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Prologue
 
   Unicorns despise swamps. So when Zephyr flicked an imaginary spot of mud off of his pristine white coat and regarded the bog, it was with a decidedly jaundiced curl of his lip. Breath steamed from his nostrils in the Leaven season’s chill. The cold seeped steadily into his bones. Grey mud, he sniffed. Grey, rotting tree trunks lolling in blighted pools. Sedge grasses of a disagreeable greyish-green hue. Icy skies. The morning, a dull and misty dawn weeping over Mistral Bog’s dismal fringes, seemed cunningly designed to amplify a Unicorn’s loathing to its ample extremes.
 
   All was grey. And boggy.
 
   Unicorns also did not appreciate being kept waiting. Zephyr’s horn glowed weakly as he kept the midges and biting insects at bay with his magic. The nacreous magic of his horn was frail, here in a domain few Unicorns had ever trod; here, at the dreary threshold of a dreary bog, where dank waters leached into the rising ground like an uncomfortable and oft-tested truce between two opposing forces.
 
   “Miserable place.” He sniffed again. “Hardly fit for the tread of my hoof. I hope I don’t soil my beautiful coat here. Why–”
 
   But the pleasure of hearing his own voice–and Zephyr, like most Unicorns, was rather enamoured with his dulcet tones and a well-turned phrase–strangled suddenly in his throat as he perceived movement in the mist.
 
   Forming amid the shifting, moist veils as if a stagnant slab of mud had grown limbs and the unexpected ability to ambulate, a grim, shambolic shadow the size and breadth of a stout tree waded toward the shore with ponderous strides. Despite its great bulk, the creature hardly broke the bog’s still surface or sucked and slurped against the rich organic muck as he would have expected.
 
   The Unicorn intended to present himself with suitable dignity. Instead, Zephyr was forced to still his nervous prancing. Lurks had that effect on most creatures.
 
   Zephyr knew his fear was more due to the fact that Lurks chose to dwell in Mistral Bog, which all agreed was the most perilous and unforgiving realm amongst the Seventy-Seven Hills of Driadorn, than out of any desire they might have to prey upon an unwary traveller. This had not kept the storytellers from according Lurks the most hideous features, barbaric customs, and vicious reputations imaginable, which the passing seasons and centuries had only embellished.
 
   Lurks were old, even by Driadorn’s venerable standards. They possessed an ancient, earthy magic of sod and root. The earliest Unicorn texts whispered of an ability to command the elements and the weather. Lurk hides were impenetrable to conventional weaponry or magical attacks. During the internecine squabbles and wars that plagued Driadorn like an incessant swarm of grimflies, the Lurks alone had never been conquered.
 
   Who would want to conquer Mistral Bog anyways? Only for the Lurks’ legendary magic, Zephyr reminded himself. He himself had read much on the subject.
 
   It was easy to mistrust the intentions of these reclusive swamp dwellers. They kept to themselves except for occasional custom with the industrious Maratoans, the most active and persistent of traders in Driadorn’s great Forest. No Lurk had ever been known to leave Mistral Bog–save one, whose name escaped his ordinarily infallible memory right now. Zephyr sighed. Once there had been peace and cooperation, even friendship, amongst the creatures of Driadorn, but times were changing. Trust was a rare commodity.
 
   The Lurk’s swamp-dark body was wreathed in shifting tendrils of vapour, as if the moisture clung to it as a living creature in its own right. His delicate nostrils tested the odours of decay, loam, and musk that were the characteristic scent of a Lurk–just as Mylliandawn, the Chief Mare, had claimed. ‘Do not attempt any magic,’ she had warned. ‘Lurks are not to be trifled with. Be not foolish, as was your Dam.’
 
   Zephyr hung his head at the bitter memory. As the sole surviving member of his family, it had fallen on him to expiate that millstone of debt, which Mylliandawn would neither forgive nor forget.
 
   Sombrely, he faced the approaching Lurk.
 
   The Unicorns had received an urgent missive, sent by the Lurks via a tiny Swallow called Marigold, which had caused an instant sensation amongst his tribe. A whispered Council was called in the dead of darktime. While not party to the discussions, Zephyr had soon been summoned and charged with the task of meeting a Lurk with all possible haste, here at the edge of Mistral Bog.
 
   What choice did he have? Once more he served with an embittered heart.
 
   Here he was, the huge Lurk but a few steps distant. The massive, spatulate feet each had to be a Unicorn’s stride long. The creature cradled something in arms as bulky as Zephyr’s torso.
 
   He shook off a pressing urge to flee.
 
   “Have you come alone?” rumbled the Lurk, in a basso growl that set the ground beneath Zephyr’s hooves a-quiver.
 
   “As agreed,” said Zephyr, startled to be examined from twice his own height by twin orbs as light and lucid as star-shine itself. Set deep in the coarse hide of a broad, flat face, those beautiful orbs appeared incongruous, as if plucked from the cosmos to furnish the Lurk with sight. At length, the Lurk appeared to reach a decision.
 
   “So they sent a pariah to the outcasts,” it grated.
 
   “What do you mean?” Zephyr blinked, and hurriedly remembered his manners. “The Peace of the Mothering, er, Bog, to you, good Lurk.”
 
   “Peace also upon you, good Unicorn,” returned the Lurk. He sniffed massively at the air, probably taking in the Unicorn’s scent. At length he growled, “Did Mylliandawn explain the purpose of your journey?”
 
   The Unicorn shook his horn.
 
   “Typical of the overweening arrogance of your kind.” The Lurk said this without inflection.
 
   The long, powerful arms unlimbered a sling-style carrying arrangement from about the Lurk’s torso. He advanced to deposit it carefully upon the firmer soil near Zephyr’s twitching hooves before retreating as if afraid of the solid ground.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” said he. “Mylliandawn is a forceful and well-respected leader, but lacks sensitivity at times, no?”
 
   The Unicorn nodded involuntarily, and then caught himself with a harrumph of annoyance. This creature barely grasped the rudiments of good manners. Fancy speaking of the Chief Mare with such disparaging … accuracy? How dare he?
 
   “I am common-named Snatcher. Shakoël in your tongue,” said the Lurk. He began to unwrap the bundle with thick and clumsy fingers.
 
   The Unicorn did not suffer himself to help, although his horn-magic could have accomplished the task in the flap of a butterfly’s wing. He said, “Zephyr is my common name.”
 
   “I know.” A little snort of surprise followed this assertion. “I’ve been looking forward to our encounter. I know too that you dream of a Human–a warrior, who you believe will rid the Forests of the Blight.”
 
   “By the Hills!” whinnied the Unicorn. “How can you know this secret?”
 
   “Be not alarmed, young Zephyr,” said the Lurk. “You and I have no quarrel. Still be your horn and your magic. I can explain.” Zephyr reined in his magic with an effort, but the lucid eyes remained serene. “The problem of the Blight is well known to those who possess the craft to discern it, and your dreams were revealed by the Dryad Alliathiune. If there is umbrage to be taken … I have some little knowledge, but I shall share it with you.”
 
   “And swiftly,” said Zephyr, resolving to give Alliathiune a large and angry piece of his mind at the earliest opportunity.
 
   “Good Unicorn, hasty action is often ill considered and leads to grief. Attend now to the result of your dreaming.”
 
   “It was the Dryad who–”
 
   “Indeed it was. But you entered her dream.” And the Lurk swept aside the final layer of wrapping.
 
   “By the Sacred Well!” Zephyr exclaimed, eyeing this apparition with a mixture of horror and fascination. It was hard to reconcile the still, pallid figure with the vision of the armoured warrior he and Alliathiune had encountered in her dream. “Does he yet live? Where are his armour and weapons?”
 
   “His life hangs by a thread,” replied the Lurk, stepping back, “for he appears to have been poisoned. I found him in the Deep Bogs, a territory visited by Lurks only to bury their dead. Suffice to say he has been sore abused and little cared for. Your healing magic may be more equal to this task than my poor skills. I know nought of the Humans.”
 
   The Unicorn stooped, touching his horn to the man’s forehead. “I shall strengthen him for the journey.”
 
   “Where will you take him?”
 
   “Thaharria-brin-Tomal,” Zephyr said curtly. “Mylliandawn would interrogate him without delay. The Blight grows daily more severe. Soon all creatures will know that the Forest sickens.”
 
   The Lurk cleared his throat with a ferocious, rattling cough which made the Unicorn duck involuntarily, imagining he was about to be struck by a swampy gobbet of phlegm. He shuddered.
 
   “I fear, noble Zephyr, that your optimism may prove ill founded.”
 
   Having brought a tiny pinch of colour back to the outlander’s cheeks by his ministrations, Zephyr looked up, troubled. “Surely you jest, good Lurk? What has the mighty Forest to fear from this small ailment? Its magic is primeval and invulnerable to … you don’t agree?”
 
   The craggy head shook sadly. “All Lurkish lore and magic counsels otherwise. Would that I were wrong!” The great eyes blinked slowly; Zephyr realised they were awash in a kind of magic he had never observed before. “I see catastrophe … animals dying … realms sickened and sinking into disease and Death.”
 
   The huge head shook and suddenly all was as before. “But first I should ask you, is he the one?”
 
   Zephyr had to shake his mane to collect himself. He muttered, “It must be so.”
 
   “Those few items I found, I have stored in this rude bag,” said Snatcher, producing a black eel-hide holdall. “His apparel is passing odd. For protection I have swaddled him in the warming leaves of the Snapping Lily, which you may know are employed by Lurks in the building of their shelters. Also I discovered this great book of wizardry nearby, and this curious blade, which is surely too heavy for his pitiful arms. No better than sticks, they are,” said he, flexing his mighty frame. Zephyr backed up two steps. “I will place them in the holdall for you, friend Unicorn, that you may more easily bear your burdens to–”
 
   “I am not a donkey!”
 
   Snatcher gave him a measuring glance. “You are a touchy one, young Zephyr.”
 
   “Nor am I ‘young Zephyr’, being sixty-seven Leaven seasons–!”
 
   The Lurk’s laughter bellowed over Mistral Bog like the proximate breaking of a thunderstorm. Behind him, the mud heaved as an unseen animal fled. “Peace, good Unicorn, and be not aggrieved at my laughter. By the reckoning of your kind sixty-seven Leaven seasons is an age barely out of colthood. But I perceive you are brave, and noble, and proud. Indeed, tales of your accomplishments reach even Mistral Bog’s myriad ears. Consider that and be not malcontent!”
 
   Zephyr’s brow furrowed. Inwardly he was well pleased by Snatcher’s compliments, but he did not show it.
 
   Snatcher opened the holdall. “Within you will find his sack, which tastes of magic, and clutched in his left hand like the grip of Death itself–” the Lurk made a superstitious gesture at this point “–an assortment of the oddest keys. Even unconscious, the Human has been unable or unwilling to release them.”
 
   “Keys? Peculiar indeed.”
 
   “Shall I fasten him to your back?”
 
   “Forthwith.”
 
   The massive Lurk bent to the task, wrapping up the Human’s prone body until it resembled the chrysalis of an overgrown caterpillar, before slinging him face-down over the Unicorn’s back. Zephyr tried not to dwell upon how the Lurk loomed over him like a colossal boulder about to launch an avalanche.
 
   “Snatcher,” said he, after some deliberation, “in my opinion, which commands scant esteem amongst my tribe, you are overly fond of cryptic comments. I discover a certain paucity of explanation amongst our brief conversation this lighttime.”
 
   “Indeed, I have implied much and clarified little,” replied the Lurk, essaying what the Unicorn took for a smile. “We Lurks are suspicious by nature, good Unicorn. I apologise. Habits have an unfortunate way of sticking where least wanted or expected. I shall be candid with you.”
 
   “I meant not to criticise, noble Lurk.”
 
   “Noble? Such I have not been called in many a season …”
 
   So the Lurk hid his own sorrows? Zephyr swallowed a pang of guilt as the Lurk gazed away into the mists. Violet-coloured nictitating membranes fluttered across his eyes.
 
   Presently he said, “We Lurks are secretly allied with the Dryads, sharing our different skills and information to our mutual benefit. You might think this alliance unlikely. It is not widely known. I share it with you only because your name is held in the highest esteem by another whom I trust implicitly.”
 
   That person must be Alliathiune, Zephyr told himself. What inexcusable effrontery, her keeping this secret from the Unicorns!
 
   “Of all creatures of the Seventy-Seven Hills, Dryads are most attuned to the ways of the Forest–as we Lurks share an affinity with the waters and the swamps, so the Dryads with their precious trees. When noble Alliathiune began to dream of the Blight, we Lurks sought to aid her. But we failed. Therefore she sought the Unicorns’ help–and your help in particular, Zephyr. That is why I know your common name. As for the Human, I believe you have summoned not a warrior, but a wizard.”
 
   “Ah–well and fine,” replied the Unicorn, with the peevish air of one who feels he is being lectured by his inferior. “Perhaps a wizard is required to rid us of the Blight.”
 
   “I must give you fair warning,” Snatcher continued, tying the Human in place with a cord taken from a pouch secreted somewhere about his body. “This Blight is a foul and abominable affliction. If left unchecked, it will destroy the livelihood of all creatures in this great demesne.”
 
   “The Forest is Mother to us all, our life and home.”
 
   “Well said, noble one-horn! And so, you will understand what I mean, when I say that not all creatures in Driadorn feel as strongly about our Forest’s welfare as you or I. Some lust after power and influence. There’s an evil abroad in the Forest, good Unicorn, a malign purpose that threatens to crush all Driadorn. Armies gather in the north. A spirit of restlessness afflicts the Men. The Fauns mutter in hole and cavern. Trolls stir in their nests far beneath the lighttime skies, groaning for release from their exile.”
 
   Zephyr pranced anxiously at the Lurk’s grim words. “Surely these rumours are nothing new upon the Hills?”
 
   “No, noble Unicorn, these are more than rumours. We Lurks are deeply troubled. We seek a pattern in these events. Our Seers wail and hide themselves. But mark my words–I would trust no one in this venture! The Human is in grave danger even as we speak.”
 
   “What venture?”
 
   The nictitating membranes shimmered again over the Lurk’s eyes, giving him a reptilian appearance. “We see your fate embroiled in the great and terrible times to come, good Unicorn. Be not dismayed. Above all, you must protect the Human; see that no harm comes to him. He’s the key. You must protect him until we understand more, and rally the races to aid the Forest. This is no time for division, for bickering over trifles.”
 
   “That is my intention, good Lurk,” said Zephyr, shuddering as if he were buried up to the flanks in freezing water. “Let us pray–”
 
   “There, all set now.” The Lurk backed away, then unexpectedly turned and made for the swamp, as if deliberately and abruptly washing his paws of the Unicorn and his Human charge.
 
   Zephyr stared after until it became apparent that Snatcher truly intended to depart without so much as a fare-thee-well. “Wait!” he called. The huge figure turned, already half-wreathed in the grey vapours of Mistral Bog. “Why did you call me a pariah when first we met, good Lurk?”
 
   “Why were you made responsible for your parents’ debt, noble Zephyr?”
 
   He shifted his forehooves awkwardly, not understanding why the Lurk would ask such a question–nor indeed, how he had knowledge of it in the first instance. He said stiffly, “It is the way of the Unicorns.”
 
   Although softly spoken, Snatcher’s reply carried clearly over the still bog to Zephyr’s hearing. “In the past there was friendship between Lurk and Unicorn,” he said. “But then the Dark Wizard Ozark seduced many creatures–even those thought incorruptible–to his maleficent mastery. Your mother, one of the senior Mares of the Council, was ambitious for the leadership of the Unicorns, which at the time was disputed between her and Mylliandawn, following the assassination of your great leader Siyallana, called Lightstar by the tribe in honour of her wise and able guidance.”
 
   Zephyr tossed his flowing mane. “I’ve no need of a history lesson–”
 
   But the Lurk continued undeterred, “Bereaved by Siyallana’s untimely parting, the Unicorn tribes were unable to decide between the two mares. But when more and more voices began to speak in favour of your dam, Mylliandawn became desperate. Suddenly, tragedy struck. Out in the Wilderlands, above the Rhiallandran River, evil creatures fell upon the Unicorns and slaughtered some ten or twenty in number. Rumours began to circulate about certain disenchanted Unicorns who had betrayed their own. Soon, Mylliandawn accused your dam of plotting with the Lurks to overthrow the Unicorn Council and create a new order under her rule–and yes, we Lurks were partly responsible. We were beguiled and deceived by Mylliandawn. She made it seem that Lurks had killed those Unicorns; that your dam was responsible. Riding the ensuing wave of hysteria, Mylliandawn pressed for your parents to be dehorned.”
 
   “No!” the Unicorn cried. “You lie!”
 
   The Lurk’s great shoulders bunched into a sad, apologetic shrug. “And so, as Mylliandawn’s star rose to prominence, your parents lost their lives, sacrificed upon the altar of her greed. As you grew older and began to ask too many questions, the debt was laid upon your shoulders to keep you quiet. In your shame, you never questioned why. And so you serve Mylliandawn and the Unicorn Council, shackled to their cause. You take on the jobs other Unicorns consider too dirty or demeaning. You continue to pay the price. Thus, you are made a pariah amongst your kin.”
 
   Zephyr trembled from nose to hoof. “These are a pack of the vilest insinuations, you fiend!” he whinnied shrilly. “Mylliandawn has never been ought but good to me! I’m no one’s lackey–”
 
   “Then consider my words with care,” interrupted the Lurk, just another shadow now in the murk. “Seek the truth, noble Zephyr! Protect the Human! If ever again you seek to cross Mistral Bog, ask for Snatcher.”
 
   The Unicorn nearly spat in his direction, but desisted. What if the Lurk was right? Was there some grain of truth in his story? The consequences of his debt had galled and shamed him now for tens of seasons. The Unicorns treated him as if his presence were tainted. They shunned his company, and shrouded his paths in snickers and whispered conversation. Courting a mate had become unthinkable. Yes, he was an outsider. But he had always believed … Zephyr lifted his head to ask another question, but the colourless expanse of Mistral Bog had swallowed the Lurk as if he had never been. 
 
   Disconsolate, confused, and above all lonely, Zephyr turned his horn toward Thaharria-brin-Tomal, home of the Unicorns. He reached out to enfold the Human’s thread of life with his power, even as the Lurk had cradled him.
 
   He must keep the Human alive at all costs.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1: In the Library
 
   Kevin used to hide in the Library. It was his favourite place for two reasons–reading was his lifeblood, and Father and Brian avoided it religiously. They advanced no reason for this behaviour, nor did he expect one. Skeletons aplenty rattled in the Jenkins family closet. As the runt of the litter–to borrow one of his brother Brian’s insults–Kevin knew any inquiry would be received in a dim light.
 
   The Library at Pitterdown Manor had been Victoria Jenkins’ pride and joy. Though he had only met his Great-Grandmother in person a handful of times, this impression stuck clearly in his mind. Great-Grandmother, who was always addressed by her title and never by first name, was an avid collector of books and manuscripts, and had amassed great rooms full over the years. She spoke fondly of the Library, as of a dear old friend.
 
   Father disparaged the ‘eccentric old witch’ in private. Brian had once insinuated that the sole reason they visited was that as direct descendants of Victoria Jenkins, they stood to inherit a substantial estate, although the manor’s dilapidated condition did make one wonder. At the time, his snide remarks had earned Brian a sharp cuff, but Father had salivated over the inheritance often enough for everyone to appreciate the true picture. Avarice was his weakness. Avarice, coupled with a taste for the high life. Thus they were always on their best behaviour when visiting Great-Grandmother. Brian, as the elder and favoured son, always accompanied his parents to dinner, while Kevin was left with the nursemaids. During their visits, he took to secreting himself in the Library with some book or other, and thus whiled the hours away.
 
   In those early years, the Jenkins family made an annual pilgrimage to Pitterdown Manor. Brian and he would engage in the inevitable territorial squabble across the back seat of their battered old VW van as they thrummed ever northward from England’s lush green south to the borderland of Scotland, home of enigmatic dark tarns and buttery shortbread, where Kevin imagined the thin skirl of wailing bagpipes still sounded over the bones of brave Highlanders slain by the traitorous English. Last time, he had avidly devoured the story of William Wallace, which changed his perception of Scotland forever. Now, its austere majesty called to his heart in a whisper of desire.
 
   They usually took tea after Edinburgh, as the shadows lengthened into twilight, when Kevin’s tiredness peaked and Father began to cast anxious glances at his watch. He would doze the last stretch, stirring only when the wheels crunched onto the winding gravel drive leading up to the main house. Liveried servants greeted them, unloaded the luggage with miraculous efficiency, and conducted them to once-sumptuous rooms. Most of the servants had been replaced after Great-Grandmother’s death. These recollections brought a grim slash of a smile to Kevin’s lips. He suspected that they had been dismissed for causing Father some offence in the years before it all changed.
 
   Today–he counted swiftly upon shaking fingers–yes, today was their twentieth anniversary as owners of Pitterdown Manor. This anniversary marked the Jenkins’ elevation to riches and lordly living–not instantly, for there was a protracted legal battle Father had fought to gain control of the full estate, which had ended to his satisfaction. When the will was read, Father received what he regarded as his just reward–sole, undisputed ownership.
 
   Twenty years had also passed since Mother had become ill of a strange, wasting disease, never to rise again. She spent brief, dying days in a drug-induced delirium.
 
   She and her son, so alike.
 
   It was twenty years, too, since he had last ventured further than the main gates leading to the world beyond.
 
   Yes, these walls encompassed his world, and the Library was his solace and his curse. “A solace,” he said in his characteristic whisper, letting the words expire amongst the towering racks of musty old books, “For Kevin Albert Jenkins, named after his paternal grandfather Albert, has nothing of what it takes to be a true Jenkins.” His bony fingers smoothed the blanket upon his lap. The words were a thin parody of Father’s, an oft-repeated litany of self-debasement and mockery. “A solace to the poor invalid Kevin, for what use are you to anyone? Why, I had to provide you with private tutors because you could not attend a proper school. Twenty-four hour nursing! Do you have any idea what it cost me, boy?” ‘Nothing at all,’ Kevin shot back in his mind, ‘for you worked for not a penny of what you have today, Father!’ “What do you do all day, but sit there in that blasted library and read?”
 
   “A curse,” he continued solemnly, “for your only friends are books, Kevin, and though you can see the world beyond, you can never go out into it. You’re a bundle of allergies; an immune-deficient anomaly. Look out there, to the snowy fields and forests and hills of merry old Scotland, and rue the day you were born. Oh,” he turned to parody again, “you were a weak and sickly child, Kevin Jenkins. It’s a miracle you are alive today! What more could a dear father do than provide the very best care for his beloved son?”
 
   “You could start,” he added after a pause steeped in bitterness, “by not abusing me.”
 
   He flipped the page.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The Library was a massive, rambling affair, spanning three levels and multiple rooms and chambers in the Pitterdown Manor’s West Wing. Where Kevin habitually sat in the massive, vaulting main chamber, a sturdy fireplace stood to his right hand and a huge bay window to his left, affording him both warmth and a fine view over the pond to the croquet lawn, the stables, and the heathery hills beyond. A cold snap in late April had dumped several inches of snow over fresh-budding blossoms.
 
   To all sides and even above the fireplace, historic leather-bound tomes marched in orderly ranks upon oaken shelves and bookcases, right up to the ceiling. The stuffy aisles were so narrow, one could barely squeeze between them, giving rise to the niggling intuition that the bookshelves were leaning across to engage their neighbours in fusty, obscure conversation. The combination of the threadbare green carpet, heavy drapes, and Kevin’s favourite, overstuffed armchair made the chamber look and smell hundreds of years old. The air inside never moved.
 
   Huddled upon this broad armchair, so bundled up beneath a tartan throw that a casual glance might have passed right over him, was a spindly figure of carroty hair and cadaverous complexion–Kevin. Standing a mere five feet and four inches in his socks, he was more easily mistaken for fourteen than his twenty-seven years, and possessed a lamentable tendency towards spots. According to his old nurse Constance, who had died last year, he had inherited the stub nose and flame-red hair of his late Great-Grandmother. Frail limbs and a thin chest exaggerated an ill-favoured appearance. Buried like a mole beneath the thick blankets and an old-fashioned robe, he seemed diminished, almost pathetic–almost, but for the eyes. Of all his physical attributes, his eyes were remarkable. Kevin’s irises were the colour of ripe green apples. Golden streaks radiated like inner fire from around the pupils, lending his gaze the arresting power of a master conjurer or a television evangelist. Their intensity betrayed a rare intelligence, but were most often inclined to misery, loneliness, and inanition.
 
   His eyes were the only part of him that seemed alive, hopping across the pages like sparrows’ feet.
 
   Kevin sighed now and flipped the cover shut against the final page. “A fine tale,” he whispered to himself. “What shall I read next?”
 
   This consideration was spun out for a leisurely half-hour as he contemplated and discarded the pursuit of various subjects currently of interest–lately European history and philosophy, but his pet subject was archaeology. Whoever had built up the collection of books had done a first-rate job of cataloguing the Library. Most subjects were easily found, but there were a couple of storage rooms he knew of on the second level where the careful system had somehow broken down. Kevin had recently unearthed a book on magic there, which he took pains to hide from Father, who had always been sternly disapproving of Great-Grandmother’s alleged ‘witchery’ and ‘magic’. Father had never volunteered more on the subject–but the implications of any transgression were as clear as daylight. Kevin artfully concealed the offending tome right above the fireplace, in plain sight.
 
   Today, he decided, was a day for the unexpected. Today he would blow a few cobwebs out of the corners of that last storage room.
 
   He yanked the throw aside and rose feebly to his feet. After a pause to worm his feet into well-worn, comfortable slippers, he shuffled further into the Library and took the steep wooden steps to the second level, pausing midway to rest. Soon, he was lost to sight amidst the overarching bookshelves.
 
   Ten minutes’ work had a rusty lantern in his hand. Pitterdown Manor’s electricity supply was temperamental at best–which might have been exciting but for his terror of dark places and a persistent clumsiness due to one too many ear infections in his sickly youth. He suspected he might need a hearing aid.
 
   Kevin considered himself something of an explorer. The manor had a haunted air about it, particularly at night. The servants had told him that there were some parts unopened in over fifty years. Having grown up on a diet of secret passageways and gothic horrors, Kevin had been sorely disappointed to learn that Pitterdown Manor had none. What it did have was an endless supply of rooms, and the Library. Perhaps it was the mystery of the Library that had drawn him here. It had a special atmosphere–a presence, almost. He chuckled to himself as the door creaked open. What a load of old cobblers!
 
   The storage room, which he had only recently discovered, was accessed via a gloomy space beyond an L-shaped corner and a massive bookcase containing medieval illuminated manuscripts, which he had left alone for fear of their value. He had to shift a couple of boxes before the door would open completely, which was exhausting work. Soon he waded into a haphazard collection of wooden crates set around an ancient desk. Tall stacks of books covered every inch of the desk’s surface. Paradise found! He raised the lantern and selected a book at random.
 
   “The Arabian Nights,” he read. “How disappointingly modern!” His asthma was starting to act up. “Marvellous timing, old boy,” he muttered crossly, about to leave to retrieve his pump, when another volume caught his eye. He craned his neck to read the spine. “Ah, now … Myths and Legends of the Lesser Worlds? Queer.”
 
   He tugged at the book, but it was halfway up a stack and the whole tower leaned dangerously toward him. His smile curled his lips back from his teeth like an angry terrier about to bite. “Intrepid adventurer in mortal peril,” he intoned. “What uncertain fate shall befall him?” He paused to cough and wheeze. “Oh dear–best hurry along.”
 
   But curiosity held him. He could not bear to wait. “Oh, dash it all!”
 
   Kevin reached up with both hands and pulled with all of his puny might.
 
   Books tumbled, the lantern went flying, and a great cloud of dust avalanched out of the door. With it came Kevin, landing on his rump with the volume clutched to his chest. The door shuddered under the weight of the mountain he had dislodged and slammed shut right next to his foot, leaving him with the uncomfortable impression that the room had just ejected him by force majeure. Wheezing like a hissing kettle, Kevin rushed back to the armchair–as fast as his condition allowed him to rush–and took a relieving puff from his asthma pump.
 
   When he recovered, it was to announce, “Intrepid adventurer returns victorious!”
 
   The Library swallowed this less-than-fearsome croak with fusty thoroughness, earning a further squawk of irritation from its sole inhabitant.
 
   Intending to settle down with this intriguing book, which had cost him a fright and a bruised rear end, he grasped the sturdy volume by its spine and turned it about. A folded piece of paper fluttered to the floor, yellowed and brittle with age. Kevin clucked. The thin sheet of letter-paper was folded in half, and covered on the inside with compact but beautifully scripted handwriting. Handling the fragile scrap carefully, Kevin held it up to the light and felt his eyes widen.
 
   It was addressed to him!
 
   “My word,” he breathed. “There must be some mistake.”
 
   Not so. The note was clearly and unmistakeably addressed to Kevin Albert Jenkins, from ‘V.N.K.J.’ That would be Victoria Nicolette Katherine Jenkins, the second name courtesy of an obscure French ancestor–Great-Grandmother’s initials!
 
   “How very queer,” he burbled, quite beside himself with curiosity and excitement. Using his fingernails, he pried apart the delicate sheets and began to read:
 
    
 
   My dearest Kevin,
 
   By the time you find this letter, I shall doubtless have been called to meet my Maker. Despite what your father may have told you, I am neither a witch, nor an eccentric old duck. I am, plainly speaking, the Keeper of an ancient Tradition, which has engaged generations of our ancestors. I wished to personally bequeath this heritage to you, my great-grandson; but alas, to my frustration and despair, your Father has denied my aspirations all these years. I suspected his allegiance to the Evil One, but was mistaken. Harold refuses to admit anything other than that of which he is convinced by his own mind and senses. He thinks that the world is ruled by chance, that Fortune favours the ambitious. This is the Great Lie. Like most people, he is blind to the other worlds, which he has attempted to hide from you.
 
   For there is a world touched neither by sight, touch, smell, nor by hearing, but by the Spirit of a Person. If you will only believe, Kevin, then you will see that what I say is true. And there are other planets akin to our Earth, inhabited by great multitudes of living, breathing creatures. Would that I could convince you of these things! But I must be brief. My last breath is nigh. You will find that this great house, Pitterdown Manor, holds many Secrets. You are the new Keeper of the Tradition, Kevin. You have inherited the Gift. You may be called to Serve at any time. You should not hesitate, nor should you fear anything, if your heart remains courageous and pure.
 
   Here are the things you will need:
 
   Firstly, the Key-Ring, which is hidden beneath the mantelpiece in the Blue …
 
    
 
   In that instant, Kevin heard Father’s heavy tread just behind him and he whirled, clutching the letter to his chest, his cheeks flaming scarlet.
 
   Father halted three feet away, a look of intense suspicion suffusing his face. His hands were clenched into fists by his sides. “What are you hiding, boy?”
 
   “Nothing,” Kevin blurted out. His nostrils detected a whiff of alcohol. Father had been drinking. His guts clenched up into an icy ball and he sank to the floor before Father’s looming figure, knowing that nothing he could say or do now would avert a beating. Nevertheless, he tried, “I’m sorry, sir.”
 
   “You pathetic little bastard!” snarled Harold. “Give me that!”
 
   Father’s thick fingers tore the letter from Kevin’s numbed grasp. It took him several long moments to realise that he was holding it upside-down; then he righted it and began to read–myopically. Colour rose to his face, and as Kevin watched in horrified fascination, that thick purple vein started pulsing dangerously in the middle of his forehead. Purple blotches spread like a fierce rash down his neck, until Kevin thought something must surely explode–and his hands! They were shaking!
 
   Deliberately, his blunt, powerful fingers began to shred the letter. Time crawled as each individual piece floated slowly down through the air to build a silent snowfall around Father’s elegant, expensive loafers. Each heartbeat throbbed in Kevin’s eardrums with painful intensity. He saw Harold Jenkins’ mouth open in a bitter snarl, unrecognisably twisted. Kevin became aware of his own pleading babble.
 
   With the inevitability of death itself, Father’s foot lifted and swung into a brutal kick that smashed him against the open fireplace. Pain stabbed into his side as wet heat splashed down his leg. Shame preceded a stench of burning flesh, and an awful, all-consuming burning …
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Gagging on the sharp reek of antiseptic, Kevin awoke. For a blissful second, he imagined that he might be dreaming and that if he only turned over, he would wake up to find sunlight streaming in through the gap in his heavy drapes. But his body felt strange. As he breathed, searing pain attacked his left side. He was dimly aware of a catalogue of other hurts. He tried to open his eyes, but there was something covering them. So he reached up and tried to take it off.
 
   “Here, don’t do that!” cried a soft, concerned voice. A gentle hand that reminded him of his mother’s before she became ill, stopped him.
 
   “What?” he croaked.
 
   “Just lay you down, sonny,” continued the voice. “You’ve been burnt bad. There’s a bandage over your eyes, and you’re laid on your stomach so as not to aggravate your back.”
 
   In a rush, Kevin remembered the letter, Father’s anger, the beating …
 
   “Water,” he whispered.
 
   The hand held his head. A glass pressed against his lips, allowing a wondrously cool sip of water to trickle down the back of his throat. Kevin coughed and cried out and collapsed against the pillow, sweating in a wave of nausea.
 
   “Soft you, soft you!” said his nurse tenderly, wiping his cheeks with something cool and wet. “You’re not to move so, sonny. With such an accident, you’re lucky to be alive at all! Softly now.”
 
   Kevin realised from the timbre of her voice that his nurse must be quite old. So they were calling it an accident, were they? There had been many ‘accidents’ over the years. Usually it was a whipping or a thick cane applied to his buttocks and legs, leaving welts and weals. He recalled a time when he was five, when Mother had tried to intervene, but after Father turned on her, she had never again tried to help him. He wondered how she had been able to shut her eyes and ears to what was going on. Mother was not a very strong person. During the early years, the little stories and lies had multiplied. ‘A cycling accident,’ she would lie, as his teacher nodded. That was before he became too ill to attend school. ‘Kevin’s such an active boy. He’s always getting himself into these little bumps and scrapes.’
 
   One day blazed in his memory; the day his father’s business partner had cleaned up and disappeared, leaving him with a pile of debt and no business to run. He had woken up when Father arrived home, slamming the door. First there was shouting downstairs, then after a while, his father’s heavy tread on the stairs. Kevin knew the creak of the third-last step–it was to be avoided when he had gone without supper, and stolen down to the kitchen to see what food there was to be had. He trembled in his bed, hoping that the heavy footsteps would pass down to the end of the hall. He heard Father’s laboured breathing outside his door. For a long time, that was all. Then, the door handle creaked and turned, outlining Father’s burly frame against the hallway’s light. Kevin pretended to be asleep. But the inexorable fear had already clenched his bowels, and his bladder emptied itself despite his frenzied, silent battle to prevent it. Father stood still so long that Kevin secretly began to hope he was safe.
 
   The big nose lifted and sniffed the air–once, and once again. “Wet our bed, have we?” he slurred loudly. “Nine years old, and a bed-wetter. How revolting–to think his mother whelped such a weakling. Nine, and still he wets his bed.” He stepped closer, raising his voice. “You know what happens to bed-wetters, don’t you, Kevin? You know? Speak, boy! If you have a tongue in your craven little head, speak!”
 
   “S-Sir!” stammered Kevin.
 
   “Don’t you hide from me, boy!” roared his father, undoing his belt clumsily. “You’ll get your punishment! Just like your mother, sucking up when you’ve done wrong! Well, I’ll teach you a lesson, boy. I’ll teach you good!”
 
   At those times, Kevin’s mind watched his body from a distance; as the blows rained down, his mind was safe elsewhere. But he still felt every weal and every stripe. He felt it when the belt was exchanged for Father’s meaty fists, and even an interminable time later, when the big arms wrapped roughly around his shoulders and Father began to sob into the pillow–great, wrenching sobs of disgust and brokenness.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Another accident? You’re pathetic!”
 
   Kevin stared blankly ahead, saying nothing. He lay on his stomach, head cocked to one side.
 
   “You know, they had to replace that carpet in the Library,” his brother continued. His tone was a carbon copy of Father’s, as was his personality.
 
   Kevin did not even flicker his eyelids in recognition.
 
   “Father told me what happened,” Brian added. “It’s always snivelling little Kevin this and helpless little Kevin that. Oh, we just need to call the nurse because the weasel’s done it again. Well–I’ve had enough! You’re a disgrace to the family! A humiliation!”
 
   He made no response.
 
   Brian’s voice dripped with malicious glee. “Playing the silent game, are we, Kevin?” Deliberately, he leaned over the bed and pulled down the sheets, exposing a burnt and bandaged back. He slapped the bandages, drawing from Kevin a high-pitched squeal of agony. “Poor ailing Kevin. Found our voice now? I’m speaking to you, moron!”
 
   A tear squeezed down Kevin’s cheek.
 
   Brian, who was five years older and a law student since his failure at business–another aspect in which he took after Father–brought his hand down to Kevin’s side, the side that had been kicked. Almost gently, he trapped Kevin’s wrist in his thick fingers and said, “I suggest that you start talking, or I’ll make you wish you were never born. You probably wish it anyway, but I can make your wishes come true.”
 
   When there was still no response from the inert figure, Brian tapped him on the ribs exactly where Father had kicked him. “Does this hurt?” he inquired solicitously, to Kevin’s answering moan of pain. He would have covered his ribs, but that was why Brian held his wrist–subtlety was not one of Brian’s strong points. “How many broken ribs was it? Now, why don’t we consider this a lesson that you will not forget? When I say ‘speak’, you speak. When I want you to listen, you listen.” He punctuated this statement with another hard tap. “When Father asks you to behave, you behave!” Another sharp tap, another strangled moan. “You’re responsible for Father’s drinking, you know–it’s because of worrying about your miserable existence that he drinks! Don’t you ever give me the silent treatment again!”
 
   This time he used his full strength to punch Kevin in the ribs. There was a dull crack, a stabbing pain, and a deluge of darkness.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Recovery took months. The burns described a long stripe from the region of his left kidney to his right shoulder blade. There were further burns on and behind his right ear. Brian had broken two more of his ribs, which was the more painful injury. Luckily he had been yanked away from the fire quickly, so the burns were not life-threatening. But the scars remained. He needed plastic surgery for his ear.
 
   Already introspective and lonely by nature, Kevin withdrew even further into himself, spending the days in bed and asking the servants to fetch him books from the Library. Father disappeared on an extended business trip to the Continent and Brian was back at his studies.
 
   But he was troubled in spirit.
 
   A futile rage would grow in his breast after Father’s attacks, symbolised by the humiliating inability to control his bladder. In a miserable caricature of a man, this continued lack of self-control was his greatest shame. He despised himself. He heaped up castigation in an inner voice more scathing and more hurtful than any Father or Brian had ever used.
 
   To survive the abuse, he had learned to withdraw deep within, a tortoise into its shell, to lose his identity in the world of imagination. He learned to curl up and endure. He took refuge in that endless realm–which was why the Library was his solace. It was why he hid there. To him books were portals to inviolable places and a means of forgetting, at least for a time, who and what he was. A life lived vicariously was better than anything real. Denied what he assumed were the ordinary pleasures of travel, attending university, or whatever else people his age did, he had only the Library. To tell the truth, he had no idea what others did. His only friends over the years had been doctors and nurses, come to assess his condition or administer his many medications.
 
   Pills, pills, and more pills. There was a multi-coloured handful to take every morning, and more at lunch and teatime–fifty-seven varieties in all. He knew how each tasted. He wondered that he did not rattle descending stairs. Every morning, after a breakfast of oat porridge and a slice of brown toast, washed down with a cup of Earl Grey tea, he would line up the pills on his tray and ritually down them one by one. Kevin had once tried eschewing this daily regimen–and nearly died from an asthma attack two days later. Never again.
 
   He had the misfortune to be born into a dysfunctional family. Kevin’s upper lip curled in aristocratic disdain. Father, who despite the inheritance money, was unable to make any success of his business ventures, who after his first debacle had taken to the bottle with a vengeance, turning himself over the years into a drunkard and an abuser. With the inheritance, which was far more substantial than Father had ever dreamed, he could have retired to a kingly living. But instead he was unable to let go, unable to accept failure. He became a tyrant, violent and depressed. At times, Kevin felt he would rather have been born a Dickensian orphan than a Jenkins.
 
   He watched the fields grow lush and the days balmy with summer, and ached for freedom from his life sentence.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Key words and phrases from Great-Grandmother’s letter had leapt off the page and were now recalled with inexplicable clarity, as though the act of reading had somehow transcribed them simultaneously upon the tablet of his memory. Usually when Kevin read a book, he remembered more about how it felt than the particular words or plot elements. He read for unadulterated escape, the more unlike reality the better, similar to a philosopher who sallies forth against concept, ideology, meaning, and knowledge, yet remains safely within the confines of his ivory tower, having essayed no real risk. But the letter had shaken him. The sheer tenacity of those phrases in his memory terrified him. No doses of Freud, Tolstoy, Dickens, or Narnia, no weighty treatise on the Aztecs nor a compendium of Greek mythology, nor any lengthy grappling with Darwin’s Origin of the Species, could distract him for more than ten minutes at a time from the contents of that letter. Even now, as he gave up on Caesar’s Gallic Wars with a sigh of extreme irritation, he could not forget it.
 
   Kevin rubbed his dark-circled eyes and yawned widely. “A pox on the filthy pirate,” he muttered softly, referring to Father’s act of destruction.
 
   He was going crazy.
 
   That pernicious epistle! What could it possibly mean; the incredible assertion that he had ‘inherited the Gift’? What ruddy gift? He had to be the least gifted person on Earth! He had no gifts, and received none at Christmas either. Father had long since banned the practice of religious festivals at Pitterdown Manor. The last gift he remembered receiving was a green hardback journal from his mother, containing his grandfather’s memoirs. Father had confiscated it after a shouting match with Mother that ended with his fist smashing her nose.
 
   Put that mystery to one side, and there was this talk of ‘other worlds’ and the ‘spirit of a person’. Kevin believed that there was something more than merely physical that separated human from animal, if one were prepared to substitute consciousness for quasi-religious talk about spirits. But other worlds–that was a nonsense for writers of fantastic tales and nursery stories, and he was surprised and aggrieved that Great-Grandmother, whom he had always regarded as a paragon of old-fashioned British common sense, should spout such drivel in the course of an otherwise serious and important letter.
 
   “Hogwash,” he grumbled, growing agitated. “Fiddlesticks! Codswallop and dollops of horse manure!” His lungs creaked and wheezed. He took a puff of his pump and leaned back upon his pillow, trying as always to defeat his throat’s closing.
 
   Ah, and the nub of it–that he was the keeper of some ancient tradition passed down the family line, from generation to generation, only to be dropped by … “Good old Kevin.” He sighed. “Pathetic little weasel. Trust him to make a dog’s breakfast of it.”
 
   But what was this tradition? The wording implied some special meaning to which he was not party, the knowledge of which Father had apparently denied him all these years. He had no doubt Father knew its exact meaning. The vein on his forehead only swelled and pulsed like that–Kevin’s palms grew sweaty and his bowels clenched–when Father was in a blind fury, in contrast to his routine fits of anger or petulance where he was wont to shout and swear at the servants but no worse. That kick into the fireplace–clearly, broaching the subject would be tantamount to signing his own death warrant. Yet how could he not wonder?
 
   How could Great-Grandmother reach him as it were from beyond the grave? A cold shiver played down Kevin’s spine. He touched his ruined ear. How could he become keeper of a tradition about which he knew not the first thing? Whom worse could she have chosen? The least capable person imaginable? A person of courage–a hero, not some asthmatic pipsqueak–was called for to stand up to Father, to take that decisive step. He hardly dared acknowledge it. The letter had spoken of the Blue Room. Something hidden beneath the mantelpiece. Proof positive. Proof that might burden him with the necessity of being ‘called to serve’.
 
   “Oh, God!” he cried, throwing himself toward the bathroom.
 
   He only just reached it in time.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “The joys of the porcelain throne,” Kevin lamented, a little later, holding his feverish head in both hands. Lunch had been wholly expurgated. “At least it happened in private this time. Repulsive. Why me?”
 
   It was a bitter question he was much in the habit of asking. Kevin looked up, studying his face in the dark mirror opposite. The leaded glass made his skin look healthy, but it exaggerated the bags under his eyes into a racoon-like mask. Just reflected in the mirror for a moment he thought he saw–his head jerked around–no, it was nothing. “You belong in an asylum,” he told the face in the mirror, “if you’re going to start seeing things now. Hearing odd noises in the night, jumping at the slightest sound–you are turning into a complete crackpot, my dear fellow. Why, you are even thinking …”
 
   Did he dare?
 
   Instead, he recalled a curious dream he had dreamed the previous night. He had woken to hear the grandfather clock on the landing striking eleven dolorous notes, with such a gripping sense of portent and urgency that he feared his heart would burst right out of his chest. At first, he thought there must have been some noise to rouse him, but long minutes of trembling, listening and staring across the bedroom at the unmoving drapes convinced him that nothing was amiss. Just a silly start, he decided at length, and plumped up his hypo-allergenic pillow preparatory to settling down again. Sometimes the medications gave him insomnia. But his head had no sooner touched the pillow than his eyelids flickered open, and he remembered the dream.
 
   He was in an indeterminable place. All around him was soft, milky illumination upon a formless and perfectly uniform haze. There was neither sense of movement nor sense of time’s passage. Some distance apart from him, far enough that details were indefinite, but near enough to fuel the conclusions that he had since drawn, was the figure of a ghostly little girl. She was barefoot, somewhat plump, and garbed in an otherworldly dress of what appeared to be leaves or some unfamiliar textile, he could not tell which. She was crying.
 
   No more did he remember, yet he found himself moved with unaccustomed emotion. Pitying another’s plight was foreign to Kevin’s experience, a notion for which he had neither explanation nor solution–yet he found himself reaching out to her, as if he were somehow responsible for her distress. Impossible, he knew, but the feeling lingered. Most of his dreams were about Father and Brian–he wrestled them out of his mind with an effort, and concentrated instead on the little girl. He sensed an inchoate urgency accompanied the dream, but why? Who was she? He did not generally read about girls, and had only once to his recollection met a girl his own age. This girl was different.
 
   It was … disturbing.
 
   Kevin felt as if he were a leaf fallen into a fast-running stream, snatched away by events, helplessly carried by the current until he should be washed up on some bank or caught in an eddy. All the carefully constructed edifices of his sheltered existence were collapsing around him like so much damp origami. Nothing was certain any more. Even sleep, that final surcease from his daily misery, was being disturbed with flashes of dreams that he could barely recall in the morning–save for this dream of the little girl, and even there he was powerless.
 
   Wretched letter! He wanted to deny the relentless march of facts. He was the addressee. It was found in a forgotten corner, tucked into an obscure book. The chance of anyone finding the letter by accident was so fantastically small … but he refused the alternative, that Great-Grandmother must somehow have foreknown that he would be its discoverer, twenty years later. And something within those fragile pages had triggered the most violent reaction he had ever seen in Father. Kevin shambled out of the bathroom and cast himself like a limp dishrag upon the bed. He fumbled for his pills. No, there were no simple conclusions to be drawn.
 
   There was, he surmised, but one way forward through the morass. He breathed in and out harshly, stilling the asthma by sheer willpower–but he lacked the same willpower to conquer his panic.
 
   He had to check the mantelpiece in the Blue Room.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2: The Blue Room
 
   He could afford no assumptions, so Kevin set about his scheme with the enthusiasm of a budding Sherlock Holmes. A certain slyness was integral to Father’s character, and he suspected that the servants had been instructed not to let him wander around unsupervised. Thus, taking advantage of the fact that Pitterdown Manor was a virtual maze, having been added to, remodelled and gutted in part numerous times over the years to satisfy the vicissitudes of its various owners, Kevin attempted on successive mornings four different routes to the Library and was each time met by an unwelcome escort. The servants took the opportunity to inquire solicitously about his wellbeing and needs, where before they had let him be. To cap it all, they began to invent little tasks that should be done in the Library, such as dusting and tidying, where before they had never bothered.
 
   “A tad obvious,” he muttered behind the back of a particularly industrious book-sorter, that fourth afternoon when his suspicions had solidified into fact.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Nothing, carry on.”
 
   “Would Sir care for a drink? A light snack?”
 
   Kevin sighed. “No, sir would not, thank you.”
 
   Thankfully, the Library had more exits and nooks and crannies than could reasonably be guarded by the most zealous corps of servants. He resolved to employ such an exit, just as soon as he figured out how to gain access to the Blue Room undetected. The only Blue Room he knew of was an old study in the unused East Wing of the house, a study that belonged to Great-Grandmother and had been locked, well, forever. Father probably had the key. The second problem was that in order to reach the East Wing, he would have to pass through the main hallway or cross the courtyard–assuming he could make it that far without collapsing. Discovery was assured. But was there an alternative?
 
   When he was younger, he had heard two servants passing in the corridor outside his room. His door had been left ajar, which was unusual. The hour was late, and they were returning from a night on the town.
 
   “I’m tellin’ you, ‘e’s no good!” said the first.
 
   “Wharr–seein’ th’ scullery-maid?” slurred the second.
 
   “Nay, th’ how is th’ stranger thing!”
 
   “Wharr? Wharr yer on about, yer ol’ lecher?”
 
   “Blimey, that’s th’ last time you drinkin’ six pints! You can’t stan’ straight up. ‘Ere, ‘old me arm.” There was a crashing noise and some muffled swearing. “’Old me arm, ah say! Better. Ah’ll ‘ave yer know, sonny, ‘e’s usin’ th’ secret passage behind them rooms.”
 
   “Gerroff, yer big buffoon!”
 
   “Shh! You’ll wake th’ house.”
 
   “Wharr, ‘e’s getting’ it an’ yer jealous?”
 
   “Nay, but that’s how ‘e’s seein’ ‘er, I reckon, sneakin’ back there.”
 
   Kevin gnawed at a fingernail. Just two old servants, stumbling back to their rooms, chuckling over another’s affair with one of the maids. But to his knowledge, the matter of the secret passageway had never come to light.
 
   “Not impossible,” he sighed.
 
   Several weeks had passed since he had requested a worktable in the Library. Professing an interest in architecture, Kevin began to cover the pitted work surface with various diagrams and books on the subject. He intended to examine Pitterdown Manor’s building plans, which had taken him almost two months to find, hidden in a mildewed box in the lowest level of the Library. Some of the pages fell apart at his touch. But Kevin liked to think he had the patience of a monk. Quietly and secretively, he pursued his detective work. He was so fearful of discovery, that he did not even record his observations on paper, but trusted all to his powers of recall and deduction. He hid the plans and drawings within books and read them on his favourite armchair, or stuffed them down his shirt and read them by moonlight in his bedroom with the door locked and bolted. Overnight, he began to dream plans and room dimensions, but the business of mentally comparing the different extensions and renovations that he had unearthed took weeks of intensive mental gymnastics.
 
   “Thank heavens for a first-rate brain,” he told himself, rather immodestly.
 
   Immersed in his studies late one afternoon, Kevin was aghast to hear a familiar tread in the downstairs hallway. No, it couldn’t be! His hands gathered and sorted through the papers in panicky haste. Dread speared into his bowels, causing his nerveless fingers to fumble and shake with maddening debility. The low voice, inquiring of the servants what had transpired in his absence … a demand for whiskey … Kevin’s paranoia escalated to mountainous proportions.
 
   He swore weakly as he dropped a book on the floor. He scrabbled under the desk like a vagrant mining a trash-heap. All the tiny freedoms he had allowed himself, all the careful and secretive planning, all was lost in an instant.
 
   Father had returned.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   He was in an indeterminable place. All around was a soft, milky illumination upon formless and perfectly uniform haze. There was neither sense of movement nor sense of time’s passage. Though his legs moved, they were so disconnected from his perception that they might have belonged to a different person, for there was no sensation of solid contact with the ground, just an ethereal drifting of the kind usually associated with summer’s slow clouds. All colour had been leached from the haze until it resembled ghoulish shrouds upon the sweep of an endless plain. He peered forward intently, trying to make out the outlines of … trees? Mountains?
 
   Without warning, the scene changed.
 
   Damp-slick, gnarled trunks rose all around him, a circle of trees ancient beyond knowing, and from the prickling, cloying chill along his spine he knew himself to be in a special, powerful, place–yet all remained insubstantial, as though the merest breath might send these visions back to the mists. The irruption between reality and unreality confused him. He knew he was not a physical presence in the dreamscape–this was a delusion, a sliver of the subconscious magnified by his imagination–but he recognised a defiant counter-current that coolly insisted upon the vision’s reality, that he was being drawn by a force external to himself to an unknown destination. Subtly, the dream enticed him in. Apprehension grew in his breast.
 
   Some distance apart from him, far enough that details were indistinct, was the figure of a ghostly little girl. She was barefoot, and garbed in an otherworldly dress of what appeared to be leaves or some unfamiliar textile, he could not tell which. She was crying.
 
   She was the same every time. Never smiling nor merry, always fixing him with such beseeching glances from her soulful dark eyes that he squirmed and blushed in reaction. He was unable to speak to her, though he yearned to understand the cause of her tears. Kevin sensed she waited for him. Her arm lifted to beckon, to invite him to follow her, as with an impetuous step she turned to lead him on. But he was incapable–his feet were carved of stone. She looked back over her shoulder. Her despair only seemed to deepen when Kevin made a helpless gesture grounded in frustration and misery almost equal to hers.
 
   There was a danger of losing himself here, he realised, an insinuating thread of fear that coiled silkily about his heart and ensnared him in weakness and self-loathing. Perhaps it had to do with the dreamscape. An inkling of mystical significance suggested itself to his senses, a thread too tiny and delicate to readily identify, but nevertheless he felt that there was woven into the dream’s fabric a magnitude of composition or importance that transcended ordinary physical substance–which gave his fears voice. They crowded in suddenly, like a flock of vultures descending to feast upon carrion, tearing into him with such visceral abhorrence that he staggered and nearly retched, even in his dream. They pushed him over the edge. The dream, never comfortable, had become a nightmare.
 
   He took a backward step.
 
   The little girl’s mouth flew open, a soundless, desperate cry. Perhaps the impact on him was the more acute because the cry was inaudible; his imagination supplied from her stricken expression what was lacking in sound. His retreat instantly transformed into statue-like immobility. They stared at each other across the intervening space, unable to break the terrible connection. Kevin’s heart skipped a beat, two, and then burst into a frenetic catch-up. What now? Had she captured him? Why was he unable to leave the dream? He could not even tear his eyes away from that tearful gaze, nor could he deny her hope–an unutterable expectation united him to her, a knowledge she possessed but was somehow unable to share, as if he held the key to her world and did not know it. He could not articulate what he meant to this strange girl, but her behaviour wordlessly screamed his significance.
 
   Kevin had never considered his possible importance to another person. Everything Father and Brian had taught him, everything beaten and pounded into him over the years, pointed to the utter insignificance of the desires and opinions–indeed, the very existence–of one Kevin Albert Jenkins. He counted for nothing. Less than nothing, for his sickliness was a burden to his family and required the services of a small army of carers to ameliorate. To Father he was just a useless mouth to feed.
 
   And the target of his rage.
 
   He ought to do something. The ‘ought’ snared and held him, for having never before been required to serve another in any capacity whatsoever, he now became paralysed with indecision. To be switched from weakness to a position of strength was more than disconcerting. It was chilling, unthinkable, anathema.
 
   But his immobility gave the little girl heart. First her features began to relax, then her fists unclenched, then suddenly she tottered a dozen or so steps toward him before pulling up short. It was enough that Kevin’s eyes grew round in astonishment.
 
   Because the haze rendered all colours a uniform grey, he could not have told if her eyes were blue or brown, or discern if the trees were green or puce, for that matter. But he could distinguish patterning, and his initial impression was that she was intricately tattooed on her hands and forearms, feet and calves, similarly to Celtic or Gaelic designs and motifs that he had encountered during his extensive researches in the Library. Or henna hand-painting! He had seen a picture of that once, but these were different, more organic–leafy. That was the right word. Leafy. Either the toil of an artistic genius had been worked upon her flesh, or the patterns were natural. They were boldest on the extremities of her limbs and faded toward her torso.
 
   She essayed now a welcoming smile, albeit a weak one, and made an encouraging gesture with her tiny hand. She was afraid! This startling new insight flashed into Kevin’s mind, instantly dismissed as laughable. Why, she was but a slip of a creature, just a girl, but even so a thousand times more able than he. What reason could she have to fear him?
 
   Movement in the mists caught Kevin’s attention. Seeing the direction of his gaze, the little girl turned, too. At once her hands flew to her mouth. This must be some happy surprise, for she eagerly waved several times and jumped up and down, before turning to him with a ‘now-you’ll-see’ gesture.
 
   Kevin did, and for a timeless age nearly forgot to breathe.
 
   A unicorn! Ridiculous.
 
   Now he knew he was dreaming. Momentarily, he had feared his dream had been subverted by an unknown force. What had appeared from the haze beyond the little girl was unmistakeably a Unicorn. The creature was as white as freshly starched sheets, with a long mane and gentle dark eyes. Though it dwarfed the little girl, and its double-spiralled horn must make a wicked weapon indeed, the Unicorn approached her with the fluttering steps of a ballet dancer and paused to nuzzle her arm briefly. She trembled.
 
   Kevin had never seen a creature nobler or more splendid, nor could he find words adequate to describe how sculpted was its musculature, or how effortlessly it filled the space between the twisted old trees with light and beauty. If all the goodness and rightness in the world were to be reduced to living flesh, then the Unicorn would be the embodiment of these.
 
   He felt compelled to speak, to respond. But he remained helpless.
 
   The Unicorn tossed its silken mane and pranced toward him. But it, too, was unable to approach Kevin, and he could see the puzzlement in its mien as it mapped out the boundaries of the invisible space between them. There was no explanation. The separation was physical and apparently inviolable. At length, the Unicorn turned to the little girl as if to say, ‘What do you think, then?’ She stomped her little foot in a fit of pique.
 
   This too was astonishing, for her reaction was completely at odds with the subdued and imploring behaviour he had come to expect–it jolted him from his previous indecision into a state approaching real alarm. From costly experience it stood to reason that if he had caused someone to be angry with him, then he should expect further violence, and now indeed, as if to complete this unhappy train of thought, the Unicorn turned purposefully toward him and lowered its horn to point its needle-like tip directly at his heart. Kevin curled within himself, victim of a thousand ill-conceived fears, which were never far removed from the surface of his consciousness.
 
   He wanted to run. He wanted to scream. But he was trapped as surely as had he been tied to one of those ancient trunks, and even as the jewelled horn began to glow with an otherworldly incandescence he knew that he was incapable of acting to save himself–this was the true and pitiful measure of his worth–for something unspeakable was about to happen and he should hide, pull the blankets over his head, or better still, his legs should give full measure to the shrieking in his mind and he should run, run, run!
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Kevin awoke feeling frayed at the edges and travel-weary. He wanted to vomit. The thick, putrid sweat of his nightmares had congealed on his brow and dampened his sheets. Disgusting. Frigging unicorns, what a childish thing to dream about! His eyes jumped between the sun-edged drapes and the bedroom door, which was slightly ajar, as if half expecting a legion of demons to be leering over his expected demise–but this was not so.
 
   “A dream,” he reassured himself. “It’s only a dream, old sport! Don’t be more wretched than your weakness already demands.”
 
   However, instead of ringing for his breakfast tray, which he always did upon first waking, he drew the covers aside and swung his feet down to feel for his slippers. These were positioned meticulously alongside the bed every night after brushing his teeth and before switching off the main light. For some reason this morning, his feet tingled with a mild form of pins-and-needles, and so he examined them carefully lest there be some recurrence of the problem with his circulation. All the doctors’ warnings had been noted. ‘You have poor circulation, Mr Jenkins, and a weak heart. Taken together, these may lead to some unfortunate consequences. You must be vigilant.’ But no, there was nothing amiss save a pink blush one ordinarily associated with an overly hot bath, and so he consigned his feet to the slippers’ lambskin comfort and padded over to the window. It was only when he reached the bay window and tugged aside the drapes that he realised how easily he had crossed the distance.
 
   Balmy sunlight splashed virtually unnoticed against the back of his head as he stared back at his bed. It was fifteen or so steps away. In his customary frailty, it normally took him almost a minute to cross the floor and rest weakly against the window ledge, gathering his strength for the simple task of opening the heavy drapes. “Not today,” he muttered darkly. “Oh, rather too easy.” Quite deliberately, he gave his arm a prolonged pinch.
 
   It hurt.
 
   It hurt like the blazes, because he was used to numb nerve-endings from all the medication and had therefore given himself a very firm pinch.
 
   “By golly gosh!” he whispered, a phrase he had picked up from a book. A brief fumbling at the catch had the window open and he sucked in a great breath. “Fine morning, old sprout. Fine and fresh.”
 
   The way he was feeling, he reflected with a thrill, he should be skipping about like a frisky lamb down there on the lawn–and that was not all. The asthmatic tightness in his chest that usually accompanied such a breath was strangely, wonderfully absent. He tried again, just to be sure. In through the nose and out through the mouth. Wonderful, clean country air flooded into the very roots of his lungs, with nary a rattle nor a wheeze. Elation! Goodness, what was this? An intoxicating bubbling of oxygen through his veins? There must be a catch, an imminent collapse, a just recompense for this shocking feeling of health. Kevin turned the unfamiliar word over in his mind. Years of infirmity had long since served to shrivel any such hope. Too many prognoses, too much medicine had rattled down his throat. No, doom had long since been carved on his gravestone by the insuperable march of bad genes–betrayed at every turn by his body, there could be no hope.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   The harsh question slashed across Kevin’s thoughts, making him cringe against the box seat under the window.
 
   “Out of bed, old carrot-top?” No voice could possibly contain as much sarcasm as his brother’s. “Careful by that window. Father would be beside himself should anything befall you, brother dearest.”
 
   Kevin winced at the bad pun. “What do you want, Brian?”
 
   “Now, is that any way to greet your dear brother?” Sinking onto the box seat, the younger brother faced the older across the room. As the question was clearly rhetorical and Kevin was wise enough not to reply, not even so much as to grumble under his breath, Brian continued, “I was just coming to see you. One of the layabout servants thought he heard you cry out, so I reminded myself of my care and duty towards my only brother, and hastened here.”
 
   “How very kind of you.”
 
   Brian stared at Kevin, but there was no answering scorn in the low tones. To that end he had supplied many lessons in brutality and submission in years past. “I had not expected to find you out of bed.”
 
   “I was just opening the curtains.”
 
   “I thought you usually had the servants do that? Just like they change your nappies.”
 
   Kevin flushed at this untruth, but made no reply. That would just encourage Brian.
 
   “I have come to inform you, brother,” Brian added, “that I shall be undertaking an extended trip–as part of my degree course. You shall not see me for some time. I shall miss your company, naturally, as much as I should miss a suppurating pustule on a whore’s backside. But the great wide world is calling.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Ah–New York.” He caught himself after the stumble and added, “Now, Father has made all arrangements for your care while I am away. He too has a business trip planned. We trust that you can entertain yourself in our absence?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “I wish you’d speak up, you little weasel!”
 
   “I said, ‘Indeed’.”
 
   Brian’s expression suggested the study of a particularly loathsome species of fungus; Kevin dropped his gaze at once, hoping his brother would not notice that anything was different. He held his breath.
 
   “Father and I depart on the three o’clock train,” Brian announced at last.
 
   Kevin secretly wished it were a permanent departure, and that Father and Brian might by some stroke of luck leap hand in hand beneath the train, but said carefully, “I wish you both good trips.”
 
   “I know what you’re thinking!” Brian belched a suffocating wave of garlic. “Ah, good lunch!”
 
   Kevin frowned. Now he could smell garlic? He thought his sense of smell had been ruined by his medication.
 
   “Don’t think you can fool me,” said his brother. “Father will be back tomorrow–and you well know the virtues of obedience, don’t you, little brother?”
 
   A mute nod constituted the only safe reply.
 
   “I hope you have a nice time.” His tone was as warm as an invitation to the gallows. Kevin shivered at his brother’s departure, as if suddenly taken with an immedicable chill that centred on his frail heart. Brian used to be nasty. These days he was downright evil.
 
   Funny, he thought, that business about New York. He was no idiot. Brian was going nowhere near New York. Why the lie? That said–he tut-tutted under his breath–there were undoubtedly many Jenkins secrets he was not party to. And his day was now ruined. Kevin stumped over to the bed in a right old sulk. Best get on with it.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Three days and half a night later, that feeling of haleness was the last thing on Kevin’s mind. He had not forgotten. But there were more pressing matters afoot.
 
   Tonight was the night.
 
   “Relax,” he instructed himself, as sternly as a headmaster castigating a recalcitrant student. “It’s nothing but a little stroll downstairs. I’ll mosey on down to the Blue Room …”
 
   He froze as something creaked out in the hallway. Old houses like this were full of such noises. Kevin might have retched, but there was nothing left to expel after a wretched hour earlier spent hanging over the toilet bowl. His attempted chuckle was more a dull wheeze–shockingly loud against midnight’s silence–and he clutched his pillow for comfort. His imagination turned the shadows beneath the drapes into the scaly paws of hidden ogres. Was the utter stillness out there comforting, or merely terrifying? Too many nights he had lain thus, awaiting the dreaded creak of Father’s tread in the hallway.
 
   With a convulsive surge, he thrust the bedclothes aside, murmuring, “Trumpet sounds the charge, Jenkins.”
 
   Once he had forced himself into motion, donning his slippers and belting his favourite bathrobe, of a dark colour he imagined was suitable for sneaking about at night, he found the fear easier to cope with. There was a kind of momentum. If you did not stop to think about it, you might find yourself at the head of the stairs. Then you might scurry on–losing several years to a creaky stair three quarters of the way down–and duck behind the armour exhibit on the landing. The apparel of several burly knights was on display there, behind which he easily concealed himself. Pant and wheeze for a minute. Before the fear of discovery spread like snake venom into the cardiovascular system, you might just lurch forward and try the handle to the smoking room, where the men used to gather for cigars and port after dinner. Round the overstuffed armchairs and a squat leather sofa, ease open the oak-carved double doors and stop to catch your breath before the patch of moonlight that illuminated the gigantic dining table and its many straight-backed chairs where, on the rare occasions he was invited, he had dined from silver platters. Such were Father’s pretensions.
 
   In the luminous half-light, his momentum vanished. Kevin curled in towards himself, hugging his thin body as the tremors started in his calves and rocketed into his gut with familiar, sickly glee. For several interminable minutes he stood swaying in his frayed old bathrobe, all his inner resources concentrated upon the awful, impending explosion brewing in his bowels. No, he must hold on, he must deny it. He broke into a cold sweat. He must dam up the evidence. There was no toilet nearby. Failure was unthinkable.
 
   Just when the sensation had become unbearable, when he had already given up the battle and was about to succumb to the unclenching of vital muscles, something altogether unexpected happened. For a fraction of a second, he thought he saw the Unicorn in the moonbeam–which was impossible, or the moonlight was playing tricks with his imagination–but certainly he thought … that jutting horn … Kevin rubbed his eyes and blinked a couple of times, startled and perturbed to discover that there was no sodden warmth spreading down his leg, that the tremors had stopped, and that his conviction–never firm to begin with–had returned in full flood. Before he knew it, he had passed through the light and into the shadows obscuring the far end of the room. The shutters were always closed here, for this was Father’s place and he detested direct sunlight when he was eating. A backward glance showed there was nothing in the moonbeam.
 
   Kevin scratched the pitiful stubble on his chin. His fear was as real as its abrupt departure. Why would he think of the Unicorn now? Why a Unicorn at all? It made no sense. Perhaps the Unicorn was a construct of his imagination, a powerful, capable alter ego? He recalled reading something about those who had a history of abuse developing alternate manifestations of their personality. Maybe he was a crackpot after all! A Unicorn? Ah, no, he might be more resourceful than he thought!
 
   Congratulating himself upon the discovery of a hitherto unidentified strength of character, Kevin moved to the wood-panelled back wall and examined it from close range.
 
   He raised his hand.
 
   What if he were wrong? What if that flash of inspiration had been … tap, tap … wide of the mark? Tap. What if the mildewed old plans were inaccurate by modern standards? Tap, tap. He had examined so many drawings and schematics of Pitterdown Manor, that the different floors and rooms had begun to blur in his mind. A secret tunnel was improbable … tap, tock! Kevin stared at the mahogany panel as though it had transmogrified into a viper. It was hollow–no mistaking that sound. Vindication!
 
   The spring, when he finally found it, was ingeniously worked into a stylised leaf alongside the wood-carved panel. At a simple touch, a section five feet tall and one wide slid silently aside to reveal a gloomy recess behind.
 
   “Great,” he groaned, surveying the cobwebbed interior. “I hate spiders!”
 
   Kevin was terrified of all insects and creeping creatures, and harboured a strong dislike for dark, enclosed spaces. As with all his weaknesses, he hated himself the more for admitting to them. Shame tinged the frustrated rebukes tripping off his tongue, surrounding him with mocking echoes as stepped up into the gap to clear the way with his hands. He wiped the cobwebs on his gown with a shudder. Ah, he could dimly make out a narrow staircase leading upwards into the wall. There might be rats, or worse, cockroaches! It had crossed his mind that he should bring a candle–Pitterdown Manor had no torches–but the light might be detected through a gap in the secret passageway. Keeping one hand against the wall and the other before him, he proceeded a-quiver up the stairs and turned the corner.
 
   What infectious madness in Great-Grandmother’s letter had driven him to such extremity? Those dreams … those dismal dreams of the little girl! The wretchedly eloquent pleading of her eyes, the perplexing compulsion of her tears! She and the beautiful Unicorn … the thought stalled as he crowed in delight. Light! There was a pale sliver of light ahead. Providence followed the Unicorn, he decided–capitalising the word unconsciously in his mind–and barked his shin sharply on a protruding beam.
 
   A dance of silent agony followed until the pain subsided.
 
   He put his eye to the crack. The Blue Room! He was there!
 
   His initial thrill faded swiftly into annoyance at the passage of time as the means of ingress proved elusive. But eventually he snagged his sleeve on a protruding handle, which led him to a catch, and a moment later he stepped from behind a hinged bookcase into the musty study. A quick glance about showed him a room as untouched as the day she must have last seen it, a thick and undisturbed layer of dust covering all surfaces like a perfectly-contoured wrapping. Should Father enter here and see his footprints, it would all be over.
 
   Kevin’s knees buckled at the notion and he caught himself against the edge of the desk to keep his balance.
 
   “Almost there,” he grunted aloud, for the comfort of hearing his own voice. He spoke to himself far too much. “Don’t be such a nincompoop, Jenkins!”
 
   He tottered over to the mantelpiece.
 
   ‘Firstly, the Key-Ring, which is hidden under the mantelpiece in the Blue Room’, the letter averred. The question was, where and how was it hidden? It must be secret, for there was no way Great-Grandmother would have hidden some special treasure right where a casual visitor might chance upon it–if only Father had not snatched the letter! His fingertips scouted the edges above the fireplace, hunting for any imperfections or clues, but it was firmly affixed to the stone and in no way mobile. Next he pored over the brickwork surrounding the fireplace, without finding anything unusual there either. He reached up the chimney as far as he could–no luck. Eventually, Kevin stood back and reconsidered the whole endeavour, scratching his chin absently. Perhaps there was another Blue Room? No, he had must have been over the plans a dozen times. This was her private study, a logical place–no, perhaps it was the least logical place for him to be looking. He glared silently at the mantelpiece before going over every inch of it a second time, and the brickwork, and the sooty chimney–but apart from blackened fingers and face, he achieved precisely as much as before, which was to say, nothing at all.
 
   “Where would one hide a key-ring?” Kevin glared at an oil painting of some obscure relative hanging above the fireplace, which actually depicted a rather attractive young woman in Victorian dress seated primly on a straight-backed chair, hands folded in her lap over a leather bound book. She and Aunt Beatrice–Kevin’s favourite Aunt–might have been sisters. He should ask her next time … ah, the picture! Kevin reached up to explore the picture frame. He was woefully short, but this inadequacy hardly mattered, for he happened upon it within seconds–a tiny rough edge, a curling of paper beneath his fingernails. With shaking hands, he extracted and unrolled the slip.
 
   He squinted and read, ‘I wonder what Colette is thinking?’
 
   “Jiminy Cricket!” Was this a joke? Some unsuspected sense of humour on the part of Great-Grandmother, who had always struck him as rather distant, stern, and disapproving of snotty little boys? Colette’s portrait received the full brunt of his displeasure and annoyance. “Now,” he said, peering closer, “what are you hiding, my dear?”
 
   Her portrait was rather plain and lacking in interesting details, although some peculiar force of gravity caused his gaze to dally for some moments on the journey between her smiling face and the book in her lap–in purely aesthetic study, naturally, though the room seemed at once ten degrees warmer in result. That he could discern nothing of what she was thinking was partly due to her simple, happy expression, and partly due to the sudden lapse in concentration on his part. Kevin’s eyes jumped guiltily to the book, cradled protectively between her slim, pale hands. It had miniscule gold lettering on the spine.
 
   “Needs a magnifying-glass,” he said to himself, casting about the room. “Can’t read a darned thing in this dreary moonlight!” A swift search turned up a fine glass in the top desk drawer, whence he returned to Colette and focussed on the book. “Well I say, what perfectly strange book for a young lady to be reading. ‘Locks Through the Ages: A Complete History?’ A tad offbeat.” Struck by sudden inspiration, he whirled. “It couldn’t be …!”
 
   Two minutes’ perusal of Great-Grandmother’s bookshelves had that exact volume in his trembling hands–but that was where the inspiration faded, for no further clues offered themselves immediately to Kevin’s questing mind. He already understood that ‘beneath the mantelpiece’ was a purposeful misdirection. Colette appeared from her picture to be gazing at the shelf from which he had carefully removed Locks Through the Ages, which made sense, but he was no closer to ‘what she was thinking’ than before.
 
   All this mystery was beginning to excite him, to exert some allure on his feverish imagination, for he reasoned that if someone had taken such great pains to hide a Key-Ring, then it must be of great significance. Great-Grandmother had never struck him as one given to frivolity. No, her purpose would become clear in time, he was sure. Until then, Kevin thought, reluctantly leaving the study with the book tucked firmly under his arm.
 
   It had been a fine adventure.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3: Through the Veil
 
   Kevin was dozing in the Library when Aunt Beatrice woke him.
 
   “Rise and shine, sleepyhead,” she cooed, shaking his shoulder gently, but with a certain implacable air common to retired schoolteachers everywhere. “Fancy nodding off at two o’clock! Why, you are missing a beautiful day. And how is my favourite nephew?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I must advise, my dear boy, that you should not snore with your mouth open so. A bird might build its nest in there and that would be frightfully amusing.”
 
   Kevin closed his mouth with a snap and sat up, pulling his bathrobe straight. What time was it? What day? He had asked Albert to call Aunt B first thing. Had he found the Blue Room only last night? Leaping lizards!
 
   “Aunt B! Did you fly here?”
 
   “All the better to see you, my dear.” She tittered at her joke, patting an imaginary stray hair back into its rightful position. Aunt Beatrice was very proper and formal at all times, and always impeccably turned out. She reminded Kevin of a wren, for she had a tiresome habit of pecking at fluff wherever she could find it–as she did now, plucking a thread off his bathrobe. “Faithful Albert delivered your message this morning. He has been a Jenkins family servant all his life, did you know? And his dear mother before him, who was my nurse when I was young.”
 
   “Is that so?” He could not imagine Aunt B as a girl, for she was a contemporary of his grandmother’s–she was his great-aunt, strictly speaking, but insisted on just ‘Aunt’ rather than ‘Great-Aunt’. ‘We’d rather not give my age away, dear!’ she had once explained. Aunt B she had been ever since.
 
   “I owe you an apology,” said Aunt B, who had not even removed her coat. “You caught me on my way to London–a dreadful business, that’s what it is. Perfectly horrid. Ivy, one of my oldest and dearest friends, has had a bad fall and is in hospital as we speak with a broken hip. At her age, too, she should not be climbing on chairs to reach into cupboards. It was fortunate that one of the neighbours heard the crash and came to investigate, for Victoria has lived all on her own since her Harry died of the pneumonia in sixty-four, and has nobody to look after her, the poor dear. I shall be her only friend and comforter.”
 
   Kevin smiled at her martial attitude. She had served during the war, a most enthusiastic supporter of the cause. As it was, she had enough projects and good works on the boil at any one time to make one’s head spin.
 
   “I must confess,” she continued, “that your note proved a trifle cryptic, even by your obtuse standards. I was quite unable to decipher it. Hence my flying visit, for which I must offer my most profuse apologies. You do understand?”
 
   “I understand,” he said dutifully. “I must not delay you. I’m sure that this matter can wait upon your return.”
 
   “James has the Jaguar purring outside this very moment,” she said, referring to her driver. Father had dismissed James soon after they took over the Jenkins estate, Kevin recalled; even then he had been a silver-haired grandfather figure. “He’s a real old devil sometimes–overly fond of breaking the speed limit, you know. He shall fly me to London as on a magic carpet.”
 
   Kevin, who from his bedroom window had on occasion marvelled at the familiar green Jaguar’s velocity as it raced up the long driveway to Pitterdown Manor, gave a dry little chuckle. “Even so, Aunt B, I don’t want to bother–”
 
   She patted his arm. “On the contrary, my dear boy, I do wish you would think of your own needs more often. It’s unhealthy here in this house, what with Harold lording it up and your brother–what a nasty piece of work he’s turned out to be! Victoria must be turning in her grave. I don’t know how you put up with those two louts, truly I don’t.”
 
   “Aunt B, you are a perfect brick.”
 
   “You are too kind, Kevin. And how is the old chest bearing up?”
 
   “Well enough, thank you.”
 
   “Now, before I rush off, Kevin, you absolutely have to tell me what your note was about, or I shall worry about it all the way to London.”
 
   “Briefly, Aunt B, I was reading a book from the Library and discovered a letter within it from Great-Grandmother, addressed to me.”
 
   She adjusted her spectacles, frowning. “Addressed to you, did you say?”
 
   “To one Kevin Albert Jenkins–I know no other.”
 
   “Indeed! How queer.”
 
   “It’s a fine mystery,” Kevin said. “In it she asked me to look beneath the mantelpiece in the Blue Room–but before I could read further, Father caught me reading the letter and … got angry.” Aunt B huffed, but before she could launch into a tirade, he added quickly, “The letter mentioned a Key-Ring that I should find. Do you know anything about it? It was not where the letter intimated it should be found.”
 
   A curious fire lit his Aunt’s eyes. “How did you ever get into the Blue Room, Kevin? Your Father keeps it under lock and key.”
 
   “There’s a secret passage from the dining room,” he said, shrinking back into the armchair. “Last Tuesday, in the dead of night, I snuck in and nosed about.”
 
   “Why, you brave fellow!” she exclaimed, then lowered her voice quickly, hearing footsteps in the hallway outside. “Kevin, this is very important–I cannot stress it enough. Listen closely.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   Her manner was so fierce, he shrank back into the armchair. “We need to talk when I get back from London. In the meantime, it is imperative that you do not tell anybody what you have seen or done.”
 
   Both sets of eyes flickered to the doorway as one of the servants entered. Kevin stared at his Aunt. What had he stumbled upon? How did Aunt B know about the Key-Ring? And why the need for secrecy? A thousand questions jostled in his mind.
 
   “Swear it!”
 
   His heart lurched in his chest. “I swear.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Kevin had hidden Locks Through the Ages directly after returning from the Blue Room, but now he brought it out and devoured the weighty tome. 857 pages on the subject did little to enthuse him, although it did contrive to give him a backache and a numb posterior. It was late evening by the time he finished the last few pages, reading by the light of the full moon streaming in through the Library windows. That was when the penny dropped.
 
   “Oh, I could kick myself!” he hissed, vastly irritated. His unfeeling fingertips played with the dog-eared top corner of the page. “Here you’ve been castigating the curvaceous Colette for turning over the pages, when all along she was leaving clues.”
 
   He flushed richly, quite certain he was not supposed to be considering a dead female relative ‘curvaceous.’
 
   Swiftly, he scanned the page for any obvious writing or markings. He turned the leaf over to examine the back. As he did, it so happened that the moonlight shadowed a couple of small indentations near the top of the page, where it appeared someone must have pressed overly hard with a pen or pencil, leaving an impression on the paper. His fingers quivered. A quick grab across the desk netted him a square of tracing paper, which he had used to trace the architectural drawings of Pitterdown Manor. He rooted a soft pencil out of the drawer. He shaded very lightly over the indentations, gradually forming a picture of the word beneath.
 
   “Cellar,” he breathed at last. “Something in the cellar.”
 
   He knew Pitterdown Manor had extensive cellars, although he had never been down there. The drawings examined during his search for the secret passage revealed two levels of cellars running not only under the buildings themselves, but also beneath the central courtyard. The wine cellar alone was over two hundred feet long.
 
   Kevin flicked back through the pages, searching for previous dog-ears. He had meticulously turned each and every one upright again. The picture began to build up, word by painstaking word. Finally he could string all the clues together: CELLAR BOTTOM NORTH-EAST CORNER LARGE CHEST.
 
   “By all that’s holy!”
 
   Without thinking, his hands gathered together the scraps of paper and methodically shredded them one by one into the wastepaper basket. Then he packed up the book, tucked it under his arm, and headed for bed. He was exhausted.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   He had caught a chill working late in the Library. Kevin spent the following four days abed, while his nose dripped with the persistence of a leaky tap. The doctor issued him six blue pills in addition to his usual fifty-seven. He used up two boxes of tissues and eight helpings of the cook’s best vegetable soup, which was a nourishing remedy recommended by the doctor and hated by the patient. Kevin and vegetables had an acrimonious relationship at the best of times. By day four he was ready to scale the walls with his bare fingernails if necessary, for the doctor had banned all reading as ‘far too taxing for the invalid’–an indiscretion for which he would have paid in blood had Kevin the strength to rise from his sickbed–and as a result he was utterly bored. Even his fertile and usually boundless imagination had succumbed to ennui.
 
   He fell asleep, and dreamed.
 
   Amidst the boles of trees, damp-slicked by mist and reduced in the distance to vaguely threatening shapes, stood the ghostly little girl. She was crying. Her long hair fell in tangled webs about her face, soaking up tears of bitter distress, and her shoulders quaked with the force of her sobbing. To observe someone so distraught was painful to Kevin, who was convinced that some mysterious process connected him to her misery. Even sleeping, he was aware that he was kicking his blankets into an almighty tangle. But there was nothing he could do. Though the dream world drifted about him with listless purpose, he was unable, as always, to move or speak or change the course of events. The little girl seemed oblivious to his presence. This was a relief, for to see her pleading eyes was far worse than the crying.
 
   The Unicorn came trotting through the trees, coming right up to the girl before she sensed his approach. He lowered his head.
 
   The little girl flung her arms around the Unicorn’s neck, which she could barely reach, and sobbed even harder, although the scene appeared slightly unreal, as Kevin could hear no sound. It seemed inconceivable that such an elfin creature could produce such floods, but the beautiful Unicorn stood patiently by as the storm continued unabated.
 
   By degrees, Kevin became aware of a low-hanging bough near his left hand, laden with large, unfamiliar fruits–flattened disks covered with coarse hair, nestled amidst thickets of small, waxy leaves. But the leaves were spotted and sickly, hanging limp upon the branches rather than bursting with vitality. A noxious secretion oozed out of the darkest of the spots. Kevin thought he detected an aura of taint and disease that, as he shifted his gaze, was reflected to a greater or lesser degree on the trees around him. The spots were ubiquitous–tiny in many places, but spread throughout the foliage like the first sprinkling of a general infection. The forest was ailing.
 
   This new understanding struck him sharply. Was this the why the little girl was crying? Why should she care so deeply for mere trees? Unaccountably, the mystery of the dream had deepened. Yet he still could find no reason for his presence. With his limited knowledge of botany and even more limited experience of the outdoors, there was no assistance he could possibly offer them–save his pity.
 
   Suddenly, the Unicorn’s noble head lifted and the full force of his gentle and knowing gaze permeated Kevin’s awareness, so that for an infinitesimal fragment of a second there was a connection. He did not so much hear as sense the words: Come to us.
 
   Kevin stumbled backwards with a soundless gasp. This was a nightmare, an eruption of the unconscious; his imagination stirred to raw, unexpected, terrifying life. It was like grasping a stick in the grass only to discover it was really a snake. Once again the dream had mutated, drawing him inexorably into its web of tangled obligations and hidden coercive forces. He wished only to be left in peace! They should not rely on him; he was powerless to offer remediation. There must be a catch. Panic constricted his throat and pulverised his ever-present mental barricades, so that he became vulnerable to whatever nefarious fate the Unicorn may have designed for him. For he knew that as its magical horn lifted and began to glow with eerie luminescence, that the jaws of the trap were closing and the Unicorn was about to ream him from head to toe; that he was about to be snatched away on wings of darkness; that the shadows in his mind had grown teeth and claws and dripping fangs and great waves of them were about to shred his helpless body … here they came … screeching and yipping and wailing … reaching out with monstrous and malefic intent …
 
   “Help me!” Kevin shrieked, flinging his pillow away from his face. He fell out of bed and flopped about on the floor like a gaping goldfish, wetting himself in the process. Then he fetched his skull a great crack on the foot of his bedside cabinet, and there collapsed insensible for a short while before coming to with an almighty headache.
 
   “I’m going crazy,” he muttered. He gingerly fingered the bump on his skull. “Ugh, Kevin! Can’t you stop yourself? At least until you reach the bathroom? No, you’d rather leave a puddle of stinking piss on your own bedroom floor, you worthless little weasel. It’s a wonder they haven’t locked you up already. You’ll end up a vegetable like your mother.”
 
   Kevin had no wish to admit this particular fear to himself, however, for the admission of fear always cost him grief if it gained a foothold in his mind. He guarded systematically against such weaknesses, rooting them out like a personal medieval witch-hunt. Therefore, he picked himself up and stepped into the bathroom, where he could strip off his sodden pyjamas in favour of a clean set. He should shower. Hot water and up-to-date bathrooms were among the few modern amenities available at Pitterdown Manor. He twisted the taps, waited thirty seconds, and stepped beneath the rushing water.
 
   His second howl of the evening attended the splash of water upon his shoulders, for it stung like a million needles zinging off his outraged flesh. Kevin was used to numbness. He stoically endured injections and treatments without complaint. He was not used to his skin reacting to sensation like a cat to a squirt of water, and so he scrambled out of the shower and stood there shivering, dripping wet, trying to figure out what had gone wrong with the temperature settings. But the dials were in their customary positions. He had not touched them. Wafting his hand under the steady flow assured him that the temperature was at its normal, bearable level, and there was indeed nothing sinister about the shower. Taking a deep breath, he plunged in again.
 
   Mind power will only take a person so far. As he could not believe anything had changed, Kevin insisted on prolonging the torture for as long as he could tolerate it–and soon, the stinging settled down to a form of mild tingling akin to nerve endings being teased by a mild electric current. With a self-congratulatory gurgle, he switched off the water and applied the towel vigorously to his scrawny body. He might as well have been drawing sandpaper across his hypersensitive skin, for it felt as though the cloth were abrading him raw.
 
   “Jiminy ruddy cricket!” he howled, dancing a jig with his towel. And then chastised himself, “Careful, you old geezer.”
 
   But a glance in the mirror reassured him; only a pink blush from the hot water was apparent upon his milk-pale skin. He examined his jawline dubiously. A pimple he had dubbed ‘Mount Vesuvius’ had mysteriously vanished. In fact, his skin was looking positively–he skirted the word ‘healthy’–decent. Most pleasing.
 
   Kevin donned fresh pyjamas–a blue and white checked set–while resolutely disregarding the prickling of cotton all over his body. It must have something to do with this peculiar turn he was having. The bathroom floor felt cold, so he rushed to the bed and thrust his feet into his slippers.
 
   Just then, he stopped to consider what he was doing. He lifted his left leg and put it down again. He waggled the right in the air. A few circles of the ankle were accompanied by a little hop. Kevin glared at his feet.
 
   “Oh no you don’t! Don’t you go all strange on me now. I’ve endured quite enough nonsense for one day!”
 
   Last time he had dreamed of the Unicorn something similarly bizarre had happened–this time, it was worse. Much worse. He had read somewhere that people sometimes started feeling better just before they died. Maybe this time, it was terminal.
 
   “Too much activity will strain the old ticker,” he berated himself.
 
   But his feet itched. He had to keep moving. Glancing at his wristwatch, he saw that it was three o’clock in the morning. Why, what better time to …
 
   “No!” he whimpered at once. “Don’t even think about it, Jenkins. You’ve just spent three days holed up in bed and you’ll simply relapse. Father will have servants out on the prowl.” No one had heard his shrieks, though. “You’ll need keys for the cellars. You don’t know what you’re looking for. For goodness’ sake! Most normal people are sleeping. It’s just a dream, Kevin. You’re crazy, three cards short of a full deck. That whole key business is just something Great-Grandmother concocted.” Twenty years after she died. In one obscure book amongst tens of thousands, which he would never complete reading in his lifetime. “Not that you’re going to live long, you sickly hospice case. Come now, the royal bed awaits. Everything will be fine in the morning.”
 
   Except that his calves and thighs were twitching now too, making him frantic to walk it off, so he crossed the room to pick up the pillow and return it to his bed. It was exhilarating to be able to accomplish this small task so easily. Just to feel the sensation of legs and limbs working together as they should and to know that the usual aches and pains were taking a vacation, was highly addictive. Perhaps he might consider walking to the end of the hallway and back again? But he would need to dress warmly. No need to catch a chill at this hour. He should test his sea legs while no one else was about.
 
   Before reason could intrude or even raise a peep of protest, Kevin hastily pulled on an old woollen jersey, seized Locks Through the Ages from the dresser, and bolted out of the door.
 
   It was easier once he was moving. Kevin wandered down the corridor, so consumed with the sensation of walking without discomfort that he weaved and swayed from side to side like a drunken partygoer. This was unprecedented! Thrilling! Magnificent! Had he not been so weak from years of enforced inactivity, he would have been capering along without a care in the world, but wasted muscles soon proved unequal to his enthusiasm and he was forced to rest on an antique wooden bench beneath the portrait of an obscure Jenkins relative.
 
   “Ah, Master Jenkins!” he wheezed softly, “your end is nigh. The price must be paid for this astonishing vitality.” And he pushed himself to his feet. “Now, before you waken the entire household, you should just turn around …”
 
   But a minute later, he was startled to find that he was descending the main staircase, step by effortless step. “Well, I say, perhaps a tour of the ground floor, then,” he said, grasping the handrail like a zealot grasping a holy object. What a strange compulsion–he banished this thought. Kevin Jenkins was always in full command of his faculties. “You do not often make it this far, old bean. Strike whilst the iron is hot, eh?”
 
   Tutting like a demented squirrel, Kevin descended into the black depths of the grand hallway at the front entrance of Pitterdown Manor. The great doors, unattended by the butler for the first time in his memory, stood locked and barred against the perils of an inky countryside night.
 
   He knew that the closest entrance to the cellar lay though the kitchens, but it was here too that he most feared the lurking presence of a servant, perhaps posted by Father to watch for the kind of misdeeds presaged by the advent of darkness–or so he imagined. Thus, it was with reluctant, mincing steps that he proceeded down the short hallway that led to the kitchens. My goodness, something smelled good. He licked his lips. This evening’s roast dinner, no doubt, which he had been denied because he was adjudged too ill to stomach solid food. His mouth began to water.
 
   Kevin swallowed. “Perhaps a tiny detour,” he suggested tentatively. His stomach gurgled vigorously. “Just through the door; a peek into the kitchen. No doubt it will all be locked away and … oh dear, it couldn’t be in that dish? No right-minded servant would leave a roast out like that, would they?”
 
   His legs twinged again, so Kevin gave in and scurried over to the long table. It was battered and stained with years of use. Up went the silver lid and … bingo! Before he could stop himself, his hand closed on a slice of beef sitting already cut just alongside the roast. He stuffed it into his mouth and chewed blissfully.
 
   “Good God, that is perfectly marvellous!” he declared. “A smidgen surely would go unnoticed.” He must be starving from the last three days of illness, Kevin decided, for the meat was magnificent. Usually his appetite was more comparable to that of a mouse, and he was a very fussy eater in the main. At length, he wiped his mouth and belched delicately. “Now that was a meal fit for a king!”
 
   Thus strengthened for the fray, a foray to the cellars now proved an irresistible lure. Shortly he shoved open a heavy, ironbound door that opened on a black stairwell–the way to the cellars. Finding a lantern and matches on a high shelf within the entrance, he fiddled with the lighting before padding downstairs, and presently hesitated amidst the low-arched colonnades of an immense area, which stretched in every direction as far as the limited glow would allow him to see. A moment’s pause oriented him according to the maps he had pored over, and then he set off with a confidence that was barely paper-thin. There might be rats or spiders or a million other nasty creatures lurking here, infesting the dark corners.
 
   Kevin’s focus narrowed to blot out his misgivings, which lashed him with increasingly graphic images of his inevitable demise. These feelings wove around him like invisible, suffocating bonds, by degrees contracting about his chest until he began to pant and the familiar asthmatic tightness gripped his throat like a strangling noose. Fingers fumbled in his pocket. One, two puffs, deep into the clogged roots of his lungs–and an unpleasant fit of coughing ensued, but his weak hacking was lost amongst the stacked boxes in this section of the cellars. At length he hawked up a mustard-yellow gobbet of phlegm and deposited it behind a large crate stamped ‘Shelby & Sons Limited Fine Ales’ where he hoped it would not be found.
 
   “Fine and dandy,” said he, shuffling on tiredly. “Not far now, and we can lay this idiocy to rest, eh, Kevin? Bloody cough really knocks it out of you.”
 
   But the way had narrowed, twisting and turning between stacked boxes and crates and barrels and piles of wood and an old leather sofa and three dilapidated oak wardrobes and all the combined bric-a-brac of hundreds of years’ living in Pitterdown Manor. Dust lay thickly on every surface. His jersey and pyjama trousers were smudged in a dozen places already, and he had ripped a hole near his left elbow on a rusty nail–by good fortune it had not snagged the skin. The air was cool enough to feel moist against his face. Kevin lifted the lantern higher, feeling that he was a very lonely and small spot of light moving through a pitch-black wilderness. Distances on the map were deceptive down here. He ducked beneath a low beam, wriggled through the narrow space beyond, and abruptly found himself in a cramped nook almost overrun by a mountain of yellowing papers. Half-hidden amidst this pile was a large chest.
 
   “Gosh, what have we here? You brass-bound beauty, what secrets lie within your wooden belly?”
 
   He must stop speaking to himself. Twenty-seven was too young for the onset of senility!
 
   It was just what he might have imagined, a battered and travel-worn chest about five feet in length and three deep, constructed of thick, rough wood with solid brass bindings, hasps and locks. It must weigh a ton! The varnish had cracked and crumbled with age, giving the wood a moth-eaten appearance. Kevin shoved some of the papers aside, slipping and falling to his knees in his excitement. A small avalanche buried his feet, but after some further scrabbling and digging, he managed to lay the chest bare.
 
   “Oh crikey, a combination lock.”
 
   His fingers tested the large, solid lock, but it refused to budge. It was of the type with a numbered dial on the front face, as large as his fist, and would evidently be removed by nothing less than the right code, or a stick of dynamite. Kevin looked at Locks Through the Ages, and then at the lock itself, struck at once by a crazy idea.
 
   “I wonder what Colette is thinking?”
 
   What if the pages where the clues were located, also indicated the code numbers on the dial?
 
   He settled the lantern on the chest and held the book to the light. “Hmm, and we have … seven … thirty-four … fifty-six … 119 … and then 358 … let’s see now … 622. Last but not least … where’s that wretched page … 789.” His mouth pursed. “But the dial only goes up to ninety-nine! Perhaps the first digit of each number?”
 
   He tried it forwards and backwards, without success. Then he tried the first two digits, the last two, and several other random combinations, but in this too he was frustrated. He was about to fling Locks Through the Ages at the chest in disgust, when another idea struck him. What if he re-sequenced the pages according to the way the clue read? And then took the first two digits, perhaps?
 
   It worked backwards.
 
   “Why, not so daft after all, Jenkins!” he grinned, unable to suppress a little caper of celebration. Well aware that he was being foolish, he removed the combination lock, placed the lantern on the floor, and grasped the lid of the chest with both hands. To a groan of protesting hinges and Kevin’s gasps of effort, the lid rose very slowly until he could prop it against the papers at the back. It only just balanced in that upright position, but stayed put even under the full force of his sceptical frown.
 
   The interior was lined with an emerald green fabric, which he eagerly tugged aside. Ah! He held up the lantern. He saw boxes of powders, phials of evil-looking liquids, a fur-lined cloak, a large and barbaric-looking cutlass, a dried and well-preserved rat which nearly made him scream, two vast, leather-bound volumes titled in a language unknown to him, an iron chalice, and a few instruments of unknown purpose. Here was a badly-worn leather glove, an old conical hat only a wizard or a comedian would have considered wearing, a bone-carved whistle … he delved in further. Where would one hide a key-ring? Ugh–human bones! Who was the owner of all this strange paraphernalia? And here was a quill and several inkpots! How old was this chest?
 
   And then he saw it. Tucked away in the bottom was a sizeable sack of what appeared to be a rich, red velvet cloth, covered with mystic runes and symbols picked out in golden thread–at least, he assumed they were numinous, for he believed not a jot of that superstitious hogwash–covering with its plump folds a number of promising shapes and protuberances. The neck was neatly tied with a thick purple drawstring threaded through slits cut in the fabric. How exciting! Kevin leaned right into the chest to grasp the drawstring and tug it loose.
 
   Had the corner of the bag twitched slightly? Kevin tut-tutted to himself. Nonsense.
 
   The drawstring resisted his feeble efforts for a couple of minutes, as it doubtless had remained fastened for years and was accordingly very stubborn. Kevin groused and grumbled, aware that the cramped space swallowed all sounds he might make. His back and thighs were feeling the strain of his position, and he was just about to straighten up, when the string slackened at last.
 
   “Aha!” he exclaimed. “Your resistance is broken! But the question remains: what lies within?” He rubbed his hands together like a child contemplating a toothsome chunk of candy. “I shall wrest your precious secrets free of those unplumbed depths!”
 
   Kevin plunged his hand within.
 
   “Now, where are the keys?”
 
   A distinct jingle informed him that he was close. Tipping still further forward, he discovered that the sack was deeper than he had previously assumed. His arm was swallowed up to the elbow, and there was yet no sign of the bottom. This should have warned him that all was not as it seemed. But Kevin was agog at his success thus far, and innocent of the dangers of reaching into unfamiliar places without at least some basic forethought. His questing hand closed over a bunch of keys.
 
   No sooner had he uttered a crow of ringing gladness, than his foot slipped on the papers behind him and he lost his balance. His arms flailed wildly, still clutching the lantern and the keys.
 
   Luckily, the lantern landed upon the two large tomes and by balancing his whole weight upon it, he was able to arrest an imminent fall. His floundering feet began to find purchase among the slippery papers. Equilibrium was restored. “Ah, a close call!” He chuckled in relief. “Who’s the village idiot then, Kevin?”
 
   And he began to withdraw his other hand from the sack, feeling sheepish but elated to have the keys at last.
 
   Something smacked his wrist and seized it!
 
   Kevin’s eyes bulged. “What on Earth?”
 
   It was thin and rough, with a steely grasp. Three black-plated, emaciated fingers and two quadruple-jointed opposing thumbs sprouted from a scabrous arm, which had struck from the mouth of the sack with the speed of an angry cobra. He pulled back with all his might, bracing himself against the side of the chest, but his trapped arm might as well have been set in stone. He could barely feel the keys but held on for dear life–not thinking that he should let them go, for it was simply a grip of the purest and most present terror he had ever known.
 
   The thing in the sack shifted.
 
   He broke into a cold sweat as the folds lifted and moved, throwing open the neck of the bag. Shock piled on shock–it was bottomless! No, there was something inside … what was that thing … oh no, oh, “Help! Nooo …!”
 
   His shriek of terror was cut off in the cusp of its life as the disembodied hand yanked him down into the black depths of the sack. His feet flew into the air, the lantern dropped from his nerveless fingers, and there was a sensation of falling.
 
   The chest slammed shut behind him.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: He’s a Wizard!
 
   Kevin remembered.
 
   The arm within the bag was attached to a large, barrel-like body, which was three quarters mouth and a hideous lilac tongue the size of his bed. As he fell, he had time only to appreciate that the yawning cavern of a mouth was lined with flat, rectangular teeth each at least six inches wide, before he landed head-first on the tongue’s damp, sticky surface. The mouth snapped shut like a hunter’s snare and began to chew with ponderous thoroughness.
 
   He remembered pain. Hours, days, weeks–nothing but pain.
 
   He woke with a terrible, bubbling scream, spraying gobbets of clotted blood from his lips onto the spotless white sheets that covered his aching chest. A furry black paw hove into view and dabbed his mouth. The metallic taste of blood ran hot in his throat, making him cough. At once, the paw offered him a draught from a simple wooden cup. A glob of viscous liquid slipped down his throat. Despite the vile taste, the pain dulled immediately.
 
   He slept.
 
   Later, he wondered if he had been dreaming. The pain was still present, but muted, and he sensed a recovery from illness or injury was well-advanced. Kevin’s eyelids creaked apart with the obstinacy of rusty-hinged shutters.
 
   He found himself in a small, windowless chamber apparently crafted from a single block of wood, lying on a semi-circular bed that occupied half of the room. On the wall opposite hung a large, wood-framed artwork–executed in oils, the scholar in him noted–depicting a bucolic forest scene. To his left stood an unpretentious bedside table holding a bowl, which glowed with a steady radiance sufficient to illuminate the entire chamber. On that wall too he saw a doorframe etched with runic writings. The half-ajar door opened into a rounded corridor beyond. It was both shorter and narrower than those he was used to. He could see little more.
 
   A tiny clicking noise without announced the entry of a curious creature, a bespectacled, bewhiskered old fellow of uncertain lineage, stumping in upon short, bandy legs. Kevin gaped unashamedly–for a pair of twinkling black eyes regarded him along the length of a fine, slightly tapering snout, which was adorned at its tip by a fantastic tuft of hoary whiskers. The creature’s torso was thick and his dark fur shot with silver, his arms stubby and powerful, and his paws long-fingered and nimble. A workman’s smock of coarse cloth covered his chest and lower torso.
 
   Seeing Kevin awake, he set aside the huge clay pot he was carrying and stepped over to the bed. In a soft, gravelly voice he said, “Feeling better, eh? Hurrum harrah.”
 
   “Fine,” said Kevin, sincerely. “Never better.”
 
   “That is an illusion, hurrum hurrum, created by the Aïssändraught I administered to you but a moment hence,” the creature explained further, holding a hot paw to Kevin’s forehead. “Hum haffar, much better indeed. Your temperature is improved, the bleeding stanched, and your broken limbs may now mend in Elliadora’s Peace, blessed of the Hills, hurrum.”
 
   “Broken?”
 
   “The right arm was a clean break. The right leg, shattered below the knee. Zinfandir, the famous healer, set the bones himself. Hurrum harrah.”
 
   It was beginning to register that all might not be well with his world. The allegedly broken limbs felt heavy, infused with lassitude, but troubled him not half as much as he would have expected. Kevin tried to think back, to summon the comfort of memory. But instead, a single burning question rose to the top of his mind and waved there like a blood-red flag.
 
   He cleared his throat with difficulty and whispered, “Where am I? And who are you?”
 
   And then he collapsed, unconscious.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   When he awakened, it was to a beastly, pounding headache. His body felt as though it had been pummelled by a herd of elephants, outraging every joint and limb in the process. Kevin groaned softly. Why had the nurse not left him some painkillers on his bedside … table? A rude shock ran through him–this was not his room!
 
   “Hum haffar. Drink this, good outlander,” said a gruff voice, and a dark paw offered him a carved goblet, which he regarded suspiciously.
 
   “What’s–ouch!” He revised his volume down to a faint whisper. “My throat is killing me.”
 
   “You will find speaking painful for some lighttimes, good outlander,” said his carer, the same old bear, who had been tending him before. He wrinkled his nose at Kevin. “Your throat was much damaged by acid and poison, hurrum harrah. This draught will soothe it.”
 
   Kevin, feeling far too enervated to protest, sipped at the brew, and found it had the exact savour of sucking a drainpipe. He made a face. “Ugh! That’s putrid!”
 
   But as before, a pleasant flush settled in his abdomen, palliating his aches and pains like cooling rain. He stared curiously around the wood-carved chamber, marking the elegantly functional furniture and the unfamiliar trappings. Where was he? Something was wrong. Bears should not talk. It was downright uncanny.
 
   His bowels clenched ominously.
 
   “Peace, hurrum!” growled the bear, digging a claw momentarily into the Human’s neck.
 
   To his immense surprise, Kevin found that the sensation passed, leaving him weak and sweating, but unashamed. “How did you do that?”
 
   “You are weak, hurrum, and should regain your strength. Do not speak.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Hum,” grunted the bear. “I am Braybock ben Darna of the Blackpaw branch of the Honeybears, noble Human, humble assistant to the great healer Zinfandir. Please call me Bock–it is my common name. Hurrum! You rest, fortunate in your narrow escape and eleven darktimes in convalescence, in the abode of one Zephyr, a Tomalia of humble standing.”
 
   Confusion registered in Kevin’s illness-dulled eyes. Darktimes? Did he mean nights? He was speaking to a Honeybear? “I’m sorry, Bock old bean, but I’m not following. What is a common name? And what is a Tomalia?”
 
   “Forgive my stumbling tongue, hurrum,” said Bock, giving him a glance sharply at odds with his bumbling mannerisms and speech. His eyes were as black as berries, but unmistakably merry. “I did not know you were a stranger to the Hills. Hum haffar, you should speak up, for my old ears strain to hear you–indeed, I should have guessed from your speech and the strange colouration of your hair. Where lies your homeland?”
 
   “Scotland.”
 
   “Hurrum harrah, never heard of it,” he said cheerfully, clapping his paws together as if this were excellent news. “Then again, I’ve never travelled beyond the Hills myself, so what do I know? Stranger, you find yourself–hurrum–in the great Forest, which covers as a blanket the territory called Driadorn. We creatures who dwell beneath the sheltering boughs do speak of the Seventy-Seven Hills, hurrum hurrum. As to our naming, need I recount the knowledge of babes and sucklings? For all creatures, good Human, have their common or public name that is used by all, and a personal or secret name–their real name–never to be revealed lest some fiendish wizard gain cognisance thereof and work dastardly spells to that creature’s ill fortune. Hurrum, harrah. And your common name is …?”
 
   “Er, Kevin, I suppose.”
 
   “Indeed,” said he, “a peculiar Human name, hurrum.” Bock turned to the large bowl, mixing something within with a wooden spoon. It gave off a pleasing, herbaceous smell that thrilled Kevin’s salivary glands at once. “Few Humans one sees here, deep in the older parts of the Forest. I used the term Tomalia, which in the Old Tongue means ‘one-horns’. You are in Unicorn territory.”
 
   Kevin gasped. The curious feelings he had endured after those dreams of the Unicorn sprang to his mind in flashes of colour. Health. Pins and needles in his feet followed by that agonising shower! Oh dear, oh dear. What had he done, and where had the chest taken him? What had the Unicorn done? For he remembered it all now–the cellar, the vermilion sack, and the monster within! His eyes narrowed.
 
   “Am I dreaming, Bock?”
 
   “Dreaming? Hurrum, a strange question to be asking, young Kee-fan.” He faltered over the unfamiliar name, seemingly unable to pronounce the ‘V’. “Keffin. Ah, I will get it right, hurrum harrah. I know not–”
 
   “You daft old Honeybear, do not tease our guest so,” said a new voice, as in the chamber’s doorway appeared the beautiful head and forequarters of a Unicorn–the Unicorn, make no mistake. “You must be common-named Kevin, good Human?”
 
   “Quite so,” said he, examining his host with green eyes come alive at last. Talking horses? Bears? Ha–fiddlesticks to that! He was not fooled. “And you–”
 
   “Zephyr of the Unicorns,” said the Unicorn, stepping up to Kevin’s bedside. “The Peace of the Sacred Grove to you.”
 
   His dazzling beauty was only marginally less stunning by daylight than Kevin remembered from his dream, for the Unicorn had a physique of a Da Vinci masterpiece–at least, Kevin assumed so from pictures he had seen–and eyes that were pools of brown so dark as to be almost black, expressive and gentle and wise, and it struck Kevin that in their first lighting upon him the Unicorn knew all things about him worth knowing, and yet esteemed him nonetheless. Could one hide from such eyes? The proud arch of his neck was perfection. His coat was the flawless white of snow freshly fallen, before the birds and animals have disturbed it. That double-spiralled horn was like a jewel centred in his forehead. Though the word was incongruous for a male, he was indeed beautiful.
 
   Kevin fixed him with a sceptical frown.
 
   “You say, ‘And also to you, good Unicorn’,” Zephyr instructed, sounding exactly like one of the teachers who had tutored Kevin in his younger years. “We always reflect the Peace. The Peace of the Hills, or the Mothering Forest, the Sacred Grove–all are acceptable.”
 
   “I must be dreaming.”
 
   “This is no dream, I assure you.”
 
   Such he might have read in a story. Was he stuck in the pages of a book, Kevin wondered? Trapped in a story, in a dream of extraordinary detail? If so, he could prove it.
 
   “So how come I can understand you?”
 
   “A piffling incantation,” said the Unicorn. “Languages are my specialty. Are you comfortable? Has Bock been treating you well?”
 
   “Er–yes. But you’re speaking English. I am dreaming in English.”
 
   “Ah, by the Hills,” Zephyr drew himself up and preened like a cockatoo. “You, good outlander, are speaking Standard Driadornese. My incantation works beautifully, doesn’t it? It takes care of reading, too. Furthermore, you’ll master languages at an increased rate–”
 
   “Er–slow down, old sprout. How did you know my name?”
 
   “Bock told me, of course.” Zephyr’s ears pricked at something Kevin could not hear. “The summons has been made. So soon! We have but a moment’s grace.”
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   “The Council would question you.”
 
   Shrinking back against the pillows shifted his leg, which began to throb in harmony with the rhythm of his pulse. The Honeybear came to Kevin at once, as if sensing the change in his condition. “Hurrum harrah, this is inadvisable!” he huffed to the world at large, cradling Kevin’s head in his powerful paw with the ease of a father cradling his babe. “Drink this, good Human, haffar. It will ease the pain.”
 
   The liquid was an infusion of amber glory, warming him at once from head to toe.
 
   Zephyr nickered softly, “More Aïssändraught? He will float amongst the clouds! Good Kevin, incline your ear. Our Forest is afflicted by a terrible Blight, which daily grows in severity. When the Dryads learned of this affliction, they came to us Unicorns for aid, so that together we might protect the mighty Forest. Yet even our skills proved unequal to the task, our learning was helpless to aid, and our greatest magic availed us naught. There would be no panacea. And so we searched further. You were found and summoned hence, to aid and champion our cause.”
 
   Even as he spoke, the walls of the chamber faded, becoming translucent, and Kevin saw that they were drifting down into a great, round hall from a height that made his stomach want to do cartwheels. It must be an illusion, he told himself, for there was no apparent sensation of motion and yet the scenery shifted steadily past the lowering bed.
 
   The great hall was bigger than he had first assumed, formed by the conjoining of numerous arched pillars of different colours and patterns of marble, and the interior was decorated with splendid gold latticework and sparkling gemstones acting as prisms to cast delightful rainbows throughout the enclosed space. In the centre of the hall, he saw six low daises in hexagonal array about a seventh dais, larger and more magnificent than the six. Each appeared to be carved from a single gemstone–Kevin readily identified ruby, carnelian, opal, jade, and emerald from pictures once seen in books, but there were others also, for which he had no description. And upon each of these daises stood a Unicorn, posing statue-still and robed in full panoply of state, with long silken trains caught by a brooch at the shoulder spreading around and behind them like bridal gowns. Some affected heavily bejewelled necklaces and anklets for adornment, and the seventh a crown of clear, delicate crystal that sanctified her from the rest.
 
   “That is Mylliandawn, leader of the Unicorns,” Zephyr whispered, following Kevin’s awed gaze around the chamber. “This place is the Ardüinthäl, the Hall of Meeting of the Council of Seven. The Council has convened to discuss your arrival.”
 
   Despite its magnificence, some quality of the hall suggested a museum or mausoleum. It made him shiver.
 
   Kevin’s brain had by now clicked into gear, perhaps aided by the Aïssändraught. He felt preternaturally composed and clear-headed. His mind was awash with ideas, impressions and reactions. These creatures believed they had summoned him from Pitterdown Manor to some other place, to aid somehow with this problem of the Blight–the diseased forest! A fantastic, ridiculous idea. Just wait until he proved them wrong.
 
   Where was the weepy little girl?
 
   Might there be a chance, just the teeniest possibility–oh, Kevin! For goodness’ sake, he would soon waken in his bed, with its familiar mound of soft, plump pillows, and nothing would have changed–Father, Brian, the room, his blasted, traitorous body with its pains and flaws and dependence on medication. No chance. No change was possible; there was no hope of reprieve. It was genetic. Feeling absurdly better as he convinced himself of his dreaming, Kevin actually began to look forward to what this dream might bring him.
 
   Zephyr’s swift aside was all he had time for, before the drifting journey came to a noiseless and motionless end. A hush fell over the great hall.
 
   “Welcome to Thaharria-brin-Tomal, good outlander,” said Mylliandawn, in regal tones, “since olden times hearth and home to the Unicorns and their vassal creatures. I am Mylliandawn, Great Mare of the Unicorns, and these are my trusted Councillors–Daryanfell of Conmarin, Orsiana the Wizard, Arriansone of the lands beyond the Barlindran River, Zenbrooke who is Captain of the Guard, Liarill the Songstress, mate of Zinfandir the Healer, and Serendarill of the Eastern Marches.” Each inclined her head in turn, giving Kevin the impression of a bobbing parade. He would have been hard pressed to tell them apart, save for their flamboyant costumes.
 
   “The Peace of the Mothering Forest to you, good outlander,” they chorused.
 
   Kevin cleared his throat. “And–uh, also to you all, nice Unicorns. I mean, noble Unicorns.”
 
   In the periphery of his vision, Zephyr gave him a slight, approving nod.
 
   “Councillors, before us lies the outlander envisioned and spoken of by Alliathiune the Dryad. Zephyr, you have done excellent work both in summoning the stranger and in recovering him from the hands of the Lurks. We are grateful.”
 
   Zephyr began, “At your service, noble–”
 
   “From the Lurks, great Mylliandawn?” interrupted the one introduced as Serendarill, as if he had not spoken. “Why have those äithäla interfered in this matter?”
 
   The Great Mare gave a dismissive, impatient toss of her mane. “Such a summoning is never a precise matter, as Orsiana will concede–but in this case, an outside agency appears to have interfered. The Human warrior is gravely injured.”
 
   “By all appearances, he was swept over a waterfall and crushed on the rocks below.”
 
   Kevin glanced down at the sheets, resisting an impulse to peek beneath and see what this comment meant. Dreams sprang from the subconscious; his imagination alone served up this stream of thoughts and images. What real hurt could he suffer? What threat could be made against his absent person? Again, his fears were dispelled.
 
   “Good Zephyr, what make you of this?”
 
   “Noble Zinfandir expressed his concern and displeasure at the nature and extent of the outlander’s injuries, Councillor Daryanfell. But his healing skills are peerless.”
 
   Liarill preened herself like a courting peacock. “Indeed, my mate is–”
 
   Daryanfell cut her off with, “And what knows he of the Blight?”
 
   “Tell us first of the Lurks!” Serendarill insisted, flashing her teeth at Daryanfell, who looked ready to tear strips off her fellow-Councillor’s hide for this interruption.
 
   “How dare you–”
 
   “You mangy, malnourished–”
 
   “Silence!” Mylliandawn thundered. “I will ask the questions! I am satisfied that the Lurks have given the outlander up to us without vacillation, or condition, Serendarill. What boon they hope to gain from it, is a matter for further consideration. What we should determine now, is what aid the outlander may offer us against the Blight. What knows he of the Blight, young Zephyr?”
 
   “I defer to the outlander.”
 
   “Ah–very little,” said Kevin.
 
   Mylliandawn prodded him with, “Are you a warrior, then?”
 
   “No, I am no warrior.”
 
   “A healer?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “A sage?”
 
   “Rather unlikely.”
 
   “A wizard?”
 
   “Definitely not,” said Kevin, growing sulky and irritated at this fruitless line of questioning–and emboldened by his conviction that he was yet dreaming, he spoke frankly. “Look, I dreamed about a forest. I was standing between some old trees, where I saw some little girl with patterned arms. She was crying. Then the Unicorn–Zephyr–appeared and tried to communicate with me. That is all I know. Oh, and another time I dreamed that I was walking in this same forest, and the leaves were spotted and sickly, weeping a putrid secretion from the darkest of the spots as if its lifeblood were spilling upon the leafy sod, and I realised that the forest was dying. Then I woke up.”
 
   His head slumped back against the pillow. There was a stunned silence in the chamber. Then Liarill voiced a soft cry and collapsed upon her dais, as if her legs had been cut from beneath her by some monstrous stroke. Her sides heaved with uncontrolled weeping.
 
   Mylliandawn ground out, “How dare you enter the Ardüinthäl and utter such blasphemies, wicked outlander? Are you a sending from the Dark Wizard? I charge you to answer in the name of Elliadora, Firstborn of the Magi!”
 
   And her horn flashed, sending a bolt of sapphire lightning straight at Kevin, who had neither time to duck nor to flinch. A dozen hooks seemed to snag in the flesh of his face and upper torso, yanking him upright. What happened next was almost too quick for him to follow. A foreign presence suddenly invaded his mind, exploring the chords of thought and memory with callous and perverse disregard for his privacy, touching him in ways and places that throughout the years of abuse at the hands of Father and Brian had remained inviolable. With them he could shut down, deaden his senses, and barricade himself within a mental fortress where some iota of Kevin-ness remained clean and unsullied. That inner sanctuary had always been his salvation–and now its purity was ruined. But before these thoughts had reached their completion, the steely bulkheads of self-preservation slammed up in his mind, cutting off and ejecting the trespasser so utterly that the mental silence echoed like a gunshot. He slumped back onto the bed, drained, his face a ghastly grey hue. Mylliandawn recoiled as though cuffed by an invisible fist.
 
   “Wizard!” she hissed. In her mouth the word was equal parts indictment, revulsion, and fear. “He’s a wizard!”
 
   Orsiana shrilled, “The outlander lied. Only a master of the dark arts could shield like that against Unicorn magic! Such power is unprecedented. We must confine him! Study him! We cannot waste such an opportunity–”
 
   “Oh, what foulness stalks our precious Forest!” wailed Liarill, who was evidently not as comatose as her position suggested. “This is an evil omen, mark my words! This manikin with his eerie red hair–see, his cheeks show the pallor of a creature not accustomed to Light! Is he a sending of the Lurks? Do they plot once more against Thaharria-brin-Tomal?”
 
   “Peace, Councillor Liarill,” said Mylliandawn. Rest assured, we will plumb the depths of this matter.” As she turned upon Kevin, her expression was nothing short of murderous. “I don’t know what you’re playing at, Human wizard, but you will rue the lighttime you crossed the Unicorns. You cannot shield your true nature from us. Now I ask you once more, outlander, what know you of the Blight?”
 
   In all his life, Kevin had never hated anyone so clearly and completely. She had violated his thoughts and memories: a type of abuse he had never imagined. Were it not for the Aïssändraught stirring within him, he would have crumbled like so much fine dust in the face of her wrath. Instead, he was able to whisper, “You cannot make me.”
 
   “Cannot make you?” Mylliandawn mocked. “Do you believe even now that you dream, you ignorant fool? He believes, noble Councillors, that we are a figment of his fevered imagination! He believes this is all a dream!” Her chuckle was as cold and malicious as a wintry blizzard. “Tell me, good Kevin–have you ever been trapped in a dream? Trapped in a dream and unable to escape?”
 
   There was a sudden tightness in his chest, a clawing panic that made each breath burn as fire in his lungs. Kevin’s mouth opened and shut as though contemplating speech, but the only sound that issued was a tiny whimper of dismay. His eyes registered bewilderment and deep shock as the import of her words began to penetrate.
 
