legs. Chattan did not seem perturbed as the rope bridge swung madly back and forward. The ravens perched on the handrails, one on each side, their hard, intelligent eyes watching Melcorka. “You first,” Melcorka invited. “I like to know what I have to beat.”

“As you wish,” Chattan said, shuffled the pack again and pulled out a card which he placed, face down, on the table in front of him. “Now you.”

Melcorka ran her hands across the pack, selected a card at random and placed it in front of her. “Now what?”

“Now we turn it over,” Chattan turned his card. A queen stared up at the sky.

“Not bad,” Melcorka turned her card. A king.

“One game each,” Chattan said. “Everything hangs on the final game.”

“It does,” Melcorka glanced at the sea, far below. Only the waves were there, beating unceasingly at the immovable rock. “What is the final game?”

“You will like it,” Chattan said. “It is called catch the cat.”

“Catch the cat?”

“Yes,” Chattan rose suddenly, walking backwards along the swaying bridge. After he had taken a dozen steps, the castle gate swung open, and a horde of cats emerged. Ignoring Chattan, they bounded at Melcorka as she balanced on the bridge. “Catch them all, Swordswoman!”

Unsure whether the cats were friendly or not, Melcorka drew Defender as she walked forward. Her uncertainty ended when the first animal leapt at her face with fully extended claws. She flicked it aside, ducked the next and saw Chattan retreat inside the gate. He remained there, watching as Melcorka stood alone on the bridge except for a tangle of cats.

Rather than retreat, Melcorka ran forward, using Defender as a shield rather than a weapon as she strove to reach the rock stack. The cats leapt on her, scratching, biting, and raking at her face, arms and legs. One jumped on her shoulders and chewed the back of her neck.

“Melcorka! I'm coming!” Bradan raced on to the bridge, with his weight making it sway more violently than ever. “Hold on!”

Tearing the first of the cats from her, Melcorka threw it aside as she strove to reach the far side of the bridge. Chattan remained where he was, his yellow eyes slanting slightly. As Melcorka battled though the mass of cats, Chattan gave a signal and two of the servants appeared, both wearing cat-skin coats.

“Be careful, Bradan,” Melcorka urged, slicing her way through an increasing number of clawing cats. As she lunged forward, Chattan made a chopping motion with his hand, and the servants produced axes and began to cut through the posts that held the bridge.

“Bradan!” Melcorka yelled. “Get back! Get off the bridge!”

More cats came, and more, piling on to the bridge, blocking Melcorka's progress.

“Get back, Mel!” Bradan shouted desperately.

Smiling, Chattan lifted a hand in farewell as the servants chopped through the final inch of the timber stanchions. The rope bridge recoiled at once, jerking away from the stack, spilling a score of cats and taking Melcorka with it as it sprang towards the mainland.

Hastily thrusting Defender back in her scabbard, Melcorka grabbed the rough parapet and hung on desperately. She felt herself falling back above that savagely churning sea, until the remains of the bridge slammed against the cliff, knocking the breath from her so she could only gasp. The bridge swayed under her, with the waves smashing at her feet and spindrift rising 30 feet above her head.

“Bradan!” Staring over her shoulder, Melcorka saw him fall. “Bradan!” She stretched out a hand, watching in hopeless despair. It was an image Melcorka would always remember – the sight of Bradan losing his grip on the rope parapet of the bridge and tumbling, spiralling with his hands and legs splayed apart and his staff beside him, down and down for ever. He landed with scarcely a splash in the frothing, green-and-white savagery that was the sea.

“Bradan!” Letting go of the ladder, Melcorka dived in. Avoiding the rocks by a hand's breadth, she plunged under the water, searching for Bradan. The sea was disturbed, full of sand, with virtually no visibility. She groped blindly, surfaced, took another breath and tried again, and again, without success. The sea had taken Bradan as if he had never been there. Staring at the maelstrom of white water, Melcorka hoped for something, Bradan's cloak, his bobbing head, anything. There was nothing; the sea did not give Bradan up. She dived, again and again, each time feeling herself weaker than the last.

Eventually, gasping for breath, Melcorka returned to the bottom of the ladder where it flogged against the cliff.

“Bradan.”

There was no sign of Bradan. No head above the turbulent waves, not even his body floating on the tide. He was gone.

When she regained her strength, Melcorka began the laborious climb back up to the top of the ladder. Pulling herself on to the cliff, she stood there, with the death of Bradan a sickening pain in her heart.

“I will avenge you, Bradan,” she said through tears she thought she had forgotten how to shed. “I will destroy that castle and all inside it, whatever it takes.” Yet even as she spoke, Melcorka knew that the power within Defender would refuse to help in a simple case of revenge.

Melcorka recalled her mother telling her about Defender's powers and limitations when she was an immature young woman.

Melcorka touched the hilt of her sword. “I chose the sword,” she said, “but I cannot use it, and I still do not know what is happening.”

Bearnas smiled. “You do know. You were born with the way of the sword. Let Defender guide you.”

“I named it that! How do you know its name?”

“Defender is only one name people have called her. She was named long before your great-great-grandmother was born and she will exist long after you have taken the warrior's path.,”

Melcorka laughed. “I am no warrior.,”

“What do you think you are, if not a warrior?” Bearnas raised her eyebrows. “It is in you.”

“But what do I do? How do I fight?”

“That is a simple question to answer.” Bearnas put her hands on Melcorka's shoulders. “Look at me, girl!”

“Yes, Mother,.” Melcorka fixed her gaze on her mother's eyes. They were steady and bright, wise with years.

“You must never draw your blade unless in righteousness. You must defend the weak and the righteous and you must never kill or wound for sport or fun. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Mother. I understand.”

“Good,” Bearnas said. “You must never take pleasure in killing, or kill for revenge or cruelty. Fate has granted you a gift, and you must use it responsibly, or the power will drain and turn against you. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” Melcorka said.

Melcorka sighed with the memory. Yes, she could still fight evil, but she could not avenge Bradan's death for the sake of vengeance. Glaring at Dun Dreggan, she thought of Bradan falling into that churning sea.

No, although she could not use Defender to avenge Bradan, she did not intend that Chattan would escape. Surely, after years of fighting, Melcorka told herself, she had sufficient skills even without Defender to defeat a man who hid behind a cat-skin cloak? She would use Defender when she could and any other weapon when Defender refused to fight.

“I will destroy this evil, Bradan, and if Defender does not help, then I will fight with my hands, my feet and even my teeth. I swear that by God or by every god that does or does not exist.”

Squatting on the edge of the cliff, Melcorka fought the grief that threatened to weaken her. She was a warrior; there was no place for mourning. Later, when she had avenged Bradan, and Chattan was dead, she would mourn. Later. As the memories of all they had done together returned, Melcorka felt her anger rise. Bradan had travelled the world with only his staff for a weapon. He had braved oceans and plains, ice and storms, strange warriors in the New World and the old, only to die after returning home.

“Fare ye well, Bradan, quiet man of the roads, seeker after wisdom. I will never see your like again.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I will never see you again.”

As grief and anger merged, Melcorka stood erect opposite Dun Dreggan. Drawing Defender, she raised it high in the air.

“I am coming for you, Chattan and all that you stand for! I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas. I am Melcorka the Swordswoman, and I swear that I will destroy you, and yours!”

The wind took Melcorka's words and whipped them away, so she stood, a single woman of grief and valour, alone against the world.

On Dun Dreggan, small lights showed through the upper arrow-slits, proving there was life inside, and Melcorka saw movement on the topmost towers as sentries took their positions. Knowing they were watching her, Melcorka sheathed Defender and stood still, observing the castle and its occupants.

“You know I am here,” Melcorka said, “but you don't know what I am going to do. If I were you, I'd send a force to dispose of me. Come to me!”

The ravens circled Melcorka, their calls sounding like the mockery of old gods. Melcorka looked up. “Your time is coming. Take my message to whomever sent you, omens of death. Tell her that Melcorka the Swordswoman is here.”

The ravens continued to circle as night drew in, and the surge of the sea increased. Remaining where she was, Melcorka waited for star-shine before she scanned the stack on which Dun Dreggan stood. When she was a child, growing up on a small Hebridean island, Melcorka had to augment the food supplies of her family by climbing down the cliff for birds' eggs. A rock face above the sea was not insurmountable to a woman of her skill. As the silver light ghosted across the surface of the stack, Melcorka picked out her route to the top, searching for hand and foot-holds, ledges and any vegetation that could support her weight. After committing the route to memory, she stood up, to pace the edge of the cliff.

“But first I have to get there,” she said. “The best time would be when the tide is out, so there is less water to cross. That is also the time the garrison should send across a party to kill me. Let them come.”

Remaining in full view of Dun Dreggan, Melcorka dug a small hole for her hip and stretched out as if asleep. Used to the sounds of nature, she discarded the whisper of the wind and thud of the waves, so the scuffle of feet was quite distinct. She waited until they were close before rolling over, with Defender already naked in her hand.

There were five of them, the same cat-creatures who had killed Halfdan One-eye. They came on all fours, with faces like cats and bodies like men, covering the ground in great bounds.

“Let's see what you are then, cat-creatures!”

The second they saw Melcorka rise, the creatures spread into a semicircle and attacked, howling like cats. Melcorka took a single step back and swung Defender in an arc that sliced through the left leg of the creature on her right. As it fell, gasping, she pulled Defender back and jabbed twice, with the point of her sword catching the next two in the throat, killing them instantly. The spray of hot blood splattered the remaining two cat-creatures, who hesitated. The braver threw itself at Melcorka, who chopped it down, while the survivor turned to flee. Melcorka followed its mad scramble along the cliff top to a narrow path to the beach. As it ran, panting, Melcorka followed, killing it beside a small, clinker-built boat.

“Cats that can row a boat?” Melcorka said. “How unusual.” Bending over her final victim, she scrutinised it. The face looked like a cat until Melcorka rubbed it with the flat of her hand. “Paint,” she said. “You have the features of a cat painted on your face, and a cloak made of cat-skin covering your body and head. You are a man, like any other.”

Nodding, Melcorka used her victim's cat-skin coat to clean the blood off Defender, returned the sword to her scabbard and boarded the boat.

“Thank you, cat-people,” Melcorka said, pushing off into the ebbing tide. It was only a short row to the sea stack, where Melcorka left the boat at the foot of the route she had marked out. With the sea level dropping, she had to jump to the first handhold, but after that, it was only a stiff climb up the greasy rock. She remembered one occasion when she was a young child, and her mother lowered her over the edge of the cliff in a basket to pluck birds' eggs from their nests. Even then, the height had not scared her, although an enraged sea-eagle had attacked her, until her mother, Bearnas, had repelled it with skilfully thrown stones.

“Compared to the cliffs of my home island,” Melcorka whispered, “this rock is a game for children.”

Twice, seabirds came close to investigate, and each time Melcorka clung close to the rock, remaining static until the birds flew away. Knowing the screams of the seabirds would mask any noise she made, Melcorka hurried up the cliff and on to the base of the castle wall. Here the ascent became more difficult as the stones fitted closely together, affording fewer handholds. With no windows except narrow arrow-slits, Melcorka pulled herself up by the strength of her finger-tips, climbing right to the battlements before she rolled over on to flat slabs.

The cat-cloaked guard stared at her in total astonishment as he reached for his spear. “Where did you come from?”

Killing him with a single thrust of Defender, Melcorka lifted his body and tossed it over the parapet. She did not watch it fall but examined the steel claws that had fallen from the man's left hand. They were well made – five curved talons fastened to a leather strap.

“I want Chattan,” she said, slipping the talons on to her left hand. Anger surged through her as she thought of the death of Bradan. “I'm coming for you, Chattan.”

An opening behind Melcorka led to a flight of dark stairs descending into the interior of the castle. Melcorka moved cautiously, listening for any activity. There was none, only the whistle of the wind, the cry of sea birds and the constant batter of waves against the stack.

She heard the quick patter of light feet, braced herself and swore as a cat brushed against her legs and ran past her, upstairs.

Stepping downward, step by step with the darkness closing around her and the stones chill against the soles of her feet, Melcorka controlled her anger, her grief and her hatred. The best warriors, she knew, fought with a level head.

The voices came from below, three men talking together, two with deep tones, the third higher-pitched. Melcorka paused, trying to hear what the men were saying. Somebody laughed, the sound out of place after the death of Bradan. Melcorka stepped on again, slowly, until she saw a faint flicker of light seeping up the stairs. The voices were more distinct now.

“The lads will kill her.”

“They'll be back soon.”

Again that laughter, high pitched. “The cats will conquer!”

Melcorka stopped outside a plain wooden door, ensuring the voices came from within. Pushing open the door, Melcorka entered and three men turned to face her, three men with shocked faces, two with painted cat-faces and one with no disguise – three men who were sitting around a circular table. She killed the first cat-warrior as he reached for a knife, killed the second as he slashed at her with the steel talons, and held Defender to the throat of the third man. Two bodies slumped to the floor as blood spread over the flagstones. The whole affair had taken less than five seconds.

“I want to talk to you.” Melcorka kicked the door closed behind her. “Place these bodies against the door.” She jabbed the man with Defender until he obeyed. He was the smallest of the three, a man in his thirties with prematurely receding hair and a nervous twitch. Melcorka guessed that he was the owner of the high-pitched laugh.

“You are no warrior, are you?”

The man shook his head so violently that Melcorka feared it might fall off.

“What are you?”

“I'm the clerk.” The man gabbled. “I keep the accounts.”

“Oh, good.” Withdrawing her sword point, Melcorka sat opposite the clerk. She gave him what she hoped was a friendly smile. “You will know all that happens in this place?”

“I know some of it,” the clerk said.

“Good. I have questions for you.” Melcorka did not drop her smile. “Will you help me?”

The clerk glanced at the bodies of his companions lying stark dead on the floor. Sweat formed a sheen on his forehead. “Yes,” he said, nodding vigorously. “Yes, I'll help you.”

“I thought you looked like a sensible man,” Melcorka said. “That's why I did not kill you. I am looking for Chattan, the man responsible for the death of Bradan the Wanderer, and I am looking for the Lord of Dun Dreggan.”

The clerk shivered. “They'll kill me if I tell you.”

“Quite possibly,” Melcorka said. “And I will kill you if you don't. The choice is yours.”

“I can't,” the clerk said.

“As you wish,” Melcorka examined the claws she had attached to her left hand. “How do these things work? Do I claw you to death, as a cat would? Or do I use them like needles and thrust them inside you.”

The clerk backed away, shaking his head.

“It's a difficult choice, isn't it?” Melcorka said. She leaned closer to him, so her face was nearly touching his. “Bradan was more than a friend to me,” she said. “He was my man. Tell me where I can find Chattan.” She drew the claws across the top of the table, making deep grooves in the wood. “Where is he?”

“Down below.” The clerk could not take his gaze from Melcorka”s claws. “Chattan is the cat master. He looks after them.”

“Where down below?” Melcorka asked.

“The lowest level.”

“Thank you,” Melcorka said. As the clerk nodded, she hit him once on the point of his jaw, knocking him unconscious. “I'll get the Lord of Dun Dreggan later.” Melcorka knew that she should hunt for the Book of Black Earth, but the death of Bradan had altered her priorities. She was aware that anger and grief distorted her reasoning, but at that moment, she did not care – the Cu-saeng and Erik Egilsson could wait until she was ready to deal with them.

Slipping out of the room, Melcorka continued her descent. Twice she passed arrow slits where grey light seeped in, showing that another day had dawned, and then she was past that level and there was only bare stone on either side as the stairs spiralled downwards into blackness.

Something was different – something had changed. Melcorka stopped to look around. The darkness was the same; the steps were the same underfoot. It was the smell that had altered, and the walls. Putting out an exploratory hand, she touched the wall. It was smooth, too smooth to be stone or rock. The feel was familiar, but from where she could not say.

Melcorka had been aware of the sound for some time, yet only when she stopped was she able to analyse it. It was the howling of cats, many cats, and it was increasing as she descended. What was Chattan's title? Master of the Cats? That might be significant. Knowing that Defender would not kill in revenge, Melcorka slid the sword back in her sheath to free both hands, readied her claws and stepped onward. The ground beneath her feet altered; it was no longer stone but the same smooth substance as the walls, while she had reached the end of the steps and stood on a level surface.

A thin slit of light showed at feet level; the opening beneath a door and the sound of cats increased, yowling and howling as if they expected food. Melcorka moved to the door, precisely as somebody on the other side pushed it open.

“You!”

Chattan stared at her, his face working, his eyes more yellow than ever. “You should be dead.”







Chapter Twenty-Five

“Not yet.” Melcorka had to fight the rage that urged her to charge forward and rip Chattan to bloody gobbets.

Light from beyond the door illuminated the corridor, allowing Melcorka to see her surroundings. She stood on white bone, while the walls around her were the same. She remembered that this was a house built on human bones, so she was surrounded by hundreds of human remains, with skulls grinning at her, vertebrae, shin bones and femurs making up the walls and ceiling.