   “Yes, outlander–fool that you are!” crowed the Unicorn, looming over him like a deathly shade slavering over its intended victim. “What if you sleep this darktime, only to waken once again within the realms of Driadorn? Can you slumber and wake within a dream? Can you hear the terrified pounding of your own lifeblood as it flows out of your veins? Because if you do not choose to aid us, I will cause you such hideous suffering and indescribable torment that you will wish you were only dreaming! You will beg us to terminate your miserable, misbegotten existence, but Death’s release will be denied for all time and eternity! I will pluck out your organs and have them roasted before your yet-living eyes. You will grovel and whimper like a disembowelled animal. And then you will beg to aid us with every power at your command. You will beg for your very life!”
 
   Her closing shriek echoed around the Ardüinthäl like a knell of doom, assaulting Kevin’s ears from every direction at once. His eyes bulged; he clawed at his throat.
 
   After a long pause to appreciate the outlander’s suffering, Mylliandawn whirled to glower at Zephyr. “And I will hold you personally responsible, noble Zephyr, for the outlander’s willingness to offer us his services against the Blight. You alone–personally. Convince him.”
 
   Kevin was too busy fighting for oxygen to hear the Unicorn’s reply. Black spots danced across his vision and his lungs laboured for each breath, but the relentless squeezing in his chest would not abate. He needed his pump! He needed those steroids to open the bronchioles and capillaries of his lungs. But–so what if he fainted? What could they do to his unconscious body? Would it not bring him instant release?
 
   He relaxed suddenly, giving up the struggle against the gathering darkness. The sooner he returned to real life, the better. Then this nightmare would be over.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Kevin did not so much awake as surface from a profound and dreamless void, a timeless surcease of consciousness, a remote cradle of comforts defined more by the lack of knowing than by any perception of reality, and distinguished more in the absence of self than in self-awareness. Prolonged lingering in that sea of blindness gradually gave way to a sense of hunger and thirst. Presently he became aware of a pulsing heartbeat–his own. Faint sounds impinged on his hearing, such as the hissing and sucking of breath through his windpipe, and the minute rasping of the sheets against his skin with each inhalation and exhalation. Light prickled against his eyelids. And he remembered.
 
   The mere act of thinking about his audience in the Ardüinthäl made his intestines squirm and clench, but Kevin stilled his body by an act of will and prayed that he would not soil his bed. Silently, he gathered his strength. Please may this be his room in Pitterdown Manor. Please let Mylliandawn’s warnings be mere fantasy. He could still hear the precise inflection of every graphic threat issued from her mouth, the passion and anger and disgust in her eyes as she vented her spleen upon him. Please let Zephyr be an imaginary friend or an alter ego; anything but a living creature whose fate now depended on the abilities–or disabilities–of one Kevin Albert Jenkins! The sounds reaching his ears were not right, but he hoped against hope regardless.
 
   He heard, straining his ears, voices coming toward him:
 
   “–unfair, treating you like that!”
 
   “The Great Mare acts as she sees fit, to achieve the results she desires.”
 
   “She has no right–and I’ll tell her that myself if no one else will!”
 
   “Ever the firebrand, noble Alliathiune!”
 
   There came a low chuckle, throaty and feminine. The woman’s accent was pleasant on the ear, all mellifluous long vowels and soft consonants. “Zephyr, you are an inveterate charmer. You know I would never dare. The Dryad Queen herself would not provoke Mylliandawn.”
 
   “I wish someone would!”
 
   “Peace, good Unicorn, for these walls have ears.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “So we captured ourselves a wizard?”
 
   “By the Hills, you should have seen their surprise! No creature in living memory has resisted a Probe like that–”
 
   “Bar Ozark the–”
 
   “Speak not his name!”
 
   “You are exceedingly melodramatic, good Unicorn. The Dark Wizard will never return. Now, you say he believes us not?”
 
   They must be right outside the door now; Kevin lay motionless, but his hopes lay strewn in tatters around him. An unbidden tear trickled down his cheek.
 
   The Unicorn’s voice became faint and troubled as he said, “The outlander believes that he’s dreaming–that Feynard, the Seventy-Seven Hills, and all Driadorn, is but a delusion. He believes he hails from another world.”
 
   “Not beyond the realms of possibility, given what we saw.”
 
   “But highly unlikely.”
 
   “Granted, noble Unicorn. Does he yet sleep? He’s disappointingly small for the great warrior we summoned, not so? And look at his hair–is it truly red, the colour of maylin blossoms in the Budding season? How queer and outlandish.”
 
   “Snatcher suggested he might be a wizard, not a warrior–though a warrior is clearly what we expected from the visions. The Lurk’s insight served him well.”
 
   “By the Well,” she sounded vexed. “Why does he refuse to serve the Forest?”
 
   “Not all creatures, good Dryad–” Kevin thought he must have misheard at this point, but Zephyr’s next words dispelled that notion “–are integral to the Forest as you are. Some feel not the seasons so keenly, nor can they speak to the trees and understand their concerns.”
 
   “Still,” the Dryad said, “his help must be obtained–not only for your sake, gallant Zephyr–but for the sake of our homeland.”
 
   He said stiffly, “What care the Dryads for the fate of an ill-reputed Unicorn such as I?”
 
   “Good Zephyr, how can you give voice to such a pile of goblin intestines? Who else is able to enter into a dream with the dreamer, and yet live?”
 
   “It is nought but child’s play and cheap trickery.”
 
   Besides being alien, their conversation was also giving Kevin an existential headache. Talking creatures being integral with trees? Communal dreams? A land called ‘Driadorn’? This was beyond cheap trickery, to borrow the Unicorn’s phrase. It was bizarre, and he had no idea how to escape the dream and return to what was familiar. For that was his overriding concern–to return to a place where he could once more be the victim. He was too cowardly to explore this situation, Kevin thought in a welter of stinking self-disgust, and incapable too of returning home! What a wretched little coward he was.
 
   “Why, think you, did Mylliandawn question the outlander before my arrival?”
 
   “That is plain as lighttime,” replied the Unicorn, soothingly. “Mylliandawn seeks always after power and status in the Council. How better than to wrest the truth from the outlander? And gain advantage over our allies, the Dryads?”
 
   “A pox on all such politics!”
 
   “I fear this is ever Mylliandawn’s way, this seeking of mastery both within Thaharria-brin-Tomal and in the realms beyond.” Zephyr’s sigh was eloquently gloomy. “She has few morals. I fear for our future under the auspices of such a leader.”
 
   During this conversation, Kevin had become aware of an itch crawling down his left leg. It felt like an insect, much to his disgust, but he had lain still in an attempt to overhear their conversation as long as possible. The itch had now reached his toes, though, and here it became unbearable. His foot twitched.
 
   “Hush, he wakes.”
 
   Enough pretence, he thought. “I’m awake,” he mumbled, opening one eye and pretending doziness and confusion.
 
   Zephyr stepped towards the bed and inclined his head in uncomfortably deep scrutiny of his patient. “How are you feeling this lighttime, good outlander?”
 
   “Like I’m in the wrong bed,” he said softly.
 
   “I’m sorry about yester–”
 
   Zephyr broke off as he realised that Kevin’s whole attention was fixed elsewhere. There, framed in the doorway, was the little girl from his dream! He gaped at her in astonishment, aware that he was staring but unable not to, for she had long, tangled green hair–hair the colour of oak leaves in the springtime–and velvety skin with a greenish cast, which on her hands, forearms, feet and calves, fading into her torso, was decorated with a distinctly leafy pattern! Long eyelashes framed bright hazel eyes, too large in a face, he adjudged, of flawless and otherworldly beauty. She was precisely as he remembered, yet as far beyond his expectations as pictures in a book compare to seeing and feeling the reality–diminutive in stature, barefoot, and garbed in a short dress that could only be described as organic both in design and texture. With his experience of the opposite sex being limited to early memories of his mother and a parade of sixty-something nurses who had all attended the schools of ‘no-nonsense’ and ‘buck-up-there-me-laddie’, Kevin found himself acutely mindful of her shapely figure and bare limbs, and dropped his gaze in embarrassment.
 
   He muttered, “The little girl from my dream.”
 
   “Alliathiune the Dryad,” she introduced herself, a trifle acidly. “The Peace of the Sacred Well to you, good outlander.”
 
   “Pleased to meet–Peace also to you, of course, good … er, you’re a Dryad?”
 
   “And I am twenty-two Leaven seasons of age, not some little girl!”
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t know what a ‘Leaven season’ is.”
 
   Zephyr explained, “Leaven season is when the Forest changes its raiment from green to red and gold, the time of harvest–”
 
   “Ah–we call it ‘autumn’,” said he. “I am therefore twenty-seven Leaven seasons old, er, Allia- dash it all, how do you say that mouthful again?”
 
   “Ah-lia-thi-oo-ne.”
 
   “Sorry. Goodness, getting such an outlandish name wrong is hardly a crime, is it?” Storm clouds entered her eyes, but Kevin was selfishly preoccupied with matters closer to home. “You’ve caused me enough trouble already,” he declared. “You should be grateful I’m here at all, after what I’ve been through! I nearly died on the way. I am called Kevin–Kevin Jenkins.”
 
   Nonplussed for but a moment, Alliathiune replied with heavy scorn and a mocking half-bow, “Well, noble Kevin, we are indeed grateful for your presence in Driadorn! Your tremendous sacrifice is duly noted.”
 
   “You don’t understand–”
 
   “I don’t understand?”
 
   “Look,” Kevin shot back, “I’ve been attacked by a ravening monster, I have two broken limbs and more contusions than I can count, thank you very much, and if I don’t get back to take my medicines, I will surely die! That’s reality for me, do you hear? That is what I have to live with day by day–fifty-seven bleeding pills that keep me alive. It’s a miracle I’ve even reached twenty and I would like to continue my existence in the land of the living, thank you very much, if that isn’t too much trouble.” He could be sarcastic too, one part of him noted in amazement, while another leaped to ring the warning bells–which he duly ignored. “This is a nightmare! What do I know about this stupid Blight? Why should I care? I didn’t ask to be summoned to your precious Forest in the first place, nor to be treated so appallingly! Just send me back. You’ve got the wrong person. I am not capable of–”
 
   Alliathiune balled up her fists. “I can’t send you back! You have to be the one!”
 
   Her words knocked the stuffing out of Kevin. His mouth widened and he pawed at his throat, trying to arrest the inevitable tightening. “What do you mean, ‘can’t’?” he squeaked. She shook her head mutely. “Do you mean won’t?”
 
   “Not until your purpose is fulfilled, we can’t.”
 
   All he could see was a vision of his dying body stretched out in convulsions in some godforsaken place where no one cared two hoots about his fate. The pills! How would he survive without his medications? His allergies would flare up. Asthma would clog his lungs, while infections raged unchecked through his immune-deficient body! Kevin was dimly aware that someone was screaming–a long, whimpering wail of terror disrupted by rattling coughs that threatened to tear his lungs apart. Above him, Zephyr’s and Alliathiune’s faces began to blur and fade into a consuming nothingness. This was it. He welcomed the darkness. This was the–
 
   The Dryad lunged forward, and slapped him across the cheek with all the force her tiny frame could muster.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: Feynard
 
   “Scream like that again,” Alliathiune hissed like an angry cat, “and I’ll wring your selfish little neck right off your selfish little shoulders!”
 
   Kevin gulped.
 
   His cheek flamed scarlet, and the shock of that slap rang though his brain like an unfading echo. He knew it would leave a bruise. He had been hit many times by Father and Brian; being smacked or punched was nothing new. But this was somehow different. The Dryad did not appear pleased at her outburst–rather, she now perched on the end of the bed furthest from him, hugging herself as if she had caught a sudden chill. She was upset, evidently every bit as traumatised as he felt. A sliding tear received an angry swipe of her forearm.
 
   “Good outlander,” spluttered the Unicorn, “I must … er, apologise …”
 
   “Good nothing!” flared the Dryad, leaping at once into a miniature tornado of fury, all flying tears and wild green hair. “Didn’t you hear what he said? He cares nought for our plight! How can you stand the sight of such a vile thing as he is?”
 
   The Unicorn gave Kevin a long, unreadable glare, then nickered softly and nudged her shoulder. “He surely did not mean it, Alliathiune.”
 
   “He meant every word!” she sniffled, her lower lip trembling in an alarming fashion. “He’s the meanest, most selfish, nasty, indifferent, unkind Forest-hater in the whole world! I’ll wager all Driadorn to an acorn that he cuts down trees for a living. In his secret heart he wishes to consign all creatures to the hideous pits of Shäyol. He wants to see the Forests sicken and all of Driadorn’s creatures, to whom the trees are mother and home, perish!” She made a spear of her forefinger and thrust it beneath Kevin’s nose, wailing, “Where is your axe, wicked woodsman? Woe to our precious Forest, bereft of succour! Where is our champion now? Our ruin is laid bare before us. Oh, woe, woe, woe!”
 
   Kevin’s mouth hung open. Her every word drove steel spikes of guilt into his heart. He had never felt so blameworthy in his life, and the feeling was becoming worse, not better. No one had ever cried on his account. That was the worst of all.
 
   Zephyr began, “Now, I’m sure it’s not quite like–”
 
   “He would rather despoil the Seventy-Seven Hills, and see them turned into a barren wasteland, worse than Mistral Bog!”
 
   “Many living creatures call the Bog home, good Dryad.”
 
   “You heard what he said!” She glowered in Kevin’s direction, but her hazel eyes were so misted with tears that the effect was spoiled. “He knows nought of the Blight. He lied about being a wizard. He doesn’t care about anything save his own skin and would rather go home–but before he departs, we are to be eternally grateful that he bothered to turn up at all! Such ignorance is beyond belief! No, he is a hateful, spiteful apparition, and I shall never forgive him, not even should the Well run dry and the Forest wither and die and all Driadorn be turned to blazing desert–even then with every breath that remains in my body I shall curse him and–”
 
   “But if good Kevin is from another world,” said Zephyr, trying as it were to argue with a storm, “then all this would be strange to him, not so?”
 
   “You’re defending him!”
 
   “No I’m–”
 
   She stuck her tongue out. “Yes you are. I know what you’re doing. Stop trying to cheer me up! I’m furious!”
 
   Zephyr said, very gently, “I’ve a suggestion, Alliathiune–”
 
   “What?”
 
   He did not flinch in the face of her vehemence.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why don’t we start over?”
 
   “Start over with what?”
 
   “Meeting each other. Why don’t I introduce you as if for the first time, and–”
 
   Her hands curled into little fists and beat several times against Zephyr’s flank, which made no impression whatsoever on the stolid Unicorn. She said, “He’ll still be the nastiest, most mean-spirited, unfeeling man. And I’m not finished being cross with him! I want to beat some sense into his thick-as-bark head!”
 
   “Because he doesn’t see things your way?”
 
   “No! And how dare you suggest it? Whose side are you on anyway?” She tried to push the Unicorn away.
 
   Kevin touched his stinging cheek. To say that he was taken aback by her attitude was a spectacular understatement. Zephyr gazed at him over Alliathiune’s shoulder, trying to mouth words to him–but lip reading a Unicorn’s speech was way beyond Kevin’s experience. He frowned, finally able to close his mouth. She was a spitting volcano, all molten lava and sizzling rocks flying through the air! Zephyr waggled his ears. Kevin shrugged, which received a stern glare in return. The penny dropped.
 
   “Oh, I–uh.” He coughed hollowly, and began cautiously, “It appears that I am detained here in Driadorn.”
 
   “Detained as you deserve!” the Dryad sniffed hugely. “If you haven’t noticed yet, you pitiless tree-slayer, your left foot is chained to the bed. And were you somehow to attempt escape, there are Grey Wolves patrolling the woods around Thaharria-brin-Tomal who will gladly sup on your craven entrails!”
 
   This threat struck Kevin as absurd rather than frightening, especially the way she said it, but he restrained a smile–fearing to cause some further explosion–and raised his left leg to put her words to the proof. Indeed, a stout chain encircled his ankle. Trapped! But a certain resignation to his circumstances had blossomed in his mind during her tirade.
 
   Perhaps he might make amends, and start afresh, as Zephyr had wisely suggested?
 
   “As I am detained here in Driadorn,” he repeated, “temporarily at least, I hope–”
 
   “Me too, you ghoulish life-stealer! I hope you rot in the blackest pits of Shäyol, unbeliever and beast! How could you have the nerve to disparage our great Forest, which is Mother to all? You don’t even know what you’re talking about! You know nothing!”
 
   Kevin was about to protest when he caught sight of Zephyr rolling his eyes behind Alliathiune’s back. He subsided. “At least for Zephyr’s sake, who is cruelly and unjustly being held to account for my unwillingness to aid the Forest–”
 
   “Uncouth troglodyte!”
 
   “–who is being–”
 
   Alliathiune waved a fist at him. “Uneducated, foul-mouthed barbarian!”
 
   “Who, I was saying–”
 
   “Rancorous spawn of Ozark’s accursed dark wizardry, whose rotten soul spits filth to pollute our streams and clear waters–”
 
   Kevin struggled to one elbow, and yelled, “Will you kindly shut up?”
 
   The Dryad blinked.
 
   Kevin blinked too. What? Was this Kevin Albert Jenkins? Unexpectedly, he was bursting with elation. He had done it! A miracle, a wildfire sparked by the stormy little Dryad! For the first time in his life, he had shouted at someone. He waggled his tongue as though he had only just discovered he possessed such an appendage.
 
   “Please, allow me to apologise!” He began to cough, having hurt his throat shouting at her. The Honeybear hovered briefly at the doorway, but seeing Alliathiune’s expression wisely chose not to enter.
 
   “But … your rudeness,” Alliathiune spluttered.
 
   “–is inexcusable, I know,” Kevin returned. And he patted the unfamiliar sheets, and his gesture took in the strange room. “Look, Alliathiune, and Zephyr, the evidence before me shows that this is no flight of fancy. How else could it hurt so much? Why can I not escape this dream? Unless your powers are far greater than I can imagine, in which case I am truly lost and must question your inability to counteract the Blight. I must operate on these assumptions until I learn otherwise.”
 
   He glanced from one to the other, but Zephyr gazed out of the doorway and the Dryad drew little circles on the floor with her right big toe. “What else is possible? Or logical? All my senses confirm to me that this room, and the two of you, are real. This is all I know. I cannot fathom why you should choose to ‘summon’ me, nor have I any hope to offer–neither skills nor knowledge. I cannot advance your cause against the Blight. Worse, I am an invalid, daily forced to consume potent medications in order to stave off dying, because my body doesn’t function as it ought. I am weak, and sickly, and have been forced thereby to live in the same room in the same house for twenty years.”
 
   The silence stretched without relief.
 
   “That’s my life, sad as it is.” He drew a deep, ragged breath. “But I have a mind and a will of my own, and I long to be worth something–anything–to someone.” That much truth was all he could handle. “I’m frightfully sorry. And if I sound desperate, I don’t care,” he added defiantly. “It’s not that I don’t want to help–I don’t think I can help–I just think that your expectations of me exceed reality by a significant margin. I’m bound to disappoint you. I am terribly sorry, Alliathiune. I obviously deserve the fullest measure of your contempt.”
 
   Had he sprouted wings and flown around the room cawing like a raven, the Dryad’s expression would have been not one whit the less dismayed.
 
   “My dear girl,” she bristled noticeably at this but he plowed ahead with bulldog stubbornness, “I cannot pretend to understand what connection you as a Dryad have with the Forest of Driadorn, and why its plight should concern you so deeply. Matters of magic and wizardry are–well, my ignorance brays forth as a donkey. I declare to you now that I have an open mind on the matter, and stand ready to be convinced one way or the other.”
 
   Zephyr chuckled. “I assume, good Kevin, that you have said your piece? Fine. Having bared our collective hearts, may we proceed?” Two mute nods greeted his falsely cheery tone–each was avoiding the other’s eyes. “Noble outlander, amongst the civilised creatures of the Seventy-Seven Hills we address none other than our beloved as ‘dear’. I trust you meant it differently? Excellent. We would not want to deceive our charming companion as to your romantic intentions, not so?”
 
   Kevin squirmed at the Unicorn’s gentle teasing. After bearing the brunt of her tirade, he would rather romance a thorn bush. “Um–no, thank you, Zephyr.”
 
   “Ahem.”
 
   “I mean, I’m sure you’re perfectly acceptable, Alliathiune, among Dryads at least … I, er … oh, gracious me, that came out badly.” His cheeks flamed. Why was he behaving like such a witless weasel? Why now? “Please tell me what you know about this Blight, Zephyr.”
 
   The Unicorn favoured Alliathiune with a curl of his lip. The Dryad pouted at him, and unleashed her charm. Her smile blossomed until to Kevin, it resembled a perfectly dazzling sunbeam. “Good outlander, perhaps I was mistaken earlier. I spoke hastily, not so?” When this sally met with silence, she batted her eyelashes outrageously and cooed, “I’m very, very very, very very very sorry about the slap.”
 
   Kevin did not know whether to growl at her or melt. He settled for a befuddled half-smile. “Uh, it’s already forgotten.”
 
   Alliathiune perched on the bed, near him, and said, “This is what we know. Six Leaven seasons ago, we sighted a strange light in the starry expanse above the Hills. Apparently, it was first reported by a young Owl out hunting, but we Dryads received a message from the Grand Owl himself–Two Hoots by name.”
 
   “Two Hoots?” Kevin chuckled. “As in, ‘I don’t give two hoots’?”
 
   The Dryad threw him a glance that nearly singed his eyebrows. “Two Hoots is the oldest and wisest creature in all the Forests, and the Grand Owl of all Owls! Even Dryads and Unicorns defer to him!”
 
   “There’s a distinct pecking order, if you’ll excuse the pun,” Zephyr chipped in. “Without lengthy digression into the mores and characteristics of the many races of Driadorn, of which you’ll undoubtedly learn much in the lighttimes to come, you should understand that there is a hierarchy of power, a delicate balance much inclined to flux and conflict. Few are the alliances between the races. Mistrust runs deep. Ostensibly at the top are the Dryads, Unicorns, Fauns, and Owls amongst the magical creatures, and the many tribes of Men amongst those who boast little magic. But there are many others who vie for power–the Griffons, Witches, Shades, Wyverns, Eagles, and Lurks to name but a few–and yet thousands more who either operate petty chiefdoms or shun such conduct save when the tides of war wash over them. Then they are quick to seek our protection!”
 
   “There’s war in these Hills?”
 
   The Unicorn smiled at his tone of faint alarm. “Why fret, good Human, when you converse with two consummate practitioners of the arcane arts such as Alliathiune and I? The magic of Dryads is deep-rooted in the Forest. They are surpassingly wise in the ways of leaf and wind, of sap and all growing things, and in the bringing to life of things once thought dead. We Unicorns incline more to the mystical arts, to meditation, healing, astronomy, scholarly pursuits, and the like.”
 
   “Dryads grow things; Unicorns seek knowledge.”
 
   Alliathiune’s contribution occasioned an indulgent flick of Zephyr’s mane. “Most succinct, noble Dryad. As you see, good outlander, Unicorns have a propensity for digression, whereas Dryads seek at once the root of the matter. Now, you mentioned a star, noble Alliathiune?”
 
   “Ah yes, now that you’ve finished interrupting me.”
 
   “These things require explanation.”
 
   Kevin was frankly astonished that two apparent friends could argue so violently, make peace, and tease each other with such abandon. Father would long ago have resorted to using his fists. At every level, this dream of his–a dream, he insisted–continued to shake his world until he hardly knew which way was up.
 
   “You two know each other well?”
 
   “Too well, sometimes,” said the Dryad, sharing a wry glance with the Unicorn. “Zephyr and I are unusual amongst our kinds, both in partnership and in friendship. After some debate, we came to believe that it was not a star, for it moved and behaved as if it were searching for something. The trees speak of this object crashing somewhere deep within the Old Forest, in the land of the Pixies–where few creatures venture, for Pixies are a cruel and fickle people, and fond of making sport of the unwary.”
 
   “Sport, meaning peeling hides and pickling eyes, for example,” Zephyr interjected.
 
   Kevin rather wished that detail had not been volunteered.
 
   “As the seasons turned, the sighting was forgotten,” said Alliathiune. “Shortly thereafter, troubling rumours began to circulate amongst the Hills. They were vague at first, tales of evil wizardry; tales of metal beasts roaming the Old Forest, soon followed by mutterings of Trolls and Glothums, Goblins, and the races that dwell in dark places far beneath the leafy Forest floor. We Dryads began to detect a change in the trees. There was a taint, a hint of sickness, and a sense of agitation amongst the enigmatic forest-dwellers, whose lairs lie deep within the Old Forest, in byways and thickets ne’er trod by the likes of you or I. And that was when the first signs of the Blight began to be felt–still undetectable save by the Dryads, who softly sought counsel of the elder races and those the Forest counts as friends.”
 
   Zephyr added, “That was when Alliathiune and I first made our acquaintance. The Unicorns had selected me to assist the Dryads in their investigations. But in four Leaven seasons, despite much discussion, investigation, and consultation between the races, our search has been fruitless.”
 
   “Not entirely,” said Alliathiune, smiling again at Kevin. In his view, it was like the smile a wolf essays before sinking its fangs into its prey. “We’ve a tangible result chained up in your house, good Zephyr.”
 
   “Orders,” he muttered, hanging his head.
 
   Kevin digested this information, looking from the handsome Unicorn to the volatile Dryad with an air of helpless supplication. Why were they telling him all this when he was unable to help them? Why not simply send him back? Surely this alleged transfer of theirs would work both ways? He marvelled at the passion that so clearly motivated and underpinned the Dryad’s love for the Forest. What a strange little creature she was!
 
   He said in a low voice, “I’m not awfully fussed by the chains. Would one of you kindly explain why I am so important to you?”
 
   Zephyr deferred to the Dryad.
 
   “What I am about to tell you,” Alliathiune said at once, lowering her voice, “is a measure of the dependence we have on you, good outlander. You should treat it in the strictest confidence.” At his nod and gulp, she continued, “I am what the Dryads call a Seer–one who is able, upon occasion, to pierce the swirling mists of the future and catch a glimpse of what might be, and one who is able to give guidance as to what a person might become. It is a powerful and capricious magic, capable of influencing the fabric of reality and bending it to one’s will. That is what I was doing when I dreamed of you.”
 
   Kevin’s eyes widened. “Then the summoning …”
 
   “I believe I may have summoned you from another world.”
 
   “Earth. We call it Earth.”
 
   “Then I bid you welcome to Feynard, good outlander.”
 
   His hands shook. Kevin had to press them against the bedcovers. His suspicions had been dead right! Was it possible? Truly possible, that he should somehow have travelled from Earth to another world, via that strange red sack? By his understanding of the most recent studies of string theory and relativity available to him, such a passage was notionally possible, but the mechanism or method through other dimensions was entirely unknown. What were the chances? Could Alliathiune have found him over God knows how many millions of light-years, and drawn him against his will to another planet? Had she mental or other powers to influence the space-time continuum, at will? If so, the Dryad was an unknown, terrifyingly alien force; extremely dangerous, and best kept at arm’s length.
 
   If so, reality was also far stranger than anything he had previously assumed!
 
   And he might be a million billion miles away from Father.
 
   This possibility was more frightening than comforting. Kevin had never seriously contemplated escape from Father’s authoritarian regime–he was not physically able. The doctors and nurses brought in to treat him were all screened and paid substantial amounts of money to keep quiet the bruises and lacerations they found on his body. They were changed regularly. As far as he knew, none of his medical records were kept outside of Pitterdown Manor. And none of the servants would dare to cross Father. Twenty years, it had been so. Eventually, the immutability of his physical, mental, and spiritual entrapment shackled him more effectively than any locked door or barred window, until he came to live in a prison of his own making.
 
   Alliathiune must have seen something of that vulnerability in his eyes, for her hard expression faded. “This is no accident,” she said, gently. “When I dreamed of you, good Kevin, it was always as a great warrior, armed and equipped for the battle. Your greatness and capacity shone before you as the noontime suns in all their collective brilliance, in the time of Thäunïon-Farätha. Whenever we inquired of the Blight in the Pool of Stää, it was always you of whom I dreamed. But you resisted the contact. You fled from us. If you are like most dreamers, you will not remember all of those times. I could not break through to you.” Her voice lowered; her hazel eyes half-shuttered by curling green eyelashes. “I began to think that you despised the Forest, that you were a cruel-hearted or selfish warrior, with no care for the livelihood or needs of another. I was unable to complete the summoning. By degrees a black despair made its home in my heart. Lighttime by lighttime the Blight advanced. Zephyr and I became desperate. We fought and parted ways for a time.”
 
   “I spoke to Mylliandawn,” the Unicorn added, “but her only word was to swallow my pride and fight on.”
 
   “Zephyr withdrew for a moon–”
 
   “That is, fifteen lighttimes.”
 
   “Indeed, fifteen lighttimes,” agreed the Dryad, brushing her tangled locks away from her face with an irritated gesture. “I keep forgetting your origins. The good Unicorn withdrew to meditate in the Gardens of Sudibar Treefriend, seeking answers to our dilemma. He returned with a plan. He would enter the dreams with me and compel you to submit to our summons, through the use of his unique Unicorn magic. Twice we attempted it, and twice were we thwarted by an unbreakable shield that surrounded you, no more substantial than air and pliable as a willow branch, but resistant even to our combined efforts.”
 
   Kevin rubbed the paltry thatching on his chin. “Say that again? Am I to understand I kept you at bay through some magic of my own making?”
 
   Alliathiune bobbed her head. “Even his infallible highness the gloriously noble Unicorn wizard was stumped,” she said, glancing over to see if he would take the bait. Zephyr stuck his muzzle in the air and loftily ignored her. “This last time, moments after we retired to reconsider our thinking, a message arrived from the Lurks that an outlander had unexpectedly appeared in their midst. He travelled to Mistral Bog to find you, and the rest you know.”
 
   “I personally carried you all the way from Mistral Bog to Thaharria-brin-Tomal, home of the one-horns,” Zephyr boasted.
 
   “No doubt a compelling tale, good Unicorn,” the Dryad said dryly.
 
   “Ha. You are as transparent as the Pool of Stää. Why do I waste my time parrying your verbal pinpricks, you green-skinned excuse for a vegetable?”
 
   “Because, my quarrelsome quadruped, you are so stuffed full of yourself it pours out of your nose and ears!”
 
   Zephyr flicked his tail in Alliathiune’s face. “That’s what I think of your opinions!”
 
   She slapped his flank sharply. “Rude bovine!”
 
   Kevin’s eyes grew as round as saucers, taking in this apparently good-natured confrontation between the diminutive Dryad–gracious, she was just a slip of a thing but ever so sure of herself–and the muscular Unicorn. Were all of Feynard’s creatures so rancorous? So swift to anger, but equally quick to forgive?
 
   “Good Kevin,” said Zephyr, shuffling about so that Alliathiune had to dodge swiftly in order to avoid being knocked over, “perhaps you would share with us the tale of your origins–how it is that you came to Driadorn? The good Dryad and I are most curious.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Alliathiune, with a smile so sweet Kevin wondered if she was the same person who had just been arguing with the Unicorn a moment earlier. 
 
   He swallowed, feeling constrained and intimidated by their combined gaze–which her friendliness did nothing to lighten–and then in quiet, robotic tones, described his experiences leading to the present time. Of Father and Brian he spoke briefly, of Pitterdown Manor, he gave the bare bones. But his companions listened eagerly to every word–and it struck him again how deeply they cared for the Forest. They would sacrifice anything to defeat the Blight. It also struck him that they plainly knew nothing about Earth.
 
   As he spoke, his eyes kept moving to Alliathiune and jumping away. She was so different, not solely on a male to female level, although this thought did preoccupy a sizeable proportion of his attention when his gaze happened to linger upon her shapely torso during his speech. She was certainly alluring. Was her hair really green? Were those patterns natural, not the result of some clever tattooing? She clearly believed in magic. Both she and the Unicorn claimed magical powers. Superstitious twaddle for primitive people, he flared in sudden anger, but then again, neither creature struck him as unsophisticated in the slightest. His considerations eventually wound to their conclusion, with him absently reflecting on the inner workings of Pitterdown Manor while his eyes travelled down her trim legs to her green-stained feet. He remembered how …
 
   “Stop ogling me like that,” the Dryad said abruptly.
 
   Kevin flushed.
 
   “Look, outlander, I know I’m overweight for a Dryad!” She tugged ineffectually at her dress and adjusted her top self-consciously. “You don’t have to stare at me like I’m the only fat girl you’ve ever seen.”
 
   His jaw sagged. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Just stop staring at me! I hate it!”
 
   The brilliant green eyes snapped shut in a flash. And so their conversation ended–by Kevin’s choice, for not a word or response would he offer to Zephyr’s further tentative promptings. Alliathiune maintained a mutinous silence. Shortly thereafter, the outlander found himself alone in the chamber.
 
   Miserable, and alone.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6: The Blight of the Forests
 
   The following day, Braybock ben Darna rousted Kevin out of bed and helped him to another chamber, where a chain and a Unicorn tutor awaited him. The Unicorn’s brusque introduction consisted of the words ‘you may call me Teacher’ and a sneer meant to impress upon his listener that teaching Humans was beneath his dignity and only done upon the greatest sufferance. He then launched into a long and spectacularly dull lecture covering the history of ancient Driadorn in minute detail. Kevin’s single, faltering attempt at questioning was treated with a stertorous harrumph of discontent–evidently this was to be a one way exchange. So he settled himself on the carved wooden chair with his splinted leg stuck straight out before him and simply listened for as long as the Unicorn had wind to speak, which, to judge from his manner, would be no trivial period of time. His day was broken twice from the monotony of the Unicorn’s textbook-perfect recall–once for a midmorning repast of fruit, unfamiliar vegetables and a nutty round bread called waycrust, still warm from the oven and so tasty he packed away six slices, and the second time for an early evening dinner of similar wholesome fare. Cheerfully, he told himself he could have eaten an elephant.
 
   The window of Kevin’s new chamber overlooked a small garden to a path beyond, which occasionally allowed him a glimpse of daily life in Thaharria-brin-Tomal. He saw a number of Unicorns, several Honeybears, and other creatures of the bear or deer families that he could not name directly. They all talked, for goodness sake–well, not the abundant rabbits–but all the other animals were capable of speech. It lent the scene a storybook cast. Narnia, he decided.
 
   There was not a single Human to be seen. And the weather out there was dismal; an overcast, drizzly day that reminded him of Scotland in the early winter, before the snows came sifting down from leaden skies to garb the naked branches outside his window in raiment fit for a king. This poetic notion brought a grim smile to his lips. At Pitterdown Manor winters were bitter. At least the interior of Zephyr’s house was cosy. He wore comfortable trousers and a shirt of a loosely woven cream cloth that fit him perfectly. There was little to engage him, save this everlasting lecture and the problem of the Blight.
 
   Kevin had read broadly in the medical sciences. The word Zephyr and Alliathiune had used–‘the Blight’–reminded him of accounts of the Black Death, smallpox, and other plagues that had affected old Europe. He knew about disease vectors and hygiene. He knew how devastating plagues had been, but at this point it was hard to reconcile what he understood of the Blight with large-scale population devastation. He had to trust the Dryad’s word for that. More importantly, how did the Blight spread? Was it airborne, or in the soil, or carried somehow on the pelts of animals? How did it sicken the trees? Could it be treated? Was it general and pervasive, or confined to a particular area? All this theory the Unicorn was giving him was useful, but ultimately impractical to offer a real solution to the problem that had brought him to Feynard. Or caused him to be brought, more accurately. Despite his physical weakness, Kevin felt super-charged–he loved nothing more than a good puzzle.
 
   His eyes were alight. His cheeks, seen in a small brass mirror Bock brought for him one morning, appeared rather less sunken than before. Bock thought so too, in his gruff way–Kevin saw the way he regarded his patient.
 
   But he was forced to endure three further days of lectures before Zephyr returned.
 
   “A minor crisis averted,” said he, unexpectedly joining Kevin for dinner that evening. “The Dryad is still smoothing things over. Those Hedgehogs and their territorial rights claims! Prickly personalities too, looks aside. This time it was the Badgers who had transgressed. What a colossal waste of time. Have you learned much?”
 
   “A great deal,” said Kevin, “but no bolts of divine inspiration, I’m afraid.” As he reached for the waycrust, served on a wide, beautifully carved wooden platter, Zephyr levitated it out of his grasp. “I beg your pardon!”
 
   “Waycrust,” said the Unicorn. “When we Forest creatures break waycrust together, it is more than just eating bread. Of course, waycrust is waycrust. But the symbolism is immense–when we eat, we are sharing hospitality, health, peace, and life itself. Let me show you how it’s done. I break this waycrust to share with you, good Kevin.” As he spoke, invisible fingers broke off a piece of waycrust and wafted it over to Kevin. “May our Mother Forest sustain you, keep you, and shelter you beneath her boughs all your life.”
 
   Life? That would not be long. Kevin sighed inwardly.
 
   “So, you take a bite, and then usually if we were in a group, you’d pass it to your right, and say the same for the next person. Go on. Your turn.”
 
   “Do Unicorns eat waycrust?”
 
   Zephyr dignified this question with a snort. But he nodded his horn in approval when Kevin repeated the words without mistake. He chewed his mouthful thoughtfully. “Well done, good outlander. I confess, I had hoped something useful might come of this learning time.”
 
   “I feel at least that I know something of Driadorn.”
 
   “That encourages me.”
 
   Zephyr proceeded to question him closely about what he had learned; Kevin found himself eager to rise to the challenge, and his ready answers obviously pleased his host. Zephyr made several lengthy digressions to clarify the cultural practices of certain of Driadorn’s creatures, and declared Kevin ‘almost Unicorn’ in his ability to absorb knowledge. Kevin kept a disgruntled expression off his face. Almost as brainy as a horse? Ha!
 
   The wooden eating implements still felt strange to Kevin, but he was becoming more proficient with the two-tined fork and spoon. Apparently knives were considered impolite at the dinner table–an insult to the guest and an open invitation to war. The Unicorn expression ‘they laid their table with knives’ literally meant to take up arms against one’s foes. He speared a couple of stringy beans and chewed them mechanically.
 
   “Zephyr? May I ask you a question?”
 
   “Be my guest, good Kevin.”
 
   “Well,” he indicated the ever-present chain, “I can’t help it, can I? But you’ve been kind to me–thank you.”
 
   “A kindness once given is a kindness twice received.”
 
   “True. I’ve never thought of it that way before.” He changed his mind as to what he would ask. “Is Alliathiune’s hair really green?”
 
   “As green as the sweet grass outside, good Kevin.”
 
   “And those aren’t just tribal tattoos on her arms and legs?”
 
   “Ah, Dryad secrets,” said the Unicorn. “If you ever receive a definitive answer, you will have bettered the efforts of five thousand seasons of Unicorn scholarship. Yes, each Dryad has a unique pattern. The patterning appears around the age of puberty. What it signifies, however, is a matter of robust speculation. Interminable are the arguments of Unicorns.”
 
   Kevin snorted. And how!
 
   Zephyr just bobbed his horn, drolly accepting the obvious. “Undoubtedly there is some link to their natural magic and to the abilities that make Dryads unique,” he said. “They exist as part of the Forest, good Kevin. Just as you or I have a home, Dryads have a home tree which they call the ‘Sälïph’, to which they return annually. They have a special and mutually beneficial relationship with their Sälïph. At least once a moon they must enter a tree, any tree, to gain there a vital sustenance called Sälïph-sap, which to Dryads is the essence of life and jealously guarded. Without it they sicken and perish.”
 
   “And you believe she’s able to summon creatures from other worlds?”
 
   “Whatever that means,” he replied, by way of a verbal shrug. “You’re real, aren’t you?”
 
   Kevin sensed a bagful of secrets beneath the Unicorn’s bland reply, and wondered what he was not being told. “No, my existence is not at issue here.” Although he had a greater issue with Feynard’s existence!
 
   “You rationalise where faith is adequate.”
 
   “Faith,” said he, with mild asperity, “is what happens when the ignorant cannot understand science. Faith is outdated. Faith is for fools.”
 
   Zephyr’s ears twitched in amusement or derision, perhaps both. “Your science must be mighty indeed, good outlander.”
 
   “Well, of course there are things which science cannot yet explain–”
 
   “And some it will never explain.”
 
   “Fiddlesticks and codswallop!”
 
   “I say–”
 
   “Look here, Zephyr, compared to Earth, this world–Feynard–is a primitive backwater! A bucolic paradise housing uncivilised animals. You have no technology, no advanced tools, no industry, no medical facilities, medieval weaponry–”
 
   The Unicorn stomped his hooves angrily. “Are all your kind so ill-mannered? How dare you call me an animal? My ancestors studied the stars before Humans ever set foot upon the Seventy-Seven Hills!” Kevin shrank back against his stool. “Your kind know nought of what it is to act with common civility! Humans are warmongering peasants with a penchant for–”
 
   “Did I come at a bad time?” It was Alliathiune, returned from her peace-making amongst the Hedgehogs. “Noble Kevin, that fork is no sword. Zephyr, you know the laws about magic.”
 
   “I demand an apology!”
 
   “By Elliadora’s peace,” she said acidly, “the food will spoil with all this heat in the room! Have you riled the good Unicorn once more?”
 
   “I didn’t mean anything, truly I didn’t.”
 
   Staring at him with disconcerting compassion in her eyes, Alliathiune touched Zephyr on the shoulder and said softly, “He meant nought, noble Tomalia; my friend. All creatures know the one-horns are an ancient and proud people, the very pinnacle of society in the Forest.”
 
   “Now you jest!” But he backed down without apparent acrimony. “I am too quick to anger, noble outlander.”
 
   “And surely, Zephyr is among the most tolerant and broad-minded of Unicorns.”
 
   “Nonsense. Your manner speaks veiled excitement, gentle Dryad.”
 
   She slapped him crossly. “Are there no secrets where you are concerned?”
 
   “Guile is not in your sweet nature.”
 
   Sweet? That was not a word Kevin would have used to describe Alliathiune. A volcano about to erupt, more to the point, or an unexpected summer thunderstorm. He could make neither head nor tail of her relationship with the Unicorn–the sudden changes of mood from playful to acerbic to deadly serious made his head spin. At Pitterdown Manor, the status quo was maintained by a bevy of servants and Father’s express dislike of the slightest noise or disruption. Kevin too loved his peace and quiet. Back home, a banging door would have been a memorable occasion. He loved order too, he liked things just so thank you very much, everything in its proper place and for a proper reason.
 
   “Impertinent scoundrel!” exclaimed the Dryad, turning to Kevin. She was so brim-full with pent-up excitement that it fairly sparked off her skin.
 
   “Waycrust?”
 
   Alliathiune sucked in what she had been about to say and raised her eyebrows in mock surprise. “Newly versed in Forest manners, good Kevin? I accept, by the Sacred Grove of Elliadora’s Well.”
 
   When he had repeated the little ceremony, and the waycrust had passed once more around their little company, Zephyr explained, “The Sacred Grove is a Dryad holy site, said to exist at the foot of the Well itself. Now please speak, good Dryad, before you burst.”
 
   “I dreamed, good Kevin,” she burst out at once, “that you had stumbled upon something of importance. It was the oddest incident–one moment I was speaking to the Hedgehogs, the next I envisioned you standing with a blighted leaf in your hand and the light of discovery in your eyes. They thought I had taken a strange turn. But I just wondered if you had discovered anything, any clue at all about this Blight?”
 
   He shook his head. “Was that the substance of your vision, Alliathiune?”
 
   “Nought but an odd notion.” She sighed, and he saw the tiredness and strain pulling like quicksand at her strength. “My hopes are too fragile.”
 
   “Er–don’t cry, um …” Kevin paused awkwardly. Then he had a minor brainwave. “Alliathiune! You say you saw me holding a leaf? That means I must have been examining a tree–a blighted tree.”
 
   She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “And?”
 
   Kevin was appalled as she then proceeded to clean her hand on her dress. What perfectly dreadful manners! “My dear old girl, don’t you see?” he said.
 
   “I am neither your dear, nor old!”
 
   “Sorry. Forgot my manners. Only taking my example from you.”
 
   Kevin’s voice trailed off as he realised what had popped out of his mouth. But the Dryad only chuckled. “You are a Tomalia in Human skin, good Kevin, with your love of wordiness. By the Hills, speak your mind plainly!”
 
   “It means I was beside a tree. Maybe–this is farfetched, I know, but let’s just go along with it–I have to go find a blighted tree to have this idea.” Maybe he was clutching at straws, or maybe it was a puppy-dog desire to please, he thought. “What do you say? Is that the way these visions work? Zephyr, are there any such trees in the vicinity?”
 
   “Near Thaharria-brin-Tomal? I should think not–our Unicorn magic is too strong.”
 
   But Alliathiune mused, “There is a place but a short turn of the glass from here, where two lighttimes ago such a tree was reported.”
 
   The Unicorn shook his head like a negation of impending doom. “It cannot be!” But her head shook sadly, just once. “This troubles me deeply. I had thought our magic stronger–that it could hold the Blight at bay beyond the borders of Unicorn lands. There are ten turns of the glass in a lighttime and fifteen to the darktime in this season, good outlander. A short turn is less than a turn but more than half a turn.”
 
   “Do you truly think …?”
 
   A twenty-five hour day, Kevin translated in his mind. Close enough to Earth’s measurement. Close enough that he could almost believe he was somewhere on Earth, save for the obvious differences he had seen out of his window, and learned about from his Unicorn tutor. If this was an illusion or dream, it was amazingly detailed and internally consistent, from the unique trees and flowers, to the hand-sized moths fluttering about their darktime fairy lights which lit the Unicorn village, to the different characters he had met so far. Thinking about it would only give him a migraine.
 
   He said sullenly, “I do, but I cannot walk. I’m too weak.”
 
   They all three looked at each other sombrely. Then Alliathiune made an impatient clucking sound. “Come, good Zephyr, the evening grows no younger. What have we to lose in this venture? Hope is scarce. Summon a litter, and the X’gäthi, and let us partake of a stroll together!”
 
   Zephyr clicked his hind hooves together with military precision. “As you wish, Allämiuna.” As he trotted forth, Kevin’s eyes followed him curiously. One moment she had been treating him as an equal, the next, as a servant–addressing him in an authoritative tone not dissimilar to that which Father used on the servants at Pitterdown Manor. The sudden connection shocked him. Was she like Father and Brian? Why would she act so? Why had Zephyr reacted so meekly? Was he, too, somehow afraid of her? She was too strange and alien to understand.
 
   Once, long ago, he had been sitting in the Library reading, when he happened to look up and see a hawk swooping down on a rabbit right on the lawn outside the window. He still remembered that belated shrieking of terror just before the strike, the crimson blood blooming around the talons as the hawk’s wings beat rapidly to lift off again. That was the kind of fear inside of him now–he was the rabbit, she, the hawk.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Matters progressed with bewildering speed. Firstly, Bock turned up to unlock Kevin’s chain. Then a squad of dark, wraithlike creatures called X’gäthi, a word containing a glottal stop Kevin struggled to reproduce; creatures similar to men in height and build, but with an extraordinary quickness and hardness about them, appeared in the hallway of Zephyr’s house to escort them and to bear his litter. From his lectures, Kevin understood that the X’gäthi were carnivores, hunting and killing their prey barehanded, and regarded as the pre-eminent fighters of Driadorn. They were a once-proud race of the Old Forest, who had risen under the Dark Wizard Omäirg in the elder days to make war upon the races and subjugate them to their will, drawing other ambitious creatures into their fold until the first recorded major conflict in the Seventy-Seven Hills ignited. Following their defeat in the bloody battle of Thäos-brin-Thäthan, the place where later were planted the Gardens of Sudibar Treefriend as an enduring memorial to that slaughter, the X’gäthi were bound by a mighty working of magic to ten thousand Leaven seasons of servitude to the Unicorns, in reparation for their evil deeds. This time had run a little over half its course.
 
   Five thousand years of recorded history! Kevin caught his breath at the thought.
 
   Strong hands bore the litter through the spotless corridors of Zephyr’s home, until for the first time since his arrival upon Feynard, Kevin found himself beneath overcast skies, which appeared light only because of evening’s gathering gloom beneath the heavy boughs of the ancient trees that shaded Thaharria-brin-Tomal. There was a dampness of fine drizzle against his cheeks. Had he been less preoccupied with the prospect that his allergies would flare up and choke him like weeds strangling a young plant, he might have noticed how natural and flowing was the Unicorn architecture, how cleverly interwoven with the Forest to bend or break no growing thing, and how the Unicorn houses were constructed of one seamless portion of wood, as if nurtured and shaped exactly as needed. But his face was as pale and cold as ice. The inner demons descended upon him in full battle array. The blankets he drew closer to his frail frame, as if this action could somehow ward infirmity, and he stared without seeing into the deep wooded shadows as the party of some dozen or more X’gäthi, led by Alliathiune, set off down a narrow footpath between the Unicorn dwellings.
 
   He did not wish to see, so he did not.
 
   He looked on dully as Zephyr sparked small, floating lights off his horn to hover above their company and light the way.
 
   As they passed beyond the magic-lit byways of Thaharria-brin-Tomal into the deeper woods, Zephyr dropped back to solicitously inquire of his health. But for the most part, they walked in silence, setting a pace that Kevin knew in his heart he would never, ever be able to match afoot. He closed his eyes and turned his mind to the matter of the Blight.
 
   But when Alliathiune indicated they had reached the desired place, he had reached no further conclusions, only further questions. Several possible lines of investigation had presented themselves, however.
 
   “Here we are, good outlander,” said Zephyr, unnecessarily. “Proceed.”
 
   There was a long and very awkward silence as a dozen pairs of eyes fixed upon him. Acutely aware that the success or failure of this excursion depended on him, Kevin sat in frozen tableaux, until the Unicorn came to his rescue with a tiny, sympathetic shake of his mane.
 
   “Which tree should we approach, good Dryad?”
 
   “Any,” she shrugged, with a sadness like lakes of unshed tears behind that simple syllable. “All these trees feel the first touch of Blight. Here, this leaf. And this. Can you not see?”
 
   Zephyr brightened his lights with a flick of his horn, and commanded, “X’gäthi, lend the outlander your strong arm!”
 
   Kevin found he was able to struggle to his feet and hop carefully over to the designated tree, leaning heavily all the while upon that powerful arm. Though the bulky cast on his broken leg made movement awkward, the X’gäthi warrior betrayed no weakness. His face was set as stone. But when Kevin began to stumble, he was there with all the swiftness of thought–and one of his companions too–to correct the misstep. He swallowed. Their movement had been like a flicker of shadow across his vision. No need in their company, therefore, to fear the predators of night! Something within him uncurled.
 
   He bent to examine a low-hanging bough. It smelled of cinnamon and damp. He leaned closer. Rot? Perhaps it was just the loamy soil, cool and ever so unfamiliar between his bare toes. Goodness! He leaped backward with a shriek, surprising both Zephyr and Alliathiune but not the stolid X’gäthi, who caught the outlander up in his arms and instantly whipped him away from danger. A sword came whistling down where he had stood, and the X’gäthi gave a low bark of laughter, the first emotion any of them had displayed. Almost before Kevin could register the fact that his blade had jerked to a complete standstill about three inches above the turf–a display of astonishing mastery–the weapon returned to his belt with a stylish twirl.
 
   Zephyr gasped, “What is it?”
 
   “By the Sacred Well, it is a beetle, Kevin!” Alliathiune exclaimed in disgust. “Oh, that is–” he flinched and wished the ground would swallow him whole “–the most utterly pathetic … ridiculous! It’s a stag beetle, everyone. Your average seven-tined stag beetle found in the bottom of most gardens. Harmless.” She shooed it away with her hand. “Some warrior you are!”
 
   She and the Unicorn exchanged glances. For moon upon moon, Kevin knew, the vision had shown them a powerful warrior and leader who would serve Driadorn with great skill and courage. They had taken this vision to heart and shared it with the potentates of their respective realms–the Unicorn Council, the Dryad Queen, and others. Now, their glances said, they were wondering if they had been mistaken.
 
   Kevin had been about to ask Alliathiune to confirm the odour, but now his shame burned away his courage. He hunched forward, aware that every stare on the back of his neck was laughing at him. He summoned his old mental tricks. Kevin liked to think of his mind as a machine, ticking away, orderly and systematic, a precise and powerful tool, that if applied correctly and given sufficient scope for reflection, could cut through the fabric of mystery or problem and resolve it. So he bent to, minutely examining the topside and underside of a spotted leaf, letting his senses do the work. His fingertips felt odd–rather than their usual numbness, there was a kind of prickling and itchiness, as if his allergies were beginning to act up. Oh, he had suspected … shut it out. Concentrate. Harder. Breathe it in. With an apologetic glance at Alliathiune, he tore the leaf and put his nose right to the serrulated edges, trying to get a sense of the rot. The stag beetle was back–one of the X’gäthi picked it up and tossed it into the night. He shuddered. Dinner rumbled ominously within his gut. Oh dear, what bad timing that would be! Like a ruthless dictator, he clamped down on these errant thoughts and returned his mind to the task at hand. Now, that odour–so peculiar, yet so familiar–what could it be?
 
   “Any progress?” asked the Dryad, breaking his train of thought. Kevin grunted in irritation. “You’ve been there for ages.”
 
   “Ages?”
 
   “A fair length of time.”
 
   Looking about, he noticed with surprise that some of the X’gäthi had moved off, keeping guard, and Zephyr was patiently cropping a tuft of juicy grass nearby. “So it seems.” He stood upright, easing his aching back. “What make you of this Blight, Alliathiune?”
 
   The Dryad stared at him, before shrugging with a delicacy that suggested stress and sore shoulders. “I sense illness all around us,” she said. “No part of the Forest is left unaffected by this malady. I feel corruption and decay where there should be none. Now there is but hints and isolated signs, but soon I fear it will become pervasive. I am bereft of hope, good outlander. You are our last chance.”
 
   “I meant, where do you think it comes from?”
 
   Alliathiune glanced up at him from her diminutive height–disconcerting, given his own deplorable lack of stature, and it made him feel absurdly protective of her, as if the powerful creature needed any protection–and frowned. “What does it matter where it comes from, good outlander? It is; it exists! We must do something to combat–”
 
   “No.” He was on surer ground now. “We must first understand it. Where does it originate? What does it do to the Forest? How does it spread? Only when we understand these things, will we be able–”
 
   “I don’t see this trip as particularly constructive, so far,” she retorted, putting her hands to her hips. “If someone would do less running away from beetles and more about the Blight, that would be good, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Kevin snapped, “Well, if other people would just be quiet and let a man think.”
 
   Alliathiune gasped. Colour rushed to her cheeks and she stamped her foot. “By the Hills, you are the most frustrating, obnoxious …! Oh! I’m–I’m not speaking to you anymore!”
 
   And she whirled on her heel, muttering away. Kevin looked after the feisty Dryad, breathing hard, feeling obscurely satisfied. Perhaps the Jenkins was not such a wimp after all. Ha!
 
   Kevin returned to that elusive thought; to the niggling suspicion that he was missing something right in front of his pimply nose. Gosh, Alliathiune had amazing hair, right down to her waist! And how could she even imagine she was fat? Her legs were trim and attractive, and … the Blight, darn it. Could he not concentrate for one second?
 
   Each tiny spot was as black as soot, sharp as a pin, extending right through the leaf as though drilled there by some type of stinging insect. He had never seen anything like it. For all he knew, it could be an insect-borne plague. This was a vector he had not yet considered. From the corner of his eye, he saw Alliathiune glancing at him as if about to speak, but he ignored her and she bit her lip before spinning away again. She had no idea how distracting her behaviour was, he thought crossly. How could he ponder these mysteries when she was constantly hopping to and fro like a bored frog? He focussed in on the leaf once more. There must be a clue. He inhaled again. That faint rankness was like rotting compost, no, more like old engine oil. Squeezing the spots produced no hint of the black exudation he had dreamed of. Perhaps another line of inquiry was needed. And for that he needed the Dryad.
 
   Kevin felt he would rather stroke one of those bristling Hedgehogs. “Ahem. Alliathiune?”
 
   “I am not speaking to you!”
 
   He sighed. Moses clearly did better drawing water from a rock in the desert. “I need your help. Please.”
 
   “Oh, asking for help, are we? Am I allowed to speak now, good outlander?”
 
   “How could I stop you?” Kevin bit his tongue in horror as the words spilled out, but she only arched her left eyebrow, inviting the question. “Well, um–about this corruption you speak of. Where do you sense it?”
 
   “Everywhere.”
 
   “No, hold on. Let me be clear.” Kevin sensed a stirring in his mind, a feeling as familiar as old slippers, the feeling he got when a problem began to yield its secrets to his exceptional intellect. In his ever-humble opinion. Could he imitate a Unicorn, speaking for days on end with perfect recall? And what, for all his Library-learning, did he know of Feynard and Driadorn?
 
   He clarified, “Do you sense the Blight more in the air, or in the soil, or in the trees themselves?”
 
   Alliathiune’s toes scrunched up in the forest floor’s mulch. She knelt swiftly, putting one hand against the tree, and the other flat on the ground. Her eyes fluttered shut, and it seemed to Kevin there was an inaudible drawing of something like breath into her body, only more than that. The patterns on her arms had begun to ripple as leaves in a breeze, glowing brighter and brighter as they undulated down toward her fingertips, and her hand had effortlessly sunk beneath the bark–there could be no doubt, he was in a perfect position to observe. Kevin’s mouth fell open! Now the bark crept up her arm, changing it to the appearance of a woody appendage. This, more than anything he had seen so far, made his skin crawl and his hair stand on end. Until now he had been under the comfortable illusion that Alliathiune was as Human as he was, just different in certain inconsequential details. Her leafy patterning was unconsciously regarded as tattooing in his mind–decorative rather than functional. These notions tore from him like an unwanted veil. She was alien, other, a terrible inhuman creature of unknown powers. What more might she be? A creeping horror beset his mind and the soft ground rose to meet him.
 
   “Kevin? Good Kevin?” said Zephyr, fussing like a mother hen. “Have you been taken ill?”
 
   “No,” said Alliathiune. Kevin saw cool awareness in her eyes. The Dryad was restored to her ordinary self once more. “I think it is just weakness from his injuries,” she said. “Perhaps we have overstretched his resources?”
 
   Kevin stared blankly up at her from his prone position. Why was she covering for him? He was not fooled, though she returned his gaze guilelessly. “It’s my fault,” he whispered, letting X’gäthi hands help him sit up. “I’m weaker than I thought.” He was a feeble excuse for a Human being. Kevin sighed. “Pray let us not waste this time. Alliathiune?”
 
   “Yes. The blight is absorbed from the soil, good Kevin. Is this the answer you sought?”
 
   “Er, not quite. No, hold on. When did it last rain?”
 
   “Rain? Every lighttime this past moon.”
 
   “And where do you get your drinking water from, Zephyr?”
 
   “From three wells near the centre of Thaharria-brin-Tomal,” said he, sharing a baffled glance with the Dryad.
 
   “And these trees? Where do they draw their water?”
 
   “From a nearby stream–”
 
   “The stream!” Kevin screeched. He clapped his forehead in disbelief. “Why didn’t I think of it before? You’re a fool, Kevin Jenkins, a poor, benighted fool! Cholera … drinking water … yes! We must go at once to the stream!”
 
   Alliathiune regarded his dancing eyes with a look that plainly suggested he was a short hop from utter lunacy. “How strange he is,” she muttered to Zephyr, but her voice carried. “Red hair, haggard features, and demented, shining green eyes.” She quivered theatrically. “Fanatic eyes; a wizard’s eyes.”
 
   The Unicorn, with a toss of his horn, motioned the X’gäthi to bear him up.
 
   When they reached the small stream, Kevin confirmed the Dryad’s suspicions by kneeling in the frigid shallows and spooning water to his lips with his hands, so eager and excited that he spilled most of it down his shirt front. He spat it out.
 
   “Eureka!”
 
   “Good outlander, you are making no sense,” Zephyr reprimanded.
 
   “Come here! More light, Zephyr, on the river. Look, do you see? Alliathiune, do you see?” He tried to rise, to grab her hand and pull her nearer to share his excitement, but he reckoned without his splinted leg. Once again the X’gäthi saved him from an ungainly fall.
 
   “Please do not injure yourself further!”
 
   “Look closely, Alliathiune!”
 
   They were all three together, Kevin kneeling beside the Unicorn, Alliathiune at his right hand, when the X’gäthi lifted his lantern to light the surface of the stream. Zephyr gasped. The Dryad bit her knuckles. And a silence distilled around them that made the shadows appear to deepen, and all three found themselves shivering as though touched by the presence of an evil they could neither apprehend nor understand.
 
   For there was a slight, oily sheen on the surface of the water, a sheen of pollution that should never have existed in this pristine woodland. It curled lazily around the eddies in the water and lapped innocently against the shoreline. It lent a faintly rank, bitter tang to the night air, as foreign and unwelcome as an explosion of violence in a holy place.
 
   “It’s in the water,” he added, needlessly voicing what they had all realised. “Where does this stream flow from, Zephyr?”
 
   “From the Barlindran River,” said he.
 
   “So, somewhere in the course of this Barlindran River, we should discover the source of the Blight.”
 
   “But–it’s more widespread than that,” Alliathiune whispered, her tone fragile with welling tears. “It’s all over the Forest. All the Dryads say so.”
 
   “Where does the Forest gain its sustenance?” Kevin asked.
 
   “From Elliadora’s Well, whence flow the Seven Rivers which water all Driadorn,” replied Zephyr. “The Sacred Well is the heart of the Hills, lying deep in the Old Forest, protected on all sides by strange and magical creatures. It is a place of immense power. No mortal being could ever threaten the Well.”
 
   “But it is the source?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Of all the rivers, for the whole Forest?” he pressed on. Kevin had seen the maps depicting the strange geography of the Seventy-Seven Hills, and in his heart of hearts he knew he was right. Perhaps only an outlander could have forced these forest creatures to the right conclusion, to the blasphemous truth.
 
   Zephyr and Alliathiune stared at Kevin in mute appeal. The Unicorn shook his horn. “Indeed it is.”
 
   He said, grimly, “Then it is to the source you must go. To Elliadora’s Well.”
 
   His companions looked stunned. To Kevin the conclusion was clear, but they clearly struggled to comprehend it. Faintly, Zephyr said, “Will you sing over these trees, good Dryad?”
 
   Alliathiune shook herself from head to toe. “I should, good Unicorn,” she muttered. It took her several moments to gather her thoughts before she launched into wild, fey song. Her range was astounding, soaring to reaches Kevin would have thought impossible for a Human throat to produce–he should stop thinking of a Dryad as Human, he told himself–and he understood not a word. He had never before heard a language which included clicks and birdcalls.
 
   “What’s she singing, Zephyr?” he asked.
 
   The Unicorn cocked his head, and after a moment, translated:
 
   “Arise, all green and growing things, sons and daughters of the living Forest;
 
   Arise, all gelid and sapid things, incline root and branch and leaf to my call,
 
   And be restored, wholly restored, to the way you were first planted,
 
   At the time of Elliadora’s Creation, as tiny saplings, pushing through the loam,
 
   When all was whole and perfect.”
 
   The trees above and the bushes about them began to sway in concert with the tempestuous tempo of her song. Kevin imagined their deep-rooted feet tapping along in time; a strange thrill crawled up his neck and his blood pulsed along with the lilting tune. His mouth hung open as the Dryad began to dance as she sang, leaping and spinning with extraordinary, lithe fluidity. He could almost feel the magic emanating from her whirling dance, soaking into the foliage around them, healing and restoring the damage. Extraordinary, he thought. How could he explain this?
 
   When she was done, no sign of the Blight remained in the immediate vicinity. Alliathiune dropped to her knees, panting. The boughs bowed to her once, and fell still.
 
   Zephyr bowed to her, too. “And this, good outlander, is the work of Dryads.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7: Into Mistral Bog
 
   Elliadora’s Well was the heart of the Forests. Legends bespoke its creation in a transcendent working of magic by the legendary Dryad Queen Elliadora, Firstborn of the Magi, when first she scattered the seeds of the Forests upon the Seventy-Seven Hills. The Forest grew into a living organism, the wellspring of magic in Feynard, and beneath its boughs myriad creatures and races came to make their homes. Seven major rivers flowed from the central well to water the great Forests. Kevin suspected that Elliadora’s Well was actually a mountain, but as no Unicorn or Dryad or foreigner had been there in living memory, they mined the legends for truth. Nevertheless, if there were any mischief to be worked, then the Sacred Well was vulnerable.
 
   His suggestion caused a fantastic rumpus amongst the Unicorns.
 
   There was another delightful experience of the Ardüinthäl, as the Councillors debated the dubious merits of his idea. Some believed the Blight was a judgement for failing to carry out the commands of the First Magus, others that it was the curse of Ozark ‘the Dark’, an old enemy who had sworn on numberless occasions to destroy the Forest.
 
   Kevin secretly sniggered. Ozark the Dark? What a stupid, unimaginative name for a wizard! But he evidently frightened the wits out of these simple creatures.
 
   The Unicorns unanimously agreed that the Sacred Well could in no way suffer harm from the Blight. But there were no better suggestions. In the end, to keep the peace, Mylliandawn ordered that an expedition be mounted to the Well to discover the truth of the outlander’s monstrous and offensive suggestion–if only to reassure the Unicorns that the Well was indeed secure.
 
   Kevin was ‘invited’ to accompany them.
 
   With one morning wasted in fruitless argument–a long and bitter argument, which ended with Alliathiune in tears and Zephyr in a towering rage–it was decided that the outlander would indeed accompany the mission to Elliadora’s Well. All his protestations came to nothing. Kevin was convinced that the Unicorn was too pig-headed to see his point of view, anyhow. Did they intend to carry him all the way? With his allergies and susceptibility to illness, it was suicide to even contemplate such a journey! His stubbornness prodded Zephyr into such a rage that he had threatened to have Kevin tied up and dragged backwards through briars to the Well, and declared how bitterly he regretted bringing the outlander to Feynard in the first place.
 
   This accusation came as no surprise, but it hurt nevertheless.
 
   Two further days passed in preparation for the journey. Zinfandir the healer visited Kevin twice, once to remove the splint on his arm, which was healing up with unbelievable haste, and a second to bring a pair of crutches the outlander could use for moving about. Well acquainted with his limitations, Kevin accepted these with a wry smile of resignation. Was this how Zephyr expected him to cover the lighttimes of travel to the Well? He would suffer and die in stoic silence if that was his fate.
 
   He dreamed again of being beaten by Father.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The morning of their departure dawned bright and cool, slightly misty in the dells and hollows but promising a fine day ahead. Quickly they gathered in Zephyr’s hallway–a dozen X’gäthi, the Unicorn, Alliathiune, Kevin, and a message hawk called Strike. Kevin and the X’gäthi were cloaked and outfitted against the weather, which was expected to turn cold over the next couple of lighttimes, and he was the only one without a backpack or weapon. Once more, the litter awaited him.
 
   “I need no cloak,” said Alliathiune, frowning at his scrutiny.
 
   “I–I meant nothing,” stammered Kevin, turning the same colour as his hair. “It’s a damp morning out there, by all accounts.”
 
   “You won’t melt!”
 
   “Your effects, good outlander,” said the Unicorn, “will be carried by this X’gäthi warrior. I speak of course of these keys, your magical sack, and your great tome of wizardry.”
 
   Kevin took the proffered keys, and stuck them in his pocket. The sack he left with the warrior–being too afraid to touch it! He said, “I’ll only slow you down.”
 
   “We’ve provided a litter for your use.”
 
   Alliathiune sniggered, “No whinging, good Kevin? No allergies flaring up this morning? No beetles to alarm you?”
 
   “I feel bad about being carried,” he said, in a low voice. “What if this mission turns out to be time-critical? I’d hate to keep you from solving the problem of the Blight in time for–”
 
   “You’d hate anything that took you away from a warm, comfortable bed.”
 
   “I hate what will kill me.”
 
   “How dare you speak of our Mother Forest that way?” Alliathiune exploded. “Blind, stupid, ignorant outlander! We Dryads have a proverb: ‘He who would not see, will not see; he who would not hear, will not hear; he who would not believe, is a fool.’”
 
   So she thought him a fool? Kevin dropped his gaze. Hysterical Dryad–what had he said to offend her this time? Why did she take everything about her precious forest so personally?
 
   Zephyr said crisply, “In time, even the blind will come to see, good Dryad. Now, are we ready? All present and accounted for?”
 
   “I’ll slow you down, Zephyr. I know I will.”
 
   “Nothing slows the X’gäthi,” replied the Unicorn, with mockery so gentle that it caused Kevin to smile in response. “Now, let us consider the map. See how the Barlindran River describes a great arc to the north and east as it approaches the Sacred Well? Our intelligence shows that this area here, between the river and Mistral Bog, is difficult country and much infested with brambles and grimfly. Therefore I propose that we travel east and slightly south first, to circle beneath Mistral Bog as it were, before turning north to skirt Faun territory. Later, if we are able to force passage across Küshar Ravine, we will find easier headway and rejoin the Barlindran here, about three lighttimes short of Elliadora’s Well. From there is truly entering the unknown–but if we follow the river, it should lead us directly to the Well. If we encounter any trouble or delay en route, we can always sit tight and send Strike for help. He’ll also scout for us.”
 
   He saw now that Zephyr bore a shoulder harness where the small hawk could rest, and further, several packs upon his back.
 
   “Supplies,” he said, following Kevin’s thoughts. “Small tasks such as packing and unpacking, I can accomplish with my magic.” Something unseen plucked Kevin’s cloak. “Telekinesis is mighty handy when you have four hooves and no hands! Now, to the enchanted forests we go!”
 
   Why did the Unicorn sound so cheerful about leaving his home for the dangers of the Old Forest?
 
   He wondered if one could die in a dream.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Travelling had a rhythm and a pulse to it, Kevin discovered. They would rise early to break their fast upon nuts, waycrust, and fruit, always shared with the blessing Zephyr had taught him, and then swiftly strike out into the ubiquitous morning mists. Even on the pea-soupiest mornings the X’gäthi–and both Alliathiune and Zephyr–knew exactly which direction to take, and they threaded their way for the moment between stands of thin redberry trees, or dark lowanstock and soaring, hundred-foot-tall gloamingbark trees. He wondered why the Unicorns had not seen fit to mount a larger expedition, but to behold the X’gäthi in action was a frightening thing. On the second afternoon they were surprised by a rabid wolf, which was decapitated a split second after Kevin began to register that they might even be in danger. The X’gäthi cleaned his blade on the scraggly pelt and essayed a fierce, proud grin at the outlander. He gave a sharp bark and several grunts and snarls, which Zephyr translated as, ‘Relax and enjoy the walk, outlander. You are safe with the X’gäthi.’
 
   The Unicorn was unfailingly kindly to him, and told him stories from his youth to while away the time. For his part, Kevin feared what was happening to him. Feynard could not be good. Feynard was hope, and he did not know how to hope.
 
   The numbness of his extremities gave way to a persistent tingling in his nerve endings, which at times gravitated to painful discomfort. Come evening Zephyr would administer Aïssändraught, the Unicorn cure-all, to dull the pangs and enable him to sleep. But contrary to both their expectations, his affliction did not respond to treatment; rather, it became more irritating and lasted for longer and longer periods of time. His nose began to itch unbearably, too. Zephyr provided him with an apparently endless supply of woollen handkerchiefs, which he cleaned with his horn-magic. On the afternoon of their second day–lighttime, he reminded himself–out of Thaharria-brin-Tomal Kevin came down with a fever, which laid him low for two lighttimes.
 
   “Genuinely ill, for a change,” he heard Alliathiune say to Zephyr at one point, though, and felt wronged. How could he help what was foreordained in his genes? The downward spiral had begun.
 
   Not that he missed his pills. But they had kept him alive.
 
   One evening he watched the Dryad mending an Eagle’s damaged wing. The hook-beaked bird stood taller than her, but it bowed as meekly as a lamb to her ministrations! How did she do that? Small animals and large flocked to her like bees to flowers, sometimes just to touch her with their noses, or to alight on her head, or to have an ailment seen to. As she walked along, she would often sing a little song or touch a tree or a bush at the trailside. Zephyr snidely suggested she was ‘cheering up’ the plants. Kevin shook his head in disbelief. Fiddlesticks! The rational part of him wanted to dismiss it as mummery and superstition. But she definitely had the animals in some inexplicable thrall.
 
   From mid-morning of the third lighttime, the trail descended toward the lowlands of Mistral Bog. The vegetation became denser, thicker with fruits and berries, and the undergrowth beneath the tall broad leaved trees more tangled and thorny, so that even the X’gäthi were forced to seek out and animal trails and slash the undergrowth with their blades to force passage for Kevin’s litter.
 
   The fever’s aftermath made him feel light-headed and enervated. Kevin spent a goodly while examining the keys he had discovered before being munched by that lurking monster. It was the oddest collection–large and small, gold, alloy and iron, one was curved like a banana, another was the width of his hand and detailed with the most fantastic curlicues and engravings. They were strung on a strong key ring of a metal unfamiliar to him, thickly imbued with multifaceted gemstones of sapphire blue, which disguised a clever latch system that allowed the ring to be hinged open or shut as desired. Altogether a most peculiar and valuable assortment! He stuffed them back into his pocket.
 
   Zephyr matched pace with the litter with some showy footwork that would not have been out of place in a circus. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Passable. I’m in the way, aren’t I?”
 
   “Another lighttime or so,” said he, rolling his eyes at Kevin’s complaint, “and we should be able to remove that splint.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of broken bones mending so swiftly!”
 
   “Zinfandir did excellent work. You were very ill–near death from poison and exposure. But his magic and the Aïssändraught have combined to restore you to your present state. Your haleness is most pleasing. Soon you’ll be walking.”
 
   Kevin’s sigh was laden with the all burdens of his three decades. “Zephyr, I can count on the fingers of one hand the number of occasions that I’ve been able to cover more than fifty steps in one attempt! I’m a weak and sickly individual.”
 
   “I pray that your scepticism will prove baseless,” Zephyr replied. “Now, that is not what I wish to speak to you about, good Kevin, and be thankful our sweet Dryad has not been invited to comment. You know how she feels about your allergies.”
 
   “Heavens, yes.” Kevin twisted on his seat to scowl at the Dryad, who marched ahead of the party with an ever-springy stride. “She’s just fortunate in her bursting good health and doesn’t understand for a minute what I’ve been through in my life. I swear, if my allergies don’t kill me, she certainly will, with that adder’s tongue of hers.”
 
   “Fell out of bed before dawn, good Kevin? You’re in a fine mood!”
 
   “I am riding to my doom!”
 
   But Zephyr laughed openly at him. “He who would not see, will not see. Now attend my words, noble Kevin. Strike has been scouting. He warns of several large packs of Black Wolves roaming to the south and east. This is a grave portent. When Ozark the Dark shadowed the Hills, the last Black Wolves were seen in this region of the Forest. They’re unusually large and fierce, distinguished from Grey Wolves by their size, their dark pelts, and a fondness for the flesh of intelligent or magical creatures–particularly Unicorns. Our enmity runs deep since olden times.”
 
   Kevin shivered. “Are we in danger?”
 
   “Not yet. The X’gäthi will shelter and protect us. But we’ll push further north, making directly for Mistral Bog, in order to avoid them.”
 
   “That sounds sensible.”
 
   “Indeed. But if you’ve any magic, good outlander, it would be best a strong wind sped your preparations.”
 
   “I have no magic.”
 
   Zephyr nodded. “So you say. I must make preparations of my own.”
 
   Kevin sat still for some minutes, bobbing along with the motion of the X’gäthi, who had perceptibly picked up the pace. What help could he offer the proud Unicorn? It was frustrating in one sense, but comforting in another. There would be no undue expectations of him, no dangerous reliance on one of such little worth. He would inevitably fail, anyhow, just as they had failed to bring that warrior to Feynard.
 
   He had just been acclimatising to Thaharria-brin-Tomal when that beastly Unicorn had forced him into this trip! Fancy taking his suggestion to investigate Elliadora’s Well at face value? Comfortable bedrooms, lectures, and running water he could handle. The great outdoors was an entirely different kettle of fish. Perhaps he should make an effort to read that alleged ‘tome of wizardry’–it was the least he could do in response to Zephyr’s request, and he was missing his daily reading. He looked across to Alliathiune, whose petite legs were fairly jogging along to match the X’gäthi strides. But her face was composed, not straining.
 
   The party made good progress all that afternoon, and by evening had broken out of the dense brush to find themselves upon a grassy lowland several miles shy of Mistral Bog. Here Zephyr deemed it safe to make camp. He chose a spot backing up against a stand of tall, straight trees, and the X’gäthi swiftly set about preparing a cold meal–no fire due to the danger–and setting up a defensive perimeter. Kevin, whose nose had been buried in his book all day, made a few vague sounds of annoyance as the light began to fade. Zephyr, smiling, ignited a tiny ball of light with the point of his horn, which hovered just over the yellowed pages to provide illumination. Even this small demonstration of magic made the outlander very uncomfortable, but before ten minutes had passed he was already speculating as to the globe’s probable source of power and prodding it with his forefinger.
 
   Alliathiune disappeared somewhere just after dinner. She seemed withdrawn and troubled. Hardly a word had she spoken, though the Unicorn tried on several occasions to bring her some cheer. Kevin was now convinced he understood women not one whit, and Dryads even less–she had been alternately friendly and terrifying before, but now that had all changed. Not a week before, could he have imagined travelling in a new world, beneath a stand of alibutha trees, with their stinking crop of large, papaya-like fruit that only the X’gäthi enjoyed, wrapped up in a blanket reading a volume on wizardry? With a Unicorn, a Dryad, and a dozen trained killers for company? He chuckled softly, making Zephyr’s ears prick at the sound. How strange life was–if this was life.
 
   “Aren’t you going to sleep, good Kevin?” Zephyr asked.
 
   “I’ll just finish this page.”
 
   Sometime towards morning, when the light of false dawn was brightening the clear sky, Kevin awoke with his nose pressed awkwardly against the spine of his book. There was a small puddle of drool under the corner of his mouth. He had dreamed of Father. He dreamed of the heavy leather belt slashing across his shoulders and back–but when his eyes cracked open to see Zephyr standing over him, the sickness in his stomach subsided.
 
   “Softly,” whispered the Unicorn. “Gather your belongings, as quietly as you can.”
 
   Kevin scrambled to his knees, flipped the volume closed, and gathered up his blanket. A pair of dark hands materialised next to him to hastily pop them into a backpack. His heart thrashed about madly. Blast this splinted leg. Double-blast his ineffectual efforts due to panic. Two X’gäthi warriors raised him bodily to his feet. Somewhere in the darkness, there was a low growl, and an answering hiss of steel shearing the chill air. Then the night exploded.
 
   Padded feet rushed out of the bushes and amongst the short grassy hillocks. There was a snapping and crackling of stakes and spears, ropes and arrows, as dozens of traps set by the X’gäthi were sprung, followed by the yelping and howling of wounded animals. Yellow eyes gleamed out there, dozens of slit yellow eyes. Kevin began to make out lean shapes slinking low to the ground, blending with the shadows, and X’gäthi weaving graceful dances of death amongst them. Then his helpers jammed their shoulders into his armpits, locked their arms around his torso, and dragged him off backward at a dead run. Lead the retreat, Jenkins!
 
   He saw wolves falling upon the X’gäthi, the chorus of their snarling rising like a baying tribute to the unknown gods of the sky, and the silvery dust of Zephyr’s magic settled across the battlefield like the blazing of faraway stars, cold and beautiful and untouchable, for it flared as fire wherever it touched the Black Wolves. The warriors whirled and leaped, their flashing swords wreaking terrible devastation amongst the wolves; Kevin saw atop a small mound Alliathiune had taken her stance, facing this fracas with a stony frown of concentration masking her features.
 
   Leaping lizards, so much blood and gore!
 
   The wolves were everywhere, nipping and tearing, teeth snapping like steel traps in the air where the peerless X’gäthi had been just an instant before, in sheer numbers and mindless ferocity beginning to press the warriors back. Kevin saw one of the protectors fall, swamped by six or seven great, hairy bodies, ripped apart before he hit the ground. Then Alliathiune gave a piercing whistle, audible even above the din of the battlefield, and as the X’gäthi broke and fled, she plunged her hands down into the soil to the elbows. There came a deafening clap as though of thunder groaning within the earth, anxious to be released, and the ground shook. The wolves howled and spun about in confusion. Kevin stumbled, but his bearers simply swung him up and kept running. When next he risked a glance, it was to see thick vines bursting out of the crumbling dirt, writhing and waving in a carnivorous madness, like a sea of animated ropes tripping and snaring and binding the Black Wolves beneath their sapid coils. Alliathiune picked up her feet and fled as though pursued by the blackest fiends of Hell itself, her long hair whipping out like a sail behind her, in fleetness comparable even to the X’gäthi. His jaw hung open in awe.
 
   They fled parallel to Mistral Bog until the Black Wolves were but a fading nightmare, and the warm sunlight burned away the early mists. Only then did they pause for a hasty repast, eyes flickering nervously all the while, to the trail behind them and any signs of the expected pursuit. They had lost three X’gäthi. Alliathiune’s features were haggard, tired beyond ordinary fatigue, and her pallor so concerned Zephyr that he harangued her into taking a sparing swig of Aïssändraught from his silver flask, whereupon a pinch of colour returned to her cheeks.
 
   She smiled wanly at Kevin. “Learned any wizardry yet?”
 
   “I must be thick or something,” he muttered, crossing his arms defensively. “I’m really not getting very far. It all sounds so natural and straightforward!”
 
   “But it is, good outlander!”
 
   “Says you, a creature of magic.”
 
   Alliathiune considered this with her head askance, then leaned forward and said amiably, “And it scares you silly, good outlander.”
 
   The words hung between them, an orison of truth. Kevin was appalled at how transparent his thoughts and feelings must be to her. He had no reply, no defence, nothing that could shield him against such perception, and what tiny measure of confidence had begun to bud within him, shrivelled. Alliathiune was like the Forest–mysterious, unexplored, and potent–ostensibly vulnerable on the one hand and yet proficient and skilful on the other, and capable of depths of passion and anger he had never plumbed.
 
   His gaze turned from the grey, indistinct depths of Mistral Bog, to the heavily-wooded hills around them. Evergreen tree tops vied with huge sprays of a purple-flowering vine, that in places had entirely overtaken its host hardwood trees and turned it into a towering purple heap. Myriad birds flitted and swooped through the dense undergrowth, and there was a profusion of mammal species he had no names for–mice and weasels and badgers, he surmised, and wildcats and voles and more.
 
   The Forest was alive. And how! He had never been in such a place.
 
   But Kevin’s neck jerked painfully as a faraway, excited yipping and howling came to his ears. Strike hurtled down from above, conveying further intelligence, and after a brief consultation, the Unicorn turned to Kevin and Alliathiune.
 
   “Ill tidings!” he whinnied. “The wolves lie behind us and before, in great numbers. We must strike north for Mistral Bog, or return south and try to lose them in the woodlands.”
 
   “Not south,” grunted one of the X’gäthi, his accent guttural and hard to follow. “We would be cornered there, helpless to the slaughter.”
 
   “The Bog is a death trap.”
 
   “They may lose our scent there; the Black Wolves will not soon follow. We shall not penetrate the depths of the Bog. That would be too dangerous.”
 
   “Is a Dark Wizard abroad, good Zephyr?”
 
   Kevin might as well have slapped both the Unicorn and the Dryad with his question. “Say it not!” they chorused.
 
   The reduced party moved off again, bearing east of north, for the Unicorn still hoped to skirt the fringes of Mistral Bog. But the afternoon grew swiftly clearer and brighter, save for the vapours drifting above the swamp itself, which lay yet several miles ahead and to the side. The gently rolling terrain was carpeted in short, bright green grass, the low hillocks tufted in contrast with spiky brown marsh grass, and in the runnels of streams they began to see taller reeds or the occasional, defiant hardwood tree. Kevin, his litter abandoned in the confusion surrounding that early morning attack, was again hauled along like a sack of grain between two X’gäthi, leaving the remaining seven to surround the party.
 
   He saw now, angling in with frightening rapidity, two–no, five, seven, more–Black Wolves, tall as the Irish wolfhounds Father affected in his lordly living, all whipcord muscle and shaggy black coats as dark as patches of night against the viridian grass. Lithe and sure were their paws upon the trail, their movement having a sinuous quality that ghosted them across the ground with great speed. Zephyr and three of the X’gäthi broke off at once, heading off the Black Wolves, and the grim warriors sprang forward with swords held high. In battle their movements had the graceful fluidity of dancers, beauty and fatality juxtaposed. The Unicorn reared and lashed out with his sharp hooves, cleaving wolves left and right, and his head dipped to spear a wriggling, yelping form upon the point of his horn. And then as suddenly as it had appeared, the attack dissolved and one lone wolf streaked for cover. Zephyr and the X’gäthi came trotting back, warily scanning their surrounds. Kevin tried to ignore the gore matting the Unicorn’s forelegs, as those hooves had undoubtedly splattered wolf brains all over Driadorn.
 
   “That was well done!” Alliathiune said stoutly.
 
   Zephyr tossed his mane proudly. “Praise indeed, good Dryad. Have you seen Strike?”
 
   “Above, there.”
 
   His eyes followed the hawk’s arcing flight for several heartbeats. “Swiftly now, we have little time.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The Black Wolves are on our trail.”
 
   Kevin scowled. “And that was–”
 
   “A paltry few scouting ahead of the main body.”
 
   The X’gäthi helping Kevin broke into a loping run. With his good leg hopping every so often to take the burden off his carriers and the bad one dragging, their progress resembled a crazy three-legged race. “Surely wolves don’t behave like this!” he called to Zephyr.
 
   “These are far from your ordinary wolves!”
 
   Kevin made the mistake of looking back. His hopes had been raised by their progress so far and the relatively easy work their X’gäthi protectors had made of the latest attack–but now his courage scarpered for the hills. “Oh … good Lord no … Zeeeeeeephyyrrrrr!”
 
   Pouring down the gentle slopes and over the mounds and grassy hillocks, streaming out of the woodlands, from south and east and west, came a torrent of wolves so thick and black it resembled a tidal wave of oily night washing across the earth. Shoulder to shoulder they leaped in their hundreds and thousands, mouths agape in fanged smiles of anticipation, and the sound of their feet was like the low tremor of an incipient earthquake. Sighting the travellers, they raised a dreadful yipping and snarling chorus. Their animal hunger was overwhelming. Kevin’s bowels turned to liquid. It was too much! He groaned in shame as his bladder voided itself and a familiar, repugnant warmth spread in his trousers.
 
   For an illusory instant, the sinister wave paused like a breaker upon the brow of the grassland, and then it streamed ahead, gathering momentum. The wolves gave tongue now, scenting their prey on the breeze. The swamp was too far, and the Black Wolves too quick. The outlander’s red mop jerked about frantically, trying to discover some hidden salvation–but there was none, save Mistral Bog. And would it stop the wolves? He feared not.
 
   The Unicorn too glanced back, with grim mien. “Be not dismayed, good outlander!”
 
   “What will you do?”
 
   “We shall see how little wolves love fire!” And he whirled about.
 
   “No!”
 
   The X’gäthi dragged Kevin away as the Unicorn trotted up to stand on a small mound, shining like a pure white star against the gathering night, breathtaking in his grace. The thought of that goodness being ripped apart and consumed by the Black Wolves was unbearable. How could it be? Kevin’s eyes misted over. But suddenly there were two Unicorns on the meadow, one yet standing and the other, insubstantial as a pond’s still reflection, galloping away with his snowy mane streaming back like a flowing mantle from the wind of his passage. The Black Wolves slowed, confused by this apparition that waited there so unafraid, and then fell upon it in a rage scarce credible to the beholder. Lightning crackled crazily across the field. A great clamouring and yammering arose from the massed lupine ranks. Many dashed about like dancing candles, burning bright and hot as the noonday sun, igniting their fellows in their demented throes.
 
   The charge scattered and collapsed as the Black Wolves gave way to their primal fear of fire. Kevin cheered weakly as Zephyr, in full and supple stride, came streaking after them with such speed that the only way he could tell the Unicorn was not floating above the ground, was the spray of turf kicked up by his flashing hooves, and the gap between them and the pursuing hordes widened appreciably meantime.
 
   But before Zephyr overhauled them, the foremost Black Wolves again scented their quarry. A kind of madness came upon them. Snarls of untrammelled bloodlust burst forth. As the great paws flexed for purchase upon the loamy sod, the inexhaustible founts of stamina were stoked for the chase, and the pack sprang forward as one in pursuit of the fleeing travellers. Wild and tawny were their eyes, glinting from sable faces, and powerful their loping strides that devoured the intervening ground with relentless efficiency. Thus was Zephyr’s brief abeyance ended.
 
   Mistral Bog was not far now. There was between solid and infirm ground a clear demarcation, from grass to foul water, as if that separation had been etched in mute warning to the incautious traveller. A desperate hope blossomed in Kevin’s breast. If they could hold out for a few minutes longer, there might be a reprieve. But the hairsbreadth that now separated the foremost wolves from the X’gäthi was insufficient–something had to give. A charcoal-coloured powder billowed suddenly from the Unicorn’s back, of which he caught a peppery tang, and drifted innocently into the faces of the straining Black Wolves. Pandemonium ensued. Kevin’s fleeting look showed him blinded wolves whirling aimlessly in their panic, being bowled over and mauled by their fellows as the leading edge of their mad, headlong rush crumbled into a gigantic pile of snapping, fighting animals. Again, even though their fellows on the wings of the charge continued unimpeded, a vital few seconds were won for the fleeing travellers. But they were even now snapping at the Unicorn’s heels, for he had slowed to release the pepper, and Alliathiune was barely a nose-length in front of him. She was tiring visibly. Her face was contorted in pain.
 
   “Faster!” Zephyr screamed. “Into the water!”
 
   Fangs rent the air near his hamstrings. Kevin could not believe that they did not tear him down, for the foremost wolves were now leaping stride for stride with the straining Unicorn, and must any second now spring at his throat and flanks and–disaster! For the Dryad, stretched to her utmost speed, tripped up on a hidden snag and fell with a cry, yet had sense enough to tuck in her head and roll over and over in a bid to preserve her momentum. The Unicorn skidded to a halt beside her and then lashed out with his hind legs, sending Black Wolves spinning away like so many lifeless rags. A swoop of his horn drove them back. Alliathiune had already scrambled to her feet–but was unable to put any pressure on her twisted ankle. Pain masked her face. She looked this way and that, but rescue had never been further away.
 
   Kevin’s heart sank. Was she about to be torn to pieces? But Zephyr, showing astonishing poise and imagination, snatched a mouthful of the Dryad’s garment between his powerful teeth and swung her up into the air, flicking his head dextrously so that she tumbled against his upper shoulder and became snared in the hawk’s harness, which she instinctively clutched with both small hands and thus employed to haul herself astride his back. Alliathiune clung there with a white-knuckled grip as the Unicorn reared, striking out with his forefeet and loosing a spray of some brief, incandescent fire.
 
   Kevin, gazing back all the while at this daring rescue attempt, was taken completely unawares as the X’gäthi pounded full-bore into Mistral Bog. Freezing, rank black muck sloughed over him, splattering him from head to foot. They sank at once to their knees in the thick ooze. Here the warriors had made a mistake, for the wolves simply leaped in and began wading towards them, rather than turning tail at the treacherous footing as had been expected. Too close to the bank to avoid the full press of bodies, the two X’gäthi holding Kevin simply dropped him and, whipping out their blades, stood guard over his quivering form.
 
   Black Wolves surrounded Zephyr. His coat was streaked with crimson. The Unicorn reared and kicked out again and again, his sharp hooves striking with devastating efficiency. Now too the Dryad gestured, bringing her own magic into play. For a moment she drove the wolves back, but all too quickly the lightning at her fingertips dried up and she slumped in her perch, spent, hanging on only by a supreme act of will. The wolves pressed in, leaping for Zephyr’s throat. His horn dipped, speared, flared, but there were simply too many. He was a white speck adrift in a seething press of bodies. Three X’gäthi cleaved their way through the black creatures in a concerted effort to reach the Unicorn, but even their endeavours were relentlessly reversed by the snarling mob. Too late! Kevin’s eyes closed to the horror.
 
   All through this latter period of the chase, Kevin had been dimly aware that there was something growing warm in his pocket. Now he hissed as it burned his skin. He instinctively reached down, if only to spare his flesh. How useless he had been, he was thinking. What an unnecessary way to die. How his friends and the matchless X’gäthi had fought! He wrenched at his damp trousers pocket. And what had he given in return? A slew of useless suggestions not even borne out in the doing. Just then, the wet cloth gave suddenly under his hand, which slithered at once right to the bottom of his pocket, and by some fluke passed right through the wide key-ring. It came to rest about his emaciated wrist.
 
   A soundless clap of thunder lifted Kevin off his feet and hurled him flat upon his back. Icy blackness closed over his face. Kevin saw stars and swallowed much swamp water, before he felt a resolute hand drag him up by the scruff of his shirt. He was blinded and stunned. What was going on? Strong hands tossed him upon a slight but rock-solid shoulder, but he coughed and vomited so violently that he could care about nothing else in the world but how wretched he felt. He feared his intestines were about to surge out of his mouth, so intense was the heaving.
 
   Some unbearable time later, when he discovered that his entrails had not been turned inside out after all, he began to feel somewhat better. Seeing as he was still alive–to his eternal surprise–he opened his eyes to see what had happened. A pair of slime-encrusted calves greeted him, plunging rhythmically into charcoal-black water at each laborious step. Kevin put his hands on the X’gäthi’s buttocks to prop himself up for a better view.
 
   There was an X’gäthi just behind him. “Lord High Wizard!” he exclaimed at once, bowing so low his sharp nose picked up a smattering of mud.
 
   Kevin froze. “Uh–who, me?”
 
   “High Wizard!” He grinned, displaying a jaw packed with pointed black teeth. Kevin had not noticed that before.
 
   “Wizard?”
 
   “High Wizard kill many Black Wolves!”
 
   “I’m afraid, old chap, that I really don’t understand a word.”
 
   “Ah, the good outlander returns!”
 
   Kevin lifted his eyes to see Zephyr, in as sorry a state as ever he had been, plodding along an arm’s length to his right. Alliathiune was still perched atop his back, fast asleep by all appearances. What the …? Oh … oh, holy maggot infestations! Now he remembered the chase, Zephyr’s courageous stand, and being blasted backward into the mud.
 
   They must be someplace within Mistral Bog. There was nothing but malodorous sludge all around him. His face felt damp. How would the X’gäthi navigate their way through this mess?
 
   “No magic, my grandsire’s cloven hooves!” snorted the Unicorn, drawing his attention again. “Good Kevin, were it not for the fact that you single-handedly blew away several hundred Black Wolves in a wave of blue flame–without so much as singeing my coat or mussing Alliathiune’s hair–I would brand you the very worst sort of fabulist and charlatan!”
 
   “I-I d-did?”
 
   “A mightier act of wizardry I have never–”
 
   “Hold on,” Kevin protested weakly, feeling slightly seasick as he bounced up and down on the X’gäthi’s back. “I don’t do magic, honestly. I don’t even know what happened back there–all I remember is putting my hand in my pocket, then something like a giant hand swatted me backwards and I swallowed half of Mistral Bog–”
 
   “Forsooth. Your wizardry bespeaks mastery of the highest order.”
 
   “Mighty High Wizard!” agreed his X’gäthi bearer.
 
   Kevin groaned. “For goodness sake, Zephyr, I’m no wizard.”
 
   “Your dissembling is contemptible!” Zephyr’s lip curled. “Fie, what manner of craven heart skulks beneath that frail ribcage I cannot conceive, but the evidence of my senses is clear and incontrovertible.”
 
   “That’s so unfair.”
 
   “We shall speak anon,” the Unicorn said, with such menace in his tone that Kevin’s jaw sagged open.
 
   “Mighty High Wizard,” whispered an X’gäthi.
 
   “You stay out of it,” he muttered crossly, closing his eyes in despair. Heavens, what trouble had he created for himself this time?
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Toward evening, which in Mistral Bog was signified by the gloom gradually closing in until it became too dark to see one’s hand before one’s face, the Unicorn called a halt to their endless trek through the swamp in a place where a small, reed-tufted knoll rose above the freezing waters like a pustule upon mottled skin. But it was more than welcome. Even the X’gäthi warriors sighed in relief.
 
   No path had they found that did not lead deeper into the treacherous bogs.
 
   They had tried three times to turn back, only to find the Black Wolves patrolling the edge of Mistral Bog.
 
   Shortly, the X’gäthi had conjured a tiny, sheltered fire from equipment in their packs, and the travellers huddled round to partake of its meagre heat. Counting faces, Kevin was reassured to learn that no more warriors had been lost. Thanks to his alleged wizardry, he thought resentfully, touching the lump in his pocket. When would he learn to look before sticking his hand into strange places? What on earth had possessed him? Kevin Albert Jenkins had no magic, and only a sketchy understanding gleaned from that baffling tome. Lord flipping high poxy wizard indeed! In another time and place it might even have been risible.
 
   Nothing terrified him more than the thought that they might rely on him to do it again.
 
   He rubbed his stomach. Having been carried all day slung over an X’gäthi shoulder like a sack of potatoes, he was feeling rather tender. Perhaps tomorrow he might try a few hundred yards under his own steam–anything to avoid further bouncing up and down whilst having mud kicked into his face! A fit of coughing doubled him up. Drat. Now it began. Having swallowed all that swamp water earlier, he was bound to get ill and perish. That would show them!
 
   Zephyr wafted a flask of Aïssändraught over to him, using his magic. “Drink a sip only,” he cautioned. “It’ll help clear your lungs of what you haven’t yet expelled. I’m sure these swamp waters would be unkind to your constitution. Then give Alliathiune a drop.”
 
   “I–er, well, she’s sleeping.”
 
   “Wake her up.” Zephyr’s eyes were unreadable in the dim firelight, but his tone was imperative. Plucking the flask from mid-air, Kevin shifted over to where the Dryad slumbered against the Unicorn’s flank. “Gently, mind.”
 
   “I didn’t know horses slept on the ground,” he said, unstopping the flask.
 
   “You will determine, good outlander, that there is a world of difference between a mere horse, and a Unicorn. Shall I regale you with a few words on the subject?”
 
   ‘Few’ was not in the Unicorn’s vocabulary when it came to speech-making, Kevin had discovered. “Blimey,” he said. “Sorry. Wake up, Alliathiune.”
 
   “Nudge her.”
 
   “With my hand?”
 
   “No, with a ten-foot pole.” But his sarcasm only sounded harsh. Zephyr subsided with a small harrumph, and added, “By the Well Driadorn holds sacred, it has been a tough lighttime for all of us. Minister to our companion, o mighty wizard.”
 
   As nothing stood to be gained by further argument about the matter of his ‘wizardry’, Kevin hesitantly touched Alliathiune’s shoulder. She made a soft noise–not half as daunting when she was asleep, he thought. From this close he observed now that the leafy patterns continued, albeit faintly, beneath the skin of her cheeks and neck and must run also to … goodness! His gaze jumped guiltily. Zephyr’s teeth had rent a sizeable hole in her garment when he had plucked her from amongst the terrible wolves, exposing the soft skin of her right flank. He quickly shrugged off his own cloak and spread it over her shoulders, which action caused her eyes to flutter open in surprise.
 
   “Oh, it’s you, good outlander.”
 
   “Aïssändraught,” said he, offering the flask. “Zephyr’s orders.”
 
   Her tiny hand snaked out from beneath the enveloping cloak and relieved him of the flask. She sipped cautiously, and then snuggled down with a contented sigh. “It’s sweet of you to offer me your cloak.”
 
   “Uh … your clothing … uh, fiddlesticks,” said the new wizard, with great erudition.
 
   “Our downfall was assured, but for your brave actions. I misjudged you.”
 
   Kevin bit his tongue and stared off into the distance. “Why does everyone think I’m brave? And good? I was so terrified I–well.” Soiled his trousers, which thankfully had not mattered since his soaking in Mistral Bog’s rank waters. “I’m afraid, my dear girl, that I have made a terrible mistake in this whole venture. What if Elliadora’s Well is not the right place? I was afraid I had somehow unwittingly brought those Black Wolves upon us.”
 
   “Oh, those poor wolves!” Alliathiune sniffled, wiping her nose.
 
   He nearly had to pick his jaw up from the marshy ground. “What? Poor wolves? Poor, sweet little wolfie nearly tore our collective heads off back there! And killed how many X’gäthi? What’s the matter with you?”
 
   “Dryads hate killing.”
 
   “But you killed them, too–I was watching. Before I drank half of Mistral Bog.”
 
   “I don’t appreciate your judgmental tone, good outlander,” she returned, an edge creeping into her voice. “These primitive backwoods creatures you think we are, are more than capable of holding a nuanced worldview. I see greater imperatives in the world than the law of tooth and claw; that I must do what needs to be done to save our Forest, even though it grieves my soul and the essence of who I am. How does allowing the Black Wolves to sup on our entrails serve the myriad creatures of Driadorn, and the Forest itself? You killed hundreds. How does that sit in your conscience?”
 
   “I feel sick. I suppose I was tired of feeling useless and terrified you, and Zephyr, and the others would die. However, I do take your point.” Kevin stared moodily into the darkness. “I’m exhausted. How will I ever see this journey through to its end?”
 
   “Are you not a wizard?”
 
   “For the ruddy sixteenth time, you are as persistent as these insufferable mosquitoes!” Kevin slapped his neck.
 
   “Grimflies,” Alliathiune corrected. “You resisted Mylliandawn.”
 
   “Unknowingly.”
 
   “And the Black Wolves–”
 
   “An accident, I assure you. Heavens above! I know it sounds improbable, Alliathiune!”
 
   She reached out and prodded his ribs.
 
   Kevin jumped, spluttering, “Don’t. You have to believe me. Earth–my world–doesn’t have any magic. None that I know of, anyway.”
 
   “I believe you,” laughed the Dryad, clearly lying through her strong white teeth. “Tell me of Earth, good Kevin. What’s it like? What manner of people lived in your realm? What did you eat? Tell me everything.”
 
   Kevin began haltingly, but soon found his stride as he discovered in Alliathiune an eager and patient audience–and her attention was subtly flattering. Before long he had progressed from a description of Scotland to the ways and rhythms of life at Pitterdown Manor, and thence to a more personal digression on his impressions of Feynard. For he accepted it now, as far as the boundaries of his convictions would extend, that nothing in his experience so far could convince him that he was yet somewhere on Earth, or dreaming.
 
   But he was not about to open that sack any time soon.
 
   “I miss that life in some ways,” he said, at length. “Who knows where this journey will take us, Alliathiune, or what dangers we may yet face? At Pitterdown Manor there were no expectations of me, save that I should remain alive by taking my medications, and therefore not embarrass the family by an untimely demise. I had my books and the Library, and I always knew what the daily routine held for me. Life was comfortable and predictable. I could have lived another thirty years like that if the medicine allowed. I was perfectly content. Was I?” Kevin paused to consider this fresh perspective. How tiny his world had been! “I’m not sure, Alliathiune. I’m not sure of anything anymore. I just don’t want to shatter your hopes and fail you and your Forest, as I surely will. You picked the wrong person in your dreams, you know. You couldn’t have picked worse.”
 
   Her only reply was a tiny snore. Kevin smiled in bittersweet melancholy. “Bored you to sleep, have I? A most taxing day, I’ll grant. You don’t want to listen to my tedious ramblings anyway, nor hear about the life I’ve led.” He regarded her with boldness unthinkable save for her slumber. “An enchanting Dryad of the Forest of Driadorn. I thought Dryads were supposed to be shy and reticent woodland creatures. Ha! Why slap me? And curse me? And summon me? Sheer desperation, methinks. What would you say, Alliathiune, to years of maltreatment at the hands of an alcoholic father? Or a brother who beat me with a cricket bat to an inch of my life? What if I showed you the scars from when he kicked me into the fireplace? Or the cigarette burns on my thigh? I know you’ve marked my ruined ear–I’ve seen you staring at it. That’s the story of my life. A more pathetic and futile existence I cannot imagine. You have no idea the number of times I wished to die, yet was unable to summon the courage to take my own life. And now there is a cause. A Forest to save; a battle to win. I’m terrified, Alliathiune. I’m no wizard. I’m hardly Human, a nobody, and a coward through and through.”
 
   Boldly, he reached out to tuck the cloak up to her rather definite chin. “Heaven help me, even if I knew what happened today, could I ever find the nerve to do it again? This is one journey we’ll live to regret. I only pray I won’t drag you all down with me.” His limbs were numb from the kneeling. Kevin pushed himself upright with a groan. “Sleep well, little one, and let us hope that tomorrow dawns a brighter day.”
 
   A flick of white ears made his glance fall on Zephyr. But the Unicorn appeared to be asleep.
 
   He should do the same.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8: Unexpected Aid
 
   The following dawn did not so much break as ooze down from leaden skies. A steady drizzle had soaked them during the night, and though the X’gäthi took no notice, Kevin felt he would never be warm again.
 
   Breakfast was a sombre affair, cheered only by a hot X’gäthi brew called skue, a fruit tea. Zephyr, apparently recovered from the travails of the previous lighttime, ministered to their various wounds and bruises with his healing magic and other medications. He removed Kevin’s splint, examined the leg with his horn-magic, and declared himself satisfied and Zinfandir an incomparable genius.
 
   Kevin told Zephyr he was worse than a strutting peacock. The Unicorn immediately puffed out his chest at this ‘great compliment.’ Hopeless!
 
   Alliathiune, enveloped in Kevin’s cloak, meantime made necessary repairs to her apparel with a fine bone needle and thread. He had not marked her as the sewing sort, and spent some minutes studying her frown of concentration and the deft movements of her small fingers. He never knew what to expect from her. At the very least she could remove some of the leaves and bits of twigs from her hair. She was so untidy and lacking the basics of personal hygiene!
 
   Discussion as to how the Black Wolves had discovered their whereabouts proved inconclusive. Zephyr was inclined to ascribe it to chance, while Alliathiune suspected foul play. The party agreed to redouble its vigilance.
 
   The dark warriors had scouted the way ahead during the night, but had found no passage save one that led deeper into Mistral Bog. After some discussion, Zephyr decided that they should rather brave the swamp than risk encountering the Black Wolves again. As he could imagine little worse than a thousand hungry wolves panting on their trail, Kevin breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   Today, for the first time, he was prepared and able to make some headway under his own steam. His leg was weak and stiff, but largely usable, and it surprised him how much stamina he showed during that morning. These developments were greeted on his part with suspicion and mistrust. Again, he began to doubt and debate the reality of this experience. Talking to Unicorns was one thing. Doing the impossible was quite another. And Feynard had served up an ever-growing catalogue of impossibilities.
 
   He could no longer accept that he was dreaming–but neither could he formulate a convincing alternative account of his experiences thus far. Kevin, ever the scientist, began almost unconsciously to turn his attention more and more to his surroundings and became less and less focussed on his own infirmities. There was so much to learn in a new world!
 
   The quagmire grew deeper and more treacherous as the morning wore on. Dry areas were few and far between. For the most part they waded through dank waters between knee and waist deep to Kevin, and sometimes more. The X’gäthi were forced to probe ahead carefully for a path. Strike aided them in this, and thrice warned them before they stumbled into the bubbling pits called glüalla in the Old Tongue, which meant ‘death flower’. One of the X’gäthi explained that the death flower was a carnivorous plant which grew just beneath the surface, releasing bubbles of gas laden with scents designed to attract living creatures to its deadly embrace. Pheromones, Kevin thought, intrigued. Whatever the glüalla were, he was not about to stick his toes into their lair!
 
   Twice they caught sight of marsh deer, a stick-thin species of incongruous appearance, for they skated over the viscous surface on hooves as large and round as dinner plates and fed on the ubiquitous reed-like flora of Mistral Bog. There were many varieties of birds too, insect-eaters feasting upon the plentiful pests and grimflies that plagued the travellers–Zephyr’s tail kept switching about to keep them off his hide, but he refrained from using his magic too much, he claimed, for fear of waking things older and darker than the Forest itself. The X’gäthi hunted the birds with their deadly slings, plucking and cleaning them on the march. Kevin kept his eyes averted from such activities. Scooping out warm entrails with one’s forefinger was far too much for his delicate sensibilities! Slapping mosquitoes was more his forte–or grimflies, or whatever the nasty bloodsuckers were. He was becoming a dab hand with practice.
 
   The outlander quickly became fed up with the endless, brackish pools, surrounded by floating mats of rich organic waste laid down by years of plant growth, which rotted and crumbled away beneath its own weight only to feed further generations. Here and there, in the drier parts, were tall fronded trees like willows, only more spreading in the branches and thicker in the leaf than those he had seen around Pitterdown Manor’s ostentatious pond. The odour of decay was pervasive. Several times vicious-looking amphibious predators stalked their party or ambushed them from the thick vegetation. The X’gäthi despatched them with characteristic competence.
 
   Towards lunchtime, when his belly was gnawing insistently on his backbone, Kevin contrived to prove his stupidity. As he teetered on the brink of an unsteady reed island, seeking sturdier footing while the X’gäthi painstakingly picked out a safe path ahead of them, he espied some twenty or so feet to his left, a curious sight. It was a vibrant green eye, waving atop a long stalk, which was regarding him with unblinking curiosity.
 
   “Well hello, little fellow,” he muttered, “What have we here?” The eye blinked slowly and waved slightly, as though in a breeze. Kevin grinned. “You must be the strangest creature yet in this dismal place. What an extraordinary way to wear an eye! Do you see me?”
 
   The eye waved innocuously back and forth. Before he knew it, Kevin had taken a half-dozen or so steps towards this intriguing sight.
 
   “Take heed!” cried a voice behind him.
 
   Kevin turned crossly. “It’s just an–oops!” His feet skidded on a hard, slick surface concealed just beneath the mud.
 
   Zephyr, reversing his course too hastily, splashed into a deep pool and began to struggle to swim, causing immediate alarm amongst their X’gäthi protectors. One readied a coil of rope to sling over to the Unicorn, while another two raced in Kevin’s direction, but they were mired thigh-deep and hampered by the uncertain footing. The slope suddenly tipped up, dumping the Human on his face.
 
   “For heavens’ sake!” he squeaked, wiping his eyes. His eyes darted around in annoyance, trying to see what was happening. A wail split the air, silencing Mistral Bog’s frogs and birds instantly. “Oh … nooooo!” For he glimpsed now what had eluded him before. He slid on hands and knees into a wide, bowl-shaped depression of perhaps thirty or forty feet in diameter, which had near its centre the tall, waving stalk that had lured him thus far. But the stalk adorned the lip of an enormous, crinkled orifice that had only too clearly gaped open in anticipation of making a meal of one Kevin Jenkins!
 
   The rim of the enormous bowl rippled gently now, speeding his progress towards that gaping maw. Kevin, shrieking in panic, attempted several times to find his feet, but these antics gained him no ground. The underlying surface was as slick as well-oiled metal. One of the X’gäthi threw a rope belatedly in his direction, but he missed his chance to seize it. He was far too panicked, and now his feet tipped over the edge …
 
   The dark warrior leaped after him, careless of his own life, while Zephyr attacked the plant with blasts of powerful but ill-directed magic, even from where he was stuck.
 
   An immense bellow shook Mistral Bog. A massive shadow exploded from amidst a reed-bed not ten feet athwart Zephyr’s right flank and hurled itself headlong over the rim of the carnivorous plant. Kevin squealed in terror as a huge dark shadow forced its way inside. The plant quivered; the Bog fell silent.
 
   Kevin found himself sharing the plant’s stomach with an X’gäthi warrior and a monster.
 
   “You stalked us since yester-lighttime,” growled the dark warrior.
 
   In the green darkness, a pair of eyes gleamed with a radiance of their own. “Peace, good X’gäthi,” rumbled the creature. “Your Dryad speaks to the plant even now.”
 
   Kevin did not feel peaceful. His skin was on fire. And sharing the belly of a carnivorous plant with a creature that sounded like the largest diesel engine he had ever heard was not adding to his comfort.
 
   Without, they dimly heard the Dryad shouting at the plant. Kevin imagined tendrils of her magic stabbing through the mud and water. The walls around them shuddered. Without warning, the monster gathered them into its arms and cradled them close. A low rumbling like a minor earthquake began to build beneath their feet, and suddenly, there was a dull, muffled thud. The orifice gaped open and the three of them shot out in an enormous belch of noxious gas.
 
   They landed with an enormous splash, deluging the Unicorn and the Dryad in viscous grey mud.
 
   “Release your prisoners, Lurk!” Zephyr snapped at once.
 
   As Kevin stepped free of the enormous hands, the great creature bobbed its neckless head and made what could only be a smile. “Well met once more, noble Tomalia. Did I not say, when you returned to Mistral Bog–”
 
   “Snatcher!” Zephyr cried. “Well, good Lurk, I could hardly knock on a doorpost and ask directions in your dismal domain, could I?”
 
   Kevin grinned. “He’s called a Lurk? How … appropriate. A lurking Lurk.”
 
   But before the Lurk could respond, Alliathiune planted herself before him, plastered in mud and slime and rotting bits of reed stalks, and told him exactly what she thought of his placing them all in danger. Kevin shivered and tried to look contrite, while attempting to comb the plant’s gooey digestive juices out of his ears and hair. Zephyr, chortling nearby, was not helping matters. He started to help Kevin with his magic, but somehow only succeeded in transferring a bucketful of slime from Kevin onto Alliathiune’s shoulder.
 
   “You clumsy oaf!” she slapped his withers. “Watch where you’re throwing all that green snot.”
 
   Zephyr let loose a long whinny of helpless laughter. “You look–we all look–utterly ridiculous!” Kevin started to chuckle fitfully too.
 
   Alliathiune flicked her bedraggled hair back from her face. “No thanks to the good outlander! Mistral Bog is not some walk in a pretty Unicorn park.”
 
   “Now, good Dryad, keep your hair on. It turned out alright.”
 
   “Humph! Babysitting is hardly part of the agreement, good Zephyr. People need to pull their weight around here. And by the Hills, will you stop staring at me like that!” She folded her arms self-consciously across her chest. “It gives me the creeps!”
 
   “You’ve a little eel hanging from your … uh, there,” muttered Kevin, pointing. An X’gäthi warrior immediately plucked the creature from her hair and popped it in his mouth with evident relish.
 
   Zephyr broke in, “Noble Lurk, we must thank you for your aid. Your courage is a credit to your kind.”
 
   His shoulders hunched together like two mountain peaks huddling behind his neck. Kevin thought the colossal Lurk was quite the ugliest creature he had ever seen, but was that his fault? And he must be ten feet tall if he was an inch!
 
   “I make humble apologies if the manner of my sudden appearance should have disadvantaged your powers of recollection, nobles all,” rumbled the creature. “I am the Lurk common-named Snatcher. The Peace of the Mothering Forest–”
 
   Alliathiune interrupted, “You found our mighty muddy wizard! Thank you. Sorry, Peace also to you, good Snatcher. It has been too long.”
 
   The Lurk tried a bow, which was rather tricky for a creature with no neck and apparently no waist either. “Indeed, it is I, escorting you through the swamp.” 
 
   “We were doing just fine until someone stuck his nose where it doesn’t belong!”
 
   Towering over the Dryad, the Lurk grinned hideously. “Good Allämiuna, had I not protected you and your companions, you would have perished thrice during this past lighttime, which is barely half-old.”
 
   “Thrice? Surely you jest.”
 
   “Truly, good Dryad, you twice barely escaped the sting of the oldwort creeper, which is deadly to most creatures, and once would have stumbled upon a nest of lesser dark flatworms, had I not first exterminated it. Your X’gäthi are efficient, but not native to Mistral Bog.”
 
   “Once more, good Lurk, we are indebted to you.”
 
   “It is far too trivial a matter for such weighty talk,” he replied. “So, has the good outlander proved useful thus far?”
 
   Kevin scowled. “Useful?” he muttered. It peeved him that this Snatcher seemed to know all about him–he, a creature of Mistral Bog, hardly the cosmopolitan hub of the Seventy-Seven Hills. Ah, it was Snatcher who had rescued him. Zephyr had not told him this!
 
   Zephyr proceeded to fill Snatcher in on what had transpired in Thaharria-brin-Tomal, and the nature of their journey to Elliadora’s Well.
 
   “Useful indeed,” he commented at the end of this. “So then, the Dark One has scented your trail at last. That is not unexpected, given the nature of recent intelligence we have received and the reported activity of his many agents these last lighttimes.” And his great eyes shrewdly appraised them all.
 
   The Unicorn audibly caught his breath at this mention of the Dark One.
 
   “These few,” Alliathiune put in, “are aware of our alliance, good Lurk. If they were not, they are now! You may address them as freely as you are able.”
 
   “Very well. Hearken to my words.” The X’gäthi shuffled closer to the mountainous Lurk, but Kevin noticed that their hands hovered near their weapons. He himself did not dare approach such a huge creature–why, one misstep and he’d be squashed like a bug! That said, Mistral Bog was full of them. He slapped his neck. Especially the sort with bites disproportionate to their size. Drat it all, he had enough trouble with persistent spots without the red lumps of insect bites added to the collection!
 
   “We have recently learned of an apprentice to the Dark One,” began the Lurk, causing Zephyr to exhale a tiny whinny of dread. “In the seasons when last the Dark One strode the Seventy-Seven Hills, good outlander–it is for your benefit that I recount this history–it was as though the pains of childbirth had gripped all of Driadorn. Race rose against race and tribe against tribe. Many and bloody were the battles fought to restore peace beneath these leafy boughs, for the Dark Wizard’s ambitions knew no checks or bounds. He openly declared the objective of subjugating all races to his tyranny, following which he would overmaster the very Forest itself and claim that most ancient and puissant magic for his own. I fail to adequately describe to you, noble creatures, the horror and desperation of those evil lighttimes, the bonds that were sundered between the peoples of Driadorn, how betrayal was heaped upon betrayal, how exploits of the greatest heroism and follies of grandiose desperation were pursued by greedy rulers, the many perfidious plots and acts of the basest treachery, and the apparently unstoppable march of the Dark Wizard’s armies! How nearly he succeeded–for divided, the races fell one by one. Old alliances failed. Friends deserted each other at critical times.”
 
   Zephyr nickered softly, “The scars remain.”
 
   Snatcher nodded gravely. “The sacrifice of that most noble of Unicorns, Whimstar, will always be spoken with honour and respect when those days are remembered. It was she who, when all seemed lost, wrought the trap that brought the Dark One within reach of her horn, for at the arrogant zenith of his power he believed that nothing was impossible, that not even the unique power of a Unicorn’s magic could withstand him. No creature, save a Unicorn, by my reckoning, comprehends what exactly Whimstar did to Ozark the Dark, but somehow in the yielding of her own life she was able to destroy him–and with the destruction of the Dark Wizard, his armies were routed and scattered to all corners of the Forest.”
 
   Kevin nodded. “I had a Unicorn tutor who taught me the rudiments. But you tell it better than he, Snatcher.”
 
   “Excellent!” The Lurk turned now to Alliathiune and Zephyr. “We Lurks sent word to the Dryads of the assembling of an army of Men in the north–bands of strange, armoured Men, bearing weapons and methods of war foreign to the Hills. Our scouts described a metal-armoured beast breathing fire and other wonders their small minds are unable to grasp. Even as we speak, their envoys parley with the Fauns and the detritus of their tunnelling to the Trolls reaches mountainous proportions. Need I remind you of the Trollish lust for killing and their insatiable appetites for power and destruction? Though they command the vast underground realms, to the detriment of the other subterranean races, the Trolls have always yearned to return to the world of light, to the land of the Seven Rivers, to claim what they believe is their birthright.”
 
   “We hadn’t received these ill tidings,” said Alliathiune, in a small voice that clearly communicated her alarm.
 
   “Good Dryad, I had hoped you would receive this intelligence during your sojourn at Thaharria-brin-Tomal. Furthermore, we have learned of an apprentice, a mysterious newcomer to the Forest who does not yet appear to be allied with these armoured Men from the north–but it can only be a matter of time. There are rumours of wizardly doings deep in the Old Forest, nothing more substantial than whisperings and fragments, I fear, but the omens of anyukkê–in your tongue, the ‘movements-of-power’–are dire, for the Forest senses those who perform works of wicked magic within her leafy halls. We holders of the ancient knowledge are gravely troubled. The taint of the Blight now reaches our sluggish waters. Even the Lurks are restless.”
 
   Good this and noble that, Kevin thought, looking between the strange creatures which surrounded him. Was it mere politeness? Or did Alliathiune trust the Lurk as instinctively as he did? There was a quality in his voice and manner, he felt, something truly honourable, not just a mere form of words.
 
   “We had sensed a shadow rising against Driadorn, good Lurk,” Alliathiune whispered after a long silence, “but you have painted a fuller picture. Has our lack of belief in a Dark Apprentice impaired our service to the Forest? Have we failed before it is begun?”
 
   “This sinister Blight is merely a foreshadowing, noble Dryad,” agreed the Lurk. “But while creatures who love the Mother Forest yet live and breathe, there is hope.”
 
   Thigh-deep in viscid swamp water, the Dryad bowed to the Lurk.
 
   Zephyr said, “We would not be mired in the midst of Mistral Bog, good Dryad, were it not for love of the Forest. I do not see many other Dryads similarly engaged in defeating this evil.”
 
   “Perhaps so–but I still feel foolish.”
 
   “As do I. Blind, and foolish. Did I not yester morn argue that the Black Wolves’ attack was random and unpremeditated?”
 
   “If anyone is foolish around here, it is I,” Kevin piped up. “You two at least foresaw Driadorn’s need. I kept trying to fight you off–and today I put all your lives in danger. Snatcher, with every part of me not currently digesting in that plant over there right now, I thank you.”
 
   A second time, a great bellow shook Mistral Bog, causing a flotilla of tall, wading water birds called tothiki herons to launch into ponderous, honking flight. But this bellow was all laughter.
 
   “Good Lurk,” said Alliathiune, when she could hear herself speak again, “does it strike you that a Council of War is called for?”
 
   “Mylliandawn would never countenance a Council of War–with my apologies, noble Lurk–on such flimsy evidence and rumours of armies assembling,” Zephyr argued. “But surely a Council represents the only means of gaining widespread co-operation between the creatures?”
 
   “And the Blight is insufficient reason?”
 
   “Good Dryad, as it stands with my people–”
 
   “They’d surely not accept the word of a Lurk!” she finished for him, muttering several choice imprecations under her breath.
 
   Zephyr bowed his head stiffly. “True. Mylliandawn will require additional proofs if the Unicorns are to be drawn into this matter, for her complacence in matters of the external world is stifling. Until then–”
 
   “If the outlander’s conjecture is correct,” the Lurk interposed, “such proofs shall be discovered at Elliadora’s Well.” There was such an air of piratical cunning in his tone that Kevin looked up, startled. He seemed extremely well-informed! “If at the Well you are able to determine the source of this Blight, that would surely constitute reason sufficient to convene the Council–and what better place to host such a conclave, than at Elliadora’s Well itself?”
 
   “Neutral ground?”
 
   “Indeed, noble Zephyr.”
 
   “Brilliant! Simply brilliant!”
 
   “Moreover,” agreed the Lurk, looking pleased at this praise, “it is central ground to all the concerned races, for both geographical and historical reasons. Who would dare foment trouble at the Sacred Well? How better to stimulate curiosity in those traditionally, shall we say, less inclined to attend the Council? And should good Kevin’s intuition prove accurate–may the Forest our Mother be protected–then these proofs will be self-evident and unanswerable. The Blight must be stopped!”
 
   “Aye, by the Hills!”
 
   As Alliathiune, Zephyr and Snatcher debated the merits of this idea, Kevin was left to contemplate the nasty suspicion that no matter how he tried to deflect the focus from one Kevin Albert Jenkins, it somehow returned to him like a devious itch that refuses to accept that it has been amply scratched. Why had he ever put his hand into that sack? What had possessed him to explore the cellar in the first place? Disaster piled upon disaster. Goodness, life could have been much simpler if only he had ignored that letter! He could have been pining in the Library and rattling with pills. He would not be muddy, wet, and shivering in the middle of some misbegotten swamp talking to a green-haired vixen, a shapeless oaf, and an overgrown horse!
 
   But no sooner had these vexations crossed Kevin’s mind, than he felt wretched and heartless for thinking of his companions in such terms. Zephyr had been unflaggingly kind to him. The Lurk’s ghastly appearance belied a dynamic intelligence, as well as a touching concern for a land in which he dwelt in what must be its worst part. And Alliathiune could be very personable, save when she opened her mouth in anger–or when she was merging herself with a tree! It was all her fault originally, anyway. She had somehow wrenched him through to Feynard via his dreams. She had compelled him to undertake this crazy, dangerous journey. She had slapped him at their very first meeting!
 
   That he could blame someone else made it in some obscure fashion, acceptable, and his despondency lightened.
 
   “It’s decided, then!” Zephyr said brightly.
 
   “What’s decided?”
 
   “We’ll travel on to Elliadora’s Well making all possible speed. Snatcher has offered to guide us to the eastern border of Mistral Bog.”
 
   “Which is not far by the secret paths,” he growled, doing the Lurk equivalent of popping one’s knuckles, which sounded exactly like bones snapping. Zephyr jumped a good two feet backwards before catching himself with an annoyed harrumph. “From there, the terrain rises swiftly towards Yalkê-na-Têk–the–ah …”
 
   “The ‘Troll’s Teeth’ is an appropriate translation, I believe.”
 
   “My pardon, good Zephyr. I bow to your linguistic prowess. Yes, it is broken and difficult terrain through which Küshar Ravine cuts like a jagged wound, but I will set you upon Lyredin’s Way, which leads up to–” and here he made an unintelligible gargle deep in his throat “–also called the Bridge of Storms by the Fauns, which may be the only sure way of crossing Küshar Ravine and gaining the Barlindran River beyond. I would suggest that Elliadora’s Well lies three to four lighttimes journey beyond, but only the foolish and unwise traveller would proceed forgoing due caution in that perilous country. Even the Fauns venture no farther than the Bridge. One wonders if they guard less against eastward passage, than against what dangers might rise from the dark mass of the Old Forest. The Fauns are not easily affrighted, as you know.”
 
   The Unicorn nickered uneasily. “Are there no rumours of the Old Forest that reach your ears, good Lurk?”
 
   “Rumours aplenty! Truth? That is scarce.” He cracked another knuckle, which made Zephyr exclaim crossly. Alliathiune giggled. “Suffice to say,” said he, oblivious to their reactions, “that there are signs of strife and turmoil deep within the Old Forest. Creatures whelped in the stinking depths of Shäyol itself are on the move, rising from their aeons of slumber–and the Fauns cast nervous eyes eastward. Perhaps, at the root of these troubles, we shall find this conniving apprentice. Until then, I humbly suggest that we continue our journey. This part of Mistral Bog is more unfriendly than most, and though I misdoubt not the competence of your tame X’gäthi, nought but ill stands to be gained through delay. I shall return anon.”
 
   And the Lurk vanished with astonishing facility into the surrounding reed-beds, making even the X’gäthi warriors blink and mutter amongst themselves in their guttural tongue. Kevin was glad he was not the only one who considered it worrying how a ten-foot monster could have tracked them undetected through Mistral Bog!
 
   “Thank you for rescuing me, Alliathiune,” Kevin said stiffly, scratching like a mole digging a new burrow. His arms itched ferociously.
 
   The Dryad pinned him with a glare that could have stunned a charging rhinoceros. “Don’t you dare wander off like that again, good outlander. You endangered the lives of your companions through your incaution. And I am not willing to waste my magic saving your worthless hide when there are far more important issues at stake.”
 
   Kevin’s shoulders slumped and his tongue became thick with unvoiced apologies. What could he reply? He was a useless burden to their cause, relying entirely upon his companions. It was a miracle they had trusted him thus far–a confidence in his word and abilities that he neither deserved nor desired. Already they must regret including him in this expedition to Elliadora’s Well. What would they say when he was proved wrong? His mind miserably dredged up all the flimsy assumptions upon which he had built his suppositions regarding the Blight’s probable source, and set about demolishing them one by one.
 
   Sunk in this self-critical inner dialogue, he hardly even noticed Snatcher’s return with his carryall–but he did catch sight of the immense ironbound club the Lurk had hefted over his left shoulder, the shaft of which was as thick as his thigh. It had a knob at the business end which was furnished with a dozen six-inch spikes of bright metal, several of which were encrusted with dried blood and other nasty remnants of whatever creature the Lurk had recently brained. The sight of it turned his stomach. Kevin dolefully dropped to his knees in the mud to expel the remains of his breakfast.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Having spent the remainder of that afternoon trailing after Snatcher, with two X’gäthi on hand to guard against misstep or arrest any incipient desire to wander from the path, Kevin had strength remaining only to wrap himself in his cloak and collapse in the general direction of his bedroll. A thousand fire ants crawled over the exposed skin of his arms, neck and ankles. But he had been too proud–or too stubborn–to request any help. He had inconvenienced them enough for one lighttime. Just leave him to his misery.
 
   It was Zephyr who discovered him lying there, semiconscious, when they passed around a simple dinner of waycrust and fruit. Snatcher had already downed five flatfish that he had foraged for on the way. An offer of several more to Zephyr and Alliathiune–both vegetarians–was refused with shudders, but the X’gäthi bared their sharp-pointed teeth in glee. Snatcher had been instructing several of their number en route and they had developed between them the kind of acceptance and rapport of highly experienced and knowledgeable individuals.
 
   The Unicorn nudged him gently with his muzzle. “Kevin?”
 
   The words came to his ears as from a great distance
 
   “What’s wrong?” growled the Lurk, looking up. His bulk and shape made him look exactly like a huge boulder in the dim twilight. “Is the outlander not eating?”
 
   “Worse, he’s not moving!”
 
   Alliathiune made a clucking noise in the back of her throat. “Again?”
 
   “Perhaps he’s ill,” said Zephyr, touching his horn to Kevin’s head. “Nay–ah, there’s a fever! Good Lurk, know you of some affliction common to Humans in Mistral Bog?”
 
   The sound of his movement was as shadows cast by moonlight, and then the Lurk crouched beside Kevin. An immense paw engulfed his head, but without the faint distaste that had accompanied the Unicorn’s ministrations.
 
   “Hmm … odd.” Snatcher’s luminous eyes lidded over. “His kind are prone to such fevers, yet I sense no sickness–kê! I lie. He suffers an ill reaction to the sap of the glüalla plant.”
 
   Thick digits tugged Kevin’s cloak aside; he saw Zephyr’s eyes bulge.
 
   “By the Hills!”
 
   “Indeed. Why did he not complain before?”
 
   Struck by the same thought, they both glanced at Alliathiune.
 
   “Right, blame me! Who stumbled into the glüalla? Who endangered all our lives this lighttime? Who cannot be trusted, even for an instant, to follow a safe path?”
 
   “Who saved us from the Black Wolves?”
 
   Answering back to her was like blowing pure oxygen on a flame. Alliathiune flared, “That was an accident! He would be the first to admit it. It’s just another pathetic excuse not to aid us against the Blight! Well, I’m not having any of it. He’s got what he deserved, the lying little toad!”
 
   Kevin groaned and tried to roll over, but the Lurk’s palm covered his torso. Something unspeakably vile poured down his throat.
 
   In tones of starchy reproof, Zephyr commented, “You have been riding him roughshod from the first, good Dryad! What have you against him?”
 
   “Ask yourself who had the outlander chained like a beast in his own dwelling, noble Zephyr?”
 
   “That was an order–”
 
   “Orders nothing!” she stormed back at once. “If you hadn’t dragged him along on this journey, he would still have been languishing back in Thaharria-brin-Tomal bleating that he hadn’t moved from the same room in the same house for over twenty years, and couldn’t possibly totter five steps on his scrawny legs when he has patently walked all lighttime! He’s the most unconvincing excuse for an intelligent creature I have ever met, bar none. If he whines about his imaginary allergies one more time I’ll slap his other cheek so hard his teeth will rattle in his head!”
 
   Kevin’s stomach made a sound like a drainpipe emptying, cutting off further argument.
 
   “What are you doing to him?”
 
   The Lurk spread his vast paws. “Administering a restorative dear to my people,” said he, with a peaceable grin. “Indeed, the outlander is already much recovered.”
 
   On the contrary, Kevin felt as though Snatcher had fed him a burning snake. His eyes bulged and hot beads of sweat popped out on his forehead, running in rivulets down his flushed face. His throat convulsed as though seeking to part company with the rest of his neck, and when he spoke his voice was an incredulous rasp.
 
   “What was that stuff?”
 
   “A simple curative, a–”
 
   “For creatures ten times his size, no doubt!” shrilled Zephyr, rushing to Kevin’s side like an anxious parent to a fallen child. “If you have damaged him …”
 
   “Peace, noble Unicorn!”
 
   Kevin gasped, “Only a potion that revolting could cure–the itching is gone!”
 
   “What was it?” Alliathiune and Zephyr chorused.
 
   “A curative derived from the oily liver of the giant spiny toad,” replied Snatcher. “The toad is regarded as a great delicacy by my people, and has many medicinal applications useful to Lurks and other creatures. The liver is rendered in a cauldron over a slow fire for three lighttimes and three darktimes, before being decanted and treated by a secret process to concentrate it tenfold. It is particularly efficacious as an antidote to bites and stings.”
 
   This story, to Kevin’s mind, explained a few things–particularly if it was derived from a toad’s liver! But he could barely even remember now how his arms had been itching. They were still red and puffy, but the urge to strip the skin off with his fingernails was no longer overpowering. He, at least, was grateful.
 
   Zephyr was not. Drawing himself up to his fullest height, he neighed, “And you gave him toad oil undiluted?”
 
   “You’d rather he died?”
 
   Kevin wiped his mouth. “Excuse me, but–”
 
   “Shush, Kevin! Good Snatcher, I would rather you consulted me before applying such drastic remedies to a mere Human. They are notoriously frail creatures!”
 
   Something indefinably sad flickered across the Lurk’s eyes. “As you command, noble one-horn. I shall obey.”
 
   And a strained silence descended upon their gathering.
 
   Kevin broke it by vomiting so violently that an X’gäthi three feet away had to dodge.
 
   “Oh, perfect,” sniffed the Unicorn. “I despise swamps, and you just added to this one.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9: Lyredin’s Way
 
   Snatcher, moving with uncanny precision and subtlety on his great splayed pads across the ever-treacherous muck of Mistral Bog, had by late afternoon three lighttimes later brought the travellers safely to the eastern border of his homeland. Safely, that is, save for poor Kevin, who once again had the misfortune to tangle with the local wildlife, this time in the form of a seven-foot eel that mistook his booted foot for dinner and tried to make off with it. But he was rescued once more by the brave X’gäthi, who leapt in with flashing blades to decapitate the eel. It was shared between the nine remaining warriors and the delighted Lurk, who slid a five-foot portion the thickness of Kevin’s thigh down his throat with evident delight, and then proceeded to suck the eyeballs out of the head and consume those too–at which point Kevin stopped watching for fear he would throw up again.
 
   The other thing that turned his stomach was the anaconda the Dryad had just let go. How did she do it? One moment a Lurk and three X’gäthi were leaping in with weapons whirring through the air, when tiny Alliathiune stopped them all with a shout and then cradled–yes, cradled–a monster anaconda’s blunt head in her hands and started talking to it! Even Snatcher appeared perplexed by this development. When the snake moseyed off, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief, Alliathiune said, “She had a medical problem. She’s off to lay her eggs now. Wasn’t she a beauty?”
 
   “Beauty that’ll eat you for breakfast is the less to be admired,” said Zephyr.
 
   “A small specimen,” added the Lurk. “You should see the greater anacondas in the Deep Bogs. Those would eat a Lurk for breakfast.”
 
   A Lurk! Kevin willed his eyeballs to stay in their sockets.
 
   But then his foot caught on a hard patch of ground, and he would have fallen flat on his face but for the swift reactions of the X’gäthi nearest him. They had reached the edge of Mistral Bog.
 
   “Well done, all!” cried Zephyr, pawing the solid ground with instinctive relief. “We have successfully navigated Mistral Bog and completed a goodly portion of our journey to Elliadora’s Well.”
 
   “Is Thaharria-brin-Tomal quite near the edge of the Forest, then? I’ve been bitten to smithereens by those pesky–buzz off!”
 
   “Those are called nisk flies, good Kevin.”
 
   “Blasted irritating blood-sucking swarming pestiferous whining sleep deprivers!” he muttered, causing Alliathiune and Zephyr to exchange grins. “I didn’t get a wink of sleep, what with all those frogs croaking nineteen to the dozen–”
 
   “What is a ‘frog’?” asked Snatcher.
 
   “Never mind.” Kevin whined, “Honestly, having to sleep upon a spiky reed-bed has left holes the size of walnuts in my back! How anyone ever lives in a swamp is beyond me. I was freezing cold and shivering all night–uh, darktime, as you Forest creatures would have it. Is anyone listening to me?”
 
   “Snatcher thinks swamps are delightful,” Alliathiune needled him, drawing a low thunder of approval from the Lurk.
 
   “My good Human,” said Zephyr, struggling to control his laughter, “to reach the outermost settlements of Driadorn is easily six times the distance we are travelling, and from there a further moon’s travel before one reaches the first Human lands. Thaharria-brin-Tomal is considered part of the Old Forest.”
 
   Kevin gasped. Good grief, he had completely misunderstood the maps his tutor had shown him. The Forest must be continent-sized!
 
   “So what’s this part called?” he asked. “The really, really Old Forest?”
 
   “This is Faun country,” Zephyr informed him, ignoring his joke.
 
   As they climbed steadily up and away from the swamp, Kevin could look back upon the swirling mists of Mistral Bog, and wonder that he had passed largely unscathed through such a forbidding territory. He was covered in muck from head to toe! Eastward lay a line of hills, rising steeply from this initial elevation toward a jumbled and broken crest, where the land had been formed in aeons past by a colossal case of geological hiccups. Amongst the jumbled boulders and jagged ravines even the trees were twisted and stunted, as though the thin earth were insufficient to support greater growth and the weather too inclement to allow any green thing to grow strong and tall. The grass, which Zephyr had paused to investigate, sheltered in tan tufts between the boulders and stones. The trail ahead was a grim and forbidding prospect.
 
   But beyond that–well, if Elliadora’s Well were a mountain he should have been able to see it, save for a canopy of cloud covering that part of the Forest.
 
   “Zephyr–you’re clean again!” he blurted out. The Unicorn was a pristine vision against the dark boulders. “How do you do that?”
 
   “Pah, this fodder is disgusting!” said he, curling his lips apart over a mouthful of anaemic grass. “Barely fit for equine consumption! Good Kevin, cleanliness is a matter of personal taste and some small magic innate to Unicorns. Useful, don’t you think?”
 
   “Er–yes. Could you …?”
 
   “Hrr-ibrrali! I’ve never tried,” he admitted. “I thought you Humans preferred to wash in streams. You are a touch pungent.”
 
   “He doesn’t have your sense of smell,” Alliathiune chipped in. “I imagine bathing in freezing mountain streams isn’t entirely to your taste, good Kevin?”
 
   “Goodness no! Don’t you feel the cold, Alliathiune?”
 
   “Me? Not like you, evidently.” She compared her thin dress and bare legs to Kevin’s fair swaddling of warm clothing, cold-chapped lips, and streaming nose, with an unfavourable gleam in her eye. “You poor thing. You really suffer, don’t you? Your lips are turning blue.”
 
   “It’s because I am unwell.”
 
   “It’s not just for decoration?”
 
   Kevin flushed at her tone. “You can talk!” he muttered.
 
   “What’s wrong with … oh, you mean these!” said the Dryad, making the patterns on her arms undulate as though caught in an invisible breeze. Kevin blanched. “You don’t like my magic very much, do you, good outlander?”
 
   “Well, I–”
 
   She said waspishly, “You don’t like what you don’t understand. I wish you’d get over it, because while teasing you provides a degree of entertainment, you might react inappropriately at a crucial moment. By the Hills, you’re turning the same colour as your hair! How queer–red face, red hair, and blue lips. I couldn’t paint it more vividly in oils!”
 
   He cringed. This jesting was abuse of a different kind, comparable to what Father had dished out over the years. It cut him to the quick, and he half-turned from her accusing presence. Nothing in the world could have convinced him to stand up for himself at that moment. The lessons of acquiescence and silence had been thoroughly instilled, accompanied by the cruellest beatings that belts, fists, feet, cricket bats and the dreaded mahogany cane could apply to human flesh and spirit. There must be a reason people vented their indignation upon him, Kevin thought dully. He must deserve it somehow. He was a feeble and craven sort, a bad person, irredeemable. He was a millstone hanging from Father’s neck.
 
   From the corner of his eye, he saw Alliathiune start to reach out, but then she snatched her hand back as though she would rather pet a fire, and marched off a short ways. She made an angry gesture and beat her fist on her thigh. It struck Kevin that she must regret her words. He stared after her, running this unprecedented idea through his head. Ugly words, but soon spent and even more quickly regretted.
 
   “Come,” said Snatcher, his huge paw suddenly covering Kevin’s shoulders, “Lyredin’s Way is hard upon us, but a short turn to the north. Good outlander, here is a place to bathe and gather your strength for the trials ahead. Hot springs–such luxury as is unheard of in all of Mistral Bog. Even I shall give the good Unicorn’s nostrils their peace.”
 
   Zephyr said, “Hot springs? There are none known in these parts.”
 
   “Few know this secret, good Unicorn, and I would ask that it remains so–or the Fauns would despoil them for the simple pleasure of ruinous work.”
 
   “Very well, resourceful Lurk. Lead on.”
 
   Snatcher said, “Come, my lord, your steaming bathtub awaits. It is bathtubs that Humans use, isn’t it? I have read about them.”
 
   A slow, silly grin spread across Kevin’s face. Nothing in the world had ever sounded so good! “You’re having me on, Snatcher!”
 
   “More to your left, good Kevin, the going is easier.” Snatcher steered him by a gentle but irresistible pressure on his shoulder. “On my dubious and widely maligned honour as a Lurk, I swear this is the whole truth. Nought more than a gentle stroll shall lead us hence, whereupon you may bathe your weary feet in fragrant, steaming pools, and cleanse your lamentably soft hide in the finest–admittedly slightly sulphurous–water this side of the Well itself.”
 
   And he chattered on, as naturally as if strolling along the rough shores of Mistral Bog was something gigantic Lurks did with Humans every day. Kevin glanced back to see Zephyr following with a wistful air. Quietly, he recalled what the Unicorn had begun to hint at around a campfire two evenings before: his outcast status amongst the Unicorns, the grief he still felt at his parents’ loss, the loneliness he welcomed when his long journeys removed him for moons at a time from the scorn of his fellow Unicorns–how Zephyr must long for simple friendship and fellowship.
 
   Kevin knew that emptiness only too well.
 
   Snatcher led them by a faint track northwards, sticking near the murky expanse of Mistral Bog where the ground was less broken. At length they entered a patch of jumbled boulders, and by a cunning route, picked their way to the entrance of a cave superbly hidden beneath the skirts of a round rock thrice the height of the Lurk. Here they paused for Zephyr to ignite several special wands of wood called ‘illumithär’ in the Unicorn tongue, which glowed steadily in the hand without burning or smoke. Kevin accepted his wand a trifle glumly, wondering why the Unicorn once again eschewed his magic. Fear of the Fauns, this time? What use was magic if it could not be used?
 
   “Now,” he heard Zephyr mutter to Alliathiune, “remember your decency, good Dryad! Humans are shy and private creatures by nature, not given to communal bathing as is commonplace amongst other creatures–especially your kin.”
 
   “They have a nudity taboo?”
 
   “I haven’t asked specifically,” the Unicorn said sententiously, “but I shouldn’t be surprised. Recall how he offered you his cloak whilst you repaired your apparel after the attack of the Black Wolves?”
 
   “A civilised gesture, indeed.”
 
   “It was intended to preserve your modesty.”
 
   “I assure you there is modesty amongst Dryads, noble Zephyr!”
 
   “What, a loincloth to cover the essentials?”
 
   “Ha, says he who wears no clothing whatsoever!”
 
   “What a preposterous notion. A covering for Unicorns? Please, only for ceremonial occasions, for such would conceal our inherent magnificence.”
 
   “What’s preposterous is your ego! Anyhow, I’ll grant the outlander has redeeming qualities. It’s a shame he won’t admit his wizardly powers and use them directly to aid our cause. Has he some private agenda?”
 
   “This I too have marked, noble Dryad. It challenges our earlier assessment, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “Elliadora’s Well will furnish a modicum of proof, if my vision is true.”
 
   “May our Mother Forest be healed.”
 
   Kevin’s ears burned. They thought their whispered conversation was private, but the narrow entrance to the caves transmitted their words clearly.
 
   He found the air within warm and humid, with a strong but not unpleasant mineral tang. Snatcher pushed ahead, his tough skin scraping both sides of the narrow entrance, for which Kevin was grateful. Any creature hiding within would first encounter the Lurk!
 
   “As for a private agenda,” he heard Zephyr muse, “I doubt it. His actions do not appear premeditated. He lacks not the ability, but the belief in his ability.”
 
   “He’s surpassingly selfish and lacks the most basic tact!”
 
   “And your attitude is guaranteed to bring out the very worst in him!”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   Kevin coughed pointedly. He could no longer pretend not to be listening.
 
   “Here we are, noble ones,” said the Lurk, stepping into a long, winding chamber. He held up his illumithär stick. “We call this place ur-malläk tyak, the ‘waters of bubbling reprieve’ in your tongue. To your left the waters become hotter, such as would please our X’gäthi friends, where ones of soft paws should be wary of the searing stones. Good outlander, there is ahead a yellow outcropping–do you see it? That is soapstone. Simply break off a piece and gently scrub your hide to cleanse it. Nobles, your steaming pools await.”
 
   “Good Lurk, you have outdone yourself!” cried Zephyr, pressing forward eagerly.
 
   Kevin crouched to dip his hand in the balmy water. Ah–wonderful! The Unicorn had already sunk in as deep as his belly. He telekinetically removed his travel packs with precise flicks of his horn. The X’gäthi spread out to quickly reconnoitre, but there appeared to be no danger, for by the time Kevin had removed his cloak and unlaced his boots, two or three of their number had melted into the shadows near the entrance, and the rest voiced low, carefree barks in their guttural language as they waded eagerly toward the hottest pool. It looked scalding–Kevin had no intention of going near that bubbling kettle!
 
   There were four or five interconnected pools scattered along the length of the main chamber, which had some rocky parts and some small, sandy coves along the pools where one could find a degree of privacy. He was too timid to venture far, however, and disappeared behind the nearest boulder to shuck the balance of his clothing. Goodness, it did smell rather ripe, particularly at the armpits! He regarded his scrawny limbs with the usual distaste.
 
   “I say,” he pinched his left bicep. “Is that a hint of muscle?” Indeed, as he glanced down at his torso, Kevin found he could no longer count his ribs. “Health,” he muttered darkly. “All that toad oil and whatever else they’ve been feeding you.”
 
   A particularly fetching set of bruises on his upper arms and torso told the sorry tale of his tangle with the glüalla, and his foot was swollen and purple where the eel had bitten it, doing some damage even through the tough leather of his boot. Gingerly, he immersed himself. A long sigh of pleasure escaped his lips. Good grief, how easily one forgot life’s simple luxuries!
 
   “Will you be leaving us?” he heard Zephyr ask.
 
   The Lurk’s answer was almost too low to be audible. “This is uncertain in my mind, good Unicorn.”
 
   Kevin floated closer.
 
   “I do not follow, good Snatcher.”
 
   “Of what further use could I be to you and your companions?”
 
   “Legend has it that the last time a Lurk ventured from his home, was to join the war against Ozark the Dark, where he greatly distinguished himself and brought untold honour to the mighty Lurks of Mistral Bog.”
 
   “Good Zephyr, we both know what became of that honour.”
 
   “I believe,” the Unicorn nickered softly, “that we speak of your sire.”
 
   “My grandsire.”
 
   “Indeed?”
 
   He made a keening noise like the echo of a sob. “Such a tale hearkens to sadder times.”
 
   “I’m truly sorry, noble Lurk. Yet I declare to you now that there are some who do not forget so quickly. Perhaps the time is ripe to regain that honour.”
 
   “Your ideals are ever lofty, noble Unicorn, and your purposes too high and noble for such a lowly creature as I. If you conceive a need for my poor services, then speak, and I will be honoured to serve.”
 
   By now, Kevin’s drifting had brought him out into the open. Both creatures looked up as he slipped unexpectedly and sank with a gurgle under the water. With a gruff laugh, Snatcher surged forward and righted him with a flip of his huge paw.
 
   “Have you drunk sufficiently of the ur-malläk tyak, good Kevin?”
 
   He spluttered and gurgled something unintelligible, and coughed severely.
 
   “That’s what comes of eavesdropping!” Zephyr accused him. “A thoroughly disagreeable habit. You look like a drowned rat!”
 
   “I wasn’t … intentionally.”
 
   Zephyr added two choice words from the Unicorn tongue that made Snatcher’s nictitating membranes flicker in amusement.
 
   Kevin gazed up past the Lurk’s shadowy bulk to his luminous eyes, forgetting for a moment the alien nature of this creature, and whatever he saw there, it made his back straighten imperceptibly. He nodded slowly. “I may be mistaken,” said he, selecting his words with the care a jeweller takes over picking the right stone, “but I suspect that the Lurk’s concern for our cause runs deeper than a mere escort through Mistral Bog. Are not the waters of his homeland being poisoned? Will Lurks sicken and die too like the good trees of Driadorn? His heart is burdened. And I, for one, who seem unable even to take a bath without attempting to drown myself, would consider it an honour and a privilege to travel in his company.”
 
   “Well spoken indeed, good Kevin!” Zephyr nodded, and with a poetic twirl of his horn, he added, “Your sentiments mirror my own like the never-rippling waters of the Pool of Stää.”
 
   Snatcher took stock of this. “Good outlander, your allusion is inaccurate with respect to Lurk physiology, for we have not one heart but three, but in all other respects you have spoken with wisdom and insight beyond your years.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I would counsel, however, that amongst Lurks I stand alone in my desire to help the other races of the Hills. My brethren consider the history to which the peerless Unicorn referred a betrayal of reprehensible and unforgivable proportions. Were you to come bearing the riches of Thaharria-brin-Tomal, to plead until your knees were raw to the begging, they would not crook so much as a single digit to offer service.” He sighed. “On our own, I believe that Lurks will not survive. But come, let us turn our thoughts to more cheerful paths. What of the Dryad? Does she support your–”
 
   “This Dryad,” Alliathiune replied pertly, “speaks for herself.”
 
   Zephyr rolled his eyes. “Is there no privacy? Have you been listening too?”
 
   “You spoke not as one eager to conceal his conversation,” she replied, with a defiant tilt of her chin. “Although I was at the next pool, washing my hair, voices echo–especially your dulcet tones.”
 
   “Humph!”
 
   “Zephyr, you’re a right old stick-in-the-mud sometimes!” Tiny Alliathiune struck a stock pose, hands on hips, and stamped her foot. “How dare you speak about me behind my back?”
 
   Kevin smothered his laughter beneath a poorly faked cough. Even with no more than a blanket tucked about her torso for modesty’s sake, she was formidable. His green eyes sparkled with mischief. “Ahem!” he cleared his throat. “May I request, children, that you refrain from squabbling in my bathtub?”
 
   “Your bathtub?” Alliathiune spluttered, “Well I … good outlander–”
 
   “Zephyr was merely seeking your opinion on an important matter. I hardly see what there is to quarrel about.”
 
   She waggled her forefinger at him, rescued the blanket from a subtle slide that had suddenly doubled Kevin’s pulse-rate, and declared, “For one who speaks and behaves with such apparent meekness and hesitation, good outlander, you certainly show your teeth on occasion!”
 
   Hot shame flooded his cheeks. “I-I’m sorry, Allia–”
 
   “Stop right there!” she cried. “Don’t you dare apologise! I like it, that’s what I mean.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   The Dryad smiled brilliantly. “I like it.” But before Kevin could rearrange his bewildered–well, gaping like a goldfish–expression, she turned to the Lurk. “We are already in your debt, noble ally. What repayment is possible? Yet as the Leaven seasons turn about the Sacred Well, such an opportunity may arise. It is no mere coincidence but part of a wider purpose, I hold, that we are rewarded with your companionship. I, too, request the honour of your company.”
 
   With his arms crossed, the Lurk bowed from his waist until his snout almost brushed the water. He murmured, “You are too kind, nobles all.”
 
   Kevin stared at the Lurk with a sudden flash of insight. What secret torments encumbered one of his high intelligence? The sigil of the once-victimised was emblazoned on Snatcher’s character–had his own miserable existence not uniquely placed him to recognise it? There was a grave and crippling uncertainty, a need to seek the approval of others, a basic lack of self-belief utterly–and bafflingly–at odds with the Lurk’s manifest prowess. Contrast him with Alliathiune or Zephyr, both self-confident to the point of arrogance. His eyes flickered to the Dryad, facing away from him as she brushed the snarls out of her long, green tresses with tiny noises of discomfort and frustration. It was different in her, though. He was unable to reason why. To his intuition, the prickly exterior she often displayed did not tally with other things–her great love for the Forest, her passion to challenge the Blight, and her evident care for all living things. Vague shapes in the mist, these conjectures, and yet he sensed their truth. His eyes, having lingered so long on Alliathiune that Zephyr harrumphed meaningfully behind him, jumped guiltily away. Goodness, she was a terrible distraction! No wonder she was so paranoid, with a weasel like him leering out of the shadows.
 
   Filled with disgust at his inner feelings and motives, Kevin stole away to a quieter place to be alone with his thoughts rather than inflicting them on the others.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Alliathiune must consider him the feeblest creature upon the Seventy-Seven Hills, Kevin thought bleakly, trying to put one aching foot before the other while ignoring the springy pace that his companions set. Lyredin’s Way was far too steep and challenging for him. He was falling behind once more–which he had become quite accustomed to–and four of the X’gäthi had dallied to carry him up the difficult parts.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he kept panting. “Just leave me behind. I know I’m a useless burden to you. Please, let me rest.”
 
   But even though their toothy smiles never faltered, they pressed him mercilessly. What an injustice, being born with such a delicate constitution! While Snatcher’s hot springs had been wonderful, he was allergic to something in the water and now had a fiery rash behind his knees and inside his elbows. No rest for the wicked. He mopped his forehead. This jolly humidity combined with the exercise was making him sweat like a pig! His skin stung like disinfectant applied to a cut where the nisk flies had turned his face and neck into a personal playground. He had never worked this hard in his life. He had never been able to.
 
   The narrow trail–clear even to his inexperienced eye–doubled back and forth up the side of a towering, rocky pinnacle, and the footing was treacherous. Were it not for the X’gäthi he would have twisted an ankle long ago. As it was, the loose, mossy boulders were staining his clothing a delightful khaki colour, and his hands were torn and muddied from grasping uncomfortable handholds during the climb. There must be a blister the size of Scotland on his left heel. Kevin paused to wheeze unhappily. Goodness, what if he had an attack–out here, without his pump? He would die! Either that or some ravening monster would eat him first. But despite his morbid imagination, he was beginning to suspect he was well and truly trapped in Feynard’s extensive Forest. There was no hope of return. He may as well play along, for what else could he do? He was only grateful to be many miles distant from Mylliandawn and her revolting threats.
 
   But why the blazes did it have to hurt so much?
 
   Above him the trail meandered interminably until it disappeared amongst the jumbled boulders. He tried not to think of the yawning gulf that lay between him and Mistral Bog, lost in the mists several hundred yards below his current elevation. Heights were not his forte. If he focussed on the solid rocks underfoot, the sickness should disappear.
 
   He was so focussed, and in so much pain, that he nearly stumbled right on past where the others had paused to allow him to catch up.
 
   “Good Kevin!” said Alliathiune, grasping his arm. “Sit and rest awhile.”
 
   His smile was like that of the last finisher in a marathon. “Those are the sweetest words e’er you spoke, my dear Dryad.”
 
   “I am not your dear anything!”
 
   “Sorry–I forgot. Again.” Sinking to the ground, he groaned and scratched furiously at his legs. “Gracious me, is it possible one person can itch so severely?”
 
   “Common or not in your culture, in the Hills that is an inappropriate form of address and I will not have you–”
 
   “I hear you,” he whispered. He would draw blood at this rate.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she added, quite unexpectedly. “It’s just that I’m feeling nervous out here in the open. I didn’t mean to shout.”
 
   Kevin stared at her in frank, open-mouthed amazement. “Excuse me?”
 
   Alliathiune shrugged, and held out a chunk of waycrust. “You look famished and footsore. I break this waycrust to share with you, good Kevin. May our Mother Forest sustain you, keep you, and shelter you beneath her boughs all the lighttimes of your life.”
 
   Their fingers touched. Startled at how gentle and sincere she sounded, he fumbled the waycrust and dropped it. Both moved to pick it up; they bumped heads.
 
   Kevin’s attempted blessing stuttered amid Alliathiune’ chuckles. At length, she explained, “We creatures of the deep Forest dislike open spaces. I would much prefer a shaded glen to these barren hills. It might sound silly, but I keep wanting to duck beneath the nearest boulder.”
 
   “Had you no difficulty with Mistral Bog?”
 
   “No–perhaps the mists give the impression of being closed in.”
 
   “That feeling and I are well acquainted. Without four walls around and a ceiling overhead, I do tend to feel rather exposed. But I’m improving, don’t you think?”
 
   Her long, measuring glance made him feel utterly transparent. “I believe so, good Kevin. I do detect a pinch more colour in your cheeks, and you appear to grow stronger daily. It is not for nought we say the Forest is Mother to all–perhaps her climate is beneficent to your kind.”
 
   Kevin wished he could make sense of Alliathiune’s moods. If only she would be constant from one day to the next, he could learn how to deal with her! But she changed like the weather.
 
   “Perhaps,” he muttered dryly, “I am simply being forced to cope, where before I was pampered and cosseted, my every need met by the service of others.”
 
   “How cynical you are!” she chuckled, laying her hand upon his arm. Kevin managed to not quite leap away, acutely conscious of that touch. “Will you try some sweet and juicy loganberries, which Snatcher picked on the way? They’re delicious.”
 
   Alliathiune tossed several of her berries for a family of small, flightless fowl–which she called periks–which had gathered to her as animals always did. Even up here, in the Faunlands, the Dryad continued to do her daily work. Kevin scowled inwardly. Did she never grow weary? He saw a large antelope hovering at the edge of the firelight. No doubt she’d be off to greet it in just a moment–if the X’gäthi did not turn it into dinner first!
 
   “Do I hear my name being taken in vain?” rumbled the Lurk. “Are you scratching once more, good Kevin? I shall offer–”
 
   “Toad oil?” he guessed, drawing a giggle from the Dryad.
 
   “Watered down to a fifth part, this time!” called Zephyr, trotting down the trail towards them. His hearing was as keen as a deer’s.
 
   Snatcher stretched, making his joints creak and pop like the rigging of a ship under the strain. “I have not forgotten–”
 
   “Would you kindly refrain from that?” Zephyr huffed. “It makes my hide crawl! Honestly, good Lurk, is it not bad for your bones?”
 
   “You are a physician?” he inquired, decanting a paltry measure of his toad oil into another flask, a tiny silver one with a stylised stopper shaped like a bird’s claw. “Mayhap we might agreeably spend some lighttimes comparing Lurk anatomy and physiology to that of the other races?”
 
   “A most admirable suggestion!”
 
   “I could comment on Humans, too,” Kevin interjected. At last, his extensive reading might be put to use.
 
   Alliathiune shook her head at Zephyr’s harrumph of agreement. “You males find pleasure in the oddest pastimes!”
 
   “Do not discount your many skills,” advised the Unicorn, dipping his head to crop a tuft of grass near Kevin’s feet. He twitched, not fancying having his foot mistaken for a snack. “Now, good friends, I have dispatched Strike and two of the X’gäthi to scout the route ahead. Once we reach the crown of this knoll, which is not far, we shall enter Faun territory. It would be wise for us to consider precautions. Pray listen closely to Snatcher, who has travelled these parts before. I’ve asked him to take the lead.”
 
   Kevin wondered how easy Zephyr had found it to give up his assumed leadership of the party to Snatcher. He was clearly uneasy around the Lurk, for reasons unknown. ‘Proud’ was an appellation effortlessly ascribed to the Unicorn’s character. How would he handle this decision in a crisis? But it also hinted at a humbleness, or at least pragmatism, that had not hitherto been manifest. Zephyr was so much more than his evident vanity.
 
   “Fauns,” growled the Lurk, holding their attention with his gleaming eyes. “They are cruel and barbaric in comparison to the higher creatures of the Seventy-Seven Hills, a tribal people much influenced by superstition, and in times past, willingly bent to the warlike designs of the Dark One. If these rumours of an apprentice are true and intelligence from the Faun lands is trustworthy, then we may count on naught but the certain prospect of their enmity. In perilous times such as these, no creature would brave the Yalkê-na-Têk to gain Küshar Ravine. We shall not find our presence expected. However, that is no cause for celebration. The Bridge of Storms is a Faun stronghold and may be accessed by a single route only. Lyredin’s Way is heavily patrolled for that reason.”
 
   “We will accordingly travel with speed and caution, taking care to scout the route ahead as best we are able. Straggling, good outlander, would serve only to mark out an early grave for yourself. Fauns also have a keen sense of smell. We will make no fires and should you wish to relieve yourself, we should bury the faeces at least one foot deep. No casual urination or scattering, good Unicorn.”
 
   Zephyr said stiffly, “Unicorns scatter to return to the Forest what belongs to it!”
 
   Snatcher’s smile broadened enough to display a thicket of disturbingly jagged black teeth. “I question not the ethics and mores of your kind, good Unicorn! I simply suggest that you confine your fertilisation to somewhat smaller patches of soil, in a more planned fashion.”
 
   Kevin nearly choked with silent laughter.
 
   “Rather than scattering it for the good outlander to step in, like the last time,” Alliathiune added helpfully, earning herself a poisonous glare from the Unicorn. Kevin quickly rearranged his amused grin.
 
   “Anyhow,” said the Lurk, “we shall not–if you’ll excuse the pun–fall foul of this delicate matter any longer.” Kevin cackled as the Dryad nudged him. “I shall lead, behind the foremost X’gäthi scouts. Good Kevin, follow me directly. If I look around for you, I’ll expect to see you within my shadow. Fauns are generally afraid of Lurks unless they outnumber us greatly–my mere presence may be sufficient to terrify them. Unfortunately they regard Human flesh as something of a delicacy, and I shall not even mention their motives towards Dryads, good Alliathiune, for the sake of your delicate–”
 
   “I can take care of myself, thank you very much!”
 
   Despite their disparity in size, she faced him without flinching.
 
   A massive paw gestured flatly. “I doubt it not. After Kevin shall come three further X’gäthi, then Zephyr and Alliathiune, and then the balance of our companions.” He considered them each in turn. “No loud noises, no falling behind, muffle any weapons or metal objects you may be carrying, keep your conversation to a whisper, do not discard or drop any item and keep below the skyline. Try to step only on rock where possible. Keep alert and keep looking for the next shelter or cover that may suit one of your size–noble Zephyr, you especially.”
 
   “Me?” As usual, the Unicorn was unduly riled. “What are you insinuating?”
 
   The Dryad cut in, “You do not exactly blend in with the terrain, in your pristine white coat.”
 
   Snatcher nodded and added, whilst Zephyr continued to look as though he had just sucked on a lemon, “You may wish to prepare defensive magic against arrows, for the Fauns are notable archers.” He shouldered his huge club with frightening ease. “Do these things, and we shall survive unscathed. The Bridge of Storms is not far–less than two lighttimes’ journeying. The Lurks know of an approach that circumvents its gravest perils. Should all proceed to plan, we shall the evening after next be standing on the better side of Küshar Ravine, and have leisure to turn our thoughts towards the deepest parts of the Old Forest and Elliadora’s Well without fear of the Fauns.”
 
   “Will you move a tad more slowly, so that I may keep up?”
 
   “More caution will now be in order, good outlander.”
 
   Zephyr nodded at the Lurk. “And you’d wish rather to be beaten over the head with that tree-trunk he’s carrying, good Kevin, than be captured by the Fauns.”
 
   On this cheerful note, the companions set off in the order determined by Snatcher. Thus Kevin shortly found himself watching the splayed pads of the Lurk mould themselves to the trail before him with deceptive speed and stealth–for despite his bulk, scarcely a stone or twig was disturbed by his passing. It reminded him of descriptions of how elephants could move with incredible gentleness on the elastic pads of their feet. Those pads could step on a trainer’s hand without harming it, or become as hard as concrete to trample a man to death.
 
   The Lurk was bipedal, but closer to a gorilla than to a human in the proportions of its skeletal structure–and considerably more massive than either. Upright he must top ten feet, but the stalwart breadth and bulk of his shoulders made him hunch forward, without a neck, so that his chin ran seamlessly into his chest. This impression was accentuated by the thickset arms, which hung almost to his knees and ended in massive, spatulate paws tipped with five blunt fingers each the thickness of Kevin’s wrist, and two opposing thumbs of twice that thickness again. Tendons like the hawsers of a ship anchored his musculature to that mighty frame, which was covered in its entirety by tough, wrinkled hide that, Zephyr whispered in reply to his question, was as impenetrable as any armour known on the Hills. In all, the Lurk looked capable of carving unaided through mountains.
 
   But for all his apparent gentleness, one could not help fear that a casual Lurkish misstep would make a pancake of any of his companions. Particularly Alliathiune, or one Kevin Jenkins!
 
   For the balance of that afternoon they toiled up and across the Troll’s Teeth, striking into a barren and inhospitable wilderness of peaks so jagged they seemed untouched by the ordinary processes of erosion and decay. In a geological sense Feynard might be younger than Earth, Kevin deduced, although his Unicorn tutor had recounted a long and proud history. He could comfortably imagine that those black granite spires were the serrated cutting edges of gigantic incisors, and he spent all night dreaming he was being chased by dark shadows with pointy teeth.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The following morning, but a turn of the glass after they moved on with only a cold breakfast to fortify their bellies, they stumbled across a Faun lying by the roadside. An X’gäthi scout bobbed up like a Jack-in-the-box from a snarl of tangled brush to deliver his report.
 
   “One-horn,” he nodded. “Dryad. Lurk. High Wizard.” Kevin sighed, and averted his gaze from the gore-encrusted spectacle. “Near darktime yester-lighttime we discover this one lying here near death. He rambles about some fight, about some Drakûr-ni-Kläni, about a journey their tribe takes. See, here, and here, there comes up Lyredin’s Way some ten hundreds of Fauns–heavily laden, they are. Wagon tracks, four wagons, one damaged axle. They pause here, look, three sets of tracks, this pair wearing a chain–belong to him–” he pointed disdainfully at the prone Faun “–but since removed. Perhaps they argue, or fight. They slit his belly and leave him at the roadside for carrion-eaters. They take his weapons but leave his tribe-sign, see, he is sub-leader. I watch, wait for you. Maybe you noble ones discover more than humble X’gäthi warrior.”
 
   “Thank you for your report, good X’gäthi.” Zephyr turned to consult Alliathiune, always his right hand in such matters. “What make you of this, fair Dryad?”
 
   “A leadership squabble?” She shook her head slowly, dislodging two leaves and a twig from her green tresses. “Surely, too paltry a matter to deserve the ritual of Opening–that is, good Kevin, the slitting of a belly as punishment for a crime committed against the tribe. Fauns have such quaint customs, wouldn’t you agree?” Kevin gulped and turned his own shade of green. “They reserve this punishment for traitors. They believe that opening the belly releases the evil spirits that cause deceitful and harmful actions. Unfortunately this practice leaves slim chances of survival, particularly when your intestines are left hanging in the dirt, as his are.”
 
   “I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   Snatcher laid a heavy paw on his shoulder and waved something near his nose. “Peace, good outlander. Smell this.”
 
   Kevin coughed and spluttered as his eyes watered uncontrollably. He squeaked, “Goodness, what …? More toad oil? Snatcher, that is revolting!”
 
   “But it clears the head, kê?”
 
   “More like dislocates the head from the shoulders,” he grumbled, but thanked the Lurk nevertheless.
 
   “Furthermore,” the Dryad added, squinting up the trail as though the blazing sunshine hurt her eyes, “it leaves us no more than two or three turns behind a thousand Fauns–a dubious situation at best. Of the worst I dare not speak. Worthy X’gäthi warrior–”
 
   “They move swiftly ahead,” the X’gäthi interjected, anticipating her question, “and leave none behind save this one. Perhaps they fear something?”
 
   Snatcher leaned on his club, bringing his face rather nearer to Zephyr than the Unicorn evidently liked. “If I may venture an opinion, good Zephyr,” he said heavily, “this phrase ‘Drakûr-ni-Kläni’ intrigues me. The Drakûr is a creature of Lurk legend, which I believe you would translate as ‘Drake’.”
 
   “As in duck or as in Dragon?”
 
   “As in a lesser member of the Dragonish race, good Kevin.”
 
   “How did I know you were going to say that?”
 
   “Unless you’re frightened of ducks.”
 
   Kevin nearly jumped out of his skin as Alliathiune poked him in the ribs. “Excuse me! I am not afraid of ducks!” Even the X’gäthi showed his sharp teeth in laughter at this less-than-threatening protestation. “If my poor knowledge of Forest lore serves,” he added, frowning fiercely at no one in particular, “I recall that after the defeat of Ozark the Dark it was discovered the Drakes had secretly supported his efforts, notably in the organisation of the Men of the North and indeed, our friends the Fauns.”
 
   “One moon upon Feynard,” Zephyr declared, with a whinny and a toss of his mane, “and he has a better grasp of history than I, who have lived these sixty-seven Leaven seasons among the Forest’s foremost scholars! Well done, good Kevin! Now, this is the kind of intelligence we should be taking to a Council of War. I must send Strike back with a message at once.”
 
   “And lose our greatest asset upon this accursed, treeless trail?”
 
   The Unicorn regarded Alliathiune narrowly. “You are right, of course. Can you find another messenger?”
 
   She nodded at once. “If there were small birds about, I could ask them to convey such a message–but there is little life out here. Perhaps once we have crossed Küshar Ravine? Any other magic would require too much preparation, and potentially attract unwelcome attention.”
 
   “Indeed, mine too,” said the Unicorn.
 
   “High Wizard?”
 
   “I’m not sure I appreciate the sarcasm, Alliathiune,” he responded. “No, I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”
 
   “Then let us press on,” said the Dryad. “By first light on the morrow we should arrive at the Bridge of Storms.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “And the Faun?”
 
   Zephyr regarded Kevin as though he had gone daft. “What about the Faun? He’ll die soon, as he no doubt richly deserves.”
 
   “You’re not going to help him?”
 
   “Help?” the Unicorn spluttered, involuntarily baring his teeth in shock and rage. “Did you say ‘help’? My fine young friend, one less Faun is one less stinking blot on the face of this Forest, and one less murdering fiend to prey upon the weak and vulnerable. I wish that all Fauns were so left to be consumed by buzzards and kestrels at the wayside!”
 
   Kevin shrank back from his anger. “B-But I thought …”
 
   “But nothing, good outlander. He would only turn upon you and slit your throat in the dead of darktime. That’s what Fauns are like–foul, untrustworthy savages the lot of them! Cunning and slippery as snakes! Leave him now.”
 
   The Faun by the roadside was indeed a raffish-looking character, with tribal scarification patterning on his cheeks, shoulders, and upper chest, and Kevin’s eyes ran down the stalwart length of him–skipping the mess of his belly–to the shaggy loins covered in a rude leather binding and the hard, cloven hooves where his feet should have been. As they watched, the Faun shifted, groaning pitifully. His forehead was beaded with a sweat of extreme suffering. Now the dark eyes flickered open, bright, feverish, incapable of seeing the watching companions but sensing their presence.
 
   He croaked, “Water.”
 
   “Oh, by the Well!” exclaimed the Unicorn. “Hopefully this miserable creature will die the more swiftly without our attendance.”
 
   “Water, please.”
 
   The faint cry made Kevin take an involuntary step towards the Faun.
 
   “Don’t go near him!”
 
   “Oh, for pity’s sake!” cried Kevin, unable to stand the sight any longer. “Can’t you see he’s suffering? You begrudge a dying man one last drink?”
 
   “He’s a Faun!”
 
   “And he’s dying!”
 
   Zephyr stomped his hooves angrily. “Be it on your head, then, you foolish boy! But I refuse to have any part in this travesty!”
 
   Kevin looked to Alliathiune for support, but she refused to meet his eyes, arms folded across her chest in an unconscious negation of his actions. But under his pleading gaze she unbent, and with a muted sigh unstoppered the flask at her belt and handed it to him.
 
   “Thanks, Alliathiune.”
 
   “I think it’s foolish too, caring for a Faun,” she muttered, but her heart was not in her words. Dryads were creatures to whom caring came naturally, and it traumatised her to ignore suffering of any kind.
 
   Deeply aware that he was being watched by everyone; aware too that he had stood up for something he believed in, even a small thing, for the first time since he could remember, Kevin knelt in the dust beside the Faun and dribbled water onto his parched lips. His mouth opened automatically, swallowed, and then coughed and spluttered most of it back up again. Kevin propped up the lolling head and poured a more liberal second helping down the Faun’s throat. Their closeness allowed him to examine the Faun more exactingly. He had read about scarification–a process much like tattooing, only this was concerned with the creation of raised and ridged scars on the body, a kind of mutilation for adornment. It was customary amongst the tribes of East Africa. A double-spiralled pattern of dots spaced regularly about a quarter-inch apart originated above the eyes and ran down the prominent cheekbones, branching off to cross the nose and curling to the underside of his full lower lip. Fuller and more intricate patterns swirled about the muscular chest and shoulders, which were hairless despite the thick pelt covering his lower body and legs.
 
   Kevin’s hand moved absently to his pocket. He carried the Key-Ring wrapped in a handkerchief for safe keeping, and he intended to wet the cloth and bathe the poor Faun’s face. Perhaps it would be a balm to him in these terrible final hours of his life. He tried not to dwell on the grey, dusty intestines lying near his left elbow, and noted the weather instead, which appeared to be turning thundery. Yes, there was a distant, lingering growl over the distant, rising woodlands.
 
   Snatcher raised his head to sniff the air like a dog. “Lightning before the turn is up,” he commented. “Best find shelter–” He broke off. “Good Kevin, what is that blue–”
 
   Kerrrump!
 
   A sudden detonation blew Kevin backward across the trail, but his fall was thankfully broken by the incredibly swift reactions of the X’gäthi. Everyone shouted at once–Alliathiune had ducked behind the Lurk, Zephyr readied the magic of his horn, Snatcher raised his club, and X’gäthi blades sprouted suddenly from dark hands like a fatal forest. Multiple echoes faded swiftly over the Yalkê-na-Têk.
 
   “Was that lightning?” asked the Dryad, rubbing her eyes.
 
   “By the Hills, look! Look at the Faun!”
 
   “Unbelievable.”
 
   “I’ve never seen the like!”
 
   Kevin shook his head in horror as the X’gäthi warriors grovelled as one before him. His hands flapped in abject distraction. “No … no, stop it, please.”
 
   “High Wizard!” they cried together, in ragged chorus. They ground their noses in the dust and wailed, “Mighty, o Mighty High Wizard!”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10: The Bridge of Storms
 
   “No, Brian! Don’t hit me! I won’t do it again! I promise I–mmph!”
 
   Kevin’s shrieks were cut off with the finality of an executioner’s axe, but still rang clear in the pre-dawn stillness. For an instant he fought against an engulfing palm, before the pair of opalescent eyes above reminded him of where he was and who it was that had muffled his screams, and his fear switched at once to stifled sobs of terror and relief. Snatcher swept him up in one great arm; despite his great strength, the Lurk held him as gently as a mother coddles her babe.
 
   At length the Lurk said, “Come, good outlander. Dawn breaks. Soon we shall cross the Bridge of Storms, which is an experience not to be missed.”
 
   He groaned, “I don’t like heights, Snatcher.”
 
   “That is well, for neither do I. But we shall cross it together, you and I. Now, let me wake those who yet slumber–we have a lighttime’s work ahead of us.”
 
   As the Lurk’s shadow ambled away, Kevin wiped his eyes and sniffled several times. He hated dreaming about his brother. This particular memory was of when they were much younger. He had mistakenly borrowed Brian’s pencil sharpener without returning it, for which his brother had repaid him with a black eye and a broken wrist. ‘A tumble down the stairs,’ Father had told the doctor. ‘Boys–you know how they are. Growing up so fast.’ The sadistic pleasure with which Brian had slammed his hand into the bedroom door to produce that broken wrist, was photographed indelibly in his memory.
 
   They ate watchfully, speaking little, for which the presence of the Faun amongst their number was primarily responsible. Outwardly, at least, the Faun acted as if he was unaware of their scrutiny and tacit hostility, chewing a large root he had unearthed the previous evening with the enthusiasm of a creature who has recently discovered how fond he is of having all his intestines intact, and indeed, safely within his abdomen rather than being spilled out upon the ground in a ghastly buffet for the vultures. For this he had Kevin to thank. Akê-Akê Redpath–that was his Clan name–had cast himself at the Human’s feet to pledge his unswerving allegiance, and bound himself thereto by the mightiest oaths known to Fauns. It had proven an almighty headache; Zephyr spent the remainder of the previous day arguing the odds with Alliathiune and Snatcher. The general view that Akê-Akê should be summarily shortened by a head had gradually given way to a grudging acceptance of the import of those oaths. Kevin suspected Zephyr might have tolerated a cockroach better, but the Faun was now part of their company.
 
   Kevin groaned softly and stretched his back. Several heartless callous rocks had spent all night tap-dancing on his spine.
 
   “High Wizard?”
 
   “What?” he grunted, not bothering to look up. Since yesterday’s events the X’gäthi had displayed a renewed and embarrassing predilection towards Kevin-worship. He had become less than gracious in accepting his lofty status.
 
   The X’gäthi’s bow was deep and fluid. “High Wizard carry his sack now. X’gäthi not worthy.”
 
   Kevin favoured him with a glance that could have withered a healthy plant in nanoseconds. “Why?”
 
   “Dryad say Mighty High Wizard might need it.”
 
   “The Dryad, did you say?”
 
   The X’gäthi’s head bobbed up and down. “Mighty Wizard.”
 
   His jaundiced eye rolled heavenward at the sound of Alliathiune’s low-pitched giggling. She smiled cherubically at him. “Oops, it appears I’m discovered. Run along now.” And she shooed a wildcat away from where it had been dozing next to her shoulder.
 
   “You’ve been plotting with these … these–”
 
   “Your worshippers.”
 
   “Stinking piles of tripe, yes–my private fan club! Can’t you make them stop? It’s beyond absurd!”
 
   Her tone suggested sugared lollipops. “Stop what, good Kevin?”
 
   “It’s High Wizard this and flipping Mighty High Wizard that–it’s not like they need any encouragement!” he said bitterly, turning the same colour as his hair. Heavens above, it felt good to have the freedom to be angry! “I’m no wizard, Alliathiune, I’ve told you before. I don’t know the first thing about magic and it’s all just an accident! I couldn’t magic a spark from my fingertips with the help of a bonfire! I don’t need a bunch of dark men following me around calling me–”
 
   “Voices down!” Zephyr hissed.
 
   Alliathiune cooed, “What shall I tell the X’gäthi on your behalf, o mighty high one, o paragon of wizardry?”
 
   “Ooh … I’ll … you,” he floundered. He had read about flirtation, but being its object made him feel as though he had been struck by a bus made of soft velvet.
 
   Kevin settled for snatching his sack from the X’gäthi’s fingertips and making a show of tying it to his belt–which was when he realised how the Dryad had been baiting him, and like a hungry fish he had gobbled it right up. “Alliathiune! You are the most exasperating, meddling, trouble-stirring, bothersome little–”
 
   “–but utterly irresistible–”
 
   “Thoroughly despicable is more to the point!”
 
   “Good Kevin,” she pouted, until her lower lip trembled, “I am surely not despicable? Am I?”
 
   But he could not help laughing at her outrageous posturing. No doubt she could persuade stones to bud into berry bushes if she set her mind to it! And when she smiled at him, what power in the universe could possibly resist? His heart bounded along like a foolish rabbit, and a silly grin remained plastered upon his face as they set out into the clear, fresh morning.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Akê-Akê trotted peaceably behind Zephyr all that morning long as they pressed further along Lyredin’s Way, before breaking away from the trail at a point Snatcher indicated. After scaling a small pitted cliff, which according to the Faun was home to a rare and highly poisonous breed of lizard, the company set foot, hoof, and pad upon a secondary and much trickier trail that branched away to the north. To Kevin’s eye, the crumpled sandstone landscape was an impassable wilderness, criss-crossed with sharp crevasses and hidden pitfalls, and covered in a prickly scrub and trailing heaps of brambles that seemed maliciously bent on scratching his arms and legs to pieces, but his companions cheerfully considered it some sort of local byway.
 
   “This section is passable,” Snatcher reassured them, “and joins up with Küshar Ravine a short throw from here. Thereafter we must pass along the ravine wall until we reach the Bridge of Storms, where we shall arise beneath it and then try to cut across. The Faun guard post lies this side of the bridge. Good Zephyr, could you think somehow to distract them? With sufficient time, we might be halfway across the bridge before they notice ought is amiss.”
 
   Zephyr nodded. “I shall prepare my magic. Akê-Akê, what do you think would best distract your compatriots?”
 
   The Faun spat on the ground and touched his belly self-consciously, where a white scar spoke mutely of his recent ordeal. His speaking voice was a surprisingly high tenor for so well built a creature. “You speak of those who would kill me. If they see me again, they would repeat the ritual of Opening. No, I am no longer a Faun. I am a bondservant to the young master. You are my Clan and my people, whom I now live to serve and protect. This is the nature of a blood-debt.”
 
   “We understand and respect your oaths, good Faun,” the Unicorn harrumphed. “Do you understand, however, that we intend to travel beyond the Bridge of Storms to Elliadora’s Well itself? This is territory unknown to Fauns, full of the deadliest danger and–”
 
   “If you think I shall balk in the face of danger,” snarled the Faun, “then kill me now! Had I a bow to hand I would prove to you the meaning of my vows!”
 
   “Peace, good Faun. I meant no disrespect.”
 
   “Speak the word and I will fling myself bodily into Küshar Ravine!”
 
   “Peace! I will command no such thing–unless the good outlander thinks otherwise?”
 
   Zephyr had the ill grace to sound rather hopeful as he said this. The Lurk snorted and Kevin rolled his eyes in exasperation. “The good outlander, Zephyr, has a thumping headache and wishes only to close his eyes against the incessant glare in these parts.”
 
   “You should drink more.”
 
   “How many mothers does a fellow need, Snatcher?”
 
   “Go back to sleep, you impudent whelp!” snapped the Unicorn, shifting to present Kevin his rump. “This much for your headache! Good Faun, your service is acceptable. Know you we seek the source of the Blight?”
 
   “No–pray tell me more.”
 
   As they set out once more, the Unicorn outlined for the attentive Faun the nature of their mission to Elliadora’s Well. Kevin listened with half an ear. Were it not for his bumbling with the Key-Ring, the Faun would probably be dead now. The healing had been a complete shock, the oath-taking, an unsolicited addition–now he had a bondservant? He should inquire of Akê-Akê precisely what a master’s duties might be. Just when he had thought he was coming to terms with all that had occurred since his arrival on Feynard, matters had suddenly turned complex. Stupid rotten High Wizard indeed! What if the Faun turned against them? Would he be held responsible for rescuing the surly rascal in the first place?
 
   Kevin faltered as the first hint of their destination became clear. Half a mile ahead, as they crested a small rise, the ground dropped away into a yawning abyss, the far side of which might have been the far side of the Moon for all he cared. Küshar Ravine. It cut across their path with breathtaking majesty, the slash of a godlike sword deep into the land’s belly. The strata were visible right down into the murky depths, in which his eyes picked out the moving specks of white birds against the grey, burgundy, and sandstone backdrop. He could never cross that, never in a million years.
 
   Beyond the ravine, olive-green treetops, burnished to a furnace glow by the coppery sunlight–so different to the Earth Sun’s colour, he noted for the first time–marched skyward as far as the eye could see, until they brushed the clouds. Rising ground, Kevin thought. Rising to the level of Elliadora’s Well? They had been climbing steadily since Mistral Bog; and very steeply for the last lighttime.
 
   “Thanks,” he said to the X’gäthi who had steadied him. “That’s it, isn’t it?”
 
   The X’gäthi grinned and pointed. “Look, High Wizard. Bridge of Storms.”
 
   “It’s awfully thin, isn’t it, old boy?”
 
   “Safe and strong,” said Zephyr, nudging him forward with his muzzle. “Keep moving, good Kevin. This section is exposed.”
 
   Kevin willed himself to proceed; what if the Unicorn nudged him with that needle-sharp horn of his? His feet wanted nothing more than to be pointing in the opposite direction and kept getting themselves tangled up as a desire to flee grew in his breast. “Who built it?” he threw over his shoulder.
 
   “Glothum engineers, in the time of Sudibar Treefriend,” said the Unicorn. “It is said that the Glothums were once the most handsome and creative of the Human-descended peoples, fond of ingenious artifice and architectural projects on the grandest scale. They built for themselves a walled city deep in the Old Forest, very near Elliadora’s Well. Ah, Shilliabär, wondrous city of yore! Woe, how you have fallen.”
 
   “Woe,” Snatcher echoed unexpectedly, just ahead.
 
   Zephyr continued, “Omäirg prepared for the King of Shilliabär a gift worthy of kings, a pearl of peerless beauty and marvellous aspect. This pearl was called the Magisnare, one of three sister stones originally handed down to mortal creatures by Elliadora herself after the Seeding of the great Forest. A man could peer into its pellucid depths and therein lose himself–which they did, one by one, those unsuspecting Glothums. For, concealed in that cursed stone was a cunning enchantment, which snared their minds and opened them to Omäirg’s potent sorceries. Scarce had those few Glothums who remained uncorrupted realised their folly, when their fellows fell upon them in the darktime. A hideous slaughter commenced. Thus did Omäirg wreak Shilliabär’s downfall. Over the centuries its soaring pillars and marbled colonnades were reclaimed by the Old Forest, until the city became ruins haunted by the descendants of those original Glothums. The word ‘Glothum’ became synonymous with fear, loathing, and the debasing power of evil.”
 
   “And what of the Bridge of Storms?” Kevin pressed him. Its slender white arch, soaring as though by magic above the vertiginous depths of Küshar Ravine, had now been lost to sight behind the jutting promontory upon which its span was anchored.
 
   “Ah yes! Formerly, it was a moon’s journey or more through the Old Forest to skirt Küshar Ravine and make the Fords of Bray, where one may safely essay the crossing of the Barlindran River. We will twice cross the Barlindran, once at the ravine and a second time much nearer Elliadora’s Well, where it becomes a much younger, but no less spirited flow. But I digress.”
 
   “As ever, good Zephyr,” Kevin smiled, “but I do enjoy your learned and informative asides.”
 
   Zephyr strutted for a space as he savoured this compliment. “You are too kind,” he murmured, but brightened with, “yes, it was for commerce with the lands south of the Barlindran River that the King of Shilliabär commissioned this great work. According to legend, a hundred engineers conceived its design, and supported by carpenters, stonemasons, and artisans of all kinds, had within seven seasons effected this link at the narrowest point of the Küshar Ravine. It was named the Bridge of Storms in honour of the workers who perished when a terrible storm struck their works partway through the project, tearing loose one of the main struts and collapsing a section of the partially completed span. At the time, its construction was hailed a miracle of craftsmanship, and contributed immensely to peace and prosperity in the region. More recently, however, following the downfall of the Glothums and the rise of the Fauns, the bridge has fallen into disuse.”
 
   Kevin eyed the ravine unhappily. His stomach tied itself in knots at the prospect.
 
   Snatcher brought the party to a halt about twenty feet from the edge of Küshar Ravine, where an outcropping concealed them from the bridge. With his back resting against a boulder and his feet planted firmly on solid rock, it would have taken heavy lifting equipment to uproot Kevin. But now he could look out upon the ravine, and not feel as though he was going to tumble into it. A trifling trick of the mind, but it worked.
 
   The Lurk nodded at him. “Nervous?”
 
   “I don’t have wings, Snatcher–and I hate heights. Just look at Alliathiune, standing right there on the edge. Ooh, it gives me a right turn just to watch her!”
 
   The Dryad, enjoying the view, twisted her long tresses up so that she could clip them in place with a split wooden clip–no doubt, Kevin thought, because of the strong winds sweeping across this exposed section. His cloak, clasped close to his throat due to the blustery chill, swirled and snapped about his heels like a dog on a leash. Kevin could not imagine owning such a mane of hair. His own curls caused him enough grief.
 
   “Kê!” The Lurk barked out a laugh. “That I would not do either.”
 
   “Even you, Snatcher?”
 
   “Do you think physical size mitigates such fears, good Kevin? Perhaps I shall merely fall faster than you.”
 
   Kevin chuckled. “I find it hard to believe you fear anything, Snatcher. You seem indestructible. Oh, is that the moon Sulä? I have not seen it before.”
 
   “Crescent Sulä, indeed. The blue moon. Does astronomy interest you, good outlander?”
 
   “I was never able to remain outdoors in the evening to study the stars,” he said, allowing one of the X’gäthi to fasten a rope about his waist. “But the subject fascinates me. You speak of Thäunïon-Farätha–the time of the Conjunction of suns. Why is that important? How often does it occur? I see only one sun in the sky. A very orange sun.”
 
   “That is Indomalion, the secondary sun, which is perceptibly dimmer than Gärlion, its primary. Many Forest-dwellers believe that Gärlion feeds on Indomalion. Now we are in the Leaven season, at which time one sees only Indomalion. Towards Budding season, Gärlion also becomes visible, low against the horizon, making the lighttimes longer, hotter, and much brighter. Thäunïon-Farätha is the time of endless lighttime, a moon of nought but light.”
 
   A binary star system, Kevin thought, trying hard to think back to what he knew about orbital mechanics. Unfortunately, it was not a subject he had paid particularly close attention to, although he did recall something about figure-of-eight orbits and other eccentric possibilities. A time of nothing but light was theoretically feasible. Did that mean there were other planets out there? Could Feynard’s suns be seen from Earth?
 
   “Are you ready, good Kevin?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Where have you disappeared to in your thoughts?”
 
   “Ah … never mind. Where are we going?”
 
   The Lurk gestured. “Around that corner, along the wall of Küshar Ravine.”
 
   Kevin mopped his forehead. “I feel sick already.”
 
   Zephyr said, “You are tethered to two X’gäthi, who will guard against any mistake in your footing. For your part, I enjoin you to concentrate on nought but the trail directly before your feet. We shall pass within a stone’s throw of the Faun outpost. Silence is paramount.”
 
   “I’ll do my best.”
 
   “Good.” Zephyr touched his shoulder with his muzzle. “Bravely said. You are not alone amongst these staunch companions.”
 
   Kevin gaped after him. Why had he thought it necessary to make this point? He had previously seen the X’gäthi more as servants than as companions. Did the Unicorn not share this view?
 
   A game-track struck off the ledge, hanging as though by its fingernails to the sheer cliffs of Küshar Ravine. Snatcher could not pass directly along it, but had to turn himself sideways and move handhold by handhold, while the smaller Human, the X’gäthi, and the Dryad proceeded in single file in the main. To Kevin’s surprise, Zephyr appeared to be the most sure-footed of them all, totting along as though the half-mile drop to the ravine floor at his left flank did not exist–but for him, it was only by exercise of his utmost willpower that he was able to keep his eyes from straying to the silvery thread of a river almost hidden in the depths, and his mind from yielding to the perverse attraction of that empty immensity.
 
   His nostrils tickled unbearably, full of rich and evocative scents he had no words for, he suddenly realised–had the Forest, or the Unicorn’s magic, healed his sense of smell, too? Was that the smell of the oldest part of the Forest, directly across the ravine? He begged himself inwardly not to sneeze, not to sneeze …
 
   By interminable degrees, from narrow ledge to trail to ledge again, the party gained upon the Bridge of Storms until at last they passed beneath its shadow, and gathered in a narrow culvert beneath the buttress anchoring the overarching span deep in the bedrock. Snatcher scratched his back like a cat against one of the immense buttresses while he waited for the others to catch up.
 
   “Good Zephyr,” he whispered, “ready your magic. Softly now. Here is a delicate but passable climb up to a clump of boulders some five or six yards off the main trail. We will gather there, as close as possible behind the Unicorn. Zephyr first for the magic, then me, followed by the outlander and his X’gäthi, and then Akê-Akê, Alliathiune, and the balance of our dark protectors. Once Zephyr gives the signal, we shall break quickly but silently–silently–for the bridge. I and the X’gäthi shall protect the rear. Agreed?”
 
   Kevin nodded. He was soaked through and through with the stinking sweat of fear and suffering from sharp cramps in his bowels, but he had made it along that perilous track without mistake or sound. He was absurdly proud of himself.
 
   Whatever Zephyr had planned, it worked, for shortly an excited babbling arose from the guard post and several squads of Fauns raced off in the wrong direction–but after that, things went disastrously wrong. As Kevin, Zephyr and several X’gäthi rounded the main bridge supports, they came nose-to-nose with three startled Fauns. Their cries were brutally interrupted by X’gäthi blades, but the cat was out of the bag. A knot of Fauns came running from the centre of the bridge, where they had been admiring the view, while their compatriots reversed course and came charging up the road, brandishing fierce, curved swords, and pausing to loose shafts from their deadly longbows.
 
   Then all became confused for Kevin. To his right, he saw Akê-Akê scoop up a bow and quiver, which he slung across his back while he pillaged the bodies for arrows. The X’gäthi swept him into a run, shielding him with their bodies, while Zephyr voiced a fearsome bray that gathered force like thunder and detonated amongst the leading Fauns, blasting them off the bridge. Here the architecture worked for them, for those pursuing from the rear were temporarily unsighted by the substantial guardrails either side of the span, and so it was left to their fellows on the bridge to face the onrushing X’gäthi. Roaring his challenge in a stunning blast of sound, the Lurk hurtled past him as though shot from a catapult, making at least twice Kevin’s speed and still accelerating, bearing down on the Fauns like a juggernaut. They scattered with cries of fright, some even dropping their weapons in their haste to escape. The Lurks’ huge club helped them on their way. It was like watching a whirlwind wreak its swathe of destruction. Screaming bodies pitched over the guardrails or were pulverised where they stood; what the Lurk missed, the X’gäthi did not. The carnage was unspeakable, a passage bought in blood.
 
   But the company came under fire from both directions now. Those Fauns further along the bridge had enough time to aim and take fire. Shafts skittered along the stone, tufted upon Snatcher’s shoulder, sprouted miraculously in the throat of one of the X’gäthi. Something hummed past Kevin’s head from the rear, Zephyr was scored along his right flank, and then pinned in his right haunch from behind.
 
   “Faster!” bellowed Snatcher, clearing the remaining Fauns with a sweeping blow of his club. “We’re nearly out of range!”
 
   Kevin glanced back over his shoulder. Akê-Akê returned the Faun fire with his own deadly shafts, for they were thickly bunched behind and difficult to miss. He stood mid-span, untouched and untroubled by the shafts flying thickly about him, as though driven to prove by his courage–or lack of sense–the mettle and measure of his oath to serve them, even to the killing of his own kind. Dark heads bobbed as the Fauns broke and scrambled for cover in a sudden rush.
 
   Swiftly back now came the Lurk, interposing his bulk between his companions and the last stray arrows. At his command Akê-Akê backed up, loosing shafts at over-curious heads back there to stay thoughts of pursuit. Thus they passed over the Bridge of Storms, and the Fauns did not dare give chase.
 
   But they were one less in number.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “It is well,” Zephyr said, around the campfire that evening, for they had stopped in the shelter of a dense copse of gloamingbark trees a little ways into the forest to take stock of their situation, “that we turn our thoughts to this last and least known part of the Old Forest, with the Bridge of Storms thus safely traversed.”
 
   “May the bones of your brother rest forever in the Häll’a X’gäthyärll,” added the Dryad, casting a respectful glance at the ever-stolid X’gäthi.
 
   “You honour us, as in our service we are honoured,” came the soft reply, from the one Kevin had learned to recognise acted as their spokesman. “He perished as a true warrior in the ecstasy of battle.”
 
   Kevin shook his head at this quintessentially X’gäthi turn of phrase. They were far too fatalistic for his liking!
 
   “Are you recovered, good Zephyr?”
 
   “My rump throbs as though licked by flames,” said he, with a self-deprecating smile, “but Unicorns do not sit after the manner of two-legged creatures. It is a bearable affliction, albeit embarrassing.”
 
   Alliathiune chuckled. “Good Unicorn, they must have considered your handsome posterior an irresistible target.”
 
   Everyone laughed at this, especially when Akê-Akê muttered something about how little attraction Zephyr’s rump held in his estimation.
 
   “And the good Lurk,” she pressed on, “our mighty pincushion? How fare your wounds?”
 
   “My thick hide stopped the worst of their barbs, good Dryad, but there is one, loosed by a valiant Faun not three feet before me, which has penetrated to the shoulder-joint and there snapped off. I cannot grasp what remains, and fear the tip is deeply embedded.”
 
   “Why did you not mention this earlier?”
 
   “We Lurks are taught from birth to endure pain stoically.”
 
   The Dryad sprang to her feet and marched over to the hulking Lurk.
 
   “Time to duck,” said Zephyr, wincing in anticipation.
 
   “What is it about males that you must endure pain when help and healing is close at hand? You know what you are, Snatcher?” Alliathiune shook her tiny forefinger under his nose, which was out of her reach even though he was sitting down. Even his outstretched feet stood taller than she did. “Stubborn, that’s what you are! Worse than that pig-headed one-horn and yes, more stubborn even than the good outlander, who must fall unconscious of the marsh fever before requesting my aid! You’re as stubborn as a geriatric donkey with hearing difficulties! In the future, will you kindly speak up when in need? It irritates me more than a whole swarm of grimflies to know that we’ve made camp and finished dinner, and you’ve just been sitting there like a great lump suffering in silence!”
 
   The sight of a four-foot-nothing slip of a girl telling off a creature many times her size was enough to make Zephyr hoot with laughter. Alliathiune was ever one to speak her mind. Even the X’gäthi smiled–briefly.
 
   The Unicorn piped up, “Beware, good Dryad, that the giant swamp dweller does not mistake your voice for the buzzing of a grimfly and swat you accordingly.”
 
   With icy dignity, she ignored his comment. “Bring that shoulder down here, noble Lurk, for I cannot attend what I cannot reach.”
 
   Kevin watched them idly, thinking that behind Alliathiune’s asperity and hot words lay care and concern for the welfare of her companions.
 
   He considered the red sack and sighed. Should he peek within? Or rather–phobia spoke too loudly as yet–he should study that tome on wizardry. One day, one of these accidents might not have beneficial results. His eyes flickered guiltily to Akê-Akê, recalling how a mortal belly wound had closed up before his incredulous eyes. Without some modicum of control over these strange events, for which there must be some rational explanation, how could he ever hope to combat the Blight? How could he hope to move from a liability to an asset? And he was loathe also to touch the Key-Ring, for fear that its powers would lash out in an unpredictable fashion.
 
   “You’re nothing but a wet blanket, Jenkins,” he muttered.
 
   The Lurk boosted the Dryad upon his open palm up to a level at which she could examine his wound.
 
   “Isn’t Lurk hide invulnerable?” Kevin asked.
 
   Snatcher’s pellucid eyes blinked. “Not to other Lurks, good Kevin.”
 
   Across the fire, Zephyr hissed, “What is this, Snatcher?”
 
   “Annually, the nine Lurkish tribes–less one, the Greymorral Lurks, who were lost–come together to test their strength. It is said that this testing prevents war. As the Dryad will note, Lurk hide can be penetrated by the blows of weapons augmented by Lurkish magic. But we heal quickly. Half a moon hence, that arrow would have bounced off.”
 
   “Well,” said Alliathiune, “we must have it out.”
 
   The Lurk rumbled, “Come, good Unicorn, address us as you would regarding the Old Forest. I would welcome the distraction.”
 
   Zephyr, having marshalled his thoughts, replied laboriously, “Even more plentiful than the creatures of the Old Forest, are its stories and legends. Prior to embarking upon this journey, I sought the advice of our foremost scholars and wizards. Much was said, but little that I regard to be of real substance. Of the Glothums I have already spoken. As it happens we shall pass close by their ruined city, and so should remain vigilant, particularly during darktimes. The Glothums are said not to venture far from their ancient home. Of Shades we should be more wary. They are creatures of the dark, vampiric spirits who prey on living creatures. At all times the X’gäthi should remain in groups of no less than two, one to guard the other, for while the Shades mesmerise with the stare of their eyes, they may capture only one at a time. Furthermore, they are vulnerable to a simple enchantment, which I shall cast over us each one this very evening.”
 
   “Then there are the Yatakê, a Unicorn word which means ‘corrupting sprit’. These creatures are Shäyol-pawn, demons of the netherworld summoned into mortal lands by Ozark the Dark at the height of his ambition and power. But even he could not master the Yatakê. They make a formidable enemy, cunning and malevolent, and capable of abominable excesses of violence. You will recognise them by their foul odour and corrupting touch upon the Forest’s haleness–a Blight in their own right. Leaf and sod do rot and fester in the aftermath of their passing. Our only defence is to stick close together at all times, and then to defend life and limb to our utmost capacity.”
 
   Kevin glanced over at Alliathiune, who was sawing into the Lurk’s shoulder with her belt knife with rather more zeal than he could stomach.
 
   “What concerns me,” the Unicorn added, “are these signs of a waking amongst the Drakes. They are known to frequent the outskirts of the Old Forest. Historically they have always been instruments of evil, the force by which both Ozark and Omäirg marshalled, controlled, and led their armies. Drakes are powerful practitioners of a magic innate to their kind, skilled in battle with tooth and claw, and are able to command armies of lesser creatures by strength of will. They would regard a creature of Kevin’s stature in the way of a tasty lunchtime snack. It may confirm this rumour of a Dark Apprentice at work in the Old Forest. Consider the sighting of that strange star, those rumours of metallic beasts, the stirring of Goblins and Trolls!”
 
   “But we boast many different skills and talents amongst our number. We have the protection of the X’gäthi. I ask only that we redouble our vigilance on the morrow.”
 
   There were nods all around the company, and a certain grim tightening of hands on the pommels of swords. Akê-Akê sat sharpening his arrowheads; one of the X’gäthi paused in the diligent application of a whetstone and held his blade up to wink in the firelight. Another passed wooden mugs of steaming skue tea to those who desired it.
 
   “Elliadora’s Well lies within our reach,” the Unicom said. “For the sake of the Forest we love, we shall not fail. May the good Mother bless our labours.”
 
   Having delivered this benediction, the Unicorn drew off a ways amongst the trees to make preparations for his spell-casting. Alliathiune enjoined the X’gäthi to supply her with a sturdy branch, and Kevin watched covertly over his book as she commanded the Lurk to clench it firmly between his massive molars. The Dryad now took her stance upon his shoulder, feet either side of the embedded arrow, and had contrived somehow to fasten a leather thong to the shaft. This she wound about her wrists, bent her knees, and then quite suddenly, she jerked upward with all her might.
 
   Snatcher bit clean through the branch, giving a drawn-out groan of agony as the arrowhead was plucked free of his shoulder joint.
 
   “Aha!” cried Alliathiune, balancing upon his shoulder as she waved the offending barb before his streaming eyes.
 
   He spat splinters out of his mouth, gasping, “Kê, good Dryad, that was fearlessly done!”
 
   “I only hoped you would not strike me for causing such pain,” said she, pressing a cloth against the wound to stanch the bleeding. “I shall dress it now with a herbal poultice to aid the healing.”
 
   “How can I thank you?”
 
   She patted him on the head and laughed merrily, while putting her hands to work. “Noble Lurk, what Dryad in all Driadorn has ever clambered upon the shoulder of a Lurk and lived to tell the tale? The retelling of this evening’s work shall accord me no little pleasure. Who would believe such a deed? That is reward enough. Only cease such foolishness and seek my aid at once should your hurts vex you.”
 
   The Lurk encompassed her waist with his paw and lowered her to the ground. “But who may heal the hurts of the heart?” he asked, and let his great head sink down upon his chest as his eyes closed.
 
   Kevin’s throat constricted. A world of pain and sorrow attended those simple words. What secret hurt lay hid within that great heart? What troubles was he alluding to? What had driven him away from his own kind and motivated him to help the other races, contrary to every hatred held and injustice suffered by the Lurks in seasons past? Why did he not fit their mould?
 
   Suddenly, Alliathiune sat down with a bump next to him. Kevin shifted uncomfortably and kept his nose buried in his book. Was that a sniffle? He read on, but the Dryad kept making various small noises until he had to look up.
 
   “Are you–er–what’s, er … are you cold, Alliathiune?” If her teeth rattled any longer, she was going to chip a tooth, he thought crossly. “Goodness gracious, I suppose you must get cold sometimes, wearing that skimpy little–ah, gosh–frightfully sorry, old girl.” He bit his tongue. Alliathiune gave his blanket a woebegone look. “Oh! Here …”
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked, in her littlest voice.
 
   “You don’t carry a blanket, do you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Kevin tucked it carefully around her shoulders. “You did fine work on the Lurk,” he offered, rather lamely.
 
   She laid her head on his shoulder and began to cry softly.
 
   He sat there petrified for the longest time, seeing nothing of the manuscript before him, his heart pounding against his ribcage and his thoughts spinning out of control. What was there to cry about? Was he the cause? Alliathiune had always been the strong one. Numbly, he allowed her to lift his arm and place it around her trembling shoulders. He drew her close, until the jasmine scent of her hair drifted to his nostrils and the chill of her small body pressed against his side. A warm rain of tears splashed his shirt.
 
   Kevin’s voracious reading habits had occasionally ranged to novels of romance and passion, although he had never been able to understand the attraction, and prudishly shied away from any description of what he regarded as the baser passions of the human condition. His own experience was necessarily skewed to the intellectual, for it was only in the illimitable, vaulting realms of the logical or fantastical that he could truly escape, and be free. Bodies were weak vessels that trapped a person like the criminals they used to bury in dank places far beneath the earth. He had often identified himself with descriptions of monks, only for him science was the holy aspiration, not God–not that he discounted the existence of some higher power, but he believed that any higher power who allowed the kind of suffering characteristic of his own wretched fortune must be evil. Thus he had trained himself to think in cool, rational terms, to control through the application of his mind those aspects of daily life that he was able, and to disparage the workings of the physical and emotional facets of his being, which were products anyhow of mere atoms and chemicals, whereas the psyche was something altogether different–something almost sacred, to his thinking.
 
   Therefore nothing in all his years had prepared him for the wondrous sensation of a living, breathing female body pressed against his own. In a flash he understood completely what those novels had been about. In another flash, he understood that he was incapable of thinking about anything else in the universe than this all-consuming sensation, the presence and scent of her skin, and the intimacy. A thousand protective constructs of his previously omnipotent imagination had been destroyed as by the softest breath of her lips; not merely obliterated, but he knew they could never be built back the same way again. He was adrift, lost and vulnerable to every squalid fear that had ever found foothold in his subconscious. Without knowing it, he groaned between his clenched teeth. What on Earth was this feeling? He could not name it, did not know what was happening–he knew only that it hurt, sweetly, and he never wanted it to stop.
 
   “Kevin? Good Kevin?”
 
   Her concern reached him, brought him back like a lifebelt thrown to a drowning man. “Yes … I–ah … golly gosh. I feel quite dizzy all of a sudden.”
 
   Alliathiune was biting her lip, he saw. Above that, her mysterious hazel eyes, so close to his, danced with secrets he could scarcely imagine. “Thank you for holding me,” she said. “That’s what friends do. Have you ever had a friend before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I would be your friend.”
 
   For the first time, Kevin allowed himself to meet her gaze unreservedly.
 
   He saw his own green-gold gaze, burnished by the firelight, reflected in her pupils, and for an endless moment neither he nor Alliathiune seemed able to breathe. The air was thick between them, fraught with a strange tension.
 
   “Eyes of glory,” whispered the Dryad, voicing her thoughts as if he were not present. “Powerful, wizard eyes; eyes that betray the true person. Why did I not recognise it before? These are the eyes of Driadorn’s champion, even cased in such a frail shell. Why did Zephyr and I ever argue? Why doubt? How could one Dryad presume to stand in this man’s way?”
 
   Alliathiune blinked. Her eyes turned golden with mysterious power. At once, an older female voice began to speak from her mouth, “Judge a Lurk by his secrets, will you, little Dryad? Every Seer must rid herself of all selfishness, of all attachments, of all affairs of the heart, for that path leads only to sorrow and destruction. Did you not read my letter? Did I die in vain, that you should make the same mistake? The one thing you desire is the one sacrifice demanded.”
 
   The Dryad’s soft voice pleaded, “But this agony is too great, and too bittersweet! This is the power of the Forest itself, an elemental thing, a soul-fever that will never fade. Oh mother, I would rather die. My life is a meaningless irony.”
 
   Kevin gaped! What in the name of–was this Dryad magic?
 
   Cold as a bitter winter’s breeze, the other voice replied, “It can never be. It cuts to the quick of all that you ever can or would be. Dryad, and Seer. Twin secrets entwined, hid within your being.”
 
   And just as suddenly as it had appeared, the gleam of enchantment faded from her eyes. A tremor rocked her body, and Alliathiune’s hazel eyes gazed at him one more, just as close, just as captivating and captivated.
 
   “I would be your friend,” she repeated.
 
   Kevin said the only thing he could think to say. “I’m afraid I have no experience of friendship. Who would befriend an invalid? Who indeed, would Father allow to befriend me? Any servant or nurse or doctor who came too close would be dismissed. He could not risk them speaking to outsiders. I came to believe that friends were what other people had. I am not worth being friends with.”
 
   Did she remember nothing of what the two voices had said? Alliathiune smiled at him with her eyes. “Perhaps, good outlander, you will permit me to form my own judgements in this matter?”
 
   To summon up humour required an intolerable inner wrench, but Kevin did it. “The Mighty High Wizard so permits.”
 
   “Of course, you recognise I am never stubborn, nor generally fond of doing my own thing.”
 
   Kevin grinned. “Never, good Dryad.”
 
   “And you’ll permit mild and infrequent displays of temper from this friend, as any brief, balmy Budding season breeze?”
 
   “Now you’re pulling my leg!”
 
   “Friends make each other laugh. Shall I tell you a secret?”
 
   “If that’s what friends do,” he said, very carefully. The air itself trembled between them, fragrant with magic. He dared not move. He hardly dared to breathe.
 
   “It is.” Alliathiune drew a deep breath. “I would like it if you weren’t so bothered by the magical aspect of my nature, good Kevin. I understand that I am different to anyone you may ever have encountered, but in the Forests of Driadorn and our world of Feynard, I am–well, perfectly natural. Different to you, but distantly related to Humans. Once a moon I enter a tree to rest for a darktime, for we Dryads are in some way part of all nature around us–tied to it, you might say. We cannot exist without the sustenance–the Sälïph-sap–we gain from trees.”
 
   Kevin nodded encouragingly. “Are your kind truly related to Humans, Alliathiune?”
 
   “Informed studies performed by the Unicorns show that there are great similarities between many of the two-legged creatures of the Hills,” she replied, as if quoting a text. “There are various legends about the origin of the different races. Amongst my kind, the Dryads, I am special. I’m a Seer.”
 
   It was on the tip of his tongue to cry ‘you don’t say!’, but Kevin bit the offending appendage lest it break this spell that encircled the two of them. He quelled a shudder as she continued:
 
   “A Seer is one in whom the magic of our great Forest has expressed itself in a unique form–there are few Seers, perhaps one every three or four generations, and only amongst the Dryads do they appear. Seers have a great duty towards the Forest, to protect it and nourish it, and to use their powers to confound its enemies, which are legion. Because of this special position and greater magical powers than others of her kind, the life of a Seer is lonely. Others are jealous–or afraid. Seers do not have many friends.”
 
   What was she hiding? Alliathiune’s voice was replete with nuances, as though she were trying to tell him something without saying it. Who had made a mistake and died? What was the one sacrifice demanded of a Seer? Now Kevin’s head was whirling for three reasons: her proximity, what he had seen before, and what she had told him now. Where lay the truth in this? He must not forget a word! And he knew he would not.
 
   “Dear–uh, good Alliathiune, are you saying you have few friends?”
 
   Her head bobbed slightly before setting back against his shoulder. “This darktime I shall enter one of these gloamingbark trees, good Kevin. I fear to enter these ancient citizens of the true Old Forest, for not all the spirits are kind. I fear also that Zephyr has only touched the surface of its dangers.”
 
   “He wishes only to protect us.”
 
   “It is not only the holiness of the Sacred Grove that keeps creatures from travelling these parts, good friend.”
 
   Those two words–good friend–made him feel as he had never felt before. And yet, did friends keep secrets from each other? That said, he was keeping many secrets, too! “You should understand,” said Kevin, as cautiously as a rabbit exiting its burrow, “that one cannot say we know each other well. It would be foolish to assume that there are no secrets between us. Yet, I believe friends should keep no secrets–in time. Is that true?”
 
   She stiffened immediately. “Are you keeping secrets, good Kevin?”
 
   “Of course.” His laugh was low and as bitter as aloes. “Those most painful to me. I wish I could speak, but my fears prevent me.”
 
   “Friendship walks hand in hand with trust. Trust grows stronger given time and faithful companionship.”
 
   “Very wise.” He pursed his lips and stared at the fire. And took the plunge. “Might it be true that you keep secrets, Alliathiune, even within the secret you just shared with me?”
 
   “Do you read minds, High Wizard?” she replied, in a small, wooden voice. In an instant, she cast off the blanket and leaped to her feet. “We have spoken enough this darktime. I shall enter that tree now.”
 
   With a flick of her long green tresses, she moved away, leaving Kevin staring into the fire with tears in his eyes. Idiot! He had pressed her too far.
 
   And the words he would have spoken, died unspoken.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11: The Old Forest
 
   Chilly and damp dawned the morn, in accordance with Kevin’s dreary mood. Soon they would prove his hypothesis. Ahead lay but four lighttimes of the Old Forest and they should reach Elliadora’s Well. They breakfasted in haste upon fruits and waycrust, each preoccupied with his or her private thoughts about the way ahead.
 
   His eyes were red-rimmed after reading his tome of wizardry until the last embers of firelight had dimmed, and the single glance he cast in Alliathiune’s direction that morning was a reproachful one. She, rather than looking refreshed, had dark circles under her eyes, as if she had been crying all darktime. Yet she summoned for Zephyr several yellow-tail sparrows with a warbling bird-whistle she trilled with her tongue, and instructed them in the messages they should bear to Thaharria-brin-Tomal and Dryadell, home of the Dryads. The Unicorn then cast the spells that he had prepared the previous evening over each of their company in turn. Kevin flinched when it came to his turn, but he came to no harm.
 
   As they hiked along, the forest rose above their heads. Presently, the tall broadleaf trees gave way to thickset stands of maggar and flakebark trees, and towering above them, the mighty, spreading old kalar trees, true giants of the Forest at over three hundred feet tall. Kevin soberly paced eighty-two paces around a single kalar’s trunk. Now he felt small!
 
   They might try to follow the ancient Shilliabär road, he observed, but here many roots had conspired to tear it up and the undergrowth obscured the mustard-coloured bricks.
 
   To take his mind off trudging up the long, ever-ascending slope–and especially off what had passed between him and Alliathiune the previous evening–Kevin reviewed his mental map. To the northeast of Shilliabär they should locate the primary tributary of the Barlindran River and follow it eastward, ever ascending into the tall hills surrounding Elliadora’s Well. Here, proclaimed the maps depicting Driadorn’s extraordinary geography, lay the headwaters of the seven rivers that fed the Forest, all originating from a single point–the Well. Kevin thought it unlikely that seven great rivers should originate at a single place, but kept his doubts private for fear of provoking a Zephyr-style diatribe on the extent of his ignorance.
 
   By midmorning the dark trees closed in completely, plunging the company into gloom so thick it made Zephyr mutter that he doubted if indeed Indomalion stood in the sky. The flakebark trees were so ancient that the trunks were completely obscured by mounds of rotting bark, which the trees shed year-round. Alliathiune declared she had never seen flakebarks so old. The travellers were forced to slip and slide over fetid, rotting mounds of bark as tall as the stalwart form of Akê-Akê. The Faun looked fierce in that semidarkness, all muscle and scars and clannish war paint, which he had painstakingly applied before setting out that morning. Zephyr cast Kevin a meaningful look at this development. Evidently the Faun was not yet forgiven the sins of his fellows.
 
   After lunch, however, matters took a turn for the sinister. Firstly, the X’gäthi appeared to warn them that several animals had been–definitely now in the past tense–tracking them for a short turn of the glass. Secondly, the road disintegrated and vanished into the undergrowth, until it was only through the X’gäthi tracking skills that they were able to keep to it with any confidence. Zephyr worried that the road would become impassable. Kevin was more worried about all the bugs and spiderwebs–at least, until their dinner-plate-sized spinners began to drop from the branches above and one plopped softly down on the back of his neck. He had a screaming fit and fainted.
 
   He woke, spluttering, to find Alliathiune pouring water on his face, down his neck, and everywhere else.
 
   “I said, gently!” cried Zephyr, thrusting her aside with his muzzle.
 
   Alliathiune stuck her tongue out at him. “It worked, didn’t it? Good Kevin, the spiders have all been vanquished in your absence by the indomitable X’gäthi.”
 
   There was more than a hint of Harold in his tone as he snarled back, “Are you quite done with your vicious mockery?”
 
   Tears welled unexpectedly in Alliathiune’s eyes and she lurched away; blindly making for the nearest tree. The Dryad pitched onto her face as though felled by an axe. Everyone started as one.
 
   “Stay back!” cried Zephyr.
 
   The party froze mid-breath; the X’gäthi blades quivering with the effort of restraint; Akê-Akê with his bow partly drawn and an arrow taut against the bowstring; Snatcher with his club upraised and ready to strike.
 
   “Stand well back!” The Unicorn extended his horn, testing the environment with a delicate application of magic.
 
   The ground beneath the Dryad’s prone torso trembled like flour sifted through a sieve. The patterns on her arms and legs writhed with sinister abandon, making her limbs and muscles twitch and spasm uncontrollably. Tiny, tender green shoots broke through the soil, waving gently back and forth as though caught in their own breeze, growing steadily into tiny creepers that slithered along her skin with a vile purposefulness and perversely intimate touch. Alliathiune’s face contorted as though she experienced hideous pain, but no screams came from her open mouth.
 
   Kevin found himself frantic with guilt. Could they not do something for her? Why had he snapped so? It was his fault she was being attacked by that … thing! His hand moved to his pocket.
 
   “Kevin, do not interfere.”
 
   “Zephyr! What is it?” rumbled the Lurk. The X’gäthi muttered and shifted forward, only for the Unicorn to motion them back.
 
   “A Glothum trap.” Zephyr bit off the words in his distress. “An ancient magic called anti-glödryan. I said before that the Glothums were among the most creative of the peoples of Driadorn. So were their wizards. I had no idea these things still existed!” And he cursed eloquently, but bade them sternly not to interfere.
 
   “Look,” said Snatcher, “must we perforce stand impotent and not interfere? Those repulsive vines will surely soon strangle her.”
 
   As they watched helplessly, the tendrils grew longer and wound tighter and tighter around the Dryad’s body, slowly subduing her struggles until only the barest quivering of her muscles reassured them that she was still alive. It was incredibly difficult to watch as their companion was entrapped and defeated by the strange plant. Had it not been for Zephyr’s cautions, they would have fallen upon it tooth and nail to rescue her.
 
   Zephyr shook his mane and shifted his forelegs uneasily. “My understanding is that we should not attempt to halt the process, or the entire power of her Dryad magic would turn against us and I cannot say that we would live to remember the experience, at least not in the forms and bodies we presently enjoy. Her own Dryad magic has been subverted by the anti-glödryan and ensnares her even as we speak.”
 
   “Her magic?” said Kevin, chewing his lip miserably.
 
   “The Glothums had a prodigious dislike for the Faerie peoples, an enmity of origins lost in the mists of time,” explained the Unicorn. “Her kind and any other Faerie were unwelcome in Shilliabär, and the Glothum wizards went to extraordinary lengths to dissuade the Faerie from meddling in their affairs. The anti-glödryan was discovered by chance–a rare weed which is poisonous to the Faerie. The wizards took it, studied it, and after nearly a hundred seasons produced what you see now.”
 
   “P-Poisonous?” Kevin stammered, aghast at seeing the Dryad disappearing beneath the crawling green shoots. He would rather be tortured with hot irons than endure this. “W-Will she d-die?”
 
   “From her own magic,” said he, shaking his horn in agreement. “It isn’t a physical poison, but a magical one, one which turns Faerie magic inside out, so to speak. It is difficult to explain to the uninitiated. Dryads like Alliathiune have the power of growing things, of healing, of making whole. The power of our great Mother-Forest is within her. In a way, she is the Forest. When a Dryad steps upon the anti-glödryan plant, she instinctively tries to protect herself with her magic, but instead of saving herself, dooms herself instead. The plant feeds on her magic. It feeds to grow. Once it has subdued her person, as you see, it stops growing and begins to work more subtly, using her own power against her. Animal will change to vegetable, flesh to plant. Once enough has changed, she will be unable to reverse the process and she will die–usually before the new moon, consumed by the plant. That gives us six lighttimes hence.”
 
   “Hold still!” rapped the Unicorn, freezing Akê-Akê mid-step. “If you interrupt it she will surely die. Wait, and we may yet have a chance.”
 
   Her skin was now nearly completely entwined in a layer of thin green strands. Though each was individually weak, together they formed an impervious cocoon around her body, until she came to resemble nothing more than a giant green pod lying on the forest floor. Even her long hair had been entangled by the plant, as if the least stray strand might prove dangerous.
 
   Shifting from pad to pad as though a swarm of nisk flies were bothering him, Snatcher suddenly ground out, “What chance, good Unicorn? Speak, for the sweet Dryad’s life depends upon it.”
 
   Zephyr sighed and shuffled his hooves. “It is my fault,” he muttered. “I should have remembered the Glothum hatred of Faerie creatures. I did not prepare adequately.” He lowered his head. “There is but one way, good Lurk.”
 
   Snatcher squeezed Kevin’s shoulder gently, making him wince. “Your funereal tone bodes ill, noble Zephyr.”
 
   “There is a Unicorn legend that tells of how the Glothum wizards used upon occasion, when they discovered Faerie persons entrapped by their magic, to remove them back to the city for study and to make an example of them. A particularly nasty version of the legend suggests that they made use of them for, ah …” He took a deep breath and rushed on, “Sprites became decorations, Naiads became fountains, and Dryads became … furniture. It suggests there must be a spell of reversal. If there is, there is only one place it would be found–in the Shilliabär Tower, a wizards’ library. The greatest library in the ancient world. If we can find it, we can hopefully reverse the spell and restore Alliathiune to her former self.”
 
   “And this tower is where?”
 
   “Right in the centre of Shilliabär; perhaps the most dangerous place in the entirety of the Old Forest.”
 
   “One too many ‘ifs’ for my liking,” said Kevin, pale now and trembling. “If this plant is still alive, what other monsters are too?”
 
   Akê-Akê plucked his bowstring meaningfully. “Only speak the word, master, and I shall riddle them with my arrows. When I run out of shafts, I will employ this mace by way of education upon their monstrous skulls, and if I break my weapon, I shall employ my bare hands and my teeth to rend them limb from limb. Though my doom should rise before me like the insatiable maw of Shäyol itself, with my last breath and lifeblood I shall purchase our passage to this Shilliabär Tower!”
 
   Snatcher showed his teeth in a hideous grin. “Well spoken, poetic Faun! I declare in agreement with your vow, that as we are headed towards Shilliabär, we should make no detour where courage might fail us. We should strike for the heart!”
 
   “Right!” And the X’gäthi, as one man, drew their swords in agreement.
 
   “Me too,” Kevin offered meekly.
 
   Zephyr shook his head in disbelief, but pride shone from his eyes. “I am surrounded by fools who dance for joy at the sight of the hangman’s noose! Nevertheless, I say Alliathiune is too good a friend, and too important to our cause, for us to withhold. Let all Glothums beware!”
 
   Upon Zephyr’s word, Snatcher lifted the green cocoon and rolled it into his sling, which he carried crosswise from his right shoulder on his back. Then they set out again, moving more urgently now, pushing along the road at the very edge of caution. Several times, Kevin heard swords swishing ahead of them, but always by the time they arrived the X’gäthi had left a corpse and moved on. Some were bigger than the Lurk.
 
   Darktime brought its own terrors. Shades appeared all around them as if drawn by the smell of living creatures, but Zephyr’s enchantments rendered their poisons harmless and by working in pairs, the X’gäthi warriors were able to slay them before they reached the campfire–which the Unicorn had allowed only because he needed the charcoal to prepare several of his powders. After a while, the Shades stopped coming. But later in the evening they were attacked by Black Wolves, and Goblins, and several other creatures Zephyr had no names for. His magic combined with the X’gäthi martial skills kept them safe, but one of the dark warriors lost his left arm, torn off at the elbow by a creature with a cat’s form and a snake’s scaly hide. No one enjoyed much sleep.
 
   The following lighttime saw an end to the flakebark trees. Dark, tangled underbrush pressed in from every side, all snarled up with brambles and trailing, viciously barbed lorni-vines, and shaded by the vast, pungent kalar trees. To their affliction was added the joy of hacking through the vegetation with their weapons, the bites of grimflies and nisk flies disturbed by their passing, the upraised and gnarled roots of carnivorous tekla bushes, and the constant need to detour around the trunks of the kalar trees, which were often sixty to seventy feet in width and occasionally larger still. Beneath the forest canopy it was oppressively still and humid, despite the season heading toward Feynard’s winter, called Darkenseason. Sweat trickled down their backs and attracted more grimflies, which showed a particular fondness for Human and Unicorn flesh. It was mid-afternoon, when they were all exhausted and hungry and looking out for the first signs of Shilliabär city, that they stumbled upon a Yatakê lair.
 
   Kevin’s weary eyes had detected strong signs of Blight on the leaves of bushes at his eye level. He had just called Zephyr to point this out, when the Unicorn stopped in his tracks and sniffed the air. He turned pale.
 
   A monstrous roar split the air and one of the X’gäthi came flying through the bushes towards them as though shot from a cannon–luckily, gaining a soft landing in a bristling rotorberry bush, but he would be picking thorns out of his hide for the rest of that lighttime.
 
   A great stench of dead things in the height of their corruption and decay preceded the creature. Then the Yatakê pushed into view and all else was forgotten. Kevin’s first impression was of an armoured bear. The snout was long and pointed, packed with triangular teeth more suited to shark, and anchored by a thick-muscled neck to a hulking pair of shoulders comfortably twice the size of Snatcher’s. It brushed aside a maggar tree, ignoring the attacking shadows of X’gäthi warriors. Its red eyes, narrowed with hatred and malice, stared right at Kevin, and when it saw him it reared up on its hind legs and roared a second time. Four great paws spread wide, brandishing for all to see claws like meat-hooks still stained with the blood of its last victim, and a ridged, chitinous armour protecting its underbelly. One set of such arms would have been fearsome enough. Two was terrifying.
 
   It made a beeline for him.
 
   Zephyr aimed his horn and let fly with a cloud of smoke which latched unerringly onto the creature’s head and clung there as though glued, covering its eyes completely. Akê-Akê fired as fast as he could, but his arrows only stuck in the tough hide. Though the creature was losing blood from numerous cuts inflicted by the X’gäthi, it oriented on Kevin, despite Zephyr’s cloud, and moved forward with ponderous certainty. The terrified Human back-pedalled, trying to dodge behind bushes and trees that the monstrous Yatakê simply pushed over or through.
 
   Twice more Zephyr loosed his magic, once in a gout of white fire that sizzled even through the air before hitting the Yatakê full in the chest and throat. The second time, he used a powder to deflect and confuse it, allowing time for the Lurk to drop Alliathiune in a safe place and return, bellowing his anger, to the fray–and his blows, at last, had an effect on their immense foe. His strikes with that gigantic club sounded like a woodsman attacking a tree with his mightiest timber-axe, falling with a clean crack upon limbs and joints. Kevin, who was still scrambling for dear life, suddenly found time to regain his composure. There was a dull ache in his thigh, but he ignored it.
 
   With its magic-enhanced speed, the Yatakê caught Snatcher up in its four mighty arms and jerked him bodily off the ground. Its hands locked behind his back. The corded muscles along its back and shoulders leaped into sharp relief. Its power was immense, the power of ancient evil hideously clothed in flesh and bone. The Lurk groaned and struggled, fighting to get its paws free before the snapping jaws found his head. Their roars mingled and rose, shaking the Forest to its very roots. Distinctly, through it all, Kevin heard bones crunching and tendons creaking under the tremendous strain. The Lurk was strong, but the Yatakê was stronger still and more massive. Despite eight X’gäthi warriors hacking at the creature’s legs and back, it gave no sign of letting up. Akê-Akê, having withheld his arrows for fear of striking the Lurk, leaped in with a mace to help the X’gäthi.
 
   “Can we not do something?” Kevin shrilled, fearful now that Snatcher would be crushed as he surely must be under that devastating pressure.
 
   “I have spells, but those would harm our own!”
 
   But then Snatcher struck back. Swinging his left leg from the hip, he rammed his armoured knee into the Yatakê’s groin. And again. The creature grunted. And a third time. Now it shuddered. Two arms tore loose to batter Snatcher’s head–but this suited the Lurk’s plan. Wrenching his shoulders sideways, he found leverage and swung his head upward at an angle. His mouth yawned open, wider than ever before, and shut like a steel trap over the Yatakê’s lower jawbone. Kevin had learned that Lurks have jaw muscles comparable to a crocodile’s, but without the leverage of the longer construction. Put rocks between a Lurk’s back molars, though, and they could pulverise granite. With the additional stimulus of pain and adrenaline, the Lurk clamped down with all his strength, trying to shear that Yatakê’s lower jaw clean off.
 
   The creature went berserk.
 
   With deafening howls, the monstrous creature crashed back and forth between the trees in an attempt to unseat its tormentor. Its fists beat the Lurk’s back and head, but Snatcher only bit down the harder. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, the Yatakê convulsed and tore itself loose, leaving its entire lower jawbone in Snatcher’s mouth. Blood burst from the open hole in its throat. Yet still, it charged the Lurk once more and drove him with all its might backwards into the trunk of a kalar. Kevin distinctly heard something snap. But Snatcher lifted his legs, levered the Yatakê off, and using the tree as his springboard, tackled the creature around the knees. An almighty crash shook the Forest. Dust flew everywhere. The X’gäthi leaped in as one man.
 
   But when the dust settled, only the Yatakê lay unmoving.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “So, before she fell, Alliathiune was teaching you about the Forest?” asked Zephyr, falling into step with Kevin, about an hour after the Yatakê had been defeated.
 
   “Berries, bushes, trees, animals, insects–what she doesn’t know of the Forest …”
 
   “You grow fond of the Dryad.”
 
   Kevin regarded the Unicorn with wary eyes. “The wisdom of which I doubt.”
 
   “What cares the heart for wisdom, good outlander? But you could not pick a more able teacher than one part-vegetable.”
 
   “I suspect Alliathiune would slap you for that comment, good Unicorn.” He looked ahead to the Lurk, carrying Alliathiune, tirelessly pushing his way through a thicket of horn-berry bushes. Inedible, he reminded himself. Useful as a green dye. The Lurk was an excellent trailbreaker. He simply walked through or over most things.
 
   His mind served up an image of him kissing a carrot. Kevin sighed. He was as far from romance as Feynard probably was from Earth. And Alliathiune was steadily turning more plant than she had ever wanted to be.
 
   “She spoke at length of the balance of nature, of this Forest’s intricate lifecycles and dependencies and habitats,” he said, hoping to distract the Unicorn from his gentle teasing. “It’s so detailed! So perfect, in ways I never imagined! It’s similar to what this book says about magic. But I wish you would stop calling me High Wizard Muckity-Muck, Zephyr, because you can’t be a high anything and be as ignorant as me. I thought wizards should be enormously learned.”
 
   “And I am enormously learned, you flatterer,” Zephyr simpered, with such false modesty Kevin had to chuckle. “Allow me to share with you a Unicorn jewel of wisdom. No magic is done in isolation. All magic has consequences. What you saw earlier–that Yatakê–was a consequence. It is like unto the laws of motion you described to me.”
 
   “Every action–”
 
   “–has an equal and opposite reaction?”
 
   “Indeed. But this isn’t entirely true of magic. Put otherwise, the laws of magic are not one and the same as the laws of the physical universe.” Kevin had the impression that if the Unicorn were a professor, he would have adjusted his spectacles before launching into his lecture. “Your tome is a fine work, good Kevin. But does it teach that magic can kill? That the consequences can be out of all proportion to the error? The Dark One thought he knew how to raise demons, his Yatakê. But they nigh destroyed him. Dryads used to travel this way to their Sacred Grove. Now the demons hunt them mercilessly. I tell you further, magical backlash can destroy a wizard. And–you can’t destroy magic.”
 
   Kevin, who had been shaking his head, said, “But I imagined that like gravity versus anti-gravity, you could have anti-magic–at least, theoretically.”
 
   “Oh, you can have anti-magic,” the Unicorn replied. “But it’s a force in its own right. It is a power far more dangerous and unpredictable than the direct application of magic.”
 
   “Which I struggle with.”
 
   “You have the patience of a nisk fly.”
 
   “I find them awfully stubborn. My neck tells that tale eloquently.”
 
   “Wizards concentrate on the direct applications of magic–from healing to devastating fireballs. Learn this law well: magic cannot be destroyed. It can be subverted, redirected, transformed, absorbed, or dissipated, even reversed. Come, while we walk, let us work on your mage-light. You have power in abundance, good outlander, but lack only the skill and discipline in its application.”
 
   They walked quietly for a while, skirting the mighty trunk of a kalar tree. Kevin silently named the bushes he knew. But his thoughts churned eventually to a question. “What if outlander magic is different, noble one-horn?”
 
   “I think I should be the judge of that, don’t you?”
 
   Kevin nodded reluctantly. The X’gäthi called him ‘High Wizard’. So this allegedly mighty wizard, who could blast a hundred Black Wolves to smithereens and heal a dying Faun–how could he fail to hold a mage-light alight for more than an eye-blink? Why could he not heat water, start a fire, or drive away flies? Basic, basic Unicorn magic, but he always made cold water, occasionally immolated a twig, and insects kept biting him.
 
   He asked, suddenly, “Why, if you’re so powerful, would you not use your magic in Mistral Bog?”
 
   “No need to sound so sullen about it,” Zephyr replied. “Because, noble Kevin, of the consequences. Mistral Bog has predators which are attracted to magic. Equally, Fauns are magic-users and apt to detect the use of magic. Law number two.”
 
   “No magic is done in isolation?”
 
   “Thank the Hills, he has ears attached to a brain,” said the Unicorn, sounding vastly surprised. This time, Kevin did dare to smack him.
 
   Zephyr held that the consequences of magic were not merely physical, but also encompassed the realms of good and evil. Kevin chewed this over as the Unicorn talked. He called this the Great Balance, the Balance that Elliadora had once sought to right by building her Well. A great evil had been done to the land. Her work was a great healing and a binding of the evil races; the Trolls beneath the earth, and the Goblins and Drakes were expelled from the Seventy-Seven Hills. But even her act had consequences, he said. A great good, balancing the old evil, nevertheless became a target for further evil. Again and again, evil rose up against the good. Creatures, races, wizards, and wars–an endless cycle, the story of the aeons of history, the story of the Hills.
 
   Kevin preferred to call it human nature–well, what did one call that in Feynard, creature nature? Dryad, Unicorn, Drake, Lurk nature? A cosmic battle between the forces of good and evil made for decent fiction, in his opinion. But not for a Blight. The Blight would have a reason he could put his newly sensitised nose to. He sniffed the air. Even a pathetic excuse for a non-wizard could tell that the Blight was more advanced here in the Old Forest–he had no need for Alliathiune to be gazing around her, hollow-eyed, unable to tear her eyes away from her dying Forest, from the limp boughs and drooping, splotched leaves, from the rot and disease patiently eating away at the heart of each tree.
 
   There was evil in Feynard. Evil that held her captive. Evil that struck even beyond the graves of those Glothums Zephyr had described.
 
   What would they find at the source, at Elliadora’s Well? Would it kill Alliathiune?
 
   Kevin tasted blood. He realised he had bitten his lip too hard.
 
   He turned his attention back to Zephyr, who was prattling on about the different types of magic mastered by the different creatures of the Forest. Lurks for water and stone; Dryads for living and growing things; Drakes for offensive spells; Unicorns for healing, illusion, defence, and the scholarly arts; Dragons for shape-shifting, fire, and the higher magical arts the Unicorn refused to reveal to him.
 
   The afternoon soon fled.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12: Shilliabär Tower
 
   As evening approached, the company came to a hill, to a bare place from which they could see both behind and before. Indomalion’s corona set the southern horizon ablaze in orange flames–sun-flares, Kevin wondered? Great tendrils of impossibly distant fire, raging above the gloaming gathering across the land, stroking the faraway horizon so distinctly that he imagined he must soon see an inferno racing through the Forest. An illusion, of course. But why did the flames burn downward?
 
   There was so much of Feynard he had never noticed. Kevin felt as though he were waking up from a decades-long sleep.
 
   “Garlion eats Indomalion,” said Zephyr, following the direction of Kevin’s gaze. “But we must look ahead, good outlander. “Here lies beautiful Shilliabär. Those were once the city gates, through which one would enter the city’s main avenue.”
 
   Turning at once, Kevin surveyed the damage. Time had wreaked its toll, reducing the walls in places to heaps of rubble and the gates to dust–all that remained of them were lumps of stone that must once have formed gatehouses. Beyond, the once-proud city was in the process of being reclaimed by the Forest, overrun with undergrowth and trees where once there must have been roads, pavements, houses, and monuments. He shifted uneasily, wondering when the Glothums would appear. How they would kill. He had seen too much killing already.
 
   He looked at their company. Seven X’gäthi were left of the original dozen, one having fallen foul of a Forest creature not even his partner two feet away had seen. Akê-Akê was bruised and bloodied all along his left side after a second, smaller Yatakê had attacked them in the early evening, but still grinned fiercely back at him. He seemed to be making the most of his second lease on life. Snatcher, battered and gouged in a dozen places but still unbowed, carried the precious burden of Alliathiune in his sling. They were utterly spent.
 
   Kevin felt his guilt would grow into a Yatakê and eat him alive. If he had not snapped at Alliathiune, they would not now be standing on the portico of deadly Shilliabär. He should not have been so grumpy. So angry. So out of control! For twenty-seven years, Kevin Jenkins had enjoyed absolute control over his little domain–save for Father and Brian. He had been on Feynard what, three weeks? Already a lifetime. He was a different Kevin.
 
   When had he ever walked on his own two legs for a whole lighttime with only a brief pause for lunch? He shivered. Father would have killed him for raising his voice, for daring to answer back. Brian would have guaranteed a visit to the doctor.
 
   “Strength to you, good outlander,” said Zephyr, touching his horn to Kevin’s shoulder. “This is a spell for protection this darktime. I fear to make camp out here. Something malodorous drifts on the wind.”
 
   Kevin nodded. Where the Yatakê had tarried, the Old Forest was rotten and dying, as though their mere touch were deadly poison to growing things. Branches softened and wilted, leaves turned brown, even the soil underfoot was spongy with decomposition. The Dryad would have been devastated, had she seen what they had seen.
 
   Concentrated Blight. He shivered again.
 
   “Are you cold?”
 
   “Just a bad memory, Zephyr. Sometimes I can’t believe … Feynard must be strange and magical beyond belief.”
 
   The Unicorn lifted his melancholy gaze to those last roseate strains of the sunset streaming between the kalar trees. “There are other pockets of magic in the known lands of Feynard, good Kevin. Strange and wondrous lands they are, beyond Driadorn’s borders. But the Forest is the greatest of these, and Elliadora’s Well is the heart of its magic. I feel much stronger here–but this is also why the Blight is so alarming. If the basic fabric of the Forest can be corrupted, then what hope have creatures who depend on it for our livelihood? Our very survival is at stake. You are an outlander. One who comes from beyond. Who knows what effect the magic might have on you? What you might be capable of? To us, you truly represent the unknown.”
 
   “But I’m rather different to the warrior Alliathiune saw in her dream,” he said, with a bitter laugh. “What good am I, really?”
 
   “Hrr-ibrrali!” Zephyr harrumphed, his breath steaming slightly in the cooler evening air. Kevin had the impression that he was considering his next words very carefully, and waited patiently for the Unicorn’s response. “There are seven tests of wizardry, good Kevin,” he said obliquely. “The first of these is the test of reason. Nothing in magic is straightforward. Many are the pitfalls ready to trap the unwary, the impatient, and the ignorant. Often there is conflicting and inconclusive information, where the skill of the wizard lies not in nimble digits, but in the ability to reason through to the correct solution–the one that will not kill.”
 