“Dear God, what level of evil have I come to?” Stepping forward, she pushed Chattan before her and immediately wished she had not.

The door opened into a large room made entirely of bones. In the centre, sunk into a deep pit, scores of cats circled and howled, raising clawed paws toward Chattan, who had half a dozen people chained along the walls, while two dark-haired women looked up, snarling through cat-painted faces, as Melcorka entered.

“What's this, Chattan?” Melcorka asked, watching the women warily. “Your pets?”

Chattan gave a weak smile, eyeing Defender and Melcorka's claws warily. “You are in my lair now, Swordswoman.”

“I have a question for you.” Melcorka fought against the waves of hatred that swept over her. She pushed Chattan towards the lip of the pit, holding her claws ready to strike. “Where can I find the Lord of Dun Dreggan?”

Chattan staggered under Melcorka's push. “You are in his house, Swordswoman. He already knows you are here.”

“Where can I find him?” As Melcorka spoke, she thought of Bradan falling from the rope bridge, with the sea frothing grey-white and furious beneath him and the cold, lonely death he would have, choking on salt water.

“You don't need to find him,” Chattan said. “He will find you.”

The two women were circling Melcorka, their hands extended like claws, cat-faces snarling. At a sign from Chattan, they pounced, slashing sideways. Unable to use Defender in this battle, Melcorka relied on her speed and experience, ducked away from the first woman to slash in turn with her claws at the second.

As the woman reeled back with both hands to her face, Melcorka sensed the second woman behind her. Rather than turning, she fell flat, rolled to the side and kicked out with her feet to catch the woman behind the knees, knocking her on to her back.

Rising quickly, Melcorka stamped on the woman's throat, only to see another dozen dark-clad cat-women entering the room, and Chattan holding a short spear. Knowing that, without Defender, she could not defeat such numbers, Melcorka ignored the women and lunged directly at Chattan. She managed to avoid his spear thrust, slashed at his throat with her claws and felt half a dozen hands dragging her back.

Struggling furiously, kicking, biting, slashing with her claws, Melcorka saw Chattan reel back with blood flowing from his cuts, only to stand again, injured but alive. A dozen cat-women held Melcorka, snarling as they thrust their claws into her arms and legs.

“I'll kill you, Chattan,” Melcorka promised, as she realised her anger had overcome her sense. She had allowed her grief at losing Bradan to hand victory to Chattan.

“I don't think so, Swordswoman.” Chattan raised his voice. “Don't kill her.” He spoke to his cat-women. “She can join the others.” He indicated the prisoners who hunched in chains against the wall. “We will feed her to the cats.” Blood ran down from the wound in his neck as he approached Melcorka. “I had your man killed, Melcorka, and now I will watch my cats kill you.”

In the pit below, scores of cats hissed, spat and fought over half a dozen human skeletons. Holding his wound, Chattan gave a slow smile. “I'll let you watch what happens first, Swordswoman, and then lower you in.” He raised his voice. “Take her sword away and put her with the others.”

* * *

Chained to the wall, Melcorka looked directly into the pit where the cats prowled, hissing and spitting at one another. One green-eyed tabby monster seemed to be the king of the glaring pack, dealing with any challenger with a vicious swipe of his claws. Unable to help herself, Melcorka stared at the tabby, which returned her look with a smouldering malevolence that promised a horrible death if she tumbled into the pit. She did not know how long she had been there; had it been six hours? Ten? She could not tell. Melcorka looked up when the door opened, and Chattan appeared, with half a dozen of his cat-women behind him.

With blood staining the fresh linen bandage on his neck, Chattan walked along the line of prisoners, touching a face here, patting a shoulder there.

“You, I think.” Chattan stopped in front of a sturdy young man with crusted blood over a wound on his face. “Yes, you.”

Four of the cat-women scurried forward, to surround the chosen man. He struggled as they unfastened his chains, and managed to fell one before the others dragged and pushed him to the edge of the pit. Rather than plead for mercy, he swore at them.

“Fight them!” Straining against her chains, Melcorka tried to help, kicking out until the iron manacles around her ankles pulled her back. “Fight them!”

The man did his best, wrapping his arms around the nearest cat-woman. Heedless of their companion, the other cat-women surrounded both and threw them into the pit.

Led by the giant tabby, the cats flooded forward, jumping on the two humans in a flurry of fur, fury, claws and teeth. The man tried to defend himself, throwing the first two cats away, but there were so many he was soon submerged. The woman screamed and tried to scramble clear, calling for help that her colleagues did not give. They watched as half a dozen cats jumped on her, clawing until she collapsed, a bloody, whining wreck on the ground.

Melcorka did not watch the prolonged death of the woman or the prisoner. Instead, she stared at Chattan, who was licking his lips, enjoying the spectacle. “It will be your turn to die soon, Chattan. I promise you.”

Hardly able to shift his attention from the horror in the pit, Chattan smiled at her, his yellow eyes wild. “I'll give you a few days, Swordswoman. Enough time for the cats to get hungry again, and then I'll have you lowered slowly, an inch at a time.”

“You will never see that, Chattan,” Melcorka said. “You'll die before I do.” She forced a laugh. “I promise you that. You murdered my man and I'll look down into your dying eyes.”

Chattan opened his mouth to speak, dropped his gaze before Melcorka's steady eyes, turned and walked away. In the pit, the green-eyed tabby chewed at the man, with blood oozing from the side of its mouth.

* * *

Melcorka lost track of time. She did not know how long she had been in that place of bones and blood. At irregular intervals, the cat-women lit a circle of small lanterns, so it was never fully dark and never more than dimly lit. Melcorka pulled at her chains, aware it was futile for they were of solid iron, firmly imbedded into the bone wall at her back.

“Are we ever released?” Melcorka asked the other prisoners.

“Only to feed the cats,” the reply came after a long pause.

“Are we ever released at the same time?” Melcorka asked.

“No. One at a time, with Chattan and his cat-women present.”

Melcorka pulled at her chains again, wondering how she could escape. “It doesn't look too hopeful, then.”

“There is no hope,” the woman at Melcorka's side said. “It is best to accept the inevitable. When it is my turn, I will jump in the pit, so Chattan does not see my fear, and I will stretch my jugular to ensure a quick death.”

“I'll fight to my last breath and kill as many cats as I can,” Melcorka said.

“What will that avail you?” The woman asked.

“Pride,” Melcorka said. “And if I kill them all, I will climb out and kill Chattan as well.”

“They will still kill you, and there are always more cats.”

“If I am dead,” Melcorka said. “I won't care if there are more cats or not.”

She relapsed into silence again, still working at her chains. “We must fight them.” Nobody replied. One youth began to sob.

“We must fight them,” Melcorka repeated.

“There is no point,” the neighbouring woman said. “It's better to accept the inevitable and greet death calmly.”

Melcorka grunted in denial. “I'll fight to my last breath.”

There was no answer in that place of depression and defeat. More time passed; the lanterns began to gutter as their fuel failed. The cats set up a howling, running back and forward in their stinking pit.

“They're hungry,” the woman beside Melcorka said. “Chattan will be coming soon. Say your prayers, everybody, and may God have mercy on our souls.”

“God will have to wait to meet me,” Melcorka said through gritted teeth. “And the devil can prepare a hot hob for Chattan.” She had no idea how to validate her words but knew she would not die quietly.

Melcorka watched as the door opened and Chattan appeared, humming a little song. “Soon, my darlings,” he said to his cats. “Soon, you will have fresh meat.” Two cat-women followed him with painted faces and narrow, predatory eyes.

Dried blood still stained the bandage covering the wound on Chattan's neck as he slowly walked past the prisoners, running his hand over each man and woman. “Will we choose you today?” He stopped at the sobbing youth. “Shall I end the misery of your life?” He walked his fingers down the youth's face and from his neck to his groin. “No, not today. You can suffer some more. How about you?” Chattan stopped at the woman next to Melcorka. “Are you ready to die?”

“Yes,” the woman did not lift her head as Chattan played with her tangled hair. “Yes, Lord Chattan. I am ready.”

“Oh?” Lifting her head by putting a finger under her chin, Chattan kissed her full on the lips. “In that case, my pretty, you can wait.” He stepped to Melcorka. “Now you, my fiery woman. Shall I feed you to the cats?” He pressed a finger against Melcorka”s forehead, pressing her head back, then walked his fingers down her face. “How long will you take to die?”

“I'll see you die first, coward!” Waiting until Chattan's fingers were on her lips, Melcorka opened her mouth wide and bit hard, holding on. She anticipated Chattan jerking his fingers back, ignored the pain and worried as hard as she could, tasting blood and feeling the grate of bone beneath her teeth. Screaming, Chattan writhed, until the two cat-women arrived and forced Melcorka's jaws open. She kicked out, catching one woman on the knee, missed Chattan by an inch and spat his blood over his face.

“You taste sweet, Chattan!”

“Take her!” Chattan crouched, holding his injured fingers to his stomach. “Feed her to the cats!”

When the two women approached, Melcorka sighed and hung in her chains as though accepting her death. “Come on then,” she said. “Get it over with.”

Still wary, the women used a small metal key to unfasten Melcorka's chains and led her the three steps to the edge of the pit. Knowing it was feeding time, the cats gathered directly beneath, with the king tabby staring up through its green eyes.

“Well,” Melcorka took a deep breath. “Goodnight and God be with you all.” She extended one foot over the edge, twisted her hip and threw the woman at her side into the pit. The cat-woman screamed, scrabbled at her companion for help. For a few seconds, both tottered on the brink, dropping the small key that had opened the chains. Scooping it up, Melcorka leapt to the prisoner nearest to her and unfastened her chains. Aware of Chattan shouting for more cat-women, Melcorka did not have time to free more prisoners.

“Here,” Melcorka handed the key to the woman she had released. “Free the rest.”

Turning around, Melcorka gave the two cat-women a final push that sent them tumbling into the pit before throwing herself at Chattan, kicking at his injured hand. Chattan screamed, and a dozen cat-women ran into the room, leaping at Melcorka.

“Come on!” Melcorka yelled, “you prisoners! Fight for your lives.” She glanced over her shoulder to see the prisoners still chained to the wall. The woman she had released stared at her.

“It's no use,” the woman said. “It's better to accept our fate than to struggle against it. That is God's will.”

“It's not my will,” Melcorka used all her accumulated skills to fight against the rush of women, but there were too many. She felled one, jabbed straight fingers into the throat of a second, and then the cat-women swarmed all over her. Throwing Melcorka to the ground, they held her there, struggling, as Chattan came up.

Dripping blood from his injured hand, Chattan glared at Melcorka and kicked her in the ribs. The action seemed to give him satisfaction, for he repeated it again and again. When he eventually stopped, he was panting with exhaustion. “Throw her in the pit,” he said.

“Alba!” Melcorka shouted, still struggling. “I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas! Cenel Bearnas!”

Chattan smiled, his yellow eyes shining, as the cat-women pushed her on to the lip of the pit. “Throw her in,” he said.







Chapter Twenty-Six

Bradan felt himself falling from the bridge, with Melcorka clinging to the rope-work far above. He clutched at the air as if he could swim through nothingness, and saw the sea rushing towards him, breaking on ragged rocks between the stack and the harsh cliffs of the shore. Despite his fear, he had the presence of mind to turn his body and dive for the least disturbed area of sea, yet the shock of striking the water drove the breath from him, and he surged deeper than he intended.

As darkness closed around him, Bradan took an instinctive breath, choking as salt water rushed into his lungs, burning, squeezing, pressing his chest, while the water roared and bubbled in his ears. He kicked, felt the surface of the sea-bed beneath, powered upwards and surfaced with a gasp. He sucked in a lungful of mixed air and salt-water and swore as a surge of the sea dragged him back down again, turning him until he did not know if he was upright or upside down.

Trying to swim, Bradan found his strength seeping away. He had the notion of swimming to the sea bed so he could work out which way he was facing, and opened his mouth to yell when the sea threw him against rocks that tore great gouges from his chest and arms. He struck out, and the sea dragged him back, lifted him high and crashed him face down on a seaweed-smeared rock.

Bradan closed his eyes as the water receded, then another wave smashed on top of him, grinding him against the rock. He lay there, stunned, waiting for the next wave to drag him back out to sea.

“Bradan!” The voice was female and familiar. “I'm here.” Somebody dragged him further up the rock, holding him tight as another wave smashed over him, and pulled him when the wave drew away.

“Mel?”

“Not Mel. Lie still.”

Another wave surged down, pounding him against the solid surface, and again the woman dragged Bradan further up the rock until they were above the reach of the water. Bradan struggled on to his back and promptly vomited what seemed like half the ocean, leaving his throat and chest burning.

“That's the way – get rid of it all.”

“Astrid?” Bradan blinked stupidly at her. “How did you get here?”

“I flew,” Astrid said, smiling. “I jumped in when I saw you fall. I can't let my favourite Alban drown, can I?”

“Melcorka.” Bradan sat up. “Did you see Melcorka?”

Astrid shook her head. “I didn't see her. I was too busy trying to save you.”

Bradan washed his mouth with seawater. “Thank you, Astrid. I am grateful to you.”

“Perhaps, even although you prefer Melcorka to me.”

“Melcorka and I have lived through some interesting adventures,” Bradan said.

“Yet she did not try to save you.” Astrid shrugged. “Perhaps she thought you were already dead.”

“Is she all right?” Bradan asked, wiping a rough hand across his mouth.

“I saw her climb up to the top of the cliff,” Astrid said. “She is perfectly safe.”

“Where are we?” Bradan looked up. They were on the rocks at the base of the sea-stack, with the cliff rising sheer above. “We'll never climb up that.”

“No, we won't,” Astrid agreed. “We're lucky the tide is out. When it's high, there is no beach at all, and the sea would pound us against the rock. How are you feeling?”

“Battered, bruised but all right,” Bradan said. “Thank you. I believe you saved my life.”

“You'll want this,” Astrid said, with a smile. She pointed to Bradan's staff, floating in a rock pool. “I saw that before I found you.”

“Thank you. We've been a long way together.” The rowan wood was smooth under Bradan's hand.

“Follow me.” Astrid stood up. “There is an easier entrance to Dun Dreggan than climbing a sheer cliff.”

The seaward side of the rock stack was as steep as the landward, with seaweed hanging in a dripping green forest and a colony of dog seals watching through round eyes. “Now pay attention, and I'll show you some magic,” Astrid strode towards the seaweed, shoved a great tendril aside and promptly vanished. “Are you coming?” Poking her head between the weed, she smiled to Bradan, with her teeth very white and her hair very blonde against the dark tendrils.

“There's a cave behind the seaweed,” Bradan said. “How did you see that?”

“I know everything,” Astrid said, mysteriously. “I drank the snake.” She smiled, shaking her head. “No, I was here when we captured the place,” Astrid said. “We moored offshore for days and saw boats landing here at low tide, so did the same and found the cave.”

The interior was dark, with knee-deep water on the floor and myriad crabs and other assorted sea life. Feeling his way with his staff, Bradan explored the cave.

“There is a torch somewhere, if I remember,” Astrid ran her hand along the wall. “Here we are, and a flint too.” Striking a spark, she applied it to a reed-torch. The flare of light revealed a sloping path leading to a narrow exit at the side of the cave.

“Well, Bradan,” Astrid said. “We have some choices here. I intended only to guide you to Dun Dreggan, and here we are. If you wish, I can leave you now, or we can go on together and find out about this evil.” She paused for a moment as the torch hissed, dropping sparks that the sea-water quickly extinguished. “We have a third choice – we can go back together and leave Melcorka as she left you.”

“We go on,” Bradan said without hesitation. “I don't believe Mel ignored me.”

“As you wish.” Astrid shook her head. “Where do you think Melcorka is now?”

“Up there,” Bradan pointed a finger upwards, “or plotting to get there. I know her – she will not stop until she achieves her objective.”

“Aye, her and her magic sword,” Astrid said. “She would not be so good without it.”

Bradan smiled. “We have achieved successes with and without Defender.”

Astrid lifted the torch high, so its spluttering light showed a flight of steps. “We go up there,” she said, “although you would be better without a woman who constantly kills.”

“I have no complaints,” Bradan said. “Melcorka does not kill for the love of killing, but the cause of good.”

“I wonder how many killers have said that through history,” Walking in front, Astrid emphasised the swing and shape of her hips. “They pick a side, and then kill anybody they claim is opposed to their king or their conception of right or good.” Astrid turned around. “Killers are killers, for whomever they claim to kill.”

“Have you never killed?” Bradan asked.

“No.” Astrid shook her head. “I saw too much slaughter when I was younger, and my father carved his way to honour. I chose another path. A wise woman taught me how to gain knowledge – that's how I learned how to repel the evil eye and some healing.” She began climbing again. “How many people have you killed, Bradan?”

“Some,” Bradan said. “Too many. I can see every face and recall every incident.”

“Do you get nightmares?”

“Yes.” Bradan did not elaborate. Although the dreams were intermittent, when they came, they left him sweat-soaked and disturbed.

“I'll wager Melcorka doesn't get nightmares.” Astrid said. “Killers move on to the next victim, the next cause, the next fight, the next adventure. You can call it anything you like, Bradan, but they all end up with the killer wiping blood from his, or her, blade. It becomes a desire, a disease and a compulsion. The killer must kill and will continue to kill until she meets somebody younger, fitter or more skilled.”

“How do you know so much about it?” Bradan looked ahead to see how many more stairs they had to climb.

“I told you, I drank the snake.” Astrid gave an enigmatic smile. “I grew up with Norsemen. Every man wanted to be a great warrior, kill all they could for Odin and die gloriously in battle. Most settled to be ordinary fighting men, but there were always a few who caught the killing disease.”

Bradan nodded. “I have heard that about the Norse.”

Looking over her shoulder, Astrid met Bradan's gaze. When the torchlight reflected from her eyes, Bradan could see flecks of orange in the intense blue. “Then we settled on the frontier between the Jarldom and Alba.” Astrid said. “I thought the Alban men might be different, but no – they all wanted to be great warriors, kill all they could for king or Christ and die gloriously in battle.” Astrid stopped when the steps ended at a wooden door. “That is why I like you, Bradan. You are different.”

Bradan did not pursue that line of conversation. “What's through that door?”

“Horrors worse than any nightmare,” Astrid said. “Things you will wish you had not seen.”

“Come on then,” Bradan tapped his staff on the stone step. “I won't leave Melcorka to battle these things alone.”

“You are a good man, Bradan.” Wrenching open the door, Astrid stepped inside, with Bradan following.

The light shocked him. Coming from the darkness of the cavern into a chamber where candlelight reflected from walls of polished white, Bradan had to shield his eyes. “Where are we?”

“In the foundations of Dun Dreggan,” Astrid said, “the lowest level of the castle of the dragon.”

Once his eyes adjusted to the light, Bradan could see that the walls were of bone, joined together end to end. “A house built on human bones,” he said.

“What more horror could you devise?” Astrid asked.

“That is horror enough for me,” Bradan agreed. “Listen for the sound of fighting, for that is where Melcorka will be.”

The smell hit them first, a stench that Bradan recognised, but magnified twentyfold. “Cats,” he said.

“No,” Astrid shook her head. “Worse than any cat. What is the name of this place?”

“Dun Dreggan,” Bradan said. “The fort of the dragon.”

“That is the dragon you smell,” Astrid said. “It cannot be anything else.”

“There is no such thing as a dragon,” Bradan said. “They belong in tales to scare children to sleep at night.”

“The dragon is along there,” Astrid gestured with her head. “Secured behind lock and key.”

“Have you seen it?” Bradan asked.

Astrid shook her head. “No. But I saw the door that contained it, and I smelled its scent, as you do now.”

Bradan fought the temptation to view the dragon. All his life, he had been a wanderer, a seeker after knowledge and here was an opportunity to see a mythological creature that had fascinated people for centuries. He shook his head. He must find Melcorka – the dragon would have to wait.

“In here!” Astrid said, suddenly urgent. “Somebody is coming.”

The chamber was cold but dry and, Bradan noted thankfully, hewn out of rock rather than constructed of bones.

“Stay close!” Astrid pulled Bradan to her. “As close as you like, Bradan.”

Her smile was appealing, white teeth in a face that Bradan was growing to like more than he found comfortable “As close as I like? How close is that?” He regretted his words the instant he voiced them.

Astrid laughed outright. “We are in the dragon's lair here, Bradan. You should not be thinking about such things. Leave that to me!”

Bradan shook his head. “We are searching for Melcorka, remember.”

“I have no wish to find her,” Astrid said, raising her eyebrows. “I'd prefer to leave this place now, you and me.” She paused for a moment. “Together.”

Bradan closed his eyes as Astrid's words coiled around him.

“We could walk the roads together, Bradan. We could discuss the philosophy of the Druids and the Greeks, learn the history of the world, walk to the Holy Land to see what it is really like.”

Bradan thought of such a life, with mind meeting mind, thoughts delving deeper into ideas and working out the hidden meaning of existence. The temptation was stronger than he had realised. Did Melcorka need him? Or did she just tolerate him as she sought out causes where she could wield Defender.

“How about Melcorka?” Bradan asked.

“I have spoken of her type,” Astrid said. “She will kill and kill until she meets somebody better than her, faster than her, younger than her, who will kill her, take her sword and begin the whole merry circle again.”

Bradan nodded. Some of Astrid's words made sense. Trouble did follow Melcorka, she did not run from a fight, and she had come close to death on a few occasions. Never closer than with Erik Egilsson.

“Do you like the excitement with Melcorka?” Astrid asked, “or do you wish for a quieter life of academic research and travel?”

Bradan thought of the places he and Melcorka had visited – he recalled the beauty and the slaughter. “I would not miss the bloodshed,” he said.

“Would you still like Melcorka if she could not protect you with her sword?”

Bradan smiled. “Yes. The sword is not important to me.”

“That is good.” Astrid stepped away from the wall to face him. “I have only known you a short time, Bradan, yet I know you are a good man, one of the few men who do not like to kill.”

“There are many good men,” Bradan said. “And many are better and more peaceful than I am. Holy men, for instance, of most religions, although not all.”

When Astrid spoke, her eyes seemed to glow. “I have been seeking a good man all my life, Bradan. There are few. When I first saw you, I thought you were only a companion to a killer, but then I learned more about you, and I think you are the man I seek.”

Bradan smiled, shaking his head. “I am Melcorka's man,” he said.

“Are you sure, Bradan? Are you certain you wish to spend the remainder of your life with a killer? Just think of the places we can go, the libraries we can visit, the scholars we can meet. With Melcorka, it is battle, destruction and death. With me, it will be knowledge, conversation and learning.”

Astrid stood still as the light spread from her eyes to her head, gradually bathing her in a pool of white. She glowed softly as her smile reached out to him.

The images came unasked to Bradan's mind. Shelves of books, piles of written manuscripts, the accumulated knowledge of Rome, of Greece, of Persia and Alexandria, of the scholars of the East and further East. He shivered. He could nearly taste the information, almost hear the words of wisdom from the world's greatest scholars. Would he rather experience that, or more bloodshed, more battles where men butchered each other so that arrogant kings could exchange territory? He thought of Melcorka striding across the field of Carham with blood dripping from the edge of her sword and fragments of human brains and flesh spattered across her body. And he thought of Astrid with her enthusiasm as she told him of her greatest treasure, the book she had saved from her father's looting.

Bradan felt something shift; it was a movement like physical pain, a jolt that came from inside him. “Astrid; I have never met a woman like you.”

Astrid gave a gentle smile. “We are a rare breed, you and I. We are from this world, yet not of it. That is why you wander, Bradan, and why I seek as much learning and knowledge as a woman can obtain.”

For some reason, Bradan felt suddenly weak, as if something was draining the strength from his body.

“Could you imagine us together, Bradan, you and me, travelling side by side?”

Astrid's words helped Bradan create images in his mind. He thought of the two of them in the ancient centres of civilisation, exchanging knowledge from the Druids and Christian monks and the scholars of the East.

“Yes, I can,” Bradan said, honestly.

“Did Melcorka accompany you to the scholars on your adventures?”

Bradan shook his head. “No. She did not.”

“Ah.” Astrid said no more. She lifted her hand. “Listen; I think they've gone. We can leave now.” She looked at Bradan. “We can go on and search for Melcorka, or you and I can get out of this hellish place.”

For the first time, Bradan felt tempted to leave Melcorka. He looked at Astrid, a spirited, intelligent woman who shared his interests in travelling and gathering knowledge and compared her to his image of Melcorka splashing through the carnage of Carham.

“I am not sure,” Bradan said. “Dear God, I am not sure.”

“There is no rush,” Astrid said softly.

Bradan took a deep breath. “We search for Melcorka,” he said, lifting his head. “I cannot leave her alone.”

“You are a loyal man,” Astrid said. “And that is another trait that I admire.”

They left that chamber, ignored the lair of the dragon and climbed upwards, frequently stopping to listen, hearing only the distant drift of conversation, the batter of the waves and the occasional cries of cats. The stairs led to a short torchlit corridor, which in turn ended abruptly at a massive chamber, hewn from the rock. Bradan stood in the entrance, keeping to the shadows.

“There's the man himself,” Astrid said. “The Lord of Dun Dreggan.” She flattened her voice. “Also known as Moruir Chat, the Great Man of the Cats.”

Torches flared and spat along the length of one wall, while beneath it sat or lounged a collection of men. Bradan saw their cat-skin cloaks and the short stabbing spears most carried, the longswords of a few, wondered if they were Norse, Albans or Picts and turned his attention to the man who sat at the head of the room.

He was huge. Nearer seven feet tall than six, he was wide-shouldered and slim- waisted. Added to his size was the face of a cat that stared down at the others in the chamber.

“He's a giant,” Bradan said. “I've never seen a giant before, and never a giant with the face of a cat.”

“A giant, indeed. This castle is a place of horrors.” Astrid's hand crept to Bradan, holding his arm.

Keeping in the shadows, Bradan studied the Great Man of the Cats. Was this the man who opened the Book of Dark Earth to release the Cu-saeng? Was this the leader of a band of Norse raiders? Or was this somebody or something else? Was this the Cu-saeng?

“Melcorka is not here,” Bradan said. “If she were, there would be blood and fur on the ground, and the Great Man would have his tail trimmed.”

Astrid nodded. “We move on, then.” Withdrawing from the chamber, they heard scurrying feet and shrank into the shadows. A dozen women passed, all in dark clothes and with the ears of cats attached to their heads. Leading them was a man Bradan recognised at once.

“Chattan,” Bradan said.

“What's that he's carrying?” Astrid asked, nodding to the long bundle in Chattan's arms.

“A sword,” Bradan said. As he looked, the covering slipped off, revealing the hilt. Bradan shivered. “That's Defender. Melcorka's sword. So where is Melcorka?”







Chapter Twenty-Seven

“If that is Melcorka's sword, where is Melcorka?” Bradan repeated.

“Would she willingly part with her sword?” Astrid watched as Chattan and the women strode along the corridor.

Bradan shook his head. “No.”

“Then she is dead.” Astrid said.

“No.” Bradan said. “Melcorka is not dead.”

“Nobody is invulnerable,” Astrid said. “For every warrior, there is somebody faster, more skilful or luckier.”

“I want to find Melcorka.” Bradan said.

“You might not even find her body,” Astrid said. “I think we should retrieve Melcorka's sword. If it is as powerful as I've heard, it will help us get out of here.”

Bradan watched as Chattan carried the sword away, with his women clustered around him. “We'll follow Chattan. If we are lucky, he may tell us where Melcorka is.”

They had not far to go before Chattan stopped at a low wooden door. He fiddled inside his cloak for a key, opened the door and disappeared inside, to reappear a few moments later without the sword.

“Wait until they've gone,” Bradan said. “We know which direction Melcorka is in, anyway.”

“What?” Astrid looked puzzled. “How do we know that?”

“She will be in the direction from where Chattan came.” Bradan had taken control. “We'll try that way first.”

Glancing at the door where Defender was, Astrid hesitated. “We'd be better with a weapon.”

“You pick the lock, then,” Bradan said. “I'll find Melcorka.” He strode on without waiting for Astrid, who followed a few moments later.

“The door is securely locked.”

“Don't you have a spell to open it?” Bradan asked as his worry for Melcorka overcame his growing affection for Astrid.

“I'm not a witch,” Astrid said.

“I know.” Bradan was immediately contrite. “That was a cruel thing to say. I'm sorry.”

They were in a maze of corridors and passages, with strange smells and sounds.

“Cenel Bearnas!”

The words rang out from beneath them, echoing in the narrow passage.

“That's Melcorka!” Bradan raised his voice. “Melcorka!”

“Cenel Bearnas!” Melcorka's family war cry rang louder as Bradan ran towards the sound. Although he was a man of peace, with no weapon except his staff, he crashed open the door of the chamber where he heard Melcorka's shout.

“Melcorka!”

When Bradan burst in, he saw half a dozen cat-women holding Melcorka on the edge of a pit. Bradan saw little else as more women looked around, some with the hideous hooked claws attached to their hands, all wearing cloaks with cat-eared hoods. “I'm here, Melcorka!” Swinging his staff, Bradan knocked two of the women backwards, thrust at another and pulled Melcorka back from the lip of the pit.

“I thought you were dead!” Melcorka wrestled a woman to the ground with a move she had learned in the Chola Empire.

“I'm not.” Bradan cracked another woman on the head with his staff. “Astrid saved me. She's around somewhere.”

“Back to back!” Melcorka ordered. “Make for the door.” She grinned at Bradan. “It looks like it's just you and me, Bradan!”

“That's as it should be!” Bradan grunted as a woman landed a shrewd kick in his stomach, winced as a set of claws opened up a wound in his left arm and thrust his staff against a woman's throat. “I think there are too many of these devils, this time, Mel.”

“Cenel Bearnas!” Melcorka yelled, staggering as a woman ducked low to slash at her legs while another jabbed at her eyes. Once the initial shock of Bradan's arrival wore off, the cat-women pressed hard. Fighting desperately, Melcorka and Bradan retreated to the lip of the pit, where the cats set up a hideous howling and raised their claws in expectation of food.

“At least we're together.” Melcorka ducked, swung her hip and threw a cat-woman down to the ground.

The rush came by surprise as the prisoners charged the flank of the cat-women, swinging their chains as makeshift weapons.

“That's the way!” Melcorka yelled. “Cenel Bearnas!” Grabbing the nearest cat-woman, she tore off her claws and slashed at the next.

Faced by a renewed attack by Melcorka and with the unexpected assault by the ex-prisoners, the cat-women wavered, turned and fled, leaving Chattan alone, his instructions unheeded.

“Fight them!” Chattan yelled. “Throw them to the cats.”

Thrusting the end of his staff against Chattan”s throat, Bradan propelled him to the lip of the pit. Melcorka looked over the edge, where the king-cat was waiting.

“You're an unpleasant sort of fellow,” Melcorka said. “But you did not kill Bradan.”

“You're brave now,” Chattan jeered. “You won't be so brave when the Butcher comes back for you.”

“Oh?” Melcorka pretended unconcern, although the mention of the name set her heart racing. She could not forget the humiliation of her defeat on the Bass Rock. “I didn't realise he was even gone.”

“He'll be back,” Chattan said, “and then all of Alba and the Jarldom will rue they were ever born.”

“I'll be ready for him,” Melcorka bluffed. “When is he coming back?”

Chattan”s yellow eyes narrowed shrewdly. “You don't know, do you?” He looked over his shoulder at the waiting cats. “He won't be alone when he comes. If you promise not to kill me, I'll tell you more.”

Glancing at Bradan, Melcorka nodded. “That”s a fair deal, Chattan. You tell me all you know, and I won't even hurt you.”

“Do you promise?” Chattan asked.

“You have my word of honour,” Melcorka relaxed her pressure, allowing Chattan to move forward a few inches. “I've no reason to kill you now that Bradan is alive.”

Chattan gave a sickly smile. “The Butcher is touring all the lands of Cnut – that is Denmark, England and his other possessions – gathering a force of outlaws, mercenaries and cut-throats. He is going to invade Alba and the Jarldom and destroy everything.”

Remembering the power of Legbiter, Melcorka imagined how much harm Erik could do with an army of the worst type of men. “Thank you, Chattan.”

“What shall I do with him?” Bradan had the edge of his staff at Chattan”s throat.

“When I thought you were dead,” Melcorka said. “I wanted to kill him. Now you are alive, he does not matter. Besides, I have given my word not to hurt him.” She stepped closer to Chattan. “I have one question for you – where is the Lord of Dun Dreggan?”

“I already know that,” Bradan said.

“Do you?” Melcorka said. “In that case, we'll leave Chattan to the mercy of these good people. We won't hurt a hair of his little feline head.”

“I know where Defender is too,” Bradan probed inside Chattan's cloak and pulled out a bunch of keys. “Let's get her back.”

“You can't leave me here,” Chattan said. “You promised I would not be hurt!”

“Not so,” Melcorka said. “We promised not to hurt you, and we won't.”

As they left the chamber, they heard the roar from the freed prisoners and Chattan's high-pitched scream of terror. The cats' howling rose to a new pitch.







Chapter Twenty-Eight

“This way.” Bradan led at a fast jog. “Let's hope there are no cat-warriors here.”

“Let's hope there are,” Melcorka said.

Bradan grunted. “I see you're back to your normal peaceful self.”

“I've had enough of this place,” Melcorka said.

Astrid was at the door, wrestling with the lock. “You found her!” She seemed pleased. “I've been trying to get the sword so that I could help.”