   “Among the races of Driadorn, wizards are a select breed. They hold great power and responsibility. Any creature may become a wizard, but some–Unicorns being a case in point–have certain natural advantages. Some have the power but lack the ability to harness it.” Here, he looked significantly at Kevin. “I have seen that you are eager to learn. Only you saw the connection to Elliadora’s Well.”
 
   “Which remains unproven.”
 
   “As yet!” He sighed deeply. “I also sense within you a deep uneasiness about wizardry. It is this lack of belief that causes you to withhold.”
 
   “Zephyr, for goodness sake! The truth is: I don’t have a clue!”
 
   “Well. Seven tests there are. Once initiated there is no going back–the tests will come, whether you choose them or not. If you try to avoid them, as some would-be wizards do, the lore suggests that the tests will be commensurately harder. The first seems simple, but it is not. The apprentice must memorise the Wizard’s Creed, and then answer seven questions to a wizard of the seventh rank. The answers given will determine how far and fast through the ranks one progresses. Good Kevin, I carry with me a copy of the Wizard’s Creed. It is a sealed scroll. Once you break the seal, the tests are set in motion–your name is written on the Roll of Initiation in Korahlia-tak-Tarna, a secret room in a secret tower, whose location is revealed only to wizards of the third rank and beyond. A select few, in other words. I would ask, as a friend, that you give solemn and lengthy consideration to the undertaking of this journey. I ask you to consider becoming a wizard.”
 
   “I am honoured, of course.” He was stunned, to tell the truth. Kevin too gazed for into the distance for a time, gathering his thoughts, and scratched his chin. “May I ask a few questions, good Zephyr?”
 
   “I’ll answer what I may.”
 
   “What are the other six tests?”
 
   “That I cannot say.”
 
   “I guessed so. Are these tests hard?”
 
   “It is said that they test a person to the uttermost. Failure does not necessarily spell death–at least, in the lower ranks this is largely true.”
 
   “I see.” As the Unicorn had intended, this gave him pause. “I guess Omäirg and Ozark were seventh rank wizards, then?”
 
   “Sixth and seventh, respectively.”
 
   “And what rank are you?”
 
   “Fourth.”
 
   “Only?” The Unicorn sucked in his breath. “Er–I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   Zephyr let out a sigh, very slowly indeed, and turned away to gaze out over Shilliabär. “There are no flippant answers in the tests. You should understand, good Kevin, that the ranks are roughly equivalent to orders of magnitude. I am one of only six fourth-rank wizards in Driadorn, and in all Feynard, there are but twenty-three in total. Of the fifth rank there are three. Nine out of the last ten wizards to attempt the fifth rank have failed and perished.” His voice was tight, controlled. “Give it thought. I have seen you at work, heard you speak, and have seen the magic burst loose from you. You have what it takes. My offer is not made lightly.”
 
   Zephyr was scared about that test, Kevin realised–and in a roundabout way, he felt comforted. “I shall consider it. Am I wasting time reading my book, in that case?”
 
   He glanced back and grinned. “No such study is ever wasted, good Kevin. Are you ready to continue once I have prepared the others?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   But his gaze returned to the green pod which held Alliathiune, slowly but surely destroying her. He had much to ponder.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   They moved into Shilliabär in a tight group, threading their way along what had once been a major thoroughfare, but was now a cracked, tumbled expanse covered in bushes and a dense, thorny creeper Zephyr called allïmwort. The evening was thick with its scent, a cloying smell like rancid saffron commingled with a touch of black pepper. All around them were the cries of unseen creatures, the clicking of claws against stone, and the occasional rasp of leathery skin disappearing into a dark crevice between the broken stonework. No hand strayed far from a weapon.
 
   The last light of evening soon faded. They paused briefly to pass around water, nuts, and waycrust, before igniting illumithär sticks to light their way. Zephyr was keen to press on for the city centre. But with the gathering darkness, the larger Glothum predators emerged from their holes and nests in search of ‘fun and entertainment’, as Akê-Akê put it, and after one of the X’gäthi was nearly lost to a pony-sized feline, the Unicorn settled upon discretion rather than foolhardiness. The X’gäthi found a partially intact building, inside which they took shelter. Snatcher stopped up the more obvious holes with the largest boulders he could carry–yet even so, Kevin totted up at least half-a-dozen attacks repulsed before he completed this work.
 
   The next thing he remembered was the rough edge of Akê-Akê’s cloven hoof introducing itself to his ribcage. “What?” He sat up sharply. “Oh, stinking piles of tripe … Zephyr? Snatcher? What’s going on?”
 
   The whole room shook as though struck by an earthquake.
 
   “Dark wizardry!” hissed the Faun. “Gather your belongings!”
 
   “No time!” shouted Zephyr, rearing in panic. Silvery powder spurted from a pouch on his back. “It’s a diversion!” he neighed. “Lurk, get us out of here–now!”
 
   The room rattled again, throwing Kevin to his knees. Something was rising from the earth beneath them, he realised suddenly, for the floor shifted and cracked in jagged strips right across the room. He staggered to his feet.
 
   “Stand back!” roared Snatcher, crouching, coiling like a cat. Then his immense thighs snapped straight, propelling his bulk across the room in a flash. There was no time to bother with the door, which he had blockaded with an immense block of stone. Snatcher went right through the wall next to one of the windows, using his left shoulder and arm as a battering-ram. The wall exploded outwards and sagged, leaving a gaping hole which the X’gäthi darted through. The Lurk rose, flinging boulders aside with careless abandon, and reached into the room for his sling. Akê-Akê hurdled his arm; Zephyr scuttled through on his heels. Kevin found himself picked up bodily by the Lurk and swept away with the sling, just as the bottom of the room fell away and a pair of very large, purple feelers emerged from the pit. A scream like an overheated chainsaw split the darktime air.
 
   They fled. The Lurk tucked Kevin beneath his arm like so much baggage, hopping in great bounds over the rubble. Akê-Akê worked his way steadily through his repertoire of curses, especially when he tripped over an exposed root and gashed his chin open.
 
   “Did anyone seize the Dryad?” cried Zephyr, sagging with relief as he saw Snatcher pull the sling over his shoulder. “Gently, mind!”
 
   A second scream rose chillingly behind them, silencing the ordinary sounds of the city. “What was that thing?” grunted the Lurk.
 
   “Just run!” snapped the Unicorn. “They hunt by smell.” And Kevin could see, above his back, a cloud of dust blossom and spread gently over their trail. It smelled like poppy seeds mixed with cayenne pepper.
 
   “Let me guess,” panted the Faun. “Scarab demon, good Unicorn?”
 
   Zephyr stumbled in surprise, ripping his left foreleg open on a sharp rock. “How do you know that?”
 
   “A favourite of Ozark’s in the last war.”
 
   “Exactly!”
 
   “Dangerous?” Snatcher grunted.
 
   “My fine Lurk,” gasped the Faun, “a Scarab demon would breakfast upon Yatakê. There is only one sure way to evade them–and that is to run. Very, very fast, and very far away.”
 
   They ran until Snatcher was winded. Being the largest of their company, he was suited more to sprinting than to distance running. He set Kevin down and fell to his knees, coughing up thick phlegm laced with blood.
 
   Zephyr cast him a concerned glance before rounding upon Akê-Akê. He demanded, “Are you some manner of wizard, good Faun?”
 
   The Faun stiffened as he rose, and answered the Unicorn’s steely glare with the full mettle of his own character; transformed in that instant, by a dignity that had until now lain completely unsuspected beneath his humble exterior. Neither flinched, and when he spoke, the Faun’s voice was as still as a forest pool. “What I am and what I am not, good Unicorn, is matter of personal privacy that I choose not to share at this time.”
 
   “That is wholly unacceptable!” the Unicorn barked.
 
   “My answer stands.”
 
   “Kevin!” Zephyr whirled to face him. “This Faun is sworn to your service. Command him to reply!”
 
   Kevin felt like an unwilling prisoner being dragged to the noose. How could he disobey the Unicorn’s command? And by what right did he presume to command Akê-Akê? It would be a violation of his right to privacy, even as he had been violated in the past by Father and Brian. But he was saved from reply by Snatcher.
 
   “On my word of honour,” rumbled the Lurk, “this Faun is no wizard. His tribal patterning–the scarification marks–proclaim it for all to see.”
 
   Akê-Akê swore bitterly and spat, “If you know, good Lurk, then why do you not tell the interfering one-horn, who regards all Fauns as the dust beneath his precious hooves, what I am? Perhaps then he will be satisfied!”
 
   “It is not my place.”
 
   “Fine! Outlander, you command him!”
 
   The Faun made a dismissive gesture. “Save your breath, noble Zephyr. I am a Faun Loremaster. It is my business to know these things.”
 
   “Order him to leave–now!”
 
   Kevin blinked at Zephyr’s hate-filled hiss. He said, plaintively, “What? Why should he leave?”
 
   “Loremasters conjure demons!”
 
   “Some do,” Akê-Akê interrupted, goaded beyond silence now. “Others tame animals, heal the sick, dispense justice, and keep the tribal histories. Undoubtedly, the good Unicorn suspects me of conjuring the Scarab. Why don’t you say it outright, one-horn?”
 
   Kevin bleated into the frosty silence, “How did the Scarab demon know where we were?” And moments later, “Would someone kindly tell me what’s going on?”
 
   But Zephyr suddenly looked tired and weary. “Akê-Akê, your truth shines before you as the dawn sky–I was wrong to suspect you. Please accept my humble apologies.”
 
   The Faun looked furious. “Accepted,” he grated.
 
   The Lurk cocked his ear. “We should hurry on, nobles all. This is no place to rest.” And he chivvied them along as a mother hen gathers its chicks, for they were exhausted and bone-weary and cold.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Shilliabär Tower rose before them like a single mocking syllable, seamless and perfect and untouched by the ravages of time. Protected by magic, both Zephyr and Snatcher averred. One hundred feet of sparkling white marble, with no discernable doorway, protecting the lost scrolls of Shilliabär’s many wizards. It was evening of the following lighttime, and the Unicorn’s patience was long since frazzled.
 
   Kevin stared around the circle of Zephyr’s magic. Creatures prowled out there, growing bolder in the gathering gloom, snarling, spitting, and hissing as they circled the intruders while giving each other a respectful distance, but the shield held firm. The Unicorn had taken two turns to draw on the ground the complex runes and symbols that protected them, explaining that he needed calm in order to work. Whatever he had done, Kevin thought, was so effective that the X’gäthi to the last man had rolled into their cloaks and were sound asleep. He wished he could relax at the drop of a hat like them. But when there were three or four dozen unnameable creatures out there, each clearly as predatory and deadly as the next, he found an attitude of relaxation somewhat hard to entertain.
 
   Over to his left, by the tower, he saw that Zephyr, Snatcher and Akê-Akê were embroiled in a heated discussion. Once they found the tower, they found no way in. An afternoon’s frustration with gaining ingress lay at the root of their anger. The tower had resisted their every artifice. The Unicorn had evidently run out of ideas.
 
   His eyes lit upon the green-shrouded bundle that was all that remained of Alliathiune. For her sake, he told himself. Enough soul-searching. It was his fault the Dryad had become trapped. His fault that she was dying. Kevin could stand the inactivity no longer–the ghosts of his fears were nothing compared to the guilt that gripped him now. Were he not such a miserable little toad, then the Dryad would have been safe and smiling and no doubt giving him the rough edge of her tongue. He would infinitely have preferred her most towering fury to the sight of a devouring green pod. He would rather she had slapped him again, harder than the time they first met, than see her succumb to this insidious fate. He pushed himself to his feet.
 
   Kevin silently passed by the Unicorn, trotting back and forth. He stuck his hand in his pocket. Willed himself not to throw up. Touched the cool Key-Ring, fingered a couple of the larger keys, and then passed it over his wrist. A cold sweat was upon his brow–every time he had done this, a concussion had resulted. But now there was only a slight tingling. Kevin stood before the tower, expecting something to happen. Nothing did.
 
   Slowly, he leaned forward and touched his forehead to the cool stone. What had he expected? Magic? A low, disgusted chuckle warbled from the depths of his throat. No, he reminded himself, he was just a useless lump of outlander baggage who needed a dozen X’gäthi warriors to wipe his backside. Alliathiune would surely die. He stiff-armed himself away. All that bothering about nothing. He was no wizard.
 
   “Hold still!” Zephyr shrilled.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   In his haste the Unicorn trod on the Faun’s ankle. He grunted in pain. “Mind your hooves.”
 
   “Just–stand there! Stand still! Do whatever you were doing!”
 
   Kevin scratched his chin and muttered, “Listen, old man, you’re making no sense whatsoever.” He adjusted his cloak and hung his head. “Come on, Zephyr. I feel like enough of a failure already.”
 
   But Zephyr prodded him with his muzzle. “Go back. What were you doing? You were standing there by the wall. Were you touching it?” Kevin sighed like a man three times his age. “Humour me, good Kevin. I’m already made a fool, why not join me?”
 
   He could not suppress a chuckle. “Your forced entry that backfired on you?”
 
   “Indeed.” Zephyr bared his teeth in a Unicorn smile. A blast of fire had been reflected somehow, sending him flying. “Thankfully, my magic protected me from any worse than skidding across those brambles on my haunches. Even wizards of the fourth rank have no proof against their own foolishness and impatience.”
 
   “I don’t consider you foolish, good Zephyr.”
 
   “Very well. Now, do whatever you were just doing.”
 
   He leaned against the tower. “This?”
 
   “No, something’s wrong. Exactly what you were doing before.”
 
   Kevin reluctantly inserted his hand through the Key-Ring, hidden in his pocket. “How’s this?”
 
   Zephyr clucked impatiently. “Put your head against the tower.”
 
   “I feel ridiculous.”
 
   “Hold still–excellent. Hold everything. Noble Snatcher, get your mangy hide over here and tell me what you see.”
 
   The Lurk made a sound like the grating of a dungeon door. “Still got a thorn stuck up your rear, good Zephyr?” Kevin shifted uneasily. At Zephyr’s impatient hiss, however, he touched his head to the cool marble once more. This was more than ridiculous, it was demeaning–but he would have put up with a thousand years of demeaning for the chance of seeing Alliathiune well again. Snatcher’s shadow loomed over him. “Unless my sight deceives me, good Unicorn,” he growled, rubbing his eyes, “I see a prismatic shield with a hole in it. I didn’t think that was possible. Good Kevin, lift your head for a moment.”
 
   Zephyr reared in excitement, slashing the air with his hooves. “Incredible!”
 
   “Now put your hand against the wall.” The Lurk prodded Kevin with his forefinger.
 
   “Ouch–gently! That thing’s like a stick!”
 
   Snatcher ignored him. “You, good Human, are a genius.”
 
   “What’s so great about blocking–?”
 
   “Hold still!” Zephyr neighed. “By the holy Well itself, good outlander, I don’t know how you do it!” He explained, prancing about, “A prismatic shield can be raised only by seven powerful wizards acting in concert, and is so named because it blocks all possible kinds of magic. It shifts and misdirects magic like a prism. Once raised, it requires a master with the right keyword or phrase, or runes, or magical symbols, to reopen it. It cannot–should not–be broken down by any external force. How do you do that?”
 
   “Do what–like this?” Kevin laid his head against the stone ore. Two gasps confirmed that he had breached the shield once more. The frightening thing was, this time he was not even touching the Key-Ring. He felt rattled. “And if I spread my arms?”
 
   “I’ll be hornswoggled!”
 
   Snatcher uttered something untranslatable in Lurkish beneath his breath. His huge paw buffeted Kevin’s shoulder. “Well done, noble Wizard. Why did you not come forward before? You have in one breath made more progress than three of us have all afternoon. A step to your left, if you please?”
 
   “As our Mother Forest lives and breathes!” cried the Unicorn. “A door! Yahhnïaa Tomalia aflïa! We’ve found the door! Is it locked? Quickly, and hold still, good outlander. Can you raise your arms a little? Haste, good Snatcher, bring him something to stand on.”
 
   Shortly, Kevin was installed upon a small boulder, leaning his head against the lintel of a Human-sized door in the side of the tower. As long as he kept his arms raised, he could open a gap in the magical shield, which shimmered in a million colours along his arms and shoulders with a faint prickling like the beginnings of a patch of eczema. Was it not like that old Bible story he had once read? As long as their leader kept his arms upraised, the Israelites prevailed against their enemies, but when they dropped, the battle went against them. Of course that was just a legend. But he too, like that ancient prophet, soon had to have assistance to keep his arms raised–in his case two X’gäthi warriors. He was about to complain, when Zephyr abruptly announced that he had disabled the traps set into the door and they could now enter safely. Snatcher lifted his great foot and nudged it open, to a protesting groan of hinges that had not moved in a thousand seasons or more. There was a whiff of stale air–and lights came on within.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Zephyr lifted his red-rimmed eyes from the parchment he had been studying and crowed, “At last.”
 
   Almost three lighttimes had passed since finding the entrance to Shilliabär Tower. With the unique magic of his horn, Zephyr had neutralised the magical guards lurking within, and thereafter swept through the great library in a desperate, flustered rush. There was no time to properly examine the thousands of scrolls and manuscripts lining the walls and shelves, no opportunity to exclaim over the treasures of a thousand years of wizardry, and no need to examine the hidden sub-chambers that housed the most dangerous texts and artefacts. Magic prickled around him at every step. Every moment that passed put Alliathiune in greater danger than before. What he would not have given for a lifetime’s study here, he muttered. But the morrow’s dawn would be Alliathiune’s last, if they did not move quickly.
 
   Zephyr’s exhausted exclamation brought the others to their feet at once. “Attend us, you X’gäthi!” he cried. “Good Lurk, bring the Dryad. We must immerse her in the pool called ‘Shiär-Lazûr’, which lies at the northern edge of this square. In its healing waters, with the incantations described here, she shall be restored. It surely took too long to find this simple information.”
 
   Kevin trotted after them with quiet anxiety clutching his heart–lighttime by lighttime, desperation had swollen in his breast as the deadline approached and no progress was forthcoming. But now his hope–could he hope? He scrambled over the jumbled rocks and peered ahead. Surely the pool would have been ruined after so many years? Surely the sixth lighttime approached. Tomorrow she would perish.
 
   Scrambling atop a pile of boulders, he groaned aloud at what he saw.
 
   “Courage, good Kevin! Courage, denizens of the Forest!” The Lurk’s paw steadied him, as the companions surveyed the ruin with cries of dismay. “This is a straightforward matter for a Lurk of Mistral Bog.”
 
   The pool was dry, and filled with the detritus of centuries. Once, seven marble columns had surrounded it, but these had collapsed into the pool, crumbling the edges and filling the centre with rubble. The water had drained away untold years before. Bushes and briars had sprung up between the stones, further entangling the whole mess, which he estimated was some thirty feet long, twenty wide, and five feet deep. Kevin could see no conceivable way of repairing it, but his companions evidently could. While three X’gäthi prowled their surrounds to keep the Glothums–or at least, their monstrous descendants–at bay, everyone else leaped to work with a will. Zephyr began to powder rocks with the touch of his horn, until Snatcher asked him to throw up a shield as he had previously, for the work might continue all darktime. The Faun and the X’gäthi ripped up bushes and removed the smaller lumps of rubble, while the Lurk flexed his muscles to shift the larger chunks. Kevin made himself useful by preparing a pot of hot, sweet skue to fuel their efforts.
 
   By last light, their unstinting labours combined with the Lurk’s herculean strength and stamina had produced noticeable results. By midnight, which Zephyr called ‘mid-darktime’ and Snatcher ‘star-song’, they had reached the bottom of the pool in places and were beginning to wonder where the water had once flowed from. Two turns before dawn, they had cleared enough of the rubble and Kevin collapsed while attempting to heft a stone the size of his head out of the pool. Zephyr fussed over him while the Lurk continued to crawl around the bottom of the basin, probing with his Lurk magic for a spring, or a flow of some kind.
 
   Nearly a turn passed before Snatcher stopped. “It is here. Stand back, everyone.” And he squatted, placing his palms flat on the ground.
 
   Kevin shifted onto his side to watch. The Lurk’s eyes glowed with an opalescent light, and his great frame flexed as though willing the very earth to move. Indeed, through the ground, he felt something groan and shift with slow reluctance like the first shifting of a landmass from its primal seat. The Lurk struggled mightily to turn those geological forces to his advantage. Kevin could hear his teeth grinding together. A bloodlike sweat welled up on the Lurk’s back and shoulders. And then it happened–first a trickle, then a gurgle, a spluttering of water beneath the Lurk’s haunches. Zephyr and Akê-Akê cheered hoarsely.
 
   Snatcher stood upright with a creaking of stiff joints. He made an impatient gesture. “That was the easy part.”
 
   “Splendidly done, good Lurk!” cried Zephyr. “Now we only need wait until there is water sufficient to immerse the Dryad.”
 
   “It’s draining away,” Akê-Akê pointed out. “Look, into that crack.”
 
   “I was afraid of that,” Snatcher sighed tiredly. “Very well. Would you kindly bring me a supply of rubble?”
 
   Four X’gäthi and a Faun sprang to his bidding. Even Zephyr assisted, using his telekinesis to sweep dust and pebbles into Snatcher’s reach, once he realised what was happening. The Lurk filled the cracks with whatever materials he could gather, and then ran his hands over them in a smoothing gesture. The basso rumble of his voice spoke several syllables over and over again–and where his hands passed, the broken stones and dirt began to melt and run together like hot lava. Stopping the cracks. Repairing the broken stonework. Restoring what remained of the tiling to its former beauty. With the patience characteristic of his kind, the Lurk moved calmly around the base of the basin on hands and knees, until the water no longer soaked away but began to pool and spread out, and for the first time in untold centuries, the pool of Shiär-Lazûr began to fill with its healing waters.
 
   The Lurk pressed on until first light, when the water in the deepest part was beginning to slosh around his knees and even at the edges, at the root-cracked walls, there was sufficient to cover his flat toes. By then, utter exhaustion was evident in the droop of his shoulders and the flatness of his voice as he called for Alliathiune to be brought down–he could not even pull himself out of the pool.
 
   Kevin wondered if the muddy brown waters would do anything at all. One might catch something rather than be healed in such a murky pond. The Lurk waded in, cradling the ghastly green bundle in his great arms as he moved to the deepest part. Without ceremony, he dunked the comatose Dryad beneath the water and glanced up at Zephyr.
 
   “Right.” The Unicorn cleared his throat, traced several symbols in the air with his horn, and began to read from a parchment hovering in the air before him. His clear voice rang above their company, which stood about the pool with their heads bowed in funereal stillness.
 
   Kevin resisted an urge to cover his eyes. So much depended upon his companions! His throat was stopped up with anguish. Her imminent death at his hands had been a constant torment to him, food and grist to his rampaging inner demons, denying him a peaceful darktime rest. What if it didn’t work? What if she died?
 
   He saw a sudden ripple beneath the water. Snatcher’s eyes widened in surprise. A bubble popped to the surface, and another, and a sudden belch of gas made him splutter and wipe his face. Like a seal broaching the ocean’s surface, so Alliathiune’s head arose from the still pool and she surged upright with one lithe flexion of her thighs, gasping from the chill, standing waist-deep and glistening by the gleam of dawn’s first blush. Her long hair was slicked down her back to her waist, and as she wiped the water from her eyes, the Dryadic patterning on her arms and hands rippled one final time before settling.
 
   She was nude, and never more beautiful to behold.
 
   Alliathiune braced her fists on her hips. “Well then,” she said, softly and clearly, as though she had not just supped at the very table of Shäyol, “who dunked me?”
 
   Then her eyes widened as she realised she was wearing not a stitch of clothing. With a horrified shriek, the Dryad covered herself and sank to her neck in the water, leaving only her accusing eyes glaring up at the poolside company.
 
   “You males!” she yelled, her voice echoing through the ruins of ancient Shilliabär. “You could at least have warned me before I exposed myself for the world to see! Who’s responsible for this? Zephyr? Who gave me this dousing? You tell me right now, or I swear I’ll … I’ll …”
 
   Yes, Alliathiune was back.
 
   To his utter mortification, Kevin gulped and began to weep aloud.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13: Elliadora’s Well
 
   The company rested only until noon before pressing on. By unanimous consent, they wanted to leave the deadly Glothums far, far behind. Zephyr closed up Shilliabär’s tower before they left.
 
   “We must return for these Glothums,” the Unicorn said. “One lighttime.”
 
   The trail became easier to navigate after Shilliabär but no less dangerous, filled now with Glothums and other nameless creatures. But after Alliathiune and Zephyr combined their magic to create a spell of concealment upon the company, the going became easier and Kevin needed to worry mostly about placing one foot in front of the next. He began to feel the altitude, but despite his tiredness, found himself enjoying the hike. He had never felt better. Perhaps the Forest was agreeable to Humankind, he mused. Or perhaps it was because a certain Dryad was still with them? Even if their intimate conversation had not been repeated, he enjoyed a newfound respect and found Alliathiune treating him more and more as an equal.
 
   Toward evening they reached the Barlindran River, and camped on its fern-fringed bank. The Lurk went fishing, but soon returned with a handful of rotting fish. “Little still lives, up here,” he growled. “This Blight has teeth.”
 
   For the better part of a lighttime following, the company wended their way upriver between rugged hills to either side, following a narrow game trail trodden over muddy soil and slippery boulders. Thick redberry bushes clustered close to the water, whilst the hillsides were dominated by massive, gnarled kalar and oak trees, alternating with stands of the darker lowanstock and silvery beech trees of a ‘velvet bark’ variety Zephyr pointed out to Kevin, who saw no difference whatsoever but nodded sagely anyway. Mosses and blotchy lichens crowded the ancient tree trunks and boulders, heightening the appearance of venerable age, but there was no decay here, save the Blight. The river narrowed latterly into a shadowy ravine, cool enough for cloaks and warm skue mid-afternoon.
 
   Kevin’s whole body ached, and it did not help that his companions were indefatigable–indeed, they pressed on ever more eagerly as the lighttime hours passed by and their anticipated arrival at Elliadora’s Well grew closer. But when he began to hobble from a burst and chafing blister on his heel, Zephyr reluctantly called a halt. They cast about for a likely campsite.
 
   Kevin flopped down on a large patch of moss and at Alliathiune’s peremptory command, eased off his boots. “Goodness gracious,” he groaned as she spread salve on the offending raw skin, “you’ve no idea how good that feels.”
 
   The Dryad gave him a sidelong glance. “What did I tell good Snatcher about speaking up sooner about his ailments?”
 
   “You were so eager to reach the Well,” he said, seeking by a show of innocence to deflect her sharp tongue. “I didn’t want to slow anyone down.”
 
   “Zephyr’s gone to take a look ahead,” she replied gently. “Please, noble outlander–this kind of abrasion can easily become infected. You should be more careful.”
 
   “At least it isn’t an allergy! Have I escaped your wrath so lightly?”
 
   “My strength recovers apace since Shilliabär. I’m too weary to be cross with anyone.”
 
   “You, good Alliathiune?”
 
   “But if you continue to bait me …” Clasping her knees with her arms, the Dryad stared down over the winding gorge they had climbed to the tangled mass of the Old Forest beyond. Despite Indomalion breaking through the westerly clouds to bathe the Forest from horizon to horizon with glorious copper sunshine, it still seemed mysterious and alien to Kevin.
 
   Alliathiune’s sigh was like an emotional exclamation point. “Good Kevin, what think you of our Forest?”
 
   He half-turned toward her upon his elbow, seeking to penetrate the motives behind her question, and she looked down at him with a pensive smile. The sunlight highlighted the flawless silvery-green hue of her skin, and the variegated beryls, emeralds, and grass-greens of her long, tumbling tresses. Her hazel eyes sparkled with some unreadable sentiment. He recalled her rising nude from the pool of Shiär-Lazûr, and felt detestable because of his feelings then and now.
 
   He sighed and looked out over the Forest. “Where do I start? Its beauties? Its wondrous creatures, powers, and magic?”
 
   “Have you any further thoughts on this Blight?”
 
   “Nothing of substance,” Kevin grunted. “Only, that it would be a terrible shame, should a land so beautiful rot and die because of something we could have prevented. This festering illness makes me very afraid–I can only imagine how you feel, being a Dryad with your rapport with the Forest. Look out there, Alliathiune! Isn’t it a splendid lighttime? And what a view! Could you not keep drinking that in, and be satisfied for a whole lifetime’s worth of sylvan beauty? See how immense is the Forest, how it cloaks the Hills in hoary garments of leafy bough and mighty, deep-rooted trees. It seems to have stood untouched since the dawn of time.”
 
   She made a low chuckle in response.
 
   “It’s hard to believe that such evil as corrupting spirits and anti-glödryan and Ozark the Dark could ever coexist with such a picturesque, peaceful land. And it seems to have healing properties, this Forest of yours; here, anything is possible. I have never enjoyed health such as I have found here–it is almost as if I have been restored molecule by molecule, for I find I have greater strength every lighttime. I can walk unaided for ages, for goodness’ sake! Sometimes I still catch myself thinking that this is a dream.”
 
   “I thought you were over that.”
 
   “I still think it from time to time, Alliathiune. Earth doesn’t have what you have here–animals don’t speak, Dryads don’t exist, and Fauns are the stuff of fairy tales.”
 
   “Well! I most certainly do exist–”
 
   “I submit!” he cried at once, laughing. “If nothing else, that slap you gave me certainly convinced me you were real! It hurt too much not to be.”
 
   “You deserved it.”
 
   “Gosh, don’t go overboard with the sympathy, Alliathiune.” She reached out and mussed his curls, which was something Kevin used to hate–but now, he could only muster a half-snarl. It was somehow different when she did it. “Stop that!”
 
   She giggled merrily. “You’re such an old fusspot sometimes. You’re worse than Zephyr.”
 
   “Put wings on you and you’d just be a nisk fly,” he retorted.
 
   “Kevin!”
 
   Her fingers had become tangled in his curls. She tugged absently this way and that, but Kevin did not mind the pain. “Far from it, of course,” he soothed.
 
   “You are much changed from that outlander who first arrived in Thaharria-brin-Tomal, good Kevin. Daily, you become more the warrior of my dreams.”
 
   “I’m no warrior!”
 
   “Well, lord mighty high whatnot the wizard, then.” She turned to him, and then looked away just as quickly with a troubled frown. “Look, this isn’t easy for me to say …”
 
   “I’m just glad you’re well again–friend.”
 
   He sought by this reference to draw her back to a previous conversation they had enjoyed, but Alliathiune only sighed and looked the more pensive. Her hand grew still but remained tangled in his hair. At length she said, “Good Kevin, do you recall how we Dryads function to protect the forests and woodlands of the Seventy-Seven Hills?” He nodded. “How we care for living things, and heal and nurture? The Blight is far worse for Dryads than for many of the other creatures. We are more closely tied to the Forest’s wellbeing. I don’t know quite how to put this, but I’ll say it anyway–in the past, men with wizardly powers have always done our Forest harm, not good. Humans have never stood for right and justice and truth, and their wizards have been the worst of all. Not that I think you’re a bad person! I’m not making much sense.”
 
   “More than enough for me.”
 
   “No, I didn’t mean it that way!” Alliathiune took a deep breath and pulled her hand free, leaving him feeling bereft of her touch. Exactly when had her touch, her presence, come to mean so much to him? “Look, Zephyr’s the learned one in this company. If he thinks you’d make a wizard, as you shared with me, then I have no doubts. Human wizards are very few in number, good Kevin. Historically they have always risen more easily through the wizardly ranks–perhaps through some little-understood natural aptitude–but they have always, in the end, succumbed to whatever evil temptation or lust afflicts people with such powers. Your powers are mighty. I wouldn’t want to see you hurt by taking that scroll the good Unicorn offered you, and becoming the next Ozark the Dark.”
 
   “He must have his reasons,” Kevin said, profoundly disturbed by her words. “I’d like to think about that, uh … alone, if you don’t mind.”
 
   The Dryad apologised awkwardly and moved away to converse with Snatcher.
 
   Tomorrow they would reach Elliadora’s Well. What would they find there? Was Alliathiune concerned for him, or for the Forest, or for another reason altogether? Kevin’s feelings of hurt and rejection won out. Had it been Zephyr or Snatcher, he decided, he would not have felt such a sharp pang. But he knew Alliathiune cared about him, or at least, about his fate in relation to his ability to serve the Forest. Was she seeking to manipulate him through their nascent friendship? “You are vulnerable, Kevin, both to her allure and to her magic,” he muttered. “Never forget the extent of her otherworldly powers.” His eyebrows drew together.
 
   It was not far-fetched–perhaps less so than the attendant questions about Zephyr’s offer. If Human wizards were few, and susceptible to unknown, dark temptations, then for what reason would the Unicorn risk raising another enemy of the Forest? Was he that desperate? Or did he truly believe Kevin had it within him to be a wizard?
 
   “Fat ruddy chance, old man,” he grunted. “Poor Kevin, having passed the seven mysterious tests, is miraculously imbued with godlike powers to shape the fate of entire realms? That’s worse than wishful thinking. What would you do with the power anyway?”
 
   As his gaze lit upon the rushing headwaters of the Barlindran river, not a stone’s throw to his left, Kevin was left to consider the unpleasant notion that the Unicorn’s motives might not be entirely transparent after all.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   When Kevin returned for waycrust, he heard the Faun mutter that this was the last of their provisions, so he had better chew slowly. Alliathiune and Zephyr were deep in conversation beside the small fire, close enough for him to overhear. The Lurk had disappeared to find a wet spot to cool his hide.
 
   “It came to me as if in a dream this last darktime,” Alliathiune said to the Unicorn, in reply to a question Kevin had missed. “Have I spoken to you before about the spiritual aspects of this journey for me?”
 
   “Before departing Thaharria-brin-Tomal, good Dryad,” said Zephyr, “you did express your eagerness to lay eyes on the Sacred Grove. You said that no living Dryad had visited there. And I understand its importance to your kind.”
 
   She nodded, her hazel eyes not missing Kevin’s attentive posture. He coloured, but did not move. She said, “I have come to appreciate that it is deeper and more significant than that, good Unicorn. My heart is lifted with wondrous emotion. This is a homecoming. Perhaps I hope to discover something of myself here, something of my true nature and purpose. There is nothing logical about this extraordinary hope that blossoms within me.”
 
   “Logic is overrated.”
 
   “You cynic. Do I not detect a spring in your step?”
 
   “Doubtless,” Zephyr admitted, “even if my ties with the Mother Forest are less profound. The Well is the heart of our Forest. There is no greater magic. I think that when you journey to the heart, you begin to discover things about yourself, perhaps through reflection or conversation, that you have not known before. Even in this company I have discovered a treasure–greater than being a team, united in our mission, or braving dangers together.”
 
   “Indeed, I feel the same.”
 
   “I do not discount these things. But as you have intimated, good Alliathiune, I sense a deeper meaning that I cannot quantify, though it is as it were on the tip of my horn. I have come to know an inner peace in and of myself, and in my relations with others, that transcends understanding. It is like stepping into a stream and being bathed in cool waters. And yet even this image is inaccurate, for it seems to come from without and within in equal measure. This I cannot fathom. I would not have used the word ‘spiritual’, but upon reflection, I find it strangely apt.”
 
   Alliathiune’s enigmatic smile made him harrumph in good-natured discontent. “I know we Unicorns are the most reason-bound of creatures, eschewing the religious pretensions of Driadorn’s other creatures. Yet this was not always so. In olden times, Unicorns too had religious beliefs and a common mythology, but these were lost and discarded over the course of thousands of seasons. I fear something has been lost that may never be regained.”
 
   “And therein lies a life’s labour.”
 
   Zephyr’s eyes lidded over, but his voice became unconsciously resonant. “Indeed, good Dryad, therein lies a labour of love.”
 
   And the Unicorn drifted off to crop a tasty-looking tuft of grass. But he declared it Blighted, and moved on.
 
   Kevin tried to create a tiny reading light, as Zephyr had shown him. “Pesky thing,” he muttered after a while, extinguishing it for the twentieth time.
 
   “I’ll ask Zephyr for you,” said Alliathiune, ruffling his curls as she passed by unexpectedly.
 
   Much later, the outlander fell asleep with a smile still fixed to his lips.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Dawn found the company hot on the trail leading to Elliadora’s Well. Neither Zephyr nor Alliathiune had been able to sleep because of the excitement, and their bickering soon roused the rest of the company. Presently, to the melodious accompaniment of a cheerful flock of lime-green parakeets, they were negotiating the steepest slopes yet, making for a ridge that Zephyr insisted was the Well itself. Here the Barlindran flung itself headlong over a series of rocky steps, which made the waters roar and foam in spectacular turbulence.
 
   In the distance, Kevin saw another river cascading down from the heights, which his limited knowledge of the local geography placed as the Rhiallandran. Somewhere, hidden from sight about that central massif, he assumed, must lie the headwaters of the other five major rivers of this region. But they stuck to the banks of the Barlindran River, and travelled for the most part in silence, even reverence. For some innate quality of their surroundings bespoke the ancient and the awesome, and the beauty of the soft, rolling Forest behind and the magnificent waterfalls before fair took one’s breath away. And soon, coming to the thousand-foot plume that marked the Barlindran’s tumultuous plunge from the Well’s heights, they crossed behind the flow by a natural pathway to a grassy meadow beyond, which lay between the two rivers like a bird nestled amongst branches. In the middle distance a perfect circle of seven majestic trees dominated the meadow. Deep-rooted they were in the sward, deep and primeval and strong, and the branches of their crowns stretched as if in praise to the heavens above.
 
   Kevin craned his neck. Why, those trees were seven or eight hundred feet tall if they were an inch! It had to be magic. Seven they were, but about two-thirds of the way up their soaring height the branches intertwined, giving rise to a single, almighty crown.
 
   At this sight, Alliathiune knelt and kissed the grass. Tears ran down her nose and streaked her cheeks, but she gave them no heed. “We have arrived,” she said simply. “This is the Sacred Grove of the Dryads, our most holy place. And these trees are the Elliarana, the very spirit of Elliadora herself, planted at the very dawn of the Forest. This is my dream come true.”
 
   Laughing in childlike abandon, she began to dance upon the sward, her long hair rippling like blown silk with every joyous toss of her head and twirl of her body. Finally, chuckling and panting from breathlessness and elation, she collapsed in a heap amongst the snowdrops and wildflowers and giggled at the sky. Zephyr clucked disapprovingly under his breath, clearly feeling that there was little time to waste on such frivolous behaviour when the fate of the Forest was at stake. Snatcher sat on the ground and picked a burr out from between his toes.
 
   “Look, Zephyr,” said Kevin, pointing. “Steps leading upwards–and an archway. Is that the way to the Well itself?”
 
   “That, good outlander, is the fabled Arch of Driadorn,” said the Unicorn, in a bored monotone. “The chronicles tell of how blessed Elliadora, Firstborn of the Magi, came to Feynard in the wake of a great catastrophe–a devastating war of the Gods which blasted and poisoned the land so severely that no green thing would grow, nor bird would nest, nor animal burrow. Having planted and tended the seeds that would become the Forest, she did contrive to raise the waters of the seven rivers to nourish what she had planted. And she built the arch to symbolise the perfection of harmony between the skies above and the land beneath, and to symbolically guard the entry to Elliadora’s Well itself. It is said that once upon a time the Dragons did guard this arch with their fiery breath and great magic, but those lighttimes long precede the ambit of mortal memory. Too, there is a legend amongst Dryads,” and the Unicorn lowered his voice so that Kevin alone could hear him, “that there beneath the Arch of Driadorn Elliadora lay with her lover Indomalion, and in the mingling of their seed gave naissance to the race of Dryads.”
 
   “Indomalion of the secondary sun?” Kevin whispered.
 
   “One and the same. Beneath the arch, legend has it, is the only place in all the Forest, and indeed all Feynard, where a Dryad may mate with mortal man.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense. How do they … reproduce?”
 
   Zephyr shook his mane soberly. “Another Dryad secret, good Kevin. Many are their secrets! I do wonder if this tale of the Arch of Driadorn is merely another myth.”
 
   “The Well itself was the pinnacle of Elliadora’s creative work, and also the place where she spilled her life in defence of the Hills. For in those lighttimes, mighty were the gods that dwelled in the cold places between the stars, and foremost amongst their brethren was Kruall, also called Kruall the Covetous. Kruall was half-brother to Elliadora, but was born with none of the graces that marked his siblings. He was surpassingly beautiful to look upon, but ugly and twisted inside. Whatever they had, he lusted after, and whatever was precious to them he craved more than life itself. Scheming and whining and conniving marked his younger years, and he enjoyed nothing more than to spoil the plans and pleasures of his siblings and half-siblings. Thus it was that when he laid his greedy eyes upon the flowering splendour of Driadorn and remembered how he had incited its wizards to war, Kruall was moved to a furious rage. He swept down upon the Hills in the full panoply of his majestic wrath. Striking the land a dreadful blow, he opened the Küshar Ravine, broke the back of the Yalkê-na-Têk ridge, and spilled Mistral Bog into what had before been the lush lowlands of Tanmêra-Loymê. From there he came to the Well, where he fought with Elliadora a mighty and dreadful battle, which grievously wounded them both. As Kruall retreated to lick his wounds, Elliadora was borne by the Dryads to that place where now stands the Sacred Grove, and there in the arms of Indomalion, her beloved, she did perish. It is said that in the instant of death, her spirit infused those seven trees. The Dryads say you can hear her still, if you stand in the centre of the Grove.”
 
   Kevin sighed. “It’s a tragic tale. But, what happened to Indomalion and Kruall?”
 
   “Indomalion,” said he, “did pursue Kruall to the edge of the Rhiallandran River, where he slew him like a wretched dog and cast him into the waters to be devoured by the fish that swim and the crabs that scuttle. Though many were the lighttimes Indomalion lived upon the Hills, and mighty were the works of love and justice wrought by his right hand, yet always did Indomalion return to this place to grieve for his lost love. They say also that the flowers on this meadow are the tears of Indomalion scattered in the seasons of his grief.”
 
   Akê-Akê gave a derisive snort. “One would expect such a tale of the Dryads.”
 
   “What sort of tale?” Alliathiune inquired, in dangerously honeyed tones.
 
   “I was telling Kevin the tale of Elliadora and Indomalion,” said Zephyr, spotting trouble at once. “We should move on, while this lighttime is yet young.”
 
   And Alliathiune and Akê-Akê flew into an argument.
 
   Snatcher rolled his eyes at Kevin, and ushered him away with a heavy paw laid upon his shoulder. “Mark not their heated words,” said he. “When so much hot air passes between these folk, they forget what has been said not a turn later.”
 
   Kevin smiled wanly, grateful for the Lurk’s understanding. “I just hate arguments,” he said. “Father used to shout when he got drunk. And the shouting always led to a beating. It twists me up inside–even now.”
 
   “You’ve nought to fear from our companions,” said Snatcher, giving them a backward glance. “Even our allegedly primitive Faun has become remarkably tame around you.”
 
   “If you say so, Snatcher.”
 
   “Come, we shall be first to the Well.”
 
   They passed between the pillars of that perfect white arch–constructed of marble and magic, the Lurk told him–and set boots and paws respectively to the hewn-stone steps. The sounds of argument faded behind them. Soon, Kevin was able to peek fearfully down at the Sacred Grove, which from his modest elevation revealed a white circle in the precise centre of the heptagon formed by the trees, and when he pointed it out, the Lurk explained that its origin was lost in the mists of time, but that the Dryads had once placed upon it their tribute to Elliadora. There were two places where the magic of the Forest was most concentrated, he added–the waters of Elliadora’s Well itself, and down there between the trees of the Grove. As Kevin peeked again, keeping his hands and back firmly against bare rock and willing down a sudden lurch of vertigo, he saw Zephyr, Akê-Akê and Alliathiune following with several of the X’gäthi in tow, and two of their number standing guard in the shadows of the Arch of Driadorn. From halfway up, they appeared as tiny insects, save the distinctive Unicorn. Consternation showed in their movements and pointing–did they perceive some danger? He was about to warn Snatcher, when his mouth dropped open. Zephyr was levitating his group up the side of the mountain!
 
   Kevin’s face turned crimson with chagrin. Even the Lurk blinked several times, startled by the Unicorn’s unexpected display of power. Then, what could only be a mischievous grin split his gnarled face from ear to ear.
 
   “Come,” said he, reaching out to the Human. “If our stuck-in-the-mud friend wants to show off, then we’ll give him what he wants. How’s about a race?”
 
   “How does one–oh, my goodness …” This was as the Lurk lifted him off the ground. “Oh dear! Snatcher, are you sure … heeeeeeelp!” His cry echoed amongst the crags as the great thews of Snatcher’s thighs twanged, springing him into action like a champion sprinter surging out of the blocks, every fibre and muscle focussed on the outmost output of power to accelerate his body up the mountain path. Once in his early years, Kevin remembered riding a fast elevator in an office tower somewhere in London. They had been visiting Father at his place of work–a surprise that earned Mother a black eye that same evening. But oh–he didn’t know which was worse, the sickness or the exhilaration of wind rushing in his hair. He closed his eyes and hung on for dear life, profoundly grateful for having skipped breakfast.
 
   The straining Unicorn came closer and closer, fairly whizzing up the side of the mountain as he wove the magic of his horn about his party. There was a moment when he thought Zephyr might catch up, but he flagged right near the end and slipped back a yard or two. Thus it was, tumbling over the brink of the Well next to the Barlindran River, that the company crashed together into an unseen barrier and fell down in a tangled heap on the shores of a vast lake.
 
   “Ooh,” groaned Kevin, extracting his elbow from Akê-Akê’s midriff. “What happened?”
 
   “Get off, you fat oaf!” cried Alliathiune, taking exception to the fact that he was sitting on her thigh.
 
   Kevin began to scramble to his feet, dusting off his trousers with annoyed slaps of his hands.
 
   “By the Hills, what is that thing?” Zephyr brayed.
 
   The depth of horror in his voice was sufficient to still any further horseplay. Quickly, the party untangled their respective limbs and stared across the water.
 
   Elliadora’s Well was a lake on a mountaintop, Kevin saw, a crater lake in the bowl of a massive, mile-wide ancient volcano–that was the best comparison he could make. Around the rim, which in places jutted to heights of a hundred feet or more above the placid surface, was a regular succession of notches that must release the waters of the seven great rivers of Driadorn from this single, vast reservoir. What almighty springs must feed the lake from beneath he could but imagine. But it was fifty yards to their left that all attention was drawn. For there, standing upon a slab of rock projecting over the crystal-clear waters, was a machine.
 
   From their reactions, he deduced that the Forest-dwellers knew nothing of technology. Akê-Akê immediately fell to disputing its possible origins with Zephyr. Alliathiune looked lost. Snatcher looked on silently, taking in the scene.
 
   Kevin saw a robot of metallic, humanoid construction. Silvery parts glinted in the morning sunshine. The twin arms worked tirelessly, each dipping a metal bucket into mid-air and then tipping its filthy contents into the waters of Elliadora’s Well. Kevin rubbed his eyes. He could see a foul, oily stain spreading from the site of the robot’s efforts. Why, that smell–he knew that smell! It burned his nostrils, making his eyes water and his sinuses hurt. It was then that the memories burst into life in his mind. What had eluded him before, became staggeringly obvious. He clapped one hand over his mouth in horror, and his heartbeat stumbled in his chest.
 
   It was sewage. Raw, caustic waste, the very worst an industrialised nation could produce. Growing up in the back streets of Liverpool, close to the canal, he was more than familiar with the smell of effluent. He had been plastered with it countless times and twice fished out of the canal because of the pranks of Brian’s friends. Small wonder that the Forest was being poisoned if raw feculence was being dumped into its river system! And from the oils shimmering on the Well’s surface, he wondered what other toxins or corrosives were present in that filthy mix.
 
   He counted silently. One bucket every four seconds, per arm. Two arms working in tandem. Each bucket he estimated at ten litres. That was three hundred litres a minute. That was–his mind blanked momentarily–close to half a million litres a lighttime? No wonder the Forest was sick!
 
   But what–what on Earth–was a robot doing on technologically backward Feynard? Was this creature of Earthly manufacture? Who had placed it here and set it in motion?
 
   Zephyr prodded the unseen barrier with his horn, trying to determine what it was that had halted them. He muttered incantations and released different powders, pacing back and forth in a state of great agitation. But nothing had any effect. Kevin too reached up to run his hands over the curious plasticity in the air. Pressing against it would yield slightly but then the barrier sprang back unchanged. Finding an old stick on the ground, he probed cautiously, but it was like stirring a glutinous soup. He threw it, but the stick bounced back and struck Akê-Akê on the nose.
 
   As if this were some signal, the others pressed forward now too, eager to test their wiles against this obstruction. And so, for the next turn or two of the glass, they cast all the varied magical resources of their party against the barrier, but made no progress whatsoever. Even Kevin made an attempt to breach the barrier using his Key-Ring, but he was so violently repelled that only the quick reactions of the X’gäthi saved him from taking a very long swim to the base of the waterfall, where he would surely have had his brains dashed out on the rocks below.
 
   At this, Zephyr came to his senses and called the company to order. “Stop!” he cried. “Stop! We should not exhaust ourselves. Peace, good Alliathiune, and do not weary yourself. You are still not recovered from Shilliabär.”
 
   The Dryad mopped her brow. She looked wan and angry. “What curse is this?” she whispered. “A master wizard has set this abomination working, mark you my words!”
 
   “Undoubtedly,” said the Unicorn. “Although, this is magic of a type unfamiliar to me. From where does it snatch that smut that constantly refills its bucket? And what is that foul odour? It is as if all the cesspools of Libir-adän were distilled and their putrescent essence poured into this most holy place. I am aghast, my friends. I am speechless.”
 
   That was unlikely, Kevin thought to himself, resolved at once to keep his knowledge secret until he could figure out what it might mean. Surely Feynard was too backward to support the kind of heavy industry that would produce such pollutants? Or was it simply sewage–but such a concentration of the stuff? He eyed the oily water unhappily. The only thing he knew for certain was that it was pure poison to the great Forest. No wonder the trees were dying.
 
   And he found that the taste of vindication was like a sour apple in his mouth.
 
   Alliathiune brushed back her hair and looked helplessly at Zephyr. “How do we break through that barrier, good Zephyr?”
 
   “I’d have to study it more closely. I’d need time, and the resources of a whole team of researchers. Even the good Human’s magic avails us naught–I’ve shared with you, have I not, how invaluable was his contribution in saving your life in Shilliabär?”
 
   “Indeed you did.”
 
   “Time is a luxury we cannot afford,” rumbled Snatcher.
 
   “That much is clear!”
 
   “How does the water pass through?” Kevin blurted it out. “I mean, it might be a stupid question–”
 
   “No, go on!”
 
   “Well … uh, thanks for the encouragement. What I wanted to ask was, does the barrier go all the way around Elliadora’s Well? Or through the rivers and the mountain? Is there any breach or weak point by which we might gain access?” He swallowed nervously. “We can’t stop that robot until we get inside.”
 
   There was a shocked silence.
 
   “What, by the Hills,” said Zephyr, “is a robot?”
 
   Kevin turned as pale as ice. “A robot is a kind of machine, which–you don’t have machines, do you? No technology?” A shaking horn and several perplexed frowns constituted their reply. “What about clocks? How do you tell the time here?”
 
   “Any creature can tell time simply by looking into the skies, or less frequently, considering the stars.”
 
   Zephyr’s deadpan humour nearly made him flounder. “Well, it’s like a device,” he said doggedly. “We have many such devices on Earth to help us. They work automatically under their own power to do certain menial tasks or tasks too precise for Human fingers to carry out. Once a robot is switched on, it will keep on running until it uses up all its energy, or breaks down.”
 
   “It’s an automaton!” Alliathiune made the connection. “It’s a self-perpetuating spell, Zephyr!”
 
   A troubled look crossed his face. “Your Earth must be a dreadful place indeed, good outlander.”
 
   He muttered, “Earth is beautiful, thank you very much, and though it has its problems, it surpasses Feynard in many respects.”
 
   The Unicorn merely harrumphed good-naturedly and added, “Automatons, good Kevin, are a construct of dark wizardry often used to carry out the more menial tasks–as you suggested–that are beneath the dignity of a wizard, such as cleaning or cooking or spying on thralls. As it is running in the most powerful place for magic in all of Driadorn, the magic will not run dry. We have to find some way to stop it.”
 
   “Well, I’m hungry!” declared the Dryad. “Why don’t we discuss this matter over breakfast, good companions all? I, for one, think better on a full stomach. Zephyr, do you think you could handle another levitation?”
 
   “By the skin of my horn, yes.”
 
   “Then let us return later with a plan and renewed energy.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Breakfast was a swift and tense affair. No creature spoke, but many were the grim looks that were directed upwards to the Sacred Well’s rim. Akê-Akê was the first to leap to his feet and begin pacing in tight, angry circles, deep in thought. Then Zephyr began to chivvy the others along, and within minutes the company floated up to the Well once more, champing at the bit as it were.
 
   By noon, tempers began to fray. They were all discouraged and drained, their every effort having been countered or frustrated by the magical barrier.
 
   Alliathiune had first summoned a flock of small birds to examine the reach and height of the mysterious force, finding that it extended about one hundred feet in all directions from the automaton. Perhaps it was generating the barrier? They had no way of telling. She then applied her magic in the summoning of storms, minor earthquakes, and several magical creatures with different properties, but even multiple blasts of lightning, while her companions huddled underneath cloaks, simply crackled harmlessly off the impervious surface. Zephyr went about his work rather more methodically, with less drama, but even his most subtle artifice was insufficient for the task. He then gave way to Snatcher, who liquefied a patch of rocks, summoned worms of an uncommon foot-long kind to his aid, and threw several waterspouts at the barrier, all to no avail. His most powerful attack involved a dazzling, coruscating kind of body armour–it had the Unicorn murmuring in wonder–and an all-or-nothing charge, which for once occasioned a reaction from the barrier. As it vibrated like a bell under the sustained force of his attack, Snatcher was enveloped in a searing conflagration and then blasted away into the middle of the lake. Luckily Lurks have gills, which Kevin knew since their discussion of Lurk anatomy, and after an anxious wait, he surfaced near to the shore and waded towards dry land.
 
   “This time,” he said to Alliathiune, “I will need your help.” Both of his hands were blistered and swollen like melons.
 
   “Break out the toad oil,” she grinned, winking at Kevin.
 
   “And we’re nearly out of Aïssändraught!” lamented the Unicorn, who was partial to the odd nip. Apparently it had an intoxicating effect on Unicorns, or so he claimed.
 
   Last to try his hand was Akê-Akê, who conjured up an astonishing variety of magical creatures to test the barrier, but apart from a notable two who perished instantly, frazzled by the powerful force, he had no better success than the others.
 
   “Lunch!” Zephyr commanded, leading the way.
 
   Between mouthfuls of sweet, juicy grass that he extolled at considerable and surpassingly dull length, the Unicorn explained that now was probably a good time to call the Council of War. Kevin was vindicated, he declared loudly, heaping such praises on him that Kevin’s ears frankly began to burn, and he knew not where to look as the others teased him for a space with cries of ‘mighty high wizard!’ and ‘our champion!’ Alliathiune’s vision was also vindicated, and so too their choice of companions for the ‘long and arduous journey’. The company had discovered the source of the Blight. They were the first civilised creatures in hundreds of seasons to lay eyes upon Elliadora’s Well and the Sacred Grove. And help was at hand, he explained, for by harnessing the natural wellspring of power in this area, he would be able to create a portal that would allow other creatures to travel instantaneously to and fro. He could ‘point’ the portal to different homelands with little difficulty–once it was set up. That, he said modestly, would take at least a lighttime and a darktime to prepare.
 
   One by one, nods were given around the circle. It was time to pass the baton. Alliathiune remained pensive, and mentioned aside to Zephyr that she would attempt a Seeing during the darktime. Perhaps the greater level of magic here at the Well would allow her to pierce the future.
 
   These developments left Kevin in something of a quandary, for with spare time on his hands, and energy–an unthinkable notion even a few weeks ago–what should he do? Had he only been away from home for … goodness! Had the servants missed him? Or would they be quietly grateful he had disappeared? He rather suspected the latter. And what if Father found out? A chill shadowed Indomalion’s warm rays, but he found that what had been his life at Pitterdown Manor, now felt impossibly remote. As he looked down at his wavering reflection in the plunge-pool beneath the Barlindran’s pretty waterfall, the only things that reminded him of those years were the scars of his burns and his ruined ear. He explored the rough edge self-consciously. None of his companions had commented, but he saw it sometimes in the way they looked at him–Alliathiune in particular. Was it that the nurses had always shown him their cool, professional façade, rather than the caring of a Dryad? She wore her heart on her sleeve. He looked around him, but no one was watching. Alliathiune had wandered down to the Sacred Grove to sing Dryadsong to the trees, Zephyr was engrossed in mixing up some concoction of powders using his telekinesis, and Akê-Akê had nodded off in a warm spot with his hands folded over his belly. Snatcher fiddled with his club–sharpening the points, by all appearances. He wished the Lurk were not quite so jolly intimidating!
 
   As the afternoon wore on, Kevin did some exploring down near the Rhiallandran, shadowed by two of the X’gäthi. Alliathiune meditated, sitting cross-legged upon the white circle between those great trees. He wondered if she was hearing from Elliadora, or some similar superstitious nonsense. What his companions believed did not gel with their evident intelligence. The notion of scientific rigour had bypassed Driadorn, he decided with an uncharitable smirk–it was a good thing they had sought his services against this Blight! Where would they be now without him? Naturally, in his pig-headedness, the converse of this question did not trouble him.
 
   Towards twilight, the point of Zephyr’s labour became clear. He had laid out on the meadow a large seven-pointed star of white cord, magical powder, and lights that twinkled like fairies at each juncture or point of the star. Within this he had described a circle, and within that, a heptagon almost solid with an intricate tapestry of mystical symbols that shimmered faintly with a luminescence that Kevin was beginning to associate with the presence of a phenomenon these simple creatures called magic. Zephyr trotted along the lines of the star now, tracing incomprehensible signs in the air with his horn. These fell like a frosting of snowflakes upon his design, adhering as though by magnetic attraction to the lines he had first drawn. He wove his spell with a ferocious intensity of concentration–no one dared disturb him, not even Alliathiune, who had learned a few new things during her communion with the Sacred Grove and was evidently bursting to share them with her companions. She fairly sparked with renewed energy, and her cheeks were now entirely restored to their natural shade of green.
 
   The Dryad spent the early evening summoning small birds to convey messages to the different peoples that they expected to attend the Council of War, and Kevin watched her covertly from time to time, trying and failing to understand how her rapport with small creatures worked. Her talent with animals was abundantly clear.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   For the first time in ages, Kevin stirred from his bedroll in the morning without a single nightmare having disturbed his slumber. Most darktimes, dreary and wearying thoughts of Father or Brian would intrude, or his overheated mind would simply refuse to shut down and keep running through things–sometimes very silly things–that he had read or considered recently. Perhaps it was the beauty and solitude of this location, or its ambience of tranquillity, but he certainly was grateful for the peace from those inner demons. He tousled his hair and wondered when it would ever see a brush again.
 
   Something thumped into his ribs. “Ouch!”
 
   “Good morning, outlander!”
 
   “Allia–” his hand fell upon her hairbrush “–that was sore!”
 
   Her hazel eyes sparkled at him. “It was not, you baby.”
 
   “Was too.” But it was no morning to be grumpy. “Goodness gracious, what’s Zephyr up to?” He picked up her brush, which was patently wood-carved even though the tines were finer than he would have thought possible, and tried in vain to rescue his gaping jaw.
 
   “Just over by the Rhiallandran there’s a small pool where you can wash.” Her tone suggested he could do with one, too. “It’s impressive, isn’t it? It’s a rare wizard who can erect a portal all by himself. Looks like he’s nearly done.”
 
   Forgetting all about his sore ribs, Kevin stared at the coruscating centre of Zephyr’s seven-pointed star. It took him several half-asleep seconds to figure out that what he was seeing, was the pattern Zephyr had laid out last evening raised into a vertical position. Three points of the star were buried in the dewy sod, so that the perimeter of inner circle inside appeared to brush the grass blades. Within the immobile star, the circle rotated anti-clockwise at approximately one revolution every two seconds, and the heptagon within rotated clockwise with ever-increasing speed, already too fast for the naked eye to follow. The whole construct pulsated with an eldritch light. Looking at it, Kevin had the disconcerting sensation that he was being pulled forward into the spinning centre, and he looked away with a shudder.
 
   “Looks more like he’s asleep on his hooves,” he said.
 
   “The good Unicorn has laboured all through the darktime–but he’s ahead of schedule. Only a turn or two now, and he’ll be able to focus it wherever he wants to.”
 
   “It’s a shame that we couldn’t use a portal to get here in the first place!”
 
   Alliathiune chuckled knowingly. “I caught myself thinking that too! But there is unfortunately no way to set up a portal without being here first–it needs power, masses of it, and a magician on both sides to set up the initial link. Trust me, Elliadora’s Well is really the only practical place from which to initiate such a connection. The distance you can portal to is extremely limited otherwise. We could think of no other way.”
 
   “Hmm. Did you hear from Elliadora last night?”
 
   “That’s darktime, as I’ve told you a thousand times, and I won’t even deign to answer if you don’t wipe that cynical smile off your face.”
 
   “Heavens, sorry. You needn’t be so touchy.”
 
   “Touchy? Who’s being touchy? You’re like a hedgehog with eczema!”
 
   “Like a what?” He burst out laughing. It only made her angrier.
 
   “Now I definitely won’t tell you! The art of Seeing is a subtle mystery, far too profound for a barbarian outlander like you.”
 
   Kevin scowled angrily. References to his otherworldly origins–recent as they were–made him feel like an outsider, dissimilar and superfluous. It reminded him of how much less capable he was than they, how he owed them his life, and how ignorant he often felt of the simple social conventions of travelling with companions, sharing food and conversation, and living life in a space greater than the four walls of his prison-like bedroom.
 
   A soft hand touched his arm. “Good Kevin,” she said, “I should not inflict you with my failings. I am over-fond of arguing, don’t you think?”
 
   That, and made irresistible by some curious feminine power, he thought, smiling like a Buddha. Kevin said, “You’re a good sort, Alliathiune. Compared to me, you’re a saint.”
 
   “What’s a saint? One of your Earth words?”
 
   He explained briefly that a saint was a holy man or woman, but as this did not satisfy her curiosity, it grew into a digression on Mother Teresa, from there to religion, and from there to a potted history of the church–as well as he knew it, from his scholarly viewpoint.
 
   The Dryad was intrigued. “How do you know so much,” she asked, “having spent so much time in one–house, was it you said?”
 
   “Pitterdown Manor is like a house with many rooms,” he replied. “It has a great Library, which was my favourite place in the house. Great mountains of books, stacked so high to the ceiling that often the servants had to climb ladders to retrieve books for me from the higher shelves. I spent many happy hours … turns, sorry, in the Library. You can imagine that with nothing else to occupy my time, reading became my great passion.”
 
   “So all your great learning comes from books?”
 
   His brilliant green eyes considered her at a length that made her squirm, but when he spoke it was with uncharacteristic honesty and humbleness. “That’s a very insightful question, Alliathiune. I don’t know how great it is. I used to pride myself on my knowledge until I came to Feynard. Here I realise I am but a babe in the ways of your world.”
 
   “Yet you have taken mighty strides, good Kevin,” she responded. “Has anyone ever told you that you have the most remarkable eyes?”
 
   “Ah … what? No, of course not!” Except for Alliathiune herself, he thought, in her strange Seeing of which she remembered nothing. The Seeing that might just have revealed she cared for him–or had a weird second personality lurking in her mind!
 
   “Yours are a wizard’s eyes. Mesmerising eyes.”
 
   “Oh, good grief!” He gave an exasperated sigh. “Not that ‘Mighty High Wizard’ muckity-muck again–”
 
   Her giggling stopped him in his tracks. “No, you silly man, I mean not to flatter you, but to make a serious point. And if I do indeed compliment you on your eyes, it is with good reason.” Her tiny hands waved that away as unimportant, even as high spots of colour blossomed on his pale cheeks. “A number of powerful wizards and witches plan to attend the Council of War. Watch them and see if what I say is not true–that each of them, in one way or another, has a remarkable or unusual pair of eyes. When they search for wizardly talent to swell the ranks, the eyes are a primary requirement. Mark my words, good Kevin, you have the eyes of a mighty wizard. That is why Zephyr courts you.”
 
   His ears were beginning to burn, which was a regular occurrence around Alliathiune. “I’m not being courted by anyone,” he protested weakly. “Did you get all your birds away alright?”
 
   “My birds? Oh, you mean the messages–yes. I had a Swift this morning in confirmation from the Dryads. The Queen herself may attend.”
 
   “That’s a swift reply.”
 
   “No, it’s a kind of bird, good Kevin.”
 
   “That’s what I meant!” he replied testily–partly because his carroty curls were not responding well to his efforts with the brush. He gritted his teeth. “It was a pun on ‘swift’. Good grief, old girl, I don’t know how you manage with that mop of yours! I’d swear I am about to pull every stubborn curl out by the roots before I get your brush through this mess.”
 
   A sharp smack and a tart retort about his ‘rat’s nest’ constituted her reply. “Although it’s curling nicely over your ears,” Alliathiune added sweetly, as if butter would not melt in her mouth. “I think I quite like it that way–and look, your ears are turning red, too. Here, allow me.”
 
   Back at Pitterdown Manor, Kevin had become used to having his hair brushed by the nurses when he was too unwell to fend for himself. Now, he thought, glowering back at Akê-Akê’s raised eyebrows and suggestive snigger from across the way, it made his throat go dry and his heart leap about like Alliathiune’s dancing yesterday. But after a couple of minutes in the pretty Dryad’s capable hands, he had to fight off an urge to start purring. No nurse had ever combed his hair so soothingly. No nurse of his had ever been younger than at least sixty! And, he supposed, Alliathiune was attractive in her peculiar way–as far as Dryads went, of course. It was the organic part of her nature that nauseated him.
 
   Kevin began to relax. Life could be worse!
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Once the Unicorn had completed the portal, he made certain delicate adjustments to extend it towards Thaharria-brin-Tomal, where a team of Unicorns waited to complete the connection. One moment Zephyr was sweating bullets to position it just so, and the next, two young Unicorns stepped through as though on a midsummer’s stroll in the Forest. Kevin’s mouth described a perfect ‘o’ of surprise. So much for his disbelief! He fell to furiously trying to describe the physics required for such a construct.
 
   Before he knew it, there were a dozen beautiful Unicorns milling about like ambulatory snowflakes on the meadow, making him squint to try and identify his friend amongst them. Many were the nickers of excitement and horn-touching greetings between them.
 
   “They congratulate him on his achievement,” rumbled Snatcher, having come up behind him so quietly that Kevin exclaimed crossly. “To the younger one-horns he is an adventurer, a mystic, and a Unicorn of legendary deeds. And yet the elder ones despise him on account of his honour debt, which Mylliandawn presses to her best advantage. You will see the politics and the reality later. Yes, and there she is now. Be gentle with good Zephyr.”
 
   “What debt, Snatcher?”
 
   “Perhaps I’ve said too much,” the Lurk admitted. “That story is one for Zephyr to tell of his own free will. It’s not my place to gossip.”
 
   “You can’t leave it like that!”
 
   “I must. Watch, now they look to the provisions.”
 
   Boxes and crates winged through the portal now. Working in teams of two or three, the younger Unicorns brought them under control with the telekinetic power of their horns and floated them to the ground. After these came barrels of food and trestles and tables and cutlery and another hundred items Kevin could not identify. A small mountain grew to one side of the portal, where a team of energetic Honeybears–where had they sprung from?–began to set up for what looked like a feast.
 
   “And now to the Dryads,” growled Snatcher, with a chopped-off parody of a laugh. “You’ll excuse me if I make myself scarce. Like our tame Faun, there are those coming who would not take kindly to the presence of a Lurk at a Council of War.”
 
   Kevin gazed at Snatcher’s departing back, troubled. He too would have preferred to fade into the background, but could think of no plausible excuse. Perhaps he ought to be sociable? Or maybe not! But it was already too late, for Alliathiune, in the company of a whole coterie of Dryads–like a troupe of little schoolgirls, he thought unkindly, all in their short dresses and barefoot–was heading in his direction. Not one was taller than five feet. Some of their number were casting him glances so bold his cheeks burned already. He tried to stand taller. A foolish urge prompted him to throw his chest out and strut like a peacock under such a weight of combined feminine scrutiny, which he suppressed with a kind of violent inner surprise. What was it about this blasted Forest that could throw him off balance in an instant?
 
   As the Dryads approached, Kevin’s gaze was drawn to the tallest and foremost of the group, one so fair and doll-like in her beauty that it took his breath away, and by the golden circlet upon her noble brow he knew her for the Dryad Queen. He thought he should bow upon one knee, and managed this feat without quite falling on his face.
 
   “We Dryads stand little on ceremony,” said she, in sweet and piping tones, extending cool hands to raise him from his awkward obeisance. “You must be the outlander whom Alliathiune summoned by her Seeing.” Several others tittered and shifted uneasily at this statement, but the Queen continued, “I bid you welcome on behalf of all Dryads, good outlander, to Driadorn and her great Forest, which is Mother to all. It is my wish that whatever strangeness or danger you may encounter here, within our leafy boroughs, shall be as a fleeting shower in the season of Budding before the swell of friendship that we offer and the gratitude we owe you for directing us to this defiling Blight’s source.” And she inclined her head graciously, as if such pretty speeches constituted her everyday dialogue. “You have accomplished much during your short sojourn among us.”
 
   “I, ah … I offer what poor service I can,” said he, still earnestly studying his feet. “Thank you for your kindness, your … ah … Your Majesty?”
 
   The Dryad Queen smiled as a chorus of giggles broke out behind her. “Your courtly form of address does fall quaintly upon our ears, good outlander, and shall set these maiden hearts behind me all a-flutter as surely as Indomalion does rise to cast his kindly eyes upon the glorious treetop-crowns of our beloved Forest. Walk with me now to yonder Grove, and tell us how you came to discern the source of the Blight.”
 
   So speaking, she made to link her arm with his, as he saw was customary amongst the Dryads between themselves–save for Alliathiune, to whom they unconsciously gave space as though she had some infectious disease or noxious body odour. His eyes lifted to meet the Queen’s just as she reached out her hand. He saw something akin to shock or panic flash across her face. She stumbled. It happened with bewildering speed. Kevin found the Dryad Queen’s slim torso clasped in his embrace, the Dryads were all shouting, and someone tried to scratch his eyes out for apparently assaulting the Queen. The X’gäthi came hurtling in with blades upraised to defend him, and there might have been bloodshed, save for Alliathiune’s quick thinking. With an eerie, ululating shriek she punched her fists at the sky. It was like the shriek of a hunting falcon, but louder and more piercing, slicing through flesh and bone with a razor’s ease. Everyone in the vicinity froze instantly, as though entombed in amber. Kevin could not move a muscle–he could barely even blink. It was the weirdest, most suffocating, most terrifying sensation he had ever experienced. He wanted to scream, but Alliathiune’s voice drew him back from the brink of panic.
 
   “Right,” she said sweetly, ducking beneath an X’gäthi blade. “This is all easily explained, so listen closely.” Her captive audience could do nought but! “Our dear Queen did but stumble against the outlander, who intended no affront against her person. Rather, he saved her from falling. Now, when I let you go in a moment, you will all cease this foolishness. The X’gäthi will fall back. Immothiune, please unclasp your fingers from the outlander’s neck and allow him to release the Queen. All you others, please refrain from screaming and generally making asses of yourselves. Is that understood?”
 
   Kevin had indeed discovered his air supply was being cut off. If Alliathiune did not release him soon, he would black out. The other discovery of note was that the sensation of holding the Dryad Queen in his arms was not disagreeable in the slightest. The scent of wildflowers in her hair and the slight, warm trembling of her body against his was doing something quite inexplicable to his sense of balance. And abruptly, the pressure vanished and he could breathe, release the Queen, re-gather his composure and brush his clothing straight with energetic, furiously embarrassed smacks of his hands. Blades were lowered and the Dryads moved back uneasily. Several of their number remonstrated with Alliathiune, who looked unhappy but defiant.
 
   The Queen took Kevin’s arm with a smile. “May I? Second time lucky, they say.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   But the incident left him with a sour aftertaste of foreboding. Was it an ill echo from Alliathiune’s display of power? What had the Dryad Queen seen in his eyes that should cause her to stumble so–if not those alleged ‘wizard’s eyes’ that Alliathiune had described? Was the Council in danger? Kevin did not trust his feelings as a rule, and so he laughed it off as a silly fancy and tried to concentrate on his conversation with the Queen. She, far from being flustered, had completely regained her poise and reserve. He tried very hard not to remember what she had felt like in his arms–or how Alliathiune might feel–he shot her a guilty glance.
 
   But Alliathiune avoided his gaze, and pointedly found something else to occupy her attention. Kevin gulped. Evidently, the fate of the Forest was not the only matter at stake!
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14: The Council of War
 
   “Come, dance with us!” cried the Dryads, catching Kevin’s hand as they skipped past, whirling him out of a daydream.
 
   Kevin, now deep into his third flagon of a wickedly potable berry wine, was more than willing to comply. In fact, an enormous confidence possessed him and any lingering inhibitions had deserted him nearly an hour before. He was tipsy, garrulous, and having a very good time.
 
   In the absence of the more senior creatures of the different races, who had spent all afternoon within a towering pavilion locked in discussion–sustained, often heated, and not always helpful discussion–their aides and advisors and helpers, having been unable to wrangle a place within the Council, had opted to start the party early instead. Kevin had entered the pavilion to deliver his initial report, but when the arguments broke out, Alliathiune had kindly taken his elbow and shown him to the tent flap. ‘It’ll go on for ages,’ she had whispered, ‘and no doubt get nasty. I know how you feel about arguments.’ He, surprised at her sensitivity, had readily acquiesced. He had done his part, anyhow–leave the politics to those with a yen for it!
 
   But it left him at something of a loose end. Both Snatcher and Akê-Akê had vanished to goodness knows where, and he had been about to join them, when he was accosted by a group of russet-furred Gerbils and whipped over to the ‘bar’ for a drink. This turned out to be a euphemism for an interrogation, which started with how flabbergasted they were at the colour of his hair and proceeded swimmingly from there on until Zephyr unexpectedly appeared to rescue him. However, the Unicorn soon returned to the fray within the pavilion. Kevin was left to swap stories with several junior Unicorns. His second flagon of wine had lubricated and embellished his tale of their journey to Elliadora’s Well, which the young Unicorns lapped up.
 
   Now, he thought giddily, he was having the time of his life. Every Dryad in sight wanted to flirt with him. He possessed boundless energy and optimism, and was becoming quite dizzy with the dancing and girlish laughter and wine swirling about in his brain. He quaffed the flagon and tossed it over his shoulder. The tempo of the music, though alien to him, made his feet twitch uncontrollably.
 
   “Faster!” cried the girls, tugging him on.
 
   Kevin shouted with laughter and danced the harder, chasing after the playful Dryads with all his might.
 
   Later, having danced like a dervish for what felt like hours, Kevin found himself near the food, and having secured a platter of something vaguely edible along with his fourth flagon of wine, found himself a seat on one of the long benches and tucked in hungrily. By gum, he could eat a horse! Driadorn must be great, if he felt like this all the time! He had never missed Pitterdown Manor less.
 
   “Good food, outlander?”
 
   Kevin looked up over a mouthful of grilled vegetables. “S’good,” he muttered, slurring the words. He saw a Human, the first he had encountered in this accursed Forest.
 
   “Mind if I join you?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The man swung his long legs over the bench and settled down. Suddenly, he espied someone he knew. “Ho, Braddock! Over here!” Braddock, it turned out, was a Wolverine as wide as he was tall. He had muscles on top of muscles. He took up a great deal of room on the bench.
 
   “Who’d you find, Snake?”
 
   “A Human, by the looks of him. What’s your name, outlander?”
 
   “Kevin.”
 
   “Yeah? I’ll shake on that.” Snake had a cold hand, but his grasp was steely. He looked Kevin up and down. “That’s a mighty unusual name, Kevin. Which part of Driadorn do you call home?”
 
   “Uh–Thaharria-brin-Tomal, I suppose.”
 
   “Ah, you must work for the one-horns. Proud and touchy lot. Can’t say as I like their airs and graces much, myself.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose they can be–”
 
   “But what an honour to come to Elliadora’s Well, eh, good Kevin? You must be one of the few Humans about this lighttime. We Humans should stick together.”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” grunted Braddock, letting the entire contents of the flagon slide down his throat in one long gulp. “I’ll have another!”
 
   “Big drinkers, those Wolverines,” Snake advised. “Don’t ever get yourself into a drinking contest with one of them.” Kevin blinked uncertainly. “What you drinking, anyways?”
 
   “Wine. Ish very good.”
 
   “Wine?” scoffed Braddock. “Pigswill! Men don’t drink wine–do they, Snake? No, real men drink Berman’s Blast or green kale. Now’s there’s a drink that’ll curl your chest hairs!”
 
   “You’ll have one, Snake?”
 
   “You’re a wicked son of a lamka rat, Braddock! Yes, I will at that.”
 
   “Kevin?”
 
   “Sure you will!” roared the Wolverine, waving to one of the Honeybears serving at the tables. “At least one–you ever tried it before? No? Can’t say you’ve lived until you’ve tried a green kale, my friend. It’s smoother than a Dryad’s backside, sweeter than honey, and bites the living bedathar out of you.”
 
   “What’s a ‘bedathar’?” Kevin inquired, as his alcohol-pickled mind slowly ruminated over the comment about Dryads’ backsides.
 
   “A Wolverine word you shouldn’t repeat in polite company,” said Snake, with an ugly leer across the table that showed off all the black bits between his teeth. “So, you came through the Portal with the rest of the one-horns, eh? That was quite an experience, if I say so myself.”
 
   “No, actually I didn’t.”
 
   Snake’s arm froze halfway to his mouth. “You don’t say. You aren’t the outlander everyone’s talking about, are you?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know about–”
 
   “Say, Braddock!” Snake cried, “Listen up for a minute, will you? This is the outlander that came all the way here with those X’gäthi and the Unicorn–what’s his name?”
 
   “Zephyr,” Kevin supplied eagerly.
 
   “Zephyr, that’s right. So you came with Zephyr?”
 
   “Yesh, thanksh, Braddosh.”
 
   “No sweat,” growled the Wolverine. “By my oath, I had no idea we were in such important company. Why didn’t you tell me, Snake? I wouldn’t be cussing my tongue dry with Dryad’s whatsits and all if I knew who we were sitting with!”
 
   “That must have been some journey, eh, outlander?” said Snake, letting some green kale slide down his throat. “Ah, burn me all the way, baby!” He smacked his lips, giving Kevin a whiff of something like a cross between aniseed and hot tar. “I’ll bet you have a few tales from the Old Forest. Dangerous out there, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   His words gave Kevin the opening he had been waiting for–the opportunity to impress these strangers with the tale of how they had braved the perils of the notorious Old Forest and fought their way to Elliadora’s Well. Before long, he had gathered an audience and was well into the swing of the telling–aided by Braddock’s occasional hint at the flagon of green kale, which was even more potent than Snatcher’s toad oil. It fairly lifted one’s head off one’s shoulders and set it back a different way!
 
   Kevin never suspected he was being pumped for information by two masters of the art. The occasional hint here and interjection there had him spilling the beans on Akê-Akê, then Snatcher’s involvement, and even his own origins. A second green kale followed the first. With all that alcohol swimming around in his stomach, he bragged and blabbed and fibbed with a vengeance. After a turn and a half of the glass, his head was lolling against Braddock’s shoulder and he was slurring his way through a highly improbable account of their adventures in ancient Shilliabär.
 
   “What a story!” Snake exclaimed.
 
   “That scarab demon sounds evil!” agreed Braddock, nudging Kevin’s hand away from his quest for a flagon. “So you saved the Dryad, eh–what did you say her name was, again?”
 
   “Alliath … th … oone!” Kevin mumbled, trying several times before sticking with, “’Thooney! S’right. ’Thooney.” If he said it firmly enough, it sounded right.
 
   “The Dryad?”
 
   “Sh’ all right–’Thooney.”
 
   Braddock clapped him on the back, halting an incipient slide. Kevin, at this stage, was fighting a losing battle with his body’s desire to reach the horizontal plane. “So what was her part in all this, good outlander?”
 
   “Thooney. Shweet girl. Sh’got green hair.”
 
   “Really?” Snake rolled his eyes at Braddock. “So what was her part?”
 
   “Sh’all right. Shlapped me in the fashe, one time. I’m thirshty.”
 
   “What do you think of her?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Alliathiune.”
 
   “’Thooney?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right–what did she do?”
 
   Kevin hiccoughed and stared blearily across at the pavilion. There was a group of creatures issuing from it. The Council must have ended. “’Thooney.”
 
   “Yeah,” growled Snake, starting to lose his cool. “Tell us about Alliathiune.”
 
   “What? I’m thirshty, I shed!” Kevin blearily noticed his audience melting away. “Oi, come back, you.”
 
   Braddock insisted, “Tell us about–”
 
   “’Thooney?”
 
   “Yes! The Seer, that’s the one!”
 
   “Breasht … shh,” Kevin mumbled, still trying to reach for the flagon, but the Wolverine’s thick arm kept getting in the way. “She ish … ishn’t fat.”
 
   “What? What did you say?”
 
   “Big … uh, I feel shick.”
 
   “Uh-oh. Snake …”
 
   The music faltered and died. The party from the pavilion was not ten yards away, in a perfect position to see and hear everything when Kevin staggered to his feet to deliver his immortal line.
 
   “Lisshen!” he cried to the world at large, at full drunken volume. “’Thooney ishnt fat–she ish gorgeosh! She hash big breashtsh!”
 
   And he saluted her with an empty flagon.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   There was a silence like the calm before an earthquake.
 
   The approaching party included a fair cross-section of the most influential creatures of Driadorn. At their forefront was Mylliandawn of the Unicorns, to her right the Head Witch of Gnarlhand Coven and a hunchbacked Druid called Amadorn, and at her left hand was Alliathiune the Dryad; they were followed by the Dryad Queen, the Chief Rodent, and the great Eagle Swiftwing of Dawn; then to the rear came the Jasper Cat Ss’rrr’than’grrr-ar, nicknamed Blink for his habit of appearing directly behind people and scaring the living daylights out of them, various Wyverns, the Tusk of all Elephants, the Bear representative, and the venerable Grand Owl Two Hoots himself.
 
   Every last vestige of colour drained from Alliathiune’s face. In the hush, Kevin sniggered lewdly and then pitched backward over the bench. As he fell, he gashed his head open on the edge of a chair.
 
   Kevin began to empty his stomach with violent effect.
 
   The nobles and rulers were trapped in frozen tableaux when there came a flash, as dazzling as a bolt of lightning, by the great trees at the far end of the Sacred Grove, and a booming concussion of sound that staggered everyone. Shrieks of dismay echoed around the peaceful vale. With one accord, the rulers and creatures of Driadorn whirled.
 
   Dimly, Kevin beheld a majestic figure striding up from the Elliarana trees, tall and broad-shouldered, wreathed in a flowing cloak of midnight black, with a seam of silver symbols picked out around the hem and hood of his wizardly attire. He held in his right hand a black metal staff like a stylised serpent, and from its mouth issued flames as red as blood, the tongues of fire writhing and licking up his right arm as though eerily alive yet without burning his flesh. His features were hidden behind a mask of obsidian. And when he spoke, it was in tones that boomed and crashed around the Sacred Grove.
 
   “Greetings, pitiful creatures!” he boomed. “I am the Dark Apprentice, disciple of Ozark, styled the Dark by those he conquered in seasons past!”
 
   Zephyr gasped an involuntary whinny of dread. Several of the Dryads fainted.
 
   Kevin fumbled for the flask at his belt. Snatcher had dropped his toad oil earlier.
 
   “I have come that you might have fair warning, and a foretaste of the wrath to come!” The Dark Apprentice swept his arm to include all present, making his cloak billow behind him like a black wave. “I declare to you this lighttime that a new star is risen! I am the son of the dawn! All the dark powers of mayhem and destruction that ever were claimed by Ozark the Dark, these and more now fill my wizard’s armoury. I am Kidräl-Lukan, your new master! They call me Drakûr Mägil, the Great Dragon, lord of the ancient ones and master of the seven scrolls of wizardry. Flee, you unfortunate ones. Flee back to your homes and hollows and dens! For the Trolls of the pit and the Men of the north are rising, and soon the Seventy-Seven Hills and all Driadorn will face the sword of the avenger. Flee, you luckless, childless rabble!”
 
   And he mocked them with peals of maniacal laughter. “How your darkest visions have unfolded, creatures of the Forest! You have tested and approved my handiwork, for already the Blight I wrought strikes to the heart of Elliadora’s Well. Soon the iron-shod heel of my armies will crush your insignificant resistance, and enslave your kindred and offspring for time and eternity. I’ll grind you into the dust. I’ll rule over you! The Dark Apprentice will rule every living, breathing creature from the Old Forest to the Great Sea. And you’ll rue the day that you were whelped in pain and sorrow.”
 
   Snake, who was trying to hide under the same table as Kevin, kicked him in the head to make more room. Kevin fumbled the flask of toad oil. Jiminy cricket, he felt sick!
 
   “Now, enough foolishness and petty bickering! I declare your petty council ended!”
 
   So saying, the Dark Apprentice raised his burning staff and unleashed a titanic fireball at the huge central pavilion which had been erected to house the Council of War. If he had intended to impress, his entrance and dramatic speech would have been sufficient. But the Dark Apprentice was not content. His wizard’s fire scorched through the still afternoon with a hiss of insatiable hunger, and as the pavilion exploded into flame, it tore wholly loose from its supports and flopped over on its side, trapping a group of Unicorns beneath the burning canvas. Next, he turned his attention to the small stage that seated the musicians, spewing a stream of flames from his staff that engulfed the creatures there and set them ablaze.
 
   Zephyr, Amadorn, and several others belatedly counterattacked, but they had been caught unprepared and their combined magic fizzled against the wizard’s fire. The Dark Apprentice guffawed as he swatted their attacks away, as if they were no more than a swarm of buzzing grimflies. Amadorn was the quickest to recover, invoking by the touch of a secret sigil on the shaft of his staff a bolt from the blue heavens that rent a twenty-foot crater beneath the dark wizard’s pointed slippers. But when the cloud of dirt had rained back to earth again, he stood unmarked and unharmed upon the edge of that steaming ruin. A sharp tang of ozone filled the air.
 
   “Your puny attacks can never defeat the invincible Dark Apprentice!” he roared, and the amplified, magically enhanced power of his voice set the tables a-tumble, wrecked the bar area, and knocked many of the weaker creatures right off their feet. “Now taste the true measure of my might!”
 
   As he strode forward, the Dark Apprentice’s highly polished black boots set the turf ablaze where he trod. He brandished his staff like a flame-thrower, setting two Bears alight and sweeping his fire towards Alliathiune and Zephyr, but the Dryad gave a cry and plunged her hands into the earth. The ground groaned and cracked and bucked before them, rising as a ridge to shield them momentarily from his immense power. The creatures behind scattered with cries of terror and dismay, seeking to hide themselves, to pull the ground over their heads, to take flight–anything to escape the reach of the Dark Wizard’s assault. Only Mylliandawn chose to press the attack. She hurdled the barricade Alliathiune had raised to unleash the full power of her horn upon Ozark’s disciple.
 
   There was a crackle of fire and an angry growl from the other side of the ridge, followed by the sound of metal striking flesh and an awful hush.
 
   “Quick, good Zephyr,” Alliathiune called, “let us raise a shield together. Noble Amadorn, will you add your Druidic powers?”
 
   “At once!” said he, touching his staff dextrously.
 
   A silvery magic initiated by the Unicorn began to glimmer in the air between them, settling over the venerable Two Hoots, Swiftwing of Dawn, and the Wyvern. The Witch and the Jasper Cat too added their own peculiar brands of magic to the shield, which was swiftly bolstered by a group of junior Unicorns and even more swiftly joined by the cowardly Chief Rodent, whose instinct for self-preservation drew a snicker of disapproval from the tall, thin Witch. Like a lodestone, the shield drew other creatures nearby to its assumed safe haven.
 
   Beneath the table, Kevin unstoppered the gourd and took a swig, but he spilled most of it down his shirt front. He groaned and dropped his head to the grass, watching proceedings from beside the bench as the toad oil burned briefly within him.
 
   “Who is this apprentice?” cawed Swiftwing, smoothing his ruffled feathers with a flick of his great pinions. He was an Eagle of the faraway Tramalian Eyrie, and stood as tall as a man.
 
   “Such power he wields!” spat the Jasper Cat, his emerald tail lashing back and forth in anger and fright. “Is he one of your colleagues, good Zephyr?”
 
   “Not one of my acquaintance!”
 
   There came a roar of flame from beyond the ridge. With a great groaning and creaking, one of the Elliarana began to topple–slowly, majestically–and the Dryads shuddered and wailed. The tree’s demise seemed endless, crashing in slow motion upon the meadow and shaking every creature there with the force of its fall.
 
   “The Sacred Grove burns!” Alliathiune shrieked, as if the smouldering of the ancient Elliarana was a brand pressing into her own flesh.
 
   “Do not hasten to your death!” growled Amadorn, seeking with a crooked limb to restrain her.
 
   The Dryad lashed out at him, blindly, her whole being taken up with the smouldering trees down there in the Grove. But Zephyr quickly stepped between them, heading off the Dryad, and righted the crippled Druid with his telekinesis.
 
   “Peace, good Dryad!”
 
   The Druid gave a sad little smile, and shook his shaggy mane. The fall had hurt him, that much was plain to see, but he braced himself upright upon his staff with a conciliating smile.
 
   The booming voice shocked them all. “Peace? What peace shall I leave you?”
 
   “The Dark Wizard!” The Chief Rodent gave a despairing wail and tried to squeeze beneath a table, which was too low to accommodate his quivering bulk. His posterior wriggled helplessly in the air.
 
   The black figure had levitated up upon the ridge that Alliathiune had raised, employing it as a platform in order to showcase his superiority.
 
   “Hold fast!” Zephyr said grimly, touching horns with one of the young Unicorns. “Strength to you, noble Scillianstar!”
 
   “I shall not yield,” he returned bravely.
 
   The Dark Apprentice sneered at him. “You shall not yield? You will bow before me ere the turn-glass yields its sand! Behold your erstwhile ruler, the ignoble Mylliandawn!”
 
   He tossed down before them the head of Mylliandawn, which tumbled down the slope and came to rest very near Scillianstar’s hooves. Entombed in some clear, plastic substance, with an expression of unspeakable horror making her eyes bulge grotesquely from her skull, was the head and horn of Mylliandawn, sheared off at the neck as by a gigantic razor. Scillianstar gagged and bolted, passing beyond the ambit of their protective shield.
 
   “No!” cried Zephyr.
 
   “Yes!” laughed the Dark Apprentice, raising his staff to snare the fleeing Unicorn with an invisible tendril of magic. “Ah, young Scillianstar. Come here!”
 
   It was appalling to see how easily he overmastered the young Unicorn. Fighting, bucking and whinnying in terror, the Unicorn was drawn step by protesting step back towards the Dark Apprentice, who meantime having fended off a sneak attack by Alliathiune, leered at her and declared he would feed her to his Trolls.
 
   “Fie, evil one!” she shot back. “Your end is nigh!”
 
   “Oh, and how is that? Down!” he commanded, forcing Scillianstar to his knees. He nullified the effects of the Unicorn’s horn with another wave of his staff, and turned his attention back to the Dryad. He threw his arms wide. “Come, attack me–I dare you! Command the ground to rise up and swallow me! Call lightning from the heavens like your twisted friend here, who resembles nothing more on the Hills than a toad with a wart on his back! Freeze the air around me with your breath. I know, perhaps I will shrink you and use you as a paperweight? I said down!” Scillianstar’s breath rasped in his throat as the noose was drawn tighter, and the Dark Apprentice forced him over onto his side.
 
   “You will never succeed!” cried Alliathiune, punching her fists at the sky.
 
   But the wizard’s staff sucked up her magic, rendering it useless, and there was a backlash that even through the shield struck her spinning like a top. Again, Zephyr’s telekinesis came to the fore and he broke her tumble somewhat–but despite his efforts, the Dryad was too stunned to rise from where she had fallen, her head lolling loosely upon her neck as consciousness receded.
 
   Once more the Druid Amadorn sought to strike the Dark Apprentice with his skill and cunning, but he too was rebuffed with majestic ease, and crumpled over an invisible blow that blasted him clear of the protecting shield. He fell, senseless and limp, in a heap over a table.
 
   With a tornado of wind, the Dark Wizard drove the remaining creatures back, step by begrudging step, until they stood at last near that selfsame table where the Chief Rodent’s quivering haunches blocked the breeze, with his forequarters wholly hidden beneath the polished wooden worktop. There Snake had also hid himself, pretending to be dead and probably wishing the same, and Kevin, too drunk to lift his head.
 
   “Fiend!” roared a new voice, newcomer to the fray. It was the Lurk, and he came charging up from the river, behind and to the left of where the Dark Apprentice stood. He had chosen his moment well. As the hapless Fauns on the Bridge of Storms had learned to their detriment, Lurks are incredibly fast over short distances, and Snatcher roared his challenge only at the last second. Four tons of armoured Lurk slammed into the wizard like a crazed rhinoceros in full flight.
 
   He had time only to half-raise his staff, before there was an explosion that rivalled the Druid’s mighty bolt of lightning, launching the Dark Apprentice backward. The Lurk groaned and hauled himself upright, clearly intent on pursuing the Apprentice, but his left arm hung at an ill angle
 
   “A brave strike, noble Lurk!” cried Alliathiune.
 
   But the wizard, having rolled with the collision to absorb it, and further protected by the brief shield he had been able to raise in the instant before impact, had survived the brunt of the blow–though he stood weakly now, and clutched his ribs in sharp pain, he was able to raise his flaming staff.
 
   Gone was the mighty voice; gone too, the posturing and arrogance. “You will pay for that!” he shrieked, summoning a stream of hissing fire to immolate the Lurk where he stood. “Burn, you spawn of blackest Shäyol! How dare you challenge Ozark’s disciple?”
 
   But there was one further Lurkish secret he did not know, one to which Kevin and Zephyr were party following their discussion of anatomy with Snatcher. Lurks, for all their size and bulk, have a musculature comparable to that of a flea–pound for pound, an order of magnitude stronger and more resilient than that of Humans. From a standing start, Snatcher launched himself at his quarry out of that inferno, with flames sheeting and trailing off him like a comet.
 
   Again the Dark Apprentice was taken by surprise. The staff guttered as he gaped in shock at this fiery apparition–but his reactions were credibly swift. He slammed up a shield and ducked aside, spinning and falling to his knees as the Lurk’s hip and thigh struck him a blow that sent him tumbling. Almost instantaneously, Zephyr and Alliathiune seized the opportunity to strike too, and the Dark Wizard wilted beneath their combined efforts. But again, he was somehow able to absorb and misdirect their attack, and with a jerk of his staff froze Snatcher in place.
 
   “Right,” he panted, fighting to restore the mantle of his former dignity. “I’ve had enough of your impudence!” Sweeping his black cloak about him, he rose to his feet. “I have given fair warning, late rulers of Driadorn. Your time is at an end! Soon the Blight will sicken your precious Forest and with it, your magic will die–just like this young Unicorn here.”
 
   The Dark Apprentice clumped his smoking black boot down on Scillianstar’s neck, striking the pose of a mighty hunter. With a smile of pure evil he raised the staff and conjured into existence a tall guillotine, which he positioned over the hapless Unicorn’s neck. Mylliandawn must have been murdered in this manner.
 
   The young Unicorn, seeing the weighty blade prepared to sever his life forever, fell into such a frenzy of struggling that the noose bit severely into his neck and caused blood to foam out of his nostrils. But the power of the Dark Wizard’s magic was too much for him. Never had the one-horns been treated thus; their magic was unique and innate, and never before mastered by a creature of another race. The Dark Apprentice did not even appear to raise a sweat over controlling Scillianstar.
 
   “Hold, you foul abomination!” cried Zephyr. Snatcher was beginning to overpower the paralysing spell cast upon him, but he may as well have been swimming through treacle for all the good it did. He would not recover in time to rescue Scillianstar.
 
   “I cannot abide this any longer!” So saying, Swiftwing of Dawn made to launch himself at the wizard–but was restrained by Two Hoots. The Jasper Cat too prowled the limits of the shield, with his fur all a-bristle like an angry porcupine, but he was too smart to go out there on his own.
 
   “Where are you from, Dark Apprentice?” called Two Hoots. “Why do you seek to despoil our fair realm?”
 
   A cackle of laughter issued from within that frowning obsidian mask. “No more questions shall I entertain, for my patience is ended, ancient one. It is enough that I am, and that the star of the dawn shall be your nemesis!”
 
   “Let us reason together, mighty–”
 
   “Silence!” thundered the wizard, finding his volume once more. “Shut up, you mangy crow!”
 
   With a kick, he shook the guillotine. Scillianstar screamed in terror, seeking again and again to trigger the secret magic of Unicorns that allows them as a final resort to take refuge within their horns, but the noose somehow prevented him–and in that screaming was an unbearable, elegiac foretaste of his demise. Kevin had never heard a sound like it, and wished he would never again. It flayed him raw and bloody inside.
 
   Zephyr, beside him, screamed also. Great, healing tears of Unicorn anguish dripped from his eyes and splattered on the ground around his fore-hooves like a rain of tiny crystals.
 
   One drop splashed across Kevin’s mouth.
 
   “Please!” moaned Alliathiune, falling to her knees in supplication. “Anything … I’ll do anything …”
 
   This plea seemed to please and divert their tormentor from his cruel sport with the young Unicorn. He paused to lustfully appreciate her begging, and a low, gross chuckle of anticipation flecked his pale lips with spittle. “You make a pathetic spectacle, wench!” he replied. “Would you truly do anything? Anything at all to save poor Scillianstar here?”
 
   The Dryad flinched in the face of his naked lust, but nodded, pale-faced and trembling.
 
   “She would not!” Zephyr replied, stepping between them. “She would die first rather than serve your depraved reign!”
 
   But Alliathiune was made of sterner stuff. Intent on some desperate course of action, she stiff-armed the Unicorn and walked out towards Ozark’s disciple, trying at once to be innocent and seductive, by her charms to beguile him and bring him within her reach.
 
   “You’ll make a pretty bauble!” he sneered. “Come here, little Dryad. Come taste of my mastery!”
 
   The Dark Apprentice muttered an incantation.
 
   “What would you have of me, o mighty wizard?” asked the Dryad.
 
   “Your service, for a start,” said he, and loosed his spell. “I prefer my women seen and not heard.”
 
   Kevin gasped. In a blink of an eye, the Dryad’s whole head had been encased in an eyeless round helmet of polished metal, which snapped closed around her slender neck and entombed her in a world of darkness. The shock of it made her scream, although the sound was severely muffled beneath that steely chamber, and she pulled angrily at the helmet, but to no avail.
 
   The wizard’s laughter shrilled out like a donkey’s full-throated bray. “Wonderful! Now we shall behold you tremble, little Dryad, before the revealed majesty of Driadorn’s new master!”
 
   Abruptly, startling them all, he whirled to the guillotine and loosed the blade.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   A spark like the floating fireflies of a roaring bonfire wandered across Kevin’s vision. His alcohol-befuddled consciousness watched the delicate combustion of that mote and marked it for a deep blue rather than the fiery orange that was expected, yet the impression of burning remained. A sense of urgency osmosed into his leaden limbs. His heart chugged along steadily until the mote touched it. Then a fire like molten lava seared through his veins–a potent, refining fire–that dipped him in a vat of excruciating pain. But the pain was cleansing. It cleared and focussed his mind for a vital second, which was the very moment the dark wizard trapped Alliathiune in that steel helmet and mocked her.
 
   Kevin leaped to his feet, screaming inarticulately. His right hand shot forward as though jerked by a rope. Blue lightning exploded from his fingertips in a whisper-quiet hurricane, instantly nullifying the Dark Apprentice’s every artifice. The guillotine vanished and Scillianstar and Alliathiune were freed. The wizard’s staff he snuffed out as though plunged into a pool of water, and the shield protecting Amadorn, Zephyr and the other creatures vanished. The ripples passed out and beyond them in expanding concentric circles to the very edges of the Sacred Grove, and lapped up to the shores of Elliadora’s Well. Where his power passed, there was nothing left–not a breath, not an iota of magic. It had been negated. Cancelled.
 
   The Dark Apprentice was first to recover. He stared at the staff in disbelief, then at Kevin with even greater shock. “You …”
 
   It was the merest whisper of recognition. However, before anyone could act or react, their tormentor spun beneath his cloak and vanished in a puff of smoke, like an old conjurer’s trick but more effective. He was gone from the Sacred Grove.
 
   Alliathiune rubbed her eyes. “What, by the Well–?”
 
   The magic came surging back like a tsunami.
 
   Elliadora’s Well and its Sacred Grove were the wellspring of Driadorn’s great magic, sustaining and nurturing a unique Forest of many leagues in length and breadth, the living cloak on the backs of the Seventy-Seven Hills. To attempt to nullify its magic was to snatch a cupful from an ocean. Kevin was toying with the force of nature herself, which was subject to natural laws and balances. What energies he had wrested from it slammed back into his body, for it had to have somewhere to go–this was the law of magical reactions, and it was one that Kevin would never again be able to forget. The price had to be paid in full.
 
   Kevin removed his left hand from his pocket. Raised it. Gaped at his blue fingers in awe and revulsion.
 
   He wailed, “Oh, God! What have I done?”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15: To The Southern Marches
 
   Two Hoots, a grey-banded Owl who stood as tall as Alliathiune, turned his neck three hundred and sixty degrees to include Kevin in his survey of their diminished and much-chastened Council of War, before spinning it back in a ruffle and kafuffle of feathers. His huge yellow eyes blinked several times. “We are decided?” he hooted.
 
   “Elephant legend,” the Tusk, chief of the Forest Elephants, reminded them, “tells how Elliadora created the Forest, our great Dam, through this precious stone, the Magisoul. It is reputed to have powerful restorative properties, perhaps even against this Blight. It is for this reason, the stone aside, that we must consult the great Dragon of Blackrock Keep. His wisdom–begging your pardon, venerable Two Hoots–is the greatest of all when we speak of magical lore.”
 
   There were glum nods all around the circle. Amberthurn had a reputation for fickleness and a nasty habit of eating envoys he did not like. This did not encourage diplomacy, on the whole. They would have to bear rich gifts in order to win his favour.
 
   “Our Mother Forest depends on us.” Alliathiune added soberly, “I’ve Seen the Blight, noble creatures. I’ve Seen the fate that awaits. The Dark Apprentice must indeed be confronted and defeated, but our Mother’s needs come first.”
 
   “Semantics,” sneered the Jasper Cat, a thickset feline standing easily five feet tall at the shoulder, his fur a deep tan colour with a dappling of black, leaf-like spots. “Defeating the foul Apprentice and defeating the Blight are one and the same thing. The question is: who will undertake this quest?”
 
   “Noble Zephyr, of course,” said Stardancer, the senior Unicorn following Mylliandawn’s unfortunate execution.
 
   The Head Witch bared her teeth in a thin-lipped smile. She was middle-aged, but stood as straight as a hardwood tree, and her iron-grey hair fell to her waist. She had grey eyes as striking and powerful as a thunderstorm. She said, “Getting our interests in first as always, good Unicorn?”
 
   “Why, you asinine little–”
 
   “Peace!” hissed Ss’rrr’than’grrr-ar. “Your bickering sours the memory of those whose blood was spilled here this lighttime!”
 
   “Are you accusing me …?”
 
   The Witch’s protests trailed off beneath the Jasper Cat’s pitying smile. “Our number,” said he, “should be representative of Driadorn’s many creatures. I personally can think of none better than Zephyr to lead this expedition–but I would add you, good Witch, to this number.”
 
   The Witch looked surprised and gratified.
 
   “And Amadorn of the Druids,” continued the Cat, “to bolster the company with his peerless Druidic knowledge, and the sweetness of his harping to lift their spirits when the road is tough and treacherous–as indeed his sorrowful benediction this lighttime returned our noble friends to the root and sod of the Forest, to once more nurture that from which they were born.”
 
   His words subdued them. Even after the Dark Apprentice’s attack and the untimely demise of Mylliandawn, four other Unicorns, two Bears, and the Grey Kestrel from the region north of Mistral Bog, the discussions over what should be done had been urgent but less rancorous. Rescue by a Lurk sat uneasily with many of them, and to a creature they were rattled and upset by the events of that afternoon. Scillianstar had been despatched back to Thaharria-brin-Tomal to bear the bad news and bring help, particularly medical help, for the injured. It was better that he be actively engaged than be given the time to mull over what had transpired.
 
   “I shall send my son to you,” said Swiftwing. “He is common-named Glimmering of Dawn, an Eagle strong of pinion and fierce of beak and claw. I know of no finer lord of the airy spaces, nor a truer and more courageous heart.”
 
   “Very well,” Two Hoots nodded. “Unicorn, Witch, Druid, and Eagle. What of the Dryads, good Queen?”
 
   The Dryad Queen smiled at Alliathiune. “Your fortitude and clear vision have already brought us to this holy place, to gaze in awe and wonder at our precious Sacred Grove. Will you represent the Dryads in this venture, our sister and Seer?”
 
   She nodded, watching with hollow and sorrowful eyes the group of Dryads assisting Amadorn down by the Elliarana trees of the Grove, tending and healing that which had been damaged by Ozark’s self-proclaimed disciple. One of the trees had been burst open and toppled–but the most horrifying aspect was that the trunk had been rotten inside. They had seen; they could smell putrefaction on the breeze.
 
   “Of course I’ll go, my Queen. I could not bear to rest a moment lest our Forest suffer another such blow.” Kevin, glancing up, saw the Dryad was fighting tears. “I shall serve the Mother until I return to her root–and I feared I would come to that dread place this lighttime, were it not for the outlander’s courage.”
 
   Kevin felt all eyes turn to him, but he simply cradled his ruined hand and studied his feet as if he should discover wisdom thereby.
 
   That Dark Apprentice, posturing and bullying! Blaring his monologue of madness to the world, wearing his pretty slippers–he might have been laughable, save for his immense power and eagerness to destroy both the Forest and its creatures. Kevin knew about bullying. But this … this was unimaginable.
 
   “The noble outlander has taken it badly.”
 
   Alliathiune said, “There is something wrong with his hand.”
 
   “It was blue from wrist to fingertip,” Zephyr noted. “The same blue, by the Hills, as the crystal growths around the Pool of Stää. The Well’s magic has done this.”
 
   “We don’t all consult your mystic pools–”
 
   “Read your history, Witch!” the Unicorn snapped. “The Magisoul is said to be the same substance as the crystals of Stää.”
 
   “Is that so?” Her grey eyes narrowed. “Why then does Amberthurn hold the legendary Magisoul in his dark fortress?”
 
   “That’s my point–he doesn’t, but he’ll know where it is.”
 
   “We are gambling the Forest’s fate on a slim chance–”
 
   “What else have we spent the last four turns discussing? Has anyone determined a better course of action? Let him speak now!”
 
   “Peace, good Zephyr,” said Two Hoots. “The Witch has a valid point. Whilst you travel, others should seek further knowledge of the Blight, here at the Well, and raise up the races in defence of Driadorn. We’ll send out spies to discern the nature of this threat amongst the Men. Right now we know little, save these vague threats and the very real affliction of the Blight striking our very heart. Let us remember the Dark Apprentice and his evil designs.” He hooted softly. “Let us remember the lives spilled here this lighttime!”
 
   Two Hoots stretched out a wing to touch Zephyr’s flank. “The outlander will travel with you, of course. What of this fearsome Lurk, and the Faun?”
 
   “We could not have succeeded without the Lurk’s might and prowess in battle,” Zephyr admitted. “Indeed, he did rescue us from the trackless depths of Mistral Bog and succour us to dry land. Snatcher has been a constant companion and a tower of strength.”
 
   “Hum,” sniffed the Tusk, flapping his great ears. “If even the Unicorns are willing to forgo their ancient prejudices in this matter, then so shall we Elephants.”
 
   “Even the Unicorns, nonsense,” said Stardancer, acidly. “We are not all as comfortable as noble Zephyr, here, with creatures of such ill repute–but we are willing to forgive.”
 
   “How sweet and cosy.”
 
   Stardancer glared at the Jasper Cat. “Do you disagree?”
 
   “Oh, fie, no!” The Cat yawned widely, showing off his canines. “Let’s all be friends, by all means! I’m just intrigued to know who’s going to stump up the gold for this little venture to Amberthurn’s lair–who, might I remind you, has on all sides the protection of the Black-Rock Mountains and its legions of the Lesser Tribes Trolls, who are not known to welcome outsiders with open arms.”
 
   “And yet it must be done, with all haste,” said Zephyr, with a quiet authority. “Our Forest sickens. This is no time to quibble over that which will never purchase our futures–and those of all Driadorn’s creatures. Of what use is gold in Shäyol? What will it redeem?”
 
   “A good point, once you’ve evaded its doctrinal elements.”
 
   “Each to his own religion, noble Head Witch,” the Jasper Cat purred. “Me–I prefer a full belly and a safe home over any such doctrine. Nevertheless, I shall add gifts from the Cats to aid this mad venture. I myself am too lame to accomplish such a journey, but if the Portal were ably tuned to a remote part of my homeland above the northern branch of the Rhiallandran River, I could direct you to a most singular help. Among the feline peoples she is common-named Ss’aywaaull’ss-ara.” And his yellow eyes narrowed. “If you can pronounce it, that is.”
 
   “Ss’aywaaull’ss-ara,” yowled Zephyr, in a close imitation of the Jasper Cat’s delivery. “That’s ‘Hunter’ in Standard Driadornese, I believe.”
 
   Ss’rrr’than’grrr-ar’s tail flicked in annoyance. “Trust there to be a linguist amongst the Tomalia!”
 
   “Is this Hunter a Mancat?”
 
   Now the Jasper Cat’s ears flattened. He hissed, “What do you know of the Mancats?”
 
   Zephyr, as usual, looked excessively smug. “We all have our little secrets, don’t we, noble Cat.”
 
   “Yww’rrr’lsss!”
 
   “Temper, temper!”
 
   “Good Zephyr, you should not bait the Jasper Cat so.”
 
   “I beg your indulgence, noble Two Hoots. But I am fluent in all the major languages of the Inner Hills, knowledgeable in many local dialects, and–”
 
   Two Hoots interrupted heavily, “And overly wont to sing your own praises, young Zephyr, when all creatures here gathered would bow to your superior learning both lighttime and darktime. Learning is one matter; wisdom quite another.”
 
   The Witch and the Jasper Cat both snickered. Zephyr harrumphed and glared at the skies.
 
   “Who else will give jewels or gold to appease the Dragon-Magus Amberthurn’s lust for valuable things?” asked Two Hoots.
 
   Amidst a chorus of grumbling, comments, and no little competition and vying for pre-eminence between the different representatives, various promises were secured. Soon the meeting began to break up, as the creatures in sober mien made ready to be transported back to their homelands. War was brewing, war upon the Hills–they dreaded it.
 
   “Noble Kevin?”
 
   The Unicorn moved over to speak to him, but from his other flank, Alliathiune appeared to give him a friendly smack on his foreleg. “Why so pensive, good Unicorn? Our Council of War is concluded–more satisfactorily than we had hoped for, under the impetus of this Dark Apprentice’s cowardly assault–and a course of action has been determined. Are you troubled for your homeland, since Mylliandawn has been untimely slain?”
 
   “The thought may have crossed my mind in a moment of weakness,” he admitted, “but I swear by my horn I never indulged it. I suspect many Unicorns will be secretly relieved at her demise and yes, Thaharria-brin-Tomal will be in turmoil.”
 
   “Then what ails you? Is it brave Snatcher? His arm–”
 
   “Nay, good Dryad. We have summoned Zinfandir to the Well.” Zephyr’s horn-magic pressed a flask into Kevin’s good hand. “Aïssändraught. But leave me a nip.”
 
   At this, a sad hint of a smile touched the corners of his mouth. “Fear you for the Sacred Grove, good Unicorn?” he asked in a low voice.
 
   “It is a distressing lighttime for our Mother Forest, but nay, good Amadorn–”
 
   Alliathiune lifted her palm to feel the gentle drizzle the Druid had instigated. “The fire is quenched, the healing Dryadsong sung, and the remaining Elliarana sleep for a space. The Honeybears labour to restore the vale to its prior beauty. What became of Akê-Akê, good Kevin?”
 
   “He returned from hunting lower down the trail, I believe,” he replied. “The Faun did not see what transpired.”
 
   Zephyr put in, “Nay, good Dryad, it is not the Faun who weighs upon my heart like shackles of steel in a darkened dungeon.”
 
   “I had not sensed you felt this way.” Alliathiune instinctively raised her arms and put them about his neck. “Share your burdens with me, noble Unicorn.”
 
   He sighed. “Truly is it said that the little ones have the greatest hearts. I had hoped it should never come to pass that another Ozark should rise to bring war, famine, and pestilence to our fair Hills. All the careful seasons of diplomacy have been torn apart in an instant’s madness. The Council is scattered and divided as ever before. And the way before us leads to Amberthurn, perhaps the most powerful mage of all. We leave the Blighted Forest behind to embark on a perilous journey in the hope of finding an artefact lost for countless seasons. If I am melancholy, good Dryad, it is not without reason.”
 
   Kevin shrank back a little as his friends, conversing not two feet from his left elbow, turned to regard him. He did not wish to speak.
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “It troubles me, good Kevin, that we entered your dreams to wrest you from that place you call ‘Earth’, to bring you to Feynard, only to fling you into the midst of our troubles, in the expectation that you would save us all. Moreover, it troubles me that we had little conscience in this matter save our overriding concern for the Mother Forest’s wellbeing.”
 
   “As if that is not cause enough!”
 
   “Peace, good Dryad. We treated good Kevin as a prize to be won, not as a person, and as a tool rather than a thinking, feeling being. Have we not wronged him in this? Haven’t we forced him to carry out our bidding?”
 
   “I would go that far and further, to deny this Dark Apprentice his base lusts! Did he not seek to enslave me, and imprison me?”
 
   Knowing Alliathiune well enough to understand that this line of argument would prove fruitless, Zephyr nudged her and suggested, “I think he rather took a shine to you.”
 
   “Zephyr!”
 
   “Oh, indeed. There’s a man and not a creature beneath that mask.”
 
   “That’s a vile suggestion!”
 
   “Your gambit very nearly succeeded, at that. If only you had worn more appropriate apparel this morn …”
 
   “Disgusting males! You’re all the same!” huffed the Dryad, electing to be insulted rather than flattered. “How do you know what a man is thinking, anyhow?”
 
   “I’d imagine he’s thinking just the same as I’d think if I saw a sweet young mare–noticing the delicate flare of her nostrils, the innocence of her eyes, the fall of her mane, or her shapely hindquarters.”
 
   Spots of colour blossomed on Alliathiune’s cheeks. “You don’t think of me in those terms, do you?”
 
   Zephyr hooted with amusement. “Don’t be ridiculous–of course not! You have neither mane, nor hooves, nor a horn. But I’d wager you all Driadorn against a twig that’s what he was thinking just then–in man terms.”
 
   “Well, I know what Kevin was thinking!” she muttered, crossing her arms defensively across her chest.
 
   “Kevin, my nose, ears and eyes inform me, was as drunk as a Stoat and–”
 
   “Truth echoes from the depths of a flagon!”
 
   “Well–”
 
   “He thinks I’m fat.” She waved her finger beneath his nose. “You, Kevin–”
 
   The Unicorn rolled his eyes in exasperation. “By the great Well, you are obsessed with your appearance! You are by no stretch of the imagination … good Dryad! Didn’t you notice what else Kevin said about you? Hmm? Or were you only listening to one voice–your own?”
 
   Alliathiune pushed him away and turned on her heel with an angry cry. “How dare you insult me! How dare you side with that–that horrid little manikin!”
 
   To her stiffly retreating back, Zephyr whispered, “The word he used was ‘gorgeous’–but you didn’t hear that, did you?”
 
   “I did?”
 
   Now he wished he could slip beneath the table and hide forever.
 
   But Zephyr said, “Come, good Kevin. We must prepare for our journey.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Hunter was as tall as Akê-Akê but lithe as a whippet, and where he was all brawn and bluster, she was whipcord muscle and deadly grace. She wore a one-piece leather outfit with no discernable zip or fastening, in a faded tan that had seen much hard wear. No less than a small armada of weapons was secreted about her person, and she carried a great two-handed sword slung crosswise upon her back. Her yellow Cat-eyes assessed them all without a flicker.
 
   “Ss’aywaaull’ss-ara,” she hissed. “Hunter. From the Cats I come.”
 
   She was a Cat, but the form and features of a Human had been blended in to leave her some way between the two. Fingers and toes were furnished with extensible claws, her eyes were slanted and the pupils slit, her eyebrows tufted, her face angular and pointed, with the whiskers and canines of a cat. Her tan pelt was sleek and silky, with splashes of white on her left shoulder and right forepaw. She moved with graceful economy, like a tigress on the hunt.
 
   “The Peace of the Mothering Forest to you, noble Hunter,” said Alliathiune, first to break the silence. “I am Alliathiune the Dryad, and these are our companions for the road–Zephyr Tomalia, Amadorn the Druid, the Faun Loremaster Akê-Akê, Kevin, who is an outlander, the Head Witch of Gnarlhand Coven, and over by the Arch of Driadorn is Snatcher. There is one yet missing, who will join us on the Southern Marches–Glimmering of Dawn, an Eagle of the Tramalian Eyrie.”
 
   “Which makes nine companions–a propitious tally,” Zephyr put in.
 
   “What manner of beast is this Snatcher?”
 
   “A Lurk of Mistral Bog.”
 
   “A swamp-dweller?” Ss’aywaaull’ss-ara’s eyes narrowed. “To my people, they are legend. I am intrigued. Are the swamps as dangerous as their reputation?”
 
   “We passed through safely,” the Unicorn boasted, “save for Kevin here, who was nearly eaten by a carnivorous plant.”
 
   Kevin, who was looking as wan and downcast as a foggy winter’s morning, made no response to this jest. Despite the beautiful sunshine from cloudless skies, there was a definite nip in the air and he toyed with his cloak’s hood, trying to keep his ears warm. He had just screamed at the attentions of a wandering wasp, making several of his companions chuckle out loud at his discomfort. Could he help disliking stinging insects? The other, more pressing problem, was this abominable hangover even the Aïssändraught had failed to cure. He avoided meeting anyone’s gaze.
 
   “This morn grows no younger and the Blight worsens by the turn,” Zephyr said brusquely. “Snatcher! We depart!”
 
   The Lurk unfolded from his sitting position like a boulder which had suddenly sprouted legs, slung his cloth carryall over his shoulder, and took up his great club. Hunter’s eyes brightened at the sight, and she nodded. “Strength to your right paw, noble Lurk!”
 
   Snatcher’s luminous eyes lidded over. “And may your tooth and claw remain ever sharp, noble Mancat!” he thundered. “How do you know the traditional greeting of Lurk to Lurk?”
 
   “The ancient tales are milk and meat to the Mancat.”
 
   “Ah … I’ve never before met one of your kind.” 
 
   “Likewise. But you knew our customary greeting too, good Lurk. How is that?”
 
   “During the reign of Omäirg leading up to that terrible battle of Thäos-brin-Thäthan,” he rumbled, “did a band of Lurks not pass through the land of Cats, bringing warning of the terror and bloodshed to come? Therefore the Cats mobilised their people and swept down upon the eastern flank of the Dark Wizard’s armies, wreaking havoc amongst their human conscripts. For this reason alone the army’s march was sufficiently delayed for the Tomalia to assemble and prepare near Thäos, where the decisive victory was won.”
 
   Ss’aywaaull’ss-ara bared her canines. “All Cats are honoured by your words. Yet, many of my people now regard Lurks to be mythical creatures.”
 
   “Surely the Hills must quarter creatures many times stranger than I.”
 
   “Perhaps. Shall we proceed, good Unicorn?”
 