“Is that what you were doing?” Melcorka pushed Astrid roughly aside. “Let me see.” She looked at the lock, banging it with the heel of her hand.

“Here.” Bradan tossed over the keys he had taken from Chattan. “Try these.” He looked over his shoulder, where a press of cat-warriors was approaching.

The first key did not fit, nor did the second.

“They're getting closer.” Bradan took up position between Melcorka and the warriors, although he felt that his staff was a poor weapon against spears. “Hurry it up, Mel!”

The first spear whizzed past Bradan, to clatter against the stone wall. He ducked the second, and then the warriors were running towards him.

“I'm in!” Melcorka said at last.

Astrid was at her heels, with Bradan retreating to the door to try to delay the warriors for a few vital seconds. Lifting a spear, he threw it at the advancing warriors, only to see it bounce uselessly from the wall. The warriors slowed down when they saw Bradan was unarmed, smiling now, with spears raised, confident of an easy victory.

“Ten to one? Come on, then!” Bradan challenged, hiding his fear, and then Melcorka was at his side, Defender in hand.

“Stand aside, Bradan!” Melcorka said. “This is women's work.” Her laugh rose as she stepped towards the cat warriors. “Cenel Bearnas!” she shouted. “I am Melcorka the Swordswoman of the Cenel Bearnas!”

The leading two cat-warriors were brave men. They stood to face this tall, dark-haired woman with the longsword and died for their courage. The second rank lasted a few seconds longer and then the cat-warriors were turning around in fear as Melcorka pushed forward, with Defender blocking spear-thrusts, slicing, hacking and killing.

“Fight me!” Melcorka shouted. “Cenel Bearnas!”

“Your woman is enjoying the killing,” Astrid said.

“My woman has saved our lives,” Bradan replied.

“As you saved hers.”

“It is what we do,” Bradan said, as Melcorka stopped her pursuit and turned back, spattered with blood but grinning fiercely.

“That's them chased away.” Cleaning Defender”s blade, Melcorka slid the sword back into its sheath. “Now we have to find the Lord of Dun Dreggan.”

“Down that way,” Astrid gestured with her thumb.

“I'm glad you came along.” Melcorka spoke with hardly any reluctance. “Lead on.”

Lifting one of the spears, Bradan thrust it through his belt.

“You are a man of peace,” Astrid said. “You do not need such a thing.”

“I am still a man,” Bradan replied. “I won't let Melcorka fight alone if she needs help.” He ignored Astrid's look of mixed disappointment and anger.

* * *

The Lord of Dun Dreggan sat as they had left him, with his company of warriors around him and his cat-face strangely sad.

“He does not look like a man who would awake a long-gone entity,” Melcorka said as they looked in from the shadows. “He looks like an aged giant, sunk in wine, mead and sloth.”

“I thought the same,” Bradan said. “Except for his face. Is that a mask?”

“Let's find out.” Melcorka unsheathed Defender. “Are you with us, Astrid?”

“I am not a fighter,” Astrid said.

“Then remain here,” Melcorka said. “Bradan and I have been in this sort of situation before.”

Striding past the staring warriors, Melcorka approached the Lord of Dun Dreggan, who barely stirred in his chair.

“I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas,” Melcorka said, “and I have questions for you.”

“Ask, Melcorka Nic Bearnas,” The Lord of Dun Dreggan replied, still without moving.

“Are you the leader of the warband that wakened the Cu-saeng from its slumber?”

“I was Ivar the Strong,” the Lord of Dun Dreggan said. “I brought my men from Norway to the coast of Wessex and up to this cursed land.”

Melcorka paused. It was not the reply she had expected. “Is this land cursed?”

Ivar, the Lord of Dun Dreggan, looked up, with his face more like a cat than a human. “Can you see me, Melcorka Nic Bearnas? Can you see what I have become?”

“I see a tall old man sitting on a throne,” Melcorka said, “and with the face of a cat. Where is Ivar the Viking warrior?”

“I wish he were still here,” The Lord of Dun Dreggan said. “Have you come to relieve me of my burden? I see you carry a mighty sword.”

“I am seeking a book,” Melcorka said. “I seek the Book of Black Earth.”

The name whispered around that bleak chamber, echoing and re-echoing until the solid rock seemed to groan with fear.

“You do not want that book,” The Lord of Dun Dreggan said. “Every hour of every day, I regret even having found that ancient curse.”

“Where is it?” Melcorka asked.

“Gone.” When the Lord of Dun Dreggan shook his head, Melcorka was sure she saw tears in his yellow eyes. “It's gone, spreading the evil around.”

“Is it not in this dun?” Bradan asked.

“It was held here,” the Lord of Dun Dreggan said. “It was secure here, held imprisoned beneath the ground, with layer upon layer of human bones holding it down.”

“What happened?”

“The Picts built a holy place on top of it, with a holy book guarding a doorway and the bones of good people to contain the evil. Ivar the Strong led the raiders that killed the monks, and we were searching for Pictish gold, delving deeper and deeper into the foundations of the monastery.”

“And?” Melcorka prompted.

“We saw a holy book wedged in a doorway, embellished with precious stones, covered in gold, and we tore it free. Erik Egilsson was first through the door with his sword, Legbiter, in his hand. He ran down with me at his side.” The Lord of Dun Dreggan was crying openly now, great tears rolling from his eyes.

Bradan and Melcorka stood side by side, listening to Ivar's story.

“We expected great piles of treasure, gold and silver gathered over the centuries, but instead we found a room lined with human bones and a single black book in the centre of the floor.”

“The Book of Black Earth,” Melcorka said.

“Yes.” Ivar nodded. “The Book of Black Earth, the worst curse ever imposed, something from deep inside the world.”

“What happened?” Bradan asked.

“When Erik Egilsson saw the book, he gave a great roar and slashed at it with his sword. The blade bounced off, and Erik lifted the book and dashed it to the ground.” Ivar stood up with something of his old Viking spirit returning. “The book opened, and something came out.”

“Something?” Melcorka asked.

“Something,” Ivar said. “Nothing solid.” He shook his head. “Something. It entered Erik's sword first and then entered him.”

“And?” Melcorka prompted as Ivar closed his eyes, as if unwilling to recount what had happened.

“The thing turned the blade of Erik's sword black and turned to me. I shut the book, but it touched me,” Ivar put a hand to his face. “You see the result.”

“I do,” Melcorka said. “Where is the book now?”

“They took it away,” Ivar said.

“Who did?”

“We did.” The words came unbidden into Melcorka's mind.

Where the chamber had been empty save for Ivar and the apathetic warriors, now a host of grey men filled it, forming groups around the warriors.

“Who are you?” Stepping behind Melcorka, Bradan brandished his staff as a weapon.

“We are you,” the voices said.

“I am I,” Bradan said. “I am Bradan the Wanderer.”

The grey men spoke again. “We are Bradan. We are Ivar. We are Melcorka. We are you when the good is removed.”

“I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas of the Cenel Bearnas.” Holding Defender two-handed, Melcorka stood with her back to Bradan. As she watched, the grey men wavered and slid into the supine warriors. At once the warriors rose, reaching for the weapons at their sides.

“Will you fight me, Melcorka?” Ivar asked, lifting the rusted sword that leaned against the arm of his chair.

“I will fight you.” Melcorka saw the desperate struggle in his eyes. “Come, Ivar. Take off your mask and become a Norse warrior again.”

“The Picts called this the province of the cats,” Ivar said. “When I captured the dun, the cats took over.”

“Who are the cat-warriors?” Melcorka asked. “Who is Chattan?”

“They are not my men,” Ivar said. “They came when the book opened.”

“Then fight them as you fight me.” Melcorka could understand a warrior – she had respect, if no liking, for the Norse as fighting men. She could not understand a man who crumbled in the face of an adversary. In Melcorka's world, you fought until you could no longer fight, and then you fought some more.

When Ivar rose from his chair, Melcorka realised how tall he was. The top of Melcorka's head reached his neck, while his arms were disproportionately long, nearly reaching his knees as he stood. He took his first swing before he stepped forward and continued to attack as he approached. “Odin owns you!” He roared as his Norse blood fought the greyness within.

Blocking Ivar's sword, Melcorka was shocked at the strength of the man. Even with the power of Defender surging through her, she had difficulty in keeping her balance.

“You are a warrior indeed,” Melcorka gasped, clashing blade against blade, twisting and ducking under Ivar's outstretched arm.

“As are you, Swordswoman,” Ivar said. “I've never met a woman who could match my strength.” He grinned at her over the hilt of his sword. “It will be a pleasure to kill you, Melcorka, or an honour to die by your blade.”

The other Norsemen moved forward, swords and axes raised, shields on left arms, eyes suddenly alive beneath metal helmets.

“Hold!” Ivar said. “Let me win this fight alone. I want the honour!”

Holding his staff as a barrier, Bradan breathed a sigh of relief. He knew that any one of the Norse could dispose of him in seconds. Norse warriors were rightly feared throughout Europe and as far as the Caspian Sea and the lands of Islam beyond. His staff was no protection against such men.

Stopping suddenly, Ivar motioned Melcorka to him. “Come on, Melcorka – Odin will welcome you to Valhalla.”

“I have many friends there,” Melcorka said. “You will be one of them when I eventually arrive.” Ducking before Ivar's next mighty swing, she thrust Defender upwards, into Ivar's right leg.

The giant stiffened, looked at the bright blood flowing and slashed downward, nearly catching Melcorka's arm. “You fight well!”

“As do you, Norseman,” Melcorka said. Moving leftward, so Ivar would gradually weaken as he used his injured leg, she circled him, thrusting and withdrawing, thrusting and withdrawing.

“Stand and fight,” Ivar roared, and the cat face altered into that of a man.

“Ivar,” Melcorka said. “Your face.”

Ivar felt his face. “I have lived the last year as a beast,” he said, “but I will fight as a man.”

“And die as one.” Melcorka threw herself forward, slashed low at Ivar's legs, altered the angle of Defender and opened a long deep gash in the Norseman's body, from his navel to his collar bone.

“You'll have to do better than that, Swordswoman,” Ivar said, not heeding the blood that flowed from his wounds.

“Join us,” Melcorka said. “Join us in the fight against the Cu-saeng.”

“It's too late,” Ivar said. “The greyness is inside me.”

“We can take it out.” Melcorka blocked another of Ivar's swings.

Ivar's face altered again, changing from human to cat and back. His eyes mirrored the torment within him. “It is too late. I can feel the evil in my blood.”

The grey men surged forward, more of them, with the grey woman at Ivar's chair, her hair long and blonde as she stared at Ivar through eyes like orbs of granite.

Ivar stiffened, with the cat face becoming more pronounced as he stepped forward, swinging. Blocking a cut to her head, Melcorka thrust Defender into Ivar's chest, twisted and withdrew. The giant Norseman slumped to the ground with his face altering to human again. The pain cleared from his eyes.

“Thank you, Melcorka,” he said. “At least I died as a man.”

“More than that,” Melcorka whispered. “You died a Norse warrior.”

“Mel!” Bradan warned as the remaining Norsemen roared forward.

“Get behind me!” Melcorka yelled. “Guard my back!”

Throwing his short spear at the oncoming mob, Bradan dropped his staff, lifted Ivar's sword and stood behind Melcorka. He had hardly taken his stance when the clash of swords began again, sounding like a blacksmith hammering on his anvil, punctured by gasps, curses and the occasional groan. Fighting like a woman possessed, Melcorka swung and parried, cut, thrust and killed.

“You can relax now, Bradan,” Melcorka said, cleaning blood from Defender's blade.

“Aye, you dealt with them smartly enough.” Discarding Ivar's sword, Bradan lifted his staff.

Astrid appeared, stepping delicately over the bodies and trying to skirt the pools of blood. She shook her head. “You are highly skilled at killing people, Melcorka.”

“Let's see where this book was held,” Melcorka said. “Maybe we can return it some time.”

Bradan shook his head. “It was held secure by a combination of a holy book, the prayers of the Pictish monks and the bones of good people. It will be hard to find that combination again. The book is missing, probably destroyed by the Vikings; the Pictish monks are dead, and only the bones remain.”

“The grey people are still here,” Astrid reminded them, “and the dragon. We cannot return the book of Black Earth to a place of such evil.”

“I want to see this dragon.” Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. “I've never seen a dragon before.”

“Nor have I,” Bradan said.

Melcorka smiled at him. “Lead on, Bradan, and we shall see what we shall see.”

Feeling as if he were walking to the gallows, Bradan led Melcorka back down the stairs with each step echoing and the air becoming chiller every minute. The door was more substantial than any they had seen before, with iron studs set in the shape of a Celtic cross and a deep rectangular inset in the centre.

“That's where the holy book sealed the thing in,” Bradan observed. “This is the dragon's lair, and this is where the Book of Black Earth was held.”

“I believe they are the same,” Melcorka said. “A thing more evil than any dragon that breaths fire.” She pushed at the door. “It's locked.”

“You have Chattan's keys,” Bradan pointed out. “Try the largest one.”

The first key did not fit, nor did the second. It was the fifth key that turned with a reluctant creak. Pushing open the door, Melcorka stepped inside.

The atmosphere hit them first. It was a deadening, oppressive feeling that bore down upon Melcorka the instant she opened the door. The next sensation was one of disgust at the room itself, with walls built entirely of human bones and a white marble pillar in the centre of the floor, on top of which were iron chains.

“So this is where evil lived,” Bradan tapped his staff on the floor. “A terrible place.”

“It has left its mark,” Melcorka said.

Astrid took a deep breath. “This is not a place to linger,” she said. “The grey men carry evil – they may affect us.”

“I agree with Astrid,” Bradan said. “It would be good to say farewell to this place and never look back.”

Melcorka grunted, pacing around the room. “Go then. I'll join you in a few moments.”

She waited until she was alone in the room, drew Defender and held the sword by the blade, so the cross-hilt was uppermost.

“I have fought evil in many places,” she said quietly. “Yet I have never faced such absolute horror as I sense here. I swear by all that is holy, by all that is good, and by every muscle and bone in my body that I shall destroy you, or you shall destroy me.”

Melcorka heard her voice fade in that chamber and knew that some force was listening to every word she said. She could sense it waiting in the earth around and knew that she faced her sternest test.

Melcorka gasped at the sudden laughter that rang within her head. Once again, she saw herself lying on that sandy ground, with a tall man standing over her and Bradan walking away with another woman. This time Melcorka saw the back of the woman clearly, with long blonde hair that shimmered within a yellow light.

“If I must pay the price, then a warrior's death is at the end of the road for every fighting woman.” Sheathing Defender, Melcorka turned away. Astrid and Bradan were waiting beyond the door as she emerged.

“Now we have to find Erik Egilsson,” Melcorka said. “And a holy book.”

“A holy book?” Bradan repeated.

“If that's what contained the Book of Black Earth,” Melcorka said, “then that is what we must find. Remember that Erik's black blade more than matched mine last time we met. I have no doubt he can do the same again, and if he brings an army with him, we need all the help we can muster.”

“We certainly cannot fight him alone,” Bradan said.

“The High King will raise an army,” Melcorka said. “And Jarl Thorfinn, perhaps. If only we knew where Erik might land.”

“Let's get away from Dun Dreggan,” Bradan said. “Although I'm not sure how.”

“That is how.” Melcorka nodded to Catriona, which floated a few yards off the stack. “And then we seek the king.”







Chapter Twenty-Nine

King Mael Coluim did not remain at any one spot, but toured his country, ensuring the loyalty of his nobles with the threat of his presence. Melcorka found him at the ancient stronghold of Dunkeld, where the Lowlands meet the Highlands, and the River Tay rushes powerfully between darkly wooded banks.

“We seek Mael Coluim,” Melcorka told the doorkeeper, a broad man she did not know. “I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas, and this is Bradan the Wanderer.”

“You're the Swordswoman,” the doorkeeper looked her up and down with little respect. “I heard the Butcher killed you.”

“You heard wrong,” Melcorka said. “Please tell the High King I am here.”

“He won't be pleased,” the doorkeeper warned. “He wanted the Butcher killed.”

The doorkeeper was correct. While MacBain greeted Melcorka with a friendly nod, the High King glowered from either side of his long nose.

“Speak your piece, Melcorka Nic Bearnas.” Mael Coluim listened to their tale with a growing frown, interrupting with a peremptory raising of his hand. “I ordered you to kill this Butcher, this Erik Egilsson, yet you failed, and now he is going to invade my realm with a fleet.”

“Yes, your Grace,” Melcorka said. “We thought we had better warn you of the danger.”

“If you had succeeded in killing him, there would be no danger,” Mael Coluim said.

“Yes, your Grace,” Melcorka said. “And if he had succeeded in killing me, I could not have warned you.”

The king glowered at her, then gave a surprising smile. “That is true, Lady of the Sword, that is true. Where is this Erik Egilsson going to land?”

“I do not know,” Melcorka said. “But if he intends to ravage both Alba and the Jarldom of Orkney, it will be somewhere close to the border of both realms.”