   “Indeed.” Zephyr gathered their attention with a showy flick of his horn. “We shall stretch the Portal to its safe limit, giving us an immense head-start on our journey. This will place us in a region known as the Southern Marches, which are the fenlands directly adjacent to the Black-Rock Mountains, some eight to ten lighttimes of travel northeast of Amberthurn’s keep. A number of Unicorns, X’gäthi, and other creatures will remain here to safeguard the portal, which is our great strategic advantage, and will doubtless become a centre of command and communication in the conflict to come. I have twice had occasion to travel the Southern Marches and know the region passably well. It is wild but not overly dangerous, if one takes shelter with care in the late afternoon to avoid the swarms of grimflies.”
 
   “Ugh,” said Alliathiune.
 
   “But worse are the Skanks, the reptilian birds which feed on the grimflies. They are hostile and aggressive.”
 
   Akê-Akê twirled his mace meaningfully between his stubby fingers. “How do they taste, good Zephyr?”
 
   “How should I know? I’m a vegetarian!”
 
   “More for us then, eh, Snatcher?”
 
   “I shall reserve judgement until the moment,” said he, with a Lurk’s typical caution. “Are the X’gäthi not–”
 
   “By oath they don’t leave Driadorn,” Alliathiune replied, cutting off both Zephyr and Amadorn. “They’ll serve as scouts to the north or as guards here at the Sacred Grove. Good Lurk, before we leave, are you completely recovered from your injuries?”
 
   “Noble Zinfandir did work a mighty healing upon my arm,” he replied, holding up the splint on his left wrist, “and knit the bone by the singular power of his horn. It must yet rest and recover, but he advised the splint may be removed within ten lighttimes. We Lurks heal quickly–and do not burn easily.”
 
   “Elliadora be praised!” exclaimed the Dryad. “We feared greatly when you were set afire.”
 
   “Perhaps I am more swamp than creature,” the Lurk joked, which so surprised everyone that only Akê-Akê laughed. “Nay, I need but one paw for my club, and the honour of journeying once again with such fine companions. Let those wicked ones who foment evil against our Mother tremble!”
 
   “Well said!” cried Akê-Akê, twirling his mace again. “May the dark ones wail in dismay at the report of our coming!”
 
   The Witch snarled, “Can we get on with it? Before I gag from syrupy platitudes?”
 
   “Grief,” muttered the Faun. “After you, in that case.”
 
   With a swirl of her dark grey travelling cloak, the Witch strode into the magical portal and vanished. Akê-Akê plunged after her with a grimace, then Amadorn stumped through using his cane, then Alliathiune and Zephyr together. Hunter leaped through in a lithe bound.
 
   Snatcher glanced at Kevin, who had yet made no move. “I don’t trust this thing,” growled the Lurk. “What if they pointed it half a step off a cliff? That would make a fine tale, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “Um.”
 
   “Or at the mouth of a glüalla? Better yet, a pit of slimy, boot-biting eels.” He nudged Kevin with his elbow.
 
   “Snatcher!”
 
   “By the Hills, it speaks! What manner of fearsome beast have I awakened?”
 
   “Listen here, old man, that’s just not funny.”
 
   “You’ll have to think of more creative insults than ‘man’. How’s about … overgrown lump of tar? Or, clumsy ambulatory bag of bones? Or just plain ‘ugly beast’?”
 
   Kevin sighed. “Snatcher, you aren’t ugly. You’re just … you.”
 
   “Tell you a secret?” The Lurk popped his knuckles, then said, “Pity Zephyr’s not here to get annoyed!”
 
   Kevin had to chuckle now–Zephyr jumped a good foot every time Snatcher did that. “Stop trying to cheer me up,” he complained. “I’m being miserable.”
 
   “That’s the problem.”
 
   “Problem?”
 
   “Well, being a swamp creature and seeing you’ve got such a wonderful mire of self-pity going on there, I’d love to leap in and wallow with you, but I’m not sure how.”
 
   “You’re being ridiculous!”
 
   “Genuinely–”
 
   “Look, Snatcher, I can barely remember what happened!” he burst out. “All I know is that I made a complete fool of myself, Alliathiune won’t even speak to me, and then somehow I–it was the ruddy magic again, I tell you! It has nothing to do with me! Now look at my hand! Look at it, for heavens’ sake!”
 
   “Kê!”
 
   Snatcher caught Kevin’s wrist between his secondary thumb and forefinger and bent low to inspect it with his full concentration. He prodded and kneaded the crystalline but pliable blue flesh, palpated the bones, and curled, straightened, and examined Kevin’s digits from every possible angle. Close as he was, Kevin clearly saw a soft, translucent membrane sliding over the Lurk’s eyes–and for an instant, his impression was of wells of glistening eternity, as though the Lurk could see in and through and beyond things, right to the core of what his hand had become. He felt a distinct prickle of magic, a frisson of excitement trickling across his fingertips. Snatcher blinked, and his eyes flicked back to normal.
 
   “Curious. Shall we join the others?”
 
   “No, hold on,” cried Kevin, almost panicking as he tried to hold the Lurk back. The hide he grasped had a leathery roughness to it, but it was warm to the touch, and it flashed across his mind how ridiculous his action must look given their disparity in stature. “Heavens above, Snatcher, you can’t leave me in the dark like that! It’s pure torture!”
 
   “I need a few turns to give this matter due consideration,” returned the Lurk, with a kindly note in the low rumbling of his voice, “but my initial observation suggests that the basic structure of your hand remains intact. Have you been able to wriggle your fingers? No? Do you have any feeling at all?”
 
   “Not until you did whatever it was you just did.”
 
   “Ah. So you felt the deep sight? That is significant. Your hand,” he caught it again and held it to catch the light, “is it not whole? Is it not similar in colour and texture to your Key-Ring? Perhaps it is even the same substance.”
 
   Kevin jerked as though he had been struck by a jolt of electricity. “Good God! I do believe you’ve hit the nail on the head! But … why?”
 
   “I would posit some ill counter-reaction from the magic you unleashed to bring down the Dark Apprentice,” the Lurk suggested. “Elliadora’s Well is the heart of all Driadorn’s magic, the place where spells have their greatest potency–an illimitable font. Perhaps that is why the Apprentice chose such a ground for his dastardly assault. Yet what issued from your hand was like a negative magic, a cancellation if you like, of what the Dark Apprentice and Zephyr had respectively wrought. In so doing you drew back into yourself all the energies of their spell-casting–indeed, from the whole area, from my preliminary observations–and those reacted with your Key-Ring to produce this peculiar result. By the natural laws, something cannot result from nothing, nor nothing from something. The energies you released had to remain in balance.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Does the energy of a fireball not dissipate in the burning? Your magic appeared to absorb and negate the others–gathering power to itself rather than expending it. If so, that is somewhat unexpected, even unique.”
 
   Kevin nodded slowly. Zephyr’s anti-magic–the magic no other wizard would touch. For every action, an unequal and unpredictable reaction. This was as much as he could allow himself to understand; much more would have tipped him over the edge of terror, and his self-control was already a desperate attempt to shore up a crumbling dam wall. His voice was trembling. “Do you think I’ll regain the use of my hand, Snatcher?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to end up crippled, like Amadorn.”
 
   Snatcher shot him a disdainful grimace. “Kê, for shame! That is as unworthy a comment as I have ever heard cross your lips, young Kevin!” And with his paw, he pressed the Human irresistibly towards the portal. “Come, the others will be wondering what has become of us.”
 
   They stepped into light.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Five seconds in Mistral Bog had been enough to convince Kevin that he and swamps did not mix well. It was their third lighttime crossing the Southern Marches, the first and second having passed without incident, and his opinion of watery places had changed not one jot.
 
   Hunter led out, loping along a grassy ridge with a long, lithe stride. Next came Snatcher, shambling along with enormous momentum, followed by Akê-Akê with an arrow nocked ready to the bowstring, seeking to bring down another bird to add to their dinner. He already had a brace of fat moorhens slung over his shoulder. Their blood stained his hairy back and left a drip-trail behind him. Zephyr, next in line, kept fastidiously stepping over the spots of blood, much to the annoyance of the Witch, who had thrice during the afternoon found herself somewhat closer to Zephyr’s rump than she evidently preferred. Kevin dragged along behind the tall Witch; Amadorn and Alliathiune brought up the rear. His shoulders kept itching from the Dryad’s icy stares, as he imagined, although in reality, she was concentrating more on her conversation with the Druid, which at this point consisted of a detailed and technical dispute concerning the properties of hillabane, a herb used against fevers and rheumatic aches. 
 
   To their left, below the ridge, Kevin’s gaze moved over a dark, peaty body of water broken at intervals by khaki-coloured sedge grasses and moss-green reeds. Dotted along the ridge he saw stands of hardwood trees that towered into the drifting rain like ranks of giant, slender mushrooms. The damp, knee-high grass had soaked through Kevin’s trousers. Water ran down into his boots, soaking the furry inners that passed for socks on Feynard. His toes squelched at every step. And he was terrified that the long grass would conceal snakes, for he had seen a small bird of prey carrying off a wriggling grass-snake not an hour earlier–Akê-Akê had helpfully pointed it out to him.
 
   One aching footstep after the other through a domain loved only by the Lurk, thought Kevin, scowling blackly at nothing in particular. Miserable fens! Even the thickest boots did not help when one stumbled into a puddle! It was just typical that the weather was as wretched as his mood. A constant, misty drizzle had gradually seeped moisture down the back of his neck. He was chilled to the bone. Accursed Hills they kept rabbiting on about! Did the sun never shine here? Suns plural, he reminded himself, recalling an earlier conversation with Snatcher–goodness, was it more than a week ago now? The Bridge of Storms seemed a half-forgotten dream, lost in the turmoil that had enveloped them since. Kevin wiped his nose. He was sure he had caught a chill–that would show them. Slave drivers to a creature, especially that bully of a Lurk. Snatcher’s mist-shrouded bulk, three companions ahead of him, received a particularly poisonous glare. It would serve them right when he sickened and perished.
 
   Where was Glimmering of Dawn? They had been anxiously awaiting his arrival. The Eagles were renowned for their ability to cover vast distances by spending both darktime and lighttime on the wing, without rest. Kevin rolled his eyes. His knees were grazed and his shins a battleground of bruises. But the worst was his hand. What had transpired back at the Well kept whirling through his mind like a film clip set to loop, serving only to deepen his wretchedness. His hand was ruined. Irreparable. Blaming the magic was no solace–he did not even believe in it! ‘No,’ he whispered bleakly, ‘there is only one person to blame, Kevin Jenkins! You’re a victim of your own choices, you unhappy little cretin. Sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong. You richly deserve punishment, you horrible, snivelling weasel!’ That whole afternoon was a hazy, drunken mess, save for the moment when he had attacked the Dark Apprentice and earned himself a crippled limb. That part was as clear as a shard of the finest crystal.
 
   He did not even dare to consider what the others must think of him. Had he not warned them from the first? Had he not protested and resisted the summons to Feynard? And had he not … oh, fiddlesticks! What did it matter now? The skeins of hope were unravelled, reduced to dust. Fine health forced him to endure this journey without the blessed relief that his condition had once allowed him–although he now saw his prior acceptance of his genetic fate as a form of weakness and a deplorable lack of spirit–and compelled him to continue this course although it would end with one Kevin Albert Jenkins resting six feet beneath the hallowed turf of Driadorn.
 
   The lighttime was drawing to a close and the Mancat had been casting about for a place to take shelter, when there came a sudden rushing of air above them and a soft cry of greeting. Akê-Akê muttered crossly, easing the arrow off his bowstring. With a flurry of powerful wing-beats, a great Eagle settled upon a fallen tree not ten paces to Kevin’s right hand, treating them to a view of his magnificent plumage. His colouring was like the rosy golden blush of dawn at its tips, set off against vermilion and carmine glory as his wings beat once for balance, and he regarded them all with a fierce, predatory eye and a proud set of his head. In his talons he clutched a golden sceptre, a gift for the Dragon-Magus Amberthurn.
 
   “I am Glimmering of Dawn,” said he, in tones as impressive as his bearing, “and I hail from the Tramalian Eyrie. I’m pleased to have found you at last. I searched the length and breadth of these dreary fens this last lighttime, hampered by these low-lying clouds.”
 
   “The Peace of the Mothering Forest be upon you, noble Eagle,” said Zephyr, nodding his horn in greeting, and introduced the other members of the party in turn.
 
   “The swift strength of Eagles be granted to you all,” returned Glimmering of Dawn. “As my first service, allow me to appraise you of a safe, dry cavern upon yonder ridge, where one might take shelter from the Skanks and this infernal moisture. Even at your crawling pace it should be no more than half a turn away. Secondly, you appear to be headed directly toward an encampment of Men from Ramoth, who follow the way of the Ram, and would surely give a warm reception to any who came bearing the hallmark of magic.”
 
   Zephyr made a disgusted noise and explained for Kevin’s benefit, “They are a Human sect who, amongst other things, believe it their sacred duty to eradicate all sign and practice of magic. They’re also known to enslave intelligent creatures. We should give consideration as to how we might avoid these–”
 
   “Fruitcakes,” said Alliathiune.
 
   “A pestilence walking the face of Driadorn, moreover,” rumbled Snatcher, staring southward with an unreadable emotion clouding his eyes.
 
   “Aye, good Lurk,” added Akê-Akê, pushing his matted curls clear of his eyes. “Even in the Faun lands we have heard of these Men of Ramoth. But if they have slaves, then I declare that we should free them!”
 
   “You and what army, good Faun?”
 
   Akê-Akê glowered at Zephyr’s good-natured mockery. “Fie!” he spat near Kevin’s foot. “Having been freed of narrow-minded, tribal tyranny to pursue a greater goal, am I not grateful for every lighttime’s life and breath I have after my Opening? I would share my reprieve with other creatures less fortunate than I.”
 
   For once, the Unicorn’s lip did not curl. “Noble sentiments,” he muttered. “Come, we should take shelter before eventide. Perhaps we may consider this mad Faun’s proposal in greater comfort.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Kevin, resting upon the sandy cavern floor that evening with his blanket so closely wrapped about him that only his eyes and hair showed, enjoyed a level of comfort that had been all too rare recently. The smell of roasting fowl might have driven Zephyr and Alliathiune to vociferous complaints, but it was making him salivate–Akê-Akê patiently turned a spit, crouched so close to the small fire that Kevin imagined his hairy knees might catch alight any moment. The firelight threw the patterning on his face into clear relief, highlighting how the process of scarification raised scar tissue above the skin’s surface, unlike the process of tattooing. Those swirls and curlicues, sweeping from his broad forehead around his eyes and across his prominent cheekbones, then splitting up to streak across his cheeks to his jawline in jagged bolts representing fork lightning, made his aspect mysterious and exotic, a Faun Loremaster conjuring strange spirits from the fire. Kevin shuddered.
 
   Why become superstitious now, Kevin inquired of himself angrily, when he had all the advantages of Earthly scientific methods at his disposal? Why be content with this notion of magic? Had the witchcraft of the Middle Ages not been supplanted by the clear, logical structures of scientific reason? There must be a rational explanation for the phenomena he had been confronted with on a daily basis. His gaze passed over Zephyr, imbibing a warm drink with the benefit of his telekinesis, to Alliathiune, sitting cross-legged opposite, discussing a scrap of parchment with Amadorn. Was the poor, crippled Druid the most powerful of their number? Even so, he must also be the most humble and forgiving. In his interactions with the others, the Druid had already shown a graciousness untainted by pride. For Kevin, who had always nursed his grudges, this was hard to understand.
 
   Kevin felt an utter fool. How would he ever be able to face the Dryad again? And yet he recognised that the sight of Alliathiune chatting animatedly to the Druid spawned a kind of helpless jealousy in his breast, which despite his alarm at her alien powers, seemed only to have grown in line with a vexing inability to ignore the girl’s presence. His much-prized ability to devote himself to one matter to the exclusion of all others had withered like unwatered grass. Quietly, staring into the flames, Kevin replayed the original dream of Alliathiune in his mind–the dream that had begun it all, this mad escapade to Feynard, this wholly unexpected new lease on life … and freedom. Freedom from Father’s tyranny. His burgeoning strength to do things unimaginable not even a month before. Perhaps it was for this reason he felt such a deep connection with her? Even then the sense of being drawn to her across limitless time and space had been utterly compelling.
 
   “Deep in thought, good Kevin?” Zephyr’s low voice broke in on his musings.
 
   “Yes–far away.”
 
   “In lofty and profound consideration of …?”
 
   In the background, Kevin saw Alliathiune’s eyes flicker across to them. “Not a great deal,” he said. “I was just thinking back to my first dream of Feynard, and how much has happened since that day.”
 
   “Lighttime,” Zephyr corrected him automatically. “Yes, much has changed. We stand on the brink of a terrible war. The Dark Apprentice has revealed his hand at last. His plans are doubtless far advanced.”
 
   “I feel so guilty, Zephyr.”
 
   “Guilty? Why?”
 
   “Because of what happened at the Well.” He hung his head, studying his feet gloomily. “Because of what I did.”
 
   The Unicorn lowered his voice as he eased closer to Kevin. His eyes were gentle in the firelight, and full of wisdom. “Because you were inebriate?”
 
   “That too.”
 
   “Ah–what you said!”
 
   Amadorn glanced over at them now. “Shh … softly,” said Kevin.
 
   “My apologies, good outlander. My failings are obvious–overweening vanity, a fondness for high-sounding words, and a love of my own voice.”
 
   This barely squeaked a smile from the Human. “I can’t remember,” he breathed into Zephyr’s ear now, “but I know I spoke far too freely to that Wolverine and the other Human. I blabbed everything, Zephyr.”
 
   “Ah … you didn’t tell me that.”
 
   The depth of censure in Zephyr’s voice was almost unbearable. “I feel so ashamed, I could curl up and die right here.” Kevin sniffed so loudly it echoed further down in the cave. “I can’t bear you being nice to me, either, when I’ve been such useless baggage. I just keep dragging everyone into trouble and having to be rescued from beetles and plants, and I’m clueless about magic and simple things like alcohol. Zephyr, do you think Alliathiune will ever speak to me again? Not that I’m worth speaking to, evidently. I’ve let everyone down.”
 
   “Do you even remember what you said?”
 
   “Snatches of the afternoon, like dancing with the other Dryads, or bits of that conversation with the Wolverine. Not very much, old bean. Do you …?”
 
   The Unicorn lowered his muzzle and, sotto voce, told Kevin word for word exactly what he had said and done. If the earth had opened at that point, he would have gratefully flung himself into the abyss. He hung his head and let tears of self-directed fury and loathing wet the sandy floor between his legs. He could not have imagined worse. No wonder Alliathiune had been so cold toward him since! How shameful; his base lusts exposed for the world to see–how awfully he had treated her! A myriad dirty thoughts, unguarded moments and covetous impressions raced through his mind. He felt physically sick.
 
   But the touch of Zephyr’s horn brought a healing balm to the fevered flow of his recriminations, and the Unicorn said, “Do not be dismayed, good Kevin. You are not afflicted by any malaise of character save that which is familiar to all creatures. Not one may claim perfection. We are all wont, on occasion, to think and feel things that horrify, disgust, or embarrass us. Partly, it is only natural.”
 
   “What is only natural?”
 
   “The reaction of a male to a female of his species–or, more accurately, of a related species. That is the law of all natural creatures. There is nothing wrong or evil about being attracted to beauty.”
 
   “But when it spills over, becomes ugly …”
 
   “Indeed, it becomes a most disagreeable exhibition of lust.”
 
   Kevin winced.
 
   “Consider–I, who consider life sacred and would never wish to take the life of another creature, no matter how insignificant, have upon numerous occasions wished that Mylliandawn were dead so that I could be relieved of my honour-debt. Worse still, I have spat upon the graves of my dam and sire in my misdirected anger towards them.”
 
   “But Mylliandawn was slain,” Kevin mumbled. It was natural? These feelings for a part-vegetable, green-skinned enchantress of a Dryad were natural? “What now of your debt?”
 
   “I will complete this task,” Zephyr averred, nudging him with his muzzle. “I will complete it with your aid, good outlander. Together we will defeat the Blight. Then I will go to the Council in their precious Ardüinthäl and demand my freedom!”
 
   “Good Unicorn, what confidence you display!”
 
   “Do I? That’s certainly my dream!” Zephyr sighed and added, “At the Council of War, good Kevin, we received many distressing reports about the progress of the Blight. It is everywhere to be seen, save those places most protected by the Dryads and other ancient arts. I chafe at our every delay.”
 
   “I ache in every bone and joint. This pace is killing me.”
 
   “You complain far too much.”
 
   “Probably–but Zephyr, I need your advice, now more than ever. What should I do about Alliathiune?”
 
   “What’s done cannot be undone, good Kevin,” Zephyr said stiffly. “I advise patience.”
 
   And he moved off to speak to the Witch.
 
   Kevin stared after him in distress and astonishment, wondering what had turned the Unicorn’s tone from neutral to glacial. Why should Zephyr deny him his much-vaunted wisdom and insight?
 
   Briefly, after a delicious dinner of fruits, berries, and waycrust, and barbecued, spiced moorhen for the meat-eaters, the company discussed Akê-Akê’s desire to relieve the Men of Ramoth of their captives. But Hunter returned from her scouting to confirm that it was merely a raiding party ahead, numbering several hundred warriors. There were no slaves. This assessment cooled even the Faun’s hot-headedness, and they decided to skirt the encampment before dawn rather than risk alerting them to their presence.
 
   The Witch replaced Glimmering of Dawn’s watch, and the Eagle returned to sup on the remains of dinner, taking to the Dryad’s vocal disgust a particular and vocal delight in the ‘juicy entrails’. She declared an urge to rid the world of all carnivores.
 
   Turning to the Druid, she said, “Perhaps you would entertain us with a song, good Druid, ‘ere we turn our thoughts to slumber?”
 
   “Some of our number dream already,” said he, indicating Hunter.
 
   But the Mancat, curled close to the fire’s heat, opened her eye a slit and purred, “Think you a Cat sleeps without one eye open, noble Druid? Sing, I entreat you, for my heart longs to learn why the tales tell of Druids of golden voice and the power to weave marvels upon the simple harp, of which art they are masters without peer.”
 
   “You honour me.”
 
   Kevin was intrigued. He had noted the fine, baritone timbre of the Druid’s voice, and several of his early lectures in Thaharria-brin-Tomal had praised this particular skill of the Druids to the very heavens. Thus his eyes brightened as the shaggy-haired man unpacked his instrument. Some nights at Pitterdown Manor, when Father or Brian was entertaining, the strains of live music had drifted up through the house like threnodies of unattainable happiness. He had once learned piano, for Father despised a ‘one-sided’ education, but he had given it up a number of years back upon attaining his grade eight from an external examiner. When the tutors left after his eighteenth birthday, the piano had fallen into disuse. He was disinclined to drag himself downstairs and had always regarded himself a poor student, having to practise for hours in order to train his clumsy fingers to the perfectionist standard he demanded of himself. But he missed it now with an unexpected ache. Why had he ever given it up?
 
   A silvery rain of notes thrilled the air as the Druid briefly tuned his instrument, and his crooked hands caressed its polished surface as if to assure the harp of his tender love. The frame was gold-embossed; it threw glints of light onto his face as he hunched over the strings. He drew a breath, picked out a chord of stunning simplicity and perfection, and said, “This song is called The Orison of Carralil Hima, a particular favourite of mine. Carralil, good outlander, was the little-known founder of the order of Druids, and the first to codify our Druidic knowledge, mores, and beliefs. He was a true servant of the Forest, which is Mother to us all.”
 
   “Even so,” murmured Alliathiune, sitting cross-legged to listen.
 
   Amadorn’s beautiful voice filled the cavern with its rich sound, never overpowering, but in truth a finer instrument than the harp he played so dextrously. At the end of the first refrain, there was an awed silence as he let the topmost note of his tenor fade amidst the rocks and crannies. And when he was done, it was several long minutes before anyone dared to break the reverential mood.
 
   “That was wonderful,” said Zephyr. “The best I’ve ever heard it done.”
 
   Amadorn bowed deeply over his instrument.
 
   The others were quick to agree. Kevin thought it curious how the music had drawn them closer together, a common thread between diverse creatures that for a moment allowed them to forget all differences. But the wind outside was rising, making the stand of black cherry trees guarding the cavern entrance rustle and creak, and a swirl of air made their campfire dance and flatten abruptly.
 
   Akê-Akê stirred restlessly, drawing his bow closer to hand. He peered suspiciously into the shadows. “This darktime has an evil aspect,” he muttered. “It turns my blood to ice. Perhaps it’s just that Witch out there, stirring the occult forces. I don’t trust Witches!”
 
   “Neither would she trust a Faun Loremaster,” the Unicorn pointed out. “Come, who will offer another song?”
 
   “He who speaks should also act.” The Druid offered Zephyr his harp. “Would you play for us, noble one-horn? Take our minds off this Faun’s dark murmurings. Play for us a song of merry foals sporting in a verdant meadow.”
 
   Kevin’s mouth hung slightly ajar. How was the Unicorn to play, he wondered?
 
   “You will make me homesick.”
 
   “Is the grass not green and lush here in the Marches?”
 
   Zephyr batted his long eyelashes at Glimmering of Dawn, perched upon a dry branch which Snatcher had dragged into their shelter. “I’m afraid the soil in this region is poor in nutrients and acidic withal, noble Eagle, yielding a type of grass which is plentifully available but poor in nourishment. I shall sup more richly once we depart the fens.”
 
   “My ignorance shames me.”
 
   “Do not bow your head so, worthy scion of the lofty places. You meat-eaters should hardly concern yourselves with the quality of the turf beneath the paws of your hapless prey.”
 
   Alliathiune put in, primly, “Such uncalled-for violence!”
 
   Glimmering of Dawn flexed his talons purposefully. “It may not be Elliadora’s way, good Dryad, but this is what we Eagles were created for. Why else be furnished with a strong beak, mighty talons, and eyes to pierce the farthest distances? Good Dryad, you cannot imagine the joy of swooping down upon one’s prey like lightning from a clear sky, with one sharp, clean strike to break their neck, and–”
 
   “Ugh! That’s quite enough, thank you!”
 
   “Or the thrill of a long, stealthy pursuit of one’s dinner,” added Hunter, smiling until her fangs gleamed in the firelight, “followed by the pounce, claws rending flesh, and hot, thick blood spurting down one’s throat … wonderful!”
 
   Alliathiune pinned her with a stare fit to drill holes in her hide. “Say that again, good Mancat, and I shall turn your precious tail into a leafy vine!”
 
   “Sss!”
 
   In the shadows to one side of their merry campfire, the Lurk clapped his palms together to produce a sudden gunshot of sound. It startled Ss’aywaaull’ss-ara so much that she leaped to her feet, all claws extended like daggers and fur a-bristle, before she subsided with a further hiss of annoyance. “Let us hear from the Unicorn,” growled Snatcher, his eyes gleaming in the dark. “This bickering is purposeless.”
 
   Zephyr cleared his throat awkwardly. But with nothing more forthcoming from the Lurk, it was up to him to continue. “This piece comes from the Vo Tomalia cycle by Luminar the Bard, a renowned Unicorn musician who was also the sire of Sudibar Treefriend. It is said that he finished this composition on the eve of his death, and though it was intended to remind his friends of happier times ere the wars began, he never lived to see those times fulfilled.”
 
   So saying, he bent his horn towards the harp and caused it to be plucked several times as if by invisible fingers. “What a beautiful timbre it has,” he whispered, and bent his whole concentration to the task.
 
   His musicianship was outstanding, and his horn-magic could produce combinations of notes unreachable by Human hands. The melodies he wrought were as complex and delicate as a finely-worked filigree, full of minor and diminished chords in the opening passages, but gradually developing into spirited, lively glissades of sound that hearkened in an extraordinary way to the picture of foals playing on a bright, summery meadow.
 
   Kevin covertly watched Alliathiune watching Zephyr. Shame and mortification clogged his breast. But what could he do? Those rash words of his could never be unsaid, not with the best will in the world. He had no courage to pierce the shroud of silence she had drawn about herself.
 
   Feeling dispirited and full of bitter melancholy, he eventually drifted off to sleep.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16: The Black-Rock Mountains
 
   “Shäyol reborn!” whispered Alliathiune, staring at the destruction with disbelief and horror in her eyes. She rounded on Kevin and demanded, “How did you know?”
 
   He shuffled his feet, fervently wishing not to have spoken out of turn. Kevin had woken with the dawn to hear Hunter urgently telling Zephyr that the Lurk was missing, having sneaked past her–a feat in itself. Glimmering of Dawn took to the air, scouted briefly, and returned to report that the encampment of the Men of Ramoth lay in smoking ruins. Then Kevin had a horrible flash of insight–and blurted it out before he could think to clamp his jaw shut. This had recently become a habit, to his dismay.
 
   Kevin examined his boots and whispered, “Just a lucky guess.”
 
   “You must be the luckiest guesser alive!” she grumbled at length. “The fouling of the Well was a guess too, if memory serves me.”
 
   “Very curious!” agreed Zephyr, regarding Kevin with a wizardly gleam in his eye. “Do you call this ability some kind of Earth logic, good outlander?”
 
   “It’s intuition, that’s all.”
 
   It was more than a lucky guess. Snatcher had been acting out of character ever since Glimmering of Dawn had spied the Men of Ramoth, and his agile mind linked that with an unguarded moment following their crossing of the Küshar Ravine, when the great Lurk had referred to ‘the hurts of the heart’. He had secrets. He had never spoken of his past. Eager though he was to leave Mistral Bog in their company, yet he had seemed hesitant and unsure of himself, needing Zephyr’s permission and approval before he would join their quest. Kevin had simply guessed that Snatcher’s hurts had something to do with these Men. If only he had kept his blasted tongue still!
 
   There, in the heart of the encampment, between the smouldering frames of tents, enshrouded in the drifting billows of smoke and ash, was the lumbering figure of the Lurk, dragging his club in the dirt behind him as he wandered aimlessly to and fro, apparently unseeing. Bodies lay scattered like seed upon infertile ground. A sweetish, sickly smell assaulted the nostrils. Akê-Akê readily identified this for Kevin as the savour of burnt flesh. He promptly heaved up his breakfast of waycrust.
 
   Alliathiune made an exasperated sound and glared at Hunter as though the Mancat had personally aggrieved her. “Exactly how does a ten-foot mountain of a Lurk sneak out of a cave past a Mancat who can see in the dark?”
 
   “Swamp-dweller magic,” hissed the feline, drawing her blade with a zing of honed metal. “Akê-Akê spoke aright. This is an evil darktime’s work.”
 
   “The Men of Ramoth are not above such labour themselves,” said Zephyr, lifting his gaze to the sky. “Where is our companion the Eagle?”
 
   “Scouting.”
 
   “Think you this is their whole number, slain in bloody vengeance?”
 
   Akê-Akê grunted, “I would not count on it, good Unicorn. Some will have escaped, and will now thirst for our blood.”
 
   “A Lurk’s vengeance, but for what?” Amadorn whispered, leaning heavily upon his staff, but the whole company heard him. “Shall I summon rain to douse these fires?”
 
   “Nay, let us draw no further attention to ourselves,” counselled Zephyr. “We should collect the Lurk and hurry on, lest a multitude of Skanks descend upon this ghastly buffet and mistake us for the main course. Look, already the grimflies gather to these ripening corpses. Who, then, will approach the Lurk?”
 
   There was a collective scuffling of feet and toeing of dust that drew a great snort of disgruntlement from the Head Witch. “What–are none brave enough?” she sneered, looking down her bony nose like a teacher deriding an unruly class. “I cannot imagine how we will face the Dragon-Magus Amberthurn! Prepare to be eaten, I say.”
 
   “Helpful advice as always, Witch!” Akê-Akê snapped back. “Follow me. I’ll lead the way.”
 
   In solemn silence, the companions filed down into the encampment, pausing to test each hollow or shadow amongst the debris for fear of ambush. Kevin was astonished at how easily the Mancat’s slender figure melted into the shadows, only to reappear somewhere unexpected, such as on the far side of what he had thought was open ground, or behind them when a moment before she had been ahead. At one point there was a slight scuffle and Ss’aywaaull’ss-ara trotted up to confer briefly with Zephyr, while wiping red stickiness onto a scrap of cloth. He did not want to know what she had done. Body after crushed and broken body, with sightless eyes and shattered and severed limbs, lay obscenely sprawled amidst the wreckage. The sights and smells of ruin struck his senses like morbid drumbeats, dull and insistent, invading, and torturing his mind. He knew he would dream about it later.
 
   Snatcher’s eyes were dry and bloodshot. The Lurk looked upon the party not only as if they were complete strangers, but as if he were barely conscious of them at all, his face devoid of expression. His hide was charred and abraded in numerous places. Dirt and grime mingled with half-dried blood was splattered in drips and globs across his torso and limbs like paint flicked onto a ghastly canvas. From his aspect, it was abundantly clear what had been the engine of ruin in the encampment that previous darktime, but also it was clear that his revenge–whatever the motivation–had run its full course.
 
   What could be said? The companions were stunned and dismayed. Even the Mancat, usually so decisive, faltered as they approached the Lurk. She looked to Zephyr for a lead–but he too was dumbstruck.
 
   But Alliathiune acted. Stepping up to the Lurk with a gentle greeting, she reached up for his free paw, which hung eye-level to her, and grasped it with both of her hands. She needed both hands too, for together they barely encircled one of his thumbs, such were her petite dimensions in comparison to the great swamp-dweller.
 
   “Come with me,” she said. “We travel south this lighttime.”
 
   The Lurk followed her like a lost puppy.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   For three lighttimes thereafter, the companions marched as if the very breath of Shäyol blistered their backs, as though by pushing on to the end of the Southern Marches they would leave behind all memory of the Men of Ramoth. The weather turned warmer and brighter, afflicting Kevin with anxiety that the direct sunlight would sicken him as on Earth. But the worst he suffered was a sunburnt nose, apart from a tangle with a patch of briars and the fright of his life when he discovered a grass snake in his bedroll one morning. The warmth brought out thick swarms of grimflies. They were as tiny as gnats but had a bite disproportionate to their size, which would raise into itchy red welts the size of Kevin’s fingernail. The reptilian Skanks, which fed upon the grimflies, bothered Glimmering of Dawn in the main, but he soared above them or rent them with his talons in order to secure a modicum of peace. Those on foot suffered regular flurries of the aggressive little reptiles, beating them away with blows and curses.
 
   There was little conversation, save the occasional curse or complaint and the regular sound of sharp slaps against necks or arms to swat grimflies, which rose from the rank fens in the late afternoon and evening seeking to feast. Outlander flesh was definitely on the menu.
 
   At least the terrain was more hospitable, for a turn or two beyond noon, the ground began to rise into gently rolling hills, still dominated by verdant, grassy meadows and odd stands of hardwood trees, but the fens dried up. The clouds obscuring the Black-Rock Mountains blew away under a freshening south-easterly breeze, which brought with it a resinous and slightly musky tang of forested slopes and dry, dusty draws nestled amongst those forbidding, volcanic peaks. Kevin eyed the route ahead uneasily. Billows of smoke rose from several peaks. He was certain he could see the crimson ribbon of a lava flow. ‘Hellfire and brimstone,’ he muttered. ‘Where else should a Dragon-Magus elect to live?’
 
   Zephyr paused to take his bearings from a cluster of saw-edged granite spires, before deciding upon a route slightly more westerly, that he declared would lead them to Amberthurn’s lair after another four lighttimes’ travel.
 
   Despite the miraculous improvement in health he had enjoyed since his arrival on Feynard, the extra pace was a stretch too much for Kevin. The Forest might be beneficial to Humans, but he had less stamina than any of the others. Even Amadorn, stumping along with his walking stick, comfortably outdid him for both speed and endurance over the course of a lighttime. Kevin had blisters on top of his blisters. His breathing developed an asthmatic rasp which had Alliathiune looking on with concern.
 
   “We’ll kill the outlander at this rate,” she noted to Zephyr.
 
   Kevin wheezed unhappily as his companions talked across him.
 
   “Tell that to the survivors of Ramoth, but seven turns travel behind us,” said the Unicorn. Tell it to the wanderer that Glimmering of Dawn reports in their midst. Mayhap the Dark One stalks us even now.”
 
   Later that evening, the Eagle returned with a more detailed report. “I glimpsed a strange creature marching with the Men of Ramoth. He had skin of sooty bronze, almost black, and his eyes were pools of crimson. His form was Human in aspect. I suspect your Dark Apprentice, or a sending of his.”
 
   They discussed his report in low, worried voices, but did not draw any further conclusions save the need to travel on swiftly come dawn.
 
   Kevin, sleeping the sleep of the dead in a low hollow, woke before dawn in a sweat-soaked tangle of blanket and robe with a cry choked on his lips and the acid tang of bile in his throat. “Blasted nightmares,” he whispered, rolling over to discover a fallen branch poking into his back. “Filthy sticks. I want my nice, comfortable bed back.”
 
   More truthfully, he did not. Why could he not have good health and a cosy bed? With a soft, self-pitying snuffle of disgust, Kevin decided that further sleep was now impossible and besides, he needed to water a convenient bush. Whereas before his digestion had been the bane of his life, these days his bowels were surprisingly well-behaved, apart from the odd reaction to a disagreeable tuber. The vegetables and berries these creatures so loved, kept the plumbing working well–sometimes rather too well. Kevin regarded the thickly-starred sky, thinking: he had never seen such splendour. Was Earth up there somewhere? Sulä yielded enough moonlight, albeit from behind a thin frosting of cloud, to alleviate his fears of stepping upon something nasty, so with a grimace, he rose, wrapped his cloak close for warmth, and stepped away from the sleeping bundles of his companions.
 
   The final turn of darktime was cool and still, with a slight ground-mist hanging about the roots of bushes and boles of trees. It was like stepping out upon a carpet of fairy mists, Kevin thought, remembering his first dreams of Alliathiune and Driadorn’s need. Who would ever have imagined he would now be wandering a strange land in such company as had gathered to the cause of curing the stricken Forest? The cause of getting eaten by Amberthurn, he muttered beneath his breath. Talking Eagles and mythical creatures indeed! He was starting to take it all for granted. He was losing his scientific perspective to the persistent irruption of reality that characterised the Land of the Seven Rivers; to its pervading magic, and to the damage he had wrought through the mysterious Key-Ring bequeathed to him. Kevin hesitantly touched the keys in his pocket. Who knew what use they would be? He found himself unable to shake the premonition that peculiar and powerful keys implied the existence of peculiar and dangerous doors to be opened by one Kevin Albert Jenkins.
 
   What was that sound? He paused. A trickling of water, a breathy sighing sound akin to wind keening deftly through a narrow aperture …? A flush of fear instantly made his heart trip along. He shrank at once into the cover of a nearby gloamingbark tree–but this was furnished with a large spider web, which made his exit resemble being shot from a cannon. Tripping over an exposed root, the outlander sprawled headlong in the direction of the sound he had heard. Leather brushed against stone; something hard struck against his back, crushing him to the ground with a gasp of breath squeezed out of his flattened lungs.
 
   There came a snarl, “Grief is a private solace!” and to his relief, Kevin recognised Snatcher’s voice. “Sorry,” growled the Lurk. “Get up, little one.” A massive paw scooped him up and deposited the wobbling Human back on his feet.
 
   “I … phew. Sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.”
 
   “I didn’t hear you sneaking up–”
 
   “Heavens alive, I was not sneaking!” Kevin declared, with some asperity. He tucked his ruined blue hand back into his cloak. It was still numb. “I don’t do sneaking, Snatcher–you know that. In the daytime–lighttime, I mean–I can barely manage ordinary ambulation without falling over my own clumsy feet.”
 
   “Kê!” The Lurk gave an explosive bark. He laid a solid paw on Kevin’s shoulder, making him stagger at the added weight. “Good outlander, you ever remind this Lurk to seek the small joys even in the midst of sorrow, to remember how the mists burn off the bogs beneath Indomalion’s glad eye, and to know that life continues, even amidst unbearable torment.”
 
   Kevin’s response was to heave a sigh. “Snatcher, I said no such thing–I was merely bemoaning my continual clumsiness!”
 
   “Your frame seems too small to contain such a furious anger.”
 
   “Anger?”
 
   “You’re angrier than you think, young Kevin. It erupts from time to time like the boiling geysers of Mamrê Daln in the eastern Rhomb territory.”
 
   “I’ve heard of those,” Kevin mused, failing to reconcile his pathetic debilities with Snatcher’s volatile vision. He thought aloud, “I have noticed recently, I suppose, a certain inability to control my tongue, good Snatcher, and an impulsiveness from time to time that is quite out of character, I assure you. Most unusual.”
 
   “Such as when you healed the Faun?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “Do you miss the X’gäthi?”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Didn’t they call you ‘Mighty High Wizard’ and–”
 
   His ire peaked at once. Kevin cried weakly, “Don’t you dare, Snatcher! Don’t you dare for a second! I am no wiz-” And then he groaned, clapped his hand to his forehead, and addressed the Lurk with finger-wagging exasperation. “Oh, fiddlesticks and pigswill, I walked straight into that! Snatcher, you’ve made your point admirably and I’m more the fool. I’ll have you know I never had any trouble with anger before Driadorn. Before meeting you!”
 
   “I was not the first creature you met in Driadorn,” said the Lurk.
 
   “It was one of the Honeybears, I think,” Kevin rushed on, remembering the agony of waking after his strange journey. “Bock, and then Zephyr and Alliathiune.”
 
   Snatcher looked to the false dawn with a deep “Hmm!” rumbling within his chest. After a moment’s thought, he seemed to come to a decision. “I found you in Mistral Bog, in an area known as the Deep Bogs. There, Lurks go to bury their dead.” He made a sign against evil with his left paw. “I may safely advise that yours is the first Human foot ever to touch those murky paths, which are haunted by creatures so powerful and ancient that even Lurks tread softly and fearfully for fear of meeting an untimely end. The Deep Bogs are arguably the most perilous place in Driadorn, short of leaping off a cliff or stepping into the fiery fissures of Farfire Peak. It was there that I stumbled upon you.”
 
   “I never thanked you, noble Lurk,” said Kevin. “But why were you there, may I ask?”
 
   A sharp intake of breath presaged a sob of profound anguish. The huge Lurk curled inwards like a wilting flower, whispering to himself in his own language. But there was a phrase, or a name, repeated over and over like a mantra of wretchedness, that caught Kevin’s attention and caused his mind to leap ahead to a conclusion. He needed no translation of the Lurkish to understand. He was grieving for a loved one–one he had buried in the Deep Bogs. He had been visiting a grave.
 
   “Her name meant ‘Fragrant’,” Snatcher whispered, reluctantly yet tenderly, “although it is much more beautiful when said in Lurkish.” And he warbled the syllables Kevin had picked out, with a sound like a stream bubbling between rocks as it runs swiftly downhill in its youthful exuberance. “She was my mate–my beloved. We Lurks mate for life, good Kevin. We walked out together for the traditional twelve seasons before the time of feasting, and we made our union vows the following Budding season. That was frowned upon by some as overly hasty, for Lurks are cautious to a fault, but we saw no reason to delay longer than a strict minimum. Our love was consuming.” He cracked his knuckles sharply, making Kevin jump. “We dreamed and talked of many things. Fragrant was fascinated with the legend of the Greymorral Lurks–a sad tale if ever there was one.”
 
   “You mentioned them before. Tell me.”
 
   “Once upon a time, my thin-skinned Human friend, there were two distinct tribes of Lurks dwelling in the vast territories of Mistral Bog–those who called themselves the Greater Lurks, such as I, and the Greymorral Lurks, who were smaller and more nimble, and skilled in the ancient lore known as inkrêldak–that is, the cunning artifice of stone working using Lurkish skills of manipulating the essence of things–to shape beautiful and seamless stone homes for their kind, and tools and sculptures for trade. Men used to employ the Greymorral Lurks in their city building projects, and there was much commerce in those times. Great and beautiful were the products of their skill, and the Men were well pleased. They became wealthy, wherein lay the root of their downfall.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   Snatcher replied, “They were sold out by my ancestors. They were sold into slavery in a land beyond the sea, and those who were left in Mistral Bog were slain in inter-tribal fighting. We Greater Lurks were too powerful for our kin.”
 
   “And what has become of them now?”
 
   “There is a legend that they dwell in the land of Utharia,” he said, “in a place called ‘the Wet’.”
 
   “The Wet?”
 
   “A swamp, surprisingly enough.” He chuckled mirthlessly.
 
   “And Fragrant?”
 
   The silence stretched so long that Kevin feared the Lurk had fallen asleep. But at length, he whispered, “She wished to right the wrongs done to the Greys. She thought we should find them and secure their return to Mistral Bog. She offended the elders of our tribe. She never returned.”
 
   “I’m so desperately sorry, old fellow.”
 
   He made a soft, keening wail through his nostrils. “I grieve, good Kevin.”
 
   Kevin scratched his head. “There’s something I don’t understand, though. Why destroy the Men of Ramoth?”
 
   “It was they who carried the Greymorral Lurks away to their slavery–and they to whom my beloved was given. They slew her.”
 
   “Oh dear, Snatcher! How do you know that?”
 
   “Must you drag it out with hooks and knives?” snapped Snatcher, losing his calm. “Must you force me to re-live those sorrows?”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   The Lurk threw back his head to study the stars, his chest heaving with ragged breaths as he fought for control. His teeth ground together audibly. To Kevin, who had touched off such powerful emotions, it was a terrifying moment. But at length, the Lurk growled, “Outlander, your appetite for the truth is appalling! Hear this now. The Men of Ramoth are skilled in the ways of torture and regard it fondly as a kind of sport. I came across the place where they had been encamped, where I found a man–one of them–staked out across a nest of red ants. Though he had been half eaten he was yet alive, and he spoke of how they tortured her the previous evening by the campfire. They sank a great metal pole into the earth and chained her to it, then built a great pyre fire around her feet. Lurk hide is invulnerable to fire, but sustained heat will cook one from the inside.”
 
   “Hellfire and–”
 
   “Then they hacked her into little pieces with axes and fed their dogs. That’s what he told me. There, amidst the ashes of the fire, I found her rêk-rêkal, which is a gift given to one’s betrothed–you understand I am using terms common to the peoples of Driadorn, which have different connotations amongst my people …?”
 
   Kevin nodded, feeling sick. “Go on.”
 
   “A Lurk would rather give up her life than lose her rêk-rêkal. It symbolises all that is committed in the union vows. It is those vows. So I go to the Deep Bogs to mourn for my beloved, perished these two hundred and thirty-five seasons hence. I go each season. There–are you satisfied now?”
 
   Nearly fifty-nine years, Kevin translated in his mind. Had the Lurk mourned her faithfully all that time? It beggared belief, such a confession. He felt humbled, and somehow, in a mysterious and illogical way, uplifted. There was a hidden presence of greatness about the Lurk that he had sensed, hearing his story, like the discovery of a rare jewel in the dark depths of a mine.
 
   Snatcher sighed, laying his paw upon the outlander’s shoulder. “This recollection is bittersweet, good Kevin. I apologise for laying such a burden upon you, and thank you for listening. I apologise for my anger.”
 
   “No. No, I did want to know. I forced you to speak. I refused to let it go.”
 
   “You know my secrets now. When I saw again the Men of Ramoth, the madness of grief came upon me. My dishonour is unbearable.”
 
   “Shall I tell you one of my secrets?”
 
   “If you wish.”
 
   Not for the first time, Kevin wished he had kept his trap firmly shut. “I … uh, well, it’s frivolous in comparison–”
 
   “Kê, good Kevin, is it another secret like your father and brother beating and abusing you? This I know.”
 
   He gave a nervous laugh. “When I was young, I used to make up stories about how I would escape from my dreary life in Pitterdown Manor and ride off on a grand adventure somewhere. I used to dream up fairy-tale lands where I could be the hero, slaying Dragons and winning the fair lady’s hand. Swords, wizardry, daring deeds, scurrilous villains–it sounds so childish now.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “I never imagined anything like this, Snatcher! I’ve been nearly killed a dozen times in the past couple of weeks, and I’m starting to wonder if despite the filthy weather and a certain predilection for falling into trouble, if I’m not actually enjoying this adventure! How perfectly daft is that? Well, I would be but for what happened back at the Well. I don’t think Alliathiune will ever forgive me.”
 
   “The noble Dryad is not as ill-disposed to you as you imagine, good Kevin.”
 
   “I think she’d prefer to turn me into a glüalla plant.”
 
   The Lurk shifted uneasily. “And this is something I fear to tell you, good Kevin.”
 
   To cover his own disquiet, Kevin said, “I simply must water this bush, good Lurk.”
 
   Snatcher said, “Two darktimes ago, I overheard our friends the Unicorn and the Dryad arguing. Zephyr must have told her at some point of your terrible past. They both spoke with great sympathy. But then Zephyr claimed the Dark Apprentice recognised you, there at the Well.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous!”
 
   “Indeed so, except that I recall a moment, just before he teleported away … the way he looked at you …”
 
   “Snatcher, please.” Kevin stilled the shaking of his hands. “Who would recognise me in Driadorn? Who?”
 
   “Impossible, I know,” rumbled the Lurk, making a soothing gesture with his hands. “Zephyr speculated that you might be a spy, or a traitor, or a sending of the Dark One. He was most adamant on what he believed he saw, and declared himself deeply troubled. Was the vision wrong? Alliathiune defended you, good Kevin, most vigorously–not only claiming her Seeing was accurate, but that you were good, that she knew your heart. She grew visibly agitated.”
 
   Kevin hissed through his teeth. “Snatcher, she thinks I’m a lowlife, a cretin, an inveterate wet blanket–”
 
   Quite unexpectedly, Snatcher caught the Human up by the arms and boosted him up to eye level. Kevin gave a small squeal of surprise before subsiding beneath the Lurk’s luminous scrutiny. “One thing,” he rumbled. “One question, young outlander, that you must answer for yourself. No one else in all the Hills, nor Feynard, nor back in your past, can answer this question, save for you.” He shook Kevin. “Save for you. The question is: ‘Will you win her?’”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   The Lurk shook him again–more firmly this time. “Are you willing to win your beloved? Is she worth it? Do you have what it takes? In here?”
 
   Kevin’s mind reeled as Snatcher’s huge thumb thumped his chest. Would he win her? To him, life had always been about receiving. The victim was always on the receiving end. Room and board, medical help, and abuse. Volition counted for nothing. Never had he gone to his own aid; never had he considered himself capable.
 
   He had pursued Great-Grandmother’s bequest, however.
 
   “Because if your beloved is worth winning, good Kevin, then she must be won fairly, with daring, courage, and honour. You must gird your utmost courage and put it to the test–for it will be tested, by all the truth of the Hills. Will you win her? Only you can answer that question. Only you can fight that battle.”
 
   Did he want to? Did he dare? Or did the prospect turn his bowels into chicken soup? Snatcher’s question had deep implications, for he realised the fantastic tangle obscuring his feelings whenever he thought about the fascinating Dryad–feelings that he could neither identify nor comprehend, not yet and perhaps not ever, unless he found the kind of courage Snatcher was talking about.
 
   “I–I confess I hadn’t seen it quite that way, Snatcher. But it makes a kind of sense. I guess I planned to lie low for a while.”
 
   “Kê!”
 
   Kevin’s teeth rattled in his head as the Lurk shook him roughly. “Ouch!”
 
   “We Lurks have a figure of speech, good Kevin: ‘to take a Kalladon’s charge on the chest.’ A Kalladon is a four-footed plant eater which dwells in the shallow northern regions of Mistral Bog. They weigh as much as seven full-grown Lurks. In the mating season, the males test their strength by charging headlong at their rivals and striking them with the bony armour of their skulls–you can hear the clashes for miles about. That is the kind of courage you will need.”
 
   “I haven’t a shred of courage, noble Snatcher,” Kevin whined, surprised to discover that even he disliked the sound of his complaints. “I wish I did! How can I ever live down my mistakes? And my heritage? I have this pathetic physical incapacity, and a gift for stumbling into the most ridiculous situations. I can’t even carry my own effects without falling behind everyone else!” This last reference was to the fact that Akê-Akê had taken his backpack after lunch that afternoon in order to spare his failing legs. Kevin was still feeling ungracious about having to accept help–again. “I shall never be worthy, in her eyes!”
 
   Snatcher set him gently upon his feet. “These are your fears speaking, good Kevin. They do not echo the mettle of your heart.”
 
   Kevin shook his head wretchedly. Win Alliathiune? He could never, ever …
 
   Put that aside. More importantly, what exactly had the Dark Apprentice recognised? It could not be Kevin Albert Jenkins, that much was self-evident. Was it a kindred spirit? A shared capacity for evil? For a kind of magic that would rise up and steal him away and turn him into a monster? A Unicorn-slayer?
 
   Please, please let that be untrue! Kevin’s heart lurched so horribly in his chest that for a long second, he thought it had stopped beating. He had to find out why Human wizards turned to the darkness. He had to speak to Zephyr.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   From their encampment, it seemed one could reach out and touch the nearest peaks of the Black-Rock Mountains, so clear and still was the evening air. Jagged, black peaks filled the southern horizon, bearded with coniferous trees and the briar known as tumblethorn, which had pretty violet flowers that belied its fearsome, thorny vigour. Indomalion was setting, and his burning disk clove the skies above with beams of reddish-golden light that set the clouds afire.
 
   “Pink in the morning, shepherd’s warning; pink at night, shepherd’s delight,” Kevin volunteered, pleased to have a homily readily available.
 
   “By the Well, good Kevin,” said Zephyr, “what is a shepherd?”
 
   “A person who tends sheep.”
 
   “And what by my dam’s horn, is a sheep? I wish you’d babble less and make more sense!”
 
   Akê-Akê growled, “Sat upon a briar recently, good Unicorn?”
 
   The Unicorn’s lip curled. “I mislike these parts, good Faun. An evil wind has dogged our path since we e’er departed the Sacred Well. My flesh creeps upon my bones as though consumed by that Dark Apprentice’s foulest fires.”
 
   “How melodramatic you are,” said the Witch, but there was no censure in her tone. “Yet I sense the truth of the noble Unicorn’s words. We should guard ourselves closely this darktime. Something stalks us.”
 
   “That creature I saw,” cawed Glimmering of Dawn, voicing what each of them was thinking. “Nothing can distract it from its course. Perhaps it is a summoning?”
 
   “I could tell if we were closer.”
 
   “Good Faun, if I adjudge correctly, closer is the last thing you would remember!”
 
   “Not so!”
 
   Amadorn whispered, “Please, good friends, lower your voices. Sounds carry.”
 
   “Too late!” hissed Ss’aywaaull’ss-ara, making her sword flash from its sheath like lightning unleashed. “’Ware, Snatcher! Zephyr!”
 
   The Lurk, who had been standing guard to the south lest the Men of Ramoth overtake them, flashed past Kevin so fast that the wind snatched at his clothes and he stumbled to his knees. Armour and axes winked in the fading light; dark hairy bodies boiled up from a narrow draw they must have missed when scouting the site. The clang of Snatcher’s club denting helmets and breastplates, and the ululating, spine-chilling yowl of Hunter’s battle-cry punctuated shouts in a guttural tongue. The Faun leaped in with his mace. The long-armed Trolls fought back with clubs and swords, and needed no protection on their heads because their skulls formed a bone skull-cap with horns curling down around where the ears should be, like ram’s horns.
 
   Alliathiune suddenly stood between Amadorn and Kevin, saying, “Hold–they are but few in number. Do not endanger our companions.”
 
   “What were those? Trolls?”
 
   “Lesser Trolls,” replied the Head Witch, drawing her cloak about her gaunt frame with an audible snap. “Little ones. I shall scout to the south if you would take the eastern flank, good Dryad. We should be certain that they have no cousins nearby.”
 
   “Cousins?”
 
   “A handy euphemism for the typical tribal structure,” explained Amadorn, taking Kevin by the sleeve. “We’ll scout the western flank, good outlander. Trollish mating pairs are most often close relatives. Keep your eyes and ears open.”
 
   He would far rather have stayed put!
 
   The Witch flushed out a couple more Trolls who had circled behind them, and disposed of them with a flash of green light and a muted bang. Kevin whirled to see two statues slowly crumbling to dust. He gulped and returned his attention to their surrounds–but despite his nervousness, there were no signs of danger to the west.
 
   “We’ll encounter larger Trolls deeper in the mountains, good outlander,” Amadorn continued as they returned after a short turn of the glass. “These are small fry, and more likely to attack directly. The Greater Trolls are larger and more cunning. We may be able to negotiate with them, especially when we seek passage through the Pass of Old Bones.”
 
   “The Pass of Old Bones?”
 
   “An ancient narrative of the Druids recounts how Amberthurn’s sire sought to breed giant Trolls from the mountain tribes by crossing them with Yamka Klan, creatures of the nether realms far beneath the lighttime skies. The Pass of Old Bones is said to house the remnants of his experiments.”
 
   “So what’s the difference between these Trolls here in the mountains,” Kevin asked, “and the Trolls who were exiled far beneath the Forest floor?”
 
   “They’re as different as lighttime and darktime,” said the Druid. “Once, in times before memory, all Trolls were one people and kindred, dwelling in the Old Forest not far to the northeast of the Sacred Well. They were a civilised people, fond of delving great cities beneath the earth and creating beautiful gardens above for walking and pleasure. They were enlightened, contributing to the wellbeing of Driadorn and taking part in the Councils of its creatures.”
 
   “They also had a love of beautiful things–as indeed do all Trolls–and loved nothing more than the gemstones and metals that they mined far beneath even the deepest holes and storehouses of their great subterranean cities. As the legend cautions, there are things buried beneath Driadorn that were meant to remain buried for all time and eternity. It was Elliadora who cast down the six Banes, those called the Captains of Darkness–maleficent creatures of power you and I could hardly imagine–and bound them in inescapable stone chambers lest they return to corrupt and destroy the creatures of her seed. She intended for Driadorn to be a place of light and loveliness, untouched by the evil influences rife upon Feynard in those lighttimes. Some say, you see good Kevin, that before the first seeds of Driadorn were planted, that which became our land had been designated a stamping-ground for the Gods, a place where they raised abominations and waged wars. Suffice it to say that the Trolls, in their greed and yearning, burrowed down into the hottest, darkest bowels of Driadorn in search of baubles with which to trade and extend their already magnificent wealth and splendour.”
 
   “And got their comeuppance?”
 
   Amadorn gave Kevin a strange, searching look. “I cannot say of any creature, good outlander, save perhaps Ozark the Dark and his yapping Apprentice, that they deserved the fate which came upon the Trolls like the prick of an assassin’s knife wreathed in a subtle, poisonous doom. To this lighttime, no man or creature of Driadorn knows what exactly the Trolls uncovered. First they were ravaged by plague after plague. In their madness they fell upon each other with sword and club and slaughtered their own kin. Second, there rose up amongst them a spiritual leader called Alkarn the Wise, who seized power in a welter of bloodletting such as made even the Trolls blanch in horror. He united the tribes and introduced them to their new God–Yamka.”
 
   The Human frowned as he squinted at the sunset. “This is getting confusing, Amadorn. Is this the same Yamka who you just mentioned was being bred by–”
 
   In the coppery light, the Druid’s face was all crags and deeply scored lines. “I told the tale slightly backwards, starting with the Pass of Old Bones,” he grinned. “Yamka was the god-leader of the Klan–a race of netherworld creatures who served Amberthurn’s sire with absolute and fanatic devotion. The Yamka, his people, enslaved the hapless Trolls and carried them off in bondage down into the roots of the world which were their home.”
 
   “So all the Trolls were enslaved by these Yamka?”
 
   “Nearly all.” Amadorn nodded at Alliathiune, who as they returned to the camp, was idly listening in. “There were some few who were ambassadors to other lands and peoples, and others were merchants, freebooters and adventurers. Is that not so, good Dryad?”
 
   “Indeed,” she replied.
 
   The Druid nodded. “The Dryad histories chronicle a significant relationship between our peoples, which was sundered by the rise of the Yamka–whom many suspect were responsible for unleashing the plagues that crippled the Trolls before the takeover of power. Nevertheless, the Trolls retreated underground, pulling down the fabric of their great cities behind them. Everything was destroyed. That should have been the end of the story, for they disappeared for hundreds and then thousands of seasons. Meanwhile, ugly rumours circulated about their brethren who were left above the surface. Eventually the Forest creatures banded together and cast them out of Driadorn, towards the mountains, where some fell under the rule of the Dragons and others became the ancestors of these that assail us now.”
 
   “They seem weak. Almost pitiful.”
 
   Alliathiune snorted scornfully. “Put a hundred together, good outlander, and you’d be corrected at the sharp end of a sword. Trolls are fierce and hardy creatures, and have been the cause of great trouble in times past. Need I remind you of the uprising of the Trolls under Omäirg? Or have you so little regard for our history–”
 
   “I forgot,” Kevin muttered, turning scarlet at her tone.
 
   Oh, brave, Jenkins! Just the attitude, he berated himself.
 
   “It is said,” Amadorn interjected, quieting an awkward moment, “that those Trolls once enslaved by the Yamka thrived in hole and cavern, carrying out the will of their dread masters until they became numerous enough to rise and slay them all. Then Omäirg approached them, promising lordship of the Seventy-Seven Hills if they should ally themselves to his cause. It was a terrible, dark alliance–for the Trolls had become twisted and strong under the sadistic mastery of the Yamka, and learned from them a thirst for blood and a love of battle, and songs of earth magic to release inhibitions and steel themselves for death, and how to make sacrifices to their dark gods.”
 
   Alliathiune shuddered like a sapling caught in a storm. “Ugh! You mean, to perfect the arts of torture upon innocent creatures of the Forest.”
 
   “Pain is cleansing for the soul,” said the Witch. “Flagellation of the flesh, starvation, and other forms of self-denial open the paths to the higher planes of existence.”
 
   “That’s masochism in disguise.”
 
   Kevin only realised he had spoken aloud when two high spots of colour appeared on the Witch’s cheeks and her hands shot out to grasp his collar. “Impudent whelp!” she shrieked, shaking him like a rat. “How dare you disparage the sacred ways of the Witches! These are sublime matters beyond the reach of Human understanding! You spit upon secrets!”
 
   The Witch was strong–tall and strong enough to dangle him in the air like an infant. But Kevin suddenly found himself slipping through her grasp, as though his clothes had taken the consistency of a bar of soap. He fell, and sprawled awkwardly. A sharp pain shot through his ankle, but it was nothing compared to the spectre of the furious Witch looming over him as Father so often had, ready to strike with her gnarled fists.
 
   “Enough!” snapped Zephyr, pushing between them. “Save your fury for the Trolls!”
 
   Drawing back, the Witch directed a derisive laugh at Kevin, who found that he had somehow drawn behind the tiny Dryad for safety. “Hide behind noble Alliathiune’s skirts if you will, outlander! But stay out of my way!”
 
   And she strode off into the gathering gloom.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17: The Dark Creature Strikes
 
   “Can we stop now, please?”
 
   Despite the strapping on his ankle and a healing draught concocted by Alliathiune–why did everything ‘good for you’ taste so blasted medicinal–Kevin’s bad ankle swelled into a pretty melon. It throbbed with every step. Stupid ruddy Witch and her stupid temper, he thought mutinously, but kept his eyes fixed to the fore. Nobody showed an iota of sympathy for his suffering. They had been marching since before dawn, when the great Eagle had swooped down to warn of the dark creature’s approach. Not that the indefatigable Mancat ever slept! The sharp prick of her claw had comprised his introduction to wakefulness, which put her barely ahead of the Witch in his contemptuous assessment of the hierarchy of friends he had in the group.
 
   “Is anyone listening to me?”
 
   His plaintive complaint was swallowed by the bleak stone walls to either side, which also had the curious effect of not echoing. He would have guessed these Black-Rock Mountains were granite massifs at first, but now he mistrusted his instincts. The Human mopped his perspiring face. Every step of the last three turns had been uphill. The heavy pack containing his bedroll, food, and the solid tome of wizardry he had cursed repeatedly all lighttime, was chafing his left shoulder raw. The tumblethorn either side of the trail was spitefully scratchy. He could die for a sip of water.
 
   Just then, Kevin’s dragging feet turned on a stone and he pitched sideways amongst the hot rocks.
 
   “Oh for goodness sake!” He pushed himself back, ruing a skinned palm.
 
   “Watch out!”
 
   An arrow hissed past his head. Kevin whirled. There was a large snake sunning itself not two feet from where he had fallen. Akê-Akê’s arrow pinned the snake neatly through the throat.
 
   Then he saw two bloody puncture-marks on the back of his hand. He had not even felt the strike. Kevin shrieked and fainted dead away.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   When he came to, Kevin found himself slung like a sack of meal across the Unicorn’s back. Some considerable time must have passed since the snakebite, because his hand had been dressed with something that stung like the dickens. There was also a lump the size of an egg on his forehead, just where his carroty curls spilled onto his brow. He touched it gingerly.
 
   “You’ll live.”
 
   Akê-Akê trotted along just behind, arrow nocked to the bowstring as always. The Faun looked rather more cheerful than Kevin could stand at that point.
 
   “I was bitten by a snake, as you’ll recall!” he said coldly.
 
   “A harmless eater of rodents,” replied the Faun, who had the allegedly harmless reptile slung over his shoulder. “You’ll thank me for the meal this will make this darktime, should we ever draw further ahead of that strange creature. A tastier meat than mole snake I have never–”
 
   “No doubt our speed will improve now that I’m being carried!”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to agree!”
 
   “I’m surprised you kept going so long on that ankle.”
 
   “Er … really?”
 
   Zephyr threw over his shoulder, “You should have spoken up earlier, good Kevin, rather than suffer so fearfully.”
 
   “No one was listening.”
 
   “People rarely do when you whine and complain all lighttime.”
 
   “Sheesh, Zephyr! Give a fellow a chance. Once again one of Driadorn’s delightful menagerie of deadly creatures has chosen to sup upon my flesh, and the depth of your sympathy would hardly make a puddle in a thimble!”
 
   The Unicorn chuckled. “Now, there’s a better attitude. You should have put your hoof down more firmly on the matter.”
 
   “I don’t have hooves. I don’t want hooves, thank you very much!”
 
   “What’s wrong with hooves?” inquired the Faun. “What do you say, good Zephyr? Would you rather wear strips of cured animal hide tied to the ends of your spindly legs?”
 
   “By the Well, no!”
 
   “Besides, you’re just in a tetchy mood.”
 
   “I am not being tetchy!”
 
   Akê-Akê patted Kevin on the rump. “One small bite of my mole snake steak this darktime, good outlander, and you’ll be singing my praises like a green forest parakeet. Have a sip of water.”
 
   “How am I supposed to drink in this position?”
 
   “Go without, then.”
 
   “No, hold on.”
 
   “Changed your mind?”
 
   “I see sympathy is hardly your strong suit either!”
 
   “But it is Alliathiune’s,” the Faun added, wickedly. “She was quite concerned when you were bitten. Ready to suck the poison out of your hand and all.”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake, Akê-Akê! I feel ill. And she hates me.”
 
   Akê-Akê’s fantastically thick eyebrows waggled suggestively. “Does she now?”
 
   “I don’t appreciate you making a joke of it–not one jot. I look foolish enough as it is. How is our progress? Surely we are leagues ahead of that blasted dark creature? I don’t understand why we are running away when we don’t even know if it’s dangerous or not.”
 
   “It is keeping pace, according to Glimmering of Dawn. And I think you should take yourself slightly less seriously, good outlander.”
 
   Kevin rolled his eyes to the heavens. “Can we drop the helpful advice? Please? Straight answers will suffice.”
 
   “Just doing my part.”
 
   But the Faun had given his thoughts momentum, which had been lacking since their departure from the Well.
 
   They were fairly racing along the narrow defile as they made a beeline for the Pass of Old Bones, which would take them much higher into the mountains, to within spitting distance of Amberthurn’s lair. Kevin was not looking forward to meeting a Dragon–not that he believed in Dragons. He considered himself an unreformed sceptic on the subject of magical and mythical creatures. Better to be prepared, though, for whatever new surprises Feynard might have in store for him. He wondered if the strange creature and the Men of Ramoth behind were worse than the Trolls they expected ahead. Zephyr, never the betting type, had declared he would stake his life on the pass being fortified and heavily patrolled by tribes allied to the Dragon-Magus. Gaining ingress would prove tricky.
 
   But now another of his companions told him the Dryad did not hate him. She had been–well, not pleasant, but not unpleasant either–for the past couple of lighttimes, upon reflection. The Dryad had splinted his ankle and dressed the snakebite that morning, services she would have performed for anyone, but had not done it as ungraciously as Kevin felt he deserved. The Faun must be wrong. Alliathiune was just being polite, wasn’t she?
 
   They kept personifying this benighted Forest as though it were alive, and truly mindful of the creatures living within its borders. It was clearly doing peculiar things to his mind. Some ambient influence had compromised his self-control. ‘In all your life, Kevin Albert Jenkins,’ he whispered to himself, ‘you have never surrendered so meekly to that which would harm your integrity.’ By this, he meant those private parts of his being that he considered sacrosanct and impenetrable. Things Father and Brian had never been able to touch. An ability to maintain his objectivity. The power of thought before action. To conquer by knowledge and deduction those things that he did not understand. To not have Mylliandawn drag his private fears out for all to laugh at. ‘You’re terrified, you little weakling. And the truth–the wretched truth, Jenkins–is that you’re most afraid of yourself. What will you do next? What damage have you already wrought?’
 
   What had become of his conviction that Driadorn was yet a dream? That he might wake back at Pitterdown Manor where Father–? No. He must not think about Father. Kevin groaned softly as that old ache in his stomach reasserted itself. No, he would not capitulate! Things had been so good recently …
 
   Zephyr rounded a bend, and drew to a skidding halt.
 
   “Sweet grass of my home,” he whispered softly, taking in the scene. Lurk, Mancat, Witch, Dryad, and Faun, all skidded to a confused halt too.
 
   The pass was not just fortified–it was a fortress. A hick curtain wall of dark grey stone spanned the width of the pass. Ahead stood a gate Kevin estimated was twenty feet tall if it was an inch, nestled between two towers that made his neck creak just to take in their height and breadth. At some distance beyond the trail ascended a ridge until it climbed out of sight, but the immediate problem lay right before them. For the gate was shut tight, and the battlements were lined with quite the grimmest-looking assortment of Trolls imaginable. It fairly bristled with an array of weaponry and siege implements, every last one of which was trained upon the intruders.
 
   A squad of some three or four dozen Trolls emerged from the shadows beneath the towers and moved purposefully toward them. These creatures made their kin who had attacked the previous evening look like children. They were tall, broad, and armoured to the eyeballs. The heavy tramp of their boots made the ground tremble and the dust quiver around Kevin’s boots. His knees danced a tattoo all of their own. Their skulls had to be twice the size of his own, all armoured bone, and their curling horns were clearly sharpened to fighting points.
 
   “Well,” said the Unicorn, “this has changed since I last passed through.”
 
   “Nothing bar an Eagle is going over that wall,” said Akê-Akê, lowering his bow. “And there must be–what, two hundred Trolls up there? Not that they need that number, all things considered.”
 
   “Speaking of the Eagle …”
 
   Glimmering of Dawn arrowed down from on high at a fearful speed, his great wings unfurling as he dropped to execute a pinion-straining pivot just above the ground. “Beware the rear!” he cried, and flapped to gain height again.
 
   The travellers scattered, each looking to the scant shelter offered by the terrain. Some thoughtful and efficient engineer had cleared the space before the wall to prevent a sneak attack.
 
   Seeing weapons being raised and preparations for magic commencing, the advancing Trolls broke into a well-trained trot as they limbered up their own curved and barbed swords, which were similar to scimitars in shape but broader and heavier in the blade.
 
   “Back!” Alliathiune commanded, raising a wall of brambles from the dust at her feet. A gesture of her hands spread it left and right, cutting off the Trolls.
 
   With a cry, the Men of Ramoth broke out of the narrow draw. They must have been far closer than he had realised, Kevin thought, sliding off the Unicorn’s back to free Zephyr for action. Should he brave the Key-Ring, which had already brought him so much trouble? His hand dropped meekly to his side. Better leave the fighting to those capable of it. He had already lamed himself trying to interfere at the Well!
 
   Both the Trolls and the Men paused in confusion, eyeing each other with intense suspicion.
 
   Then the dark creature emerged from the ranks of his followers. It was garbed like a man and moved like a man–but it limped as if walking on a deformed limb. Its skin was dark and shone as burnished bronze beneath Indomalion’s eye. Crimson eyes blazed from a visage devoid of emotion. When it spoke, it was with well-modulated tones that nevertheless chilled every listener to the bone.
 
   “We meet at last, Keyholder!”
 
   Zephyr turned his muzzle slightly. “He must mean you, good Kevin.”
 
   “I am the Kraleon. I am your doom.”
 
   “Whatever,” Akê-Akê muttered irreverently, never one to be browbeaten. “Get to the point!”
 
   “Anyone know what a Kraleon is?” Amadorn whispered.
 
   The red eyes lit upon the Faun as though they would broil his flesh where he stood. “The Men of Ramoth have no quarrel with the servants of Amberthurn. Our quarrel is with this ragtag company–specifically, with the Human wizard. I have sensed his magic from afar.”
 
   At this, the Trolls took a collective backwards step. As servants of Amberthurn they had a healthy appreciation of wizardry’s perils. The Dragon did not only eat those who displeased him, Zephyr had intimated the previous evening. He experimented on them.
 
   The Kraleon called, “Merely grant us leave to remove this offence from your territory, and we’ll split the plunder with you–fifty, fifty.”
 
   “How very kind!” sneered the Witch. “Amberthurn will be highly displeased if you lay so much as a finger upon his chosen envoy.”
 
   With nary a blink, the creature responded, “A shame the Dragon-Magus hasn’t a single Human in his employ. Think about it, noble Troll. You’d notice someone with red hair, wouldn’t you? You’d know him by rumour, if not by reputation. Trust me, Amberthurn doesn’t even know of this feeble Human’s existence.”
 
   The Troll scratched his beard. “Seventy thirty.”
 
   Akê-Akê suggested that the Troll do something creative and unspeakably obscene.
 
   But how did the creature know he had Great-Grandmother’s Key-Ring, Kevin wondered?
 
   “Splendid! Now, creatures of the Forest, give up the Human and I may grant you mercy to return to your precious–”
 
   “Have at us, then!” roared Snatcher, brandishing his mighty club. “Enough of these empty threats!”
 
   “I’ll make you eat that pathetic stick!”
 
   “Lovely,” said Amadorn, and unleashed a thunderbolt from the clear sky.
 
   It was his favourite offensive spell, but the Druid very nearly paid for it with his life. The creature shimmered like sunlight reflected off water as he raised his hand, casually deflecting the bolt of lightning back at its caster. Amadorn was no fool. He could protect himself from the effects of his own magic. But the bolt struck a boulder beside him and blasted it into a million fragments, and one of those fragments struck him above his left temple. The Druid’s legs crumpled.
 
   At once the Trolls retreated, and the Men of Ramoth swung to the attack. Hunter, Snatcher, and Akê-Akê leaped forward as one. Witch and Dryad assailed the dark creature with a succession of violent spells. Chaos erupted as a bevy of new creatures–shadow bears, salamanders, dense swarms of grimflies, giant crawling insects called Heskids, bats, giant snakes and scorpions, and eels from Mistral Bog–invaded the field of battle causing injury to friend and foe alike. Snatcher found himself caught up in the coils of a giant snake. The Faun was almost swallowed by a toad the size of a house. Their foe clearly did not intend to control his summonings. He laughed aloud as the ground opened to swallow half a dozen of his men, and seemed only to grow stronger the more magic was hurled about.
 
   Zephyr too, having cast his spells of protection upon the fighters, arrayed himself against the crimson-eyed creature and brought the magic of his horn to bear. “Cymaxis!” he neighed, creating flying reptiles out of thin air. “Hail! Brimstone!”
 
   The Unicorn was powerful. He enveloped a whole cohort of Men in a sheet of sulphurous flame, while hailstones the size of eggs pelted down upon their archers with deadly accuracy. Hunter went down with an arrow bristling between her ribs. Akê-Akê swatted bats with his mace around Kevin, who had fallen to the ground with blood streaming from a gash in his head. Zephyr cleared the bats with a flick of his horn. The Witch tried to retrieve her leg from a Heskid’s mouth, while the indefatigable Lurk wielded his club like a lumberjack felling trees.
 
   And then Alliathiune unleashed her most potent weapon yet. With a great cry she subverted most of the magical creatures that had been summoned and bent them to her powerful will, which was to fly or leap, slither or run towards the dark creature, and attack it with mindless abandon. In seconds it was enveloped in a maelstrom of claws, stingers, and teeth. There was a muffled explosion, a puff of smoke, a momentary respite before a dozen more creatures filled the spaces of those killed. The Dryad had taken control in the most dramatic fashion yet. She smiled grimly as she forced the creatures onward, burying their tormentor beneath a wave of bodies.
 
   “Help the Witch!”
 
   Zephyr whirled and froze the Heskid where it stood, unsummoned a couple of giant scorpions, cleared the air of smoke. There were dozens of Men left but they had clearly lost their stomach for the fray, and took to their heels as best they could. The groans of the wounded rose into the still evening air.
 
   “What became of that creature?” asked the Unicorn.
 
   “It vanished with the smoke,” said Alliathiune, mopping her brow with the back of her forearm. Denied a summoner’s strength and will, the creatures vanished in droves. “Where is Glimmering of Dawn?”
 
   “Right behind you,” replied the Eagle. His beak and claws dripped blood, and his feathers were torn in a dozen places. “Shall I determine whether the Men have indeed retreated?”
 
   “If you are able, it would be a service indeed, noble Eagle.”
 
   “What, by the Hills, is a Kraleon?”
 
   Zephyr and Akê-Akê shared a glance. “No idea,” they chorused.
 
   “A demon creature,” said Alliathiune. “That is all we need know. We should see to the Mancat.”
 
   “And to the Druid,” the Faun put in. “It was a fearsome battle. See how the good outlander tends Amadorn? I do believe we are making progress.”
 
   Kevin looked up to find a pair of hazel eyes examining him as if the Dryad would wrest his secrets from him by main force. “Have we seen the last of that strange creature? I doubt it,” she said. “Why should it have sensed your magic from afar, good Kevin? Is that how it tracked us? He surely singled out a Human Wizard …”
 
   Zephyr nodded curtly. “It troubles me that the outlander has not revealed the full extent of his powers. He’s a danger to us all. We will speak anon, good Kevin. You must reveal your secret identity.”
 
   Kevin made a grunt of disgust. “Ask away, noble one-horn. Ask away.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Negotiations with the gatekeepers proved swift and painless. Entry was agreed at a paltry price–due, the Witch muttered drolly, to an earnest desire not to join the dead and dying down there on the field of battle, and a Trollish awe of magic. Best let Amberthurn deal with the travellers!
 
   It was a grateful party that slowly straggled up the first ascent into the Pass of Old Bones, for they had been sore tested in the fray. The Witch limped along, her right leg and calf heavily bruised. Hunter, struck by a poisoned arrow, lay pale and still in the Lurk’s great arms. Amadorn’s left eye was swollen shut. Zephyr carried his effects, for the Druid needed both hands on his staff to keep from falling. Alliathiune pasted a disgusting concoction of herbs and the sap of a gratha tree onto Kevin’s scrapes and bruises, but she smiled and praised his stoicism as he stiffened under the stinging application.
 
   “Well done,” she said.
 
   Kevin muttered, “I was useless back there, just useless!”
 
   “There’ll be a next time–or do you intend to flatten an entire mountain, o Mighty High Wizard?” replied the little Dryad.
 
   He was too out of breath to respond to her baiting. At least he was not the only one looking puffed by the gradient!
 
   “Water?”
 
   “Thanks, Akê-Akê.” Kevin tilted the flask and let coolness slide down his throat. “Gracious, that feels good!”
 
   “You have no idea,” rumbled the Lurk, pausing beside them. “We swamp-dwellers feel the lack of moisture acutely. My hide is cracked and chafed by this climate, and my membranes are drying out. But Zephyr says that we should gain the entrance to Amberthurn’s lair before darktime–and there is a stream where we may bathe.”
 
   “Will you survive this journey?”
 
   Oblivious to the Faun’s teasing, the Lurk replied, “One of my race has been known to survive two seasons without water–but that was in the cool fastness of the Forest, not on a bleak mountainside like this.”
 
   “At least it has stopped raining. I can’t abide the rain.”
 
   Akê-Akê groaned like a mating elk. “I swear by the Oracle of Yanjimkê, whom Fauns consider nearest to the Gods of all creatures–” 
 
   “Who is a contemptible charlatan, a peddler of lies,” the Dryad interrupted.
 
   “–if you disregard the unbelievers in our midst, good outlander … I swear that I shall make you swallow this mace–sideways–if you dare to voice so much as the tiniest gripe about anything, anything at all, for the next ten seasons!”
 
   Kevin gulped.
 
   “True seeing is an art, not an apothecary medicating the emotional needs of the gullible,” Alliathiune pontificated, not yet finished with the Faun. “The real Oracle of Yanjimkê was a holy creature who returned her goodness to the Forest’s root and sod a thousand seasons ago. You speak of a tradition–”
 
   “He was a Faun!”
 
   “She was a renegade Dryad, a traitor to her people!”
 
   “What perversion of history have you been reading, you green skinned Gremlin?” sneered Akê-Akê.
 
   “Gremlins are real?”
 
   They both ignored Kevin. “Conjuror of decaying worms!”
 
   “And you’re a … a whimsical whippersnapper!”
 
   “Demon-lover!”
 
   “Interfering, Sälïph-stealing parasite!”
 
   “Oh!” Alliathiune’s face turned white with fury. “You take that back, you treacherous Faun, or I’ll root you to the ground where you stand!”
 
   Akê-Akê’s fingers curled like meat hooks. “Just you try it and I’ll unleash the darkest terrors of your imagination upon you before you can blink!”
 
   “Silence!” snapped Zephyr, knocking them apart with his telekinesis before any harm ensued. “Must you persist in juvenile baiting and name-calling?”
 
   “He called me a parasite!”
 
   “Technically, Dryads have a symbiotic relationship with the Forest and not a parasitic one,” Kevin put in, mildly. “There is mutual benefit–the Forest feeds its Dryads and Dryads nurture and protect the Forest. In a way, Dryads embody the living spirit of the Forest.”
 
   Akê-Akê sniggered, but Alliathiune gasped as though she had been kicked in the gut and a stormy mixture of emotions flashed across her face–gratitude, anger, wonder … what did it all mean? Had he inadvertently touched upon something important? She had clammed up tighter than the vault of the Bank of England. He eyed her askance. Alliathiune was biting her lip and had a twig snarled in her hair halfway down. Untidiness was one of Kevin’s pet peeves. He had to stifle an urge to pluck it out, for he knew from experience how volatile she could be. That would be just begging for a slap. The Dryad was still steamed about Akê-Akê’s comment, he could tell, and the Faun huffed as though he intended to pursue the issue. How they set each other off–stubborn as asses, the pair of them!
 
   He told them so, in exactly those words.
 
   Then Kevin stamped off in search of a bite to eat.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Zephyr said, “Who will deal with the treacherous Dragon-Magus?”
 
   Kevin looked up from his tome, which he had propped against a convenient stone because of its weight. The Unicorn appeared to be addressing Amadorn, Alliathiune, and the Witch, but a glance across the pond where they had paused for the darktime found the Lurk’s luminous, attentive eyes just visible above the still surface, beside an overhanging thicket of ferns. It beggared belief how a creature of his bulk could hide so effectively in little more than two feet of freezing mountain water. On the bank where a willow tree’s fronds hung like a curtain about to be dipped into the water, the Faun’s cloven hooves turned over a stone as he shifted his weight about.
 
   Alliathiune held an injured sparrow in her hands, singing a healing Dryadsong softly to it. Did the Dryad never stop caring for the Forest creatures? She was forever patching up lizards, healing voles, mending a falcon’s broken wing, and singing to trees. Mister Jenkins was just too wrapped up in his own doings–too stuck in his personal swamp of despond, as the Lurk had put it.
 
   “Count me out,” said Akê-Akê, with a visible shudder. “The Dragon-kind have long exploited those who were once my people. A thousand seasons is insufficient to compass the breadth of our mutual hatred. The Dragon would sooner have me grace his dinner table than exchange words!” He brandished his mace at a fissure from which smoke issued–their path for the morning. “But do not think me afraid to brave his lair.”
 
   “Good Faun, we do not question your bravery, proven at the Bridge of Storms, Shilliabär, and again this lighttime,” said the Unicorn. “But consider that we inquire of a Dragon-Magus who is perhaps one of Feynard’s most powerful living creatures, directions to a magical artefact–the Magisoul–whose very mention must flood his heart with greedy desire. For we know that the heart of every Dragon seeks power, in comparison to which the pretty baubles and troves of gold so fondly recounted by storytellers are but dust and ashes.”
 
   “Aye, well said,” Amadorn grunted. “Have you met this Amberthurn before, noble Unicorn?”
 
   “Once, briefly, as part of a larger delegation of Unicorns,” Zephyr admitted. “I doubt he would remember me.”
 
   “I see. If cunning is required, then by the Circle of Seven Druids, I declare my preference for the Witch. Shrewder companions have we not.”
 
   The Head Witch said, “Are you calling me sly and conniving, good Druid?”
 
   “In the best possible way. Are those not basic qualities of every Witch?”
 
   “Humph.”
 
   “Would any of our number disagree?”
 
   “Nay.” “Not I.” “Indeed not.”
 
   “I thought you did not trust Witches, good Druid?” she pressed.
 
   “Trust, my fine Witch, hardly enters the equation. If it were an issue of trust, I would choose our noble-hearted lord of the airy spaces above all others. If I sought knowledge, I would plumb the Unicorn’s extensive learning. Were I to face the Dark Apprentice once more–may he fester forever in Shäyol’s foetid armpit–” a grim smile touched his lips “–I would implore the outlander to stand at my side. And if I wanted to leave a Dragon’s lair without having furnished his dinner table, I would choose me a Witch.”
 
   “I shall consider that a compliment.”
 
   “As long as the witless outlander were not drunk,” muttered Kevin.
 
   “Now there’s a thought!” Akê-Akê said merrily. “For if you are able to single-handedly banish the Dark Apprentice whilst blind drunk, imagine what you could do when sober?”
 
   He stared at his boots. An awful feeling filled the pit of his stomach.
 
   “Or perhaps if we kept you drunk all the time, we would be invincible?”
 
   “Mighty High Wizard,” teased Alliathiune.
 
   Kevin groaned, “Oh, for pity’s sake! Do you have to bring that up again?”
 
   The Dryad gleefully explained to their companions the origins of this particular joke, while Kevin grumbled and fulminated to the stars above. He had a healthy dislike of being laughed at–being the butt of Brian’s jokes for years would do that, he supposed. But their gentle chuckles and ribbing soon turned to a more serious discussion about how they would approach Amberthurn, which gifts should be offered first, and how they would win his favour.
 
   When Kevin closed his book with a sigh and looked up, it was to see Snatcher’s eyes appear out of the pond right next to his feet. Darkness was closing in rapidly. A little ways back amongst the rocks, Akê-Akê arranged sticks for a fire.
 
   “You can’t sneak up on me,” he smiled, beckoning the Lurk closer. “Do you miss the swamp, by any chance, good Lurk?”
 
   “If you were so alert, good outlander,” rumbled the Lurk, “where now are your bedroll, your boots, and your cloak?”
 
   “Right … here? Snatcher! What have you done with them?”
 
   A bubble of laughter rose from the Lurk’s mouth as he surfaced. “I merely moved them a ways off while you were not looking. Such fierce concentration upon the subject of wizardry is commendable indeed.”
 
   “How do you do that?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Tiptoe around like that! You’re ten flipping feet tall and as wide as a barn door, for goodness sake! It’s just not possible!” Kevin wagged his finger at the Lurk. “Stop smirking, Snatcher. I know exactly what you’re thinking.”
 
   “Your so-called scientific logic hardly constitutes a sound basis for one’s perception of reality,” Snatcher said, confirming his suspicions. “You’d miss an awful lot of Driadorn’s life if you stuck to such narrow principles and preconceived notions of how things ‘ought to be’. You need to broaden your horizons.”
 
   “I am quite willing to change my mind about things, should I be proved wrong–when and only when all the proofs are in!”
 
   “Then you explain how your boots apparently leaped through time and space?”
 
   “My boots did no such thing! I was merely lost in concentration while you undid the laces and pulled them off my feet, without me noticing … well, anything at all, really. Oh heavens! How stupid do I sound now?”
 
   “That’s why they call me Snatcher,” averred the Lurk, popping his knuckles in that way that Zephyr hated most.
 
   This occasion was no exception. The Unicorn clucked irritably, “Do you mind!”
 
   Snatcher lowered his voice. “He frets about the Mancat, who is sore wounded, good outlander.”
 
   “Will she recover?”
 
   “It is a close thing. The arrow struck deep; close to the heart. Moreover, it was poisoned with heth-niabar, which is an extract of niabar, a red berry common to the fens. It is a virulent but slow-acting substance which attacks the body’s nervous structures, by my understanding.”
 
   “A neurotoxin–is there anything we can do for her?”
 
   “You could try doing whatever you did to the Faun upon Lyredin’s Way.”
 
   “Ah! Snatcher, why not ask for the moon?”
 
   “You’re afraid.”
 
   “Terrified.” A low, mirthless chuckle followed this pronouncement. “It’s selfish, Snatcher, I know, but I fear my grasp of magic is a tad precarious. What you call magic comes with a dire price for the foolhardy–and I’m afraid my actions were the epitome of foolishness, that lighttime.”
 
   “You sought only to help Scillianstar.”
 
   “The Dark Apprentice was about to slay a Unicorn. I thought he was Zephyr. I couldn’t tell Zephyr apart from his fellows, you see. Something just blazed up in me. I remember fire, leaping to my feet, wanting to blast that murdering scumbag off the face of the planet!” He held his hand to the light. “It felt good to be angry, Snatcher. I had all the right reasons for doing what I did.”
 
   “Your motives were pure–that’s what matters.”
 
   “Ignorance is no excuse.”
 
   Snatcher’s gills flared, which Kevin had learned to interpret as a sigh. “Persistent ignorance is no excuse, good outlander. Ignorance corrected leads to wisdom. Do I detect a hint of movement in your fingers?”
 
   “Do you think so?” He tried to flex his fingers, yielding perhaps a quarter-inch of play. “I’m doomed to be lame all my life.”
 
   “Honestly, good outlander, you’d make the most despondent Lurk sound like an optimist! I have more reason than you to bemoan fate.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   The Lurk was silent for a long time before whispering, “What do you mean, ‘hmm’, in that tone of voice?”
 
   “It’s hardly my place to say, Snatcher–but don’t you think 235 Leaven seasons is a very long time to mourn someone? Even if she meant more to you than life itself?”
 
   “You have obviously never been in love.”
 
   Kevin sighed bleakly. “No. I’ve never had a chance, or a hope, or anything.”
 
   Snatcher’s flat stare mellowed and he shook his big head slowly. “I’m sorry, good Kevin. Those were hurtful and selfish words.” He rose out of the water and shook himself like a dog. “I should not have burdened you with my story that darktime.”
 
   “If there is one thing your precious Forest has taught me, friend Lurk, it’s that companionship should never be undervalued. I hardly knew what I was missing during all those years of loneliness I wasted in that godforsaken house!” Kevin’s eyes misted over. “I could never go back to that life again. You’ve taught me a better way.”
 
   “Kê!” rumbled the Lurk, bowing stiffly until his eyes were less than a foot from Kevin’s. “It your words which tipped the balance back at ur-malläk tyak, the hot springs east of Mistral Bog. Your prowess saved the Dryad in Shilliabär. You deduced whence this terrible Blight arose. And you defeated the Dark Apprentice at Elliadora’s Well.”
 
   “I’d be dead without you.”
 
   His moments of humbleness Kevin could have enumerated on the fingers of one hand, but as the words emerged, their truth rang clear. It struck him for the very first time that there existed a mutual dependence between them, rather than the one-sided receiving on the part of one Kevin Albert Jenkins, which had always been his perception. That was the role of the victim, which he had played for too long and too well. Did he indeed have something to contribute?
 
   His mouth was catching flies. He closed it with an audible snap.
 
   A frisson of magic sparkled in the pellucid depths of the Lurk’s beautiful eyes. “Yes, good Kevin. We Lurks have a sense of these things–an affinity with matters of destiny, you might say. We see things as they are, and we see deeply where others may not see at all. This is a power akin to the Dryad art of Seeing, only Lurks see in the present and rarely into the future. How do I know that your fate and that of the realm of Driadorn are inextricably intertwined? How does a fish breathe underwater? How does the river salmon find her way back to the hatching ground? Your fate and mine are intertwined, too. Our fates mingle with those of a noteworthy Unicorn and a unique Dryad, and with all our precious company. That, good outlander, is like the way the stars move. It is the way the Forest grows. That is the reason why I pulled you like a drowned rat out of the Deep Bogs, from the lair of the K’xtäk, and succoured you to the Unicorn’s care. That is my purpose–to find the threads that must be woven that the story may be complete.”
 
   “I would never have thought it,” he admitted. “You, the catalyst.”
 
   Snatcher nodded. “A servant of the Forest. The least of us all.”
 
   “Which depends, friend Lurk, on how one determines ‘least’ and ‘greatest’. What is the yardstick, who is the evaluator, and how or to whom is the result expressed?” Kevin made a steeple of his fingertips. “I have a great deal to ponder.”
 
   “As do I–friend Human.”
 
   As Snatcher abruptly moved away, Kevin called after him, “And I expect to see my boots back before morning!”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “What were you and Snatcher talking about?”
 
   Kevin wiped meat juice off his chin, drawing an instinctive hiss of disapproval from the Dryad. His attempt to look contrite failed miserably. “This and that,” he offered airily. “Destinies converging, death, past loves, the fate of the Forest–nothing deep or moving, really.”
 
   Alliathiune bit into her waycrust thoughtfully. “Ah, the mysterious Lurk has spoken at last. Has he explained why he decimated the Men of Ramoth?”
 
   “They killed his mate.”
 
   His succinct reply was designed to shock, and drew a sharp gasp of dismay. “That’s terrible,” she whispered, sinking to the ground as though her legs had lost all strength. “How awful–tell me what happened?”
 
   In terse sentences, Kevin paraphrased Snatcher’s story for her.
 
   “How awful!” she repeated. “I feel so bad about how I have treated him!”
 
   “It was a horrific revenge.”
 
   “Grief stored as long as you describe without catharsis can lead to other, darker things, good outlander. When we choose not to forget.”
 
   “There are things,” he said stiffly, staring at the leaping flames of Akê-Akê’s fire as though it were a refiner’s fire for the expiation of guilt, “that are impossible to forget. When your memory has been branded and scarred as with a white-hot iron.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Harsh words burst forth before he could stay their course, “You don’t understand! You could never understand! You weren’t there when I …” he floundered, “Oh, blast it!” Kevin covered his face with his hands, making an excellent job of smearing grease into his hair and all over his face. “Why do I have to open my mouth and spout such thrice-accursed baloney?”
 
   Alliathiune seemed torn between upset and amusement. “What is this ‘baloney’, good outlander?”
 
   “Tripe! Rubbish! Nonsense! I swear I’m going to carve out this tongue and feed it to the vultures, Alliathiune! I just can’t control what I say any more.”
 
   She said, “Such a remedy strikes me as a touch swingeing.”
 
   “It’s no less than I deserve.”
 
   “Now, what did I tell you about wallowing in self-pity?”
 
   “Oh, God–Alliathiune, it just makes it worse when you’re being nice to me!”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because … because of the Well.”
 
   “There is that,” she said, coldly.
 
   Kevin’s hand, which had been halfway to touching her arm in sympathy and apology, had abrupt second thoughts and fled to his lap. “I’d understand if you never forgave me, Alliathiune. You must have felt humiliated–in front of Driadorn’s leaders, no less. I was such a cretin! It was just the cherry on top of an appallingly bad lighttime. You deserve better.”
 
   “I most certainly do.”
 
   He stumbled on, “I’ve never been drunk before. That Human and the Wolverine–they knew exactly what they were doing. I must have blabbed everything I knew about our quest. Half of it was garbage anyway because I was making it up, boasting, to make my part seem more important.”
 
   “Kevin …”
 
   “No, Alliathiune,” he cried, waving her to silence. “No, no, a thousand times no! I told you when we started that I wasn’t the man for the job–but you believed in me! You insisted. I should have been firmer. I should have turned around there and then and demanded that you send me back to Earth, back to where I belong. This whole undertaking is a huge mistake.”
 
   “Kevin, listen to me!”
 
   “I hate myself! Don’t you wish sometimes that you could unsay things? But I don’t suppose you’ll ever forget. Zephyr told me every last, sorry word. I still don’t remember–until the Dark Apprentice. And even there I messed up. My hand is ruined.”
 
   “But you saved us,” Alliathiune said, in a tone that suggested she would rather curl her fists in his lapel and shake some sense into one Kevin Albert Jenkins, than simply speak to him. “I am incredibly grateful. I also remain attached to my body, despite its defects and–”
 
   “Defects? That’s rich!”
 
   “Splutter all you like, good outlander, I am well aware that every single one of the Dryads you met that lighttime is slimmer and prettier than me.”
 
   “Deny it all you want, good Dryad,” he shot back, “but I’ll keep my own counsel on this matter, thank you very much. For the record, I wish to state that I could not disagree more–” he searched the skies for inspiration “–more fundamentally and completely with you.”
 
   “Fine words from him who clasped the Dryad Queen in his arms!”
 
   “Then I’d know what I’m talking about, wouldn’t I?”
 
   Alliathiune bit her lip furiously. Pride and confusion warred in her face. She smoothed her dress self-consciously, and grumbled, “Why are we talking about me, anyway?”
 
   “You brought up the subject of you.”
 
   “Humph.”
 
   “Are you really so sore about what I said?” Kevin asked. And, gazing unguardedly upon the Dryad, it struck him how differently he saw her now, compared to that first lighttime. She was Alliathiune–velvety skin, tangled green hair, stormy hazel eyes, Dryadic patterns, and a smile that had somehow become the sun in his world and the beat of his heart. “I am most incredibly ashamed of my behaviour–”
 
   “Is the green-haired Dragon still breathing fire, do you mean?” They both laughed and Alliathiune laid her warm little fingers upon his arm. “How cold you are! You should move closer to the fire, you poor man, for I cannot abide to see you shivering here in the darkness without word or complaint. Nay, good Kevin, the passing lighttimes have served to cool my fury. I recall that you did attempt a compliment amidst those drunken words.”
 
   Kevin groaned dejectedly. “Don’t remind me.”
 
   “You brought up the subject.”
 
   “Touché.”
 
   “You said I was gorgeous,” she smiled, but there was uncharacteristic uncertainty in her tone and manner, Kevin noticed, “in a drunken shout that echoed off the very walls of the Well!”
 
   “Thanks. Rub it in.”
 
   Her eyebrows flicked upwards. “Well?”
 
   “Well what?”
 
   “Do you still think so?”
 
   He was not fooled. Kevin knew what she was asking, but deliberately chose to be obtuse. “Do you still believe in me, Alliathiune?”
 
   “Yes …”
 
   “In that case, I sort of half think I might still be persuaded not to wholly retract the said assessment.”
 
   “By the Hills,” she spluttered, quickly sorting out the gist of his meaning and then bursting into laughter at the delight dancing in his eyes, “you rascal! You impudent … man! Yes. Yes I believe in you–emphatically! Your defeat of the Dark Apprentice at the Well only confirms my first Seeing. You are the warrior we dreamed about. You are Driadorn’s champion. I am convinced that you will win through in the end.”
 
   Kevin demurred, “I don’t know about that. But in response to your earlier question–yes I do. Emphatically.”
 
   Alliathiune ruffled his hair. “You’re such a sweet boy sometimes.”
 
   “I meant it,” he growled, turning the same colour as his hair. “No coterie of giggling, chattering, simpering little Dryads could make me think or feel otherwise. You’re refreshingly different to any of them.”
 
   “All this flattery shall make a Dryad burst into flower!” She drew back, letting her tangled hair hide her face for a moment. “Now, I had a question for you, good outlander. What do you make of the fact that one of the Elliarana trees was rotten inside? Dying? How did that change your perception of the Blight?”
 
   Kevin pursed his lips like an old man sucking a fig, grateful to retreat at last from the shaky ground of Alliathiune’s undeniable charms to territory where he felt more confident. It was hard to admit that someone who was essentially non-Human could move him in this way, but there it was. Emotions were hardly logical beasts, never to be trusted, and should always be subordinated to the higher mental powers.
 
   Why then did that ‘should’ ring so false? He gathered his concentration.
 
   “It was, from my limited understanding of Forest lore, m’dear, a blow of grave consequence. Zephyr described to me how the Dark Apprentice’s fireball blasted one of the trees to splinters and damaged another. It must have been a terrible moment for you.”
 
   Tiny sparks of orange touched the corners of her eyes as fire-lit tears formed there. “The Elliarana are sacred to the Dryads, good Kevin. They are the very heart of the Forest, its life and pulse. This is a catastrophe.”
 
   “I’m truly sorry, Alliathiune.” His fingers gripped her hand as he whispered, “The magic of the Forest fails, you see. Put another way, I suspect that this Blight is more than a physical malady–not that I believe in magic–but I am cognisant of a theory which holds that the magical forces of Elliadora’s Well uphold the health and well-being of Driadorn’s Seventy-Seven Hills. You have intimated many times that the Forest has a life of its own. My Unicorn tutor briefly alluded to the presence and importance of the Elliarana trees, but I wasn’t aware of any relationship between them and the Well itself. Perhaps you could illuminate these deeper mysteries of your Forest for me?”
 
   Tears welled and spilled down the Dryad’s cheeks. She shook her head mutely, too overwhelmed to speak.
 
   An ache constricted his chest at the sight of her tears. “Call me a pessimist and a cynic,” said Kevin, “but those quiet lighttimes upon the Fens gave me ample opportunity to reflect. Consider: the Forest is a gigantic organism. Like other organisms, it heals itself through natural processes, but in the case of Driadorn, through magical processes too. When the Sacred Well was poisoned, the Forest began to react, to heal itself, to fight against the disease. It may have taken time–whole seasons, perhaps, before the magic weakened and the Blight’s effects became more generally evident. During that time, you may have begun to sense what was amiss.”
 
   “I did. It was terrifying–as is your logic.”
 
   “For which I apologise–but I fear it gets worse. You have called the grove of Elliarana trees the ‘life and pulse’ of the Forest. There were seven, but one was sick and rotten within. My conjecture therefore proceeds as follows: the Elliarana act as a kind of magical filter, sustaining and purifying the Forest against the many ills that beset it. The Dark Apprentice merely exposed what had existed for perhaps many seasons. The Forest is ailing. It has been under attack for an unknown period of time. Its magic is weakening and with it the advance of the Blight will proceed more swiftly. The Elliarana tree’s death is only the outward symptom of an inner malaise. We are running out of time.”
 
   Her grip intensified until it hurt his fingers, but Kevin ignored the pain and proceeded doggedly. “Dryads function to protect and nurture the Forest and its creatures. They are more intimately connected than any other creature to its basic rhythms, and understand the Forest instinctively. In fact, a significant portion of you is Forest, because I suspect that your Sälïph and you are one and the same–you are the living, embodied spirit of that tree.”
 
   His eyes were as intense as stars as he studied her, but Alliathiune’s reaction gave nothing away. Kevin said, “So what is the Elliarana but the original Sälïph of all Dryads? Are you one seventh less than you had been before? I don’t think so. But what I do think is–when will the Blight touch you too? Will you sicken just as the Forest does?”
 
   “No!” All colour blanched out of her face. “No, that’s appalling! Kevin–”
 
   “I’m right, aren’t I? The Blight is one thing–we must halt the automaton and eradicate its poison. But what if those steps do not bring healing and restoration of what the Dark Apprentice has wrought? Can the seven Elliarana function as six, or must a replacement be … er, planted there? Will the Magisoul accomplish all this?”
 
   “Have you shared these conclusions with any of the others?” she whispered, shuddering with emotions Kevin could only guess at.
 
   “No. I thought to seek your opinion first. And please don’t look at me as though I’m a warty toad.”
 
   A short, joyless chuckle died on her lips. “I don’t know what to say, good Kevin. There has never been a need to replant one of the Elliarana. I didn’t think that was possible. They have always stood for us Dryads as symbols of the Forest’s enduring strength. Legend tells how Elliadora gave her own seed to plant the Sacred Grove at the dawn of time, when Driadorn was conceived in her mind but not yet brought into being. It was also there that she died–do you know that story?”
 
   “Zephyr shared it with me.”
 
   “You know then how we believe that in dying, Elliadora’s spirit became infused with the trees of the Sacred Grove. It was her spirit that spoke to me that darktime–”
 
   “Yes, when you told me off for making a sceptical remark.”
 
   “You remember that?”
 
   “Your tongue can be very sharp at times, Alliathiune.”
 
   She stuck it out at him. The Dryadic patterning extended even to its tip, Kevin noted absently. “Mind your step, then, or more will follow! So … you think that the Blight will spread more quickly now? I must speak to the Dryads. I should consult those who have a greater understanding of the mysteries. I should attempt a Seeing.”
 
   “That sounds like a fine idea.”
 
   Alliathiune shot him a loaded look. “So your opinion of Seeing has changed, has it?”
 
   “I decline to comment,” said he, grinning mischievously. “Is that one of your birds, Alliathiune? There on the bush?”
 
   “Oh–so it is. Come here, little one.”
 
   The tiny bird chirruped. Kevin had the impression that he had been carefully judged by its beady black eyes before it hopped into the air and darted down to Alliathiune’s outstretched hand.
 
   “A very pretty yellow wagtail,” she added, stroking its head with the tip of her forefinger. “Would you like to hold her, Kevin?” He gaped without speaking. “She won’t bite. What are you afraid of? Will you let the barbarian outlander hold you, little one? Hold out your finger.”
 
   Kevin’s forefinger became a perch and the tiny claws pricked his skin slightly. “It weighs nothing at all!” he exclaimed, amazed.
 
   “Gently!” Alliathiune admonished him, settling the bird with a soothing touch. “Don’t scare her with loud words or sudden movements. Now, what do you have for me? Is it this capsule? How brave you are to make such a long journey in these troubled times.”
 
   The wagtail preened herself like a miniature diva and let Alliathiune unfasten the tiny capsule from her leg. He watched the bird in amazement. “What have we here?”
 
   “What does it say?”
 
   “If you’d kindly refrain from blocking the light … ah! ‘Urgent message make still mirror at eventide’,” she read. “A still mirror, good Kevin, is a Unicorn spell that enables communication over considerable distance between two adepts. Unfortunately there are few who boast the requisite power to complete such a connection.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Alliathiune called, “Zephyr! Would you come here a moment?”
 
   As the Unicorn ambled over, Kevin wanted to leap to his feet and dance for joy right along with the brilliant stars above. It was alright! Alliathiune had forgiven him! She had held his hand, ruffled his hair, and accepted his compliments.
 
   And then he remembered the icy voice which had issued from Alliathiune after they crossed the Bridge of Storms. It can never be. The one thing you desire is the one sacrifice demanded. Dryad and Seer. Twin secrets … what sacrifice did Alliathiune need to make? What could never be?
 
   And his happiness evaporated with a cold shiver.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18: The Dragon-Magus Amberthurn
 
   Kevin rose well before dawn after a nightmare about spidery creatures dicing up his intestines for a meal. His companions were all still asleep. Even Amadorn, who was often troubled with pain in his deformed spine, breathed easily. Funny how he hardly noticed the Druid’s misshapenness anymore. If only one could see beyond outward appearances at all times. That would be a trick. Kevin scratched the few straggling hairs he was trying to cultivate on his chin in the hope of one day calling them a beard, as he reflected upon this insight. He wondered how the others saw the Druid.
 
   For once, he had denied Akê-Akê the opportunity to rattle his ribcage with the sharp edge of a hoof–a morning ritual in which the Faun took particular pleasure. He considered returning the favour, with a stick or a pebble perhaps, but dismissed the idea. There were weightier matters to consider.
 
   Foremost in his mind was the conversation Zephyr had conducted with a Unicorn at Elliadora’s Well via the still mirror he had set up. Apparently, those left at the Sacred Well had sent out hundreds of kestrels and falcons to scout the Seventy-Seven Hills and bring back their reports. Dark creatures were roaming the Old Forest, they had learned, rousing the Yatakê and Drakes and assembling the Faun tribes at a place called Fourfire Valley, the Unicorn name for the ancient home of the Drakes. There, despite a Faunish hatred of cold, enclosed spaces, the tribes were being pressed into service as diggers in order that the Trolls might be found. The Unicorn had sneeringly called them ‘Blind Trolls’, referring to their dislike of sunlight.
 
   Thaharria-brin-Tomal had come under attack by Black Wolves, but the Unicorns had repulsed them after a short but violent skirmish.
 
   Furthermore, an army of Men was already camped on the hills north of Driadorn, poised to sweep down into the Forest. It swelled by the turn as columns of foot soldiers marched down from the lands around Agád-Badûr, a maritime town at the mouth of the Whiterun River. Rumours of strange metal beasts and new weapons had yet to be confirmed. But sappers had built bridges across the Whiterun and a crude road snaked its way south through the wilderness beyond Driadorn’s borders–and a harsh wilderness it was, frequented by fierce predators, tangled and snarled with acres of thorn bushes. Kevin made a note on his mental map. Two to three moons, by his reckoning, before Driadorn itself was under siege–unless the Fauns moved first. But would they strike before unleashing the Trollish hordes? No one knew.
 
   Further east of the Sacred Well, two full moons’ travel along the Rhiallandran river according to the Unicorns, lay the Goblin territories. The scouts sent there had not yet returned … a sudden chill ran down his spine. Zephyr might have scoffed at the ‘undisciplined rabble of midgets’, who were apparently no taller than three or four feet, but if there were enough, they too would pose a threat–especially given that most of their allies lived west of the Sacred Well. That flank was vulnerable.
 
   Tactically it was a right old dog’s breakfast, the Human worried, pacing up and down with his hands clasped behind his back. Three armies approaching from three different directions. Which would attack first? How should they split their meagre forces to counter the advance? At least the central point of the Well and its magical resources were factors in their favour. The Unicorns could communicate and co-ordinate with the other races.
 
   But something else kept intruding and spoiling his concentration.
 
   Blast the Lurk.
 
   That typically steady comment of his was a thorn in his conscience. No amount of fretting about a developing war changed the basic problem–the thing that had been keeping him awake all night. ‘Do to the Mancat whatever you did to the Faun on Lyredin’s Way’. Dratted interfering ruddy pestiferous swamp-mired annoyingly right son of a smelly goat! Kevin wrung his hands. Maybe just a touch. That was all it took last time.
 
   Just a touch.
 
   There was no way on Earth he could stand around and let the Mancat perish. Not that he liked cats particularly, one way or the other. Pitterdown Manor used to house a couple before one had kittens and Father drowned the lot of them in a fit of drunken rage. Jolly uppity creatures, all airs and graces, but Kevin had cried when Brian told him what Father had done–much to his brother’s amusement.
 
   Everyone slept. All it would take was a swift touch. No one would be any the wiser. None of the others had been able to counteract the effects of the poison, which had no known antidote. It was his woeful skills, or nothing. Trembling, Kevin crept over to where the Mancat had been laid and looked down at her. There was enough light to see how pale and still she lay. Her breathing was shallow and very rapid. The poison must have pervaded her system by now.
 
   The Key-Ring slipped over his wrist, cool and unresponsive. A deep breath steadied his nerves. Kevin reached out.
 
   Before his hand could even touch her, he felt every hair on his body stand to attention as though he were standing amidst an electrical storm. From the clouds came a bolt of bluish lightning that seared brilliantly across his vision and echoed off the surrounding peaks like a gunshot. It jolted the Mancat out of her bedroll and threw her clear across their camp, landing her in a tangle between the Witch and Alliathiune.
 
   He, for once, was left on his own two feet.
 
   “Phew,” he whispered, wiping his brow. “Special effects!”
 
   Hunter leaped to her feet as though stung and shrieked, “Who set my tail on fire?”
 
   “Mighty High Wizard,” said a voice, right in Kevin’s ear.
 
   His knees buckled as though scythed through by a reaper’s stroke.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “We are looking forward to meeting the Dragon-Magus, of course,” said Zephyr’s smooth tenor, echoing in the high tunnel. “We come bearing gifts from the Council.”
 
   “The Dragon-Magus has been expecting you.”
 
   “What kind of Troll are you, may I ask?”
 
   “My tribe is little-known, noble Unicorn,” said the other voice. It was scratchy and harsh, as though speaking Standard Driadornese caused it pain. “We serve our great Lord Amberthurn as scholars and librarians. We are of the Hexath branch of the Trolls.”
 
   “Ah–no, your tribe is unfamiliar to me.”
 
   The Unicorn sounded aggrieved, Kevin thought uncharitably, opening his eyes to see who it was that was speaking. He found himself cradled in the Lurk’s arms, as he had suspected, and by peering over Amadorn’s shaggy head could see the long arms and ungainly gait of a Troll, garbed in a simple blue robe, with long grey hair hanging down his back. Zephyr strolled at his side, leading the party as was his wont, but he swung his head around as though sensing the Human’s gaze and gave a sardonic snicker.
 
   “Welcome back, good outlander. Well rested from your labours, I hope?”
 
   “I thank you for the healing,” hissed Hunter, her slit eyes gleaming in the half-light. “I am wholly restored, and grateful.”
 
   “Ah–good. Great! Uh … where are we?”
 
   “Dawn was seen these three turns past as you slept, noble Human,” replied Zephyr, “leaving the patient Lurk to bear you meanwhile.”
 
   “He was drained by the work of healing wrought upon–”
 
   “Good Dryad, he hardly merits your justification,” interrupted Zephyr, sneeringly truculent. Kevin was surprised that Alliathiune had sprung to his defence, unpredictable as always. “Once more, after a darktime spent sneaking about trying to conceal his deeds, the outlander rests at our expense. I tire of this constant need to–”
 
   “Good Unicorn, I tire of your groundless complaints and your graceless ill humour. There is no need to pick on poor Kevin just because he did the Mancat a good turn.”
 
   “Poor Kevin? Poor Kevin my grandsire’s a pink striped ass!” the Unicorn shouted, losing his temper with spectacular abandon. “I don’t know where you found the courage during the darktime, you timid little man, but you had better pray that you find that kind of courage again when we’re in trouble–instead of just standing there like a useless lump of clay when the Men of Ramoth attack!”
 
   “Do we have to quarrel?” snarled the Witch, with such venom in her voice that both Zephyr and Alliathiune were stunned to silence. “Did you not hear what the Tomalia scouts have reported? War is upon us! War, and famine, and pestilence to follow! Did you not hear the outlander say but a few moons may separate us from their first assault?”
 
   “Oh, for pity’s sake!” Zephyr whinnied, baring his teeth like a wolf. “He was guessing! It’ll take far longer than that for the Men or the Fauns to organise their armies. I for one don’t care for scaremongering and crude guesswork, especially over matters of such consequence. Experience tells us–”
 
   Kevin sucked in his breath. The Unicorn’s comments had cut him to the quick. Father and Brian used to tear him down like that. He was used to it, used to letting it wash over him. However, the fact that he considered Zephyr a friend made it smart far worse than expected.
 
   “Experience told us precisely nothing about the Blight,” he muttered.
 
   “War is different. We have the histories to guide us.”
 
   The Witch drew herself up like a thin stick. “Noble Unicorn, do you honestly think that our enemies have not also have learned from those same histories? That there will be some repeat of past blunders? Now who has his head in the clouds?”
 
   There may have been further nastiness, but for the intervention of their Troll guide. He said, “Nobles, sound carries underground and there are feral Trolls that inhabit some of these side tunnels. We should proceed quietly for a space.”
 
   “Feral Trolls?”
 
   “Indeed, good Faun. Think of them as the lice upon your hairy body. Itchy, pervasive, and difficult to get rid of.”
 
   “I do not have lice,” muttered Akê-Akê, scratching his rump.
 
   “We can protect ourselves.”
 
   “But of course, noble one-horn.” The Troll was smooth, like river pebbles. “Your stalwart presence is a comfort in these dark halls.”
 
   “Does Amberthurn use this selfsame passage?” wondered Amadorn.
 
   Zephyr, Alliathiune, and the Head Witch were all sulking and angry, like a group of chastised children, Kevin thought to his private amusement. Why had the Witch joined in the argument? She had never expressed her sympathies for the Forest’s plight before! And she had sided with him, which was most out of character.
 
   “This is the main route into my Lord Amberthurn’s redoubt,” offered the Troll. “Doubtless there are others, some secret besides, which my Lord is able to employ in his many guises.”
 
   “Ah, a shape-shifter.”
 
   “It is public knowledge, good Druid.”
 
   They moved on down a long, straight passageway by the light of a bright, burning sphere upheld without apparent effort by their guide. Kevin estimated that ten or more men could walk comfortably abreast, and the ceiling was at least fifty feet high. At his low request the Lurk set him upon his feet.
 
   Some two or three smaller tunnels bisected their own at irregular intervals, giving the impression that they might be descending into an abandoned mine. Stout timbers shored up the roof in places, and an odour of damp cinnamon and musk pervaded the air. It was warm, with a slight breeze rising from the depths to ruffle their cloaks. Glimmering of Dawn side-slipped uneasily amongst the swirling currents. He of their number appeared the most ill at ease in the tunnel, but he had insisted on accompanying the group despite his instinctive–and natural–claustrophobia.
 
   Perhaps three turns had passed in silent procession when Hunter raised her muzzle to test the air. “I smell something,” she whispered, lithe fingers toying with her dagger as though she meant to whip it out and hurl it at someone. “Bodies, scales, and metal.”
 
   “The Dragon-Magus receives his guests in yonder chamber,” said the Hexath Troll. “It is called the Seat of Reckoning.”
 
   Ahead the companions saw a tall archway comprised of two intertwined, stylised serpents overlaid with hammered gold. To either side of the archway hulked two vast iron bowls set upon massively squat legs, from which glowed with a ruddy light. They perceived that the roof and sides of the tunnel had receded over the last hundred paces or so, and they stood now upon dressed flagstones of obsidian, but having the sheen and lustre of opal. Beside the bowls stood two enormous, armoured figures that Kevin had initially taken for statues, for they were nigh on thrice his own height, but as they approached the statues snapped even further to attention, if that were possible, and lowered their giant axes to bar the way. He swallowed nervously. Those double-headed blades must have been four feet from tip to tip. Even Snatcher might struggle to lift one.
 
   “Who seeks entry to the Seat of Reckoning?” they boomed in concert, and the thunder of their voices made Kevin stumble.
 
   “Steady,” murmured the Lurk, catching his elbow.
 
   “They appear to be Trolls,” Zephyr was whispering to Alliathiune, “but what a size! I’ve never seen their like!”
 
   “Igneous Trolls, bred in the slimy pits of Akla’xa Dugê,” said their guide, clearly enjoying the Unicorn’s reaction. “My master commissioned these especially. How little you seem to know of what transpires in the wider world, good Zephyr. Do the Tomalia not keep abreast of current events?”
 
   Kevin practically heard Zephyr’s teeth grinding together as he replied, “Indeed we do, noble Troll, only my extensive travels keep me out of touch for long periods.”
 
   “Naturally.” He raised his voice. “These travellers seek audience with the Dragon-Magus and come bearing gifts from the Council of the Elder Races of the realm known as Driadorn.”
 
   “Enter!”
 
   The great axes rose as crashing echoes rolled away into the distance. Kevin felt himself ducking reflexively as they passed the gigantic Trolls, as if he could feel one of those blades descending upon his head and cracking it open like a nut. Jiminy cricket, he had thought Snatcher was intimidating! Then, as they entered the next cavern, he had to revise his thinking–again.
 
   Kevin had read about cave structures and knew some theory concerning cave formation, but nothing could have prepared him for the splendour that greeted the companions here. The chamber was roughly circular, some two hundred and fifty paces in diameter, and rose to a domed ceiling far above their heads. In its centre was a great pillar of sparkling limestone, cascading from ceiling to floor like a crystal staircase. Other stalactites and stalagmites formed great fans and shimmering curtains depending from the ceiling or rising from the floor where water had dripped and evaporated for millennia. Light glowed from a dozen great iron bowls set at intervals around the circumference. Each was attended by four of the Igneous Trolls that had awed the travellers at the entrance, while further files of smaller but no less armoured Trolls flanked the obsidian path as it snaked around the central column and up to a great flower-shaped pedestal of rose quartz, upon which the Dragon-Magus chose to perch.
 