Mael Coluim and his chief nobles sat around a table, with the king, deep in thought, drumming his fingers on the wood. “He will strike on the coast of Moray, then, Fidach as the Picts would have it.”

“That would be my guess, your Grace,” Melcorka said.

“Do you know when, Swordswoman?”

“I do not,” Melcorka said. “I presume as long as it takes him to gather an army and a fleet.”

Mael Coluim's fingers continued their drumming. “That will not take long. There are always many Danes and Norsemen willing to fight for pleasure, glory or plunder, while King Cnut has already tried, and failed, to invade Alba. After our victory at Carham, he will wish to show his power and regain his prestige.”

“With your permission, your Grace, Bradan and I will go back north,” Melcorka said. “Perhaps Jarl Thorfinn will help.”

The king”s brow gathered in a frown. “I have no desire for a Norse army marching across Alban soil.”

“This war is more important than any squabble between Alba and the jarldom of Orkney, your Grace.” Melcorka tried to emphasise the danger to both realms.

“One set of Norsemen is as bad as another,” Mael Coluim said. “I won't have Jarl Thorfinn's army on my land.”

Melcorka nodded. “As your Grace pleases.” She nodded to the king, determined to go her own way.

“May God guide your footsteps.” MacBain made his sole contribution to the conversation. Although he smiled, his eyes were troubled.

“Where now, Melcorka?” Bradan asked as they stepped out of the royal dun. The Tay continued to rush past as blackbirds sweetened the air with song.

“Jarl Thorfinn,” Melcorka said. “Perhaps he'll have more sense than Mael Coluim.”

“Perhaps.” Bradan tapped his staff on the ground. “The ways of kings and jarls are not our ways.”

* * *

Jarl Thorfinn listened to Melcorka with more attention than Mael Coluim had shown. He nodded when she explained about Dun Dreggan and frowned at her mention of the Book of Black Earth.

“I have heard of that book,” Thorfinn said. “I thought it a myth rather than anything real.”

“It is real,” Bradan said, “and it is powerful. All the evil of the Cu-saeng is condensed in that book.”

“I do not wish it in my hall,” Thorfinn spoke with rough humour. “I knew there was a reason I did not collect books!”

“Even without that book, Erik Egilsson's force will be powerful,” Melcorka said. “I heard he intends to gather all the broken men, all the wolfsheads and outlaws, all the berserkers and the scum of the towns to invade Alba and your Jarldom.”

Thorfinn nodded. “I command warriors, men of honour, not things like that. I will gather a war band fit to throw them back into the sea. Where will they land?”

“I do not know,” Melcorka said. “I suspect somewhere on the Moray Firth, from where they will have easy access to both nations.”

Thorfinn took a long pull at a horn of mead. “If they land in my jarldom, I will be ready.”

“If they land in force, do you have sufficient warriors to repel them?”

“We are Norsemen.”

“I know. But Brian Boru defeated Norsemen at Clontarf in Erin a few years back. One of your predecessors, Sigurd of Orkney, died then, with many of his men, men from your jarldom. Have you recovered enough strength to repel a major invasion by veteran warriors?”

Thorfinn lifted his chin. “We will fight.”

“You may need help,” Melcorka said. “Mael Coluim has an experienced, veteran army.”

“Mael Coluim the Destroyer?” Thorfinn crashed a massive fist on the table. “That murderer will never enter my jarldom! I will fight him before I fight Erik Egilsson and all the hordes of Hel!”

“If you combined your forces, you'd have a better chance of victory,” Melcorka said.

Thorfinn spat on the ground. “That for Mael Coluim,” he spat again, “and that for Alba. If Erik Egilsson ravages Alba, I will line up my men and cut down any Alban who tries to flee into my realm.”

“Jarl Thorfinn,” Melcorka said, “Erik could destroy you both, one at a time.”

“I will not help the Destroyer,” Thorfinn said. “You may take that message to him, and I will write the proof in red ink and with a very sharp pen.”

“As you wish, my lord,” Melcorka gave an ironic curtsey. “Then you shall have to fight a lone war against both the Cu-saeng and Erik Egilsson. I will do my best to help if Erik lands in your realm.”

Busy with a horn of mead, Thorfinn was not listening.

“What do we do?” Bradan asked.

“We do what we always do,” Melcorka told him. “We do what is right, whatever the kings and lords decide.”

* * *

The boom and sliding suck of surf on shingle dominated the night. Melcorka stood on Cullen Bin, the imposing hill that overlooked a vast swathe of the Fidach coast. She looked to the west, where she had stationed Bradan, and east, where she had placed Astrid. Between the three of them, they kept watch on most of the southern coast of the Moray Firth, the area where Erik would most likely land if he came at all.

How many days had she been here? Was it 10? Or 12? Maybe 14? Melcorka did not know. She could not remember. Her life seemed to be a succession of breezy days staring at a choppy blue sea and cold nights peering into the darkness, hoping to see the sails of an invading fleet. She hoped that Bradan and Astrid were still alert, chewed on a hunk of cheese and settled down for another cold night.

Although she had arranged the beacons in person, Melcorka was still surprised when the light flickered from the west, the pre-arranged signal from Astrid. After so many fruitless days, she found her mind nearly numbed. Melcorka counted the flashes, knowing that Astrid held a cover in front of the fire and flicked it away again to indicate the number of ships she had seen.

When she counted 10, Melcorka frowned. When she reached 20, she scored the ground with her foot. A small Norse longboat would carry 25 men, a medium vessel up to 60 and the largest 100 men. Twenty ships indicated that Erik did not intend a mere raid. He had a minimum of 500 men, and as many as 2,000. Erik was bringing a full army.

The lights continued to blink; another 10 times, and then another 10 after that. If Astrid was right, and the ships she saw belonged to Erik, there was a fleet of 40 ships sailing up the Moray Firth. Melcorka tightened the buckles on her sword belt. However skilled Defender made her, she could not defeat an entire army, particularly if Erik and Legbiter were there. She hoped that Mael Coluim and Thorfinn had both gathered their warriors, for the invaders could land anywhere on this coast with an army numbered in the thousands.

When the fire-blink concluded, Melcorka lit the signal fire she had already prepared and transferred the same signal to the west, so that Bradan knew what was happening. She trusted Bradan to be alert for the warning and to send a messenger to Jarl Thorfinn at his base a few miles north and westward of his frontier with Alba.

Running down the wooded slopes of the Bin, Melcorka stopped at the small encampment at the lower slope. Four men lay around the dying embers of a fire, one snoring loudly and the others quiet in their sleep.

“Wake up!” Melcorka kicked the sleeping forms without mercy. “Get up, you lazy scoundrels!”

The men stirred, turning sleep-hazed eyes on her. “What's happening?”

“The Norse are happening!” Indifferent to their nakedness, Melcorka dragged them upright. “Forty ships!”

“Forty?” The tallest of the men stared at her, unable to comprehend the number. “Cnut?”

“I doubt it,” Melcorka said. “It will be Erik Egilsson.”

“Forty ships?” Another of the men repeated the figure, goggling with the stupidity of sleep.

“You!” Melcorka jabbed a hard finger into the tallest man”s ribs. “Go and warn the king. Tell him there is a fleet sailing up the Moray Firth. Go!” She pushed him away.

“I'll get dressed first,” the man said.

“By God, you should never have been undressed when danger threatens!” Melcorka kicked his backside with genuine anger. “Hurry, man!”

As the man scrambled to dress, Melcorka addressed a ginger-haired, freckled youngster who was already pulling on his clothes. “You! Run to the farms near the coast and warn them the Norse are coming.”

“All of the farms?”

“As many as you can. The news will soon spread. Tell the men to get whatever arms they can and gather here, at the foot of Cullen Bin, and wait for the High King.”

The freckled man scurried away, leaping over half-seen shrubbery in his haste.

“You two, come with me!” Melcorka returned to the summit of the hill.

In the time she had been away, the dawn had strengthened, with a sliver of silver light shining over the sea. Melcorka could see the sails of the fleet easing up the Firth, so beautiful yet so deadly, the feared Norse dragon ships with their crews of some of the most ferocious warriors in Europe. They sailed in formation, with one large vessel in front and the others following in a long vee, like a skein of geese flying south. The leading ship was huge, and highly decorated with gilded lions along the hull and a red-dragon head rearing from the prow, jaws open in threat.

“I've never seen so many ships in one place,” one of Melcorka”s men, a stocky, black-bearded rogue, said.

“Not many people have,” Melcorka thought of the fleets of the Chola Empire she had seen in Asia and wondered how they would fare against these Norsemen, so utterly reckless of life.

“Where are they headed?” The black-bearded man asked.

“I don't know,” Melcorka said. “As soon as I find out, I will send you to tell the king.”

“And me?” Drostan, the second man, was eager. In his early twenties, he had the dark hair and high cheekbones of a Fidach Pict.

“You will run to Bradan in the west and inform him.” Melcorka said, “when I tell you to.”

The light strengthened every moment, revealing more details of the fleet. The leading ship was massive, with its oars pulling smoothly and a high prow rising proud, surmounted by the gaping jaws of the dragon figurehead that gave these vessels their name. Even from this distance, Melcorka could see the flash of sunlight on spear points, and the row of circular shields along the bulwarks. The following vessels were not so large, perhaps with 30 oars, and with smaller ships in the rear. As they travelled westward, the fleet eased closer to the shore, as if searching for a suitable landing spot.

“Dear God, there are hundreds of them,” Melcorka shook her head. “I hope the king gets here soon.” She nudged the bearded man. “The High King is 40 miles to the south, camped on a bend of the Spey. Run and tell him the Norse fleet is west of Cullen. Inform him that Melcorka advises him to hurry with all the force he can muster.”

Nodding, the bearded man set off at once, jumping over obstacles with an agility that belied his stocky build.

“Stay with me,” Melcorka said to Drostan. “We'll follow the Norse until we see where they're going to land.”

Running down to the shore, and keeping level with the Norse fleet, Melcorka trotted westward. The ships were so close that Melcorka could see every detail, from the designs of the shields to the individual strakes of the hull. She could hear the Norsemen singing, their words helping the oarsmen keep time as the ships surged through the swell of the Moray Firth. The sails were furled, and sunlight glinted on shields, spear points and the metal of iron pot-helmets.

“Are they going to land in Alba?” Melcorka wondered, “or is Erik going to strike at Thorfinn's jarldom?”

“Melcorka,” Drostan had kept pace with her, step for step. “I know this coast. I am from Fidach.”

“Where would you land, if you were the Norse?”

“Findhorn Bay,” Drostan said. “It has a dangerous entrance but a sheltered anchorage beside a broad beach. The fleet will be safe from offshore storms, and there is space to gather the men together.”

Melcorka nodded. “That sounds suitable, Drostan. You will make a good captain in Mael Coluim's army.”

“No, Melcorka, I am no warrior.”

“You may have to be, when the Norse land,” Melcorka said. “I think we will all have to be warriors.” She glanced at Drostan. “Take me to Findhorn Bay, Drostan.”

Increasing their speed, they were still only a few moments ahead of the fleet as they reached the shallow basin of Findhorn Bay.

“These oarsmen are putting muscle into their work.” Melcorka said.

Drostan had been right, for the giant dragon ship edged slowly past the narrow entrance and into the sea-loch at Findhorn, where it slid on to the beach.

“Oh, dear God, deliver us from the fury of the Northmen,” Melcorka voiced a centuries-old prayer, even as she fingered the hilt of Defender.

Erik was first to leave the ship, with his head up, Legbiter hanging at his waist and his grey, raven-bedecked shield on his left arm. A few seconds behind him came the grey man, with his grey bag suspended over his shoulder. Melcorka grunted, acutely aware of the evil that these grey men represented.

“Run to Bradan, Drostan.” Melcorka said. “Tell him to warn Thorfinn that the landing has taken place.” She tried to keep calm, although she felt the tension build inside her. “Tell him there are 40 ships full of the worst kind of men imaginable.” She gave him a little push. “Go!”

Melcorka watched Erik giving orders as his crew jumped ashore. All were mature bearded men with the confident swagger of veterans and the well-kept weapons of mercenaries.

“These boys know what they're about,” Melcorka said.

Some of the warriors carried old scars, or souvenirs of adventures overseas, with exotic clothing or weapons. All treated Erik with the casual respect of fighting men for the first among equals.

As Erik stood on the shore, the grey man remained 10 paces away, ignored by everybody. Melcorka eyed him, trying to work out who, or what, he was.

“I cannot make you out, grey man,” Melcorka said. “I only know that you are the fount of the evil that is in Erik.” She mused for a few moments. “The fount, or perhaps the tap that runs from the source.” Melcorka looked away as more of the Norse fleet eased into the shallow bay. “You have a formidable crew, Erik,” she said. “I wonder what the other ships hold.”

As ship after ship disgorged their men, Melcorka nodded in mixed respect and worry. While most ships held more veterans, others carried crews of eager youths, dangerous in their lust to prove themselves. A few carried men who must have infested the worst areas of the most pestilent towns of Europe, terrible people who fought each other, roared with harsh laughter and treated even their commanders with disrespect.

“God save Alba from things like that,” Melcorka said.

The veterans moved inland at once, establishing defensive posts to enable the fleet to disembark without molestation.

“These men know their business.” Melcorka continued to watch, taking note of the composition of every crew, the bearing of every captain and their attitude to Erik.

“Are you the Swordswoman?” The speaker shouted the words from a distance as he crashed through the shrubbery from inland.

“Yes. Keep your voice down!” Melcorka hissed. Three young men pushed towards her, with the oldest perhaps 17 years old.

“We've come to fight the Vikings,” the tallest youth said. “I'm Fergus, and these are my brothers.”

“Well, Fergus,” Melcorka pushed the youths down to the ground. “If you don't keep quiet, the Norse will kill you before you see another hour. Can you fight?”

“Yes.” Fergus showed the flail he carried, while one of his brothers held a pointed stick and the other a bow that was far too powerful for him.

“Where did you get that?” Melcorka indicated the bow.

“It was my father's.” The boy looked about 10, an undersized runt with huge eyes and a dirty smudge under his nose.

“Where is he?”

“A man killed him,” Fergus said.

“Which man?”

“That man there,” Fergus pointed to Erik. “Father was ploughing. I want to kill that man.”

“You keep well away from that man,” Melcorka said. “He would kill all three of you without a thought. You should be safe at home with your mother.”

“She's dead.” Fergus spoke without grief or anger. “That man raped her and cut her legs till she died.”

Melcorka nodded. Wars were not about champions making reputations for themselves. They were about simple folk suffering so kings could conquer, while men such as Erik could have their fun.

Most of the Norse ships were in the loch, with their crews disembarked. Melcorka tried to estimate the numbers of men, guessing around two and a half thousand, mostly Danes and Norsemen, but with some Angles and others she did not recognise. “That is a terrible army,” she said.

“Are we going to fight them now?” Fergus lifted his flail. “Everybody knows that you are gathering men to fight.”

“Do they?” Melcorka asked. The Norse were spreading from the anchorage, moving inland, towards where she lay. “Come on lads, it's time we were away.”

“Are we not going to fight?” Fergus revealed his dismay with a frown.

“Not yet,” Melcorka said. “We'll wait until we have more warriors. So far, there are only four of us.” She pulled them away from the beach to the shelter of a patch of woodland. “Now, Fergus, you stay with me. I might need you.”

Fergus nodded. “Yes, Swordswoman.”

“My name is Melcorka. You other two lads, I have an essential job for you.”

The two younger boys nodded, eager to be useful.

“I want you to run inland as far as you can and find a farm. Warn them that the Norse are here and ask them to look after you until the fighting is over. That is very important. Tell them that Melcorka the Swordswoman sent you. Go now.” That should keep them out of harm's way, Melcorka thought, at least for a while. “I'll take the bow – it will slow you down.”

“Yes, Melcorka.” The boy handed it over.

Melcorka waited until they were clear. “Right then, Fergus; do you want to learn to fight?” She expected his fervent nod. “Well, come with me, do as I tell you and don't make a noise.”

Fergus grinned. “Yes, Melcorka.”

“Come on, then.” Holding the bow and its quiver of 10 home-made arrows, Melcorka slid back towards the Norse landing site. Finding a thicket of mixed elm and beech trees, she sheltered behind a beech and strung the bow. “Now you lie there,” she said to Fergus, and tell me if anybody comes up behind us. You are my lookout.”

Fergus nodded and turned obediently around.

Selecting the straightest of the arrows, Melcorka notched it, drew the bow and waited for a suitable target. She wanted a lone man or a small group that she could dispose of without alerting the rest. The Norse were moving around, laughing, boasting of the deeds they would perform. Melcorka nodded when three youths swaggered closer, one swinging a longsword in the air.