   He was dark, as dark as volcanic glass, and his scales glistened with a sheen peculiar to Dragons, as though his every inch had been oiled and polished by a swarming team of slaves. A decidedly sizeable team. Haunches worthy of two elephants sat side by side, curled into a massive tail which encircled the throne and was tipped with a row of spikes that looked sharp enough to use for shaving. His awesome body rose above the pedestal, resting upon the four-clawed grip of forepaws capable of encircling the torso of one of his Igneous Trolls and crushing out its life in an instant. A long, sinuous neck tilted the great head to examine the newcomers. Even from a hundred yards away his fangs were clearly visible, and the orbs of his eyes glowed with a ghostly fire.
 
   Kevin discovered new meaning in the word ‘intimidating’. Amberthurn filled the cavern like a dark cloud of deadly beauty. But Snatcher’s firm hand upon his shoulder kept him moving forward, when every fibre in his body screamed the opposite.
 
   “How does your science explain Dragons, good outlander?” he whispered.
 
   Kevin cast him a stricken glance. “It is hardly the time for philosophical debates, Snatcher, especially when you have just placed yourself on a Dragon’s menu.”
 
   “On the contrary, I find it sharpens the mind.”
 
   “I am too scared to think straight.”
 
   “Very wise.”
 
   They wound through the massed ranks of Trolls until they found themselves in an open space before Amberthurn’s throne. Glimmering of Dawn perched himself on the Lurk’s shoulder, digging his great talons into the tough hide with no discernable reaction from Snatcher, while Amadorn, Akê-Akê, Zephyr, and the Witch ranged themselves to the fore. Alliathiune and Hunter busied themselves drawing gift after gift out of Snatcher’s holdall, several heavy packs that Zephyr had been carrying, and other smaller items that had been distributed around the company.
 
   “Welcome, travellers, to this humble domain,” said Amberthurn, letting a puff of smoke vent from his great, slit nostrils as he looked them over. “You made very good time from the Old Forest to here. One trusts you enjoyed a safe journey?”
 
   “Safe enough, noble Amberthurn,” replied the Witch. “We saw off a few scavenging Trolls along the way, and defeated the Men of Ramoth at the very doors of your realm.”
 
   “An unfortunate incident.” The Dragon-Magus sounded unsympathetic, even bored. “One chooses not to interfere in matters beyond one’s borders. There is enough to occupy one in a realm which stretches to the very shores of the Endless Ocean, and is comparable to Driadorn in extent.”
 
   Kevin frowned. More like an eighth of Driadorn’s size, if he remembered his geography rightly. This, despite the exaggeration, still made Amberthurn absolute ruler of the largest single realm in the known world. He was not about to press the point, and neither was the Witch.
 
   “Your reputation rises before all creatures as the beauteous dawning of Gärlion in the season of Budding, o mighty Dragon-Magus.”
 
   “One knows his reputation in flawless detail, good Witch,” came the astringent reply. “One is curious as to the diverse nature of the group that stands before him. One wishes to enquire if this is the outlander who fought off the Dark Apprentice at the Sacred Well?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “A remarkable specimen. Human in all but colouring.”
 
   Kevin did not trust himself to formulate any response.
 
   “One understands the nature of the incidents that may have brought you to his Seat of Reckoning. One has heard rumours of this Blight and wishes to penetrate the truth of the matter.”
 
   In quiet, clipped sentences the Witch explained what had led them to seek the source of the Blight at Elliadora’s Well, and how the Dark Apprentice had destroyed one of the Elliarana. She drew no conclusions during her narrative, but the Dragon-Magus had no trouble framing some for himself.
 
   “So … the magic of the Forest fails,” he hissed. “This is unprecedented.”
 
   “Not only unprecedented, but disastrous. Who knows what will happen when the magic breaks down?”
 
   The Dragon’s orbs whirled as he considered the implications. For a time, the slow murmur of his breathing was the only audible sound in the cavern. “Ask what you wish to ask, Witch. One has little patience for formalities.”
 
   Without batting an eyelid, she said, “We seek the Magisoul, noble Amberthurn. We hope to use its power to heal the Forest.”
 
   “In other words,” the Dragon-Magus riposted dryly, “you are desperate. You see no better solution. And before you deny it, one knows the gist of your Council of War’s decision. One is uncharacteristically moved to add that one approves of this course of action.”
 
   Zephyr and the Witch exchanged an astonished glance.
 
   “One further undermines one’s negotiating position by reflecting thus: one has considered this matter at length, to conclude that the Magisoul has the only reasonable chance of success in this grave situation–apart from isolating this Dark Apprentice and wresting the truth from him. One suggests the latter may prove nigh impossible. Nevertheless, if you seek the Magisoul, then one is determined to bend all efforts to locating this disciple.”
 
   Amberthurn flexed his left forepaw meaningfully, giving them a sight of the size and power of his claws. “Do not gasp and be amazed, noble ambassadors of Driadorn. All magical creatures, of which the Dragons are foremost in stature and power, have a vested interest in preserving the sanctity of the Sacred Well and its Elliarana grove. Lest we be diminished, yea, and be deprived of the one strength that enables us to stand against a multitude of foes. Have not the Men of the north always gazed upon our realms with eyes greedy to the plunder? Does the past not offer sufficient account of armies raping our fair land, plundering its treasures, and destroying its creatures? Have not our skills seen us through even when sore beset? Life as we know it would change beyond recognition should the great Forest fall. One brands them fools who dare disagree!”
 
   “Aye,” grunted Akê-Akê.
 
   The Dragon’s head lowered until his eyes loomed large in the Witch’s face. She could appreciate the gleaming whiteness of his great fangs at arm’s length. “Of course, that is not to say that one’s aid comes without price.”
 
   Kevin had to applaud the Witch–she did not flinch, though flame spouted from those slit nostrils during the Dragon’s speech. “You have eloquently framed the nature of our plight, noble Dragon-Magus,” she said. “Name your terms.”
 
   “But what if I desire a priceless gift?”
 
   “You will not,” the Witch said calmly. “But you will name something that has real value for you. Our gifts are but baubles and trinkets in comparison. You have something else in mind.”
 
   “Who do you think you are to tell me what and what not to do?” roared the Dragon-Magus, losing his cool–literally. A flick of Zephyr’s horn neutralised his fire before it incinerated the Witch. As it was, her robe smouldered at the edges.
 
   Her cheeks were paler than ice, but her demeanour was astonishing. “Then accuse me of the lie, noble Amberthurn.”
 
   He drew back, letting his forked tongue flicker in the air between them. “Well is it said of the courage of Witches,” he noted, with nuances of approval, aggravation, and resignation evident in his tone. “Aren’t you lucky you’re right? This is the bargain, noble creatures. There is a particular vault in the depths of Black-Rock Keep that has resisted all efforts to open it. Not even Dragonish magic is equal to this task. If you are able to open the vault, one will grant you knowledge of the Magisoul’s location. If you further grant one the gifts laid before his throne, one will outline for you the dangers that you will face should you seek to wrest it from its hiding-place. For one declares before the Gods of the ages, that when Elliadora hid the Magisoul following her creative work upon that blasted wasteland that preceded the realm of Driadorn, she did hide it as one who wished it never to be recovered by mortal creatures. One would rather face Ozark the Dark and all his minions, than tread the paths which lie before you.”
 
   Sinister words, that echoed darkly through the minds of each of the companions and filled them with foreboding.
 
   “We are not without our resources.”
 
   “Indeed, which you proved by ascertaining the cause of the Blight. But one demands the right to a further condition.”
 
   The Witch raised one eyebrow. “Which is …?”
 
   Amberthurn’s head turned until he smiled directly at Kevin–and a more terrible smile it would be impossible to imagine. After a contemplative pause, he said, “The task of opening the vault is for the outlander alone.”
 
   “Why?” Zephyr blurted out. “Why him?”
 
   “He who seeks to become Driadorn’s Champion,” hissed the Dragon-Magus, lowering his voice to a whisper as venomous as a cobra’s kiss, “should first be tested. As one wizard to another, this is the test one has determined.”
 
   “But I never accepted your offer!” Kevin cried out, staring at the Unicorn in alarm. “What’s going on, Zephyr?”
 
   Amberthurn smiled again, puffing acrid smoke around Kevin’s face. “If the Tomalia had bothered to visit the Korahlia-tak-Tarna in his well-travelled recent past, he would have seen your name–Son of the House of Jenkins–inscribed upon the Roll of Initiation. A wizard without rank? A scandal! One merely claims what is one’s right.”
 
   To his eternal surprise and later regret, instead of falling about in a vomitous panic, Kevin found that a white-hot anger had ignited in his belly and swept aside his cool rationality as dry heaped upon a bonfire. His companions raised a babble of protest: Zephyr, the Witch, Alliathiune, they all argued back and forth like a coop full of flustered hens. Something had gone wrong with the process of becoming a wizard, but he was not afraid. He was ready for a fight!
 
   “Let me speak!” he cried, in a shrill and undignified shriek. It was meant to be a roar, but his vocal cords were more attuned to whispering. “Let me speak!”
 
   Silence descended as his companions whirled to gape at him.
 
   Kevin drew a deep, ragged breath, and declared, “Very well, Amberthurn! I accept your test–as one wizard to another.”
 
   A knell like the muted tolling of a church bell made the air around them tremble.
 
   The Dragon-Magus stared down at the little Human for a long moment, taking in the brilliant intensity of his eyes and the high spots of colour on Kevin’s cheeks. He gave the impression of being puzzled by what had just occurred. Whatever he saw as the two stared each other down, it gave the powerful Dragon-Magus pause.
 
   But the Human was not finished yet. He made a peremptory gesture. “Then show me this vault you would have opened, Dragon-Magus. Time is of the essence.”
 
   Amberthurn slithered down from the pedestal as if stung by Kevin’s command, a hundred feet of sleek hard scales and lethal majesty.
 
   He snarled, “Tarry at your peril!”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The vault in question was hidden beneath the foundations of Black-Rock Keep, reached by a long spiral staircase secreted in the back corner of a little-used storage room, which was guarded by magical wards keyed to the Dragon-Magus’ magic. Its antechamber had been hacked out of the naked bedrock, and was lit by two torches set in iron sconces upon the walls that gave it the atmosphere of a prison cell. The only viable access to the vault lay through an ostensibly plain wooden door. A door which had defeated Amberthurn’s rage, frustration, Dragon fire, and every artifice for a hundred seasons.
 
   To the left of the door, hung at eye level from two bolts driven into the rock, was a metal plaque bearing the inscription:
 
   O mortal me, o mortal my portal,
 
   Ingenious keys cause one to chortle,
 
   This one is simple but Wizards beware,
 
   Lest it permanently part your hair.
 
   Hunter commented wryly, “Assuming that the said wizard is a creature who actually has a head of hair.”
 
   Amberthurn, who had shape-shifted into a humanoid in order to fit down the narrow staircase to the vault, sniggered and suggested that they examine the inscription more closely. Then he left.
 
   “Are you sure you should be doing this?” Zephyr asked, for the umpteenth time. “It could be a trap.”
 
   “It undoubtedly is,” Kevin replied, fatigue lending ire to his voice. “Why else would Amberthurn set this test? Why did you not tell me that I had been entered on that roll of wizards? I thought I had a choice in the matter!”
 
   “Peace, good outlander. I had nothing to do with the Roll of Initiation–and such a thing has never happened before. The Dragon-Magus must be mistaken. Nevertheless, you accepted his challenge–foolishly.”
 
   “I was merely annoyed. ‘Remarkable specimen’ indeed!”
 
   Truth be told, that much had been sheer adrenalin. He had not stopped trembling since.
 
   “The Dragon-Magus might be listening right now,” added Alliathiune, giving the walls an uncomfortable stare. “I hate it down here. All that rock and earth pressing down from above!”
 
   “Just think of Glimmering of Dawn.”
 
   He, Akê-Akê and Amadorn had remained behind, accepting Amberthurn’s offer of hospitality and supplies for their journey ahead. Where to, they did not yet know, but trusted that it would become clear soon.
 
   “This stone feels curious,” rumbled Snatcher, running his forefinger along a chisel-mark near the door. “It blanks out all magic. My deep sight reflects off the surface. I could not tell if the vault beyond is one pace or a hundred deep.” He tapped with his knuckle. “It sounds solid. Impenetrable.”
 
   “What do you make of the plaque? Zephyr? Alliathiune?”
 
   “An odd inscription indeed, good outlander,” replied the Unicorn, peering over Kevin’s shoulder. “Almost as if it were a purposeful misdirection.”
 
   “Or contained elements of the truth without revealing all.”
 
   Kevin nodded soberly, absorbing Alliathiune’s contribution. “That’s an interesting idea, to be sure, but there is precious little to go on. Mortal my flipping portal! That’s a wizard boasting about the ingenuity of what he has created, while calling it simple just to exacerbate one’s frustration. He’s either a tease, or insane, or both.”
 
   “There is a keyhole.”
 
   “Is that your talent for stating the obvious coming to the fore, good Unicorn?”
 
   Zephyr became ridiculously cross-eyed as he stared down his nose at Alliathiune. “I was wondering, my good green grasshopper, if the Lurk had thought to attempt his deep sight through the keyhole, having therefore an unobstructed view.”
 
   “Of your hindquarters if you keep standing there.”
 
   Kevin clucked impatiently. “Please, I need silence in order to concentrate.”
 
   Zephyr was about to riposte–disparagingly–when the diminutive Dryad thumped the sharp end of her elbow into his flank. “Oops.”
 
   Nevertheless the door was, as Amberthurn had suggested, curiously impervious to the techniques they were prepared to attempt. Snatcher’s deep sight was as useless applied to the keyhole as they had been on the door itself. Short of inserting a key and or trying to pick the lock, which would likely trigger any traps within, there was little that they could do. Kevin had Zephyr setting up a couple of spells to magnify the plaque’s inscription, but until that was ready …
 
   He sat on the floor and put his head into his hands. He must concentrate. Ignore a pounding migraine. Must shut everything out and let the ideas flow. Must remember that comment of Zephyr’s. Wars on the Hills had always proceeded the same way, with the Forest creatures fortifying their homeland against the invading hordes. They had not learned. They were gathering the races at Thaharria-brin-Tomal, sitting back, waiting for the Humans and the Fauns to come to them. What if they did things differently? What if they took the fight to the advancing Humans? How could they effectively resist, slow the advance, buy themselves time to find the Magisoul and return it to Elliadora’s Well?
 
   He disappeared into contemplation.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Drink this.” A slim hand pushed a wooden cup into his grasp.
 
   “Ah … thanks, Alliathiune. Mmm–Aïssändraught and a hint of something else, if I’m not mistaken?”
 
   “Caraweed,” she smiled. “For your headache.”
 
   “How did you … oh, forget it. Dryad empathy?”
 
   “Have I been repeating myself, perchance?” A self-deprecating smile accompanied these words. “On your feet, good outlander, for the Unicorn has made a discovery.”
 
   “Aha!”
 
   Zephyr–bless his cotton socks, Kevin grinned inanely–had indeed made a discovery, and was immodestly extolling his prowess to Snatcher, who had the slightly detached aspect of one who is pretending to listen without really listening. This was a form of self-preservation against the Unicorn’s garrulity. He had set up a lens using the unique magic of his horn. He had focussed it on the plaque, taking great care not to actually touch it, and within the curling capital letters at the start of each line had discovered a further message, crafted in microscopic lettering on the inner edge of the down stroke where even a close examination might easily overlook it.
 
   When he began to read it, Kevin felt a chill run down his spine. He read:
 
   O noble Wizard, the scrolls and tomes of power this vault contains,
 
   I, Ozark the Dark, have stored up against a diabolical lighttime, and here set the immothal guardians about,
 
   Tenebrous, Freathalous, Anomalous, and Syallous these four,
 
   Lest ye the unprepared dare seek this knowledge and be annihilated.
 
   “Who were those guardians?” he asked Zephyr. “I assume they meant to write ‘immortal’?”
 
   “An understandable but wholly erroneous deduction,” he replied, flashing his most infuriating smirk. “Immothal is an ancient High Owlish world. Tradition has it, good outlander, that the incomparable gift of language was first granted to the Owls, that they who are our foremost teachers and the wisest of all Driadorn’s denizens might codify it and pass on their learning to the other races. All languages upon the Seventy-Seven Hills have High Owlish as their collective root–although there are exceptions. Both Lurks and Unicorns, for example, have private languages whose etymology defies classification. Dryadic remain closest to the old forms. Standard Driadornese, also called Low Owlish by some, is spoken by every one of Driadorn’s inhabitants.”
 
   But Zephyr’s initial spell, which allowed him to learn Driadorn’s languages at an accelerated rate, had never worn off, Kevin thought. He was beginning to understand Alliathiune when she sang in Dryadic. He knew a good smattering of Lurkish words.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “It is actually a wizardly term, a code-word for a particular type of magic symbolised by the fusion of four different, equally ancient and arcane branches of magical lore,” continued the Unicorn. “According to legend, the lore of magic was first brought to Feynard by a star-faring race called the Ilaxin Kihn, in the form of four great tomes of knowledge, each owned by an immothal guardian as the script suggests–Tenebrous, Freathalous, Anomalous, and Syallous. They arrived in a great hovering cylinder of light, and that they traded their greatest secrets for the Unicorn knowledge of thia-na-liamos, or the ability to manipulate pure energy. They tricked my kin. For when they had left, the immothal guardians denied access to the tomes until we were ‘ready’. By dint of experimentation, my ancestors determined this meant ‘never’, or at least until the Ilaxin Kihn returned to collect them again–and meantime, if interfered with, were to make life miserable for those who dared to interfere with them.”
 
   “However, Unicorns are nothing if not tenacious.”
 
   Alliathiune put in, “Others would say, ‘stubborn as donkeys’.”
 
   “Tenacious,” Zephyr insisted, regarding her interruption with the same distaste he showed for raw meat. “It took a hundred seasons before the first immothal guardian was defeated and the knowledge of Tenebrous–which describes the incredibly intricate art of the construction of great magic from simple elements–was garnered by those dedicated Unicorn scholars. Using these arts, they were able to defeat the other three guardians and thus learned the way of Anomalous, or the magic of conflicting elements, Syallous, the way of spoken or sung magic, and Freathalous, the art of natural or elemental magic at which the Druids excel.”
 
   “So it doesn’t mean that these guardians are literally here?”
 
   The Unicorn frowned thoughtfully. “The secrets of these four arts have largely been lost over the intervening seasons, good Kevin, or handed down in forms hardly recognisable from what must once have been. Much has been lost in the wars that plague Driadorn like the birth pangs of a mare. Perhaps the terrible Dark Wizard sought to deter casual inspection of the vault beyond, or perhaps this is his source of power.”
 
   “So he once occupied this fortress?”
 
   “He invaded and sacked Black-Rock Keep,” Zephyr agreed. “He must have breached these seals and determined what lay within–after all, is it not he who set the warning inscription and the guardians in place?”
 
   “Or he who identified them,” Kevin mused, “and, unable to defeat them, set such wards as would ensure no other magician would steal these secrets and thus become more powerful than he.”
 
   “We could speculate all lighttime in such a fashion and merely waste good air in this close chamber.”
 
   Yes indeed, Kevin very nearly agreed aloud. The Unicorn was nothing if not wont to use up good oxygen with his prattling!
 
   Hunter stepped forward. “Is this fourfold lore indeed lost, good Unicorn?”
 
   “Largely. I would hardly know where to begin.”
 
   “Then I suggest that Kevin has two things which Amberthurn does not–his Key-Ring of special keys, one of which may fit the lock, and the magic of his making, the puissance of which defeated the Dark Apprentice at Elliadora’s Well and indeed, incited a mighty work of restoration of my own health.” The Mancat regarded them narrowly. “One of our number should remain behind to shield noble Kevin with every artifice that may be commanded. Only Kevin may open the door, according to Amberthurn’s challenge, but the Dragon-Magus said nothing of protecting the good outlander’s person. The others retreat to the level above and wait for the good Human to work his arts. If ought should go ill, the others may mount a rescue attempt.”
 
   There was some argument back and forth, but in the end Hunter’s suggestion proved the best option. Zephyr remained with Kevin. The Lurk, Hunter, and Alliathiune beat a reluctant retreat.
 
   Once the Unicorn was ready, Kevin pulled out his Key-Ring and began to search for one that fit. “The blue one,” he whispered at last. “Elementary, my dear Jenkins.”
 
   His eyes widened, for as his hand moved to place the key in the lock, it began to change shape before his eyes. Never mind. He knew he had to learn courage.
 
   Kevin inserted the key and turned it firmly.
 
   And the world exploded.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “I feel awful,” said Kevin, sitting on a stone while Alliathiune mopped blood off his arm with a cloth. “My ears are ringing. I can barely hear you.”
 
   “You look awful.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You look terrible!”
 
   “Thanks. Rub it in then, why don’t you?” Kevin dug grit out of his eyes with his fingernail. “Is Zephyr alright? He took the worst of the blast.”
 
   “Alive!” the Unicorn called, weakly.
 
   Kevin glanced at the Dryad, grey with dust, streaked with sweat, clearly exhausted. His companions must have dug through the rubble of the ensuing cave-in to rescue them. All his grateful thanks had not improved the feisty Dryad’s mood.
 
   “Snatcher’s just making plans to shift that big boulder without, in his words, turning Zephyr into a flatworm,” Alliathiune informed him caustically, hands on hips–which, if Kevin had learned a single thing since his arrival on Feynard, he knew spelled danger. “I’ve already checked and he insists with his usual obstinacy that he will be just fine. So, what happened?”
 
   Kevin smiled, smugly. “The key fit.”
 
   “One of your keys?”
 
   “With a little persuasion.”
 
   Her look was a storm in the making. “What do you mean, ‘a little persuasion’? Might you, perchance, mean to say, ‘I touched it with my magic’?”
 
   “Something like that. It was an accident, I assure–”
 
   “An accident?” Her voice rose several decibels, to a level at which he could feel the blast let alone hear her. “You tried your magic on the door?”
 
   “Well … sort of,” he whispered, nonplussed by the strength of her reaction. Anyone would think she actually cared about his fate, the way she was carrying on. “Alliathiune, I tried to be careful, I swear. As I bought the blue key near the lock it began to change shape before my eyes. I wasn’t doing anything. And when I inserted it into the lock, the roof came down. I don’t remember much after that.”
 
   The Dryad’s jaw hung open. “You saw it change shape and you still–you’re unbelievable! By the Hills, how many more accidents will it take for you to realise that magic isn’t a toy? It has the very real power to leave you very dead! I despair, good Kevin, truly I do. For a clearly intelligent being you do the stupidest and most thoughtless things, things which you should have learned to avoid when you were only a few seasons old! You still inserted the key into the lock?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Her petite foot tapped the floor at a dangerous tempo. “Tell me, was there some irresistible force guiding your hand?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “Zephyr forced you to comply?”
 
   “Not that either.”
 
   “Then your mind shut down of its own accord?”
 
   “I just didn’t think–”
 
   “Now where have I heard that before?” She struck a mocking parody of his voice and posture. “Oh, I just put my hand in my pocket and hundreds of Black Wolves fell over and died. Oops, I touched the Faun and snatched him from death’s door in the twinkling of an eye. Oh dear, it looks like he’s decided to adopt me for his lord and master. Well, look, I just happened to lean against the wall of Shilliabär Tower and create a hole in a prismatic shield, which is logically impossible–yes, don’t look at me like that, Zephyr told me all about that little episode!”
 
   Kevin hoped his face revealed nothing of his memory of Alliathiune rising nude from the pool of Shiär-Lazûr!
 
   “And, I was as drunk as a Stoat, but still stood up and defeated the Dark Apprentice, who had brought down Driadorn’s finest magicians, without so much as breaking a sweat!”
 
   Alliathiune glared at him as though he should fall contritely at her feet in an outpouring of humble apologies.
 
   “Well, I opened the door, didn’t I?”
 
   “And what do you think I was going through in the meantime, thinking you had buried your asinine outlander carcass beneath two hundred feet of solid rock? How do you think I felt? Honestly, good Kevin, sometimes the only person you think about is yourself!”
 
   Kevin blinked.
 
   “You stupid, stupid … stupid man!”
 
   Rare as it was for Alliathiune to run out of creative ways to express his multiplicity of shortcomings, this time it indeed appeared as though the transgression had rendered her incapable of speech. Stupid man? What did that have to do with the price of tea in China? Not for the first time, Kevin wished he understood women. Or Dryads, for that matter. But he was saved from further embarrassment by the Dragon-Magus appearing in their midst in the guise of a tall, dark man.
 
   “One must disagree,” Amberthurn said smoothly. “Wizard, you have proven your mettle and the vault lies open before us. One smells the magic already. One is pleased–you did well to survive.” He turned to Alliathiune. “I foresaw his survival, good Dryad. You need not have feared. Now that I have what I want, it is time to keep my end of the bargain.”
 
   Kevin pushed himself to his feet, dusting off his shirt. “Speak, noble Amberthurn.”
 
   “Ah, you learn the ways of Driadorn so well, good outlander,” the Dragon-Magus sneered. “Very well, know then that the Magisoul is hidden within in a fortress twin to this one, beneath the dread battlements of Shadowmoon Keep.” By Alliathiune’s gasp Kevin knew that this was not good news. “Should you reach it, which is spectacularly unlikely given the Utharian Men, Trolls, and within the Keep itself the dreadful remnants of Ozark’s experiments on living flesh and the leavings of his evil sorceries, you will find the crystal embedded in many layers of protection. Beyond the first door lies the Labyrinth and the Dragon of Shadow. Beyond the second, an Elemental Dragon of Earth. Beyond this again, Fire, and then Acid. Finally, there is the Dragon of Shadow, the most terrible of all. Should these four elemental Dragons be defeated or circumvented, which I can assure you is utterly inconceivable, then the Magisoul will be yours for the taking.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   His reaction visibly raised Amberthurn’s ire. Towering over Kevin like a black wraith, he snarled, “Even Ozark the Dark was unable to breach the first door!”
 
   “Er … right.”
 
   Alliathiune stood straight and firm alongside Kevin, undismayed. “We gratefully receive your word kept and honour upheld, noble Dragon-Magus.”
 
   Amberthurn held out his clawed hand. “You will need these–magical keys, two of the four one needs to open the way to the Magisoul. There is a ruby key and an emerald key. How you make use of them is your affair.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kevin blurted out, plucking the keys carefully off of that black, armoured palm.
 
   “One will not lament the loss of an outlander in this impossible quest for the Magisoul. But one knows you Humans shake hands in this manner.”
 
   So saying, Amberthurn, the Dragon-Magus of Black-Rock Keep, shook hands with Kevin Albert Jenkins, allegedly and by complete coincidence some sort of Wizard of Driadorn.
 
   “One formally welcomes you to the roll of the Korahlia-tak-Tarna. You are a wizard indeed.”
 
   And he disappeared into thin air.
 
   Alliathiune looked at Kevin with dark and stormy eyes. Well had she warned him of the perils of wizardry!
 
   His voice echoed in the close space. “Do Dragons often shake hands, noble Zephyr?”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19: Tales of Accusation
 
   Kevin Jenkins walked taller leaving Black-Rock Keep than when he had arrived. At long last, he had been able to contribute positively to their quest rather than merely tagging along–or being dragged along–as before.
 
   “Insufferable,” Zephyr said, loudly enough for him to overhear.
 
   Alliathiune returned, also at an unnecessary volume, “Let the good outlander strut for a space. He’ll get over it.”
 
   And so he did, when they presented his suggestions to the Council of War back at Elliadora’s Well.
 
   Zephyr made a still mirror just before dawn on the fifth morning after departing Amberthurn’s lair, as they marched down the road called Dragonlair Way towards the coast, visible at a great distance but still six or seven lighttimes distant. They had adopted the Witch’s suggestion to take the coastal ferry to Utharia, the Uthar capital city, from where they hoped to travel across the Broadleaf Valley and up Anurmar Gorge towards the Shadowmoon Mountains. This route had the advantage of avoiding the main Troll hunting grounds. It was somewhat roundabout, according to the maps, but the wilderness and mountains between were generally regarded as impassable save by extraordinary effort. With Amberthurn’s safe conduct clearing their path through his realm with miraculous efficiency, no doubt due to his inimitable leadership style and personal charms, Akê-Akê quipped, they were making very good time.
 
   So Zephyr made his still mirror to speak to the Council and update them.
 
   The news clearly made the Council members feel bullish. “Excellent news!” crowed Two Hoots. “Our faith is indeed justified. When the Magisoul is brought back to Driadorn, this Blight will become a bad memory; a tale told to chicks and children.”
 
   “It must yet be found and recovered,” the Jasper Cat purred. “Good Zephyr, you should inform us if you require any other assistance, such as we are able. We have mobilised a team of Unicorn scholars, should you require research conducted. A veritable army of the magically adept gathers here at the Well. Our hopes go with you, naturally.”
 
   Or, Kevin thought cynically, we would like to keep an eye on you.
 
   “There are several matters which will require your input,” said the Unicorn. “Noble Dryad, would you explain?”
 
   “My Queen,” said Alliathiune.
 
   “Good Seer and Sister,” she replied, stepping forward so show her beautiful features in their small mirror. “May the Forest ever nourish your roots.”
 
   “And the Mother spread her branches to make your home safe and peaceful.” She drew a deep breath, about to launch into sacred waters. “My Queen, recent conversation with the noble outlander has served to clarify the nature of the Blight. Recall how one of the Elliarana was rotting within? What we believe is that the Elliarana serve as a kind of magical protection of the Forest, which is consistent with the early legends that we Dryads pass down about how and why Elliadora first planted the Sacred Grove, and why it is located at the Well in the very heart of the Hills. Our conjecture is that if the Blight has affected the Sacred Grove, then firstly it must have been invisible but present for some length of time, a number of tens of seasons perhaps, but Elliadora’s great magic safeguarded us from its ill effects. Perhaps if we Dryads had attended more closely …” She shrugged. “It is not my place to comment on our absence from the Grove for nigh on a thousand seasons.”
 
   “No, it is not. But do continue.”
 
   “Secondly, we conclude that the Blight is not merely a physical malady–it is a magical one. The Dark Apprentice has been most cunning in his invention of evil. The conclusions for the land of Seventy-Seven Hills are dire.”
 
   There was a hubbub on the other side of the mirror, quickly stilled by Two Hoots and the Dryad Queen. She asked, “What do you mean?”
 
   Alliathiune stared into the water. “My Queen, how are you feeling?”
 
   The Queen gaped, and then her head jerked back as though punched. For an instant a hunted-animal look crossed her perfect features before her composure returned. Only the pallor of her cheeks betrayed her deep shock. “Good Allämiuna, surely you jest?”
 
   A headshake flung a tear of Alliathiune’s into the mirror, sending tiny ripples to the edges.
 
   “That’s a monstrous suggestion!”
 
   “You tell her, Kevin.”
 
   He said softly, “I am sorry that this conjecture causes you pain, good Queen, but I am a barbarian outlander with a lamentable penchant for morbidity that the noble Alliathiune is trying to beat out of me.”
 
   Zephyr put in, “It was the outlander who first identified the source of the Blight as being at Elliadora’s Well, good Queen. We thought him mad. Mylliandawn wished him strung from the nearest tree for crows to feast on his flesh, but you have seen the truth with your own eyes. He is no barbarian, but a faithful and trustworthy friend of the Forest. I would urge you to consider the import of his words with all seriousness.”
 
   “Aye,” Akê-Akê grunted.
 
   Kevin studied the Queen’s pallid expression. “I should add that the Dragon-Magus Amberthurn concurs with my conclusions and is taking his own steps against the Dark Apprentice and his vile machinations. But I am concerned for the Forest itself. Even my poor knowledge of healing understands that treating the symptoms is not the same as finding the cure. To treat the symptoms, I suggest that you recruit teams of Unicorns or other healers to actively purify the water of the Well. Hopefully this activity will go some way to staying the Blight’s advance. I also suggest, bluntly, that you find a way of planting a new Elliarana. Creative magic requires wholeness to function correctly, which is why there were seven Elliarana rather than six. The Sacred Grove requires a seedling.”
 
   To his surprise, rather than expressing outrage at an outlander’s meddling in the secrets of the Dryads, the Queen nodded slowly and then even smiled at him. “Good outlander, I see now why you were the warrior determined in the Seeing at the Pool of Stää. That is the most meritorious suggestion I have heard so far.”
 
   “It probably won’t heal the Blight,” he cautioned at once.
 
   “No?”
 
   “No, because the robot–automaton–will still be pouring filth at a terrible rate into the waters, good Queen,” he said. “For that we need the Magisoul. Or we need to find a way through that barrier, or we need to slay the Dark Apprentice.”
 
   “So,” Two Hoots hooted, “you want the Dryad Queen to find out how such a seedling might be planted at the Sacred Grove?”
 
   “Exactly. The right seedling, of course.”
 
   She gave a thin little laugh. “The Elliarana are unique, good outlander, and to our knowledge neither flower nor bear fruit.”
 
   “Perhaps you will find clues in the histories of your people,” Kevin offered, encouraged by Zephyr’s nod. “Do the legends not claim that Elliadora was Mother of all Dryads? You, her children, are best placed to undertake this investigation. We must all work together for the good of the Forest.”
 
   These were just the right words. Kevin had begun to grasp how important the forms and formalities were to Driadorn’s creatures. The Witch might scornfully dismiss such ‘platitudes’ as endless chin-wagging, but a well-turned phrase oiled the wheels of co-operation as far as the Council was concerned.
 
   Two Hoots scratched vigorously beneath his wing. “Well spoken, good outlander. Your insights are welcomed by the Council of War.”
 
   “There is a further matter which I wish to raise,” he replied, eager now to impress. “It concerns the manner in which you intend to conduct this war.”
 
   “I defer to the Jasper Cat.”
 
   Blink yawned widely. “Please elucidate our shortcomings, noble outlander.”
 
   “The Jasper Cat is co-ordinating the war effort,” said Two Hoots. “He is a leader of vast experience and undoubted courage.”
 
   “Well, it’s just that I don’t really understand why you are doing things the way you’ve always done them,” Kevin rushed on, simultaneously missing the subtleties of the exchange and inserting his foot firmly into his mouth. “If we are to defeat the Dark Apprentice’s armies, then the one thing we need is time. Amberthurn showed us a vision of the Human armies and they have armoured vehicles and flamethrowers and–”
 
   “Amberthurn showed you a vision?”
 
   The Jasper Cat’s dry interjection cut off Kevin’s flow like a landslide dumped into a river. “Why … yes. Yes, he did.”
 
   “And you would trust the word of a Dragon-Magus?”
 
   Cries of ‘Aye!’ ‘By the Hills!’ ‘Fie!’ and ‘Never!’ rose from the assembled Council.
 
   The Human regarded them open-mouthed. “But you don’t understand–this is a type of warfare you have never seen–”
 
   “My poor boy,” hissed the Cat, “with your vast and detailed experience of the Hills–how long was it, did you say, you had sojourned in the Hills?” Kevin’s mouth closed with a snap. “Was it as much as a single season? No? And you claim to know our ways?”
 
   “Just a moment!” said Zephyr.
 
   “No, you take just a moment to consider the outlander’s words!” snarled the Jasper Cat, losing his temper. “How dare this Human saunter about as if he’s lord of the Hills and order us to listen to some crackpot ideas about warfare when he clearly doesn’t even know which end of a spear is which? We have lived all our lives in the Forest! We know our home! We know its ways, its traditions, and its values! We have fought this menace before and defeated it!”
 
   “At what cost?”
 
   “At the cost of our lives!” he roared, spitting directly at Kevin’s image in the mirror. The Human flinched. “What do you know of suffering and cost, good outlander? By the black pits of Shäyol, how dare you! You little puppy dog of the Dark Apprentice–you are doing his foul work by trying to divide this Council against itself! I will not stand for words that twist back on themselves like a worm caught above ground at the time of Thäunïon-Farätha!”
 
   There was a ringing silence into which Kevin wished he might sink and never be found again.
 
   “Well,” Zephyr said softly, “I’m glad you’ve cleared the air. I’ll be the first to admit that the outlander strains the limits of tolerance and patience, but he is no sending of the Dark One. He was Seen and summoned by the Dryads to be Driadorn’s champion. And we all know what that means, don’t we, Jasper Cat? Or do you deny a Seeing?”
 
   Kevin did not know what this meant, but Alliathiune’s gasp nearby told him this was a serious accusation.
 
   Blink’s expression suggested that perhaps the Dryads had been taken in, or worse, that they were weak-willed women susceptible to masculine charms, but he was too wise to voice these objections. “Very well,” he purred in a tone like smooth cream, “why don’t we listen to the outlander’s words of wisdom? I would very much enjoy learning how he proposes to correct our strategy.”
 
   “It is more in the nature of an addition than a correction,” said Zephyr, having decided by Kevin’s stricken expression to lay some of the groundwork. “We are well agreed that the basics have been addressed.”
 
   “In your professional opinion?”
 
   Two Hoots twizzled his head about to fix the Jasper Cat with the twin tawny platters of his eyes. “You spoke of cost, noble Cat. For the Forest and its peoples that cost was horrendous; neither lightly borne nor easily forgotten. There is war on the Hills, noble friends and allies. Remember what it meant for your kind. Remember those who marched to war but never came home. Remember the many sacrifices made that we might be free from the Dark Wizard’s tyranny. If even a small measure of that cost could be avoided, then I for one would be grateful to hear whatever contribution the good outlander has to make.”
 
   The Jasper Cat went stiff with outrage, but he would not speak against the Owl. “I bow to your wisdom, Two Hoots. But we will measure and weigh these things and not act rashly.”
 
   “In whatever we do,” sighed the Owl, “we will act with the agreement of the Council. Speak on, noble Tomalia.”
 
   “Our greatest need is time,” Zephyr said. “Recovering the Magisoul and returning to Driadorn may be a lengthy affair, even with the aid of our magic. In our current estimation the armies of Men will enter Driadorn within thirty to forty lighttimes–would you concur, good Cat?”
 
   “I would.”
 
   “We estimate we will require double that time to complete our quest and return.” There were further exclamations around the Council that Two Hoots quelled with a loud hunting shriek. “So in order to defeat the Blight, given our best efforts, we would require you keep the Men, and perhaps the Drakes, Fauns, and Blind Trolls occupied well into Budding season.”
 
   With the problem baldly stated, even the Jasper Cat began to look uncomfortable and suddenly discovered a rough patch on his immaculate fur which required grooming. Perceptive eyes noted this reaction, and so returned to the still mirror with greater attention than before.
 
   Zephyr pointed his horn at Kevin. “Which is why, fellow creatures of the great Forest, I found myself listening to the outlander’s ideas. Noble Kevin?”
 
   Kevin very nearly panicked, but the Lurk’s paw on his shoulder steadied him. “I–uh, I guess you haven’t heard of guerrilla warfare?” he stuttered.
 
   “It was a new term to me,” said the Unicorn, showing his teeth in a smile. “Is it an Earth term?”
 
   “It is.” Kevin tried to keep his gratitude from being plastered across his face. “It refers to a form of warfare employed by small, mobile groups of, uh, creatures against a more powerful and often better equipped enemy. You might call it sabotage.”
 
   “So you mean it’s a dishonourable practice?”
 
   “Not at all,” Kevin replied, catching Alliathiune’s frown as she twigged that this presentation had been rehearsed. “We still want to bring our enemies to a final battle where the courage of our heroes will be tested.”
 
   “So what’s your point?”
 
   “Well, good Unicorn, at the simplest level, larger battles tend to be more damaging to both sides. Once the Men reach Driadorn they will be free to wreak havoc as they wish and our great Mother Forest will be unprotected until we choose to bring them to account. What I propose is to make them bleed all the way to Driadorn, by which time they’ll have lost their stomach for the fight.”
 
   Zephyr nodded. “I can understand that. But why are you majoring on the Men when we are potentially facing a battle on three fronts, not just one?”
 
   “The Men are just an example. My ideas could be applied to the Fauns and Goblins, too. In fact, as I understand it the strategy isn’t to fight all three battles at once, but to take on one at a time. I would consider that not only wise, but essential given the size and disposition of our forces. This way, by applying more of our resources to one area or another, we might be able to influence how quickly a situation develops and fight battles at a time and place of our choosing.”
 
   “I thought of the Men first. They’re cutting a road through a wilderness. So it crossed my mind, what if the wilderness became even wilder?” His chuckle was low and mirthless. “What could we do to slow the progress of their road? Of course Driadorn’s situation is unique, but in my opinion that gives us more options rather than less. Say, for example, we were able to station Mancat archers in the brush alongside the road? They could pick off the engineers, and when the soldiers arrive, simply melt away, and reappear elsewhere. I imagine that might slow the building work.”
 
   “But when they station soldiers on the road?”
 
   “Then we might cut off and poison their water supplies, or spread pestilence in the Human encampment.”
 
   “But this wilderness is moons of travel away. How do you propose to carry out these tasks?”
 
   Kevin grinned, starting to enjoy himself. “I originally considered airdropping Dryads into the jungle ahead of the road to encourage it to grow thicker and wilder. I thought an Eagle the size of Glimmering of Dawn might carry a little Dryad in his talons and land her in the right place, or pick her up again afterwards.”
 
   Zephyr frowned sternly. Alliathiune, out of sight of the still mirror, stuffed her fist into her mouth to stop up her giggles, which threatened to destroy Kevin’s concentration. “That’s highly unconventional. The Eagles are a proud race, no creature’s beasts of burden.”
 
   “Well, good Zephyr, if you as a fiercely proud Unicorn, one of a race who regards themselves as no creature’s inferior, were not too proud to bear a barbarian outlander on your back, then I would hope that even the Eagles could eschew their pride to perform such a task for the good of the Forest.”
 
   The Jasper Cat sniffed at this. “Pride is hardly at issue here.”
 
   Kevin nodded. “And then I thought, what about the digging creatures? A road is useless if it has a large hole in the middle of it.”
 
   Two Hoots chuckled at this. “The Human supply carts might struggle in such circumstances.”
 
   “And the longer the road, the more they would have to protect. Thinly spread out, they would be more vulnerable to a sudden attack. Once you start on this train of thought you are limited only by your imagination. Imagine the havoc a tribe of monkeys could cause, stealing supplies, tearing up the road, and pinching tools and weapons? Or imagine swarms of grimflies released in the Faun encampment in Fourfire Valley? A team of Druids stirring up bad weather to drown their digging to the Trolls in waterfalls from the skies? Earthquakes on demand? Barriers of thorns and briars and earthworks to cut off the approach routes to the Well? A small stone dropped from a great height could seriously damage someone on the ground.”
 
   Zephyr chuckled at the expression of mingled horror and admiration on Two Hoot’s face. “Good Kevin, have I ever told you what a perfectly wicked imagination you have?”
 
   “Thank you, noble Zephyr. I believe the Jasper Cat did rightly point out an outlander’s ignorance of the Seventy-Seven Hills and the ancient ways of the Forest, a rebuke doubtless well deserved.”
 
   Kevin kept his eyes fixed on the still mirror, aware in the back of his mind that his companions, particularly Zephyr, still mistrusted his motives. But he did not care. This outlander was tired of meekly accepting the inevitable. This time he would fight, and it showed in the brilliant chrysoprase eyes reflected in the mirror’s surface.
 
   Wizardly eyes. A Dragon said so.
 
   Kevin said softly, “I am grateful we have leaders as great and wise as those represented here by Driadorn’s Council of War, who love the Forest with a fierce and protective love, who would die to defend her. The Jasper Cat is right–you know the Forest best. You will think of avenues I haven’t even begun to consider, a hundred stratagems to hold these evil despoilers at bay. You hold the Forest’s fate in your hands.”
 
   There was a deep and thoughtful silence at the end of his speech.
 
   And then he spoiled it all by adding, “Uh … hands, and paws, and claws, and whatever else …”
 
   Laughter rippled around the Council.
 
   “Well, I’m sure you have given the Council much to debate,” said the Unicorn. “No doubt their combined wisdom will ensure that we have enough time to complete our quest, saying which, this lighttime grows no younger and the road before us is long.”
 
   Two Hoots said, “May the Mother our Forest speed you on your journey, noble companions, and the fatal coils of Shäyol ensnare her enemies.”
 
   Kevin could have sworn the venerable Owl winked at him.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The companions pressed on with all haste, eating the miles at a pace that had Kevin’s legs fairly trotting along in order to keep up. As usual, he was the one lagging behind. Alliathiune was her usual indefatigable self, Akê-Akê had enough energy to spare on hunting parallel to their path, and the Witch’s long legs made one stride of his two. Glimmering of Dawn, of course, was a rotten cheat who flapped his wings once in a blue moon as he drifted overhead, keeping an eagle eye–pun intended, Kevin muttered crossly to himself–on their progress.
 
   By gum, he was grateful to settle by the campfire that evening, after collecting sticks with Akê-Akê in the semidarkness. He tried not to imagine what snakes, bugs, and assorted crawling horrors might lie in wait. He was battered and bruised after a humiliating episode involving a wasp, a roadside ditch, and an inconveniently placed log. Alliathiune and Zephyr had cried with laughter when the Faun, the heartless, conniving blighter, had unexpectedly imitated Kevin’s flapping panic later that afternoon–even managing to extract a hearty guffaw from the Witch, whose habitual expression was that thin-lipped disapproval his nurses had invariably managed to convey.
 
   That said, he was starting to enjoy campfires. Now there was a turnout for the books! He caught Zephyr’s eye.
 
   “Is Shadowmoon Keep really so dangerous?”
 
   The Unicorn wrinkled his nose. “What is that disgusting concoction you’re smearing on your feet, good outlander?”
 
   “This delightful balm–” he jerked his head to indicate Alliathiune, deep in conversation with the Druid “–is for my blisters, of which I have many more than my fair share. In fact, my left foot is more blister than sole.”
 
   “There’s something to be said for hooves, not so?”
 
   “You have the occasional stone or thorn too, Zephyr. I’ve dug out a few in the short time I’ve known you.”
 
   “Hrr-ibrrali!” he snorted. “Your attentions would usually be performed by a Honeybear. In response to your question, I might describe Shadowmoon Keep as a snare. Large, full of foul and evil creatures, the kind of place one wouldn’t willingly stick one’s nose without a compelling rationale. It once belonged to Ozark the Dark.”
 
   “Hence the imaginative name?”
 
   “It has many names,” the Unicorn said darkly. “It’s a place best avoided.”
 
   Kevin examined his other foot with tender care. “My dear old sprout, these new boots are tearing my feet to shreds! What did you make of our conversation with the Council this morning, Zephyr? Do you think they’ll act on my suggestions?”
 
   “Good outlander, they will ho-hum and debate mostly because you presented them in such a disastrous fashion–but I believe they’ll come round to our point of view. The Jasper Cat looked mad enough to spit.”
 
   “He did indeed.”
 
   Zephyr cropped a tuft of grass and chewed it meditatively. “I hope the Dark Apprentice has no further tricks to play.”
 
   “We hurt him at the Well. Snatcher said so. I drove him off, didn’t I? He won’t be back in a hurry!”
 
   The Unicorn’s ears twitched noncommittally at this boast. “Good Kevin, I have a question for you.”
 
   “Fire away, old boy.”
 
   “Why do I feel that you are hiding something from me–from us all? Why do I feel that you have been less than honest with us?”
 
   Kevin was surprised and offended that Zephyr still insisted on asking this particular question. And why, if he had anticipated it, did he still feel hurt? He looked away, trying to hide the tears that had sprung unexpectedly to his eyes.
 
   “Allow me to elucidate,” said the Unicorn. “When the Dark Apprentice attacked the Council at Elliadora’s Well, you were drunk, lying beneath one of the feasting-tables. At the vital instant you stood upright and disarmed him with the power of your magic. You remember that moment, don’t you?”
 
   “It’s the one thing I do remember.”
 
   “Good, then, because you’ll know what I mean when I say this next thing.” Zephyr drew a deep breath. “Good Kevin, the reason I know you are hiding something, is because that was the instant when the Dark Apprentice recognised you.”
 
   Kevin pretended to gasp. “He … what?”
 
   “He knew you. You were the last person he expected to see there, at the Well–so tell me, who is this Dark Apprentice and what is your connection with him? What do you know that you aren’t telling us?”
 
   From the corner of his eye, Kevin saw Alliathiune and Amadorn glance up at the Unicorn’s confrontational tone. Akê-Akê was easily within earshot, as was the Lurk with his exceptional hearing. For him, those listening ears raised the stakes a hundredfold.
 
   He said, “How the heck would he recognise me?”
 
   “That’s for you to explain, not so?”
 
   “Well, you must be mistaken. He was wearing that big black mask, as I recall.”
 
   “Good Kevin, from where I stood his reaction was as clear as lighttime. I have studied the different races and travelled extensively, even into the realms of Men, and Unicorns have an eye for detail and a knack for smelling a lie. We read conscious as well as subconscious use of language. It could not have been a more classic example, and would be nearly impossible to fake.”
 
   Kevin smiled, finding surer ground now. “So you will know then when I tell you that the Dark Apprentice is no friend of mine, that I am telling you the truth.”
 
   “It is an elementary matter for a master wizard to disguise his fabrications,” the Unicorn shot back. “And before you attempt to argue your innocence, let me assure you that in any of Driadorn’s known legal systems, the weight of evidence would be firmly against you. The nature, scope, and power of the wizardry that you have demonstrated renders that argument worthless. You could well be a master wizard disguised as a bumbling inept.”
 
   His description would have been laughable had the situation had not been poised on the brink of disaster–the destruction of his companions’ trust in him. Kevin’s mind raced as he considered this pickle. He knew the truth, but the Unicorn was right too. How could he prove his innocence?
 
   In a low voice, he said, “Do you really think that, noble Zephyr?”
 
   “I think you’re hiding something.”
 
   “I’m willing to submit to any test you care to devise.”
 
   “Were you a master wizard, you could conceivably dupe such a test.”
 
   “I am willing to resign my part in this quest straightaway.”
 
   “I might preserve my life better by keeping you right where I can see you, were–”
 
   “I a master wizard, yes, yes. I … I’ll give you the Key Ring, my most valuable possession?”
 
   Zephyr snorted dismissively.
 
   “All of my so-called wizardry has been accidental.”
 
   “Amazingly effective accidents, however, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “Exactly how many folk do you think I know in Driadorn, good Unicorn? I have hardly been here–what, a moon or two?”
 
   Zephyr’s upper lip curled derisively. “How do I know you haven’t been in Driadorn before? Or been colluding with the Dark Apprentice?”
 
   “Oh, hell–Zephyr, I don’t know him! I am no wizard!”
 
   “According to Amberthurn, you are now.”
 
   He elected to lose his rag. “Flipping heck, this is a ridiculous accusation! Alliathiune, you convince him that I am innocent–you know I am.”
 
   She shook her head, refusing to meet Kevin’s pleading eyes. “I think you should answer the question, good Kevin. It is important.”
 
   “Important?” His voice rose to an outraged shriek. “It’s insulting, that’s what it is! After all I’ve done for your precious Forest! You would all be toast if it weren’t for me! The Dark Apprentice would be chortling over your graves this very second! Talk about ingratitude! If you want to pick on a suspicious character, regard the Witch–she has darker motives and origins than any of our number. Even our supposedly demon-conjuring Faun Loremaster treads carefully around her.”
 
   The Witch said, icily, “Afraid to face up to your responsibilities, good Kevin? This next phase of our quest will test us each one to the uttermost. For this reason if no other, we need to be sure of who you are and what your agenda is.”
 
   “Well. I don’t know him. Period.”
 
   “Perhaps you should cast your mind back to that encounter,” Zephyr suggested. “What do you remember about the Dark Apprentice–was there anything about him that seemed familiar to you?”
 
   Kevin folded his arms and stared off into the middle distance. It had been so fleeting, the change from inebriation so abrupt–and therein lay another mystery–that he had simply been reacting rather than thinking and processing the information his senses were receiving. Yet, he did recall the critical moment.
 
   “Perhaps it was someone you know from Earth?” Snatcher rumbled from across the fire.
 
   Zephyr looked up in surprise. “Indeed, an excellent suggestion, good Lurk!”
 
   It was Kevin’s turn to vent a fine snort at this idea. “My dear fellow, exactly how commonplace do you think travel from one planet to another is? Setting aside the scientific impossibilities of the matter, my life before Feynard was highly circumscribed–only my family and servants actually knew me and let me assure you, none of them is a wizard! It’s a nonsensical speculation.”
 
   “No it isn’t nonsensical. You’re right, noble Lurk. Which other of Driadorn’s wizards, particularly one of the Dark Apprentice’s mastery of the vile arts, could possibly have encountered you during your short spell in Driadorn?”
 
   “Alliathiune …”
 
   “Humour us, please, Kevin,” she entreated him.
 
   Kevin could have kicked himself for his reaction, for her expressive eyes, gentle appeal, and manifest beauty moved him more than all that had gone before. The coolly logical defences that had been building in his mind, an elegant counter-argument leading to his absolution, all was swept away in an emotional landslide. Alliathiune had bewitched him! This thought rang through his mind like the tolling of church bells. He saw himself frozen, a helpless captive to her mysterious Dryadic witchery. Why else would she have such power over him? Why else would she have summoned him? She had been controlling him all this time!
 
   Now, he was incapable of stemming the words that flowed from his lips. “Look, Alliathiune, it can’t be any of my immediate family. This self-styled disciple of Ozark is undoubtedly male. That cuts the possibilities down to the princely sum total of two persons who might have recognised me: my brother Brian, and Father. Brian is a dimwit and a sadistic lout. He would not have the intelligence or capacity for wizardry even if you slapped him in the face with a complete magical toolkit. When I was younger, he used to beat me with a cricket bat–a large piece of wood–for entertainment. Father–well, where do I start? There is not a nice bone in his body. I suspect he killed my mother through abuse and neglect that spanned all the years of their marriage, such as it was. He rejoiced at my Great-Grandmother’s funeral because it meant he could get his hands on her inheritance.”
 
   He stared into the fire, remembering. The depth of bitterness in his voice was like draining a poisoned well. “He tricked them out of the inheritance, my dear old Father did. He had his expensive lawyers go through every last clause of the will and figure out how he could get his hands on the money and the estate. Poor Victoria had hardly had the earth tossed into her grave before he was making plans to move into Pitterdown Manor. And do you think it made him happy? No, not Father. He grew angrier. Even with money, he was still unable to make a success at business. He became bitter. He could not stomach life on a silver platter. All the possessions and trinkets came to mean nothing to him, for he was consumed with the reality of his failure.”
 
   “Father always used to drink. But he got worse. He was drunk all the time. He used to shout at me. ‘Kevin Albert Jenkins, you’re a pathetic excuse for a son! Why can’t you be like Brian? Brian’s going to college, you know. Brian’s trying out for cricket or athletics; manly sports, my boy. Do you know what a fortune your loving Father has to spend on you? Are you grateful, boy? Show me how grateful you are!’”
 
   “I used to hide in the Library. Father and Brian didn’t like it there. Given my condition, reading was the one solace I had, the one means of escaping into a world of imagination. Sometimes I used to imagine that I would one lighttime walk and play like other children must do. When I became a man, I forgot that dream. It was in the Library that Father kicked me into the fireplace and burned my ear and back–you’ve seen the scars, haven’t you?” Kevin jumped to his feet and jerked his shirt upward, tearing the seam. “Look. This is what finding the Key-Ring cost me!”
 
   The spirit and memory of his father loomed over him like a vengeful wraith, and the years of hurt upon hurt were simply too brimful to avoid spilling over.
 
   “Father used to beat me,” Kevin rushed on. “He used to beat me whenever he got drunk. He beat me with his fists and his belt and once with a heavy iron lamp. He would cry about it afterwards and say he was sorry. He made the doctors say I had accidents, that I was clumsy. In the years when I could still make it to school that was the lie I was forced to tell. Another accident–fell down the stairs. Fell off my bicycle. I used to lie in bed at night and wait for him to come home from the pub. Or sometimes he would be drinking right there in the drawing room, neat whiskey, shot after shot. When I heard the door slam I would tremble in my bed and pull the covers over my head. I would hear him bellowing at the servants. Then he would start to come upstairs. Terrified, I’d wet myself. I’d wet my trousers like a child who is afraid of the dark. He hated that. If he smelled it or suspected it, the beating would be much worse.”
 
   The flames crackled up as Kevin dropped his shirt again. “Father said he’d beat the sickness right out of me. The pain excited him. Brian just wanted to copy Father. He made it into a kind of sport. Nothing excited him more than finding new ways to hurt me.”
 
   “So you see, don’t you?” He needed to vomit, to purge his soul of the taste and detritus of those years of abuse. He shouted over his shoulder, “It can’t be either of them and I’m no stupid wizard either! I am telling the truth and if you don’t bloody like it then just put up or shut up and whatever you do, just LEAVE ME ALONE!”
 
   Akê-Akê said, “That went well.”
 
   Snatcher groaned and rocked back and forth on his heels, grieving in the manner of his race for Kevin’s pain.
 
   Zephyr dashed after him, into the darkness.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20: Adrift on the Endless Ocean
 
   He loved the seafaring life. Kevin would not have believed it. The roll of the turquoise swells, the fresh, tangy air, the cawing of seabirds in the rigging–Alliathiune had been teaching him the names of all the species–and the magnificent sight of sailfish sailing by, their great diaphanous wings raised from the water, gleaming like polished silver in the sunset, seaborne dragons pacing the their ship as they called to one another in voices as sweet as sea-sirens. This was paradise, he thought. Paradise he shared with the finest companions a man could ask for.
 
   They had hired a wide-beamed sliplet, a wooden sailing ship popular in these waters and typically found hauling trade goods from Utharia to the coastal towns of Amberthurn’s realm, or further north to the lands of Men. Driadorn too had an outlet to this trade in the extreme south of the Hills, but they planned to cut directly west to the peninsula of Utharia across the narrow waist of the turquoise Aladar Sea. Technically the journey could be made entirely afoot, but it would probably take four to five seasons to complete that great arc–and the desert of Lakk would take more than an ordinary effort to cross. By then, fair Driadorn might be lost.
 
   Kevin’s gaze turned, as ever, to a certain fair Dryad standing right at the prow, contemplating another fiery sunset as the blazing sun-flares of Indomalion set the ocean afire.
 
   He alone seemed able to see beyond this Dark Apprentice to the Forest’s future. They must replace the Elliarana; that he understood instinctively. Equally, he was convinced the Dryads must perform this task. A seedling must begin with a seed. Then why the great secrecy of Dryad reproduction? It made no sense no matter how many times he turned it over in his mind. Zephyr had related the legend of the Arch of Indomalion, at the Sacred Grove, being the only place a Dryad could mate with mortal man. Mortal man? Did that mean Dryads were immortal? Or survived as long as a Forest tree, hundreds or perhaps thousands of years? Did Dryads mate with men? Apparently not, from the signals he was getting from Alliathiune. Did they bud off a seedling? Or carry both male and female parts, and pollinate themselves?
 
   Why twin secrets hidden inside of her, Dryad and Seer?
 
   As he came up behind her, treading quietly with the intent of surprising the Dryad, he realised she was speaking to herself. At the very last instant, she whirled on her heel and stared at him–no, through him. A bizarre spasm crossed her features and she shuddered from head to toe, like a tree caught in a storm. Her strange voice, the other voice, said:
 
   “My daughter, we walked the leafy Forest lanes together, the King of the Ra’luun and I, and I truly believe I loved him. But the Ra’luun fell under the sway of Omäirg, the Dark Wizard. We Dryads destroyed him. We murdered him. Against all Dryad ways, lore, and love of the Mother Forest, this is what we did to save our Forest. How could we ever justify murder? It tore me apart.”
 
   The Dryad shook herself wildly, gripped by some terrible emotion, and then suddenly, it was Alliathiune again regarding him from tearful eyes. “What was that? Was it a Seeing?”
 
   Kevin bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. “Yes.”
 
   “Are you alright?” He nodded, although he felt the opposite. “Tell me what I said. Please, good Kevin.”
 
   He could not help it. He cast off her hand on his arm with a tremor.
 
   “Kevin?”
 
   “You spoke of the Ra’luun King,” he offered, in low, wooden voice.
 
   The breeze swept Alliathiune’s tresses back from her face, which turned as pale as ice. “What?” she gasped. She sagged against the railing as though he had struck her in the gut, driving the breath out of her.
 
   But at that instant, Kevin heard a hoof-step behind him. He turned, hiding Alliathiune impulsively, and saw Zephyr approaching. What awful timing! Poor Alliathiune! The Unicorn favoured them with a flamboyant prance as he approached.
 
   “Zephyr,” said Kevin. “How fare our companions?”
 
   And from beside his shoulder, Alliathiune inquired, as merrily as if nothing had just upset her, “An acorn for your frown, good Unicorn?”
 
   “That would be, my diminutive damsel, a price too dear for such a muddle I am in this eventide,” said he, with a self-deprecating turn of his forehoof. “Nay, do not ineffectually paw that bird’s nest you call hair. I am grown rather fond of spotting new forms of life growing within your tresses.”
 
   Kevin chuckled.
 
   The Dryad blushed as vividly as the sunset. “Zephyr! Such commentary is uncalled for!”
 
   “Merely a slip of the tongue.”
 
   “I’ll slip you over the edge without remorse!”
 
   Zephyr drew back in mock alarm. “Oh, the horror! Nay, good Dryad, I am latterly returned from tending our companions. It is the lowland fever, just as we suspected. Even the indestructible Lurk is laid abed–”
 
   “Can he even fit on a bed?”
 
   Alliathiune slapped Kevin’s shoulder. “Honestly, good outlander–!”
 
   “Well, he barely fits in the entire hold of this oversized bathtub toy, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Don’t you knock a hole in what’s keeping us from swimming us with the crabs,” the Dryad said tartly. “Do you have any idea what this is like for a Forest-dweller? Bobbing about on endless blue swells, not a tree for a hundred leagues?”
 
   “You’re not the only one who can’t swim.”
 
   “All Dryads learn to swim in the Forest rivers,” Alliathiune replied. “You’ll have to learn. But what of the Witch, good Unicorn?”
 
   “She suffers silently. But our two-hoofed pocket army of a Faun fares most poorly. I have dosed him to the eyeballs with caraweed, inky redwort, and belladonna extract.”
 
   “Lucky fellow.” Alliathiune pulled a face.
 
   “Be thankful it’s not toad oil, good Unicorn,” Kevin put in. 
 
   “Quite so. However, an acorn might purchase your opinion of yonder clouds, boiling over our southern aspect,” said Zephyr, infatuated as always with fine-sounding phrases. “I did earlier quiz the doughty Druid thereon.”
 
   “And what did you learn?”
 
   “He shares my disquiet, good tender of our Mother Forest. The ship’s captain said, and I quote, ‘We are in for a bit of a blow’.”
 
   “Ooh, I don’t like the sound of that. Give me a cool forest glade any lighttime over this bobbing about in the middle of nowhere upon a frail scrap of timber.”
 
   The Unicorn glanced about and lowered his voice. “My horn tingles with the sense of tharriln, good friends. I have requested that the Druid make preparations against evil sorcery, and that he seek to turn this inclement weather from our course.”
 
   What Zephyr referred to was akin to a sense of self-preservation, a well-documented sixth sense possessed by his kind that could sniff out and warn of impending peril. Unicorns, like Druids, were attuned to the natural rhythms of land and sky, just as Dryads enjoyed an innate empathy with living things.
 
   Alliathiune rubbed her upper arms, as though struck by a sudden chill. “Think you this bears the hallmark of the Dark Apprentice, or of his black creature that troubled us in the Fenlands?”
 
   “I would not discount it.”
 
   Zephyr’s horn was shining slightly, Kevin noticed, in a manner he had never before seen. Just that morning Alliathiune had told him she was running low on energy. She should have taken Sälïph-sap before they left dry land, for it was partway through the moon cycle and the journey was consuming more of her resources than expected.
 
   The Unicorn asked, “Have you heard from your kin on the matter of the Elliarana?”
 
   “Only that they still investigate what must be done. You made the still mirror, Zephyr–the same one where we saw the armies of Men beginning to march against Driadorn.”
 
   “Be not dismayed, good Dryad. We shall prevail against this darkness that besets our land.” He touched his horn to her shoulder. “Strength to you.”
 
   “You are kind.”
 
   “Strength to you, noble Kevin.”
 
   “And the Peace of the Mothering Forest to you, mothering Unicorn,” he replied.
 
   “Now, I wonder if you both could assist me in readying our companions for the coming storm? Chattels must be stowed and those who slumber made fast in their bunks. Your fingers are quick and nimble.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The unnatural storm blew up quickly during the darktime, despite Amadorn’s sweat-drenched labours to deflect it from its course. The ship quickly began to pitch and roll, and the deckhands were roused from their slumber to clamber aloft and make fast the sails and whistling rigging. They set a storm jib and triple-lashed the Helmsbear and his Human navigator in place. Below, the galley fires were banked back or doused completely, and the travellers adjured to stay out of the way.
 
   The morning dawned wild and foul. Gale-force winds whipped spray off the rising waves, while the seas gathered around their craft like a troop of playful giants to toss it about with careless abandon. Ropes ran taut to the cleats and the salt-rimed captain made plans to throw out a sea anchor in order to stabilise their course and give the rudder some purchase amidst the heaving swells.
 
   By noon waves crashed over the decks, turning the ship’s progress into a drunken wallow punctuated with thumping sideways concussions as they persisted in forcing a westward passage. Amadorn worked himself to the point of collapse, earning some respite for the grateful crew, but the storm’s power was clearly beyond him. Hardened sailors cast suspicious glances at each other, wondering perhaps if it was one of their hire who had brought this tempest upon them–superstitious to a creature, and nervous of any wizardry. Toward late afternoon, such as could be discerned in the wave-blasted mayhem beneath lowering storm clouds and hail mixed with spray flying laterally across the waves, the Witch appeared above decks, fevered and irate, shouting that a storm elemental had been summoned and they should turn and run rather than fight it.
 
   “Dark wizardry!” she shrieked at the captain, who took one look at her face and ordered the Helmsbear to set a new course. “It cannot be stayed!”
 
   The theory was that a storm elemental could be summoned, but the act of invocation tended to make it somewhat irate–especially at the summoner. With all the awesome force of nature to throw at any annoyance, no mortal being could withstand its power and more than one wizard had been consumed in a conflagration of his own making. A storm might run for lighttimes before an elemental’s anger was appeased.
 
   The Witch stood at the bow, her cloak whipping and snapping around her tall, thin form as she raised her clawed hands and cast her wiles into the storm’s teeth, shaping and manipulating it like an engineer seeking to contain a flood. For the vital moments they swung away to a new south-westward course, and were exposed on the flank, she forged a near-calm that had the sailors wiping their eyes in disbelief. The motion of the ship changed. Steadier now, they scudded forward on a new course.
 
   For nine lighttimes the ship ran before the storm, trying at times to make better westward passage but flung back every time. Zephyr huffed to Kevin and Alliathiune that Utharia was definitely an unpopular destination in somebody’s reckoning. Hunter prowled their cabin like a caged animal, clearly eager for the opportunity to reason with someone at sword-point. Snatcher spelled the Helmsbear. His drenched, ten-foot bulk looming over the heaving ship’s wheel with his pellucid eyes gleaming in the semidarkness was a sight to behold, but his presence was a rock and a bulwark that gave the sailors renewed heart.
 
   On the tenth morning, the storm broke.
 
   “Breakfast, sleepyhead,” said Alliathiune, poking Kevin in the ribs.
 
   He grumbled and turned over.
 
   “Prod him again,” said Amadorn.
 
   “Allow me,” said Hunter, extending her claws.
 
   “Ouch! Flipping heck! Do you have to?” Kevin sat up too quickly and thumped his head on the bunk above. “Double ruddy ouch with knobs on! What kind of way is this to wake up? Call yourselves friends and companions?” He sat up and clutched the blankets as though he would never let them go. “Right, so tell me, for what reason–and it had better be a compelling reason–has my slumber been disturbed?”
 
   “Grumpy as a–”
 
   Hardly had he begun to speak a fearful blow struck the ship, shaking it like a child’s rattle from bowsprit to rudder. With a sickly groaning of timbers, it heeled over and rather than righting itself, simply stayed put at that angle. The impact catapulted Kevin from his bunk. He crashed into Alliathiune’s and somehow ended up at the wall, her skirt tangled around his face. Hunter, Amadorn, and Zephyr lay in a snarl atop the porthole, which had suddenly become the floor.
 
   Frightened and dismayed shouts erupted from the deck, where one imagined sailors hanging on for their lives. “We’re lost!” “Help!” “We’ve run aground!”
 
   “This is an ill accident!” Zephyr whinnied, thrusting himself clear. “Quick, to the decks!”
 
   “Get off me!”
 
   “Good gracious, Alliathiune, give a fellow a chance!”
 
   There came another immense blow and the awful sound of splintering timbers. Kevin, halfway to his feet, missed his hold and fell against Alliathiune again.
 
   “Unhand me this instant, you oaf!”
 
   She kicked him and clawed at his face with her nails.
 
   “Wait for me!” Zephyr shrilled, pushing after her with no regard for Kevin either–treading on his toes to boot, to add to his misery.
 
   Once he had finished hopping about, for having one’s foot squashed by a creature the size and weight of a horse is no small affair, Kevin limped up the gangway and headed for the decks to see what the fuss was about. Just his luck having landed on Alliathiune twice in quick succession! As if he would handle her person uninvited … that said, when did she start wearing perfume? She smelled most agreeable, unlike him who had been cooped up below decks for nine lighttimes without a bath! How did she do it?
 
   These profound reflections were dashed from Kevin’s mind the moment he poked his head out of the hatch. Below, his reaction had been that the ship had run aground. Now, he realised that what they had run afoul of was neither ground, nor was it pleased.
 
   It was a sea creature, perhaps a squid, but of no kind or size that Kevin had ever read of during his studies of biology and palaeontology. This was a monster, the granddaddy of all squids. They must have rammed into the creature’s dorsal side, whereupon it had rolled over, lifting the sliplet partly clear of the water. Now the two longest tentacles, furnished with suckers the size of dinner plates, were making an exploration of the nature of its assailant. This was the second blow they had felt. As he watched, the creature struck one of the spars and snapped it clear off. A man fell screaming from the rigging and was plucked up by another tentacle.
 
   “We have to break clear!” shouted the captain.
 
   “We’ll make an attempt!” Zephyr yelled. He levitated above the deck, for his hooves were no use whatsoever on the steep wooden slope. “Good Alliathiune–”
 
   “I’d need to touch the creature!”
 
   The ship shuddered once more. Quick as a whip, one of the tentacles encircled it near the bowsprit and began to squeeze. Timbers groaned and creaked. Several brave crewmen swarmed forward with axes and knives to try and cut it free, but the rubbery surface resisted their blows. Amadorn stumped forward with Hunter’s assistance and put his Druidic skills to use, conjuring acid to burn through its flesh. But the other long tentacle snaked athwart, pinning the Unicorn to the mast, and when it tightened, Kevin could graphically imagine what would happen. He raised his hand, ready to intervene in whatever way he could.
 
   “Alliathiune! No!”
 
   There was a flash of green off the side of the ship as she leaped from the railing onto the creature’s back. Her bare feet found grip on the barnacle-crusted surface and she plunged her hands downwards. Kevin, dangling from the hatch as the creature shifted, saw her head jerk backward in agony.
 
   “Demon!” she shrieked.
 
   A creature summoned from the netherworld! Kevin knew what the Unicorns believed about Shäyol, but had dismissed that portion of his instruction as the superstitious quibbling of a primitive people. Would Alliathiune have any influence over such a creature? This was more the province of Akê-Akê or Zephyr–who groaned loudly.
 
   Kevin’s eyes snapped to the fore. The tentacle had tightened enough that Zephyr was having trouble breathing, his eyes bulging from his head as he struggled with all his might against an otherworldly force. Oh, God, no, not Zephyr too … Kevin leaped for the tentacle and clasped it with his ruined blue hand.
 
   Reversal, he was thinking. Reverse the summoning. The magical law of opposites.
 
   There was a concussion and a flash of lightning that lit him up like a Christmas tree. As Snatcher had intimated, and Zephyr had recently argued, it seemed that his power lay in the negation of magic, in cancelling, absorbing, and redirecting other powers. The discharge flung him clear across the deck, fetching him up in a dazed and smoking heap against the group of sailors who had been attacking the other tentacle. And the creature vanished.
 
   It vanished in a puff of viscid, oily smoke, dropping their ship into the ocean and causing the waters to rush and roar into the vast volume it had occupied. Alliathiune was swamped by a wave many times her height and sucked under, while the ship bobbed and slowly righted itself amidst a choppy blue sea that quickly calmed.
 
   Kevin moaned and coughed up blood.
 
   There were shouts alongside the ship, a splash, and an anxious silence.
 
   “Ugh.” He coughed again. “Zephyr?”
 
   “Lie still, good Kevin. You did well. Here, I’ll take the pain away.”
 
   Instead, he struggled to sit up. “The Dryad! Save the Dryad!”
 
   “Lie still!”
 
   An invisible hand pressed him to the deck. Veils of darkness drifted across his vision. “She … went overboard …”
 
   A great cheer arose from the rail. Amadorn nodded from there and limped over to where Kevin lay. “The mighty Lurk has succoured the Dryad,” he said. “The sailors are hauling them aloft now.”
 
   “I hope they are sturdy fellows,” Kevin quipped weakly.
 
   “Aïssändraught,” the Unicorn mothered him. “Drink up.”
 
   “Just keep Snatcher’s toad oil away from me.”
 
   But he could not help smiling at what followed, for when the Lurk appeared over the rail the sailors mobbed him as one man with back-slapping congratulations and effusive praise. If ever anyone had deserved such admiration, he thought, it was Snatcher. His was a quiet kind of courage, as strong and enduring as a mountain. Kevin knew the pearlescent liquid leaking from the Lurk’s eyes had nothing to do with the seawater–had he not seen the Lurk grieving? So these must be tears of happiness, for the recognition which meant so much to a pariah amongst his own people. It was amazing how these simple sailors had taken him to heart.
 
   But now they were all coming up the deck, Alliathiune too. Streaks of blood trickled down her legs. Her hair was bedraggled and her clothing torn.
 
   “You look a sight,” he greeted her, unable to summon the strength to rise from the deck.
 
   “And you look dreadful, you daft man,” she said, flung her arms around his neck, and planted a sound kiss on his cheek.
 
   Kevin burbled, “Huh?”
 
   “The creature had ensnared the good Dryad,” Snatcher rumbled, shaking water everywhere. “The suckers have teeth, as you can tell from her legs.”
 
   “So you rescued Zephyr and Alliathiune at the same time,” Amadorn finished, his eyes twinkling at Kevin. “I feel a ballad coming on.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Someone said, “Has he taken a blow to his head, or is that the Aïssändraught making him stupid?”
 
   “What about, ‘The Outlander and the Sea Beast’? Or, one which has been brewing in my mind for some time now, ‘The Tale of Driadorn’s High Wizard’?”
 
   “Oh no, Amadorn, I get to choose. That bit is out.”
 
   His companions laughed and crowded closer, patting Kevin on the shoulder and telling him what a mighty wizard he was.
 
   “No, no … it was nothing, really. I must protest. You’re all making a storm in a teacup and it’s horribly embarrassing. Stop it this instant, or I swear I’ll–”
 
   “Yes,” Zephyr chortled, “it was all an accident!”
 
   “Now just you hold on right there, you block-headed Unicorn. You have to listen to me!”
 
   But the more he protested, the harder they laughed.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   After the storm, the weather turned extraordinarily calm. The sea became as still as polished marble, and the combined efforts of the magically adept could not summon so much as a breath of wind. It was so swelteringly hot that the crew rigged spare sails across the deck to shelter them from Indomalion’s glare, which despite the season was almost unbearable. They languished beneath the canvas and took turns fanning each other or fetching water. There was bantering talk of dropping Snatcher aft to see what propulsion he could muster, or hitching Glimmering of Dawn to the mast. The proud Eagle did not take kindly to this suggestion and pointedly spent a whole afternoon drifting in slow circles above the ship.
 
   The captain took his measurements and declared that they had been driven several hundred leagues south of Utharia, into an unknown region. His more pressing concern was to make landfall in order to repair his vessel, which was leaking below the waterline after being damaged by the squid.
 
   “We simply must break this deadlock,” Alliathiune remarked to Kevin, late one afternoon.
 
   Kevin opened one eye a crack. “Do you think I’m getting a suntan?”
 
   “You are turning the colour of a freshwater lobster, good Human, and I think you should come into the shade.”
 
   “Great. Genetics, you know.” She stared at him. “Oh–Earth word, sorry, Alliathiune. The study of heredity. My family are all fair-skinned. We don’t tan. Anyway, why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind? You are looking a tad pale, I might add. Are you unwell?”
 
   “I need a tree.”
 
   “Oh … blimey. Uh, what happens if you don’t … you know?”
 
   “Enter a tree?” Her smile told him he clearly had a few things to learn about Dryads yet. “If I do not enter a tree within a couple of lighttimes, I will sicken dramatically–and eventually die.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I had hoped we would be moving soon.”
 
   “Ditto. Do Dryads ever not enter a tree by choice? Do they commit suicide?”
 
   To Kevin’s horror, after his casual inquiry, Alliathiune folded up on the deck in a puddle of tears, stifling her sobs in the folds of his cast-off shirt. He sat there for ages and patted her shoulder ineffectually, caught Zephyr’s frown and shrugged, then when the Dryad did not appear to recover moved over to speak with the Unicorn.
 
   “Alliathiune requires a tree,” he said.
 
   “Oh, by the Well, I had forgotten! We must do something!” Zephyr pranced in his frustration, making people stare. He dropped his voice. “Is it bad?”
 
   “Bad enough–a couple of days, she says.”
 
   “Lighttimes, good outlander. When will you get it right? By the sacred Well, I must think! Why did she not speak out earlier? We are becalmed and unable to–”
 
   Kevin cleared his throat. “I had an idea. Kind of.”
 
   “What is a ‘kind of’ idea, good outlander? It either is, or it isn’t. Make yourself clear!”
 
   He swallowed, but told himself Zephyr was stressed and frustrated. He whispered, “I meant to say, good Zephyr, that I have no idea how we might implement this particular idea.”
 
   “If you don’t share your plan within a count of ten …”
 
   “You’re so impatient. It struck me, old fruit, that when the sailors were joking about tossing Snatcher overboard to serve as a motor–a means of propulsion, that is–that if we could not generate wind, why not generate an ocean current?”
 
   The one-horn’s eyes boggled. “Good Kevin, you are brilliant! A mastermind. A veritable genius. Everyone, listen to me! Kevin is a genius!”
 
   “Shush, Zephyr, I’m embarrassed I didn’t think of it long ago.”
 
   “To borrow one of your delightful Earth phases, old fruit, why don’t you shut up and let me do the talking?”
 
   “You rude–”
 
   “Speak to the hindquarters. The front end is busy getting us out of this fix.”
 
   Kevin made a mocking bow that stopped short of Zephyr’s proudly arched plume of a tail. “I’ll leave the details to you, shall I?”
 
   And he plucked out a hair, making Zephyr jump crossly.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   A handy ocean current, whipped up by Amadorn and Zephyr working in concert, had by darktime pressed the ship into noticeable motion. By dawn, there was a welcome ruffle of canvas as a breeze picked up and their prow began to cut through the water with renewed purpose. The sailors worked like drudges bailing out the hold and the captain piled on such canvas as could workably be employed amidst the damaged rigging–the ship’s carpenter and the sailors repaired what they could, but some matters required more than spit and rope.
 
   Glimmering of Dawn brought word of a small island ahead, where they might conceivably make a landing and effect the necessary repairs. The Helmsbear corrected her course by several points, bringing them after a noontime repast to a safe anchorage beside a perfect tropical island, complete with white sandy beach and trees remarkably similar to palms, which bore purple fruit the size of Kevin’s head. Lush foliage festooned the slopes of its conical central mountain, proclaiming a volcanic origin and rich soil.
 
   “We should get Alliathiune ashore as soon as possible.”
 
   “Indeed, good outlander,” Zephyr agreed. “Why don’t you roust up the crew, while I–what by the Hills is that crazy Lurk doing?”
 
   “Walking on the bottom,” said Kevin.
 
   “He’s what? He can breathe seawater?”
 
   “Gills, you know. Jolly useful at times. I’ve always wanted a set.”
 
   Zephyr favoured him with a very dirty look. “Why is he taking a rope with him?”
 
   “No doubt the captain wishes to bring us ashore,” Kevin replied, pleased for once to be an authority on something. “He will probably set up a pulley system against that large tree there, and with a few handy logs in place, simply roll us up the beach. A workhorse like the Lurk should make light work of it.”
 
   “Humph. Why don’t you organise the crew? I’m keen to stretch my legs too. I have four of them, you know, and you can imagine how I suffer on a cramped vessel like this.”
 
   Akê-Akê took Kevin’s elbow. “Yes, he hasn’t let us forget that fact since we boarded, has he?”
 
   “I heard that, you scurrilous, hairy excuse for a cloven-hoofed caterpillar!”
 
   “And you’re in love with your reflection, you snooty, mincing old windbag!” snorted the Faun.
 
   “What are all these insults about, Akê-Akê? I’ve noticed how everyone insults each other–except the Witch, of course. Nobody would dare insult her.”
 
   “The familiarity of long association,” he replied. “Camaraderie. Companionship. Come along, you snivelling excuse for a half-witted wizard. You don’t scare me.”
 
   Kevin shook his head in bemusement. Some aspects of socialising with other creatures–for he was often painfully aware of how circumscribed his world had been before Feynard–still made him wonder. The little rituals people invented. Such as the Faun prodding him awake every morning with the edge of his hoof, or the way Zephyr and Alliathiune bickered like cat and dog but were actually firm friends.
 
   The crew were commendably responsive to his request. In short order Hunter, Akê-Akê, Alliathiune, and Kevin were installed in a precarious cockleshell craft that made bath toys look safe, being rowed ashore. Zephyr had to wait for more convenient exit, or as he was now doing, he could expend his magical power levitating himself across the lapping waves. Showboating was such a bad habit! Kevin sniffed and nearly fell on his face as the boat grounded. Then he did trip over the gunwale and landed on hands and knees in the warm surf. Akê-Akê howled with laughter. All Kevin could think was how very salty seawater tasted, and the priceless look lighting Alliathiune’s wan face.
 
   “This is my first beach,” he said to her, watching Akê-Akê and Hunter trotting off to scout and secure their surroundings. “I’ve never been on a beach before.”
 
   “Me neither.”
 
   “You don’t say. I didn’t know that!”
 
   “There is much about me to know,” she smiled, linking her elbow with his. “This is the Dryad way of walking, good Kevin. Arm in arm.”
 
   “Is that so? I suppose I should have remembered from the Well.” He scratched his scraggly beard. “Indeed, I recall how your companions explicitly avoided taking your arm, Alliathiune. I felt bad for you.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have,” she said, but seemed pleased. “That disease is called the power of Seeing. Other Dryads are afraid of me.”
 
   “I’m afraid of you.”
 
   “Please. I couldn’t bear that.”
 
   There it was, her ability to throw his thoughts all into a muddle with one soft phrase. Ridiculous! He rallied to reply, “It has crossed my mind once or twice, I confess to my undying shame, Alliathiune, that you must have cast a spell over me. I’ve changed so much, I hardly know myself these lighttimes. I used to know how I would react in a given situation. Now I haven’t a clue. That’s the scariest thing.”
 
   She gave him a funny look. “You silly man, I’ve done nothing of the sort. You are a free agent–freer now than ever before. Freer than in your past life.”
 
   “For which I have you to thank.” Kevin met her diffident gaze with all the brilliance he could muster. Free! “I’ve never thanked you for bringing me to Driadorn, Alliathiune, and moreover, for becoming my friend. I am more deeply grateful than words can convey.”
 
   “You’ll make me cry again,” she whispered, wiping her eyes on her sleeve.
 
   “I’m–uh, I’m sorry about that too.”
 
   “Don’t be.” Alliathiune drew a huge breath. “Look, here’s a suitable tree.” She turned to face him, clutched his good hand in hers as though she would never let it go. “Good Kevin, I wonder if you remember a particular conversation we had after the Bridge of Storms? Quite early on?”
 
   “I do,” he smiled. “I’m afraid you left me with questions about my questions, but a much clearer idea of the nature of friendship.”
 
   Alliathiune laughed wryly. “I’m sure I did. One of the things to know about me, good Kevin, which I did not tell you that darktime but was on my mind, was that my mother committed suicide. She was the one who killed the Ra’luun King, you see. She took her own life in just the manner you inadvertently referred to–she refused to enter a tree and take the Sälïph-sap. The Queen tried to force her, but she would not submit.”
 
   “Oh, Alliathiune, that’s terrible.”
 
   “She was a strong woman. It took her a long time to die. They kept me away from her because I was in seclusion for my training as a Seer. Now I regret it more than you will ever know. There were so many things I wanted to say to her, things that I have never been able to say. She wrote me a letter, you see, before she died, explaining everything. Seer magic is erratic and dangerous.”
 
   “So you didn’t …?”
 
   Alliathiune shook her head, looking away.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Alliathiune.” Kevin frowned at the top of her bowed head, thinking at two levels, her terrible pain on the one hand and how petite she was on the other, even in comparison to him. “Was she related to the Dryad Queen?” he asked.
 
   “My mother’s elder sister.”
 
   “Ah,” he breathed. That explained the air of command that Alliathiune employed at the drop of a hat, usually to facilitate getting her own way in some matter. She was the Queen’s niece! And a Seer to boot.
 
   The nuances within her words still eluded him, however. He felt as though discovering the truth of her nature was like treading spiral pathway, probing deeper and deeper into a many-layered mystery–often returning to what he knew already, but from a different angle. Complicated indeed. Now, was she telling the whole truth?
 
   But he did like nothing more than a good puzzle!
 
   “I should enter the tree while there is time, good outlander,” she said, disengaging their hands. “And Kevin?”
 
   “Noble vegetable?”
 
   Alliathiune whispered, “Please understand when I say there can never be more than friendship between us. You have feelings; I have too. But this can never be.”
 
   He opened and closed his mouth without being aware of anything but a terrible pain in his breast.
 
   “It pains me too, good Kevin, but I would not see you hurt.”
 
   Tears burned his eyes as Alliathiune merged with the tree.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Repairs were rapidly effected by the willing crew, who worked their hands raw during the daylight hours and feasted on the delights provided by hunting parties–breadfruit, fowl, and wild pig, mangoes, papaya, and dry victuals from the ship’s store. It was a welcome change from the rations they had been forced to endure while becalmed on the Endless Ocean, so named because no one had ever discovered the far side, though there had been several ill-starred voyages of discovery.
 
   Kevin quizzed Zephyr about the Ra’luun King, learning only that they were tree-dwelling Human people, living far to the southeast in Driadorn’s realm, in a rainforest region. He knew no more than Alliathiune had revealed–the Ra’luun, having become enemies of the Forest under Omäirg, were defeated by the Dryads by means unknown.
 
   Three darktimes later the vessel was re-floated to much cheer and no little celebration on the part of the crew, who threw a wild and good-humoured party. There was dancing around a roaring bonfire, much feasting courtesy of a giant boar Hunter had brought down, and Amadorn’s music for entertainment. There was Unicorn poetry, fireworks from the Witch, and Alliathiune treated them to a rendition of the Ballad of Anuillathuine, a lively Dryad folksong about a girl who wished the Eagles to teach her how to fly and the adventures she encountered before finally soaring into the clouds. Zephyr conjured illusions to amuse and frighten, while Akê-Akê tried to teach of group of inebriated sailors the art of Faunish round-dancing, to much hilarity.
 
   Given the quantities of rum consumed and the pounding hangovers that accompanied Indomalion’s rising, it was closer to noon than sunrise before folk were back aboard and making preparations to leave. People winced every time the captain roared at his sailors to go aloft or raise anchor.
 
   Their vessel was just starting to feel the press of bulging canvas when Kevin said to Amadorn, “Have you seen Zephyr?”
 
   The Druid frowned. “Indeed not, good outlander.” He raised his head and called, “Has anyone seen the one-horn?”
 
   His strong, trained voice cut across the hubbub of departure like the clarion song of a trumpet. Sailors and companions stared around in confusion. Where was the Unicorn? Who had seen him last? Was he at the party? When did he leave?
 
   “Down anchor!” bellowed the captain.
 
   The rattle of chain nearly drowned out Hunter’s cry, “Look! On the slope!”
 
   Every eye on the ship fixed on the sight of trees bending and breaking in a steady, almost stately procession, as though a massive boulder were tumbling along, crushing all in its path. A great scar was being rent along the mountain’s flank, deepening before their disbelieving eyes. Fire burst up along its path. The trees and bushes caught quickly, as though licked by napalm.
 
   A strange group of creatures rose from the trees just ahead of the conflagration; Kevin realised it was many red creatures mobbing and attacking one. Glimmering of Dawn came hurtling from the skies like a thunderbolt, striking with beak and talon in an awesome fury. He tore the group apart. Bodies plummeted from the sky.
 
   “It’s Zephyr!” Kevin shouted.
 
   “Demon vultures!” Akê-Akê gasped. “It is a conjuring of the Dark One!”
 
   From this distance they could do nought but watch. Zephyr appeared to be running, levitating himself above the growing conflagration, but the strange creatures swarmed up in great numbers from the vegetation, surrounding him in a ring of talons and teeth. Fire burst from the Unicorn’s horn, momentarily clearing the way, but others fell upon him from above and behind–and they saw now another creature rising from the trees, the red-eyed Kraleon who had pursued them through the Fenlands. Clawed hands waved, orchestrating the battle.
 
   The Unicorn was sore beset. Glimmering of Dawn was right in the midst of the fray, clawing and snapping at the red creatures, but for every one he dropped three rose to take their place. Two latched upon his back, tearing at his head and neck feathers with their beaks, whereupon the lord of the skies side-slipped wickedly close to Zephyr’s flashing hooves and had his tormentors summarily removed. Faint sounds of the battle floated upon the breeze–the hissing of fire, the cracking and destruction of trees, the harsh cries of the blood-red vultures as they slashed Zephyr’s exposed back with their talons. Several had hooked their claws into his mane and hung around his neck, trying to tear him open and breach the great arteries of his life.
 
   Hunter flashed up the beach and into the trees, running with all her speed as she unlimbered her bow. Akê-Akê was belatedly in pursuit, but the Mancat was far swifter across the ground than he. Snatcher raced past the Faun too, and vanished into the foliage.
 
   Kevin saw Amadorn’s staff flash high overhead, launched from his hand like a javelin, and as it flew it shimmered, morphing into a chain of flashing lights. It streaked across the sky and detonated like a thunderbolt, showering Zephyr and his attackers in a silvery rain. Dozens of the attackers simply disappeared, the magic that had summoned them undone. But the Kraleon waved its arms and greater numbers yet rose from the trees, pursuing Zephyr and Glimmering of Dawn with fearsome, angry cries.
 
   He raised his arms, but for once, did not know what to do. Kevin had no firebolt that could reach over that distance. Although he willed it, the magic did not surge out as before. He shouted in frustration!
 
   The Eagle took Zephyr’s harness in his claws in an effort to speed their flight by adding the power of his great wings. Kevin began to hope they would draw clear. But a long, dark neck rose from the treetops and took a toothy snap at the pair, catching Glimmering of Dawn’s primary flight feathers in its mouth. The delay as they struggled free cost them dearly. The red vultures descended as though a feast of the finest carrion were laid before them. The Unicorn vanished beneath the crimson press. Arrows flicked out of the trees now, cutting down some of the creatures, but their swarming numbers were simply too great.
 
   The fight was much closer now, skimming over the trees. The sailors belatedly took up arms as they realised they might come under attack.
 
   Glimmering of Dawn was first to fall, so weighed and hampered by the press of bodies that when the black, scaly beast rose ahead of him again, he had no chance. The mouth engulfed both him and a dozen vultures, chewed, and spat out a sodden mass of bones and feathers.
 
   Kevin fell to his knees, choking in horror.
 
   Amadorn and the Witch blasted the Kraleon with fires of their own, and the combination of their powers gave it pause. They had learned from the previous encounter. The dark creature dropped into the trees, and vanished.
 
   But the demon vultures were still tearing strips off Zephyr’s hide. The Unicorn’s reserves were spent. Amidst a last gasp of flame, he tumbled helplessly into the treetops, and the weird, rolling conflagration steamrollered over the place where he had fallen. And suddenly, there was silence.
 
   Every eye aboard scanned the shore anxiously.
 
   Akê-Akê and Snatcher emerged from the trees and limped down the beach. The Lurk carried Hunter in his arms. They were both hollow-eyed, and at the sight of their grim, defeated mien the Witch struck the guardrail in dismay. Amadorn cursed softly and shook his shaggy head. Kevin swallowed hard.
 
   Not a word was said as they made their way aboard.
 
   “There was little left of the brave Eagle,” Snatcher rumbled, voicing the Lurkish keen of grief. “The dark summoning did rend him wing from wing. Hunter was struck by a falling tree and lies unconscious.” He laid her gently down, and then opened his huge palm for all to see. “This we found where the noble one-horn did fall.”
 
   Each Unicorn’s horn is unique in colouration and patterning. Zephyr’s was a foot long, double-spiralled, pearlescent in the sunlight as though it were a many-coloured jewel, beautiful and serene, but at that moment, it represented his demise.
 
   Alliathiune uttered a wordless cry and collapsed upon the deck, weeping sobs torn from her body as if by cruel hooks.
 
   Kevin whispered, “He’s dead? It cannot be!”
 
   “He invoked the magic,” Amadorn said softly. “When a Unicorn is in critical danger, he is able to resort to this last and greatest magic. Within the horn the Tomalia remains inviolate.”
 
   “What do you mean? He lives?”
 
   Amadorn bowed as low as he was able. “An explanation, even at this saddest of times. Good outlander, this horn magic is a matter of conjecture and speculation, even amongst the most learned minds of Thaharria-brin-Tomal. Their earliest legends suggest that the Tomalia were not native to Driadorn, but came down from the stars in times before histories were recorded. Elliadora herself gladly welcomed these noble creatures, and granted them home and hearth amidst the peaceful vales of the Seventy-Seven Hills. And so the noble Tomalia have dwelled here since the beginning of Driadorn–some say they are older even than the Dryads, who assisted Elliadora in the planting and nurturing of the great Mother Forest.”
 
   “Indeed, the Unicorns came to find peace because they were chased and hounded from whence they came, due to a great evil that had risen against them in times past. The one-horns believe that much was lost during that flight. This realisation partly underpins their insatiable hunger for knowledge. You see, they believe that those who have aharr brrtha altha, or, ‘taken to the horn’ in their parlance, merely sleep. How did they cross the vast, starry spaces, if not by this means?”
 
   It was an intriguing conjecture, thought the Human, and a typical mythology to explain a race’s origins as godly or otherworldly–which was not unknown amidst the primitive peoples and cultures of Earth too, he remembered reading. But the Druid was not yet finished, and an even bigger surprise was in store for him.
 
   “There is in Thaharria-brin-Tomal a great hall called the Ardüinthäl. You have been there, yes?” Kevin nodded, recalling his audience with Mylliandawn. “Indeed, the original purpose of the great hall was not for the meeting of Unicorn leaders, but as a fitting monument to those who had taken to the horn during the great journey–and never restored because the knowledge was lost. Why think you there are so few Tomalia? There are literally thousands of horns, my friend, stored in the chambers alongside the Ardüinthäl against the lighttime of their redemption.”
 
   “My word! It’s unbelievable.”
 
   “Believe it, good outlander. Perhaps Zephyr merely sleeps in the hope that someone, somehow, will find the way to free his people.” Amadorn reached out and took the horn from Snatcher’s paw. “He would want us to keep his memory alive. He would want us to heal the Forest, our great Mother. Noble Kevin, I believe he would’ve wanted you to have this.”
 
   He pressed Zephyr’s remains into Kevin’s hand.
 
   Kevin turned the horn over in his fingers. It was as exquisite as Zephyr himself. He would keep it safe. Quietly, he swore that he would find a way, had he to move the pillars of heaven itself, to bring Zephyr back again.
 
   And then he broke down and wept.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21: Utharia and the Wet
 
   Six lighttimes later, blessed by winds kept favourable by Amadorn and the Witch, the company reached the port of Uthar, the capital city of Utharia. Here they rated a surprise welcoming committee of a cavalry regiment supported by sixty heavily-armed foot soldiers.
 
   “Nice welcome,” Akê-Akê muttered aside to Amadorn, who limped glumly along under the watchful spear-points of a coterie of soldiers. “Where do you think we’re going?”
 
   “Quiet there!”
 
   Snatcher glared at the soldier, who snapped his mouth shut and dropped back into the encircling ring. One does not argue lightly with a ten-foot Lurk.
 
   “Where do you think? Out of the city.”
 
   Kevin eyed the dark little men in escort. Far from being welcomed, the travellers were quickly hustled through the back streets and out of the city gate. Someone must have warned them. It smacked of the Dark Apprentice’s handiwork, or even of that Kraleon creature. He had no desire to see them again. And he was concerned that they would not simply be kicked out of the city, as Akê-Akê had suggested. No one went to this kind of bother only to let them go on the other end. It had the feeling of a march to an execution.
 
   Numbers were an issue, but so was the total surprise with which they had been taken. Amadorn and the Witch had both been caught napping. Snatcher only subsided because of the threat to his soft-skinned companions, who would be spit like a pig roast by those long cavalry lances. Alliathiune had quietly gestured to them to keep the peace–for now, her stormy expression intimated. Amadorn fingered his cloak, running through his inventory of offensive spells like a shopkeeper ticking off a delivery. The Witch seethed, her thin lips pinched together like white bars, and her hands curled white-knuckled at her sides.
 
   Kevin wondered what an irate Witch might do to these men. It did not bear thinking about.
 
   Had Zephyr been alive, he decided, they would not have been caught with their trousers down. Arrogant he was, but Zephyr’s leadership ability had never been in question. He touched the horn affixed to his belt. God, the memory of the Unicorn still brought tears to his eyes. Two evenings back, Amadorn had played for them the first three stanzas of a song he was composing to celebrate and honour Zephyr’s life. Alliathiune had taken on his mantle by a unanimous vote, and unobtrusively moved amongst the companions during this march to encourage them and to set the signal for a counterattack. She would do well, he felt. A pity to be caught out so soon.
 
   His pulse quickened as they neared and passed through the city gate. People stared curiously at the party and especially at the Lurk, making a strange sign with their right hand as he passed by–two fingers held in a scissors position over their heart. Kevin wondered what it meant, and by Snatcher’s mystified expression, knew he was not the only one.
 
   According to the Witch, who had twice visited Utharia, Broadleaf Valley lay a moon’s travel slightly north of westward in the Ur-Akbarra range of mountains. As they exited the city gate, Kevin found himself upon a slight elevation above the immediate farmland. The air was crystal-clear, giving excellent visibility all the way to the low purple peaks on the horizon. Birds chirped cheerfully nearby, and long-horned cattle grazed on that great plain. Those close by had fantastic woollen coats that dragged on the ground beneath them, making them resemble ambulatory bundles of hay. He wished the fields, lying fallow until they would be tilled at the start of Budding season, were less verdant, for he had no desire to die on such a perfect lighttime!
 
   The escort prodded them down the incline at a healthy clip, soon leaving the city behind and entering a small wood. Here they left the main road for a smaller path, which led by some twists and turns away from civilisation. Giant broadleaf, fairleaf, and twisted longbeard trees closed thickly overhead, but in late Darkenseason did not have any leaves. Alliathiune was pleased by this development, for she could in an instant make her escape, or bend these living organisms to her will. The landscape changed by degrees into a defile between two ridges, which deepened as they pressed on along a burbling stream on a trail wide enough for four men line abreast. It had recently seen use–even Kevin could see that, and a chill played down his spine. A hot reception awaited …
 
   At last they came to a sizeable clearing backing onto a rocky knoll, which had at its head a waterfall perhaps twenty feet high. To Kevin’s eye the trail they had just taken was the only way back out. The clearing crawled with quite the most raffish assortment of Utharian bandits imaginable, rogues to a man, who eyed up the travellers with the air of those expecting an afternoon of good sport. Judging by certain comments, they were especially pleased to see three females included in the bargain. Hunter touched her arsenal as if trying to decide exactly how she would dice them all up, and woe betide the man who laid hands on the Witch or the Dryad!
 
   Without ceremony their escort marched to the far end of the clearing, where two dozen archers guarded a wooden stockade from the nearby slopes. Sport? Not a chance, Kevin realised. The first person to bolt would sprout a quills like a porcupine. And magical shields were a Unicorn speciality. Why, o why, had he not picked the Unicorn’s brains more?
 
   As the soldiers departed, their leader tossed a jingling purse to the ruffians. “Kill them.”
 
   “Nice odds,” said Akê-Akê, stretching his back. “I fancy a bit of exercise before dinner.”
 
   The bandit leader looked them over with a slow smile. “If that hunchback so much as crooks a finger, kill him. I’d know a Druid anywhere. Into the stockade with them, lads, and be quick about it. Bring the tall woman to my tent.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you prefer to share your bed with me?” sneered the Faun. An arrow pierced the turf between his legs, passing perilously close to a part of his anatomy he was rather proud of. “Well, in that case …”
 
   They crowded into the stockade. The Witch murmured steadily without moving her lips, building what Kevin fervently hoped was a defensive spell against arrows. The archers could hardly miss from this range.
 
   There was a streak like a meteor across the sky.
 
   “Which one first?” roared the bandit leader. “What about the Cat? Who wants to be first to tame the Cat? Come on out, little pussycat! Come please my men!”
 
   Hunter palmed her daggers. “I’ll teach him to call me names!”
 
   She stalked out of the stockade, ignoring the man who swatted her backside as he closed the gate behind her. “Come on!” she hissed.
 
   That was exactly when one of the archers gave a strangled cry and pitched down off the rocks, bouncing into the stream and floating away. He had no head.
 
   Everyone whirled to scan the rocks. The archers fell over each other in a panic to get away from the spot where their comrade had perished–but nothing moved. There was not a sound. He might as well have cut his own throat.
 
   “What’s going on?” barked the bandit leader. “Who saw what happened?”
 
   There was a twinkle of blue light. The stockade turned to dust and fell into small heaps around the companions’ feet–and no one was more surprised than they. Amadorn looked at the Witch, who glanced at Alliathiune, who raised her eyebrows at Kevin. It was nothing of their doing. What, by the Well …?
 
   A second archer pitched from the rocks. His torso stuck halfway up but this head bounced and rolled into the clearing, splattering blood right up to the bandit leader’s bootlaces. Darkness moved on the slope. Steel hissed up, out, a long blade amputating an archer’s ankle, rising on the swivel to sever three fingers holding a bow, pressing two men against each other and thrusting to the throat.
 
   Hunter unfroze; her arm shot out, sending her throwing dagger spinning into the bandit leader’s eye. “For the Mancat!” she howled, and launched herself at the nearest man.
 
   “The Fauns!” cried Akê-Akê, whirling his mace.
 
   Snatcher blasted past him, twirling that tree-stump of a club about his head. “To the path!” he bellowed. “Clear the way!”
 
   Alliathiune struck Kevin between the shoulder blades. “Get moving!”
 
   Kevin saw a black-robed figure, the Kraleon, rippling down from the rocks like a dark river, sweeping archers before it like chaff before a hurricane. A blade flashed in its hooked claws, slicing men open even as he watched. He could not believe her eyes. Amadorn too had time for a backward glance, before touching his cloak to clear a knot of ragamuffins who had rushed into their path.
 
   “It’s that Kraleon thing!” panted the Druid, loosing another bolt of lightning from his fingertips.
 
   “I know!” The Dryad shoved Kevin again. “Stop gaping and run!”
 
   “What’s it doing?”
 
   “Hills only know!”
 
   And then the melee closed around them. Men were everywhere, dark Utharian men, brandishing their weapons and screaming battle cries–they were courageous and loathe to yield ground, even in the face of magic. They had their honour to protect and reputations to be made or broken. So they gritted their teeth and fell upon the group like wolves to the quarry.
 
   The company drew close, Snatcher to the fore, hacking through a tangle of bodies and armour as they sought to win free. Arrows hissed in their midst. A blade sliced Akê-Akê’s cheek open; a cut burned on Kevin’s shoulder. The Witch’s thigh was laid open by an unseen blade, Hunter’s tail shortened by several inches and her ear sliced apart to her skull.
 
   “Kevin!” someone shouted. “Kevin Jenkins!”
 
   The black creature came on, cutting and bulling its way through the bandits in pursuit, and its blade was a flaming white-blue terror of vengeance. None were able to stand before it. Yet the sheer press of bodies slowed its progress. The companions won free because they had started earlier, and they were not about to withhold for the dark creature’s sake. Akê-Akê led the retreat at a dead run, closely followed by Kevin and Alliathiune. The Lurk snatched up Amadorn, to his very vocal annoyance, leaving Hunter and the Witch to guard the rear. In no time at all the forest closed about them.
 
   Like ignominious rabbits, they fled the battle. It was, as Zephyr would have said, the wisest course of action.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “I don’t understand it at all. It just doesn’t make sense!”
 
   “Good outlander, that is the eighth time you have said those words in the last turn alone. Frankly, it’s no use.”
 
   Kevin ran his hands through his red curls in frustration. “Fine, Akê-Akê. I am a demon creature sent by the Dark Apprentice to make your life miserable. I attack you just short of Black-Rock Keep but you overpower me and manage to escape. I attack you again on the Endless Ocean and send you many leagues off course. I arrange an ambush for you on some island miles from anywhere–and we still haven’t gotten to the bottom of what Zephyr was doing out there in the first place–and slay two of your companions. So you manage to make it to Utharia at last, but I’ve been there first and arranged a little welcoming party for you. It’s all proceeding swimmingly when I change my mind and decide to break up the party, killing my fellow conspirators and setting my hated enemies free. How am I doing so far?”
 
   “Splendidly!” said Amadorn. “Have some fowl. It’s delicious.”
 
   “But I need to–”
 
   “You need to eat.”
 
   “But–”
 
   “Eating aids the thought processes. Come. Good lad. Now, tell me what you think you saw.”
 
   Kevin said sulkily, “Digestion increases circulation around the stomach and intestines, drawing blood away from the brain.”
 
   “What utter rot!” Amadorn declared cheerfully. “The body loses function without the appropriate nutrients. Now, as you have suggested, there were aspects of the squabble that struck me as anomalous, not the least for the reasons you so scornfully put to the good Faun.”
 
   “Which are?”
 
   “I noted the creature wielded a blade of blazing magical fire. Were such a thing possible, by the Hills, I would share the secret with our military friends at once.” He ticked off another finger. “The creature was not hooded and cloaked as before, but clad in an ordinary shirt and trousers such as you or I might wear. Thirdly, the creature’s skin was black, such as I have never seen before save on demonic creatures.”
 
   Kevin nodded thoughtfully. “Black skin is possible in Humans, good Druid, amongst the peoples of Africa.”
 
   “Darker than these Utharian men?”
 
   “Much darker, apparently. I’ve never met such a person myself.”
 
   “Well, that puts a different perspective on the matter.” Amadorn sucked his pipe meditatively and puffed smoke into the humid evening air. “Rain before the morrow, or I failed my apprenticeship.”
 
   “Great, I hate rain.”
 
   “Rain nurtures the Forest and brings life to her roots.”
 
   He said unkindly, “Alliathiune, is this any time for a theology lesson?”
 
   Akê-Akê, ever one to help, interrupted, “What a narrow-minded and grumpy sentiment, good outlander.”
 
   “I am not narrow-minded!”
 
   “But you persist in seeing things by your mysterious science. That blinkers your thinking.”
 
   Kevin snapped back, “Good Faun, science is a rational discipline for serious and high-minded people who wish to understand how the world works! I may be a babe in the ways of Driadorn, but please do not discount my learning. Besides, I do not wish to quarrel with you this darktime. I am going to turn in. Sleep well, everyone.”
 
   “You’re as grumpy as a badger with haemorrhoids.”
 
   “For goodness sake, I am not being grumpy!”
 
   “Petulant pontificating puppy.”
 
   “Akê-Akê, I warn you, I am in no mood for childish name-calling.”
 
   Kevin turned over in his bedroll and shut his eyes. Fine! They could think what they liked. For a few moments, all that could be heard was the gentle crackling of their fire, and Amadorn’s industrious sucking on the fowl’s bones.
 
   The Faun called out, “I say, Mighty High Wizard?”
 
   Alliathiune giggled.
 
   “What is it, Akê-Akê?”
 
   “Er … nothing. I’ve forgotten. Sorry.”
 
   “Sleep in the Forest’s Peace,” Kevin offered stiffly, before pulling his robe over his head. He was sure he could hear chuckles back there.
 
   “Mighty High Wizard?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Sleep well.”
 
   Kevin dignified this with a loud snort of disgust. Not far from his bedroll, he heard the Witch say:
 
   “The point is well made, however. Is the Dark Apprentice working in concert with this Kraleon creature? Or does it have a different motive for pursuing us? Perhaps it seeks the Magisoul, for the possession of such a potent artefact would surely advance the cause of evil more than you or I could possibly imagine. Does it wait for us to secure the Magisoul first?”
 
   “One weakens prey before the kill.”
 
   The Mancat’s low hiss chilled them to a creature. They needed no reminder of the loss of their companions.
 
   “That is, assuming we can unearth the jewel and return in time,” Akê-Akê added gloomily. “Did not your bird of this morn, noble Alliathiune, bear a message that the Goblin army is on the march?”
 
   “It did–more than could be enumerated, perhaps half a million in all. And they are destroying the Forest like a plague, tearing down trees for siege weapons and firewood.” She added in a voice brimful of tears, “I wish Zephyr were present, not least for his acerbic turn of phrase, but also for the still mirror he could make. I feel cut off from Elliadora’s Well.”
 
   Amadorn said, “Would you request the spell from the Tomalia, good Dryad? If I knew the appropriate forms I could attempt to duplicate what the good Unicorn managed so effortlessly.”
 
   “That is a fine suggestion.”
 
   “Perhaps we could send a regular bird to the Well? I appreciate that news takes many lighttimes to reach us here. But communication is essential.”
 
   “We know too that the outlander’s tactics have been employed to excellent effect,” Alliathiune noted. “Many Fauns were drowned–with my apologies, Akê-Akê–at the excavation site and the diggings brought to a complete standstill by the Druidic storm-singing. The armies of Men have been forced to guard the length of their roadway and they make only half the progress of before.”
 
   “Even so, were even the Goblins to reach the inner Forest we would be lost. Who can stand against an army that size? We’ve neither the means nor the strength.”
 
   “Courage, Amadorn. Much time has already been purchased at little cost.”
 
   “He’s right.” Near Kevin, the Witch stirred. “Were the Blight healed this darktime and the Dark Apprentice consigned to Shäyol, where he belongs, the problem of these armies would not simply disappear. The outlander has not only bought time, but life itself.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Good Druid, my sisters arrive at the Sacred Well very soon. They will take the Portal as far as possible along the Rhiallandran river and meet these Goblins at a time and place of our choosing. The outlander’s insights have given us a fresh perspective on how the talents of Witchery might be employed to discourage the Goblin advance, through disease, irruptions of the natural order, and strange desires to turn on each other with spear and blade. Even half a million is a number made up of individuals. A particularly virulent itching of the genitals tends to distract one from the purposes of war.”
 
   Akê-Akê sniggered loudly at this. Kevin also heard him shift further from the Witch. Evidently, the Faun had no desire to have her inflict his shaggy parts with some indescribably pernicious malady!
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The farmlands of lower Utharia slowly gave way to open plains, dotted here and there with small woody knolls of gloamingbark, oak, beech, and agoya trees. The agoya tree was unique to this region and yielded a small, nutty fruit the size of an olive, which pressed provided an oil used in healing, perfumes, and simple cosmetics, and the pressed remains became a nutritious staple for the traveller called agoya cake. They paused at an isolated homestead to purchase agoya cake to supplement their diet, and here Kevin again noticed the peculiar sign these folk made in the presence of the Lurk. He had thought to question them, but it appeared that although their trade was welcome they would not be encouraged to stay, nor was any casual conversation desired. Utharians were surly as a rule, he thought, forming a rather dim opinion of hospitality in these parts.
 
   Kevin gazed out over the waving grasses to the far mountains. Zephyr would’ve found it a novelty to eat grass of a distinctly lavender hue! It was mesmerising, the way it rolled and billowed under the stiff breeze that had followed three lighttimes of rain. Pennant grass, it was called by the locals, after the curiously pennant-shaped seed pods that formed on long stalks during the Budding season. He touched the horn at his belt as he often did, feeling the loss of a friend sorely.
 
   “We’ll find a way,” he whispered. “Just you wait and see. Oh, this weak and pitiful Kevin Jenkins will find a way through to–yikes!”
 
   Alliathiune took his elbow unexpectedly. “Are you mumbling in your beard again, good Kevin?”
 
   “Dash it all, Alliathiune! You’re as bad as that Lurk, sneaking up on me.” But he smiled down at her. “Have you done something to your hair?”
 
   “Tried to brush it last darktime, emphasis on the tried.”
 
   “You really do have a snarl there, dear girl.” He pursed his lips and executed a deft pluck. “And a leafy twig just here. That said, I hear the organic look is all the rage this season.”
 
   “Kevin!”
 
   “You and the Faun–between you, I’m going to chop this hair off!”
 
   “Please, no. I like it long.”
 
   She widened her eyes in mock surprise. “Is that so, good outlander?”
 
   Alliathiune, drat her once again, made him blush and splutter in tongue-tied embarrassment. Why, if they got on like cats and milk–after a decidedly rocky beginning–did she insist on keeping only to a friendship? Kevin sighed. He was certain she felt more. Or was he misreading the Dryad completely? He had so little experience of women! But Akê-Akê, Zephyr, and even the Lurk had all assumed there was a romantic relationship developing between them. Could they all be wrong?
 
   Perhaps he should pursue her the more diligently? Or give her time and space? Or remain confused somewhere between those two poles. But he could not shake the feeling that somewhere beneath her bravado lay a scared Dryad; a vessel of secrets even greater than his own. He must figure her out. He simply must!
 
   Kevin took a deep breath and struck a dramatically supercilious tone. “I was having lofty and significant High Wizard thoughts when you interrupted with talk of hair!”
 
   “You brought up the subject.”
 
   “Indeed I did. A small matter puzzles me, Allie.”
 
   This time her eyebrows shot up. “Allie?”
 
   “A nickname. A shortened form of Alliathiune. It’s quite a mouthful to say every time.”
 
   “Do you not like my name?”
 
   “Of course I do!” he protested. “You’ve got the wrong end of the stick. Your name is lovely. It’s like … like poetry tripping off the tongue. Nicknames are very common where I come from.”
 
   At least they were in the books he had read. And he was proud of his recovery. What a fine turn of phrase, he congratulated himself. Like poetry indeed! Nicely put, Kevin!
 
   “Hmm. Is this akin to your predilection for calling people ‘dear’ when they are not your betrothed?”
 
   “Quite.”
 
   “Well, then, I do prefer my proper name, but if you wish to mangle it into some Earthish custom, what recourse have I? You should not be mean about my hair either.”
 
   “Sorry.” Kevin looked away, annoyed at how defensive he sounded. Time to change the subject. “Alliathiune, what is my common name?”
 
   “Kevin.”
 
   “Kevin who?”
 
   “Ah! Now that takes me back–I remember!” She danced a little jig about him with a mighty ‘ha!’ of delight. “Kevin Jenkins, was it not?”
 
   “Well done!”
 
   “So …?”
 
   “So, do you recall how we made our escape from the bandits? I could have sworn, right in the middle of it all, I distinctly heard someone call my name–my full name. Kevin Jenkins.”
 
   The Dryad walked on apace, turning this over in her mind. Her step was quick and sure on the trail. Even the rougher parts hardly bothered her bare feet. “It’s a curious thing, good outlander, but I share this recollection. Was it Akê-Akê?”
 
   “Was I what?”
 
   “No, no,” Kevin waved the Faun’s away. “You and Zephyr are the only people–creatures–in all Driadorn who know my full name.”
 
   “Ah …”
 
   “Indeed. How did this Kraleon thing know my name?”
 
   Akê-Akê dropped back to match pace with them. “Shall I stop pretending not to eavesdrop? Good Kevin, it’s characteristic of the demonic that they know an extraordinary amount about living beings, as if they had access to a private history of one’s life–one’s fears, joys, pain, failures, everything. That is one of the primary dangers involved in conjuring and dealing with demons, which practice I reiterate I do not indulge in. You see, demons would like nothing more to live in the real world like you and I. Theirs is a half-world, as though it were painted in shades of grey than in colour, and this holds for all the senses. Only through the living–specifically, the willing possession of the living–can they experience what it is to live again.”
 
   Kevin said as carefully as if he were balancing on a tightrope, “In my world, Akê-Akê, demon possession and exorcism is regarded as something that used to happen hundreds of seasons ago.” 
 
   The Faun grinned. “Unlike Driadorn, good outlander. Now, do you not believe in demons?”
 
   “I like to keep an open mind,” said Kevin, making a face at Alliathiune’s fit of coughing incredulity at. “Look, I’m still gathering evidence and formulating my opinions. I’ve seen so much since I came to Feynard.”
 
   “Good. So what I’m saying to you is that special knowledge marks this creature as a demon–and a powerful one at that, from what we have seen.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Let me know if you need any further information.”
 
   Kevin pursed his lips as the Faun trotted off to converse with Hunter, who was eager to track down dinner. “I guess that means I’m still confused.” Soft laughter at his side accompanied this wry assessment. “So, on the subject of religion, Alliathiune, there’s something I have never asked you. What the creatures of Driadorn believe about death?”
 
   “Ah, an excellent question.” She touched the horn at his side. “The Unicorns believe that creatures ascend to a higher state of being when they die, merging with the great world mind shared by all living creatures. We Dryads believe that those who serve worthily return to the spirit of the Forest, the original spirit of Elliadora, if you wish. She may send us again into the world as a seedling, as a rebirth, so that throughout our many lives we become closer and closer to attaining perfection. I assume that other creatures believe similar things, but I am no scholar or theologian to have studied these beliefs extensively. And what do you believe, good Kevin?”
 
   “Ahem!” He stumbled on a flat section of road. “I’m afraid to say, nothing quite so romantic, Alliathiune. I believe that when we die, we die. Return to the mother earth, if you like, and fertilise the ground we are buried in. No soul; no afterlife.”
 
   “You bury your dead?”
 
   “Yes–don’t you?”
 
   “No.” She lowered her eyes. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, good Kevin, but I trust you to keep secret the sacred Dryad custom I am about to share with you. Will you promise me?”
 
   He put all his heart into it. “I promise on pain of death.”
 
   “You sweet man!” she exclaimed, tickled by his oh-so formal response. “We Dryads are never buried because we always return to a tree when it is our time. We call death ‘passing on’ in the Dryad tongue. A Dryad will always know when it is her time to return to the Forest–not long before, but long enough. It has happened that Dryads are slain. There was a particularly barbaric practice in the time when Ozark the Dark walked these leafy halls, which involved magically tying the spirit of a Dryad to a particular tree by invoking a binding spell called laik-Sälïph, and then chopping down the tree.”
 
   Kevin’s eyebrows shot into his fringe. “Ouch!”
 
   “Indeed. Each blow would be a shuddering agony for the Dryad before the final one severed her life completely.”
 
   Her description struck home with such graphic force that Kevin gagged at once, fell to his knees, and deposited the contents of his stomach beside the trail. “Wretched, pathetic excuse for a Human–I’m sorry, Alliathiune. I couldn’t help it.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she replied, patting his back ineffectually. “I should have known better than to recount such details for you.”
 
   “I thought I was over this!”
 
   “Wipe your mouth.”
 
   Kevin pushed himself to his feet. “I hate being such a weakling. I don’t know how you stand it, truly I don’t.”
 
   The Dryad gave him a quirky smile that had an uplifting effect on his self-esteem. She linked arms again. “So you don’t believe in the afterlife, Kevin? You don’t believe there is something more than your physical being that will outlive you? I would find that so depressing. What hope is there for the future? What separates a living being from an animal?”
 
   “Ah, an excellent question!” he replied, eyes twinkling as he repeated verbatim her earlier exclamation. “Shall I tell you what I think?”
 
   “My ears hunger for your wisdom, good outlander.”
 
   “Well, in that case–”
 
   Kevin glanced over his shoulder as Snatcher began to whistle a soft tune between his diamond-hard teeth, right behind them. The Lurk grinned. “A favourite Lurkish courting song,” he said. “I’m not sure I could translate the poetry.”
 
   Alliathiune joined Kevin in scowling at him.
 
   But the monstrous Lurk only grinned the wider. “Carry on, little ones.”
 
   Before the Dryad could explode, Kevin made a shooing motion with his hands and said, rudely, “Go talk to the Druid or something, you lumbering mound of swamp muck. We’re trying to have a serious conversation here.”
 
   He walked off cackling like a marsh duck.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Thirteen lighttimes after entering Utharia, the company found themselves nearing the Ur-Akbarra mountains, which were guarded by a sprawling region of wetlands known–unsurprisingly, Kevin sniffed, with more than a touch of Zephyr’s loftiness in his manner–as the Utharian Wet. What was it with Feynard and their utilitarian names for most places? From the Seventy-Seven Hills to the Black-Rock Mountains to the Broadleaf Valley … could they not decide upon poetic names?
 
   “I think we’re lost,” said Hunter. “This mist is like soup.”
 
   “Lost in a swamp?” Snatcher sounded amazed and vexed.
 
   “This is the nefarious Utharian Wet,” said Amadorn, peering into the mists as though he could pierce through to their destination. “The Ur-Akbarra mountains should be but a stone’s throw beyond.”
 
   Akê-Akê put in, all excessive cheer, “But we have his Lord of all Bogginess to guide us–master of the slimy pits of Mistral Bog, in his native element and might I add, indisputably in the prime of his life! What terrors could this paltry paddling-pool possibly hold?”
 
   Kevin chimed in, “Indeed, good Lurk?”
 
   The Lurk lifted his arm and pointed one thick digit at a spot about ten yards from the shore of a nearby pond. “Observe yon tiny bubbles, good Faun.”
 
   “I must squint to even behold them, noble Lurk!”
 
   “They are no coincidence, emanating from the rear breathing spiracle of the giant flat-nosed salamander, whose smaller cousin does infest Mistral Bog in great numbers. Let us further surmise,” he continued, bending to heft a rotting log in his right paw, “that lunch were to splash uncaringly nearby. We shall ask her to leap up onto yonder mudbank, where you see the sedge grasses growing more thickly, in order to fully appreciate her size and beauty.” And he flipped the log in that direction.
 
   “You know it’s a female?”
 
   The words caught in Akê-Akê’s throat as the great, wet bulk of the salamander cleaved the previously placid surface asunder in a flurry and spray of mud that liberally splattered the companions. The yellow mouth that gaped upon to consume the stone could comfortably have accommodated the slack-jawed Faun standing upright, and its claws might have furnished a Dragon’s paws without shame. It beached itself momentarily on the mud bank, giving them a fine view as suggested of its size and dubious beauty.
 
   Snatcher grinned horribly. “Salamanders are notoriously short-tempered. Now would be a good time to retreat.”
 
   Akê-Akê led the way with alacrity. Glancing back over his shoulder, he saw the creature apprehend them, make an abortive charge towards the shore, before reversing course and sliding into the dark, muddy waters with the facility of a fish slipping through water.
 
   “Object lesson gratefully received,” he said, wiping mud off his brow with a contrite half-smile. “Good Lurk, I yield without further ungraciousness. How shall we proceed? Will you lead us by paths unknown through the perilous quagmire to higher ground?”
 
   Snatcher shook his great head, clearly bemused by the Faun’s antics. “Noble Faun Loremaster, I believe I shall ask directions from yonder old woman.”
 
   The Faun’s chagrin was priceless.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Greetings and good health to you, good woman,” said Amadorn, making a complex sign with his right hand. “May your hearthstone be blessed.”
 
   The companions ranged about the old woman, who was seated on a stone bench just outside her stick-and-rush hut, gnarled hands resting on the top of a walking-stick braced between her legs, eyes twinkling as bright as buttons in a wise, weathered face framed by a gaudy headscarf entirely out of keeping with the rest of her apparel.
 
   “Good morrow to you, noble creatures of Driadorn,” she creaked in reply. “May your journey be swift, your hearts true, and the justice of your cause upheld.”
 
   Kevin nearly gasped. How did she know all this? Amadorn courteously introduced them, one by one, as though this woman were the most important personage in Utharia and not a doddering old bird living in penury on the edge of a swamp.
 
   She made that curious sign to the Lurk. “It is many seasons since the pad of a Lurk trod these misty waters,” she said. “What is your common name, great one?”
 
   “Snatcher.”
 
   “No, in Lurkish. Your kêylar name.”
 
   As Snatcher sounded a long series of bubbling syllables from the depths of his throat, she closed her eyes and appeared to meditate on them for a moment. And when her eyes opened, there was a gleam within that Kevin mistrusted at once.
 
   But she said, “The honour is mine, noble Lurk. Have you come in search of your brethren, the Greymorral Lurks, who tarried here awhile?”
 
   Kevin stared at Snatcher, who appeared stunned to silence. Since no one else was speaking, he took it upon himself to blurt out, “Not directly, ma’am, but any light you could shed on the mystery of the Greymorral Lurks would be a boon indeed.”
 
   “Ah, the noble Human speaks. You are a curious one indeed, both in looks and in mind. May I read your palm?”
 
   “Ah … Alliathiune?”
 
   She nodded gravely. Kevin frowned at the Dryad. What on Earth was going on here?
 
   Strong fingers gripped his hand, turned it this way and that. “Ah, a young wizard we are. The magic burns strong within you but is overmastered by fear. That fear must be broken for your true powers to manifest. Remember, not all magic is what it seems. Yours is a power of opposites.”
 
   And she hummed softly to herself, examining his hand more closely. She glanced up at Alliathiune with an inscrutable smile. “Ah!” she said, and bent her head again. Then, “Why grieve for the Unicorn in this manner? He has come to an evil strait, not to death.”
 
   Abruptly she dropped his hand. “Very good.” Touched his jaw. “No need to catch flies, good outlander. Plenty of swamp creatures would love to make a home in there.”
 
   He clamped his mouth shut and tried to make sense of her words.
 
   “Don’t fret, good Kevin. You will find the right way by following your heart. I shall show you the way hence, creatures of Driadorn, for a small boon. I have a vegetable garden here that grows but poorly in this climate, and I do so like a fresh stew and good things to eat. If I could prevail on the Dryad’s generosity …”
 
   “At once!” Alliathiune smiled sweetly at the woman. “If there is any other boon we may grant you, you have only to ask.”
 
   She knelt at once in the loamy soil and touched it with her fingertips.
 
   “It should by all accounts be rich soil.”
 
   The Dryad nodded. “But there was once a great violation nearby and the work of vile, corrupting sorceries in ages past. It is for this reason that your vegetables grow but poorly. They are unhappy.”
 
   As her eyes closed in concentration her hands dug deeper, as if searching for something beneath the surface. The Dryad stiffened. Minutes ticked by, measured by a nearby croaking of frogs and the whine of a persistent nisk fly near Kevin’s ear that made him execute a silent dance of annoyance. His scepticism multiplied in the interim. Unhappy plants indeed! Fiddle-faddle and poppycock!
 
   Alliathiune began to sing a traditional Dryadsong in praise of the earth and life, of verdant fields and gelid sap stirring in ancient places, of vibrant, uninhibited growth, of the harmonious rhythm of seasons and freedom from blight and disease. Her voice was sweet and melodious, and once more, as he remembered, the range of notes she could attain made the musician in Kevin gasp in delight and wonder. No Human voice could reach or perform the birdlike trills that characterised the swifter passages of her song, which reached so high as to be almost inaudible, nor could any Human make soil burst forth with new life and hold birds and animals spellbound. Kevin found his feet twitching and itching as if they too wished to take root and participate in an early Budding season. The mists parted overhead to bathe Alliathiune in sunshine; she threw back her oak-green tresses and laughed for the sheer joy of work and worship. Her eyes shone as she looked to the old woman.
 
   The old head bobbed in accord and appreciation. The Dryad seemed to have had an ecstatic experience. Kevin had never seen a face light up in quite the same way. It made him want to smile too. It also made him insanely jealous of whatever it was that she felt just then.
 
   “I’m sure my vegetables will be very happy now,” said the old woman. “Thank you, noble Alliathiune.” She turned to Snatcher. “Noble Lurk, your palm please.”
 
   Snatcher gurgled in the back of his throat and covered her lap with his paw. Five fingers, two massive thumbs and a palm much larger than a shovel fazed her not one whit. Kevin was beginning to think the woman a magician or a witch. He marked the Lurk’s eyes flicker into deep sight and back again, almost imperceptibly swift, but the old woman had detected it too.
 
   Her smile was that of a mother for her treasured son. “Who is able to deceive a Lurk? You may tell them after.”
 
   “I shall do as you command.”
 
   “Good Lurk, what was done by your kind to the Greymorral Lurks, was the work of evil creatures. But Ozark the Dark it was who conceived the plot and stoked the fires of dissension between the Greater Lurks of Mistral Bog and their less illustrious neighbours. Jealousy was his key weapon. Envy and pride were their downfall. And so as you know, the Greymorral Lurks were sold into the hands of the Men of Ramoth for the pittance of safety for the Lurks during the war to come, if they kept their neutrality. To their lasting credit this was a bargain that many Lurks chose not to keep.”
 
   “That great sorrow can never be undone. Ozark did furnish the Men of Ramoth with a magical means of leashing and herding the Greymorral Lurks, and they took them away, out of Mistral Bog, and led them by road and by ship here to the Utharian Wet, from which Ozark employed these master builders in the construction of his great fortress called Shadowmoon Keep. Enslaved by Ozark’s dreadful yoke, the Lurks had no choice but to labour many seasons over a fortress suitable for he who from within its impregnable granite and korialite fastness would dominate all living creatures on Feynard.”
 
   “The Dark Wizard had no desire that the secrets of his fortress should become known in the outside world, so when the work was complete, he once more rounded up the Greymorral Lurks and led them to a place called Shadow Peak. Here he commanded them to be flung into the abyss. But legend tells how partway through that great slaughter, Ozark was struck with a more cunning use for the Lurks. He led those who remained into the dungeons of Shadowmoon Keep, and they have never been seen again. Some say they remain there to guard the greatest treasure of all–the Magisoul. If so, they must have perished long, long ago, but that is not what I have heard.”
 
   And how did the old witch know that? Kevin was on the verge of blurting out his suspicions when Alliathiune trod on his foot. She met his frown with a butter-could-not-melt smile and a tiny headshake.
 
   “The sign you see Utharians making in the presence of a Lurk means ‘your sorrow is my sorrow’. You see, it was here in Utharia that Ozark rose to power and prominence. They said he was paler than an ordinary Human and stocky, a man of overriding passions and unquenchable ambition. Some called him an outlander–like you, good Kevin. Whatever his origins, for nobody truly knows, it was here that they granted him the means and opportunity to pursue his evil agenda. The Utharians made Ozark their king.”
 
   She sighed softly and touched Snatcher’s paw with her fingertips. “Noble Lurk, a great tower of strength you are, but unless you put past hurts behind you and embrace the future, you will fail. You will soon face a difficult decision. Choose wisely.”
 
   Choose wisely? Kevin sniggered privately and regarded the sunny skies with a modicum less assurance than before. Was it mere coincidence that Indomalion had appeared on cue during Alliathiune’s song? If there was one thing he hated about Feynard, it was the way his earthbound convictions had been eroded, or completely blown out the water, more to the point. Her demonstration of Dryadic power only rubbed salt in the intellectual wounds. Magic shmagic! Mighty High nothing!
 
   The old woman said, “Now, behind my abode you will find the path marked with poles topped with the feathers of the red marshrill. You will want to travel swiftly, for if darktime overtakes you out in the Wet, I could not vouch for your safety. On the far side, the trail up to Broadleaf Valley lies a turn or so to the east, by the forked tree.”
 
   The companions made their farewells and set out at once on the trail. Snatcher led them via a narrow headland into the dank depths of the marsh, and thence from one reed-covered islet to the next, often knee- or thigh-deep in slimy muck and frigid black water. The mists closed in, quickly blotting out the hut. The poles appeared every twenty to thirty paces, and more often in the dangerous places. The Lurk seemed to find it invigorating for some reason Kevin could not fathom, for he had fallen twice in quick succession and even his hair was plastered with mud.
 
   It was only after they were two turns into the Utharian Wet that Amadorn remembered to inquire of Snatcher what the old woman had meant by ‘you may tell them after’?
 
   The Lurk threw, over his shoulder, “Why that was Elliadora–of course.”
 
   And the companions exchanged amazed glances. “Of course,” Akê-Akê sniffed, giving the Lurk’s broad back an exasperated frown. “Who else?” When Alliathiune declared she had suspected there was something strange about the woman all along, an argument was not long in following. Snatcher forged ahead, oblivious.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22: Broadleaf Valley
 
   “Is it much further?” Kevin wheezed, manfully trying to keep pace with Alliathiune and Hunter. “Can we take a break soon?”
 
   “Good Human, we stopped but half a turn ago,” said Akê-Akê, prodding him unmercifully. “Come, the next handhold is right there. Good. Now put your foot here.”
 
   “I’ve never climbed a mountain before. Is it always this hard?”
 
   “No, it’s just this bit that is very steep.”
 
   “My palms are abraded raw, Akê-Akê! I’ve got blood running down my knee–I can feel it! Oh, why did I ever agree to this miserable journey?”
 
   Alliathiune chirped, “You didn’t! We kidnapped you.”
 
   “But I’m so tired, I’m going to fall–”
 
   “Good outlander, if you complain once more I will–whatever! I can’t speak any more. But you will be sorry!”
 
   “Running out of threats, Akê-Akê?”
 
   The Faun snarled, “If you still have breath enough for jokes, my furless friend, then you are not climbing fast enough! Move!”
 
   “Slave-driver.”
 
   “If I had a whip, you impudent whelp of an ass, I’d have you skipping up this mountain like a young deer! Just you try my patience, good Kevin! I’ll take off my belt and give your pale hide a tanning it will never forget!”
 
   His words cut like a knife twisting in his innards. “Father,” was the deathly whisper that came from Kevin’s lips. Harold’s thinking, through and through.
 
   But his reaction was unprecedented. Before, he would have curled up in a whimpering ball and resigned himself to a beating. His mind would coexist in splendid isolation from his abused body and simply allow it to proceed; numb, unseeing, and unaffected. There was a tacit kind of acquiescence there which had often disgusted him. He would have been incapable of any other reaction.
 
   This time, it made him angry. A resplendent, burning, consuming anger that swept away any thought or reason left in his mind.
 
   Akê-Akê grunted in amazement as Kevin leaped up the narrow trail like a mountain goat bitten by a grimfly. They were near the saddle of the pass, but the trail here was a perilously steep hand-over-hand climb to the top. This was one of the reasons for the many species of flora and fauna that were unique to Broadleaf Valley–there were no easy approaches or exits to it, and life there had taken a curious turn for the gigantic amidst a fertile tropical paradise. Kevin shook the dust off his feet and left the prideful Faun eating his dust. In moments the panting Human steamed past Amadorn, then Alliathiune, Hunter, and the Witch, and closed in on Snatcher with red-faced determination. Something had to be proven. For once, Kevin Jenkins was not going to be second last–and that only because a more capable someone always tarried for his protection.
 
   If Snatcher was surprised to be overtaken, he gave no sign of it. The Lurk pushed on with the phlegmatic mien of his kind. But he discreetly kept pace with the outlander.
 
   Kevin stood at last upon the knoll called Nelî ur Nall, which translated as ‘the place of two aspects’, his lungs afire and his heart racing. Looking back, his whole world lurched as he considered Amadorn, Alliathiune and the others toiling up towards him: what scared him was the view beyond, the terrible drop should one miss a foothold or handhold, and the thought of how recklessly he had tackled the final climb. He sat down with a bump. Better to be closer to the rocks, because it stilled his wobbling stomach. Goodness gracious, was that band of mist down there the Utharian Wet, where Snatcher’s kin had once been enslaved? And the verdant Utharian plains beyond? They looked prettier from above, less the featureless expanse that had taken a moon and more to cross.
 
   They were close to Shadowmoon Keep now. Kevin faced about. Three lighttimes travel down into Broadleaf Valley, and a further two along Anurmar Gorge, should all go well. His eyes narrowed as he peered along the trail, which snaked along until it became lost in a jumble of gigantic boulders, recalling what Zephyr had told him about the journey ahead. ‘Broadleaf Valley is a geographical oddity,’ he had lectured the companions, ‘warmed by many hot springs and volcanic fumaroles, giving a mephitic tang to the air quite unlike Driadorn’s pristine goodness. Its unique animal kingdom is dominated by two species, the peaceful Huropods and the carnivorous Megaroaches. Huropods are great plant-eating reptiles dwelling in the many pools and watercourses in the warm, lower regions of the valley. Megaroaches are grossly oversized cousins of the common cockroach. They may be driven off by a simple charm or any very high-pitched sound.’
 
   ‘And Anurmar Gorge?’ Kevin had wondered.
 
   ‘A different kettle of fish,’ Zephyr had explained. ‘Deep within the Gorge are hidden the only known deposits of korialite, a mineral prized by Druids, Magi, Wizards, and Witches for its diverse magical applications. It is extracted from the rocks by a long-winded magical process that practically ensures that the commercial mining of this mineral has little value. The Magisoul is a type of korialite, according to the legend. More worrying, however, is the rumour that has come via the Council of War, namely that Shadowmoon Keep has once more come to life and belches foul smoke and odours into the darktime skies.’
 
   Kevin could see no such smoke. He did detect haziness in the air ahead suggestive of humidity to his scientific mind, and a faint, bitter tang on the breeze that made him clear his throat several times. He looked glumly at his blue hand. Strange how the flesh had not withered or rotted; stranger still, how it seamlessly merged with the healthy pink of his wrist and forearm. He held it critically to the light. By gum, just look at how the powers of articulation had returned to his digits! He could crook his fingers an inch at least! Was his hand on the mend? He dared not give his hope free rein.
 
   Instead, he watched as Amadorn levered himself over the final hurdle and wearily hauled his body towards Kevin. The Druid looked exhausted. After hesitating a long moment, he leaped up to lend a steadying hand as Amadorn collapsed upon a flat boulder.
 
   “Shäyol take it!” he panted, his face pinched with pain. “Done something to my back. Thank you.”
 
   “Here, let me take your harp.” Kevin eased the strap over his shoulder and deposited the instrument at Amadorn’s feet. “Do you need to stretch your legs? Just rest and … uh, I guess I’ll get Alliathiune?”
 
   “Good lad.”
 
   After awkwardly informing Alliathiune about the Druid’s difficulty, Kevin had time to reflect that being in a position to help someone less able than he was a rather unusual and instructive circumstance. The contrast with his life at Pitterdown Manor could not be more marked. When he returned–if he returned–oh, dear! How blind he had been never to consider the future! Easier by far to bury himself in the present and ignore his long-term prospects, which were uncertain to say the least. Kevin groaned and buried his face in his hands.
 
   The Lurk touched his shoulder. “Waycrust? I break this waycrust to share with you, good Kevin.”
 
   “Thanks, Snatcher. I’m afraid you caught me wondering about the future.” He tore off a chunk of bread and chewed hungrily. “Um, nice and nutty. I break this waycrust to share with you, noble Druid.” And Kevin passed the waycrust on.
 
   The Lurk’s enormous eyes regarded him from an uncomfortably narrow distance. “Should the Blight succeed, good outlander, there will be no future for the creatures of Driadorn. Think back to the last message we received. Our efforts grow ever more fervent, but the automaton has redoubled its efforts.”
 
   “It just doesn’t make sense!”
 
   “Unicorns working on purifying the Well’s waters reported some strange events darktime before last, which was when the phenomenon began. They heard a loud noise and saw a black creature arise from behind the automaton and fly away like a strange, stiff-winged bird.”
 
   Kevin’s eyes gleamed like a mad scientist in the throes of discovery. “Aha!”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘aha’?”
 
   “I deduce, my dear Lurk, that this bastard-born Dark Apprentice has a means of travel or perhaps flying about Driadorn’s Hills. Robots are inanimate, unthinking devices much in need of a master’s hand from time to time in order to function correctly.” He sprang to his feet, clasped his hands behind his back, thinking aloud. “He needs a hideout. A place to stash his aircraft. His sky vessel, my good Lurk. His means of transportation. Wizards cannot teleport far, or so the Unicorn assured me. The distance we crossed at the outset of our journey from the Well required lengthy preparation and enormous power. No, this must be some physical means of transportation, a machine perhaps–and that means we can hijack it.”
 
   The Lurk growled, “You use too many Earth words by half, good Kevin, but your sense is clear. We should hunt down the Dark Apprentice like the fiend he is!”
 
   “Perhaps the small birds and creatures of the Forest could be employed for such a task?” The Lurk nodded. “I shall enquire of Alliathiune.”
 
   She was digging her knee into Amadorn’s back in what Kevin considered an alarming fashion. As he approached she twisted and yanked his shoulder upwards with all her strength. There was a dull ‘pop’ and a dreadful groan from the Druid. Kevin winced.
 
   “Come to commiserate, good outlander?” he grinned, brushing back his shaggy hair. “Our tame Dryad is a marvel, I tell you!”
 
   “Tame?”
 
   “By the beautiful Well, that feels a hundred times better!” He stretched like a cat enjoying warm sunshine. “She’s useful to have around, not so?”
 
   “Useful?”
 
   “I tread a conversational quagmire, good Kevin, but remain unabashed!”
 
   Alliathiune braced herself, hands on hips, and let her temper rage forth as though the door of a furnace had been flung open. “If I am not appreciated, you rude man, I’ll remove myself forthwith and leave you to suffer the pangs of a pinched nerve! I honestly don’t know why I bother to help you when all I receive in return is incessant teasing. Now, you are to drink an infusion of alubin root mixed with limwort morning and evening, good Druid, which will ease the cramping of your muscles and allow you to sleep more restfully. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   “Abundantly,” said he, but found himself speaking to her back as she flounced off.
 
   Alliathiune’s rages rarely lasted long. This one blew over like the warm east wind as she busied herself harvesting a sprig of winterwort. Kevin could easily imagine what she was thinking. ‘Those dratted men don’t appreciate anything I do for them–poultices for Kevin’s blisters, herbal teas, medication for upset stomachs, ointments for cuts and bruises–my skills are wasted on the ungrateful wretches.’
 
   Before he knew it, Alliathiune was back with a smile. “You’re a mine of good ideas, noble Kevin,” she said. “How simple to scour Driadorn for the Apprentice’s hideout, when there are thousands upon thousands of birds that might offer aid!”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “I imagine Amberthurn descending in a terrible Dragonish rage upon the Dark Apprentice and tearing him to pieces.” Alliathiune’s smile vanished. “By the Sälïph that gives life I am growing over-fond of violence. Too much time spent with that bloodthirsty Faun!”
 
   “You should also enter a tree before we reach Shadowmoon Keep,” Kevin advised.
 
   “There’s no telling what horrors we might encounter in Ozark’s ancient fortress,” agreed the Dryad. “I need to be at the peak of my powers.”
 
   Cheep.
 
   “Hello, dear one,” Alliathiune held out her hand. “Have you brought a message?”
 
   A flit of wings brought a small grey tern to her hand.
 
   “Ah, so you have.” She stroked the bird softly. “Well done, little one. You must be hungry. The Lurk may have a leftover fish for you. Shall we find out in a moment?”
 
   Her deft fingers unclipped the message capsule and unrolled a thin sheaf of pressed leaf paper commonly used by the Unicorns. She read aloud:
 
   “To the Seekers,
 
   Greetings from Elliadora’s Well. We write to inform you that the Drakes attacked our Council this third lighttime Azar of Darkenseason. The courageous defenders of our Mother drove them off but the effort exacted a cost in lives–three Dryads, six Unicorns, five Honeybears and a Druid perished in the battle. Our preparations are disrupted but our hearts remain true.
 
   The Goblin army has crossed the Fords of Larn and advances steadily despite the attentions of our Witches, who steep their every step in ruinous blood. Rimmal Tarn of the Otters and Badger Glen have been evacuated in good order as planned. We pray for your swift return with the Magisoul to end this terrible Blight.
 
   Yours in Elliadora’s Peace,
 
   Grand Owl Two Hoots.”
 
   At once, Alliathiune began to march off, saying over her shoulder, “I must share this with the others.”
 
   Kevin kicked a nearby stone as if it done him harm. But before he could wallow in his despondent mood for more than a second, he became aware of a second bird, a miniature snowy owl, perched on a nearby branch. The bright little eyes peered directly at him. He frowned. It was the Dryad Queen’s messenger-owl–what was her name again? He recalled that the snowy owl had visited them with a message just after they departed Amberthurn’s lair.
 
   Without thinking further, he raised his arm. “Come here, little one.”
 
   To his amazement, the owl flitted over to him and perched on his sleeve, her sharp claws pricking his skin like miniature pins. She gave the webbing of his thumb a little peck. Kevin held up the waycrust for her; the owl sampled it but ate little. Clumsily, one-handed, Kevin unsnapped the message cylinder from her ankle and tipped out a tightly-furled strip of reed paper. Well, two messages in one lighttime. His heart jumped. Perhaps the Dryads had discovered how to restore the Elliarana?
 
   Quickly, he unfurled the note.
 
   To our Sister Alliathiune,
 
   Greetings in Elliadora’s all-powerful name from Her representative in the Forest, the Queen of all Dryads. In answer to your question: yes, a Seedling must be replanted in the Sacred Grove. And this is how:
 
   Kevin’s eyebrows crawled toward his unmanageable mop of carroty curls. The rest of the note was written in Ancient Dryadic script, which one of his Unicorn tutors had shown him. The script, comprised of stylised vines and flowers, leaves and branches, was unmistakable. It was used for secret communication by the Dryads, he had learned. No other creature could interpret the language, not even the Unicorns.
 
   He could not read another word.
 
   No, his eyes jumped to the end. At the bottom, in miniscule handwriting, was an additional note penned by the Queen herself.
 
   You will ensure the Rites of Aliddiune come to pass, my niece, Sister and Seer. And this is why. Your mother was caught before she went too far. She was caught and brought back to the brink of life by the master healer Zinfandir, for she was pregnant with you. But she balked. She did not desire life. She became dyalithi, a woodbound spirit. I can show you that tree–only do as you are bid, noble Alliathiune, for the sake of our Mother Forest, and I will reunite you with your mother.
 
   Blackmail? Kevin’s fingers froze on the tiny curl of reed paper. Why would the Queen need to blackmail her niece … quick! Alliathiune had glanced over to him. She spotted the snowy owl.
 
   Deftly, for once in his life, Kevin rolled up the paper. He schooled his expression into neutrality, using all the tricks he had been forced to learn over the years. As Alliathiune approached, he held it out on his palm. “Look, Alliathiune, the Queen sent a message,” he said. “It’s for you, I assume.”
 
   And as she reached out, she gave him a searching look. “Have you read it?”
 
   “I don’t pry,” he lied, stiffly. “Isn’t that the Queen’s message owl?”
 
   “Yes.” As Alliathiune bent to read the paper, Kevin watched her narrowly. The Dryad first flushed, and then turned so deathly pale, all over, that he could scarcely make out the Dryadic patterns on her limbs.
 
   He saw the terrible, costly effort she made at self-control. He sensed her magic flare up. Her fingers trembled as she read through to the end.
 
   Alliathiune dropped her gaze, letting her hair slide forward to cover her face. “It’s a personal note from the Queen,” she muttered. “Encouragement.”
 
   But to Kevin’s heightened senses, a waterfall of tears roared behind her words. He would not prolong her agony. If she had reason to lie–and he suspected she at least one shocking reason to lie–then he would simply have to wait. Another piece of the puzzle, Jenkins. Find the pattern. Work it out. Define and arrange the possibilities, tease out the motivation, find the root cause … he set the whole of his mind to work on this problem.
 
   “Very well,” he replied, slipping his arm into the crook of her elbow. Her arm hung like a dead thing. “Look, the others are preparing to leave. Walk with me a space.”
 
   And the Dryad, head down, adrift in another world, allowed Kevin to lead her on as though she had lost the will to live.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Hunter’s lithe shadow led the company down into Broadleaf Valley.
 
   After a tricky descent of nearly half a mile, the trail meandered with deceptive gentleness between large, moss- and lichen-encrusted boulders down between parallel ridges deeper into the mist-shrouded valley. It was incongruous on a gloriously sunny afternoon to look out over a carpet of mist punctured with rough granite spires, trying to imagine what must lie beneath. Despite Indomalion’s brilliance there was little warmth in the air, and the cool, gentle breeze brought smells of rotting foliage and damp, fertile soil drifting up to their nostrils. The barren character of the heights changed swiftly into giant, lush ferns, which hid a cornucopia of noisy bird and insect life, and so tall that even the Lurk had no need to bow his head beneath their spreading boughs.
 
   They made camp later in a sandy hollow near a trickling waterfall, which suited Snatcher down to the ground. He settled himself so that the flow landed on his shoulders, and blinked steadily at Kevin’s measuring look.
 
   “Are you not yet accustomed to the mores of swamp-dwellers, good Kevin?” he asked.
 
   “You’ll get plenty moisture below,” Amadorn grunted. “I hope this mist lifts, however–it’ll be difficult to see the Huropods otherwise. We’ll want to keep a respectful distance lower down in the valley.”
 
   Kevin asked, “What’s the plan once we reach Shadowmoon Keep?”
 
   “We’ll find our way to the dungeons, as Amberthurn said,” grated the Witch. She had a bad cold, and her thin nose was a red spike between her pinched cheeks. It had further soured her habitually foul mood. “I’m reading danger in the aether. We should post a strong guard this darktime.”
 
   “Indeed?” asked Amadorn. “You have not expressed such sentiments before, good Witch.”
 
   “Since the darkling creatures attacked us on that island, good Druid, I have kept a more careful watch of such aspects. I had foolishly assumed our route and goal would take us beyond the reach of the Dark Apprentice–which he has amply disproved, to our enduring expense.” She sniffed as if to indicate that this oversight would not be repeated. “I should clarify, however, that the danger seems to be concentrated some distance yonder. I only wish not to be surprised a second time.”
 
   Amadorn picked something out of his beard and flicked it away from him. “That’s the direction Anurmar Gorge takes out of the valley.”
 
   “I hate surprises,” Akê-Akê interjected, carefully blowing sparks onto tinder to make a fire. “Like that dark creature which followed us. The way that wooden stockade just crumbled into dust–I can’t get it out of my mind. Who knows when it will next appear?”
 
   Kevin pulled his right boot off with a groan. “What I hate is blisters–great, puffy, painful blisters the size of my thumb.”
 
   “The Witch is right,” Alliathiune said softly. “We should guard ourselves more carefully, and try to make a still mirror to the Council, following those instructions we received last week.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “But our first task is to avoid being flattened or eaten–”
 
   “Piffle and child’s play,” said Amadorn. “I have already prepared the spell. Have we seen a single Megaroach yet?”
 
   “No, and I don’t want to, thank you very much.”
 
   Akê-Akê sniffed, “Why don’t you make yourself useful and chop some greens for the stew-pot, good Kevin?”
 
   “I’ll probably chop my fingers off.”
 
   “My, aren’t we just a ray of sunshine?”
 
   “Water off a duck’s back!” He gave the Faun a supercilious smile. “Don’t forget you are my sworn bondservant, you boorish, unwashed rapscallion!”
 
   “By the Well!” Akê-Akê positively gurgled with laughter. “Is the outlander testing his skills in the art of verbal thrust and parry? This is a remarkable moment!”
 
   “Not that remarkable,” muttered Kevin, chopping assiduously, but he reacted sharply when Akê-Akê clapped him on the shoulder. “Careful!”
 
   “What, spotted a vicious beetle, good outlander, or a hairy, noxious caterpillar?”
 
   “Like this one?” said Alliathiune, scooping up a palm-sized dung-beetle and depositing it at Kevin’s feet.
 
   Kevin shrieked and fell backwards off the boulder he had been perching on. The vegetables flew everywhere–onto his shirt, in his hair, stuck to his face. The Faun hooted with laughter.
 
   He threw Alliathiune a sulky glare. “You are perfectly beastly!”
 
   She shooed the beetle along with her hands. “I was just wondering if you had overcome your fear of crawling things.”
 
   “Ha and double ha with knobs on. I refuse to be the subject of your little experiments.”
 
   “Double ha with knobs on?”
 
   “You’d think my English would be perfectly intelligible, even to backwoods primitives like yourselves.”
 
   “But you are speaking Standard Driadornese, admittedly with an appalling foreign accent.”
 
   “Nobody asked for your opinion, Akê-Akê!”
 
   Shortly the conversation wound into less acrimonious paths, and thence to a discussion of the way and the dangers ahead. Amadorn related a couple of stories from his homeland, which Akê-Akê followed with a traditional Faunish rendition of how the world was made. But eyelids were growing heavy following a hard lighttime’s climbing and descent.
 
   “I will take watch,” purred Hunter, her Cat eyes gleaming in the dim firelight.
 
   Kevin stopped where Alliathiune had curled herself up. If he was not mistaken, she was crying, but she stopped the instant she heard his soft footfall.
 
   “I wondered if you’d like to carry this for a while,” he said, putting Zephyr’s horn next to her head. “He was your friend first, and I know you miss him awfully.”
 
   After a long silence, she sniffed and said, “I do, good Kevin. Thank you.”
 
   “I thought you’d want to rest in a tree, Alliathiune. You should before we reach Anurmar Gorge.”
 
   “This darktime, I feel more comfortable here,” she replied. “Rest in the Mother’s bosom, good outlander. And … thank you for walking with me this lighttime. I don’t know what I’d do without a friend like you.”
 
   Friends only–that old chestnut? Kevin grimaced in the darkness. “You rest well too, Alliathiune.”
 
   When he settled down, his eyes remained open a very long time, staring up through the dense boughs overhanging their campsite at the myriad stars as though he sought to read the answers to the mysteries of life there, and his mind restlessly covered and re-covered all that he knew of the Forest and its Blight. There had to be a solution. He knew it in his bones. He must not fail.
 
   But his thoughts kept returning to that note. Why should the Dryad Queen resort to blackmail? The need to write in Ancient Dryadic … what new secret was this? What terrible thing had happened to lead her mother to attempt suicide even when she was pregnant with Alliathiune? And who was her father–if she had one?
 
   One thing was for certain, the Dryad was desperately unhappy.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Kevin slithered and slid down the muddy trail, stripping the leaves off ferns as he fell, yelping each time he bounced off a root or a rock. Akê-Akê’s swift grab found only air–sodden, rain-slashed air–but Snatcher was quicker and snagged a flailing ankle as the Human turned a complete cartwheel over the last few feet.
 
   He dangled Kevin upside-down as easily as one would dandle an infant. “Take care, good Kevin. The trail is treacherous for dry-landers this lighttime.”
 
   “I couldn’t get any wetter, thankfully. Would you mind awfully putting me the right way up, old man? The blood’s rushing to my head and my lunch is making a pressing case for a swift reappearance.”
 
   “At once.”
 
   “I’m just the clumsiest two left-footed ninny the world has ever seen.”
 
   “Try having three left feet,” said Amadorn, slipping to a stop beside them with the aid of his walking-stick. “Foul weather, eh, Snatcher?”
 
   The Lurk flicked his nictitating membranes myopically. “As lovely as it gets, good Druid, short of sloughing through a nice deep swamp served by a similar torrent.”
 
   “One may as well stand beneath a waterfall.”
 
   “From my information, good outlander, we should before darktime reach a forested section, where we may take shelter beneath the great farwood trees and. That will bring welcome relief.” Amadorn eased his bowed legs with a weary sigh. “Be of good cheer. The trail should level out, and Hunter has shot a young deer for dinner. No vegetable stew for a few lighttimes at least.”
 
   “Butchers!”
 
   Kevin smiled at Alliathiune’s hiss from nearby. Talk about a militant vegetarian! Some of her beliefs remained non-negotiable, no matter how much joshing she received from her companions. Zephyr had always concurred, though, and been the mainstay of her support while he was still with them–and his own support, Kevin had realised, having himself leaned heavily on the Unicorn’s knowledge, support, and companionship. How he missed Zephyr! Where did Unicorns go when they ‘took to the horn’? Metaphysical nuances shading the practical consequence that, for all intents and purposes, he was dead, incommunicado, trapped without hope of … no, don’t be silly, Kevin. He didn’t honestly think he could rescue Zephyr when all the Unicorn scholarship of five thousand Leaven seasons had made zero progress on the issue?
 
   Kevin, hope of the Unicorns? Ha.
 
   Well, he hadn’t done so badly on the Blight so far, had he?
 
   “A ripe haridol fruit for your thoughts, good Kevin?”
 
   He startled, taking the proffered fruit automatically. It reminded him of apricot, only larger and sweeter. “Oh, Alliathiune, you shouldn’t sneak up on me like that!”
 
   “I called your name twice!”
 
   “Oh. Gosh, I guess I was deep in thought …”
 
   “Were you thinking about Zephyr?”
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   Alliathiune took his arm in the Dryad way. “You silly man, you have been twiddling his horn in your fingers for the last turn. I’ve been watching.”
 
   Kevin had recently discovered that he could forgive her any amount of teasing when she took his arm in just that way. He said, “You are far too intuitive for your own good, ‘Thooney. Here, it’s your turn.”
 
   She stiffened, but took Zephyr’s horn nevertheless. “Humph. That’s what you called me at the Well!”
 
   “Did I?”
 
   An arch of her eyebrow spoke eloquently. The rest of her was sodden, her hair lying in flat hanks on her forehead and down her back, but the Dryad seemed unaffected by the rain. Kevin knew he looked like a half-drowned rat, but Akê-Akê had shown him how to wrap his effects in a waterproof selidish cloth, a Unicorn invention–at least his tome on wizardry would keep dry.
 
   “I shall repent in sackcloth and ashes for a space of seven moons,” he groaned. “Please, I’ve shed enough tears of anguish over my stupidity to fill the Well several times over. You may rest assured that I harbour not a single licentious purpose regarding your person.”
 
   Great Scott, and now he had fallen to telling casual untruths? Besotted, smitten, and hopeless as he was!
 
   “Oh.” The Dryad tucked a damp hank of hair behind her ears. Kevin had the distinct impression he had disappointed her. “Good Kevin, why are you studying magic with the Faun Loremaster?”
 
   “And with the Druid, and Snatcher–and you, if you’d allow,” he replied. “But not the Witch, And you can just wipe that incredulous expression off your face. I have my reasons–lofty High Wizard reasons, my dear Dryad.”
 
   “Good outlander, I am not your dear–”
 
   “I’ll be the judge of my heart!” Kevin burst out, and then clamped his jaw shut in horror. Alliathiune bit her lip and looked into the surrounding vegetation, where a grey mole-rat the size of large dog was industriously digging up a tuber. “And I am Kevin,” he growled, “not some bizarre carrot-haired outlander from Earth. Agreed? You ought to know me well enough by now.”
 
   Alliathiune laughed, squeezing his arm, “By the Hills, I like this Kevin! He who burbles in Lurkish, and fears not to sup with demon-conjuring Faun Loremasters.”
 
   “I refuse to take your bait.”
 
   “But why, Kevin? Isn’t one branch of magic enough to struggle with, rather than examining a whole Forest? You’ve been at this ever since we left the Dragon-Magus’ lair.”
 
   “Because apparently, my power depends on the magic of others,” he replied. Yes, he was ‘struggling’ and should not bristle at the truth! “If I don’t understand what they’re doing, I fail and end up with a blue hand, for example. My nature is to synthesize knowledge from many domains–and did you realise how intimately magic is associated with language? Each magic-capable race uses their own language, which is the unique carrier of meaning, and uniquely expressed with all sort of additional context. Language describes culture and thinking patterns and how a creature even defines their being, all in one wrapper. Lurkish magic would simply not function in Standard Driadornese. If we are to defeat the Dark Apprentice, I need to know more. Much more.”
 
   “You’re so intense sometimes.”
 
   “Says she who can’t stop herself ministering to every plant and animal we pass? Even in the midst of the Utharian wilds, no person for a hundred leagues–”
 
   “Nature doesn’t have to be useful to you Humans, or subjugated by Humans,” Alliathiune said. “It is enough that it is.”
 
   Not only unhappy, Kevin thought, but downright cantankerous. Something was eating her up from the inside.
 
   At last the trail levelled out, so now they were able to walk forward through ankle-deep mud and not slither downward in the steady downpour. Ground-dwelling quails and brilliant limmicks scattered into the thick undergrowth at their passing, and tiny hummingbirds feasted on the plentiful tropical flowers that splashed colour here and there amongst the ubiquitous bushes and ferns. Kevin wondered if these hummingbirds would also feed the Dryad nectar, as he had seen them do back near the Utharian Wet–to his astonishment.
 
   “Are you quite certain you aren’t a Tomalia in disguise?”
 
   “Perfectly,” he grinned.
 
   “But you haven’t asked me to teach you Dryadic.”
 
   “Ahem. Hooliaa’än Dryaduu-ish-loë, Alliathiune-têssi.”
 
   The Dryad gave a gasp of laughter. “You crafty man–when did you learn that? And how? Your accent is perfect.”
 
   Kevin bowed extravagantly. “At the Sacred Grove. My vowels are all wrong, but thank you anyway. Nine vowels plus five tones and a glottal stop? Ridiculous language.”
 
   “Don’t forget there are four different clicks, and seventeen trills,” Alliathiune retorted, smugly.
 
   “Seventeen trills? No wonder you sound like a bunch of chattering sparrows all the time.”
 
   He earned himself a smack for this sally.
 
   He continued, “I was wondering what happens to Unicorns when they ‘take to the horn’, my decorative Forest spirit, for I find it illogical and unjust that so many creatures of their noble race should remain lost, displayed like some grotesque mummery in the Ardüinthäl. I miss him terribly. I’d hate to think Zephyr might end up there one lighttime, forgotten and ignored.” His sigh was loud enough to make Snatcher, striding ahead of them, glance back over his shoulder. “I could not help but wonder in such a vainglorious spate of self-aggrandisement that would make a person sick, that since I enjoyed some small accomplishment in the matter of the Blight I might turn my thoughts to the plight of the lost Unicorns, and thereby … well! I may as well scream into a tornado for all the difference it would make. If the Unicorn scholars cannot raise their kin to life, what hope have I, a stupid barbarian outlander with no appreciation of the Forest?”
 
   “You are hardly that! Humility is becoming. Verbally bruising yourself is not.”
 
   “But it’s the truth, I tell–”
 
   “Truth is relative, good Kevin, and often subject to one’s perceptions. Maybe you see it as the truth, but I don’t and neither do our companions.”
 
   “Truth is absolute,” he argued, without any real heart for disagreeing with her. “The facts of Zephyr’s condition are incontrovertible. There are natural laws, there is life and death, there are moral imperatives and duties, and–”
 
   “And there is magic. Magic has natural laws of its own.”
 
   “Laws which are costly.”
 
   “So bitter? Good Kevin, what sticks in my mind is that you saved all of our lives, there at Elliadora’s Well. I am sorry your hand was damaged, truly I am. But to be defenceless against the Dark Apprentice, even for those short moments, was a terrible thing. He is evil–cold, grasping, and corrupted to the depths of his being. Killing gratifies him. Who knows where he may have stopped had you not intervened?”
 
   “Hmm. You’re right. Had the Elliarana been lost we would be up a creek without a paddle.”
 
   She giggled, “The expressions you use!”
 
   Kevin answered with a mock-severe frown, “Could you please pay attention whilst we discuss these grave issues?”
 
   “You are just too funny. Say, what has Hunter found?” As they hurried towards the beckoning Mancat, she said, “Much as I love the Tomalia, good Kevin, and noble as your sentiments are, I believe we should first concentrate our efforts on defeating the Dark Apprentice and his pestilent Blight. And to do that, we need the Magisoul.”
 
   “What is the power of the Magisoul?”
 
   Alliathiune’s grimace spoke volumes. “None but Zephyr knows, good Kevin. He made a study of ancient artefacts in seasons past and knows more about it than perhaps any living creature. And, by the Well, what is that stench?”
 
   They rounded a bend in the trail to find the way ahead blocked by what Kevin initially mistook for a gigantic boulder, but now recognised for a mountain of putrefying flesh blocking the muddy trail. It was taller than his head and perhaps sixty feet wide, at least the parts that he could see, and though the scavengers had been busy there was so much meat that stripping it to the bones would take many lighttimes.
 
   “A Huropod,” said Hunter.
 
   “What do you think would drive it so far from the river?”
 
   Kevin understood the question. This creature was a dinosaur much like Brontosaurus but perhaps a little smaller. Typically, because of their great mass, these creatures would spend most of their time in or very near a river or swamp where they might be buoyed by immersion. To find one so far from its preferred habitat was strange indeed.
 
   Amadorn looked at Hunter, who was looking at the flattened and trampled foliage. “This is Troll-sign, good Druid. Here, see the bindings on this broken spear point? The pattern marks the tribe and is sealed with alethi gum. Were Zephyr with us, he could doubtless describe which exact tribe this was.”
 
   “He didn’t know Amberthurn’s doorkeeper,” the Witch pointed out.
 
   “And why would Trolls hunt a Huropod and leave it here?”
 
   “Sport? The pleasure of hunting and killing?”
 
   Amadorn seemed troubled. “It makes no sense,” he said. “Huropods are harmless herbivores, too slow and stupid to make for an interesting quarry.”
 
   “I’d prefer to move on,” said Alliathiune. “The smell sickens me.”
 
   Kevin was only too ready to agree. His innards churned energetically despite having covered his nose with his cloak, and the bushes and ferns heaved with scavengers that had been displaced by their protective spells. No doubt once they passed by the feast would resume.
 
   They filed quickly through the ferns nearby the carcass and struck the trail once more. Hunter raced ahead at a quick jog-trot, scouting for further sign of the Trolls–but there was none to be seen. And soon the dense foliage closed wetly about them again and the march continued.
 
   Alliathiune said quietly, “The Magisoul is our only hope, good Kevin. Legend tells that it was the source of power that Elliadora originally used to create our fair realm. As such, it must also surely contain the power to arrest the Blight and heal the Forest, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   In his heart of hearts, Kevin could not entirely agree. “I certainly hope so,” was all he could bring himself to say.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The evening’s gathering gloom brought the seven companions to the farwood forest, which were a type of hardwood tree similar to sequoia or redwood, which Kevin had only seen in pictures. The overarching farwood trees were so massive that the rain barely filtered down through the dense layers of forest canopy. Here they paused to make a fire of dry needles and fallen branches, and were grateful to dry off by its brisk heat.
 
   “By the morrow we shall be through this forest and down into the lower parts of Broadleaf Valley,” said Amadorn, “and there we shall find the time-worn steps down to Anurmar Gorge, which were laid by the first wizards to mine korialite in this region. But I like not this matter of Trolls, and the signs which Hunter has found.”
 
   “We must keep alert,” hissed the Mancat. “Troll patrols have passed this way within the last eight or nine lighttimes.”
 
   “Shadowmoon Keep sleeps no longer,” said Kevin.
 
   None of the others dared voice this conclusion. It was like their curious reluctance to mention Ozark’s name. But if the Trolls had somehow become organised there was only one logical cause–that they had a new master. And he thought he knew who it was, too.
 
   “You suspect the Dark Apprentice?” The Dryad’s sharp whisper chilled them more deeply than the weather had been able.
 
   “I’m sorry, Alliathiune, but that is the conclusion I have drawn. You see, on Earth the distance from here to the Well would be of little consequence to a person possessing the right resources. The means to travel great distances very quickly is not unknown to me. The Dark Apprentice models himself on Ozark the Dark, who dwelled here and who also was able to command a war upon Driadorn from this great distance. They must have some sorcerous means of travel. And you had reported that he called himself by the title ‘Kidräl-Lukan’, which I have discussed with Snatcher and he agrees that it translates as ‘Lord over the Gorge’, which must be a reference to Anurmar Gorge. Ozark’s libraries were said to be housed at Shadowmoon Keep.”
 
   He stirred the fire absently with a long stick. “I am afraid there are simply too many clues here to be ignored. We are bound for the serpent’s lair. And consider this: what if the Dark Apprentice captured the Magisoul? Do we think we are lost now?”
 
   “You surely do not think our cause hopeless, good Kevin?”
 
   “Nay, Alliathiune.” He was sounding more and more like them, he thought, more like a citizen of Driadorn and less like the insignificant Kevin Jenkins of old. “But Trolls do not organise without a reason. I think we should make a still mirror. The Council needs to hear this new information.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23: Anurmar Gorge
 
   Seven vastly different sets of eyes peeked over a small ridge, scanning the territory ahead with worried expressions. Beneath them, a long, narrow series of lakes cascaded like contoured rice paddies down into the lowest reach of Broadleaf Valley. There the abundant waters flowed into a huge, shallow lake bordered by a low, brush-covered ridge. Where Anurmar Gorge slashed into the side of the valley like a jagged knife-cut, the lake waters roared and foamed with savage joy as they poured in endless tumult down into shadowed depths.
 
   The weather was oppressively humid. Kevin wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow and then patted his damp curls. Gosh, what he wouldn’t give for a shower right now. He could see how Indomalion’s stern gaze caused vapours to rise like a gentle mist from the verdant, densely-forested slopes. Darkenseason must be on its way out, especially here in the hot south. His eyes wandered across to a herd of Huropods peacefully grazing on the riverine flora. Long, slender necks waved like a small forest of dancing snakes above the turgid waters, which deceptively concealed and buoyed their massive bulk. How many hundreds of pounds of greenery must they eat every lighttime to sustain those bodies? What a privilege, he thought, to be gazing down upon a herd of dinosaurs. But his companions hardly noticed the Huropods.
 
   “That could be an issue,” said Amadorn, smacking his lips like a courtier in the throes of great distaste.
 
   ‘That’ was a troop of Trolls, who had set up camp smack in the middle of the path they needed to take.
 
   “There’s no other way up to Shadowmoon Keep?”
 
   “Good Dryad, the main gates open to the north, which is accessed by a narrow spit of land that leads up to the main Troll hunting grounds,” said the Druid. “Not only would it take us several moons of hard travel to complete that circuit, short of miraculously teleporting ourselves hence, but the chances of making it through undetected–how I wish now for a Unicorn’s mastery of illusion and disguise!”
 
   “We are not without our resources, noble Druid.”
 
   Amadorn began to ease himself back from the edge. “Witch, Lurk, Faun–we need a plan.”
 
   Kevin blurted out, “What about a frontal assault?”
 
   “We may as well invite the Dark Apprentice to dinner! What a foolish idea!”
 
   He reddened instantly. “Uh … that came out wrong, good Witch. I meant to suggest that we should not discard the obvious, direct approach–given the capabilities of some of our companions.”
 
   The Witch’s mouth whitened in thin-lipped disapproval. “The need to enter Shadowmoon Keep undetected is paramount, good outlander. Thousands of Trolls could respond to an alarm and seal off ingress to the Keep before we ever sighted it from the path down in Anurmar Gorge. We could not destroy so many before the alarm was raised.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that.”
 
   Throwing a quelling glance at the fuming Witch, Amadorn explained, “Look–the signal-fire is laid ready upon yonder promontory and guarded by at least a dozen soldiers. It is a standard Trollish ploy to aid non-magical communication.”
 
   Kevin fumed privately as his companions fell to batting about and discarding ideas and plans. Fancy not noticing a signal fire? The Witch was right, but it didn’t make her attitude any easier to swallow. He wished the wind would change and stick that sour grapes expression right on her sour face–permanently.
 
   The still mirror Amadorn made at dawn had brought only bad news–further setbacks in containing the advancing Human armies, another attack by the Drakes on the Sacred Well, evidence of the Blight spreading right to the borders of Driadorn. Amberthurn’s promised reinforcements had been delayed by an unexpected storm, which had also grounded many of the aerial spies dispatched recently by the Council. Coincidence? A plague on that Dark Apprentice! His ire rose as his mind clicked into gear. Storms on tap, eh? They would simply have to consider other methods of containment, and other means to gain the information they so desperately needed. If they could discover the Dark Apprentice’s lair, Amberthurn was prepared and eager to employ his formidable magic–in the meantime, he was winging his way over Driadorn toward the advancing Goblin horde to ‘roast a few furry rumps’ according to Two Hoots, that front being adjudged the most time-critical.
 
   And his mind turned also to the metal beasts and automata reported by the Council. They had promised drawings, but getting a reliable report back from the front lines had proved a real headache. Was there real technology out there? They had to be constructs of the Dark Apprentice’s devious mind. That said, anyone who could keep an automaton running as long as it had to poison the entire Forest and defeat the best efforts of their foremost wizards, was indeed a force to be reckoned with. He was under no illusions that the Dark Apprentice would be defeated as easily next time.
 
   Should there be … when they met again. Kevin firmed the idea in his mind. He should prepare himself mentally for that lighttime. His old fear of confrontation lurked like a tiger in the subconscious jungle of his fears, stalking him in preparation for the kill. Would he falter at the crucial moment? Or plumb the risible depths of failure like so many times before?
 
   He was fresh out of inspiration.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Kevin gasped in disbelief as he took in Alliathiune’s disguise. “Good God!” he spluttered. “Is that you?”
 
   “Good Kevin, your reaction is all I need to know,” rumbled the Troll, with a marked edge that was Alliathiune through and through. “Is my disguise successful?”
 
   “You look intimidating.”
 
   “That’s not unusual.”
 
   “You look–” he cracked a wide grin, “–positively revolting! Especially the curly horns and the cracked, yellowing teeth.”
 
   “Why, thank you.”
 
   “I shall imagine you like this every time you become angry with me.”
 
   “That’s quite enough.”
 
   “The stench of rotten meat and moons-old sweat is very realistic too. Putrid is the word that springs to mind. Definitively putrid.”
 
   The Dryad stomped her foot. “Enough, I said!”
 
   “Be quiet!” muttered the Witch. “Sounds carry, even here. Good Kevin, will you attend me?”
 
   Kevin unwillingly submitted to having some mumbo-jumbo spoken over him, before the Witch anointed him with a few drops of a decidedly noxious substance. In a flash, the world lurched and he grew two feet taller–or so his senses told him.
 
   “Very good,” said the Witch, looking him over critically. “Akê-Akê has run out of maglamma root, so you’ll have to keep that mouth firmly shut or the Trolls will hear you speaking Human. Do you understand? No whining until we are well out of sight and hearing.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Now, the magic will make you feel different and probably upset your sense of balance. Practise walking up and down for a while until you get used to the feeling. You need to look the part when we go down there.”
 
   “Are you sure this will work?”
 
   The Witch’s eyes turned as frosty as a Darkenseason darktime. “At least I know what I’m doing when I work magic, good outlander. Until you reach that stage, I’d recommend that you keep your opinions to yourself and learn a modicum of respect–or I will extract it from your sorry Human hide. Is that clear?”
 
   “Uh … quite clear.”
 
   Touchy as ever, he thought. All of his companions, bar Snatcher, were as touchy as crickets with a bad case of the hiccoughs.
 
   Working himself up into a fine old state, he fumed and huffed and frowned all the way down the hill behind what appeared to his eyes to be a motley troop of vagabonds. Even the Lurk had been Trollified, if that was a word.
 
   But as they approached the Troll encampment his aggrieved mien gave way to trepidation and quickly, to outright fear. Might as well march into the lion’s den, he thought darkly, attempting a timid count of the armoured troop of real Trolls and giving up somewhere between forty and fifty. No point in scaring himself witless. No wonder Zephyr had derided them so openly. To a creature they looked like they breakfasted on nails and flossed their teeth with rusty chains. If this disguise did not work, then they were toast for sure!
 
   Snatcher was their chosen spokesman. His voice was closest to those of the Trolls, and he was enough of a linguist to make passable conversation in the dialect of Standard Driadornese spoken by these creatures. Akê-Akê would back him up if needed. He knew a few phrases, mostly curses, which had formed part of his education at some point. Kevin reminded himself to ask the Faun about that.
 
   They strode openly into the encampment, neither appearing to hurry nor stopping to make conversation. It helped that Trolls were by and large a surly crew, not given to polite chit-chat or bestirring themselves to the effort of conversing with strangers when there were better things to occupy their time–such as tossing four-sided dice made of animal hide, eating a stew brewed in huge cauldrons over a slow fire–Kevin tried not to imagine what their contents might be, for they smelled fatty and foul–or sharpening their favourite weapons, which resembled barbed, razor-toothed meat cleavers. Two burly fellows were wrestling in a bid to tear each others’ heads off their necks. When they rolled into a fire and nearly toppled a cauldron the cook brained one of them with an iron saucepan.
 
   The companions were just exiting the far side when a large Troll appeared from nowhere and planted a huge, splayed hand on Snatcher’s chest.
 
   “Urgle goes gurk to?” he said.
 
   “Flaggat Anurmar Gorge yum tek hoogley,” Snatcher replied, as best as Kevin could make out.
 
   “Hoogley booger bling mak grinder,” added the other, holding out his palm.
 
   “Bling no have,” rumbled Snatcher, shrugging those mountainous shoulders of his.
 
   “Booger bloody well grinder!”
 
   “Bling no have!”
 
   “Furgle!” insisted the Troll, becoming angry. “Booger bling!”
 
   Akê-Akê put in, “Ya flidder popadoff, booger.”
 
   This evidently tipped the balance. The Troll made a grab for Akê-Akê, who sidestepped nimbly. Snatcher barred the Troll’s way.
 
   Akê-Akê said, “Bling grinder up your fag pak.”
 
   The Troll turned purple with rage and roared something incomprehensible. The Lurk shoved him several feet backwards. The Troll swung a great haymaker at Snatcher, who took the blow upon his shoulder without flinching. He returned the favour with interest. There was a crunch of bone; fist against face.
 
   The Troll fell backwards, taking with him whatever fleeting interest the encounter had generated in the encampment. Fists were a perfectly acceptable way of settling an argument among Trolls. Having established beyond a shadow of a doubt their right to continue unmolested, courtesy of one Lurk’s skill at fisticuffs, the patrol of ‘Trolls’ hiked on down into Anurmar Gorge.
 
   Once they were out of earshot, Kevin asked, “What was all that about?”
 
   Troll-Alliathiune smiled grimly at her companion. “That was one foolish Faun trying to show his bravery by baiting the Troll Captain.”
 
   “Really? What made him so angry?”
 
   “I didn’t understand the first insult, I must admit, but after that our precious Akê-Akê told the Troll Captain with anatomical precision exactly what he could do with the bribe he was demanding.”
 
   A ferociously ugly face glared back at them. “In case you were wondering, you meddling bush-brain, no amount of cajoling would have swayed that monument to stupidity back there. I simply advanced the most expedient method of winning our passage to the Gorge.”
 
   “Oh, well done. You could have at least warned us.”
 
   “And have it look staged?”
 
   “Will you stop speaking Standard?” hissed the Witch. Kevin decided she looked better as a Troll. “There is no telling when we’ll run into more of them.”
 
   Not very likely, thought the Human, because the waterfall thundering to their right drowned out anything but a shout right in one’s ear. He tried to distract himself from the precarious trail that clung to the gorge’s edge like string tacked to a wall by thinking about the Blight. The trail plunged into the murky depths in a succession of damp-slick loops and rocky furrows interspersed with great, lichen-covered boulders that gave him vivid nightmares about sliding off into the great blue yonder and smashing himself to death on the rocks below. The footing was treacherous. Only the Lurk appeared to progress with ease, although Kevin did catch him glancing over the edge frequently.
 
   But they did not fall. As afternoon drew in, coming early to the foetid depths as Indomalion drew behind the nearby peaks, they neared the base of the waterfall and looking back in awe at the path they had traversed. Despite the gloom, they began to catch glimpses of the spectacular salt and sulphur formations for which the gorge was famous. The flow of Broadleaf Valley’s waters could now be seen to be jetting through a narrow cleft high above in a single, unbroken white plume that leaped thousands of feet into the plunge-pool below, before bubbling away into the mountains.
 
   “We should make camp,” said Amadorn. The long descent had been especially hard on him. “It was well done this lighttime to win through to the Gorge. Shadowmoon Keep lies within our reach–by darktime after next, we shall descry its evil silhouette against the darkling roof of our world. We should rest, and make plans.”
 
   “Aye,” grunted the Faun. “Perhaps these waters may yield a fish for our dinner.”
 
   “I shall ascertain, good Faun.”
 
   “Forthwith, noble Lurk. May your paw be swift and true.”
 
   Kevin’s eyebrows twitched in amusement. Oh, there were certain things about Driadorn’s culture that he could never get enough of, and their fondness for wordiness was one such aspect. It was something of a gentle competition at times. How they vied for supremacy in a subtle dance of wills!
 
   But he was reminded of Amberthurn’s dire warning about a door that not even Ozark could open, the failures of his experiments released to roam the Keep, an army of Trolls, four elemental Dragons, a ruby key, and an emerald key, and the Magisoul. Was this another test of his wizardry? The Dragon-Magus had claimed that his name was now written on the scroll of wizards. Not for the first time, Kevin wished to quiz the Unicorn on the matter. It was a complete mystery–to Amberthurn as much as to him, judging by his reaction. And what of that mysterious knell that had sounded as he accepted the challenge? What did it mean, since he felt no different and his skills were just as pathetic as ever?
 
   They unpacked, and made camp.
 
   So this gorge was supposed to conceal the only known deposits of korialite, that strange mineral which could store magic. Kevin looked about idly, wondering how one would go about finding and extracting it from the native stone. There were no obvious signs of mining operations. The path appeared little-used, save he supposed by Troll patrols combing the neighbourhood for any creature so foolish as to dare the back road to Shadowmoon Keep.
 
   Raw industrial waste. His mind jumped back, way back, to when they used to live by the canal in Liverpool. Good heavens, he remembered being thrown into that scummy, polluted water as though it were yester-lighttime. Setting the minor issue of impossibility to one side, he supposed it would be a good way for an unscrupulous company to dump their effluent–what better place, or worse, than to quietly lose kilolitres of waste in another world, which had neither hope nor opportunity of fighting back?
 
   He would not stand by and let Feynard suffer a fate that Earth was surely storing up for itself. They deserved better. Alliathiune and Zephyr deserved better. Kevin touched the Unicorn horn at his belt, vowing quietly to see justice done.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Anurmar Gorge was so deep it saw only a few hours of sunlight each lighttime. The bottom of the river gorge was deeply shadowed, as warm as a dragon’s intestines, and crawling with Trolls. The river trail was easy hiking, for the most part running along the sandy left bank, but Kevin saw there was a secondary trail higher up, above the waterline. Perhaps the river flooded at certain times of the year, he theorised. The upper trail was much more difficult, but more than once allowed them to hide from oncoming Troll patrols.
 
   He wished he could wear a clothes-peg on his nose. The river ran thick and foul with detritus from Shadowmoon Keep, and–so he assumed from the occasional half-eaten carcass which floated by–from the Troll hunting grounds north of the Keep. It was also the communal sewer.
 
   “Troll droppings,” said Akê-Akê, readily helping Kevin identify what he had taken for brown logs floating by.
 
   “Yuck!”
 
   They hiked steadily through the morning and into the afternoon, sweating in rivulets, hiding in the abundant caves or behind huge, jagged crystalline formations of salt, sulphur, and other minerals, some of which Kevin estimated at fifty or more feet in height or length. Great flowers of crystals protruded from the sheer rocky walls, catching and throwing back Indomalion’s noontime glare with dazzling force. Rainbows of light refracted all around–carnelian and indigo, turquoise and sapphire, jade and milk-white. The trail ducked beneath crystal bridges and clambered uneasily over great steps of yellowing sulphurous rock, and everywhere around them, Kevin began to sense first as a prickling in his damaged hand, there was a power like electricity in the rocks and the air.
 
   Just after a short break at noon to share waycrust and sip cautiously from their water gourds, Hunter spotted a huge reptilian bird flying southward carrying a Troll in its talons. It had membranous wings, but a feathered head like an eagle.
 
   “I mislike that,” muttered Amadorn.
 
   “One of the Dark Wizard’s creations,” agreed the Faun. “That was no summoning. We should proceed with caution.”
 
   Later, as Indomalion finally dipped beneath the gorge’s rim, giving respite from the unrelenting glare, they came to a place where bones cluttered the canyon from side to side. The ribs were taller than Snatcher, and the thickness of his thigh.
 
   “What manner of creature was this?” growled the Lurk, hefting his club purposefully.
 
   They walked steadily along beneath the backbone until they reached the great head, fully twenty of Akê-Akê’s strides long, and furnished with a thicket of teeth that made Kevin whistle through his teeth.
 
   “Some malformed Dragon,” suggested the Witch, making a sign against evil. “Look back at the shoulders. There were six wings, three each side–like a swamp dragonfly.”
 
   With his eyes, Kevin followed the lines of bones, long and thin like fish bones, up the side of the gorge. He shook his head. “Some wingspan. Two hundred feet or more. I wonder if it could even fly? Or if it lived on Trolls, down here in the gorge?”
 
   Beside him, Alliathiune shuddered. “This is a place of much evil, good Kevin, and–by the Hills! Look at your hand, it’s glowing!”
 
   Now, in the gathering shadows, Kevin saw that she was right. He raised his blue hand in fascination. “What’s that?”
 
   “An overload of magic,” Amadorn said. “You’re absorbing magic from all around us. You need to stop that, good Kevin, and discharge the excess into the ground, or into the atmosphere, before it builds up enough to damage you.”
 
   “As before,” said the Witch. “Can the outlander do any spells?”
 
   “Great heavens, no. He can’t even make a reading light.”
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Akê-Akê,” Kevin muttered. “Look, magic doesn’t exist. This is some kind of energy. I suppose it’s just a matter of control and manipulation. Look, if I point my finger like this, I can probably–”
 
   BOOM!
 
   Before he knew it, lightning sparked from Kevin’s forefinger and blasted a segment of the Dragon’s skeleton away across the stinking river.
 
   “Forgot the control bit there, old sprout,” said Akê-Akê, imitating Kevin’s accent perfectly.
 
   Alliathiune stifled a chuckle as the Witch hissed, “Fine, now you’ve alerted every Troll for leagues about of our presence, you snivelling little idiot!”
 
   “Come,” said Amadorn, crooking his forefinger. “I’ll teach you control.”
 
   Secretly, Kevin was rather pleased he had learned to do an offensive spell–er, manipulate energy, Jenkins! But his protestations were becoming weak. Soon, by following Amadorn’s patient instruction, he was sparking off little bits of energy here and there. He frazzled patches of sand, burned a patch of grass, much to Alliathiune’s disgust, and zapped the Faun painfully on his hairy backside. Akê-Akê leaped a good foot in the air and threatened dire retribution.
 
   “Why don’t you clean the river rather?” the Dryad suggested primly. “Or teach him to perfume the reek of this air?”
 
   “Because too much magic is dangerous,” said the Witch. “It’s a clarion call to that Dark Apprentice that his enemies are approaching. Although–I suppose it might go undetected in this place. So much korialite.”
 
   “And which rock, pray tell, is korialite?” Kevin asked.
 
   The Witch bent to pick up a sapphire-blue shard. “This.”
 
   “It looks like blue glass,” he said, turning the fragment over in his fingers.
 
   “Until you apply those forces which you don’t believe in,” said Snatcher, “and what happens is of course a mystery to the nonbeliever. But to a magician, this.”
 
   The Lurk’s violet nictitating membranes flickered almost too quickly for the eye to follow. At once Kevin saw eldritch sparkles appear deep within the stone; golden, silvery, or some colour just in between, he could not tell. They danced at the very edge of his perception, beckoning him with hypnotic power. His blue hand itched sympathetically. But after a moment, the sparkles dissipated and he felt a pang of loss.
 
   The Lurk rumbled, “Structure matters–your orderly mind should appreciate that, good Kevin. The art of mining korialite lies in finding the perfect shape. And that is surpassingly rare.”
 
   And was his left hand some kind of korialite? Changed in its fundamental molecular structure? How did it still work if it had changed to crystal or stone? Organic crystal? Kevin pondered this as they marched on. The Druid Amadorn, stumping along beside him on his stick, began to teach him how to dissipate magical energy into the surrounding environment. ‘Better not to absorb it in the first place,’ he cautioned. ‘Be aware of your limitations. Become a channel. Again. Try it again.’
 
   He was one big lightning-rod. And that did not comfort Kevin in the slightest.
 
   All that lighttime, as they marched through the fantastic wilderness of Anurmar Gorge, he sparked and sizzled and discharged every few minutes. Amadorn eventually gave in to Alliathiune’s incessant nagging and taught him the rudiments of cleansing the river–well, boiling it first, then throwing waterspouts about, and after that, he began to grasp the process.
 
   Come evening the company withdrew to a sandy cavern hidden behind a cluster of huge granite boulders which must have tumbled down into the gorge at some time in the distant past. Because of the cramped quarters, the Druid, the Witch, and the Faun stepped outside to discuss offensive and defensive tactics–how best to utilise and combine their different talents. Snatcher decided the back of the cave was the place to scratch an itch between his shoulders, while Kevin badgered Alliathiune into teaching him how to speak Dryadic. Hunter pulled out a whetstone and began to sharpen her arsenal.
 
   Later, the Witch removed their disguises. “More Trolls in the morning,” she smiled grimly, but added unexpectedly, “even uglier than before, if I can manage it!”
 
   Kevin stared. The Witch had made a joke?
 
   He slept, but very poorly. The magic kept discharging from his hand, even while he dozed, and it jolted him every time. Eventually Kevin pushed himself to his feet with a groan. His companions were all sleeping like babies, except for Akê-Akê, who had taken the second watch.
 
   “Can’t sleep?”
 
   “Hurts too much,” said Kevin, wringing his hand. It did hurt–maybe this signalled the return of sensation to his hand? “Where’s Snatcher?”
 
   “Lurking down there,” the Faun pointed. He pushed Kevin’s hand down. “By the Hills, will you point that weapon elsewhere? I saw quite a flight of those birds earlier. They must like Troll meat.”
 
   “Each to their own.” He sat next to the Faun. “Strange place, wouldn’t you say, old chap?”
 
   “Evil,” said the Faun.
 
   Kevin gazed upriver. Shadowmoon Keep was still out of sight. Two more lighttimes, Amadorn reckoned. Hmm. But the water was not as still as he imagined; just look at those boulders breaking the flow, visible in the eerie radiance emanating from a few of the crystals. Moving boulders? No, that was … Kevin’s throat closed up; he produced a sound between a cough and a gargle.
 
   “Good outlander …”
 
   “There!” he squeaked, finally.
 
   Huge tentacles came writhing out of the river, a ticket of them, each armed with a fat-lipped, sucking mouth. Before the Faun could even scramble to his feet a half-dozen or so mouths plopped down on Snatcher and suctioned themselves eagerly onto his back, shoulders, and arms. The creature began to drag the Lurk to the river. Snatcher bellowed in fury. His spiked club rose and fell with meaty smacks, but the tentacles, perhaps having detected live prey, swarmed down on him now and attached themselves to anything that moved–even nearby rocks, Kevin saw, which were quickly spat out again. Despite his great strength, the river creature inexorably dragged the Lurk toward the water.
 
   “Awake! Help!” Kevin yelled, even as the Faun sprinted away through the boulders. And then he ran after Akê-Akê.
 
   Kevin Jenkins had clearly learned one thing on Feynard–madness. He dashed between the boulders, careening painfully off one, but his heart thudded in his ears and his legs moved with a will of their own. All he knew was that his friend was in danger.
 
   The beast heaved Snatcher off the ground. Struggling furiously, the Lurk employed his club in short, circumscribed arcs. Kevin heard him burbling away in Lurkish; a swamp-dweller spell that would hopefully effect his release. Akê-Akê danced about like a dervish, swiping at the tentacles with his mace. One knocked him over. He howled and writhed as it latched onto his posterior.
 
   Quick! Kevin gathered his power, as Zephyr had once taught him, and tried to discharge a lightning-bolt toward the Faun. But it was too weak. The flesh sizzled briefly before his fire was spent. A Druid’s bolt tore the darkness apart, flashing jaggedly across his vision, blasting a clutch of tentacles into gobbets of meat. Snatcher dipped and smacked against a boulder. Tentacles latched onto him with renewed vigour. Kevin saw a beak-like mouth above the water’s dark surface. Again! He focussed every ounce of concentration on Akê-Akê. ‘Bar of soap,’ he thought, suddenly. From a height of ten feet or so, the Faun landed flat on his face. Brilliant.
 
   Maybe he could do the same to the Lurk?
 
   But with Snatcher now rising above the river and that mouth, now was not the time to grease his path down the creature’s gullet. “Very well, Jenkins,” he murmured. “Time to take a Kalladon’s charge on the chest.”
 
   Only, he wasn’t as big and tough as a Lurk.
 
   Drawing a deep breath, Kevin summoned power from his surroundings. Unfortunately, that was exactly the same instant that the Druid unleashed another of his titanic lightning strikes. Carefully concentrating on channelling energies through his ruined hand, Kevin found himself swamped by a vast charge. He instinctively released the power before it consumed him.
 
   A blast shook Anurmar Gorge. The concussion cracked and severed crystals, echoed off the high cliffs, and dislodged boulders to thunder down into the river below. Dust exploded around Kevin. Something struck his cheek. He remembered no more.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   When Kevin came to, he found himself sitting propped up against a couple of backpacks. Someone’s cloak had been rolled up and placed behind his neck. He felt as though he had indeed run into a Kalladon–or a Lurk–and groaned, “What hit me?”
 
   “Half of Anurmar Gorge,” said Alliathiune, so close that her breath brushed his cheek. “Hold still, hero.”
 
   “Mighty High Wizard,” Akê-Akê corrected.
 
   “My grateful thanks to you,” rumbled Snatcher, who sat so as to block the entrance of their cavern. Someone had lit a fire. “You saved me investigating the digestive system of that creature.”
 
   “The Lurk might otherwise have come to a sticky end,” punned the Faun. “Kissed to death by a freshwater octopus–or whatever that thing was.”
 
   Kevin peered past Alliathiune’s cheek at those of his companions he could see. Her face was close, just a few inches away, as she focussed on cleaning out a cut above his cheekbone, near his right eye. She had an endearing way of biting her tongue when she concentrated. Oh, just look at the Dryadic patterning on her lips! Very fine, intricate whorls decorated the delicate rondure of her lips–phew. Was the cavern hot or was he just imagining it?
 
   “Better that than kissing your behind, good Faun,” the Dryad replied, and the upward quirk of the corners of her mouth made his heart quirk upward too.
 
   “Is everyone okay? Where’s Hunter?”
 
   “She’s fine,” Alliathiune said. “Hold still, I said!”
 
   “That stings.”
 
   “What exactly were you trying to do, good Kevin?” asked the Dryad.
 
   “Learn courage,” he replied, at exactly the same time as the Druid said, “Gathering his magic at the same instant as I unleashed a lightning-bolt. Most creatures I know have a natural limitation on the power they can absorb. This Human appears to be different. Had I known, I would have attempted to instruct him–but I fear, only the noble Unicorn would know what to do with such a peculiarity.”
 
   “Oh, he’s peculiar indeed,” the Faun put in, evidently in a mischievous mood.
 
   “Er–what are you doing, good Alliathiune?”
 
   “Preparing to stitch your cheek with the jaws of soldier ants,” she replied. “Lacking needle and thread, this method is excellent–clean, mostly painless, and effective.”
 
   “Note her use of the word ‘mostly’.”
 
   “Akê-Akê, I will personally take one of that creature’s suckers and stick it over your face, do you hear me? Good Kevin, this aloe and herikberry poultice will sting. But then it’ll numb the pain and we’ll stitch you up with–”
 
   “Chomping mandibles? Where did you get ants?”
 
   “I called them.”
 
   Delicately, Alliathiune smeared something on his cheek. It stung as though a wasp had taken a violent dislike to his cheekbone. A citrus tang made his nostrils tingle, mixed with the hint of honeysuckle which was the Dryad’s natural scent. Her green tresses brushed his mouth, making him shiver. Tomorrow, or the next lighttime, they might face the Dark Apprentice in his lair. He felt curiously peaceful about that encounter, almost reckless. But he was afraid for the Dryad. Afraid he might lose her.
 
   “Now, you really do need to hold still,” she breathed, her hazel eyes fixed on her work. Kevin had never noticed how long her eyelashes were, before. Her skin was velvet and gold, with an occasional glint of what he had seen within the korialite. Was this a Dryad’s magic, he wondered? An inkling of her innate power?
 
   He reached up with his good hand, intending to brush the tickling strands of hair aside. Instead, his palm moved to caress her cheek, and before he knew it, his head lifted to close the couple of inches between their mouths and he kissed her.
 
   A while later, when his brain managed to catch up with what his treacherous hand had just set off, Kevin realised that Alliathiune had turned as still as a petrified tree. But no sooner had this thought jolted his fevered mind, when her lips suddenly became pliant against his and the Dryad kissed him back. Truly kissed him, in a way that made him realise that a lake full of wine and green kale could not possibly have been so intoxicating. They kissed with exquisite tenderness, and knew the whole of Feynard had paused to take notice, for distantly, Kevin sensed a knell much like that which had accompanied his acceptance of the Dragon-Magus’ challenge.
 
   He did not care. Kevin Jenkins had never felt more alive.
 
   “Oh, Kevin,” she whispered, after what to him was a blissful eternity. And then, without warning, she slapped him sharply. “Kevin! No!”
 
   He stared into her hazel eyes, brimming with tears. He saw the patterns on her lips and in the hollow of her neck writhe like animate vines, and settle suddenly. What magic was that? A surge like an ocean comber followed immediately by stillness? And just as quickly, Alliathiune bent to press her lips to the place she had latterly struck. She made a sound like a muffled sob. The Dryad seemed distressed, torn by some unfathomable emotion.
 
   “Please, oh … Kevin, you mustn’t … we mustn’t … you’re unbelievable, you silly, sweet man.”
 
   The Dryad busied her fingers at his cheek. He watched a tear squeeze from the corner of her eye and track down to her jawline. Her lower lip quivered ever so slightly, but she did not withdraw from him. Perhaps he wasn’t so toxic after all?
 
   Seer magic, Kevin thought darkly, closing his eyes. The most powerful of all Dryad magic; a secret he would have given half of Feynard to comprehend. The Alliathiune of old would have torn a strip off his hide, but now she merely set to pinching his cut shut with ant mandibles. Was she afraid of how her Seer magic would react to a Human Wizard? What made her withhold? Should he not have kissed her? But, what a kiss! Was such a liaison forbidden for religious reasons? If so, why not make it clear? He wished he could have spoken to Zephyr.
 
   He felt distinctly unrepentant.
 
   But his vaunted mental powers were lost in a fog of his own making. He could think only of the sensation of her lips melting against his. Kevin Jenkins, bumbling Wizard, bold kisser of Dryads. He could not stop smiling.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24: The Dark Wizard’s Lair
 
   The company marched quickly upriver the following lighttime, not pausing to make conversation with any troops of Trolls. The noontime brunt of Indomalion’s glow again made Anurmar Gorge heat up unbearably, and cast them about with blinding rainbows and refractions of light. In this part the stinking river leaped down a series of rocky steps and foamed at the base of small waterfalls–all the better to churn up the delightful smell, Kevin thought. Ahead, oily black smoke curled lazily into the afternoon sky.
 
   “The forges blaze,” Akê-Akê said dourly. “Does the Dark Wizard arm his troops?”
 
   “A swift, incisive raid is needed,” repeated the Witch. “Our job is to deliver Kevin to the Labyrinth and secure the Magisoul.”
 
   Akê-Akê’s rough palm clapped Kevin on the shoulder and he rasped in his ear, “I’ll bet the Sacred Well our sweet Dryad wants to deliver you to those dungeons after last darktime, good outlander. I won the bet, by the way.”
 
   Kevin chuckled. “Oh? What bet, good Faun?”
 
   “Back at Shilliabär, I bet the great Lurk and our stuffy friend Unicorn that before this adventure was over, you and Alliathiune would be running together like Forest creatures do. All you have to do is wake the Unicorn so that he can pay me.”
 
   “Akê-Akê!”
 
   The Faun grinned irrepressibly as the Dryad turned to regard them. Perhaps her ears were burning. “See how she regards you?”
 
   “Like her personal punching-bag.”
 
   “Kevin, Kevin, Kevin,” the Faun tut-tutted. “When, in all the ages of the Hills, were matters of the heart ever straightforward?”
 
   Amadorn, hiking along at Kevin’s left hand, pushed back his shaggy dark hair and said, “Lad, when we Druids make music, the finger plucks the string, but the string must vibrate and thrill the hearer with its beautiful note. Should the string remain silent or sound a false note, let the musician beware. And ne’er a sweeter note was struck in all Driadorn, upon my honour. You came to us a boy, lad. But I see you growing into a man.”
 
   Kevin stared at the Druid, his heart in upheaval. He wanted to say Amadorn was being fatherly, but he had never known a father to behave in this way, or speak with wisdom and openness. Harold had always spoken in scornful words, and with his fists when words failed him. Harold was no father, he recognised now. As with so much of his life since being kidnapped to Feynard, Kevin shook his head in amazement at his ignorance.
 
   “Do you think … uh, she …?”
 
   “Undoubtedly.” Akê-Akê took a swig from his waterskin. “Careful here, good Amadorn, the edge might crumble.”
 
   “Lad, you’ve declared your purpose. Now remain steadfast and treat your beloved with unfailing honour. As the suns turn above the Hills, you will surely come to appreciate that pursuing a woman is like tending a flower. She needs time to bud. A little water at the roots, nutrients, and Indomalion’s fair eye, but not too much of any.”
 
   “And then you pluck her,” Akê-Akê added, with a lewd chuckle.
 
   Amadorn swung his cane up and thwacked Akê-Akê, not gently, upon the shoulder. “Thank you for spoiling a fine image, good Faun. Now, Kevin. Let us once more assess what you know of defensive magic. Shield against my attack.”
 
   And the Druid spent the remainder of the afternoon instructing Kevin in how to misdirect, nullify, and reflect attacks. ‘Use the power wisely,’ he kept saying. ‘If you can, use it against the other wizard. There’s no need to meet an attack directly unless you have companions to protect, or other reasons. Never absorb a fireball.’
 
   All the while, the smoke drew nearer.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “I’ll organise the diversion,” Hunter whispered, her sibilant hiss dying amongst the grey boulders like an expiring breath. “Snatcher, when flames leap out of the guardhouse windows, you lead our companions down to the dungeons beneath the Keep.”
 
   “As per Amberthurn’s instructions,” said the Witch. “The Magisoul lies somewhere within the Labyrinth. Will you join us there, good Mancat?”
 
   “That or die in the attempt,” said Hunter, fatalistic as always. She and the Faun were well matched in their indifference to dying. “Is your potion ready?”
 
   “It’s a powder,” said the Witch, handing her a small satchel. “Take care not to bump it, noble Mancat, or expose it to heat. When you set the fuse, make sure you are well away, for it will cling and burn with more efficiency than one might credit. The Druid and I are modestly pleased with our joint effort.”
 
   “It’s very busy up there,” Kevin worried.
 
   “All the better to hide a few more Trolls,” said the Witch. “I have renewed our spells. As long as you don’t open your mouth, good outlander, you’ll be safe.”
 
   If the Witch would get off his case for a change, Kevin thought sourly, that would be even better. Now that the moment of infiltrating Shadowmoon Keep was upon them, he had rediscovered a healthy desire to remain alive by not sticking his head into a hornet’s-nest of enemy activity. Tempers were definitely short. Was he the only sensible one in their party?
 
   As the Mancat disappeared into the gathering gloom, soon to reappear as just another Troll heading for the Keep’s gate, their conversation ran dry and each of the companions fell to making their private preparations for the moment of truth. Akê-Akê checked his mace a dozen times. Amadorn ran through his catalogue of pre-prepared spells. Alliathiune sat in a lotus position–rather incongruously given her Troll disguise–and meditated, while the Witch was doing something that involved equal parts of frogspawn, royal jelly, and newt livers. Kevin decided that he would rather not know what that paste was intended for.
 
   At length, as evening gathered her dark skirts around Shadowmoon Keep, Snatcher grunted and said, “Ah, the plot is afoot.”
 
   Alliathiune looked up at the guard-tower. “Indeed, I see flames in the windows and a most impressive conflagration in the making. That’s our cue.”
 
   Flames billowed out of the guard-tower’s winders as the companions walked steadily up to the great rampart of Shadowmoon Keep, growing by degrees more keyed-up as the grim turrets rose above them and the strength and size of the Keep became apparent. Black battlements obscured the darktime sky and spread for hundreds of yards either side of the great gate, which was flanked by round gate-towers sixty feet tall that housing the machinery to part the immense timbers on runners as thick and long as a man’s thigh. As a legendary fortress it lived up to its reputation. Kevin felt an oppressive weight of stone loom above him as they passed unmolested through the tunnel, yielding a twelve-pace thick measurement on the outer curtain wall alone.
 
   The main keep still waited within, perched like a lurking Dragon on a rise overlooking Anurmar Gorge, a good half a mile distant. Kevin imagined any evil Wizard would feel perfectly at home there. Rooted to the mountain, it hulked into the early evening sky as if to shout to the world, ‘I am immovable! I am evil! I cannot be defeated!’ Orange lights flickered in the windows of the tall central tower. Was the Dark Apprentice at home? Kevin expected to see monstrous bats roosting there. What he saw, everywhere, was carrion birds–more vultures and hawks and the pot-bellied storks the Forest-folk fondly called Ripper Storks than he had ever seen before. They must eat well here.
 
   All this made him nervous, but Alliathiune must be doubly troubled. This was no place for a Forest Dryad. The space behind the curtain wall was a tent-forest of Troll regiments unrelieved by a single growing thing–save a dead tree from which hung three objects unrecognisable in origin or age, which had once been frequented by crows but were now too mummified to be worth the effort. He imagined a spiritual darkness here, where the ground had been desecrated by bloody deeds in times past and dedicated to the purposes of Driadorn’s ultimate destruction. Also, he sensed that Shadowmoon Keep was too alive and organised to be merely occupied by a troop of Trolls looking for shelter. This place definitely had a new master.
 
   It made a familiar and unwelcome feeling creep into his bowels.
 
   But Kevin strode along beside Amadorn as though none of this mattered, for they could not give the impression of faltering from their course. Shouts and curses erupted up near the burning tower, drawing attention as the conflagration took hold. They slipped unnoticed through the confusion, deeper into the Troll encampment at the base of Shadowmoon Keep.
 
   Everywhere he saw signs of preparation for war. Shields, helmets, and body armour lay in great mounds among the tents. Rack upon rack of spears and pikes and swords stretched along the walls. The din was incredible. Blacksmiths clanged away busily, forges roared and billowed, animals bleated and groaned, and Trolls shouted guttural obscenities at each other. To his left, Kevin saw hundreds of Trolls in battle formation charging each other with staves and clubs; others wrestled and trained at arms under the eagle eyes of their masters. A foul haze hung over the scene, generated by the forges, cooking fires, dust, and dusk. Carts of supplies entered through another gate he could occasionally make out through the billowing smoke. Where was it all going, he wondered? To Driadorn? By darktime? But, considering the distance …
 
   Alliathiune lurched against him. Kevin took her elbow, but his eyes widened as he saw what had frightened her. Ahead, above the square black tents of the Trolls, dust and smoke boiled as a huge orange creature ponderously flapped its wings to clear the ground. Wind rushed across his face. A Dragon? No, similar. The thing carried a cargo net slung from its belly. There–another. And another. A whole convoy was lifting off now, a dozen of the beasts, and as he threw up an arm to protect his face, he saw descending from the clouds a similar convoy returning with other items in their nets. Animals, he wondered? Meat for the troops?
 
   “Are those Drakes?” he shouted in Alliathiune’s ear.
 
   “Something else!” she shouted back. “Real creatures, not summonings.”
 
   Air transport for their supply lines. Kevin scratched his chin and then dropped his hand again, trying to shamble along with a Troll-like, arm-swinging gait. This Dark Apprentice was far too organised and ingenious for his own good. Here was forethought, careful planning, perhaps the breeding of unique animals for the purpose of waging war; here was an operation so vast it shocked him to the core. What chance did Driadorn stand against all this?
 
   Cut off the head and the snake dies, Zephyr would have said.
 
   And so they marched on.
 
   “More fires back there,” said Akê-Akê. “The Mancat does her work well.”
 
   Kevin glanced over his shoulder as something exploded with a ‘WHOMP!’ behind them. Oil stores? Fuel for the furnaces?
 
   Shadowmoon Keep shadowed them now. Great fires burned in sconces set in the walls and in huge brass bowls before the gateway. They would have to climb nearly a hundred steps to get up there. But even though the gate was guarded, Snatcher led them on without hesitation. Closer. Closer. Kevin imagined any second the cry must go up. But the Witch had done her work well.
 
   “Fladder oogly guk nok nok,” Snatcher greeted the first guard.
 
   The gates were tall enough for ten of him, Kevin thought. But thankfully the entrance to the dungeon was not far within. Perhaps the Dark Wizard liked to have a quick route for his prisoners to their cells.
 
   “Fladder guk nok bling grinder,” Akê-Akê nodded.
 
   “Urkle with tok?” snarled one of the Trolls–the real Trolls, Kevin realised.
 
   Unexpectedly, another of the Troll guards growled right in his face. “Urkle!”
 
   “Quite, old boy,” said Kevin.
 
   The Troll’s brows lowered. “Urgurug santuk?” A thick finger prodded him in the chest.
 
   Akê-Akê and the Lurk froze, and then turned back slowly to stare at Kevin.
 
   “Um … fladder bling?” Kevin tried.
 
   “Urgurug santuk?”
 
   “Rhubarb,” said the Lurk, pushing between Kevin and the Troll with the halitosis that was about to overpower him. “Rhubarb,” he repeated, making a sign with his hand.
 
   “Fladder rhubarb?” The Troll drew back with a look of horror.
 
   “Fladder bloody fladder rhubarb,” said Akê-Akê, punching Kevin hard enough on the arm to make tears start in his eyes. “Mynan-uk tok tok!”
 
   The Trolls burst into yellow-toothed gales of laughter and waved them on. “Passik, passik.”
 
   The company filed between the massive gates and into the main Keep. Surly groups of Trolls sat around, playing their favourite game of dice.
 
   Snatcher at once bore left and down a wide staircase that led underground. On the first landing they nearly bowled over a pair of Trolls loitering on the steps. Nicely done, Kevin was smiling to himself as he approached them. This disguise was brilliant.
 
   The Trolls took one look at him and howled the alarm.
 
   Kevin very narrowly avoided collecting a large club between the teeth as he missed a step and grabbed for the handrail. This was just as well, because it removed him from Akê-Akê’s firing path and an arrow abruptly sprouted from the Troll’s chest. A cracking blow from Amadorn’s staff halted the second. He collapsed in a heap.
 
   “What happened?” cried Alliathiune, very much back to herself.
 
   “Some sort of cancellation,” the Witch replied. “There is a magic about this Keep that prevents dissembling. Our disguise is ruined!”
 
   “Protection,” added Amadorn. “A subtle trap.”
 
   “So someone wants to identify anyone entering the Keep?”
 
   “Or protect against magic-aided attack, good outlander. And judging by the boots on these stairs, their cries have been heeded.”
 
   “This way,” Snatcher commanded, unlimbering his club. He looked even more fearsome now that his disguise had been dropped.
 
   Kevin bleated, “Where are we going?”
 
   “You idiot, you gave us away!” she hissed.
 
   The Witch grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. She thrust Kevin downstairs at arm’s length, riding his angry counter-swipe with a sharp cackle of amusement. He was far from impressed, but was too busy trying to keep his balance to fight her off effectively.
 
   The staircase swept downward in a steep spiral, cased in ancient dark bricks, which looked as though they had been burned at some point in time. The railing was bronze decorated with stylised skulls. Dark Wizard décor, he thought. Tasteful. Next they would find skeletons artfully arranged on the walls. They needed to find torches somewhere.
 
   Three-quarters of the way to the landing below they ran into a posse of Trolls, who had organised an effective shield-wall and were keeping the Lurk at bay with jabbing thrusts of their long spears. Akê-Akê’s arrows felled one or two, but this was no gaggle of green younglings that confronted them. A sharp altercation developed on the narrow staircase as Kevin, Alliathiune and Amadorn were forced to take cover from arrows skittering off the steps near their heads. The Witch’s first spell had fizzled on a Troll shield, but her waving hands had now conjured up a barrier that allowed her to work unhindered. Amadorn muttered something about enclosed spaces to Alliathiune, who watched proceedings with considerably less concern than Kevin felt was warranted. What did he know, anyway?
 
   Troll feet thumped on the stairs behind them. Kevin heard a clash of steel; Hunter’s battle-cry resounded from the walls.
 
   The Head Witch smiled grimly as she extended her cupped hands toward the massed Trolls. Suddenly she flicked them forward. The Trolls fell back with howls of pain; four stalwarts of the first rank simply melted down into their boots, as though they were butter thrown into a hot pan. Snatcher rushed this gap with his club smashing from side to side, driving them back. The Trolls broke and ran.
 
   Alliathiune grabbed Kevin’s hand and pulled him after her as they ran down the staircase after Snatcher and Akê-Akê, who cleared the way with a combination of twanging bowstring and crushing blows. But there were dangers all around–Trolls appearing suddenly out of side rooms and passages, the alarm being raised ahead of them, a choking acidic mist quickly cleared by the Druid. Their progress rapidly declined into a running skirmish, and from there to a regrouping and more cautious progress. Hunter sprinted up behind them, bloodied and torn but grinning hugely, just as they broke out into a large chamber that guarded the main entrance to the dungeons.
 
   Flat black hangings concealed guard-holes around the perimeter, hewn for the most part out of solid rock, and the ceiling was supported by massive pillars of speckled granite. To their left they saw a short corridor leading to a sturdy metal grating which could be raised to provide access to the cells, and this was guarded by two Trolls in massive body armour and winged helmets. The air smelled of damp and rust, and the only form of lighting was torches smouldering in sconces upon the water-streaked walls and a great brazier in the centre of the chamber. And before this another handful of enemies awaited them.
 
   “Oh hellfre,” moaned Kevin. “More Trolls!”
 
   Amadorn raised his staff. “Leave this to me. Close your eyes.”
 
   He paused, however, as a Troll but half the size of the others broke ranks and stepped forward. He wore a tattered robe of animal skins and bore a staff that looked far too heavy for his frail paws. Stooped and hoary he might have been, but his eyes blazed clear and lucid from beneath beetling ridges that had been dyed into yellow zig-zags, similarly to his hair and short beard.
 
   “What’s this?” asked the Witch.
 
   “It’s a Troll Shaman,” said Akê-Akê. “I’ve dealt with his kind before.”
 
   “Him and his five apprentices,” she said, casting icy eyes over their opponent.
 
   “Sacrifices,” the Faun corrected her. “He will sacrifice these zealots and raise them as living corpses to fuel his magic, which is much tainted with the black arts of necromancy and illmaugrax-casting.”
 
   “What should we do?”
 
   The Faun seemed to grow indefinably taller. He shucked his bow, slipped the quiver off his shoulder, loosed the mace from his belt and let it drop beside his other weapons. With his hands he swept back his fringe to reveal the scarification patterns on his forehead. His bearing was princely, his eye clear and cool, his manner unshakeable.
 
   “I don’t know what you will do,” he declared. “There is nothing that ordinary spell-casting can do against the illmaugrax, nor will any weapon formed of the earth prevail against their strength. But Akê-Akê Redpath will deal with these vermin who dare oppose our path. I am a Faun Loremaster, the son of a Loremaster, and I hold the secrets of my clan. I swear that I will sweep these scum clean off Feynard’s face and ensure that Indomalion’s bright eye is never again sullied with their presence. Do not wait to discern my fate. I will rejoin you as I am able.”
 
   Kevin shook his head. “But you can’t–”
 
   “But he can,” said Amadorn, fiercely. “This is his choice. We have other battles to fight. There’ll be a thousand Trolls on those steps soon, lad. Hurry.”
 
   He didn’t understand, but admired the Faun nevertheless. Kevin and his companions quickly circled around the chamber, ignoring the small group of Trolls arrayed against Akê-Akê. They raced down the short corridor toward the cells. Hunter and Snatcher leaped ahead to deal with more Troll guards. Metal scraped against metal. From behind came an unearthly scream that made Kevin’s hair stand on end and Alliathiune’s complexion pale.
 
   “It is a perversion of life,” she whispered, clutching his hand so tightly he could feel the bones grinding together. “How can Akê-Akê stand against them? Nay, do not look back, good Kevin. Keep to the fore and do not lose heart.”
 
   “This place stinks.”
 
   “Evil has permeated the very fabric of this keep, good Kevin. Can you not feel it all around you?”
 
   He sniffed the air like a dog scenting the breeze. “I sense … something. And I don’t like it. Pitterdown Manor felt like this, some darktimes.”
 
   “Courage, good Kevin.”
 
   Snatcher’s thundering roar echoed around the chamber as he struck a killing blow. Hunter’s satisfied hiss was quick to follow, but she bled heavily from a gash that had opened her thigh from hip to knee.
 
   The Witch tore strips off her robe. “Here.”
 
   “Thanks.” Hunter bound the wound with practised skill, but her canines were bared in pain. She took up her sword. “Lead on. It is but a scratch.”
 
   Alliathiune touched her shoulder. “Strength to you, noble Mancat.”
 
   The slit yellow eyes cleared slightly. “I will survive, good Dryad. But your aid is welcome.”
 
   Kevin reached out. “Strength to you, noble Mancat.”
 
   The Mancat yowled. Her tail smouldered slightly, but the wound was gone.
 
   “Gently, good outlander!” Amadorn admonished him. “Feel the magic, don’t just let it loose. What did you do?”
 
   “A reversal,” said Kevin.
 
   “A reversal?” The Druid looked as confused as he.
 
   “I reversed the wound.”
 
   Alliathiune gasped. “Did that woman in the Utharian Wet not say, ‘Yours is a power of opposites’?”
 
   “Opposites,” mused Kevin, feeling something click in his mind–only, he was not at all sure of what it was.
 
   “Opposites?” snorted the Witch. “What nonsense is that? Riddles fit for a Tomalia? Quick, good Druid, the gate.”
 
   Amadorn rifled the Troll bodies for keys and unlocked the padlocks which prevented access to the cells. Chains rattled as the grating rose, and then Snatcher smashed the ratchet mechanism so that they could not be trapped within.
 
   “Er, Alliathiune, what did Akê-Akê say to the Troll back there?”
 
   Even in the light of torches set in sconces, he could see her blush. “Er, I understood that he said you had worms rotting your brain–”
 
   “–and that you were born with your head up a slug’s unmentionables,” finished the Witch. “Mind like a sewer, our Faun.”
 
   Alliathiune grabbed his hand. “Come on.”
 
   Kevin ran on, deeper into the stinking dungeon, down the rows of empty cells with their iron doors and interiors as black as sin. Amadorn and the Witch had snagged torches from the outer chamber to light their way, for the occasional smoky lantern or sconce was insufficient to banish the shadows and dark places. He had no doubt that Snatcher or Hunter could see easily in the dark, but he was not cut of the same cloth as they!
 
   At some considerable length their echoing footsteps found pause at a junction of eight such corridors leading off it like the spokes of a wheel, and Kevin began to appreciate the extent of Shadowmoon Keep’s dungeons. The other ways were unlit, cold, looming like open mouths waiting to consume the unwary. He would not like to be trapped down here. Oh, for a breath of fresh air in the Forest’s cool byways!
 
   “Ah!” said Amadorn, holding his torch aloft. “Is this the trapdoor we are looking for?”
 
   Snatcher nodded. “Behold, noble Druid, the ancient sigil of the Labyrinth.”
 
   He leaned forward, with the others, to examine the black anticlockwise spiral charcoal-etched into the wooden surface. “Indeed, good Lurk. The legends speak of two such entry points to the Labyrinth–one here, in the dungeons, and the other beneath the laboratories once used by Ozark the Dark to perpetrate his foulest workings and most depraved imaginings on living creatures. Here he cast the failed remnants of his filthy experiments. Here lies danger beyond what we have encountered so far.”
 
   The Witch said, “Less words and more action suit my mood, noble Druid. Let us draw these bolts aside and enter the Labyrinth.”
 
   “At once. Noble Lurk?”
 
   The Lurk threw the mighty bolts that crossed the trapdoor in four places and drew them aside with a deafening screeching and some considerable effort. He raised the block of wood and wrestled it to one side.
 
   “Whatever is down there must long since have woken,” said Alliathiune, peering past Kevin’s shoulder to the dark hole thus revealed.
 
   This was not what he wanted to hear. Ravening monsters, lurking at the base of those steps for the first foolhardy traveller to venture within? Why did the Magisoul have to be hidden in such a godforsaken hell-hole? His nerves were shot already and there were still those Dragons to pass that Amberthurn had mentioned.
 
   But the Lurk was already halfway down the stairs, peering about with care. “Nothing down here but a sandy chamber,” he rumbled.
 
   The Mancat’s ears pricked up. “Trolls, coming this way.”
 
   “From where?”
 
   “One of these side tunnels. See how the light flickers on the walls?” She paused, then hissed, “Many, many Trolls, friends. A great multitude.”
 
   “We will be trapped within!”
 
   “Peace, good Kevin.”
 
   “Not if I have ought to do with it,” said Hunter.
 
   “And I,” Amadorn agreed. “They are many–perhaps too many even for the prowess of the finest Mancat that e’er bestrode Driadorn’s fair hills.” And he turned to the others. “We will keep the path clear for your return. You must secure the Magisoul. That is our paramount purpose. Only promise that you will return to the Sacred Well and complete there the restoration of our precious land.”
 
   “We will,” said Alliathiune.
 
   He addressed Kevin swiftly. “We find ourselves, as upon many prior occasions, bound to your fate, noble outlander. Never forget that you are Driadorn’s champion, the champion of the incomparable Seventy-Seven Hills–our birthplace and Mother to all Her creatures. Save them. Save us all.”
 
   Snatcher laid his heavy paw on Amadorn’s shoulder. His huge eyes blinked slowly in the half-light, the Deep Sight momentarily washing over and through the Druid. “Until we meet again, good Druid. And we will meet again.”
 
   Amadorn smiled at this. “Strength to you, good Lurk. Now go you swiftly.”
 
   “Forthwith.”
 
   At the Lurk’s low growl, Kevin, Alliathiune, and the Witch hurried after, down into the Labyrinth.
 
   While the dungeons had been built into the foundations of Shadowmoon Keep in some places and carved from the basal rock in others, the Labyrinth appeared to be a rabbit-warren of tunnels that were naturally smooth–easily tall enough for Kevin, but a squeeze for the mountainous Lurk in the main. He wondered how they had come to be. It would have taken an inordinate effort to build such a maze. From what he could see, the tunnels doubled back and forth, criss-crossed and passed under or over each other with no discernable pattern. It was hard not to imagine a horde of mice had turned the bedrock into Swiss cheese.
 
   The air was dry and crisp, as brittle as old paper, and had a very faintly peppery tang that made one’s throat itch.
 
   “I’ll mark the way,” said the Witch, digging into her pockets. “We should be on our guard.”
 
   “Good idea, Witch.”
 
   They filed along behind Snatcher, slowly exploring what seemed to be a likely route into the Labyrinth. But in less than a turn it became apparent that there would be no help in finding the door that Amberthurn had mentioned. The tunnels were indistinguishable in appearance. They would have been hopelessly lost save for the markings that the Witch scratched on the walls at short intervals. They crossed their own path twice.
 
   “If such a creature as this lives,” said Kevin, indicating a large skull lying across the tunnel ahead, “then we would have to be careful. We haven’t seen a single living thing, however. I cannot imagine Ozark’s creatures would find any sustenance down here–can you? These tunnels are as clean as a whistle. Unless there’s something else down here?”
 
   “Or unless his monsters don’t need ordinary food,” Alliathiune suggested. “Perhaps they hibernate for Leaven seasons without end, only to awake when flame-haired outlanders set foot in the dreaded Labyrinth!”
 
   “Oh, very scary!”
 
   “You looked worried for a … what was that? I heard something.”
 
   Snatcher’s club swung down off his shoulder. “Stand back.”
 
   The scratching noise was repeated.
 
   With one accord, the four remaining companions drew back slightly and peered down the tunnel, where they beheld their first monster. It was a pathetic little thing, about the size of a dog, with the feet of a chicken and a cat’s head. It approached them with an ingratiating tilt of its large, dark eyes.
 
   “People?”
 
   “Who are you? What are you?” demanded the Witch.
 
   “People. Nice people. Izzit like nice people.”
 
   “You are called Izzit?”
 
   “Izzit.” The little head bobbed gently. “First people Izzit see for many seasons.”
 
   “Are there any other monsters down here?” asked the Witch, who had clearly appointed herself chief inquisitor.
 
   “Monsters? What monsters?”
 
   “Ozark’s experiments.”
 
   “Izzit see no monsters.”
 
   Indicating an empty tunnel did not amuse the Witch, who knelt in the dusty tunnel, put her eyes very close to the creature’s, and said, “People nice if Izzit tell the truth. If Izzit not tell the truth–poof!” And a wisp of smoke curled out of her palm.
 
   The creature leaped back in alarm, trembling.
 
   “There, now, you scared it!” Alliathiune huffed. “What was the point of that?”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to be led into a trap.”
 
   “Nice Izzit,” said the Dryad, holding out her hand. “Would Izzit like some waycrust?” She coaxed the creature until it fed out of her hand, and soon it was growling as she scratched it behind the tufted ears.
 
   The Witch scowled at them.
 
   Kevin said, “Would he know about the door?”
 
   “Possibly …”
 
   “Why don’t you ask him?”
 
   “He’s probably too simple a creature, good Kevin.”
 
   “Dark Wizard take monsters. Very many monsters,” the creature said solemnly. “Much blood fetch Yamka from underworld.” As one creature, they stared at Izzit. “Yamka turn Izzit into Izzit,” it added, sadly.
 
   It took Kevin nearly a minute to put it all together. “The Kraleon!” he gasped.
 
   Izzit screamed and leaped into the Dryad’s arms.
 
   The Witch grated, “How, by the Hills, did you guess that?”
 
   “Don’t say his name. Don’t!” whimpered the creature. “He knows, he does. Eyes everywhere. Ears in the walls. He mean to Izzit. Mean, mean, mean.”
 
   Alliathiune calmed the creature down, murmuring that they would never let the ‘bad thing get Izzit again’.
 
   Meantime, the Witch whispered aside to Kevin and Snatcher, “Good news and bad. Sounds like the Labyrinth might be clear, but we’ve learned of a foe a hundred times more dangerous. Blood sacrifices to somehow gather the power to bring this creature–don’t name it, Izzit is right–into the living realms. I fear greatly for our Forest.”
 
   “Don’t name it?” Kevin frowned. “Isn’t that superstitious …?”
 
   His voice trailed off under the Witch’s scornful gaze. But he was saved from further embarrassment as an explosion sounded far away.
 
   “We must hurry,” said the Dryad. “Izzit, do you know the way to a magical door here in the Labyrinth?”
 
   “Door? Izzit know door!”
 
   Kevin folded his arms and muttered, ‘Told you so,’ because he knew it would annoy Alliathiune. Izzit bounced up and down on his ridiculous chicken feet and insisted to the Witch that he knew which door they were talking about and could take them there without delay. In a trice, they rushed after the bounding creature as he led them through the maze, navigating as though he knew the way blindfolded. Kevin decided that he did not entirely trust this Izzit creature–especially not since he had cuddled up in Alliathiune’s arms like that.
 
   But Izzit was as good as his word. Shortly, he beamed at Alliathiune’s praise as the foursome–now five if they included Izzit in their number–gathered before a low, arched doorway. The arch itself was marble, according to Snatcher, finely carved and decorated with arcane symbols in a language unknown to any of them. The door appeared to be made of stone, although it was impossible to say what kind it might be. There was no other visible markings save for the keyhole, which was slightly recessed into the surface and made of a substance that the Witch identified as derivative of korialite, the magical stone. It had a hole for the shaft of a key, and space for two flanges above and below, about two inches from top to bottom.
 
   “Well,” growled the Lurk.
 
   Kevin stared at the door. He had a sinking feeling that this was his department. The notion sat about as comfortably as a briar stuck down his shirt. Oh dear, until now he had simply been following the others, taking their lead, depending on their skills. Now it was his turn …
 
   “Well, good Kevin,” said Alliathiune. “Are you or aren’t you?”
 
   “Huh? What?”
 
   “By the Well, sometimes I do wonder at the unintelligent mush proceeding from your otherwise erudite mouth,” teased the Dryad. “Open the door, you silly man. You’re the one with the keys.”
 
   Kevin turned a fine colour. But he managed to retort, “At once, your worshipful highness. I shall leap to satisfy your every command. Merely crook the little finger of your right hand and–”
 
   She widened her eyes in mock flattery. “Oh, how sweet of you, good Kevin. That’s exactly what I thought you would say.”
 
   His colour deepened. “Shush, I’m trying to concentrate here.”
 
   “And here I mistook it for constipation.”
 
   Kevin fumed in silence, digging ostentatiously into his pocket in an attempt to ignore her jibes. Constipation had recently become a problem for him, but a watered-down dose of Snatcher’s toad oil had resolved his digestive difficulties in short order. Amazing stuff, that toad oil. It tasted like engine oil and cured all ills. Probably scoured his intestines out like a powerful acid–none of the Forest’s ample flora or fauna could live through a dose of that!
 
   He extracted the Key-Ring and sorted through the keys glumly. Gosh, how innocuously this whole adventure had started, with that letter from Great-Grandmother Victoria! A lifetime later and here he stood, about to expend his worthless life on a half-chance he had the right key, and upon which hung no less than the fate of an entire realm and its thousands of creatures.
 
   “Well, it’s neither of Amberthurn’s keys,” he said at last. “Sheer size alone dictates that. Let me look through the others here–although I must say that the chance my Great-Grandmother possessed a key that opens this particular door is so laughably negligible that I have more chance of a … oh. Oh, dear. That can’t be, can it?”
 
   Snatcher’s shadow loomed over him. “A fine choice, good outlander, and a perfect fit if I’m not mistaken. Why don’t you try it?”
 
   “I would if you’d kindly step out of the light!”
 
   “Grumpy old man,” said Alliathiune, earning herself an exaggerated sniff of disdain. “But, given that the last door you tried exploded in your face, I can understand your hesitation, good Kevin.”
 
   “Hold on.” The Witch pressed him aside to examine the door, followed by the Lurk. Both declared they could not detect anything amiss.
 
   He had conveniently forgotten that incident. Kevin’s hand shook so hard as he fumbled with the key that he had to use the other to steady it–and for the first time since he could remember, found that he could exert pressure with his ruined fingers. He beamed at this evidence of improvement, and even more widely as the lock mechanism clicked and the door swung open of its own accord.
 
   “No explosion this time,” he whispered.
 
   “But I sense magic,” said the Witch. “That tunnel is not as lifeless as it appears.”
 
   “What do you mean, lifeless?” Kevin could not see any difference between the tunnel behind the door and those of the Labyrinth. Except … did he detect a slight glow as the tunnel curved away to the right?
 
   The Witch explained, “I mean that there is a ward here near the entrance of a type I do not recognise, and that further in I detect the presence of life–but again, I could not tell you what kind. Perhaps it’s this elemental Dragon of Earth that Amberthurn warned us about. I wish the Unicorn were still with us, for without a doubt his knowledge of the arcane arts would have been equal to this task. I shall endeavour to investigate.”
 
   But the Witch’s efforts proved fruitless. At some length she simply attempted to walk through the doorway, and that was when the ward first showed itself as a shimmering curtain across the tunnel, barring her way. She tried several times–there was no danger, just a barely-visible obstruction that she could not pass. Izzit too could not proceed, but Snatcher, Kevin, and Alliathiune were able to pass back and forth without incident.
 
   After some argument back and forth, Snatcher called for silence and said, “Clearly this discussion is pointless. I recommend that the good Witch and Izzit return to see what has become of our noble companions left behind, and give aid. For it would avail us nought to retrieve the Magisoul only to find the way back blocked by Trolls or worse. We must at all costs return the artefact to Driadorn.”
 
   Alliathiune sighed. “I agree. The danger grows no less. For with the alarm having been raised these Trolls can fling their whole might against our small company and thus surely overwhelm us. And should their dark master return meanwhile … need I say more?”
 
   “Kê,” rumbled the Lurk. “I shall escort these little ones for this last span. Go you in the Peace of the Hills, good Witch.”
 
   Izzit took some convincing, but he eventually agreed to help the Witch return.
 
   When the Witch had said her farewell–a brief and emotionless affair, as was her wont–and the sound of her footsteps had faded into a deep and abiding silence, Alliathiune turned to Snatcher with a wry smile and said, “Little ones? Is that how a mighty Lurk perceives his charges?”
 
   “In stature alone, noble Dryad,” said he, bowing low. “If my service is not acceptable–”
 
   “I believe we have concluded that particular conversation,” Alliathiune reminded him, with a trenchant edge in her voice. “I would hear no further such allusions from one who has proved the truest of companions. Now lead on, noble Lurk, for the Magisoul awaits both the great and the little.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25: Through the Doors
 
   Kevin halted where the tunnel widened out into a vast cavern. They stood upon soft earth, not rock. The rich, earthy scent of loam filled his nostrils. The glow had proven a false imagining–logically speaking. Another part of him was less sure. The inside of this place was as black as an abandoned mineshaft, and it was only by the differing echoes that he could tell how wide open was the space they had entered. 
 
   “Snatcher?” he quavered.
 
   “How do you feel, noble Human?”
 
   “Nervous,” Kevin whispered. “I can’t help but feel there is some danger here.”
 
   “This is the Dragon of Earth,” Alliathiune reminded him. “I may be able to sense through the ground what threatens us here.” And she knelt quickly, putting her palms flat upon the stone at her feet.
 
   At once a low, growling tremor shook the cavern and the earth beneath their feet shuddered like a living thing. The Dryad leaped back with an exclamation. Strange, groaning noises assaulted their ears, as though the very rocks were waking and stretching and rolling about. This continued unabated for some minutes as the companions exchanged anxious glances, able to see each other only by the innate light of the Lurk’s eyes.
 
   Then, the cavern slowly began to brighten. The source of light was impossible to pinpoint. Kevin gazed over a landscape field of apparently fertile earth, freshly tilled, beneath a smooth stone sky. Not a green thing grew here.
 
   “It has sensed us,” Snatcher rumbled. “I have never before felt such a disturbance in the earth’s natural order. Perhaps it is an ancient magic, such as the older creatures of Mistral Bog evidence?”
 
   “It feels,” Alliathiune searched for a word, “… alien.”
 
   “Nothing like our friendly Dragon-Magus?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Kevin’s heart told him that the entrance lay not far behind. His feet itched to run–even if there were a thousand Trolls waiting in the dungeon with their rusty, horrid pikes pointed at his throat, he would rather be headed in that direction. So what came out of his mouth made him startle. “We must cross over, friends,” he said. His jaw worked convulsively. “The second door is not far–just there.”
 
   “Well spotted!”
 
   “Indeed, well done,” Alliathiune agreed. “So, who knows how to levitate?”
 
   “Great,” Kevin groaned, as blank looks passed between them. “Where is the Unicorn when you need him?”
 
   “Right at your belt.”
 
   “Gosh, Alliathiune, that’s a great help! What are we going to do now?”
 
   When the Dryad made no reply, Snatcher said quietly, “We shall pray that our brave companions who tarried behind shall keep the path clear, and live to behold their homes once more when the Blight is defeated and the Dark Apprentice cast into the sulphurous lake of Shäyol.” His huge eyes gleamed down at them. “I have a suggestion, good Kevin, one of dubious merit. I suggest that you permit me to carry you–both of you–across this cavern.”
 
   “I am not afraid,” Kevin declared, but his voice cracked on the last syllable.
 
   Alliathiune giggled and took his arm. “Indeed, good outlander, your spirit does quicken but the flesh remains weak.”
 
   “Great. Fine and dandy.” But his eyes twinkled at her.
 
   Flicking his membranes, Snatcher declared, “I see crevasses opening and closing upon the cavern floor like hungry mouths eager to sup upon the flesh of trespassers. I see boulders poised upon a precipice, ready to crush the unwary. A queer dark mist tries to deceive my Lurkish deep sight.”
 
   Kevin swallowed loudly. He had seen none of that!
 
   “Come.” A tiny hand squeezed his arm. “Doth our carriage not await, good Kevin? We shall pass as royalty above this trouble, as though walking upon the air itself.”
 
   “But one misstep …”
 
   “Do not speak such a thing!”
 
   He gulped once more. “My stomach rebels, Alliathiune–but you think it’s the right thing to do?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Dash it all, how he wished he could be as decisive in a crisis. For all his tentative bluster, Kevin was sure they were about to embark upon a crazy course of action. But what better ideas did he have? Could they sneak through undetected? Fat chance!
 
   This train of thought had evidently crossed Snatcher’s mind too, for once he had picked Kevin and Alliathiune up, one beneath each arm, he slipped forward steadily upon the soft, cunning pads of his Lurkish paws as if planning to tiptoe unnoticed through the Earth Elemental’s domain. A ten-foot Lurk tiptoeing? Amazing. Snatcher’s sinews twanged alarmingly as he leaped backwards. Kevin gave a stifled shriek of horror as the ground opened nearly beneath their feet–but the Lurk’s quick reactions saved them.
 
   He caught his balance and met Alliathiune’s eyes. “That was close.”
 
   “Too close!”
 
   “Peace, good Kevin. We shall simply have to approach this problem differently.”
 
   “I don’t like that gleam in your eye, Snatcher–not one bit! What … oh, God no! I’m going to die!”
 
   Kevin’s howl was scattered across the chamber as Snatcher set off at a dead run. His powerful limbs propelled them up over the first small rise and out into a churning sea of rocky mouths and mayhem. How on Earth …? Only a Lurk’s Deep Sight could have foreseen this. Stone crashed and groaned as the cavern floor buckled and heaved itself at them–but the Lurk hurdled the sudden clash of rocky teeth, the sharp spires that sought to pierce their flesh, and the cunning, soft traps which sought to suck them down to a suffocating death. He gathered himself and sprang over a huge crevasse, dropped heavily upon his left knee and elbow, and then scrambled away from a gap which split open directly beneath his pads.
 
   Kevin wailed, “I feel sick! Help!”
 
   Nobody was listening. Kevin squeezed his eyes shut and muttered a brief prayer for the first time in his life, for it seemed somehow appropriate that if he was to face dangers head-on rather than adopt his usual cowardly stance, then some divine assistance might be just the ticket. After all, he could think of no logical reason why they should survive.
 
   Snatcher bounded across the cavern like a frog hopping across hot bricks. He jinked and changed direction twice, for there seemed to be some malevolent intent in the falling boulders and great gashes that snaked suddenly across their path. Each time they narrowly avoided being crushed, the cracking and rumbling grew wilder and their progress more frantic as a result. Hollow booms shook them to the bone. Dust clogged their lungs and burned their eyes. But the Lurk was undismayed. He roared in anger as a cliff surged upwards to bar their way, battled around it, charged onward as boulders dislodged from the ceiling became an avalanche around them. A stone gashed Kevin’s arm open; blood ran down Alliathiune’s cheek.
 
   And suddenly the far wall loomed out of the dust, and the Dryad cried out joyously, and Snatcher hurled himself into a tunnel just ahead.
 
   It was the wrong one.
 
   Alliathiune was the first to realise it. In the tremendous noise and confusion they had lost their bearings. But it had to be along this wall, somewhere.
 
   “Dash it all!” Kevin groaned. “What now?”
 
   “A moment’s rest,” Snatcher panted, sticking out his tongue like a giant dog.
 
   Somewhere out in the cavern came a new, ferocious wave of sound like a hundred lions roaring in concert, a distinctly alive and animal sound; the kind of sound that made Kevin wish he could leap into a hole and quiver there forever. Every bone in his body turned instantly to water.
 
   “No time for that!”
 
   The Lurk hurled his companions aside as a large boulder whizzed into the tunnel mouth, striking a fearful blow to his shoulder joint. But Lurks are made of stern stuff. Snatcher bared his teeth. “Come!”
 
   They stumbled out of the tunnel, enduring a barrage of boulders that had them skipping about on the uncertain footing. Kevin was convinced he was about to become a pancake with curly red hair. But he had no trouble keeping up with Snatcher and Alliathiune! The unseen Elemental Dragon, shot stones the size of his head across the cavern with machine-gun efficiency. He ducked again and felt pebbles and dirt rain down on his bowed back.
 
   “Quickly!” Snatcher cried, pulling Kevin into a tunnel. “Check within, Dryad!”
 
   “Not this one!”
 