“You'll do.” Melcorka breathed, adjusted her aim and loosed. The arrow took the farthest-away youth in the chest, killing him instantly. Before the others had a chance to react, Melcorka had taken a second arrow and fired, piercing the stomach of the next in line, who also fell, too shocked to scream. The third man shouted something, lifted his sword high and ran forward. Melcorka waited until he was close to the thicket, drew Defender and killed him.

Leaving the wounded man to writhe on the ground, Melcorka dragged Fergus away. “Come on, Fergus. Time to go.”

Twice more that day, Melcorka stopped, shot a couple of Norsemen and moved on quickly.

“We're beating them,” Fergus exulted.

“We're not,” Melcorka said. “It's only the fools we are killing, the raw, inexperienced men who won't be much good in battle, but we are thinning them out a little, and they'll know they won't have things all their own way.” She grinned without humour. “We may unsettle them.”

In the evening, Melcorka saw Erik gathering his army on the west side of the bay, in an area known as the Sands of Culbin. Melcorka shuddered as the image returned to her. Once again, she saw herself lying on that sandy ground, with a tall man standing over her and Bradan walking away with another woman. As she looked over the waste of the Sands of Culbin, she knew that this was the place. Closing her eyes, Melcorka shook the image away. Whatever happened, she must fight Erik and the Cu-Saeng.

“Are you all right, Melcorka?” Fergus asked curiously.

“Of course,” Melcorka said. “Come with me.” She led him to the western side of the bay, where Erik mustered his men by their ship's companies, more in groups than in battalions, a seething mass of warriors with Erik in front and the grey man a few steps away.

“I want to kill the man who killed my father,” Fergus said.

“I know.” Melcorka nodded as the idea came to her. If she killed Erik now, the invasion would have no leader and would be easy prey for Mael Coluim's army, provided the king arrived. “Stay here, Fergus,” Melcorka said. “If I fall, run inland and don't stop for anybody.”

“Where are you going?” Suddenly the potential warrior sounded like a little lost boy.

“Don't you worry,” Melcorka said. “Just keep away from the Norsemen.”

Selecting the best of her remaining arrows, Melcorka slid forward in the bent grass that fringed the sands. She was fortunate that Erik stood between her and his army, presenting a relatively easy target. Lying on her side, Melcorka drew her bow back and aimed between Erik's shoulder blades. She knew this method of killing was nearer to murder than honourable war, but the stakes were too high for such considerations.

Drawing the bowstring back to her chin, Melcorka took a deep breath, released it slowly and loosed. She saw the arrow arc and dip, with the point heading for her target, until the grey man lifted his head, stared at the arrow and glanced at Erik, who stepped smartly out of the way. The arrow hissed past to bury itself deep in the sand 10 paces further on.

Melcorka swore. That man in grey had warned Erik, somehow. Withdrawing through the bent grass, she stopped at the edge of a belt of trees. Erik had not bothered to send any warriors after her. He either did not think her worth the trouble or was confident that the grey man could protect him.

When the sound of pipes and war-horns drifted to her from the south, Melcorka nodded. It seemed that Mael Coluim was coming with his army and with no pretence at stealth. If the High King caught Erik on Culbin Sands, he might be able to drive him into the sea. Although Erik's ships were safe in Findhorn Bay, the exit was narrow, so any retreat would of necessity be slow.

“Come on, Mael Coluim – Erik's overconfidence has taken him into a trap, if you attack at once.”

Climbing a prominent tree, Melcorka looked to the south, where the plain of the Laigh of Moray stretched to rising moors in the south. The sound of pipes grew louder and, far in the distance, Melcorka saw the flash of sunlight on many arms. She watched for a while as the column crept closer, rank after rank of men, Albans with spears and swords, the clans with long axes and dirks, and a scatter of horsemen on the flanks.

“Well done, Mel Coluim,” Melcorka approved. “You must have a couple of thousand men there, fewer than Erik but you're defending your homeland, and your warriors have a history of victory.”

“Who are you talking to, Melcorka?” Fergus asked.

“The world, Fergus, if it cares to listen. Come and join me, and I will show you the army of the High King.”

Holding the boy safe on a high bough, Melcorka pointed out both armies, giving him an insight into the workings of kings. “You see, Fergus? Mael Coluim is sending out his horsemen as scouts, and camping for the night.”

Melcorka watched as the Albans' campfires twinkled cheerfully on the flat plain. Carrying the flagging Fergus, Melcorka descended from her tree and trotted to the Alban camp.







Chapter Thirty

“I seek the king,” Melcorka said to the nervous sentries. “I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas, known as the Swordswoman.”

“Back there.” The sentry carried a long spear. He jerked his thumb behind him. “Did you see any sign of the Norse?”

“Aye. Erik Egilsson is camped on Culbin Sands.”

Mael Coluim sat beside an open fire with MacBain at his side and his chiefs and lords around him. “You sent good warning, Swordswoman,” the king said as Melcorka approached, with the sleeping Fergus in her arms. “My scouts tell me that the Norse camp is on the shifting Sands of Culbin.”

“That is where they are, your Grace,” Melcorka confirmed.

“Tell me more,” the king commanded. “How many men? Who commands them? Is it King Cnut of Denmark or the Butcher?”

“There are between two and a half and three thousand,” Melcorka said, “a mixture of veterans, mercenaries and foolish youths, with Erik Egilsson in command.”

Mael Coluim grunted, taking a bite from an apple. “Erik has a larger army than mine. There will be hard knocks tomorrow, then.”

“I fear so,” Melcorka said.

“Will you be joining us?” Mael Coluim asked. “I could order you to, and your sword will be handy.”

“I will join you and willing,” Melcorka said. “I will face Erik Egilsson.”

“Who”s the young lad?” MacBain gestured to Fergus. “Is that your son?”

Melcorka shook her head. “This is Fergus. Erik orphaned him.” She held Fergus close.

“I will look after him.” A matronly woman took the sleeping boy from Melcorka”s arms. “I have three already.”

“He has two younger brothers,” Melcorka said.

“The more, the merrier,” the woman said with a smile. She gave Melcorka a sideways look. “You'll have your own children to care for, Swordswoman, once you put away that foolish sword.

“You should let me kill this Erik,” MacBain said. “He's killed Finleac and Black Duncan. I should be next to test his Legbiter.”

“Leave him to Melcorka, MacBain,” Mael Coluim said. “She has a sword to match his.”

“My sword is as good as any.” MacBain drew his blade with a surprising flourish. “It has been inside many Norsemen, and a few Northumbrians and Danes as well.” Weak sunlight reflected from the Clach Bhuaidh.

“Erik Egilsson is unlike any other man you have fought,” Melcorka warned.

“And MacBain is unlike any Alban he has fought,” MacBain responded, smiling. “I know your reputation, Swordswoman, and how you defeated three Danes at Carham fight, but I also know Erik bested you last time.” He pointed at the vivid white scars on Melcorka's thighs. “I will try to save you from more souvenirs of Erik's sword.”

“I cannot stop you, MacBain,” Melcorka said. “And I wish you victory.”

“Then that is agreed.” Mael Coluim sounded happy with the arrangement. “You can stand by, Swordswoman. If Erik is victorious, then you can fight him next, although I seem to be losing my champions man by man.”

“I hope that MacBain defeats him.” Melcorka looked around. “Has anybody seen Bradan? I thought he would have been here.”

“Bradan the Wanderer?” MacBain said. “I have not seen him around the camp. Your man Drostan may know – he brought us a message from Bradan.”

“Thank you.” Nodding to the king, Melcorka searched the camp until she found Drostan sitting in a circle of Pictish warriors around a fire. “Have you seen Bradan in the camp?”

Drostan lowered the horn of mead from his lips. “Bradan? Did he not send news to you, Melcorka?”

“I have heard nothing from him for days,” Melcorka said.

Drostan stood, wiping his lips. “Bradan has left, Melcorka. As soon as I told him the Norse fleet had landed in Findhorn Bay, he headed east and north at a great speed.”

“North?” Melcorka felt her heart begin to race. “Do you know where he was headed?”

“No, Melcorka.” Drostan shook his head. “I thought he was trying to escape the fighting. He is a man of peace, not of war.”

“I know what Bradan is,” Melcorka said sharply. “I cannot think why he would leave without telling me.”

Drostan shrugged. “Perhaps Astrid might know. She was also looking for him.”

“Where is she now?” Melcorka asked.

“I don't know.” Drostan sipped at his mead. “She followed after him. Maybe she found him.”

“Maybe she did,” Melcorka said. “I am sure Bradan will turn up. He's old enough and ugly enough to look after himself.” Yet she thought of Bradan with Astrid and wondered if he would ever return.

No. That was a foolish thing to think.

Hefting Defender, Melcorka sighed. This fight might be her last. After this battle, she might lie dead on the Sands of Culbin, the natural end of any warrior. If she were Norse, she would expect an afterlife in the Halls of Valhalla, but as a follower of Christ, Melcorka was unsure if St Peter would accept her into Heaven, or if her life of swordplay would condemn her to another, much less pleasant place.

Bradan? Where are you?

That night, Melcorka slept fitfully, waking before dawn to reach for the space beside her. Melcorka was not the first awake, for men were already polishing their swords or sharpening their spears, checking their chain mail for rust or making pacts with comrades they had known for years.

“If I'm badly wounded, kill me clean and don't leave me for the crows to peck.”

“Aye, I'll do that if you do the same for me.”

“Guard my back, Toshie and I'll guard yours.”

“If you're killed, Kenny, can I get your silver arm band?”

“Aye, I'll not need it. You can have the wife as well.”

“Och, I”ve already had her, Kenny.” Followed by a burst of laughter.

Other men stood in silence, staring at the sky, or openly prayed for divine assistance to survive the day. The younger ones boasted of the deeds they would perform and the Norsemen they would kill, while grey-bearded veterans formed small groups and spoke of the horror to come and wondering if their failing strength would be sufficient. A few passed bottles and flasks around and one young man was openly crying in fear.

MacBain tramped up to Melcorka. “Has your man Bradan turned up, yet?”

“Not yet,” Melcorka forced a smile. “He'll come in good time.”

“Maybe.” MacBain tested the swing of his sword, ensured the dirk was loose under his arm and the skean dhu – the black-knife – was safe against his ankle. “I hope so, Melcorka. I rather liked that solemn man.”

“May God go with you today, MacBain,” Melcorka said.

“May he guide your arms and protect your back,” MacBain returned.

They stood side by side at the edge of the camp, comrades who had not known each other until recently, yet who would risk their lives in battle within a few hours.

“Only veterans know how hellish a battle is,” MacBain said. “Youngsters think it's all glamour, and poets talk of the glory,” he shook his head. “Some day there will be no more wars.”

“Aye, some day,” Melcorka said. “I doubt we'll see that day in our lifetimes.”

“I think you are right,” MacBain said. “Maybe our children will, or our grandchildren.”

The sound of blowing horns broke the morning, with loud chants from the Norse camp only a mile away to the north.

“Odin! Odin!”

“Odin claims you, men of Alba! Odin claims you!”

“They are awake,” MacBain said. “We'd best get the men organised, Melcorka.”

“Aye.” Melcorka nodded. “God save us all.”

* * *

“Melcorka!” The High King shouted. “Go you and look on our enemy. See what they are doing. You are the only one among us who knows Erik Egilsson by sight.”

Once again, Melcorka scrambled up a tree to spy on the invaders. “They've formed into battle lines,” she reported. “Waiting for us, with Erik in front and that evil little grey man at his side.”

“How many battle lines?” MacBain shouted.

“Two triple lines,” Melcorka said, “with a gap of about 300 paces in between. Erik is in the centre of the gap.”

“They hope to catch us between their formations,” MacBain said, “so we fight on two sides simultaneously. They are content to wait for us to come to them. Does Erik have bodyguards with him? House carls, Berserkers?”

“He is standing between the two formations, with his servant at his side.”

“I will see him shortly.” MacBain touched the Clach Bhuaidh. “And shortly after, he will be dead.”

Melcorka looked northward, hoping to see Bradan striding towards her with his staff in his hands and his serene, serious eyes noticing everything. Instead, she saw something much more alarming. “There is another army approaching us.”

“What sort of army?” Mael Coluim asked. “It had better not be Jarl Thorfinn on my lands.”

“It is not Thorfinn,” Melcorka said. “It is much worse.”

“Who?”

“The forces of evil are coming,” Melcorka said, as the king began to laboriously climb the tree.

“Let me see. Where?”

“There, on the coast to the north west.” The army came in an undisciplined mob, some were the surviving cat-men of Dun Dreggan, moving now on all fours, now walking on two legs, with a gaggle of cat-women at their side. Gliding with them were the hooded grey men of the mist, and then the masked moss-men, moving clumsily and carrying crude weapons. In the rear came the forest cannibals, keeping close together in this unfamiliar environment.

“About 500 of them.” Mael Coluim sounded calm. “And hardly a warrior worthy of the name. If they are flesh, they will bleed, and if they bleed, we can kill them.”

“With that force, Erik's men outnumber us three to two.” Melcorka said. “And I am not sure if these grey men are flesh, or if they can bleed.”

“Then we will have to fight all the harder,” the king said, climbing back down the tree. “Form up!” He shouted. “Column of march! We are facing two enemies, lads, so keep together and remember our war cry: Aigha Bas – battle and die.”

“Aigha Bas!” The cry was taken up across the Alban camp. “Aigha Bas!”

The war-pipes began their skirl as men formed into a column, and the mounted men pushed out from the flanks. An eager young man lifted the blue boar banner as two stout men lifted long horns and blew a blast that reverberated into the sky and made women cover their ears.

“You lads!” Mael Coluim pointed to a troop of border cavalry. “Ride out west until you see an army advancing along the shore. Harass them and slow them down as best you can.”

“Yes, your Grace!” The captain of the troop seemed quite happy to trot westward and pit his 30 men against an un-numbered host of the enemy.

As the army formed up, Melcorka looked around, still hoping that Bradan would join her. He did not. They marched on, slow-footed to keep formation, with Norse horns answering the scream of the pipes, and raucous cries coming from the direction of Culbin sands. As they neared the enemy, Melcorka could easily make out the words of the Norsemen.

“Odin! Odin! Odin!”

“Odin claims you, men of Alba! Odin claims you!”

“We are fighting pagans then,” MacBain said. “I thought the Norse, Danes and Angles were all converted to Christianity.”

“It seems they are still pagan under a thin veneer,” Melcorka said.

MacBain touched the Clach Bhuaidh. “Then, when they die, they will descend to hell,” he said simply.

Culbin Sands was a vast expanse of land, mostly open with sandy dunes, but interspersed with patches of woodland, small farms and settlements, now all abandoned through fear of Erik's Norsemen.

“That is the sand where I shall die,” Melcorka said quietly, “and where Bradan will walk away with Astrid.”

With his flanks resting on dense copses of woodland, Erik had set his army in two triple lines, three hundred paces apart and with banners flapping above. In between, Erik stood, looking very relaxed and with his grey-clad servant at his side. “Keep in column,” Mael Coluim ordered. “Archers, slingmen, spearmen, to the front!”

At the sight of the Albans, the Norse gave a great roar and began to clatter their swords against their shields, in a regular beat that matched their constant chanting.

“Odin! Odin! Odin!”

“Aigha Bas!” The Albans responded. “Aigha Bas!”

The Norse let loose a volley of arrows that rose high, wavered and came down amongst the Alban ranks, hitting a score of men. Melcorka saw one warrior pluck an arrow from his leather jacket, turn it around and hurl it back at the Norse. MacBain stood slightly in front of the battle-column, scorning the spears and arrows of the enemy.

“Form a wedge!” Mael Coluim ordered, positioning himself at the front of his men. “Archers and spearmen to the left flank!”

The men moved at once, a hundred skirmishers facing 10 times that number of Norsemen while the main Alban army formed a wedge whose point aimed directly at Erik. The blue boar growled forward, now beside the serene blue-and-white of the saltire. A volley of Norse spears, longer than a tall man and as thick as a woman's wrist, flew right over the Alban ranks. The Norse battle cry altered.

“Odin claims you!” They shouted as their spears arced overhead. “Odin claims you!”

“The Norse claim anybody underneath the passage of their spears,” Melcorka explained.

MacBain grinned. “Do they indeed? Aigha bas!” He shouted through powerful lungs. “Aigha bas!”

The Albans tramped forward, spears thrusting, feet sinking ankle-deep in the shifting sands, men shoulder to shoulder. Men fell, for their comrades to step over them or push them out of the column. The pipes screamed, war-horns blared, and men's grunts and roars filled the air beneath the constant hiss of falling arrows.

“They're not wavering,” a man shouted.

“Neither are we!” MacBain roared. “Aigha bas!”

The Alban wedge aimed directly at Erik until they were only 40 paces away, when Mael Coluim altered his angle of attack, directing it at the Norse formation on the Alban right. While the spearmen and archers kept the second Norse battle line busy, Mael Coluim rammed straight into the first. Stepping aside from the main army, MacBain pursued his personal battle.

“You are mine, Erik Egilsson!” MacBain roared, drawing his sword and running forward.

“Well met, dead man!” Erik waited for the attack, while Melcorka watched, holding Defender. She batted away a spear, dodged an arrow and tried to ignore everything except the combat between Erik and MacBain. She knew that the High King could use her sword but, in her mind, defeating Erik would take the sting from the invasion.

MacBain was no mere brawler, but a skilled man who fought with cunning. He feinted and slashed, stopped halfway, altered his pattern of attack and made Erik withdraw a step or two. Again, sunlight reflected on the Clach Bhuaidh, giving a soft internal glow to the crystal.

“You fight well,” Erik acknowledged, “for a dead man.”

Not wasting breath on speech, MacBain continued to press, pushing with his shield, ducking low to slash at Erik's legs, and then thrusting high at his eyes before aiming for his kidneys. Erik took another step back, no longer taunting as he blocked with his spiked shield and parried with Legbiter. Melcorka saw him glance at the grey man, who opened the top of his bag and peered inside, although, at what, Melcorka did not know. She edged closer, confident that the grey man was key to Erik's success.

* * *

The Alban wedge was pushing hard at the right half of the Norse army, bending the battle-line into a great horseshoe. Swords and axes rose and fell on to heads and limbs while spears stabbed into chests, stomachs and groins, men fell, groaning or screaming as the carnage continued. On the left, the Alban skirmishers fired and dodged the Norse arrows and spears. The left-hand Norse battle line did not move to help its companions, while MacBain pushed Erik back, step by step. As MacBain advanced, the Clach Bhuaidh glowed with its internal power.

“Things are looking good,” Melcorka said to herself. “Perhaps MacBain and his Stone of Victory can defeat Erik.” She looked anxiously to the west, searching for the arrival of the forces of evil.

For a few moments, Melcorka believed she would not be needed. She thought that MacBain would defeat Erik in straight combat, the king's army would break the Norse, and the invasion would end here. For a few moments, Melcorka nearly relaxed, until the grey man put his hand inside the bag he carried. That simple movement seemed to give new life to Erik. He had been defending, but now went on the offensive. With Legbiter parrying all MacBain's thrusts and slashes, Erik seemed to know what Mael Coluim's champion would do before he attacked. Simultaneously, the Clach Bhuaidh dimmed, as if something was draining its power.

“Odin!” Both halves of the Norse army roared. “Odin!” The left half lifted their shields and began to edge forward with slow, methodical steps.

Now it was Erik who pushed forward and MacBain who was on the defensive, backing away pace by pace with the Norseman laughing, slashing and thrusting with a speed that Melcorka had never seen before.

The grey man put his hand inside his bag again, and Erik ducked, pushed Legbiter forward and sliced at MacBain's thigh with a drawing stroke that opened a massive wound. The glow from the Clach Bhuaidh faded further.

MacBain staggered, lurched to one side and gave a hopeful, hopeless swing with his sword that Erik parried, twisted Legbiter and broke MacBain's blade in two. The Clach Bhuaidh rolled from the hilt, to lie on the surface of the sand, sinking slightly. Roaring in rage, MacBain drew the dirk from under his left arm and hopped forward, thrusting in the underhanded groin stroke. Erik blocked the blade with his shield, twisted to his left and slashed again with Legbiter.

With both thighs sliced open, MacBain fell to the ground, still flailing with his dirk. Erik laughed, stepped aside and chopped down with Legbiter, cutting off the fingers of MacBain's right hand. Still with a hand inside his bag, the man in grey came closer, staring at MacBain. The ground pulled the Clach Bhuaidh further down until the sand closed around it, extinguishing the glow.

“Enough, Erik!” Melcorka stepped forward, balancing Defender on her right shoulder. “I know your tricks.”







Chapter Thirty-One

Once again, Melcorka saw herself lying on that sandy ground, with a tall man standing over her and Bradan walking away with another woman. So this is how I die, she thought. It is a fitting end for a warrior.

Erik looked up, just as MacBain drew his skean dhu and threw it. The point of the blade pierced Erik's left leg and dropped, leaving a tiny wound.

Erik shook his head, dipped a finger in the blood, tasted it and smiled. Stepping over MacBain, he thrust Legbiter into the wounded man's chest and twisted. MacBain died without a groan.

With Erik's victory over the Alban champion, the left Norse formation gave a great roar and pushed forward. With their shields interlocked, swords and spears thrusting in unison, the Norsemen brushed the Alban skirmishers aside and crashed into the left flank of the Alban army.

“I thought I had already killed you.” Erik was not out of breath. “I left you alive. I won't make that mistake a second time.”

“You won't get the chance,” Melcorka said, with more confidence than she felt. For all her adventures since last she fought Erik, she had not increased the power of Defender one iota and had not learned how to decrease the strength of Legbiter. All Melcorka had learned was the reason for Erik's skill.

Erik waited, with MacBain's blood dripping from Legbiter. “You cannot defeat me, Melcorka. I have Loki's Sword.”

“That is not Loki's sword,” Melcorka stood in a half-crouch, holding Defender before her, point-upward in a double-handed grip. “Your sword has the power of the Cu-saeng, the dark god of the underworld. You do not control it – the sword controls you.”

“I am Erik Egilsson,” Erik said, “and this is Legbiter, my sword.” He clashed the blade against his shield. “My father killed your mother. I will kill you.”

“That may happen,” Melcorka moved in a half-circle, awaiting Erik”s attack, trying to keep one eye on the battle behind her. “Who is the man in grey?”

“He is my servant,” Erik looked momentarily puzzled. “Why do you ask?”

“He is the servant of the Cu-saeng,” Melcorka said. “I have met his like before. He is no friend of yours, Erik.”

Behind her, the Alban line was bending. The Norse had held the attack of the wedge while the second Norse battle line was creating havoc with the Alban flank. Men were falling by the dozen as the Norse blades hewed at them, with Mael Coluim shouting from the blunted edge of the wedge and the blue boar banner dipping. Norse horns were blaring, and the chanting rose high in the air.

“Odin! Odin claims you! Odin!”

As the Albans wavered, a new force appeared, trotting beside the sea, the hellish hordes of the Cu-saeng, cat women and cat warriors, the men in grey, the cannibals and moss-men that Melcorka had encountered on her journeying across the land.

On a word from the High King, a force of Alban skirmishers moved out to delay the fresh host, throwing spears and firing arrows as quickly as they could. When the woman in grey slid to the front of the evil horde, the grey men removed their hoods and stared at the skirmishers, who immediately stopped. Standing still, they did nothing as the evil ones swept past them. The cannibals turned on them, rending them with sharp nails and gnawing teeth.

“Dear Lord,” Melcorka said as the fresh host circled the battle-lines to pounce on the Albans' right flank.

“Not your Lord,” Erik says. “Odin rules here, and Loki.” He stepped forward, with his shield held high, so only his eyes were visible above it, and Legbiter firm in his right hand.

Facing Erik, Melcorka felt a familiar ache in her legs, where Legbiter had scarred her. She crouched lower, instinctively keeping her distance, watching Legbiter in case Erik should sweep towards her thighs. The grey servant stepped back, watching, with no apparent emotion in his face.

“Scared, Melcorka?” Erik jeered. “Have I taught you to feel fear?”

Rather than reply, Melcorka feinted to Erik's left, saw him shift his shield in that direction and changed her attack to his right. He countered swiftly, but Defender took a slice of wood off his shield.

Good. The power of evil in Legbiter does not extend to his shield. Melcorka withdrew, ready for the inevitable counter-attack. That came swiftly as Erik tapped Legbiter on the rim of his shield and swung low, at Melcorka's legs. She parried with a twist of her wrists, felt the shock of contact and tried to disarm Erik with a sudden outwards swing. He held her blow, so for a moment, they were sword to sword, staring into each other's eyes.

Melcorka sensed the dark shadow, as the Cu-saeng glared at her from within Erik, but she also saw the man. Erik was still there, inside the shell of a body the evil had infested. She felt the corruption of the Cu-saeng thrumming in Legbiter, attacking the goodness in Defender. The hilt began to heat up and Melcorka withdrew suddenly, breaking contact.

Erik barked a laugh. “You're losing again, Swordswoman. I'm defeating you once more. Soon you will be lying on the ground, bleeding, broken, dying.”

Melcorka ducked, sliced at Erik's ankles, altered the angle of her attack and took another bite from his shield. The twin ravens seemed to glare their hate at her.

“Can you fight without a shield, Erik?”

From the corner of her eye, Melcorka saw the grey man dip a hand into his bag. Expecting Erik's attack, she parried desperately, feeling the renewed force behind him, knowing that the grey man was fuelling him, somehow. Erik was faster now, his attacks so rapid she could barely see them, let alone counter. Feinting left and right, Melcorka tried to push forward, only for Legbiter to be in her path, the blade dull black, meeting Defender with ease.

“Erik.” Melcorka said. “The evil is within you. You do not wish to be part of this thing.”

“I have Loki's sword,” Erik said, “and soon I shall have Defender as well.”

“That will not happen,” Melcorka gasped as the tip of Legbiter scraped down her arm, opening a small cut. The wound did not trouble her, but the knowledge of the evil now pumping through her veins did. She knew she would grow progressively weaker so she had to defeat Erik quickly.

“You will never get Defender.”

“Why do you think I brought you here?” Although the words came from Erik's mouth, Melcorka knew they were not his. She felt the evil surrounding her as the Cu-saeng spoke through Erik. “I need the power in your sword, Melcorka nic Bearnas. It is the only thing hindering me.”

“You shall not have it,” Melcorka said.

“You cannot stop me now.” The Cu-saeng was in complete control of Erik now, with the evil a black force behind his eyes. “I have taken away your man. I have drawn you to a place where I am nearest the surface of this world.” As the voice sounded, the sand slid over Melcorka's sandals, hindering her movement, slowing her down as Erik attacked.

The voice continued. “My woman has taken away your supporter. My forces are holding yours at bay, and my power is neutralising the good in your sword. Soon I will overcome you, Swordswoman.”

“No!” So Astrid was Erik's tool to take Bradan away. Melcorka felt the darkness spreading from the cut in her arm and dragging at her feet. She knew she was weakening. Gathering her strength, she attacked again, hacking at Erik's shield until he only held fragments of wood around the spiked metal boss.

“I don't need a shield.” Erik dropped what remained and threw himself forward.

Melcorka saw the grey man dip inside his bag once more, and then Legbiter scored the outside of her left thigh, opening up her old wound and injecting fresh poison into her blood.

As she staggered, Melcorka heard the sound of a Norse horn, coming from the west. Holding Defender in front of her, she withdrew a pace to hold off Erik's next attack. The horn sounded again, joined by others, three, four, maybe five.

A glance behind her showed Melcorka that the Alban army was in difficulty. Erik's two Norse forces had closed in, with the Albans in between, while the Cu-saeng's army was now hammering at the Alban rear. Cat warriors slashed at the unprotected backs of the Alban warriors while the grey men were incapacitating any who faced them and the cannibals gnawed the wounded. The battle was going against Mael Coluim, Melcorka knew she was losing her fight with Erik, and now this new Norse force had arrived.

The horns blared again, backed by the barked shouts of the warriors. “Odin! Odin!” Above the men hung the raven banner of Orkney, the old enemy of Alba. As he had threatened, Jarl Thorfinn had come to attack Mael Coluim when he was most vulnerable.

The grey woman appeared beside the grey man, smiling, tossing back her blonde hair that was so like Astrid's that Melcorka knew they were the same person. Astrid had stolen Bradan away, and Melcorka's world was collapsing around her.

Erik was on the attack again, crouching low to swing Legbiter at Melcorka, meeting her increasingly weak attacks with the black blade of his sword, laughing as the Cu-saeng took complete control of his mind, body and soul. The sand gripped Melcorka”s ankles, slowing her down, making every movement more difficult.

The grey man was watching, dipping his hand inside the bag. He is the source; Melcorka thought. If I stop him, Legbiter will lose some of its power. Staggering now, Melcorka tried to block another thrust from Erik, gasped as Legbiter grazed her neck and fresh poison seeped into her.

“I am Melcorka Nic Bearnas!” Melcorka said and slashed at the grey man in a final desperate attempt to win. As if in slow motion, she saw her blade split the air, but the grey man slithered back, so Defender missed him. For the first time, the grey man smiled, showing an array of sharp teeth, and plunged his hand deep inside his bag.

“I was going to kill you slowly, Melcorka,” Erik said. “I was going to cut your legs and watch you bleed to death. Now I will finish you off.” He stepped forward. “Your king is losing his battle, Revna has taken away Bradan, and I have defeated you again in combat. You have nothing left. You can die in the knowledge that your world is gone and I will have the power of Defender to merge with my own.”

Melcorka stood straight, holding Defender with hands that were sticky with blood. “I am not dead yet, Erik.”

“Soon,” Erik said and stepped forward.

“Wait.” That single word stopped Erik as Astrid stepped forward. She smiled at Melcorka. “I want to see this.”

“Astrid?” Melcorka blinked sweat from her eyes. She felt herself swaying as she stood. “What have you done with Bradan?”

Still smiling, Astrid sat comfortably on a rounded boulder, tossing her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I've been easing Bradan away from you and trying to get my hands on Defender ever since I met you, Melcorka.”

“This is Revna,” Erik said. “You know her as Astrid, and she is my woman.” Stepping forward, Erik parried Melcorka's weak attempt at thrusting, twisted his wrist and forced Defender out of Melcorka's hand. The sword fell on the ground, with sand speckled on the glittering blade. Immediately Defender landed, the sand began to close around the blade, with the hilt still protruding above the ground.

Astrid laughed, and then the wind began. It came from the east, rising suddenly out of nowhere, lifting the surface of the sand. Within a few seconds, blowing sand had so reduced visibility so that Melcorka could see only a few feet. The image returned in all its horrifying reality. Melcorka was lying on sandy ground, with the tall figure of Erik standing over her while a woman walked away with Bradan.

Crawling forward painfully, Melcorka grabbed Defender, closing her hand on the hilt at the same time as Astrid swooped for it. The two women glared at each other as they fought for control, with the wind whipping Melcorka's dark hair around her face. Astrid pulled away, trying to wrest the sword from Melcorka's grip.

With her strength failing, Melcorka held Defender with both hands, blinking as the blown sand stung her eyes, struggling to drag the sword from the suction of the sands. She saw the grey man above her, saw him dip his hand into his bag and felt a wave of agony from her fresh wounds. She writhed, with her grasp on Defender weakening. She knew that if she released her hold, she had lost the fight, evil had triumphed and would rule this realm for an uncountable future.

Another figure appeared, half-seen in the sandy haze. Melcorka blinked as she saw a man in sober clothes, a long staff in his hand. Bradan had arrived at last. Bowing his head against the flying sand, he held a covered bundle under his left arm.

“Brad!” Melcorka croaked the word. She could taste the poison fouling her mouth.

Rather than facing Melcorka, Bradan transferred his staff to the same arm he carried his bundle and wrapped his right arm around Astrid's shoulder. It was then that Melcorka knew she had lost him. Turning away from Melcorka, Astrid placed an arm around Bradan's waist, with her laughter cruel in Melcorka's head.

“Bradan.” Melcorka whispered the word as she realised she was living her vision – Alba's army faced ruin, Erik had defeated her in battle, and Bradan was walking away with another woman.

At that second, Bradan tensed his arm and pushed Astrid violently away.

“No!” Astrid screamed.

“Mel!” Bradan half vanished in the increasing haze. “Melcorka!” He was peering around him, unable to see through the blasting sand.

“Here!” Melcorka forced out the word. “Down here!” She saw Bradan look around him. “Bradan!”

Astrid rolled back through the sand and grabbed hold of Defender's blade. “I nearly had your sword in Dun Dreggan,” she said. “Erik ordered that fool Chattan to hold it for me, but he locked it away with a spell.”

“You won't get it,” Melcorka gasped. “Bradan!”

“I see you!” Bradan roared. Without hesitation, Bradan cracked his staff down on Astrid's hands, weakening her grip on Defender. She flinched and rolled away. Bradan followed, thrusting the cross on his staff against Astrid, pushing her away.

“Bradan!” Melcorka yelled. “Be careful! Watch your back!”

Erik loomed through the boiling sand. He saw Bradan and Melcorka, poised Legbiter and swung, with the tip nicking Bradan's leg. Bradan fell, gripping his staff but dropping the bundle he carried. The cover flapped off the contents, a battered book that landed on the sand, with the leather cover scarred and torn.

“What's that?” Melcorka screamed above the howl of the wind.

“A Bible!” Bradan shouted. “The Norse looted it from a Pictish monastery. It might help fight the evil!”

Melcorka grabbed Defender and rolled to one side, tugging the blade from the ground. “The bag!” she yelled. “Bradan! The Book of Black Earth is in the bag!”

“I know! Where”s the grey man?” Bradan peered into the whirling sand, waving a hand in front of his eyes in a vain attempt to clear his vision. “I can't see him!”

Melcorka lifted Defender in front of her, blocking Erik's next thrust. The point of Legbiter scraped off Defender's blade and scored across Melcorka's ribs, drawing blood. For the next few moments, Melcorka was too busy fending off Erik's attacks to pay any attention to anything else, and then she saw Bradan approaching the grey man, staff in one hand and Bible in the other.

“Bradan!” Astrid stepped in front of him, with her hands outstretched and her blonde hair blowing in the wind. “You know me! You know I am a woman of peace. We share so much, you and me.” Her eyes were soft, her voice liquid as she placed her hands on Bradan's shoulders. “We can do so much together, Bradan.”

“No.” Bradan shook his head. “No! You are an enchantress!”

“Bradan! It is me! I removed the evil eye from you, remember?”

“You are the grey woman! You were making us trust you!” Bradan could see it all now. Using the Celtic cross at the top of his staff, he thrust it at Astrid's hip, then her shoulder, pushing her back. You never touched my blessed staff, Bradan remembered, and you never handled the Bible. How could I have missed that? As Astrid reeled away, Bradan saw the grey man with his hand thrust deep inside his bag.

“You!” Bradan stepped forward, only for a gust of wind to blast sand in his face. He cursed, clawed blindly and fruitlessly. He could not see the grey man in the driving sand, reached with his staff and blundered onwards in fading hope.

As Bradan floundered in the sand, Erik laughed and slashed down with Legbiter, for Melcorka to parry and push back, feeling her strength waning.

“Bradan! I can't go on much longer.” Melcorka tasted blood in her mouth. “Bradan!”

Forcing his eyes open, Bradan saw a vague shape in front of him and lurched forward. The grey man drifted away from him, merging with the sand as if he were part of it. Astrid stood there, smiling, with her blonde hair blowing around her face. As Bradan watched, she altered into the grey woman, with the same blonde hair but with eyes that glowed with sudden intense light.

Bradan swore, unable to believe what he had just witnessed. He felt the strength drain from his limbs and was unsure where he was. The road stretched ahead, clear under his feet, with a building of domes and pointed windows standing in a sunlit city square. An aura of peace surrounded him as a group of serious-eyed men extended their hands in welcome. The doors of the building swung open, revealing a treasury of books and manuscripts, a whole world of knowledge.

“This is the House of Wisdom in Baghdad,” Bradan said. “How did I get here?” He shook his head. “I didn't get here. I am not where I appear to be.” Fighting to regain control, he pressed his thumb on the Celtic cross on top of his staff, and the image cleared away.

As the grey woman stared at him, Bradan shoved his staff forward like a lance, thrusting the cross at her. Although he made no contact, the woman backed off, showing her teeth.

Clutching the Bible in both hands, Bradan shouted: “In the name of God!” And jumped forward. At the words, the grey woman vanished and the grey man changed, becoming more solid, writhing under the touch of Bradan's staff.

“The bag, Bradan!” Melcorka's words carried a plea of desperation.

Hoping he was doing the right thing, Bradan snatched the bag from the grey man, ripped it open, and dropped the Bible inside.

The grey man gave a strangled scream and stood still, pointing at Bradan with a long finger. Without hesitation, Bradan lifted his staff and thrust it straight at the man's forehead. He fell at once.

“Melcorka!” Bradan looked around, as the wind began to die away.

Melcorka had risen, Defender in hand. She faced Erik, who was now on the defensive, backing away as Melcorka swung, slashed and thrust without breaking stride, forcing Erik backwards.

Once again their swords locked, and Melcorka felt the power in Legbiter, but this time Defender matched Loki's sword. She pushed Erik back, holding him blade to blade and hip to hip. With a final flourish, Melcorka slipped her right foot behind Erik's and forced him to the ground. He lay on his back with Legbiter in his hand and an expression of disbelief on his face.

“Loki,” Erik shouted. “Loki; help me!”

For one second, Melcorka thought she saw something towering over Erik, although in the still unsettled sand she could not be sure. The figure could be a figment of her imagination, something dragged from Erik's mind or even another Norseman. Melcorka did not know.

“I am Loki.” The voice had humour in it, as though the owner was laughing at Erik as he lay helpless on the ground. “This is none of my work.”

“Loki!” Erik said again.

“Loki was not your lord,” Melcorka said. “You fought for something much older and more evil than Loki could ever be, even if he exists.”

“What?” Erik twisted on the ground as the darkness entered his eyes again. He stared up at Melcorka, snatched Legbiter and slashed at her. Blocking the blow with ease, Melcorka turned Legbiter aside.

“Kill me,” Erik pleaded, “for the love of God. Please, Melcorka, for the friendship we once shared, kill me.”

“For the reason of mercy,” Melcorka said and thrust Defender into Erik's chest. The Norseman”s eyes opened wide, and then he smiled.

“Thank you, Melcorka,” he said.

Bradan nodded. “He looks peaceful.”

“Get his sword. Get Legbiter!” Melcorka grabbed at the sword as it began to sink into the ground. She lifted it with a grimace of distaste. “I feel dirty even touching this thing.”

“How do we destroy a sword?” Bradan asked.

“Like this,” Melcorka said, and placed Defender against it, blade to blade. The blades locked with a high-pitched whine, and slowly the black faded from Legbiter. Within a few moments, the blade was a dull silver, tarnished in places.

Stalking to the edge of the sea, Melcorka threw Legbiter as far as she could. “Rust,” she said. “Rust until nothing is left.” Giving an exclamation of disgust, she washed her hands in the surf.

“The sea is a great cleanser,” Bradan said, with his eyes narrowed against the blowing sand. “But the battle…”

“Oh, Lord, the battle.” Melcorka had forgotten that Mael Coluim's army was still engaged with the Norse and their allies. As she looked up, the wind dropped, and she heard Norse horns blowing. Jarl Thorfinn's army, some 500 strong, was surging towards the opposing forces.

“Look!” Bradan pointed. “The grey men!”

The Albans were destroying the attack of the cat-warriors and the grey men. Since Bradan's Bible had neutralised the Book of Black Earth, the forces of evil had lost much of their power. Cannibals, moss-men, grey men and cat-warriors were either dead or fleeing as caterans and border horsemen pursued them. However, on the other flank, the Norse had merged their armies and were hard-pressing Mael Coluim's army.

“Here comes the Jarl,” Bradan said. “Now everything depends on whose side he chooses.”

Jarl Thorfinn led his men forward at a smart run, formed a wedge and slammed into the nearest of the Norse formations.

“Oh, thank God. Thorfinn is allying himself with Mael Coluim,” Melcorka said.

“Aye,” Bradan nodded. “I warned him that Erik was going after his jarldom next.”

“Was he?”

“He may have been,” Bradan shrugged. “I don't know.”

“What happened to Astrid?” Melcorka lifted the bag that held both the Bible and the Book of Black Earth. It was much heavier than she imagined.

“Astrid, or Revna – call her what you wish,” Bradan said. “She merged with the grey woman. They were the same being. Astrid got her power from the Book of Black Earth. As long as it's quiet, she is powerless.”

“There was a time I thought she would take you from me,” Melcorka said.

“Aye, there was a time Astrid thought that as well.” Bradan leaned on his staff.

“Where did that Bible come from?” Melcorka asked.

“Dun Dreggan, originally. Astrid showed it to me in the Norse settlement,” Bradan said.

“Would you have left me for her?” Melcorka asked.

“No.” Bradan said.

Melcorka did not press the matter. “How did you know what to do?”

“True Thomas gave me a hint, before the battle at Carham. He said that evil's smiling arrogance would reveal the light, and that is what happened. I had guessed Astrid was not what she seemed, and she was so arrogant in her evilness when she showed me the very Bible that controlled the Book of Black Earth. Evil defeated itself.”

Side by side, with Bradan leaning on his staff and Melcorka cleaning Defender, they watched as the combined forces of Alba and the Jarldom defeated the leaderless invaders.

“What shall we do to the Book of Black Earth?” Bradan asked.

“We have a choice.” Melcorka casually flicked a stray arrow from the air with Defender. “We can find a secure place and lock it in again, with the Holy Bible to keep it secure, or we can try to destroy it.”

“You have no choice.” True Thomas was standing next to them, although Melcorka had not noticed him arrive. “If you lock up the Book of Black Earth, generations of evil people will seek it and eventually somebody will find it. That monstrosity will again become a focus for the wicked.”

“We must destroy it then,” Bradan accepted Thomas's word. “We can burn it.”

“It won't burn,” True Thomas said. “That book is the embodiment of evil. You cannot destroy evil, any more than you can destroy good. It will exist in some form until the day of final judgement.”

“If that's the case,” Bradan said. “What must we do?”

True Thomas smiled. “Tear it to little shreds and let the wind carry it where it will. The evil will still exist, but in smaller amounts, so that the good in the world can contain it.”

“Is there so much good in the world?” Melcorka asked.

“There is more good than evil,” True Thomas said. “But evil tends to congregate together.”

Opening the bag, Melcorka withdrew the Book of Black Earth. Even by touching it, she felt her spirits begin to droop.

“Tear it, Melcorka,” True Thomas said. “Use Defender.”

“This is not vellum or parchment,” Melcorka said.

“It is human skin,” Thomas said, “and the words are written with human blood.”

Recoiling in horror, Melcorka slashed the book with Defender, again and again, until the pages, cut and sliced to unrecognisable fragments, scattered across the sand.

“Good,” True Thomas said. “Now we shall have some wind.” Raising his hands, he began to blow gently, and the wind rose, scattering the fragments, some inland, some along with the sand and most on to the waves and out to sea.

“One day,” True Thomas said, “hundreds of years from now, a wicked man will reform the Book of Black Earth, but until that time, the world is free from this particular evil, thanks to you, Melcorka.”

“I believe that Bradan had something to do with it as well,” Melcorka said. “If it were not for him fetching the Holy Book, Erik would have been successful.”

“I needed a good man and a good woman,” Thomas said quietly. “You have altered history. You see, in my time, we lived under the shadow of great evil. Good failed and the Cu-saeng, under whatever name you wish to call it, controlled the destiny of everything. Now you have made progress possible, that will not happen. Oh, the world will not move easily or smoothly, but it will move forward.”

“What will happen?” Bradan asked.

“Progress beyond your ken, Bradan. Inventions you cannot imagine, ships that fly, medicines to defeat fever, people of all the world coming together.” True Thomas smiled. “Evil will continue, but always there will be good to fight it.”

Behind them, the armies of Thorfinn and Mael Coluim met in triumph, with the invaders either dead or fleeing back towards their ships.

King Mael Coluim embraced Jarl Thorfinn in a spirit of friendship, just as the last leaf of the Book of Black Earth slid into the sea.

Melcorka gasped as the vision came to her. She saw the black cloud dissipate from the Loch of the Monster, and the people of the Caledonian Forest discard their cannibalism. She saw the Moss-men drop their weapons and prepare to guide travellers across their watery domain. She saw the cat-people release their cats to the wild and throw their claws into the sea.

Peace had come to Alba and the Jarldom of Thorfinn.

“We did it, Bradan,” Melcorka said.

“We did,” Bradan said, “and the High King owes us a favour.”







Chapter Thirty-Two

They sat on sun-warmed boulders, with the clouds fragmenting along the green hill-ridge beside them and the burn laughing as it descended to the fertile land below.

“This is where we shall build our house,” Melcorka looked out to the foot of the glen, where the sea loch lapped at white sands, and Catriona bobbed in the lee of a natural breakwater. “Here, where the land meets the sea. Here we shall raise our family, and here we shall greet visitors as friends, whether we know them or not.”

“It is the Alban way,” Bradan agreed. “The grass is sweet for cattle, the soil is rich for crops, and we are on the highway for travellers by land or sea.”

“This will be our home,” Melcorka said, “and here you will create your library of books and discuss history and philosophy and the meaning of the stars with all the scholars of Alba and beyond.”

Standing, they began the easy descent to the green glen, with the gentle air of Alba cooling them and the cry of oystercatchers calling them home. A grove of rowan trees waved in welcome, the red berries a cheerful sight.

“I will place Defender above the fireplace,” Melcorka said, “and hope that she slowly rusts from disuse, for Alba has become a peaceful place.”

“That is a good thing to hope,” Bradan tapped his rowan-wood stick on the ground. “May God grant peace to Alba and every other nation under his sun.”

As Melcorka stepped on to a small knoll, the sun cast her shadow before her, with the hilt of Defender forming a long cross on the ground. “There,” she said, “on that patch of holy ground, there we will build our house.”

“And here, in this corner of Alba, all good people will be welcome, as long as they come in peace.”

“And if they do not,” Melcorka touched the hilt of Defender. “I shall have something to say about it.”





Historical Note

True Thomas, or Thomas the Rhymer, or Thomas of Ercildoun (c1220-c1298) was a mediaeval seer from the Scottish Borders. He is said to have foreseen the death of King Alexander III as well as many other events. However, there is no known record of his travelling backwards in time to the early 11th century, Melcorka's era.

King Malcolm II, Mael Coluim, sometimes known as Forranach, the Destroyer, did defeat the Northumbrians at the Battle of Carham in 1018 (some say 1016) after many people had observed a comet in the sky. By all accounts, Mael Coluim was a ruthless king, the High King of Scotland, while Owen the Bald of Strathclyde was a sub-king under his rule. Malcolm ruled Alba – Scotland – for an impressive 29 years, at a time that other nations exchanged rulers with the regularity of a revolving door.

The Royal Storm. At one time, many people believed that a mighty storm heralded the death of a king. When a member of the royalty was elderly, or gravely ill, people would look upwards during wild weather and wonder if the heavens were preparing to accept another entrant. Given the number of wild days in Scotland, there must be many Scottish royals up there.

The Bass Rock sits at the entrance to the Firth of Forth, the great bight of the North Sea that gives access to Edinburgh and the south coast of Fife. It is still the home of an enormous colony of gannets and has a fascinating history. Although there is no tunnel from the landing stage to the upper surface, there is a tunnel within the rock.

Thorfinn the Mighty, Jarl of Orkney, also existed. Orkney was the centre of a Norse jarldom or earldom, which was often at war with its Scottish neighbour and frequently sent expeditions to fight in Ireland or England. The frontier between Alba and the Norse Jarldom was fluid, depending on who was in the ascendancy at the time, but when Mael Coluim was High King, it was somewhere around the Moray Firth.

The story of the Loch Ness monster is too well known to relate here, but although many people think the legend was created to aid tourism, the loch had an evil reputation long before Scotland sought summer visitors. According to one (unsubstantiated) source, people once sacrificed animals and children to something in the loch, and sometimes saw a dark cloud drifting over the surface. Many Scottish lochs and rivers have legends of strange creatures, with a water horse being standard, and some rivers have a reputation for taking one person, a sacrifice, a year. The Spey is one such, and the Tweed another. Since the sacrifices ended, the salmon catch seems to have lessened. Strange, that…

The Cu Sith, the green fairy dog, was another mythological creature. It was a large dog that haunted the slopes of some Highland hills. If the traveller heard it bark three times, death was inevitable.

The evil eye was a much-feared thing in the Celtic world and probably beyond. I added to it with my grey men, but the fear was genuine enough.

The Cu-Saeng was a legendary monster that hunted and killed people across northwest Scotland. As nobody who saw it ever survived, nobody knew how it looked.

The Flanders Moss existed as a vast swathe of bogland across the waist of Scotland. Most was drained in the 18th century and is now fertile farmland, although a small segment remains and can be visited.

Caithness and Sutherland were once known as Cataobh, the province of Cat, with Caithness, the far northeast of the Scottish mainland, possibly meaning the Headland of the Cat People. The Duke of Sutherland is still known as Moruir Chat – the Great Man of the Cats.

Culbin Sands existed. It was a large area of sand on the Moray Coast in north east Scotland. Now densely planted with trees, it was noted for its sandstorms. One such at the end of the 17th century covered many acres of farmland and the laird's house. In that superstitious age, people believed the area was cursed by witches, who were known to have been active in the area.

There have been legends about the Book of Black Earth for some time. One version states that it was the accumulated wisdom, or evil, of all the witches in the Scottish Highlands. I put a twist on the ancient legend.

In the Dark Ages, swords were so expensive they were given special status and were often named. The most famous is probably King Arthur's Excalibur, but there were many others. The Laxdaela Saga mentions Geirmund's sword Fotbitr – Legbiter – which was also the name of the sword owned by Magnus Barefoot, king of Norway, who made an extensive expedition to Scotland in 1098.

And, finally, Melcorka herself. Scotland has a long tradition of female warriors, from Scathach, the warrior woman from Skye who trained the great Irish hero Cuchulainn, to Black Agnes of Dunbar who held Dunbar Castle against an English army and inspired the words:

 

“Cam I early, cam I late

I found Agnes at the gate.”

 

Melcorka was merely following that tradition.

Malcolm Archibald

Angus, Scotland, 2020
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