   The three companions shared a glance of dismay. 
 
   “Next one,” said Kevin, leading the way.
 
   They ran along the cavern wall. The next tunnel was not far, but it might as well have been a hundred leagues. A wave of earth and rock rolled toward them, faster even than Snatcher could possibly run. The Lurk gathered his charges instinctively in his great arms and curled up as they were buried alive.
 
   A thick silence enfolded them.
 
   “Good Kevin?” said Alliathiune, squashed right up against him. “Are you shielding us?”
 
   “I guess so,” he said.
 
   Snatcher agreed, “He is–by negating the presence of rocks crushing us, I believe. Is that right?”
 
   Whatever he had done, Kevin was aware his magic defied ordinary logic. He also, with every breath entering his grateful lungs, did not want to stop. Snatcher’s grip eased, and his beautiful eyes suddenly opened, bathing Kevin and Alliathiune in their gentle gleam. He tried desperately not to think of how he and the Dryad were pressed together, and failed miserably.
 
   “Well, here we are,” said the Human, with a brittle smile. “You’re bleeding.”
 
   “INTRUDERS!”
 
   He and Alliathiune yelped as one. They saw dark brown eyes, fierce and terrible eyes, form in the darkness nearby–among the rock and dirt. The unbridled power of their gaze struck the companions like a physical blow. The voice shook their world a second time:
 
   “INVADERS IN MY REALM!”
 
   “Didn’t mean to, truly,” Kevin gabbled.
 
   “I WILL CRUSH YOU LIKE THE WORMS YOU ARE!”
 
   And a titanic force bore down on them. Snatcher’s joints popped and muscles creaked as he took the strain, but after a moment, Kevin found he had somehow adjusted and the awful pressure eased. He had redirected the Earth Dragon’s strength into his shield. That clever Unicorn, he thought. What a simple but profound truth, not to face magic directly. They would have been squashed into bug paste otherwise.
 
   “We came to free you,” Alliathiune said mildly.
 
   “FREE ME? YOU LIE, FOREST CREATURE!”
 
   “What a tiny realm for a mighty Elemental Dragon,” she commented, managing even to sound slightly scornful. Kevin’s mouth hung open. “No Dark Wizard could long contain one of your elemental power. See for yourself, we have opened the door to this little room. You are free to depart, o mighty Dragon.”
 
   “SEEK YOU TO BIND A DRAGON BY OBLIGATION?”
 
   Alliathiune, bless her down to her green-stained toes, Kevin thought, raised her finger and wagged it at the terrible eyes. “And you would destroy the redeemers? Fie, noble-hearted Dragon. Go shake the lands; raise mountains, and bury your enemies in the abyss. Go with our blessing.”
 
   “YOUR BLESSING? HA!”
 
   But, with a deafening thunderclap of laughter, the eyes sucked back into the earth and the wave suddenly subsided. All in the cavern was still.
 
   “It’s gone,” Kevin said, needlessly.
 
   “Kê, good Dryad, to whom treating with Elemental Dragons is a pastime–”
 
   “Snatcher, don’t,” she shivered violently, her eyes still wide with fright. “I saw only the death of a Forest-dweller and her precious friends beneath this blighted earth.”
 
   “Then let us not spurn this gift of courage,” rumbled the Lurk. “Onward, good friends.”
 
   Kevin took Alliathiune’s arm to steady her as they began to circle the cavern wall. There were many tunnels, but only one had a red door with symbols of fire graven into its stony face. His fingers moved immediately to one of the keys Amberthurn had gifted them, a ruby key as wide as his palm and six inches long. He remembered how the Dragon-Magus had predicted their failure at this task.
 
   The Lurk examined the door, disarmed three traps, and then motioned Kevin to proceed. He palmed the Key-Ring lightly in his hand. Good thing he had added the ruby key to the rest, although his pocket barely held all the keys now. Telling himself he would far rather be facing those poisoned spikes next to the doorway than a Fire Elemental, he gingerly inserted the key, took a deep breath, and turned it. Nothing happened.
 
   “Keep turning,” Alliathiune whispered.
 
   “Good Lurk,” Kevin frowned, “what manner of magic has the power to entrap an Elemental Dragon for thousands of Leaven seasons?”
 
   The Lurk shook his head. “I know not. Perhaps Ozark the Dark uncovered an ancient knowledge.”
 
   “How did the Magisoul come here? Who hid it here?”
 
   “We know not–perhaps Elliadora, perhaps another. Zephyr said the Dark Wizard trapped the Dragons, using them to protect his treasure.”
 
   “So why did he not use the Magisoul for evil?”
 
   “All good questions,” said the Lurk. “I have no answers.”
 
   Kevin nodded. “Then I will open the door.”
 
   Four turns, and the door swung open silently on a smooth tunnel which curved gently away to their left. Kevin let out the breath he had been holding.
 
   Then the floor of the tunnel tilted.
 
   The Lurk let out a bellow of dismay as his great bulk plowed into the Human and the Dryad, and swept them all away down the steep, glass-smooth tunnel. He tried to use his huge palms and splayed pads to create friction, but the surface was too slippery. In a moment, the threesome shot out into a volcanic wasteland and came to rest in a bowl-like depression in the middle of a cavern of similar size to the last.
 
   A pillar of fire confronted them. The blazing mass was perhaps a hundred feet tall and ten feet in diameter, although it was hard to be sure because of the intense heat. Flames licked slowly across its surface with an obscene kind of hunger. Kevin’s quick glance at his surroundings confirmed that they were surrounded by ponds of lava and glowing red cracks amidst black, glassy rocks laced with spits of fire. A stench like rotten eggs greeted his nostrils–sulphur, no doubt, although his knowledge of volcanism was sorely tested by the pillar before them. Perhaps it was molten rock? Heat seeped through the soles of his boots. It must have been excruciating for Alliathiune, who was barefoot, and Snatcher, who as a swamp-dweller was sensitive to heat.
 
   He offered to hold the Dryad.
 
   “I’ll survive,” she replied tartly, and he was not sure if her face was glowing because of the pervasive rubescent light or for other reasons. “Besides, you have more pressing concerns–like that!” Her voice rose to a squeak of horror as the pillar expanded toward them.
 
   The second Dragon! An Elemental of Fire! No time now to pack away the Key-Ring. How could he oppose fire? With water? Ice?
 
   A furnace blast of heat seared his skin and blistered his lungs. Kevin was sure his hair was crisping at the ends and that his clothes would soon begin to smoulder. He stumbled backward, fearful, and saw how the fire matched their movement. Snatcher gathered the wincing Dryad into his arms and raised Kevin by his backpack, intending to flee, when walls of rushing, hissing flame gushed up all around them.
 
   The heat escalated. They were lit a scorching red, the tiny Dryad, the pale Human, the towering dark Lurk. There was no escape!
 
   “Do something!” Alliathiune struck Kevin on the arm. “You must do something or we will burn!”
 
   But Kevin nearly throttled himself with horror as he saw the keys–his precious Key-Ring–tumble out of his bad, blue hand at the force of her strike and disappear into the fringe of the fiery pillar. His eyes registered accusation and betrayal; Alliathiune bit her tongue in speechless remorse. The prospect of burning must be horrific for a Dryad, he realised, gripped by a vision of the great Mother Forest consumed with fire rather than weeping at the Blight. They must fear fire more than anything else.
 
   “Trust me,” he said. Peace and lucidity cleared his mind–or was it an onset of sudden madness? He wriggled loose of the backpack and dropped two feet to the ground.
 
   “Kevin?”
 
   He rolled back his sleeve to expose his blue hand, ruined by defeating the Dark Apprentice at Elliadora’s Well.
 
   “Good Kevin?”
 
   There was no sweat on his body, for it had been evaporated by the rising heat. But he mopped his forehead anyway, summoning his formidable reserves of mental strength for an act of complete cowardice. There was neither water here, nor moisture in the superheated air. One could not make ice from a furnace, even if that was the logical opposite.
 
   “What are you planning to do?” the Dryad pleaded.
 
   He deliberately shut her out. He shut out everything–Alliathiune, Snatcher, the Elemental Dragon of Fire, the tightening of his skin as it began to resemble a roast crisping in an oven, and the crackling energies that would incinerate him in a millisecond if he did what he was planning to do. He focussed on shutting down the feelings of fear, the paralysing inability to act, the conscious recognition of what he was about to do. When there was only one thought left in his mind, he acted.
 
   Holding his blue hand before him like a sleepwalker, he stepped away from his companions.
 
   “Kevin!”
 
   Alliathiune’s scream hardly registered on his consciousness. She must think him insane. Was he sacrificing himself? Kevin did not know if that was his intention or not. He bucked these thoughts like a surly mule feeling the sting of its master’s crop. There must be no thought.
 
   Kevin had learned from Elliadora’s Well. To unleash the magic he had to disassociate his conscious mind from the process of summoning, forming, or controlling it. Having set his rational barriers aside, he could find the necessary freedom. He could find a oneness with the elemental forces raging about him, without seeking to confront or calm them. Kevin allowed the fire to pass around him. That space became a depression in the towering wall of flame, then a hollow, then a tunnel. Some little of it leached into him–he could sense it, an unavoidable excess that seeped into his ruined hand, making it tingle like an unbearable attack of pins and needles. Partway, he bent to retrieve the Key-Ring, and saw his companions following him into the haven of safety he had created. Five steps, ten steps, fifteen, and they were through.
 
   Fresh, cool air filled his lungs.
 
   The elemental collapsed in on itself, perhaps attempting to engulf a prey that was no longer present, and this allowed the companions to slip away into the surrounding wasteland.
 
   Kevin looked to Alliathiune. “Are you … uh, feeling alright? You’ve gone pale.”
 
   “If I am pale,” she replied, not meeting his gaze directly for the first time that he could remember, “then it is with good reason. Good Kevin, I cannot abide you acting as you did–without word and without warning. I swear by Elliadora’s Peace that you will be the death of me!” Her ire rose along with her volume. “How can I stand by when Driadorn’s chosen champion chooses to barbecue himself in a Dragon’s fire? What was I to think?”
 
   “But, well … I just–”
 
   She flared as hotly as the lava surrounding them, “You just didn’t think, Kevin!”
 
   “Yes, but–”
 
   “But nothing, you insensitive, uncaring fiend! You are the most foolish and impulsive creature ever to walk the Seventy-Seven Hills! Why, a simple word and we wouldn’t have been standing there gaping like bullfrogs when you entered the fire!”
 
   Kevin vented his exasperation. “I wasn’t sure I could do it, Alliathiune. The magic never does what I expect!”
 
   “That’s my point exactly!” she howled back. “You don’t know what you’re doing and you don’t ask for help! I could just shake you sometimes, you make me so furious!”
 
   “Well it worked, didn’t it? Tell me I didn’t just rescue your sorry green hide back there! Tell me that, why don’t you?”
 
   Kevin glared daggers at Alliathiune, who burst into tears and flung herself into his arms. “I was so scared,” she sobbed, clutching him so tightly he could hardly breathe. He glanced over her head at Snatcher, who he could have sworn wiped a grin off his face and pretended a suspicious level of diligence in searching for the next door.
 
   He patted the Dryad’s shoulders tentatively. “Uh, I … come along, Alliathiune.”
 
   She sniffed fiercely.
 
   “Gosh, Alliathiune. I’m sorry … um, you know.”
 
   He was sure her fingernails were digging bloody trenches into his shoulder blades. Frighteningly strong sometimes, vulnerable at others; he would never make any sense of her moods.
 
   Alliathiune mumbled something into his shirt. Doubtless wiping her snotty nose! He said, “What is it?”
 
   She stiffened in his arms. “You must be the most awful hugger in the world, is what I said!”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You’re such a man sometimes!”
 
   “Whatever do you mean by that?”
 
   Alliathiune patted his back just as cautiously as he had hers, and a naughty quirk touched her lips as she gazed up at him. “For your information, good Human, that gentle pawing motion you attempted is as far removed from a real hug as we are distant from Driadorn. You need to put your arms around the person and hold them like you mean it.”
 
   “Sorry.” His mouth twisted and bitterness crept into his voice. “I haven’t had much practice, Alliathiune. My dear family, as you’ll recall, would rather have struck me with the business end of a chunk of wood.”
 
   She swallowed and said, contritely, twiddling her hair with her fingers, “I’m very sorry I stirred up those horrible memories, good Kevin. Will you forgive me?”
 
   Kevin was so dumbstruck that he just stared at her with his mouth hanging open. Good grief, at a mere word she could touch him like that?
 
   Alliathiune took his arms and put them around her. “This is a hug, good Kevin. And when you forgive someone, it’s as simple as saying ‘I forgive you’. As long as you mean it, you don’t need to say more than that.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Why don’t you try it?” she murmured into the crook of his neck.
 
   The Dryad’s breathy request very nearly undid him. And she slapped him for a kiss? Who was flirting with whom now? “Of course I forgive you, you silly girl.”
 
   Out there, the fire blazed up anew. Whirlwinds of flame spun off from the main body–hunting them, he realised. Perhaps a Fire Elemental had no eyes. As Alliathiune thanked him, he said absently, “Though I was sure you were about to slap me again.”
 
   “I said I was sorry!”
 
   “My cheek still hurts.”
 
   “By the Hills, that’s the cut, you rude man!” Alliathiune stamped her bare foot down on a sharp stone and yelped in pain. “Ouch! There, see what you’ve done now?”
 
   A whirlwind roared across the barren landscape. Lava spurted out of the ground nearby. Alliathiune hopped from one foot to the other, gasping. Kevin felt the heat burning his own soles, despite his protective footwear.
 
   “Quickly, on my back.”
 
   He gave the Dryad no choice. Alliathiune had barely grabbed his neck when Kevin galloped after Snatcher. They should not have tarried, he castigated himself. Somewhere behind them his companions were probably fighting hundreds of Trolls, and all Kevin Jenkins wanted to do was to flirt with a pretty Dryad. He skirted a pool of molten rock at a dead run. The Lurk beckoned urgently. Pause. Wait for a whirlwind to roar by. Quickly, now.
 
   They dashed into a short tunnel, and found a new stone door.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The third door yielded its secrets to a key that Kevin had already owned when he had arrived in Feynard, one that Great-Grandmother had collected during her travels. She must have been a fascinating woman. What a shame that Father had kept them apart for so long, he thought.
 
   Snatcher gave a trill of surprise and pleasure when the third cavern was revealed to them. It was a grey and misty realm, so soggy underfoot that Kevin soon found his boots sinking deeper than his ankles in a layer of slimy mould and other disgustingly organic materials. He held his nose. But the Lurk tested the breeze with his snout at considerable length, gurgling and singing to himself in Lurkish, until Alliathiune grew impatient and demanded to know what was amiss.
 
   Snatcher turned his luminous orbs upon her and said, “I wish I could be certain, noble Dryad, but such a thing cannot be. I detect the smell of Lurks hereabouts. That would be strange and wondrous indeed.”
 
   “Did the old woman who lived beside the Utharian Wet not intimate that Ozark the Dark had brought the Lurks here, to the dungeons of Shadowmoon Keep, to guard the Magisoul?”
 
   “Quite so, little one. But how is it possible to live deep underground like this? Does every creature of Driadorn not require Indomalion’s eye, however briefly, to light their ways?”
 
   “If not by magic?”
 
   “By the laws of biology,” Kevin interrupted. “Some creatures do not require light in order to live. Perhaps you photosynthesize, Alliathiune, or you, Snatcher, feed upon plants that depend on Indomalion and Garlion for nutrients, but there are other creatures who generate their energy in a variety of amazing ways.”
 
   The Dryad gulped. “I photo–what did you say?”
 
   “Your Dryadic patterning,” he said, running his finger along her arm.
 
   Alliathiune snatched her arm away. “Don’t.”
 
   “One prominent theory holds that Dryads have little requirement for ordinary sustenance due to the Sälïph-sap ingested once a moon, and the ability of their greenish skin to capture and process Indomalion’s energies.”
 
   “You presume to know all too much about Dryads!” she said, coolly.
 
   Kevin flushed. “It’s just a theory. Don’t get your knickers in a knot, old girl.”
 
   “Humph!”
 
   “The Acid Dragon should be found in this cavern,” said Snatcher. “I mistrust this place. This swamp is like no swamp I know.”
 
   “Nevertheless, we must go through the next door,” Alliathiune said. “Finding the Magisoul depends not on our feelings. Lead on, noble Lurk.”
 
   For turn upon turn, the Lurk led them deeper into the swamp. This cavern was far more extensive than the others they had encountered so far, vast and trackless, and wreathed in mists that touched their skin with clammy fingers and obscured their path in drifting banks impenetrable even to the Lurk’s deep sight.
 
   At length Snatcher muttered darkly that he was lost, and that was exactly when they became aware of the presence of a great number of Lurks all around them. As a body they pressed inward, filling the space around the companions with hundreds of bodies–they were slighter and lighter than Snatcher’s own, and accordingly more limber and adept with their digits. Each Lurk clutched a weapon, and every one of those weapons was trained on the travellers.
 
   “Greymorral Lurks,” whispered Alliathiune.
 
   “What do they want?” Kevin asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Listen, they’re speaking to Snatcher.”
 
   “They aren’t putting their weapons down, are they?”
 
   “Observant as always, good Kevin.”
 
   Alliathiune and Kevin watched the conversation closely, following it by mood and body language as much as anything else. Kevin understood a little, but found the words too fast to follow. Snatcher shook his head a great deal, explaining something which the other Lurks clearly found offensive, for his words made them chatter angrily amongst themselves and some shook their spears and clubs in his direction as if wishing to employ them to tattoo his hide.
 
   Snatcher stepped back and lowered his head. “They are consumed with hatred for my kind, noble friends. Apparently they have been trapped here since the reign of Ozark, somehow frozen in time, or perhaps the seasons have passed more slowly. I cannot explain this.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Good outlander, that is their claim and I cannot disprove it.”
 
   “So, what do they want?”
 
   Snatcher swallowed. “My head. Pickled with eels, preferably, and served on a silver platter.”
 
   “Pickled with eels?”
 
   “A Lurk delicacy,” he groaned. “They’re most upset to be confronted with one of the Greater Lurks, who sold them to a terrible fate. They want revenge.”
 
   “What about a return to Mistral Bog?”
 
   Snatcher looked startled. “I had not thought of that. Let me ask.”
 
   If the previous exchanges had been strained, this one was positively explosive. The Lurk who appeared to be leading the Greymorral tribe screamed at Snatcher and spat a gobbet of green phlegm at him, which struck his shoulder and smeared down his chest. Several spears struck his body, but his thick hide protected him from anything more than superficial damage.
 
   “Ah,” said Kevin. “Perhaps not the best idea?”
 
   “No,” Alliathiune smiled at him. “A good idea, but not one they like. Let me speak to them, Snatcher.”
 
   “Very well–but they did not want to speak to one from Driadorn, and even less so one who is not a swamp-dweller.”
 
   “I’ll be the judge of that. Does this Lurk speak Standard Driadornese?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Alliathiune marched up to the leader, bowed, and introduced herself. There followed a very long conversation of which Kevin heard hardly a word, for a sudden weariness had overcome him and he sank into the mud with his head on his arms. He was famished.
 
   A handful of nuts washed down with water and a tangy bit of cheese later, he felt recharged for the fray. The Dryad was still talking, but if he was not mistaken there was something more positive in her body language. He peered up into the mist. Did it ever get dark in here, or was it always the same uniform, dull overcast like an English winter’s lighttime? Was it possible that they had been trapped in a time bubble? If he was not mistaken quantum physics allowed for such a possibility, but only on a microscopic level. Great Scott, there was a lot to learn about Feynard. This world was amazing!
 
   At length Alliathiune returned and helped herself to the last of the waycrust.
 
   “Well?” said Kevin.
 
   “Well I have learned something very curious,” she said. “These Lurks are all female. There is not a single male amongst their tribe, for they were all killed by Ozark the Dark on one terrible lighttime. They are dying, Snatcher. Only twenty-three of their number remain who are of childbearing seasons.”
 
   “How terrible!”
 
   “It gets worse than that. Ozark used them to kill the Dragon that used to live here, the Acid Dragon. He was hoping to claim the Magisoul for himself, you see. But with its expiring breath the Dragon melted the only key they had–the key that opens the way to the treasure itself. When Ozark learned what had happened he swore that they would die here, in this cavern, and inflicted them with a terrible curse. They would remain trapped within these mists for ten thousand seasons, unable to find a way out. And they would die slowly of a disease that causes them agonising pain. The air here is poisoned.”
 
   “So we cannot lead them hence?”
 
   Alliathiune sighed heavily. “I tried that argument. Simply put, they do not trust us–they believe Snatcher will betray them, and we are little people, not Lurks.”
 
   “So they will not show us the way to the Magisoul?”
 
   “They do not know the way, good Kevin. They cannot know because of Ozark’s curse.”
 
   Kevin ran his hands though his hair in frustration. “There must be something we can do!”
 
   “Why don’t you speak to them? I have had enough of speaking as though to the most stubborn of boulders!”
 
   “I can do no worse than you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I mean–oh, fiddlesticks and toad oil! I’ll just sew my lips shut and I won’t have to annoy you any more, Alliathiune.”
 
   She chuckled briefly at this. “Good Kevin, now more than ever we need you to concoct a brilliant plan. I can’t see a way out of this mess that doesn’t lead to Snatcher’s head being served with pickled eels.”
 
   “I don’t know, dear girl–I just don’t … oh. Yes! I have a thought …”
 
   He paced in a tight circle, hands clasped behind his back, watched by several hundred pairs of hostile eyes and two hopeful ones. A cold sweat trickled down his chest.
 
   “It’s up to Snatcher, really.”
 
   “Me?” rumbled the Lurk. “What can I do but land you in trouble for accompanying a hated Greater Lurk like myself, noble outlander? Speak, and I will do as you command.”
 
   Kevin grabbed Snatcher’s paw. “You are the key to all this. What say you to this: you remain here as a hostage while Alliathiune and I collect the Magisoul. We return and heal these Greymorral Lurks from this curse that Ozark the Dark placed on them. We lead them out of Shadowmoon Keep and back to the Utharian Wet. Everyone lives happily ever after.”
 
   “Assuming we can win through the thousands of Trolls who are thirsting for our blood up there.”
 
   “Anything is possible, Alliathiune.”
 
   “I’ll grant it is possible–but so is flying to Indomalion and back.”
 
   “But we Greymorral Lurks would still be childless.”
 
   Kevin, Alliathiune and Snatcher turned as one to face the leader of the Greymorral Lurks, who had approached unnoticed during their conversation.
 
   “We would still be dying,” she reiterated, shaking her head slowly. “Little one, your speech is nothing but the buzzing of mosquitoes and the croaking of toads to my ears. We will flay this traitorous Lurk alive for the sins of his kin. That is the Lurkish way.”
 
   Kevin, far from being dismayed, clapped his hand to his forehand and yelled, “Of course!” And he whirled Alliathiune around in an impromptu jig, chortling like a mad scientist in the throes of a blinding breakthrough.
 
   “Slow down, good outlander!”
 
   “I am a genius.”
 
   “Kevin!”
 
   “Just tell me I’m a genius, good Dryad.”
 
   “Before or after I slap you?”
 
   He turned to the Greymorral Lurk, and greeted her in his best Lurkish. Blinking her nictitating membranes in surprise, the Lurk returned his greeting.
 
   Kevin said, “I understand you are the last of your kind; that there are no other Greymorral Lurks in all of Feynard?”
 
   “Nay, good outlander,” she grated between teeth that audibly ground together at his question, “Ozark the Dark did ensure our demise with all the thoroughness typical of his foul reign. This pain lingers through the seasons, because of the perfidy and treachery of the Greater Lurks!”
 
   “But you can have children, can’t you? You’re able to?”
 
   “We call them pups, outlander,” the Lurk corrected him. “Yes–I cannot, but some can. We are ill and wearied with pain, but twenty-three remain who may possibly be fruitful.”
 
   “So, how many males would you need?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Males. How many?”
 
   The Lurk blinked. “Even one would do, I suppose?”
 
   “Then I know just the Lurk to amend this ancient wrong–a fine, strapping fellow, who is the bravest, kindest, and truest companion one could wish for.” Kevin ignored Alliathiune’s gasp of horror as she realised where this was leading. “One would make a wonderful father to all the Greymorral Lurk pups which will be produced. I give you your future–Snatcher!”
 
   Pandemonium!
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “I hope Snatcher is up to it,” Alliathiune giggled, taking Kevin’s arm as they marched up from the swamp’s shallows towards the next door–finally. “I didn’t think four tons of Lurk could squirm like that.”
 
   “It’s hard for him to act in a way that he judges will dishonour his faithfulness to Fragrant.”
 
   “That’s very insightful of you, good Kevin.” Alliathiune seemed impressed. But then she giggled again, clearly in a buoyant mood. “How long do you think it will take him to mate with all twenty-three? Father of Lurkish race and all that?”
 
   Kevin’s complexion resembled red roses. “Gosh, Alliathiune. Do you have to be so brazen?”
 
   “Poor Snatcher, with all those females clamouring for his attention!”
 
   Kevin did not want to think about it too much. He said, “He wanted to come with us to the Magisoul. He felt guilty about leaving us to face the last Dragon alone.”
 
   “Don’t be such an old stick, Kevin.”
 
   “I am not an old stick.”
 
   “Are too.”
 
   “You are just obsessed with procreation.”
 
   “Lizard droppings and earwigs to you!”
 
   “On that note, did the Dryads ever come back to you with an answer about planting a new Elliarana tree?”
 
   An unreadable shadow crossed Alliathiune’s face. “No. I should ask again, I suppose.”
 
   “You should,” said Kevin, repulsed by the lie. Well, hadn’t he lied to her about reading the letter? A pretty pair, the two of them! “It will be important when we reach the Well to know what must be done to heal the Forest.”
 
   “Yes. Indeed it will.”
 
   They approached the next door in silence. It was green and overgrown with a tough kind of creeper, which they had to push aside in order to find the keyhole. This was small and perfectly circular, again composed of the blue korialite stone that was so similar to his Key-Ring–and to his hand. Kevin steadily worked his way through every key he owned. At length, he pressed his head to the door and groaned.
 
   The Dryad said, “This cannot mean the end of our journey–can it?”
 
   He looked despairingly at Alliathiune. “I don’t know. I am at a loss. None of the keys I have fit this door.”
 
   “Oh Kevin, don’t despair! You’ll think of something.”
 
   “I’m just so tired. I cannot help but think of what we have endured to reach this point, and now the sheer futility I feel is too painful to bear. I cannot help but think of the companions we have left behind and may never see again–Amadorn, Akê-Akê, Hunter, the Witch–will the sacrifice of their lives have been all for nothing? And poor Zephyr. We have nothing left of him but his horn. His horn, for goodness’ sake!”
 
   Tears rolled down Alliathiune’s face. And Kevin found that his cheeks were wet too.
 
   “I feel sick,” he moaned. “How can the Dark Apprentice win because of the lack of one stupid key? What kind of cruel injustice is this?”
 
   He offered Alliathiune his handkerchief–one paltry square of cloth that had been in his pyjamas pocket when he had dared to wander around Pitterdown Manor in the dead of darktime.
 
   There had to be some way through this mess. All that was required was a little creative thinking. Like trying Zephyr’s horn in the lock! No, that gave no result. He handed the horn back to Alliathiune. Good God, had the blue crept a little further up his arm since last he checked? Kevin touched the transition between pink, healthy skin and royal blue disfigurement with queasy fascination. To think something as simple as a Key-Ring had caused this monstrosity! He pulled it out and compared the two. He worked the Key-Ring over his blue hand, in case something amazing might happen. But nothing did. Snatcher was right–the stone of the ring itself was very similar in composition to that of his hand and wrist. An Earth scientist would have a field day investigating it!
 
   “Look how similar they are!” Alliathiune exclaimed, bending over his arm. “Your hand could almost be a key itself, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   Kevin jumped. “What did you say?”
 
   “I said your hand was like your Key-Ring, good Kevin.”
 
   “Yes …” His eyes narrowed to catlike slits. “Oh–yes, Alliathiune, yes indeed!”
 
   And he danced his second jig of the lighttime.
 
   The Dryad put her hands on her hips and regarded him in fond vexation. “Good Kevin, are you feeling quite sane?”
 
   “You are marvellous!” he crowed, grabbing her hands and kissing her palms in an excess of delight. “Amazing–that’s what you are, Alliathiune! Have I ever told you that?”
 
   “No, but–”
 
   “But–fiddlesticks! Watch this!”
 
   He stepped up to the door and inserted his little finger into the keyhole. There was an audible click and the door slid slowly open, tearing itself loose from the creeper in the process. Her mouth described a perfect ‘o’ of surprise.
 
   They peered in together, heads almost touching in the doorway. They saw a small, circular cave with a sandy floor, which was lit by an unseen light-source. Right in the middle stood a pedestal about three feet in height, and upon this rested a magnificent, radiant blue gemstone about the size of Kevin’s two fists put together.
 
   Alliathiune caught her breath in wonder. “By the Sacred Grove, we have found the Magisoul!”
 
   Kevin did not trust himself to speak. Nor did he trust himself to consider by what chance his hand had been ruined at the Sacred Well by the Dark Apprentice, only for that selfsame hand to become the vital key. Life didn’t work like that–did it? It would be illogical. It would smack of divine meddling, and he was not about to truck with such a lame explanation.
 
   But it was odd.
 
   Together, they stepped into the cave.
 
   All of a sudden, they were plunged into a complete and profound darkness. And something moved within the cave. Something large.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26: Betrayal
 
   “Kevin?”
 
   He clutched Alliathiune’s hand. “I’ve a bad feeling about this.”
 
   “Now who’s the doomsayer?”
 
   “Do you see a pair of eyes over there?”
 
   Alliathiune’s first rejoinder had been frivolous, but that vanished as swiftly as a shooting star. “I hate it when you say things like that. Do you think it’s the Dragon of Shadow?”
 
   “More like the Dragon of midnight,” he joked, but in reality he was trying to stop his knees knocking together loudly enough to advertise his fear. “So, do we just go ahead and ask for the Magisoul?”
 
   The Dryad muttered, “Unless you’ve a better plan, Mighty High Wizard.”
 
   “Wizard?” a voice hissed out of the darkness. “I hate wizards!”
 
   Kevin bit his lip so hard he tasted blood. Could she not have kept her mouth shut? Now look at what trouble they were in! He whispered, “I am no wizard, noble creature. Who are you?”
 
   “Who am I? The very Dragon of Shadow you insulted but a moment ago!” There was a scraping noise to their right. “And do not attempt to deny your title, wizard, for I can smell the magic on you! The seal of wizardry lies thick upon your life.”
 
   “I carry a few magical artefacts.”
 
   “Liar!” the voice snarled, right behind him this time. Kevin nearly jumped out of his skin. “You are a wizard. Is your name not written on the Roll of Initiation in the Korahlia-tak-Tarna?”
 
   “Allegedly.”
 
   “Ah, finding our spine, are we?” A breath of air trickled along Kevin’s neck. “You are angry about this, yes?”
 
   “I was tricked.”
 
   “But tricked by whom? Answer if you can.”
 
   Kevin frowned in the darkness, casting his mind back to that strange encounter with Amberthurn–who had been as surprised as him at the result of their challenge. No, it was not the Dragon-Magus. Could it have been Zephyr? But that would have been so out of character!
 
   He became aware of a low, malicious snigger that built steadily into a full-throated crow of laughter. Insane laughter, he realised with a shiver that encased his lungs in ice. He struggled to breathe through a rush of numbing fear.
 
   “Ah, you miserable ignoramus!” the invisible creature taunted him. “It was I who entered your name on the Roll! I thought I’d have a little fun with you! Poor sappy little Human, did you think it was that preposterous Unicorn who kept atoning for a life-debt that never was? Ah, Mylliandawn was so easily manipulated. A little suggestion here, a little persuasion there, and the secrets of the Unicorns were mine for the taking! How kind of her to provide useful experiments for my laboratories!”
 
   “Zephyr’s parents?” Kevin gasped.
 
   “No, no, I perfected my methods long before your time, you short-lived buffoon! Death is for lesser creatures. I am immortal!” the creature snarled, somewhere before them now. Alliathiune’s fingers gripped his arm like a vice. “No, no, they were merely in the wrong place at the wrong time. Fancy daring to investigate my tower! Interfering Tomalia. Their horns lie beneath the Magisoul, holding it clear of the naked stone.”
 
   “Oh? What’s the purpose of that?”
 
   Alliathiune’s breathing quickened. Kevin put his hand on hers, and silently willed the Dryad not to speak.
 
   In reply, the creature loosed a howl that made his head ring. It screamed, “To keep it from me! Mine, it was mine, that beautiful, precious stone and I cannot even touch it now! Mine, my treasure beyond compare! My Magisoul … all mine!”
 
   The cries echoed away into silence. The air stirred again behind them. Alliathiune said, as delicately as a wisp of silk, “I feel so bad for your pain. I can tell you’ve suffered unimaginably over many seasons.”
 
   “Yes!” sniffed the creature. “Yes, my little Dryad. You of all creatures know the power of compassion, for compassion is what quickens a Dryad’s soul–yes, this secret I know. You are pretty, like my Magisoul.”
 
   “You’re too kind, noble creature,” she simpered. “How is it that you inhabit this chamber yet cannot hold the treasure which is rightfully yours? Can we help you regain it?”
 
   “Ah!” the creature moaned. “I was the most powerful creature in all Driadorn, no, in all Feynard! For a lifetime and beyond I laboured lighttime and darktime to wrest the secret of the Magisoul’s last resting-place from the dusty tomes of history and the forgotten legends of Driadorn’s first wizards. Ah, what a mystery it was! But I found it, my beautiful love, resting in the Chambers of Creation beneath the Korahlia-tak-Tarna.” The shadow sounded more like a stuffy old lecturer now, meandering onto a favourite hobbyhorse. “The word ‘korahlia’ comes from an ancient form of the Unicorn tongue, from which we derive the term korialite, which describes the stone which is magic–or the magic which is stone. A receptacle of power beyond your wildest imaginings. How foolish of Elliadora to leave it where it might be found.”
 
   It snuffled again. When the creature spoke once more, its voice was low with malice and lambent power. “Sweet words, my pretty petal, but I wonder at their motivation. I think you are here for one reason only. You want my Magisoul.”
 
   Alliathiune shook her head. “No, that was not our intention. We–”
 
   “Liar! I can feel your lies, Dryad! Lies are the death of compassion.”
 
   “Of course I have compassion!” she replied hotly.
 
   “Ozark stole it from you, didn’t he?” Kevin asked softly, letting his gut jump to the conclusion. “That Dark Wizard stole–”
 
   “Wizard? I hate wizards!”
 
   The tone and inflection were a carbon copy of before, only this time they were accompanied by unseen fingers plucking Kevin’s cloak. “Ah, you are a clever one,” whispered the creature. “Clever boy. He came from nowhere, that Human styling himself Ozark, and for a hundred and fifty seasons laboured in my tower before I would accept him as my apprentice. He would not take ‘no’ for an answer. And such a grasp of magic he had. Oh, he mastered the basics as though chewing through a loaf of waycrust. And then he turned against me and stole it from me! Mine, my precious Magisoul, my beloved!”
 
   It sobbed wildly, stirring the air in an agony of remembrance.
 
   “You are a disembodied spirit,” Alliathiune blurted out. “Ozark left you down here to guard the Magisoul; to torture you with its proximity.”
 
   “Inventive,” the creature managed between sobs. “He was always so inventive, that miserable, rotten beast of a man! It was he who played the thief! He had studied the dark arts in secret and transformed me into an ever-living spirit and bound me here for time and eternity! Ah, but I tricked him too, you see.” Its laughter transformed the cavern into a bedlam of indescribably evil echoes, and then stopped as though excised with a scalpel. “No self-respecting wizard would let another steal his craft without imbuing it with a few … surprises!”
 
   Kevin and Alliathiune shuddered as one as the creature let his last word slither out like a poisonous snake coiling to strike.
 
   It continued, patently delighting in their reactions to its tale, “He tried to neutralise the wards upon my staff, but my most cunning and subtle creations defeated his every artifice. Ozark was never the sharpest disciple, just the most determined. His lack of intelligence was always his downfall. And so he took my staff, and the Magisoul, never realising that possession of the former would deny him mastery of the latter. He was corrupted before he realised it–and by then it was far too late. He is now constitutionally incapable of wielding my treasure or availing itself of its powers. Ha! What do you think of that? A most befitting revenge!”
 
   “Amazing,” Kevin muttered.
 
   “Yes, little Human. You approve of my diabolical plan. I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   “What happened to Ozark?”
 
   “Bitterness drove him to madness. Ozark became obsessed with the pursuit of power. He studied the dark arts and took the appellation ‘the Dark’ to announce his intentions to the outside world. Eager to ensure that if he could not master the Magisoul no creature should, he enslaved the Lurks and built Shadowmoon Keep atop the old fortress hiding the Magisoul, and constructed the Labyrinth with its creatures to hide it forever–that which is mine.” The voice became plaintive, childlike. “I had it first, don’t you agree? It’s mine, isn’t it?”
 
   Alliathiune whispered, “Clearly so.”
 
   “Ozark turned to conquest in search of other sources of power. He cast greedy eyes in the direction of Elliadora’s Well, thinking that a power which served the Seventy-Seven Hills could far better be employed to unlock the Magisoul’s secrets–and so the wars began. Many, many seasons of wars.”
 
   Because of a petty squabble between wizards, Kevin thought, enraged. Perhaps this creature was what remained of Omäirg, Ozark’s father in dark wizardry–but it clearly did not remember that much. Ozark had destroyed his humanity, leaving an angry, frustrated, and highly dangerous shell to guard the Magisoul. Amberthurn might have been wrong about an Elemental Dragon of Shadow guarding the prize, but he was not wrong about the danger.
 
   “Diabolical,” Alliathiune agreed, her voice thick with suppressed fury. “I admire your resolve. But there is something I am struggling to comprehend. Doubtless it is a trivial detail to one of your vast intellect and timeless grasp of magic’s lore.”
 
   “Ask what you wish, little Dryad!”
 
   “Why Unicorn horns?” she asked. “Why rest the Magisoul upon dead bones?”
 
   “Because dehorned Tomalia are truly the living dead!” It sighed gustily, making unseen air currents again pluck Kevin’s clothes. “The Magisoul is the essence of life; the very definition of Elliadora’s creative spirit. But when it touches the living dead, it takes on a different nature. Any mortal flesh or spirit that touches the stone in this state will crumble instantly and perish. The stone is worthless. Worse, its power cannot be harnessed. This was the ever-living torment Ozark, curse him to Shäyol, designed for my incarceration.”
 
   When Kevin felt Alliathiune’s body tense suddenly from head to toe, he realised she had reached a conclusion similar to his own. His mouth went dry.
 
   “But you cannot take it,” the voice whined softly. “It is mine, my darling. Come here, my precious one. You are mine forever.”
 
   “I wouldn’t bet on that,” said the Human, and pushed his wrist through the Key-Ring.
 
   It was as though lightning had struck within the chamber. Kevin absorbed what magic the creature had invoked in order to blind them, and his dazzling flash of light banished the darkness instantly. He rubbed his eyes.
 
   “Wizard!” shrieked the voice. It became amplified, like a tornado screaming towards them. “MINE! MINE! YOU CANNOT HAVE IT!”
 
   Alliathiune punched her fists toward the ceiling. “I command silence!”
 
   The silence was so deep, it rang in Kevin’s ears.
 
   The creature laughed. “Ah, you foolish mortals. Use your magic, yes, use it again!”
 
   A huge fireball arced across the chamber. Alliathiune slammed up a column of water that made it fizzle and dissipate in a cloud of steam.
 
   “Oh, yes my pretty Dryad! Keep fighting me!”
 
   A shadow formed near the Magisoul, coalescing out of the air as the creature exploited her magic to begin to assume a physical form. It reached for the stone–but very carefully, seeking to grasp one of the Unicorn horns to tip it off the pedestal and thus break the contact with the matter it had termed the ‘living dead’. But its power was insufficient for this task, or the horn too securely set in place.
 
   Kevin lurched forward, dragging Alliathiune with him. “Quickly! He must not have the Magisoul!”
 
   “Vile betrayer!” howled the creature, flinging fire into their path.
 
   Alliathiune protected again, and then grimaced as the creature surged closer to full embodiment, now beginning in outline to resemble a man.
 
   “Don’t shield!” Kevin gasped, slowing as they approached the spirit creature. “Let me handle this.”
 
   And he held out the Key-Ring to his right–with his good hand–dangling it before the Dragon of Shadows as though he held a lollipop for a child.
 
   The shadow turned eagerly. “Magic!”
 
   “Yes–very much magic,” said Kevin. He was committed now, and there was neither time nor capacity in his mind sufficient to recognise his terror. “Enough, I would surmise, for you to assume your full form and take your precious Magisoul. As I told you, I don’t really want it.”
 
   “Kevin?” gasped the Dryad.
 
   “Much magic,” it pulsed greedily. “Oh, you devious Human, what are you thinking offering me something like that?”
 
   He shrugged. “Come and get it.”
 
   He tried to flip the Key-Ring across the chamber.
 
   “What are you doing?” cried Alliathiune, leaping to catch the Key-Ring. It deflected off her fingers.
 
   “Mine! I need it! Mine, mine, mine!”
 
   “Stop him, Kevin!”
 
   The shadow flashed across Alliathiune’s path, faster than thought, faster than she could move to stop it, and pounced upon the Key-Ring with a triumphant cry that shocked every rocky crevice of the chamber like a powerful blow. The creature burst into being, a white-bearded old man, holding the Key-Ring aloft with an ecstatic expression on his face.
 
   “Free at last!”
 
   He gathered his power like a mountain, more power than Kevin had ever dreamed possible, enough magic to melt Shadowmoon Keep into volcanic slag and make it run down into Anurmar Gorge. He would overwhelm them like a Darkenseason storm.
 
   “Fight me!” screamed the Dryad.
 
   The chamber shuddered as the Dryad assaulted the old man, but he held her off with contemptuous ease.
 
   Kevin lifted the Magisoul its perch.
 
   The wizard whirled. “What the …?”
 
   “Here,” said Kevin.
 
   “My beloved!” He might have been ancient, but the man moved like a mountain lion. He sprang upon Kevin with hatred frothing upon his lips, incensed beyond reason.
 
   “Mine! After all this–”
 
   The old man tried to snatch the gemstone from Kevin’s grasp. He had not actually been holding it, but merely balancing it upon his ruined palm. As he touched the Magisoul, mid-shout, a look of surprise froze upon his face and then he crumbled into dust and was no more.
 
   Kevin shook his head slowly, regarding the pile of dust as though he wished to weep. “Just too greedy after all these years, old boy.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Alliathiune seemed dazed. He drew her gently to his chest. “The living dead is what happened. He gave up the secret.”
 
   She looked at the pedestal, and then at the Magisoul lying innocently upon the cavern floor. “But–”
 
   “You can pick it up. It’s harmless now.”
 
   Alliathiune automatically bent her knees, then straightened and looked Kevin right in the eye from within the protective circle of his arms. “I don’t understand. It wasn’t touching Tomalia horn.”
 
   Kevin held up his blue hand. “The living dead.”
 
   She frowned in bewilderment.
 
   “My flesh is alive, but not in any ordinary sense. It is only alive in a magical sense, destroyed by my foolishness but imbued simultaneously with sustaining magic. Therefore the Magisoul was not touching living flesh. It was still in that different state he alluded to.”
 
   “But … you couldn’t have known, surely?”
 
   Kevin bowed his head. “He was careful to attempt to move only the horns. That was the confirmation.”
 
   Her eyes searched his from the distance of several inches. “But your hand …”
 
   “That was chancy.”
 
   Alliathiune sagged against him with an intake of breath. He held her until she found her balance again, until she could step back and let him see what she was feeling. Contrary to his expectations she did not explode with anger and remonstrate with him–but he would never forget what he saw in her eyes.
 
   He mumbled, “I am very sorry, Alliathiune. But that wizard–perhaps it was Omäirg–was far too potent for either of us to handle. It was the only course of action I could think of in the heat of the moment.”
 
   She whispered, “You must truly love the Forest, noble Kevin.”
 
   “I do, my dear girl, but I suspect it has rather more to do with the appearance of courage in the face of my desire not to be the victim any more, for once in my life to make a difference.” His voice became ragged, charged with emotion. “It is you who brought me thus far, Alliathiune. Without you I wouldn’t be standing here. I wouldn’t be a fraction of a whole man. I’d still be the pathetic creature you–and only you–had the foresight to conceive might become Driadorn’s champion. Where I could not be coaxed you forced me on, even though I kicked against the goads. I am so ashamed. I deserved far worse than the restraint you showed.”
 
   “Restraint?” she chuckled hollowly. “I count four fingers marked upon your cheek.”
 
   “Your love for the Forest gained us the Magisoul,” Kevin insisted. “I did this for you!”
 
   “You used me!” There, that was more like the Alliathiune he knew, hands on hips, words spilling out. “I thought you had betrayed the Forest and were giving that old wizard the Magisoul! And I nearly ruined everything!”
 
   “You used me too, may I remind you?”
 
   The Dryad rubbed her eyes and said in a little-girl voice. “I’ll grant the truth of that, good Kevin. You did it in the end–I was just an encumbrance and a useless piece of baggage.”
 
   “Stop it! You’re sounding like me.” They laughed together. “If you hadn’t pinpointed the significance of the Unicorn horns, we wouldn’t be alive right now. That was incredibly perceptive of you.”
 
   “But you knew what to do.”
 
   “Yes, but without–hold on. Why are we arguing?”
 
   The Dryad giggled happily and bent to pick up the Magisoul. “Indeed, good Kevin! We each insist the other played the key part, when indeed without each other, all would have come to nought.”
 
   Too right, Kevin thought. But did she know his performance was merely an outcome of immedicable cowardice, and his actions the product of an earnest desire not to die, rather than the noble outpouring of ‘love for the Forest’ that she had suggested? But it had worked out rather well. He reached out for the Unicorn horns. Those belonged in the Ardüinthäl, not here in a lonely cavern beneath Shadowmoon Keep.
 
   So he smiled at her and said, “Come on, Alliathiune, let’s go see how Snatcher is getting on with his twenty-three mates!”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   If Snatcher had a swagger to be the envy of any cowboy, then it was to be explained by the coterie of sloe-eyed Greymorral Lurks who dogged his every footstep and jostled good-naturedly for the tiniest portion of his attention. He had not been idle, but after his four consecutive conquests–Kevin’s face was a picture at this point–he convinced the Greymorral Lurks to vacate their ancient home, if indeed his companions were able to break the curse. This was found to be the case as soon as the Magisoul was brought into the cavern that had been their home for so many Leaven seasons.
 
   After 235 seasons of abstinence, the Lurk growled to Alliathiune, was he not entitled to a modest celebration? Kevin lost his concentration and plunged into a pool of mud at that point.
 
   With all possible speed, they passed back through the domains of the Fire Dragon and the Earth Dragon, and found nothing to trouble them. The champing, rocky maws had been stilled, and the Fire Elemental had disappeared–both perhaps having escaped to the outside world. Coming at last to the Labyrinth, they found the markers left by the Witch and marched back through the sandy tunnels–Kevin, Alliathiune, Snatcher, and a small army of Greymorral Lurks bearing the sum total of their worldly possessions upon their backs and prepared for battle.
 
   “I’m surprised the Lurks chose to leave,” Kevin remarked, thinking aloud.
 
   “It is hardly surprising, good outlander,” replied Snatcher. “What kind of a life is it for creatures of the great Bog, stuck here in a cavern where Garlion never shines and the air is never fresh? Any life would be better than this travesty.”
 
   “But it’s so far …”
 
   “And did we not come all this way ourselves?”
 
   “Quite.”
 
   “So your reasoning is worth a pile of Troll droppings.”
 
   Kevin growled in the back of his throat in a fair imitation of a Lurk. “But why should the Greymorral Lurks choose to return to Mistral Bog, when they were cast out by the Greater Lurks in times past? Surely there would be unrest?”
 
   “There are some few here who remember the Bogs, good outlander. Mistral Bog has always been regarded the Greymorral Lurks’ home and so they wish to return, despite the reception they might receive. But the deeper reason is that they care for the wellbeing of the Mother Forest–they care strongly enough that they are willing to lay down their lives to see the Magisoul safely back to Elliadora’s Well and the Blight defeated.”
 
   Kevin gulped awkwardly at this statement. Enough already–he did not want anyone else relying on him!
 
   But as many times before, Snatcher’s heavy paw came to rest across Kevin’s shoulders and he said, “They choose to share this burden with us, good outlander, regarding it as a high calling to serve the Forest. To refuse their aid would be callous and disrespectful.”
 
   “True, any aid will be welcome against the Trolls, Snatcher, unless our companions have dealt with them.”
 
   “Let us pray for their wellbeing.”
 
   Kevin marched on in silent contemplation, his heat-singed boots crunching slightly on the sandy tunnel floor. How was it that hundreds of Lurks could make so little noise? What awaited them above? A Kraleon with its dark claws outstretched, ready to receive the Magisoul no other had been able to retrieve?
 
   He set his feet to the steps leading up to the dungeons. How would they return to Driadorn? If they could get close enough, the Unicorns could translocate them back to Elliadora’s Well. But the Dark Apprentice must have some means of transportation apart from his wizardly capabilities. His mind ticked over. A flying machine, perhaps, secreted somewhere about Shadowmoon Keep. A tame Dragon? A zeppelin? Perhaps a small detour might be in order to find it?
 
   They came at length up into the chamber where they had left Amadorn and Hunter, to find bodies strewn across it as though sprinkled from the sky. Broken bodies hacked with blades, dark bodies lying in some places several deep, discarded weapons, blood seeping into the gutters perhaps intended to drain such fluids from the torture-chambers.
 
   “Good God!” he gagged, sinking to his knees as if to pray for the dead.
 
   “What a massacre!” Alliathiune whispered. “What butchery has transpired here this lighttime? And what of our good companions?”
 
   “Here lies the Witch, Alliathiune. And that Izzit creature.”
 
   Kevin stared about the charnel house in dazed incomprehension. This was different to the Men of Ramoth–they had been faceless, nameless, an evil people who perhaps deserved no better fate. But there was Amadorn, buried beneath a heap of Trolls who must have overwhelmed him by sheer weight of flesh and armour. He saw a Troll leg twitching in the last moments of life … over here someone groaned in mortal agony, a soft plea for surcease of pain …
 
   The cost of the Magisoul was hammered home in his consciousness everywhere he looked.
 
   “Hunter lives!” Snatcher called across the chamber. “Here she is!”
 
   The Lurk heaved aside two Trolls–which she must have killed even as she fell beneath their weight–and knelt beside the Mancat. There was blood on her lips and face. Her body was such a welter of cuts it was hard to see what manner of creature she might be. Kevin had never seen someone look so grey with death and yet live. Her lips moved and she whispered something to Snatcher.
 
   “Kê!” the Lurk’s laughter barked forth, stiff with incredulity and sorrow. “Nay, o noblest of Mancats. There are none left to feel the kiss of your blade.”
 
   As Alliathiune ran to the Mancat to see what aid she could offer, there came a sound, a scuffle, in one of the eight tunnels leading into this central chamber and a creature came stumbling in as though pushed down a slope. He was tottering on his last legs, his face a mass of blood running from eyes that had been hacked out of their sockets, and he was covered in gore from head to foot. But his hooves were unmistakeable.
 
   Akê-Akê!
 
   The Faun stumbled into a dead body and swayed. His mouth moved and he tried to say something. The companions and the Greymorral Lurks starting to file into the dungeon behind Kevin–all stood transfixed with horror. Blood bubbled from his lips as he rallied himself for one final effort. “The Dark … is …”
 
   He pitched onto his face and lay unmoving.
 
   And a new set of feet, clad in knee-length boots as black and shiny as a beetle’s carapace, strode up to the Faun’s body and poked it disdainfully with a pointed toe. “I never had much time for vermin,” said the Dark Apprentice.
 
   “You are all the vermin here!” cried Alliathiune, white-faced.
 
   The Dark Apprentice smiled. His eyes flicked over the scene, taking in every detail as he licked his full lips in pleasure. At last he turned to Kevin, who was yet kneeling as though in supplication to the evil wizard, and now he smiled–broadly, and drew a deep breath that at once proclaimed a task completed and a moment of crucial importance.
 
   His black-gloved hand rose to point at the Human. “You!” he boomed. “You have something that belongs to me–” and slowly, prolonging the moment, the Dark Apprentice brought his hands up to his mask and tugged it loose, “–little brother!”
 
   Echoes of ‘brother, brother, brother,’ resounded from stone walls and iron bars in cold mockery, until there descended a silence so thick that it seemed born in a tomb. The moment stretched unbearably thin. Kevin vomited violently.
 
   “Faugh!” Brian spat, holding his nose delicately between thumb and forefinger. “Is that any way to greet your loving brother? Some things just don’t change, do they, old chap?”
 
   Kevin glanced at Alliathiune, stricken, but the expression frosting her features was pure betrayal and loathing. She, snarling like a wolf, declared, “I will never give up the Magisoul–not to you, nor to anyone!”
 
   “Your choices are rather limited at this point,” Brian said conversationally, marching over toward the Dryad, still standing beside Hunter. “I have no compunction about adding to the mess you and your companions have made in this chamber, Dryad–save if you choose to serve me in capacity I outlined at the Well. I trust that you’ve taken the opportunity to think my proposal through meantime?”
 
   For answer, Alliathiune spat at his face.
 
   “I had a feeling that might be your response,” said Brian, wiping her spittle with a vicious backhand blow. “I shall punish you for that indiscretion, wench. But for now, I wish to thank you for retrieving the Magisoul for me. With the Magisoul to hand I shall complete what I began with the Blight–the conquest and subjugation of all Driadorn. You see, little Dryad, I rather fancy the title of ‘Emperor of Driadorn’ or perhaps ‘Your Dreadful Highness’. Feynard has much to offer to him who desires ultimate power.”
 
   The word ‘power’ flew from his mouth with rich nuances to Kevin’s perception. In a flash of insight he understood what had never been clear to him before–that Brian was not motivated by base cruelty, although that was clearly part of his nature, but rather by a consuming lust for dominion over others. That was what he had been doing all these years, what his abuses had meant. Exerting power over his brother’s weakness. Having control. Having the ability to command fear in others. Kevin had never hated so completely, nor felt so miserably afraid.
 
   But Brian was an idiot! What did he know of dark wizardry?
 
   Alliathiune said, “So the Blight was an impious plot to gain the Magisoul?”
 
   “An elegant plan,” Brian corrected. “In which, might I add, you’ve surpassed my every expectation. Do not try my patience. Hand it over, little brother–or I will find ways to enforce your compliance.”
 
   “He will not, Dark Wizard.”
 
   The Dark Apprentice leered openly at Alliathiune. “Has he no voice of his own, that this pocket harridan must speak in his place?” He waved his staff languidly, freezing the approaching Lurks with a single word of magic. “No sneaking around back there! I despise sneaks and thieves.”
 
   “Here,” said Kevin. “Take it, Brian. I cannot fight you any longer.”
 
   Brian stared at his brother kneeling upon the dungeon floor, holding the Magisoul out in his damaged hand. Slowly, sarcastically, he began to applaud. “A very convincing impression of a dead jellyfish there, brother. But a small fly in the ointment–indulge me for a moment as I explain. Ozark, once styled the Dark, was a Human who came from Earth to Feynard just as you and I did. He was a wizard, through and through. But unlike me, he was overly greedy for power, and did not have the brains to match his ambition. He was defeated by the Tomalia, who stripped him of his powers and returned him to Earth as a broken man. Part of his spirit was captured here at Shadowmoon Keep. He became the Dragon of Shadow that guarded the Magisoul. Oh, he was a tricky old blighter, I’ll grant. You probably guessed Omäirg, am I right?”
 
   Brian pointed disdainfully at Izzit, lying broken beside Amadorn. “Omäirg’s remains lie right there. Doubtless he too hoped you would gain the Magisoul and release him from his bondage.”
 
   “Now, brother dearest, it so happens that there is a secret spy-eye planted above the Magisoul–Ozark had that done many, many seasons ago. So I know about the living dead stunt you pulled. Ingenious. You have done us both a favour, you little weasel. Consider this: how did Brian Jenkins come to Feynard? What does he know about magic? Let me tell you. Ozark was none other than our own father Harold.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Kevin could not believe his ears. First Brian, now Harold? He had killed Harold? Yes, there had been something familiar about that old man–but he was ancient. Did time run differently on Feynard? How was that even possible?
 
   “Oh, come now, little brother,” said Brian, clearly enjoying himself. “You surely don’t believe both of us somehow invented a mastery of magic? Some skills are learned; some are inherited. We’re the two sons of the greatest wizard Feynard ever knew.”
 
   The Dryad began to shout an offensive spell.
 
   Brian snapped his fingers. “Don’t.” Alliathiune gave a hiss of pain. “Here, this will give you something to think about.” Raising his staff, he conjured up a silver collar and poised it upon his fingertips. It was about an inch wide, woven of multiple strands of metal, with small red jewels similar to rubies set at intervals around it. “This is not a crown, in case you were wondering. It is a collar designed especially for a Dryad.”
 
   “I am not some hound to pull at the leash!”
 
   “No, but you are a woman, and a comely wench at that,” he sneered. “One thing I despise in a woman is intransigence, and another is pride. I prefer servitude–humble servitude–and chains to dresses. This collar has a special property that you will soon discover. I will enjoy breaking your spirit, Dryad. I’ll break you like a twig!”
 
   With a snap of his wrist he flicked it towards her. The collar appeared to shimmer and change shape mid-air, and though she raised her hands defensively it somehow passed between them and wrapped with the speed of a striking snake about Alliathiune’s neck. She frantically tugged at it and explored it for links or a catch, but there were none.
 
   Brian grinned. “It suits the niece of the Dryad Queen. Nighty night.”
 
   Alliathiune’s eyes closed and she appeared to fall fast asleep!
 
   Trying to ignore his soiled trousers, Kevin rose to his feet, processing this new information at a furious rate.
 
   Brian favoured him with a pitying smile. “Now, returning to our previous conversation, squirt, Harold was great and powerful, but he was also a fool. When he returned to Earth he began to tear apart a secret organisation known only as the Order, which opposes to the practice of the dark arts everywhere. Great-Grandmother founded it. They call us the Enemy. Well, our precious father hired a set of assassins to start the ball rolling, but he pretty soon got bored of that and began to kill people himself. He had an admirable knack for murder. I’ll spare you the details, because you know the result. He spent several years moving between Feynard and Earth, killing people wherever he went. But after the Unicorns defeated him, Father returned to Earth, completely unable to do magic. All that he had spent years learning was utterly lost–and that was when I convinced him to teach me what he knew.”
 
   “Dear God!”
 
   “If you think God’s going to help you now, you craven little worm, then you’re in for a rude awakening.”
 
   “I killed Father?”
 
   “What was left of him, anyway. It gets very complicated when part of your spirit is stuck in a hole on Feynard and the rest of you his millions of light years away on Earth. No wonder he became an alcoholic. It beggars belief, but for once in your life you did the right thing! Good riddance, I say.”
 
   Brian raised his staff. “Now, I’ll take that, thank you very much.”
 
   Kevin cried out as the blue gemstone was snatched off his palm by an invisible force and shot over towards his brother. His magic-reamed fingers would not close in time. His magic lay inert, confounded by the confusion and horror in his mind. Snatcher and the Lurks were paralysed. Alliathiune was insensate to the proceedings. His other companions were already dead.
 
   Brian reached out to catch the Magisoul.
 
   There was flicker of movement. Brian’s outstretched hand separated lazily from his wrist in a spray of crimson. Hunter! The Mancat groaned as she crumpled at the Dark Apprentice’s feet.
 
   Brian stumbled backward, his face a white sheet. For an instant, his person wavered and Kevin thought he saw the Kraleon peering out of his brother’s face. Then there came a deafening concussion and Brian vanished, along with the Dryad.
 
   Kevin wanted to scream his anguish until Shadowmoon Keep fell around his ears. Alliathiune! What in heaven’s name was going on?
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27: Return to the Well
 
   Akê-Akê was dead. The Witch was dead. Amadorn lay in a coma, but Hunter he had been able to succour. Alliathiune had been abducted. Kevin mopped his brow.
 
   Snatcher roared, “I will tear this Keep stone from stone to find that dastardly Dark Apprentice!”
 
   “He’s wounded. He’ll make for the Well,” Kevin said. “We need to track him down. Somewhere, he has transportation. Could he have teleported far?”
 
   “Blood!” Snatcher agreed. “Let us search for traces of his blood!”
 
   He whirled to the Greymorral Lurks at his back, still steadily filing up from the Labyrinth, and let fly in rapid-fire Lurkish. Snatcher was growing in stature by the hour, Kevin thought, smiling both for this reason and to dull his fear for Alliathiune’s fate. To imagine what Brian might do to her–that way lay madness. No, he must outthink his brother. He must not give in to the old, seeping fear that had settled in his bones like a premature winter. Kevin of Earth was a creature of the past, a shadow that had no place in his present.
 
   Brian, the Dark Apprentice! Other families had skeletons in their closets. His had evil wizards! Two of them, the son worse than the father.
 
   Where else would Brian go? It had to be Elliadora’s Well. There, Brian would find a way to force them to give up the Magisoul, because he knew they had to return to the Well to deal with the robot and heal the Forest. Could the Forest even be healed without its Dryad Seer? And what was the connection between Brian and the Yamka creature, the Kraleon–raised by his brother amidst a bloody massacre of nasty wizard experiments … dear God! Was Brian truly that powerful? His influence so far-reaching, his plans so comprehensive, his appetite for destruction apparently unbridled?
 
   Blast this sudden inability to control his babbling to God! Here was yet another form of weakness percolating into his psyche, probing the gaps in his once-invulnerable mental shield. Please let Brian not lay hands upon the Dryad–hand singular, he thought grimly. He rubbed his temples tiredly. How long before this was ended?
 
   “Drink this,” said Snatcher, handing Kevin a flask.
 
   “Toad oil?” Kevin slugged a mouthful and gasped. “Phew!”
 
   “Kê! Clears the mind, doesn’t it? Give me a hand shutting this thing, would you?”
 
   “Like you need a hand!” Kevin spluttered, but lent his shoulder as they heaved the massive block of wood back over the stairway leading down into the Labyrinth. “What did you tell the other Lurks?”
 
   “I sent them to find sign of the Dark Apprentice–drops of blood, primarily, that he might have spilled during his flight.” And his great eyes turned upon Kevin. “Do not gauge your self-image from your father or brother, good outlander, nor reckon from their evil deeds the measure of your worth. No measure of guilt on your part, nor anything you can do, will redeem them from the judgement and doom of Shäyol. From this lighttime onward you must forge your own path and find your own destiny. Only then will you truly be free.”
 
   “Wisdom distilled from toad oil?”
 
   “We swamp-dwellers are ever practical in matters of wisdom, good Kevin,” averred the Lurk. “We find lessons in the restless stirring of the mists, or the call of the reedling, or the flow of the seasons. Many are the Forest’s lessons.”
 
   And just then, from deeper within the dungeons, came the spiralling song of a Lurk hunting-call, which Lurks make within their elastic throats in much the same way that a bullfrog makes its call.
 
   “What news?”
 
   Snatcher raised his club to his shoulder. “Let’s go find this Dark Pretender, good Kevin, and complete what our friend Hunter began.”
 
   “Even if we hack off one body part at a time,” the Mancat agreed, weak but unbowed.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The Lurks rapidly formed up around Snatcher and began to carve a path through Shadowmoon Keep. Evidently, swamp-dwellers hunted by more than drops of blood–Kevin caught sight of them passing Brian’s severed hand about to sniff it for the scent!
 
   But the Dark Apprentice had done more than just arrive in his shiny new boots. He had stationed several thousand Trolls in the central Keep to secure it while he beat his hasty retreat. Tight wedges of Lurks bludgeoned their way up from the dungeons, rolling over the Troll troops like an implacable, grim grey tide. The Trolls braced their spears against the steps, but the Lurks smashed through them with barely a pause. Soon, the steps ran thick in blood. Kevin saw Lurks fall. The Trolls stabbed for the eyes. When closed, Lurk eyelids could deflect a spear-thrust. But he saw an arrow feather from a Lurk’s left eye, and she fell. Another fell to a javelin that pierced the back of her throat.
 
   “Let me through!” he demanded. “Let me help!”
 
   They fought through to the main courtyard, courtesy of several lightning-bolts even Amadorn would have been proud of, before Kevin felt the ground lurch beneath his feet. Bellowing Lurks charged past him and smashed into the massed Troll ranks. Lurk clubs rose and fell with terrible effect, threshing the Trolls like so much gathered wheat, flinging them into the air or crushing them where they stood, causing even the experienced Troll warriors to flinch in dismay.
 
   “Snatcher?”
 
   “Right here, good outlander.” Snatcher knelt, placing his hands on the ground. “Oh–this is bad.”
 
   “What? I can’t hear you!”
 
   “The Dragon of Earth is down there, stirring–”
 
   “We’ve got to leave! Now!” The Lurk stared at him. “Don’t you see, it’s going to destroy the Keep!”
 
   The ground shook as though struck by a monstrous hammer-blow from beneath. The Trolls staggered.
 
   “Get twenty Lurks and we’ll find that aircraft. The rest have to leave, now! Leave everything and run!”
 
   Kevin was aware that he must look a wild sight, but Snatcher barely paused. He raised his full roar above the clamour of battle and began to shout at the Greymorral Lurks. Suddenly, the forces split. Kevin found himself swept along by a tight-knit group of Lurks, with Snatcher in the lead, charging toward the stone steps leading to the upper part of Shadowmoon Keep. The other Lurks whirled and reversed course, out of the Keep, pushing with their combined tonnage so hard and fast that a bow-wave of Trolls developed, shovelled en masse out of the huge doors and over the steps leading down into the enormous staging area below.
 
   Ahead, Snatcher body-slammed three Trolls against the Keep wall. They barged up the steps, meeting little resistance. The Lurk tracker was hot on the scent. The ground heaved again. Cracks snaked up the walls as if by magic; cracks in blocks of solid stone which weighed many tons each. Masonry and roof tiles cascaded down from the towers above. Smoke suddenly began to billow from the slit window as a conflagration took hold.
 
   Kevin’s boots pounded along a stone corridor. A Lurk grabbed him up as she accelerated to the full speed of a Lurk, far faster than any Human could sprint. He did not care! What did dignity matter when the world was about to cave in? They bounded up the next set of stairs ten at a time.
 
   “Up!” roared Snatcher, pointing. “There!”
 
   Two advancing Trolls took one look at the Lurk charge and dived out of the way to save their hides. They charged up a stone rampart to a great flat paved area Kevin would never have guessed existed atop the Keep, overlooking Anurmar Gorge. And, beneath an enormous metal frame, he saw the tail of what could only be an aircraft. An aircraft–on Feynard!
 
   “That’s it!” he screamed, pointing.
 
   The Lurks pounded across the open space. Kevin was startled to notice Indomalion was just peeking over the horizon. Was it dawn already? Had they spent an entire darktime in Shadowmoon Keep? He shrieked as his Lurk leaped a wide crack with the springiness of a mountain goat, and the cool morning air whipped through his hair as she leaped after the others, down into the hanger area.
 
   Two outsized catapults, he saw. Two ramps jutting out over Anurmar Gorge. One was empty, but the other held an aircraft–a great, bulky transport craft, painted in camouflage colours. He hoped to goodness it could take twenty Lurks, Snatcher’s bulk, and the weight of a paltry Human.
 
   Snatcher’s grin showed all of his teeth. “I hope you know how to fly, good Kevin.”
 
   “I’ve read a few books!”
 
   The aircraft had no doors where he expected them, so Kevin ran in through the open cargo flap. He flapped his arms. “Get the Lurks in and settled. Strap the Mancat over there–is that Amadorn? You brought him? I’m going to the front.”
 
   Kevin charged into the cockpit, thinking, had he seen any engines on this thing? How did one build an aircraft on Feynard with no engine technology, no computers, no … oh, no. The cockpit was almost bare. A couple of dials and levers, a wooden steering-contraption, a seat for the pilot, and that was it.
 
   Snatcher pushed his shoulders through the doorway. “I found a map, does that help?”
 
   “It probably works by magic,” Kevin said, tearing at his carroty curls. “It doesn’t help that there are no words or pictures on the controls, no obvious engines to speak of, and no handy user manual hidden beneath the captain’s seat. Every moment we tarry, Brian gets further away. And he has Alliathiune with him!”
 
   “He won’t hurt her, as he needs her to bargain with,” Snatcher put in.
 
   “Oh, very helpful, you great big lump!” he shouted. “Why don’t you fly this benighted hunk of metal, then? I don’t see you coming up with any useful ideas!”
 
   “Peace, good Kevin,” replied the Lurk, shrugging off these hot words as easily as he slipped beneath swamp waters. “Are we too heavy for this sky vessel?”
 
   “I’ve no earthly idea!”
 
   Kevin plopped his tired, sore behind into the pilot’s chair. He scanned the controls one more time. It looked simple. He was sure he was missing something. But then the aircraft rattled so hard he was nearly flung to the floor. Kevin took the seatbelt and strapped himself in, shouting:
 
   “And your twenty-three mates gave you leave to risk your thick neck in a stupid flying escapade?”
 
   The massive Lurk looked surprised. “Do you think I should ask them?”
 
   Kevin sighed theatrically. “Snatcher, this is a ridiculous idea and we’re all going to die. I can only assume that this lever here drops it down the ramp into Anurmar Gorge, at which point we discover whether we have gliding characteristics of a butterfly or of a large brick.”
 
   “It triggers the catapult?” Snatcher asked innocently, pressing a lever.
 
   “Don’t! Oh God, Snatcheeeeeeeeeeer!”
 
   The craft lurched as the catapult shoved them all in their backs. Kevin heard Lurks tumbling about back there. He slammed several buttons and a light came on–the only light with a label still attached, which said, ‘cargo bay.’ There, they wouldn’t lose the future of the Greymorral Lurks, because he had a horrible suspicion most of the apparently nubile ones were making the journey with them–Snatcher’s harem.
 
   A fearful rumbling began in the undercarriage. The aircraft picked up a respectable speed before shooting out over Anurmar Gorge and heading on a direct collision course for the opposite wall!
 
   “Snatcheeeeeeeeeeerrrr!”
 
   “Try pulling it back.”
 
   “Pulling what?” said Kevin. “My arms won’t move!”
 
   “This.”
 
   Snatcher’s paw shot out and accidently pushed a different lever to the one he had aimed for. The craft pitched sideways, throwing his entire weight momentarily onto Kevin’s lap. This had the salutary effect of lowering his arms, which yanked the guidance levers downward, and they went screaming into a stunt-style loop for which their air vessel was clearly never designed. Some of the Lurks howled in the back. Others just held on for dear life.
 
   “Get off me, you lump!”
 
   “Trying!”
 
   “We’re going to crash!”
 
   The Lurk helped lift Kevin’s arms and the aircraft, with a violent wobble, somehow levelled out–relatively speaking.
 
   “Now we’re heading away from Shadowmoon Keep,” Snatcher pointed out. He had somehow wedged himself between the floor and the ceiling. “Pull up gently. Good, a bit more. I wonder how birds make it look so easy?”
 
   “Heavens only know, Snatcher!” Kevin gasped, rubbing his eyes with one hand. “I don’t like heights. Are you boiling or is it just me?”
 
   “Is that Broadleaf Valley down there?”
 
   “Er … probably. That means we need to be heading in the opposite direction, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Just about.”
 
   “I’ll try to bring her around. Hold on.”
 
   “Gently!”
 
   Snatcher crashed into the back of Kevin’s seat, growling something about chewing his ear off if he did not pay attention. That did rather focus the attention. Kevin distinctly heard one of the Lurks shouting that she was sitting on her head. He eased his death-grip of the controls and tried to bring the aircraft level. Flying by magic. What a trick!
 
   “Excellent work, good outlander!”
 
   But they both stared out of the windscreen as they swooped low toward Shadowmoon Keep. In slow motion, a crevasse opened alongside Anurmar Gorge, right through the staging area they had sneaked through the previous evening. Tiny dots down there, smaller than ants, were the Trolls scattering in panic as the cliff collapsed slowly into the gorge, taking the Keep with it in an avalanche of unimaginable proportions.
 
   “I guess the Elemental Dragon of Earth was a little irritated, eh Snatcher?” Kevin said shakily. “Do you see the Lurks anywhere? Did they escape in time?”
 
   “There!” cried Snatcher, pointing.
 
   The aircraft wobbled as Kevin took a look past the nose. Yes, that had to be them, a cluster of some two hundred grey pebbles standing not a stone’s throw from the new edge of Anurmar Gorge. The Greymorral Lurks faced a long walk home–and it was up to him to see that home was still there when they arrived. He would have the Unicorns fetch them as soon as possible. He would … try to solve one problem at a time, Jenkins!
 
   “Keep flying north while I read the map,” said the Lurk. He clapped Kevin on the shoulder. “This lighttime, we struck the Dark Apprentice a blow he’ll not soon forget. You destroyed two dark wizards. Not too shabby for a dying Human I once fished out of the Deep Bogs.”
 
   Kevin grinned back. “Just think, noble Snatcher, now all we have to do is figure out how to land this thing!”
 
   The Lurk guffawed and whacked Kevin so hard on his shoulder that he nearly chipped a tooth.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Kevin would dearly have loved to examine the magic that kept their strange, silent flying craft aloft, but instead let Snatcher took a turn at the controls while he succumbed to utter exhaustion. When Kevin awoke in the small hours from a horrible dream about Brian, he took over and the Lurk went to the hold with the avowed intention of checking up on his harem. Kevin slammed the cockpit door pointedly–and rather childishly–thinking, ‘Animals!’ But he repented immediately. Snatcher was no animal, he was a true friend. Brian was the animal. Or would he thereby insult animals, even?
 
   With a sigh so deep it emptied his lungs–as though seeking to empty himself of those memories–Kevin gazed out over the rolling cloudscape of Feynard, lit silvery-blue by the light of almost-full Sulä, and wondered how many Humans had every enjoyed a Dragon’s-eye view of another planet. A heavy weather-front obscured the world below, shot through with an occasional flare of lightning, but ahead Kevin saw a break in the clouds. Were they still over the ocean? Or would they soon spy the Seventy-Seven Hills and the great Forest of Driadorn? To his perception the airplane hang motionless in the sky; only a wuthering of wind against the fuselage suggested a tremendous velocity, their true speed. Five on the dial–did that indicate five hundred miles per hour? After a while of staring, half-hypnotised by the might’s fragile beauty, his eye would begin to imagine the world below unfurling like a carpet, all the distance they had covered over many lighttimes.
 
   An hour later, the aircraft ghosted silently over a coastline. Still later, as Indomalion fired the sky with its customary display of long, trailing sun-flares, Kevin realised that he was flying over a different ocean, a mottled green ocean–the vast sylvan demesne of Driadorn’s Forest, sprawling to every horizon and beyond. Where did one land an airplane in this wilderness? He should consult the map. He should find a river, or the slash of the Küshar Ravine, but all he could do was stare and drink in the beauty.
 
   The name Feynard, he realised for the first time, could be broken into two parts–‘fey’ meaning whimsical or strange, and ‘nard’, a type of perfume used in embalming. A world of whimsical perfume. As he pondered this, a glint of white on the horizon presaged Garlion’s arrival–the first time he had seen the primary sun. The white dot, tiny in comparison to Indomalion, was nevertheless dazzling. He could not look at it. He shaded his eyes, and felt heat beat against his fingers. The seasons were turning. Soon the pulse of Forest life would surge into Budding season.
 
   Life and death. The Forest symbolised life. Dryads nurtured that life; they were intimately part of it. What could Alliathiune’s needful sacrifice therefore be, other than death? Kevin bit his lip at this insight. It chilled him to the marrow, because he knew he was right. A seed must fall to the ground, die, and be buried, in order to live. Some seeds required fire to germinate. Why else would the Dryad Queen need to blackmail her niece? Why else would Alliathiune talk about her Seer magic in cold, callous terms, especially as compassion was at the heart of a Dryad’s nature? Her love for the Forest was a tragedy about to play out to its conclusion.
 
   His heart constricted in his chest.
 
   A rustle behind him presaged Snatcher’s return to the cockpit. “Behold the many-splendored raiment of Driadorn,” he declared. “She adorns herself in queenly majesty.”
 
   “Spare me the cheer, old chap. We’re about to battle my evil brother for the fate of the realm.”
 
   “So melancholy, good outlander?”
 
   “A swamp-dweller being cheerful?”
 
   The Lurk stretched his joints until they popped. “Truthfully, good Kevin, I suspect I may have over-exerted myself in the darktime. All my mates are so beautiful, so–”
 
   Kevin blushed as he groaned loudly and long. “Help me read the map, o noble, poetic, and unquestionably over-amorous Lurk. I spy a thread of river over there.” But Snatcher gazed past the map with an aghast expression in his huge eyes that made Kevin shudder. “What? What, Snatcher?”
 
   “The Forest’s colour,” croaked the Lurk.
 
   Kevin looked, and began to perceive what the Lurk meant. When would the outlander learn not only to look, but to truly see? Biting his lip, he directed the airplane into a slow descent. They did not speak as, moment by moment, the reason for the catch in the Lurk’s voice became clearer. The mottled appearance he had noted earlier was not only shades of green, but the difference between the green of pockets of still-healthy leaves and the grey-black blotchiness of the Blight. Great swathes of Forest had deteriorated so severely that the drooping of their leafy evergreen crowns was apparent even from a great height. The disease was rampant; the scale of the devastation, numbing. The Blight was far worse than he had ever imagined. Whatever power had been stemming its advance had failed. Had they been gone so long?
 
   All he could think was that Alliathiune would die if she ever saw this. Even he, hardly Feynard’s foremost Forest-lover, could find no words.
 
   “So much. So fast,” he whispered. “How can this be, Snatcher? How?”
 
   The Lurk shrugged massively. “We may only hope we return in time. Were we gone so long? I must–” he let out a low, keening sob, “–I must read the map. Help me.”
 
   Once they thought they had a good idea of their position, Kevin could withhold no longer. He told Snatcher about what he had deduced about Alliathiune. The Lurk blinked for some time, thinking it over, before quietly agreeing that he could see no other conclusion.
 
   They flew on in silence until Indomalion was well above the horizon.
 
   The Lurk said, “Then our task is clear, noble Kevin. We must honour the noble Dryad’s sacrifice even as we seek to honour the Forest in Her need. There is no higher calling. This is the way of love; and its true meaning.”
 
   Kevin’s eyes filled, and he cried.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28: The Magisoul
 
   Kevin brought their air vessel around for a second pass over the Sacred Grove, remarking, “If the Dark Apprentice is indeed down there, he has hidden himself well. And he’s doubtless well warned of our arrival.”
 
   “What choice do we have?” Snatcher said, but softly, as if he were talking to himself. “The Blight must be ended, or Driadorn will perish. To end the Blight we must take the Magisoul to the Well and cast down your brother’s automaton. Then the Elliarana must be restored and the Forest healed. After that, we still have three invading armies to deal with.”
 
   Kevin chewed his bottom lip, which was already raw and bloody from his worrying. All possible avenues of thought and memory that he could delve into for courage had been mined out. Brian’s shadow lay like a spectre over his heart, numbing his will. Cricket bats, cigarettes, sticks, and fists. That was the language of his brother’s hatred. How would he ever find the nerve to reject those years of abuse?
 
   Nor did the Sacred Grove hold fond memories. Last time, he had drunk himself into a dreadful state and then mortally insulted Alliathiune in front of Driadorn’s foremost creatures. Now he was planning to confront Brian on the same ground.
 
   “The grass is the only place,” said Snatcher. “It’s a natural runway. Slow it down as we practised, and then drop the beast on its belly. We’ll stop in time.”
 
   “But there are people–creatures–down there!”
 
   “Why don’t we make a low pass? Scare them out of the way.”
 
   “Do you trust me to do that, Snatcher?”
 
   “Just don’t hit the Sacred Grove,” the Lurk advised.
 
   Kevin covered his face with his hands!
 
   It needed a second pass to convince the Unicorns down on the meadow that they actually meant to land, Kevin having been too tentative at first. For the real landing, they came in low over the trees and dropped as early as possible onto the grass without digging in the nose, which he had read somewhere was the best way to bring down an airplane. So having bounced several times across Driadorn’s most hallowed turf, they ploughed a huge furrow across the sward up toward the Barlindran River, kicking up a tremendous spray of soil and rattling around like pebbles in a tornado. The pilot gave up halfway, convinced they were all going to die, and opted for howling himself hoarse. He was not the only one.
 
   The aircraft bucked and jolted, groaned and roared, and eventually came to a teetering rest upon the Barlindran’s banks.
 
   “I’m never doing that again!”
 
   “Never say never,” Snatcher replied cheerfully. “Come on, good outlander, your legs are trembling like willow-saplings in a storm!”
 
   “My stomach is only slowly finding its way back down my throat, Snatcher. Do you think our friends in the back survived the journey?”
 
   The Lurk nodded quickly. “I think so. We should go. Every moment’s delay costs our Forest dear.”
 
   “At least we are back at Elliadora’s Well far earlier than we had calculated, my friend. My worst fear was that we would return to find the Sacred Grove being redeveloped by Trolls, or worse, that the Drakes would have taken up residence. Do you have the Magisoul?”
 
   “Safe as a Lurk’s paws.”
 
   They stepped down the short ramp that opened from the rear of their vessel and joined the Greymorral Lurks there, blinking in the bright sunshine. A curious crowd streamed down from the Grove–Unicorns and Honeybears, Bears, the Jasper Cat, Two Hoots, and many more.
 
   “I like your optimism,” he said. “Look. What’s that, rising out of the trees? Birds?”
 
   Snatcher rose to his full height, shaded his eyes with his paw, and stared long and intently at the region Kevin had pointed out. When he spoke, his voice was low with unease. “Nay, good outlander, those are no birds that you behold. Those would be Drakes. Scarce a turn hence, for the Drakes are swift indeed, and the Sacred Grove will come under attack.”
 
   Like sleek black shadows they were, the Drakes, gigantic bats winging across the treetops toward the Sacred Grove. But unlike bats, their flight was sinuous, like oil slipping across the surface of water. There was nothing about them that was not graceful, beautiful, and utterly deadly.
 
   Kevin shook in dread of this sight and cried, “Let’s move!”
 
   One of the Unicorns neighed the alarm, thin strains of panic clearly audible in his voice. Kevin and Snatcher ran at once for the Arch of Indomalion, as they had planned. They first had to stop the pollution of the Forest’s life-source. After that they could concern themselves with the Dark Apprentice and his minions.
 
   For all the initial signs of panic, organisation magically appeared from chaos. Unicorns and Honeybears manned several emplacements of catapults and other weapons Kevin could not identify, a group of Dryads trotted down to the Sacred Grove, and the Druids set up shop close to the mountainside of the Well itself. Kevin could saw movement in the trees down the Rhiallandran River, and the wink of something metallic up on the mountaintop. Where were the X’gäthi warriors? Concealed somewhere? He panted hard, not accustomed to running.
 
   A clap of thunder rent the clear sky and the Arch of Indomalion flickered and changed colour. With a swirl of his voluminous cloak, Brian surged out of the shadows and held up his staff. “Halt!” he thundered.
 
   He had hidden the real Arch with an illusion, Kevin realised belatedly.
 
   And then he saw Alliathiune. He gasped. The Dryad was preciously balanced on a small wooden stool. Her arms appeared to be trussed behind her back with a ridiculous excess of rope, and her legs at knee and ankle. An old-fashioned hangman’s noose led from her neck to the apex of the Arch, where it was tied off with an ostentatious knot that screamed, ‘Brian’s handiwork!’ Zephyr’s horn hung at her belt.
 
   “Alliathiune!”
 
   “Hold, good outlander,” Snatcher cautioned.
 
   How long had Brian been hiding near the Well?
 
   “I would suggest that whichever of you holds the Magisoul, he approaches no closer,” Brian said conversationally, although his voice was still amplified enough to echo off the Well behind them. “And I would suggest no monkey business on the part of the Druids or the Unicorns listening in the trees–nor those Dryads approaching from the Elliarana. Let me outline the situation for you.”
 
   “Don’t listen to him!” Alliathiune screamed. “Save the Forest!”
 
   “Silence, you fool!” Brian raised his meaty paw. “Allow me to demonstrate. Are you aware of the ancient binding spell called laik-Sälïph, lovingly developed by Dark Wizards to grant Dryads the most delightfully agonising death imaginable? I see you are. I considered using it on your precious Seer here, for the amusement of making you watch her die–slowly, in great affliction, as a nameless tree somewhere in this great Forest was lovingly pruned by one of my creatures.”
 
   “My God,” Kevin whispered. “You’re sick, Brian!”
 
   “I would prefer the term ‘imaginative’, little brother.” And he laughed at Kevin’s reaction. “But it occurred to me that the life of one Dryad Seer, no matter how important, would not be offset against the livelihood of the Forest. So I devised a different plan.”
 
   “A few years ago I spent an enjoyable couple of afternoons playing around with the laik-Sälïph on a Dryad who happened to fall into one of my traps, and I discovered something rather interesting.” Brian pulled out a long knife, and waved it in their direction. “The spell can be reversed, so rather than visiting the damage to an object upon the Dryad, damage to the Dryad can be visited upon the target object. With a little experimentation I soon learned how to augment the effects. So what if the Dark Apprentice bound this Dryad to the Elliarana, you ask? You get results like this!”
 
   Mid-sentence, he whirled and lunged with the knife–inexpertly, because he had lost his favoured right hand to Hunter at Shadowmoon Keep, but he still managed to score a shallow cut across the muscle of Alliathiune’s right shoulder. Every eye leaped to the Sacred Grove as a tearing sound presaged a huge branch crashing to the ground.
 
   Several of the Dryads slumped to the ground in shock.
 
   “The translation is imperfect,” Brian said, grinning with lunatic cheerfulness. “You can’t predict exactly which piece will fall.” He prodded her ribs to make her squirm. As Alliathiune struggled to keep from toppling over and being hung, another of the trees shivered as though caught in a high wind.
 
   “The point must be obvious even to an idiot like you,” he said, watching a rain of fresh leaves drifting down through the still afternoon air.
 
   “Accepted, old chap,” Kevin replied, once it became obvious that no-one else could speak. “Why don’t you tell us what you want? I grow bored of your hollow threats.”
 
   Brian’s face swelled to the likeness of a plum. “You … dare?” His voice cracked as he snarled, “I’ll make you pay for that, you poxy, obnoxious little bastard!”
 
   Kevin felt a dangerous calm steal over him. Feeling another tongue-wagging moment coming on, he let loose with gusto. “Come to think of it, Brian, perhaps I am a bastard after all. You are Harold’s son through and through. Anyone could tell that from a mile off. You are all the Harold I will never be–a vindictive, power-hungry, petty little tyrant who is destined to fail just like our father!”
 
   He thought Brian was actually going to explode. His colour deepened to an unbelievable, unhealthy shade of puce; his speech reduced to strangled grunts in his throat. After all these years, it was a repulsively rewarding sight.
 
   That was when Brian’s staff swung up and an invisible hand swatted Kevin up into the air. He acted instinctively, not needing to touch the Key-Ring anymore. Before he had risen six feet the magic was negated and he dropped to the ground, sparking like an overloaded wire as he let the magic bleed off into the atmosphere.
 
   Curiously, this calmed the Dark Apprentice and his control returned as he ignited a bright blue fire on the tip of his staff, a fire like a welding torch. “Time to roast a little Dryad!”
 
   Kevin gasped, “No!”
 
   “No, little brother? You don’t want me to burn … her hair?” She flinched away from his thrust. The Elliarana groaned.
 
   “No!”
 
   Brian considered the abyss of panic in his brother’s voice and his eyes came alight with gloating understanding. “You have feelings for this creature!”
 
   Alliathiune shrieked, “No he doesn’t!”
 
   “Shut up, wench, or I’ll start by chopping off your fingers.” He stalked Kevin now, hunting him down with his gaze and his scorn. “Come on, little brother! Admit you have feelings for this grotesque freak of nature.”
 
   Turning her about in his thick arms, Brian thrust his stump between her bound wrists and lifted them clear so that he could slash at her fingers with the knife. The Elliarana trees shuddered as she squirmed in his grasp.
 
   Kevin was beside himself with dread that his brother would carry out his threats without further ado. Think, Kevin! They needed both Dryad and Magisoul–he was long since convinced of that. But which was more important? Lose the Dryad, lose the Elliarana, and they would lose the Forest. Lose the Magisoul, and Brian would become the most powerful Dark Wizard ever to walk Feynard. He could defeat them all, unless Kevin provoked him into using the Magisoul and then reversed its magic back on his brother. He could defeat the Kraleon creature … was Brian afraid of the creature he had summoned? Did he control the Kraleon, or did the Kraleon control him?
 
   “He will sacrifice me for the good of the Forest,” insisted the Dryad.
 
   Kevin raised his voice, “You’re right, Brian. I love her with all of my heart!” The Well went silent. Kevin flushed scarlet. But he shouted again, a little speech he had oftentimes spoken in his mind, “And I don’t care who knows it! Alliathiune, you are my beloved, and no power or person in all Driadorn can change how I feel about you!”
 
   “No! He’s lying!”
 
   “Yes!” crowed Brian. “I knew it!”
 
   “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Snatcher hissed between his teeth.
 
   “You don’t understand,” the Human whispered back. “There’s no time to explain. Come on, Brian! You want the Magisoul, don’t you?”
 
   Brian simultaneously dropped the knife and flipped his staff sideways. One of the Druids had attacked him with a swarm of tiny biting creatures, which he vaporised in an instant. He responded with a titanic, signature Dark Apprentice firebolt that sent the Druids diving for cover. Two were set alight, but their colleagues responded with a localised rainstorm that snuffed out the flames before they took hold. Brian scowled and let fly a second time. The Druids shielded this one.
 
   “How far are the Drakes, Snatcher?”
 
   The Lurk glanced back. “Perhaps half a turn and no more, good outlander.”
 
   “Then we must force the issue.”
 
   “Attack him?”
 
   “No …”
 
   “Distract him?”
 
   “We need to get Brian away from Alliathiune and protect her somehow. She is the key to the Forest’s survival.”
 
   Please let him be right about this. When Akê-Akê had called her a parasite, and Kevin had objected that Dryads ‘embodied the living spirit of the Forest’, Alliathiune’s reaction had been one of fury and wonder. It must be. Nothing else made sense–blast these Forest creatures and their secrets and taboos!
 
   “An exchange,” Brian boomed. “I propose an exchange, right now.”
 
   Kevin stared at his brother. His brain clicked into overdrive. He could nearly smell the thoughts burning across his synapses. Pull out the conclusion, Kevin. Why the hurry, unless Brian and the Drakes were not as aligned as they had assumed? Dear God, here was a complication that they had not even begun to consider! Time … he had to play for time …
 
   Brian made his cloak flare dramatically, ever the Dark Apprentice. “The Magisoul for the Dryad!” he shouted. “That is my offer–my only offer.”
 
   “A moment’s discussion!” Kevin shouted back, and mouthed to Snatcher, “Trust me. When I give the word, Snatcher, I’ll grab Alliathiune and keep her from being hung. Free her if I can. You have the speed of a Lurk. I need you to get the Magisoul, wherever it is. Just don’t stand and face him, or you’ll be blasted to smithereens.”
 
   “But what will you do?”
 
   “I–”
 
   “Enough whispering!” Brian roared. “What have you decided?”
 
   “He fears the Drakes’ arrival,” Kevin muttered, and turned to his brother. “Accepted, Brian! Her life for the Magisoul–and no tricks!”
 
   Alliathiune gave a small shriek of despair. She still did not know, Kevin thought, or if she did she was too scared of losing the Magisoul to think of the future. If Brian killed her now, the Elliarana grove would be utterly destroyed. Breaking the laik-Sälïph had to be their first priority. To do that they needed their hands–his blue hand, specifically–on the Dryad.
 
   “No tricks?” Brian laughed, but there was an oily sheen of sweat on his forehead. “Don’t you trust me, little brother?”
 
   Not in a million years. Kevin lied, “Of course I trust you! I’m putting the Magisoul down here, see?”
 
   “Slowly!”
 
   Lifting the gleaming gem from Snatcher’s reluctant paw, Kevin deposited it on a grassy spot and stepped back, scrutinizing his brother’s reaction from beneath eyelashes hooded like a cobra’s gaze. “There,” he said, holding up his empty hands. “Now, what would you have us do?”
 
   “Trade places, that’s what.”
 
   “Shall we go to the left and you to the right?”
 
   “No, I will go left.”
 
   To the hand sinister, Kevin remembered reading in his tome of wizardry, the preferred side of the dark arts. He had nothing against left-handed people himself. It was wizards he did not trust.
 
   So a languid dance developed. One step was matched to its opposite, like an indolent whirlpool measured foot by foot in suspicion and hair-trigger readiness. Snatcher kept pace with Kevin. Brian’s hand kept twitching on his staff, and his eyes jumped to the skies every few seconds to check where the Drakes were. This became harder and harder to do as they circled round, forcing him to glance over his shoulder each time. Kevin felt like watch wound to its fullest. It did not help that as he approached Alliathiune, she fixed a reproachful expression upon her face. But she could not move much for fear of falling.
 
   They were five paces from Alliathiune when Kevin adjudged the time to be right. “Good grief, Brian!” he screamed, waving his arms in simulated panic. “There’s a Drake right behind you!”
 
   Brian whirled.
 
   Snatcher blasted out of a standing start with power that no champion athlete could hope to match. Kevin ran to Alliathiune and tried to loosen the noose.
 
   “Quickly!” she gasped.
 
   He glanced over his shoulder. Brian had about a second to react. The first half-second was wasted realising what was happening. But the next saw him slam up a shield to deflect the Lurk from his flight. The Dark Apprentice was toppled like a bowling-pin, but instead of being crushed, his shield made the Lurk skid off him as though he had landed on a pane of glass. Brian twisted on the grass and pointed the staff.
 
   Fire thundered forth. In his fury, Brian did not withhold an ounce of his power. In the supercharged magical atmosphere of Elliadora’s Well, that was tantamount to loosing a hurricane. Yet amazingly, Kevin’s magic protected him. What he had learned beneath Shadowmoon Keep, the ability to slide magic around him and misdirect its main force, saved his life. The flames rocketed off to either side of the Arch of Indomalion, vaporising soil and grass and melting rock as they licked hungrily against the path leading upward to the lake rim.
 
   But then the attack changed. Brian tugged the grass beneath his feet away like a rug. Kevin’s forehead smacked the stool’s rim and he landed heavily, only to be flipped up in the air. Strange, the Arch of Indomalion was shrinking. Alliathiune grew huge, rushing toward him. His hands flailed helplessly. Somewhere nearby, the Lurk’s battle-roar rang around the Sacred Well. Fire and lighting crackled across his vision.
 
   Kevin’s hands slapped something soft. He clung there, staring into a pink, ridged cavern. A Dragon’s mouth? His thoughts were confused, scattered across the Hills. His perch moved; a blast of air ruffled his curls, and a voice that sounded like the rushing of wind whispered, “Oh, Kevin …”
 
   “Alliathiune?” he squeaked.
 
   Why on Earth did he sound like a mouse?
 
   Brian roared words and spells, holding off what sounded like a Druid and Unicorn attack. At the Well his power was immense. With an earthquake he brought the Unicorns to their knees, and with a thunderclap of sound, immobilised the Druids. The Dark Apprentice flicked his fingers toward a squad of X’gäthi warriors, swatting them to the ground with monstrous ease.
 
   “Drop!” hissed the … mouth? Kevin stared. “Now!”
 
   And his perch moved in a pouting motion. “Noooooo …!”
 
   Kevin howled as he fell, but he landed exactly between two soft, springy hills. His feet were wedged in the gap. He pressed with his elbows and struggled with all of his strength. Nearby, he heard the throbbing of a gigantic drumbeat. What was this?
 
   “Stop tickling,” boomed the whisper.
 
   “Where’s that poxy little brother of mine?” Brian roared. “I’ll kill him!”
 
   Kevin gaped upward. He saw a giant chin, framed by well-remembered green hair, and the truth struck him with the force of a Lurk’s charge. He knew exactly where he had landed. How–that was a different issue. He was the size of a Human thumb, and neatly trapped in the Dryad’s cleavage. He had never appreciated Alliathiune from quite this perspective before, he thought, feeling his ears heat up fit to burst into flame! Noticing Brian staring over at the Dryad, he wriggled harder, finally managing to work his feet free. He clambered down into Alliathiune’s underwear, finding there a small space which just about fit his body.
 
   He chuckled softly. This was going to take a Forest-sized apology–if they survived.
 
   Odd, the whole dress and her underwear appeared to be one integral piece of material. How did the Dryads manage that, he wondered? Now was time to consider that.
 
   Kevin put his miniature blue hand to the rondure of Alliathiune’s left breast, and set his mind and will–trying to ignore his distraction and no little fear at how easily he could be crushed in his current size–to undoing the terrible spell with which Brian had bound the Dryad to the Elliarana. By the change in her breathing, he knew she must sense what he was doing. She did not look down.
 
   But he realised at once he could not reverse the spell, because he did not know how it was constructed. But he could nullify the key elements. Wait. That would require that he absorb the magic. As Zephyr had so patiently lectured him, something could not be turned into nothing. There would be consequences. He had to be prepared to bleed the power away, very carefully, or he would hurt Alliathiune.
 
   Right, time to unravel Brian’s handiwork.
 
   Concentrating fiercely on his work, Kevin nevertheless had opportunity to appreciate the complex artistry of Brian’s laik-Sälïph. It beggared belief–how did a moron like Brian come to such a mastery of magic? He would have bet Great-Grandmother’s entire fortune that Brian could not light a light bulb without an instruction manual written for idiots. Could it be that the Kraleon was his mentor? Or Harold? How long had Brian been on Feynard, perfecting his dark arts?
 
   He was concentrating so hard, it was only when Alliathiune hissed in pain that he realised he had set her underwear alight with his diffusion of the spell’s inherent power.
 
   Kevin quickly swatted the flames. Stupid!
 
   “Aha!” called Brian. “I see where he is now. I’ll splatter my brother like a pesky grimfly!”
 
   Turning about, Kevin saw he had also charred a hole in her dress. Here came Brian, striding over toward the Dryad, bringing the Magisoul along with his magic, as though it were a dog on the leash. Casual use of power, he thought. Brian showing off yet again.
 
   As Alliathiune moved, Kevin slipped through the hole he had created. He caught himself on her belt, right next to the Unicorn horn, singed himself another hole, and reached in to touch her belly with his hand. He had to hurry. It was now or never. 
 
   “By the Hills!” howled the Dryad as Kevin accidentally seared her flesh.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   But he had destroyed the laik-Sälïph and its bindings upon the Elliarana. Kevin checked over his shoulder. Brian was close, murder blazing in his eyes. He needed to escape. He needed a Unicorn. Reaching out to the limit of his tiny arm’s length, Kevin touched the horn and willed Zephyr forth.
 
   Instead, he felt a frightful power seize him and drag him down into the horn!
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   He was in an indeterminable place. All around him was soft, milky illumination upon a formless and perfectly uniform haze. There was neither sense of movement nor sense of time’s passage. Damp-slick, gnarled trunks rose all around him, a circle of trees ancient beyond knowing, and from the prickling, cloying chill along his spine he knew himself to be in a special, powerful, place–yet all remained insubstantial, as though the merest breath might send these visions back to the mists.
 
   Kevin blinked. Huh?
 
   Here came the peerless Unicorn, peering between the boles of those ancient trees as though all the goodness in the world had coalesced into equine form. His white coat was pristine and undamaged, quite unlike how the Kraleon must have left him after that attack on the island. Zephyr lived!
 
   Zephyr! Oh, Zephyr! He cried out. You’re alive!
 
   Kevin knew how he had come to be there, but he could not have imagined this result. Had his dream somehow taken place inside a Unicorn’s horn?
 
   The Unicorn asked, How did you come to be here? This place is taboo for all but the Tomalia. How do you know my name? I had forgotten … everything. How could I forget?
 
   In a flash of insight, it came to Kevin what must have happened. If the ancient Unicorns had indeed travelled between the stars by utilising this unique technique–akin to hibernation or suspended animation, then they must have had a means of waking themselves, perhaps a process of preparation that prevented their forgetting. Zephyr had taken to the horn in great distress. Preparation was impossible. Perhaps those other Unicorns had been unprepared, too. If so, then he might have stumbled upon a path they could take back to living. But what had he done?
 
   You must leave or you too may begin to forget.
 
   We need you! Kevin stared at Zephyr. You must return to the Forest! The Forest needs you! Please, Zephyr, I beg you, use your magic to return.
 
   The Unicorn shook his head sadly. I don’t know how. No Unicorn knows how.
 
   Kevin delved within himself. He delved deep and long, trying to dredge out every detail of what he remembered of that power which had dragged him within the Unicorn’s horn; he remembered the falling into a tiny hole, the enfolding layers of ancient magic, words in the language of Tomalia he could not even begin to understand.
 
   I … I will show you.
 
   And he moved over to his friend.
 
   Zephyr’s eyes were huge and dreamlike, filled with knowledge and wisdom, and yet as innocent as a child’s. Hesitantly, Kevin touched the Unicorn’s flank and willed himself to show what he had experienced. In the dream-space, it was possible. Images and impressions rushed between their minds. The Unicorn trembled beneath his touch. Suddenly, Kevin found himself showing more, much more, a deluge of what had happened since he had last seen Zephyr.
 
   He wrenched himself to a halt, panting soundlessly.
 
   Now I know. The Unicorn pranced happily. I will follow you. There may be a small delay, good outlander. Go quickly. Be the Champion of Driadorn I already know you are.
 
   Kevin turned, and faded into the light.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The exit from the Unicorn’s horn squeezed him so hard that Kevin felt his feet come out of his ears. He landed with a thump on his tailbone. His legs refused to work properly.
 
   Almost close enough to spit upon, Brian stood nearby, his back to Kevin and Alliathiune as he watched the Drakes swoop lower and lower, almost touching the towering kalar trees with their bellies as they rushed toward the Sacred Well. Abruptly, a larger, darker shadow sprang up from the trees, and with a swipe of his claws and a snap of his jaws sent the Drakes scattering in a panic.
 
   “Ah,” said Brian. “Amberthurn reveals his hand at last.”
 
   Amberthurn, twice the size of any of the Drakes, dashed his enemies left and right in an almighty rage. The roar of his Dragon-fire crackled over the trees. But the Drakes were many, and fierce. They quickly rallied together and banded around Amberthurn. A sharp aerial skirmish developed.
 
   Kevin tried to push himself to his feet, and failed. His muscles would not obey.
 
   Brian whirled on his heel, making his cloak flare behind him. “Ah, my skiving, conniving little brother returns. Watch me, brother. Because it’s the last thing you will do.”
 
   Beyond Brian, the Unicorns and Druids looked on helplessly. A catapult twanged, but the rock smashed against an unseen barrier. Of all the creatures in the grove only he and Brian seemed able to move, and the one-handed Dark Apprentice raised his staff and beckoned the Magisoul to him with a sharp whistle, as though he were whistling for a hound. The blue gem described a graceful arc through the air. Brian caught the gem in his fingers, and held it awkwardly against the staff. His other sleeve hung empty at his side.
 
   “No,” Kevin cried out, weakly.
 
   “A HA HA HA HA!” thundered Brian, raising the Magisoul above his head. “I HAVE IT NOW! Power! Power beyond imagination!”
 
   In the skies, Dragon and Drake alike turned to regard this event with horror. Alliathiune made a low gasp of horror. Brian assumed a grandiose stance in the open area, and addressed the world he intended to rule.
 
   “I have the power to uncreate your dismal world, you scurvy sons of worms! All Driadorn will bow to the Dark Apprentice! You will call me the Emperor of Driadorn! You will bow before me and own me the greatest wizard who ever lived, greater than Ozark the Dark, greater than them all! You would do well to whimper and scurry to hide and hole, you who denied my inevitable triumph. I will not forget! I will hunt you to the ends of the Seventy-Seven Hills!”
 
   His gaze swept over the Druids, the Dryads, the Unicorns and their Honeybears, the Jasper Cat and Two Hoots the Owl, the Drakes and Amberthurn, and the Greymorral Lurks clustered down near the river. He raised the stone.
 
   “For my first act, I shall rid the world of a pathetic loser–namely my brother, Kevin Albert Jenkins!”
 
   This time, there was no dissembling. Brian snapped his fingers and floated Kevin out on a bed of air currents. He dumped him at his feet and gave him a kick in the ribs for good measure.
 
   “Now, little brother, let’s see how you bleed!”
 
   His pulse thundered in his ears as Brian loomed over him, considering how best to exact his revenge. Kevin looked up. He felt neither fear, nor alarm, nor anything but an abiding sadness at the creature his brother had become. This seemed to infuriate and puzzle Brian. Perhaps he expected abject trembling. A flinch as he raised his arm. Begging, perhaps. An opening of his bowels. But Kevin knew he would never do that again.
 
   The Dark Apprentice opened up with a conflagration, enough to call a decent bonfire, but Kevin did not even twitch. He simply endured the heat and flame and emerged as cool as a cucumber when Brian ran out of patience. He rose to his feet and bowed slightly to Brian, as though to acknowledge a parting.
 
   Lightning stuck from the skies, making Alliathiune cry out in horror. But Kevin raised his blue hand, and walked away from his brother as he focused on directing the seething energies to raise the turf their landing had displaced and set it back in place.
 
   “I was in the mood for a little gardening,” he explained.
 
   Brian’s eyes bulged. “Well, if you won’t die, then your pet Dryad certainly will!”
 
   The staff scythed through the still afternoon air, spitting spinning wheels of razor-sharp steel that flashed at Alliathiune, who instinctively tried to duck, only to discover that not one made it past Kevin’s upraised arm. The stream of blades described a mathematical arc terminating abruptly in the ground at Kevin’s feet.
 
   “Nice try, Brian.”
 
   The Dark Apprentice screeched in rage as his attack was disrupted. But he did not hesitate. Drawing deep of the Magisoul’s power, he shaped a fireball hotter and more intense than what he had ever attempted before. His face glowed as though he were a smith bending over his furnace. It caused the front of his robes to smoulder and smoke. And then he unleashed this small, white-hot globe at Kevin.
 
   This time there was an effect. Given the amount of magic and matter involved, the concentrated fireball had inertia that even Kevin’s shielding could not negate. The concussion knocked him backward, to his knees, but despite the shock he was otherwise unharmed.
 
   “Be freed of his tyranny, good Dryad.”
 
   Brian gaped. The Dryad was free! The ropes sagged off her body and uncoiled themselves from the Arch of Indomalion. Not only that, but the collar about her neck unsnapped and fell to the ground. “No! You can’t do that!”
 
   “Afraid we’re losing our touch, old man? I wonder if that’s how Father must have felt just before the Unicorns defeated him?”
 
   Brian’s teeth ground together audibly. He shrieked, “Then taste the power of the Dark Apprentice! I hope you rot in Hell, you little creep!”
 
   The Magisoul flared, pumping into the staff the power that Brian demanded. “More!” cried the Dark Wizard. “More!” The staff began to glow; first red, then orange, then as yellow as sunlight, so brightly that none could look upon it. His fingers must have been burning, but he was beyond feeling now.
 
   Brian threw back his head and laughed a humungous, triumphant laugh that shook the Sacred Grove, bringing rocks tumbling down from the heights. The Forest groaned and rustled, shedding leaves as though the Blight had advanced seasons in a lighttime.
 
   The demented voice rang clear above the commotion: “MORE!”
 
   A strong wind rose from the north, bringing with it the smell of rain and a storm the likes of which the Forest had never endured in all its long history. Under the impetus of magic, dark-bellied clouds boiled across the sky at supernatural speeds, bringing a preternatural twilight to the Sacred Grove. Brian intended to annihilate the Seventy-Seven Hills. He would start with a clean slate. Kevin saw, but his mind was clear. One purpose moved him. He stretched out his hands to grasp the staff.
 
   “No!” Alliathiune cried out, but was flung back by the power surrounding the brothers. “No, Kevin!”
 
   “MOOOOOREE!” screamed the Dark Wizard. The tendons of his neck stood out in sharp relief. “I will fling this pathetic Forest into the Endless Ocean! I will burn it and blast it until there is nothing left but slag pits in an endless wasteland!”
 
   And he had all the power of Feynard’s greatest fount of magic to work with.
 
   Kevin ignored him. His fingers curled around the staff. It was melting in the conflagration of cosmic energies pulsating through it, energies that legend told had been shaped by Elliadora herself when creating the realm of Driadorn and its many creatures. Kevin’s back arched almost to its breaking point. His mouth opened in a rictus of agony. But he had a death’s grip on the staff. Perhaps he thought to touch the Magisoul with his bad hand and cut off the flow of Brian’s power. That option was removed as his good flesh fused to the superheated metal.
 
   Kevin felt as though he was a meteorite burning across the sky. Evil seared his soul like a white-hot brand, scarring him in ways that he scarcely understood. Brian’s base nature was revealed to him in its entirety, and still there was more–the presence of Ozark the Dark, somehow subsumed into Brian’s psyche. Deeper still lurked the magic. It always had the potential for either good or evil, but when a man sold his soul for power, the result was eternal enslavement. He distinguished the Kraleon’s stamp, the way the dark creature had cunningly usurped Brian’s mind, shaping him into what he had become, giving him the tools and the words and thoughts beyond anything poor Brian Jenkins had ever dreamed.
 
   Kevin realised how desperately Brian must have hungered to free himself of the Kraleon’s corrupting influence. But it was too late now.
 
   He opened his mind. He became a conduit. Surrounding the totality of Brian’s undertaking, Kevin drove that torrent of raw force down into himself. He became a sacrifice.
 
   That was what he intended. He would sooner himself be cast down than see his own flesh and blood destroy Driadorn. In part he did it for love, which was one of the conclusions that he had drawn earlier. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that he loved Alliathiune. He had for a long time, but had never been able to recognise it, or if he had, could not rise above his own sense of unworthiness. But the other aspect was his love of life. Kevin had grown to respect the entity these creatures called their Mother Forest. He loved Her life and he loved Her ways. Coming back to the Well had drummed that realisation home. So it was for love and for grief that he opened himself.
 
   The pain was overwhelming, purifying, unimaginable. Kevin distinctly felt his heart stutter twice. It was like what he had done before in defeating the Dark Apprentice, by negating and absorbing his most diabolical deeds–only this time, his brother was holding the Magisoul. He might as well open his mouth to swallow an ocean.
 
   The shock in Brian’s eyes told him he felt what was happening. He felt the deduction. The clouds halted their march across the sky like a flock of sheep without a leader. Brian’s magical shield dropped. His Dark Wizard voice, his armour, all the spells at his command, came into focus. He must suffer his magic to drain into his brother, as though Kevin had become a black hole, insatiable and inescapable. He could not break the connection.
 
   He lost his nerve.
 
   “Never!” screamed Brian, pouring his entire being into the staff. “You … will not … prevail!”
 
   Kevin’s blue hand shot off the staff to point like a rigid marker at the Well. Magic discharged across the intervening space in a single, impossibly unending bolt of lightning.
 
   First to go was the automaton. There was a detonation, a plume of smoke, and a few bits of metal came spinning down from the heights. But there was so much! Kevin wrenched his mind to the Well’s vast reservoir, cleansing it of every last trace of the Blight. Moreover, he expended the Magisoul’s resources upon healing the trees and bushes, soil and roots, beasts and intelligent beings, as far as he could reach. It was not enough, but it covered an enormous tract of Driadorn’s Forest, and in so doing, he drained the Magisoul to its last drop.
 
   The Dark Apprentice screamed again, “No! You cannot take it away!”
 
   Although he recognised what was happening, but did not understand it, Kevin was unable to halt the unidirectional flow. The magic of the dark arts was greedy and selfish, seeking nothing but its own survival.
 
   Bereft of power, the staff cracked and withered as though eaten from within. The terrible storm beat a full retreat now, dissipating at Garlion’s cheerful touch. Brian’s face became a mask of utter devastation.
 
   “You …”
 
   Kevin’s knees crumpled.
 
   “You’ve stolen my power.”
 
   His head stuck the grass, bounced, and fell to one side.
 
   “What have you done?”
 
   Brian’s hand worked convulsively against his chest. He was ashen-faced, as grey as a man suffering a heart attack. His eyes lit on the long knife he had used on Alliathiune. Releasing the staff and the Magisoul, he stumbled away to fetch the knife.
 
   “I’ll … kill you,” he sobbed, brokenly.
 
   Kevin could not even lift his head. There was no strength left in him. He felt Alliathiune rush to his side, her hand slip gently beneath his neck. “Kevin, oh, Kevin … oh please Mother, don’t let him die …”
 
   His outflung hand dropped against the base of Zephyr’s horn. His eyes swivelled to regard a tiny spark which formed on his fingertip, and hesitated before making the leap to the horn. As if the first had been a scout, it was chased at once by a couple more, and then a small flood of sparkling particles leaped onto the double-spiralled surface and scampered across it like playful children.
 
   “Stolen … kill!” Brian moaned, swivelling to face his fallen foe. “You don’t know what you’ve done, brother … what I was …”
 
   And he lunged forward, raising the knife.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   In the aftermath, stillness shrouded the Sacred Grove like the hush before rebirth.
 
   Kevin’s gaze lit on Alliathiune. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips. And his blue hand, which held the Unicorn’s horn, blazed in the throes of a glorious light, shimmering like a coiled rainbow held at arm’s length.
 
   Brian stopped mid-lunge as though he had run into a wall. A low grunt of surprise spilled from his lips. He coughed and staggered backward a step.
 
   There between them stood Zephyr, his pristine condition spoiled by a daub of crimson on his horn where he had speared the Dark Apprentice through the heart.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29: Celebration
 
   The Unicorns set up a tent for the wounded there at the Sacred Grove. Zinfandir, the noted healer, spent several turns fussing with his patients, especially the Druid Amadorn, who lay in a coma and had not responded to treatment. Kevin, dosed up to the eyeballs with Aïssändraught, snoozed most of the lighttime away and awoke to the warm beam of an orange-golden sunset peeping in through the flap of the large, square pavilion tent.
 
   He had dreamed about being run over by a Lurk. He definitely felt that way! But he needed no reminding that the Dark Apprentice had been defeated; it felt unreal, but there it was.
 
   “Mighty High Wizard wake?”
 
   Kevin eyeballed his X’gäthi guard with a grimace. “I don’t suppose I’m ever going to train you out of it, am I?”
 
   “Mighty–?”
 
   “Put a jolly cork in it, old chap. Never mind. I’m just being a grouch.”
 
   Evidently keen to follow orders, the X’gäthi immediately rushed off to find his superiors. In short order, Zephyr and the Mancat slipped into the tent, followed by the gigantic Lurk, the Owl Two Hoots, and the Jasper Cat. Even old Bock appeared to prop Kevin up against a preposterously plush pillow, taking him right back to when he had first arrived in Driadorn. But that was the old Kevin.
 
   After much congratulations and back-slapping and prancing on the Unicorn’s part, and an awkward apology from the Jasper Cat, there came a lull in the conversation.
 
   Kevin said brightly, “Look, Snatcher. Two of your mates.”
 
   Insofar as two large, multi-ton Lurks could be said to giggle coquettishly, these two Lurks regarded Snatcher from outside the tent with what Kevin assumed must be winsome smiles, coy giggles, and a come-hither fluttering of their nictitating membranes.
 
   One of them burbled, “Oh, Snatcher, why don’t we go find a nice dark little swamp–you and us, together?”
 
   Kevin coughed and spluttered at the priceless look in Snatcher’s eyes.
 
   “You’ll miss the celebratory dinner,” Zephyr said, with just a touch of acid in his tone. “I would put my house in order, noble Lurk. No female is going to speak to me like that!”
 
   With a growl of amusement, Snatcher lumbered through the tent flap and tucked one mate beneath each arm, ignoring their wriggling and feeble protests. He turned to give Zephyr a very smug smile. “Just you wait, noble Unicorn.”
 
   And he strode off toward the river.
 
   “Well!” huffed the Unicorn. “I, for one, would appreciate certain delicacy between civilised creatures in such matters!”
 
   Kevin burst out laughing. “Zephyr, you are nothing but an old stick sometimes.”
 
   “I am not!” he stomped his forehoof. “You take that back, you insufferable little–”
 
   “There’s no need for violence, good Unicorn.”
 
   Zephyr whirled at the sound of Alliathiune’s low voice. The Dryad stepped into the tent on the Dryad Queen’s arm. She wore a long, striking green dress, gathered to the waist with a cloth belt of stylised vines, soft slippers on her feet, and a delicate golden circlet of flowers adorned her hair, which cascaded over her right shoulder and down to her waist. The Dryadic patterning on her eyes and cheeks had been subtly highlighted with makeup–at least, he assumed so–and Indomalion’s bright gaze her velvet skin gleam with all its natural sparkle.
 
   Kevin’s cheeks developed pink spots at once. “Uh … gosh, you do scrub up a treat, Alliathiune!” he managed, and would gladly have chewed off his stupid tongue and tossed it into the remains of Shadowmoon Keep.
 
   She raised an eyebrow.
 
   “I mean, you look amazing!”
 
   Alliathiune nodded graciously, every inch the Queen’s niece. “I come to bid you welcome to the table of celebration, noble creatures all,” she announced. “Although many battles face us in the coming seasons, this lighttime we may boast of a great triumph for Driadorn and for our Mother Forest. Are you able to join us, noble Kevin?”
 
   Kevin would gladly have crossed Feynard for her bedazzling smile. “I think I could be persuaded, noble Alliathiune, if you’d grant me a moment to freshen up.”
 
   Bock laid out clothes for him and gently shooed the other creatures out of the tent. Kevin took the fastest bucket-and-cloth bath in the history of Driadorn–especially given as the water was invigoratingly chilly–and ducked out of the tent. The Sacred Grove still had six trees left of the original magnificent seven, but the fallen tree must have been cleared away, he realised, while they journeyed to recover the Magisoul.
 
   Flaming torches lit a trestle-style table not far from his tent. He jumped as a small hand slipped into the crook of his elbow. “Feeling better, good Kevin?”
 
   “Where did you spring from?” He tempered his tone by smiling down at Alliathiune. “Gosh, you really are a sprite, aren’t you?”
 
   “Had you met a Sprite, you’d know what an insult that is,” she retorted. “Sprites are cruel and capricious. Quite the opposite of Dryads.” She patted his arm. “For a Mighty High Wizard, you certainly have a few things to learn about Feynard.”
 
   “Well, this is a sore-ribbed, wrung out, and ravenous Wizard,” he said, “and something smells perfectly scrumptious over there. Say, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without a leaf or a twig in your hair.”
 
   “To borrow one of your Earth phrases–thin ice, good Kevin. Thin ice.”
 
   “How are your burns? I’m terribly–”
 
   “They’re minor,” said the Dryad, waving that idea away. “Leaping down my top, now that’s a different issue. But come, everyone is waiting at table for you.”
 
   The creatures gathered around the table greeted Kevin with a great cheer and toast after toast. Kevin soon finished a goblet of berry wine, but after that he gamely moved to fruit juice, despite a great deal of teasing. Lesson learned! The Honeybears brought course after course of delicious foods to the table–vegetable soups and bakes, puff pastries, roasted nuts, dips and nibbles, and a mountain of roast eel for the Lurks. Much laughter and chatter flowed between the creatures of the Forest. Kevin was made to tell the tale of their adventures all over again, with endless interruptions from Zephyr until he and Alliathiune started on one of their good-natured arguments and Kevin shouted both of them down, to his surprise.
 
   Later, replete with good food and feeling his eyelids growing heavy, Kevin stood up and wandered over to examine the great cask–taller than he was–from which the Honeybears were keeping the Lurks supplied with a special type of ale, a great Lurkish favourite called lukêla in their tongue. From there his pensive eye fell upon the gathering. How strange it was for a Human to keep company with Honeybears and Unicorns, Dryads and Lurks, Owls and Cats, he thought! And the strange, dark X’gäthi. He wished Amadorn could have been there to share a song to cheer his spirits, and he missed Akê-Akê, Glimmering of Dawn, and even the Witch. Life would be strange indeed without Father and Brian.
 
   What had become of that Kraleon creature, he wondered? Did it even now stalk the leafy halls of the Forest, seeking another Dark Wizard to raise up against Driadorn? In a way, he pitied Brian. He had been a fool to summon the creature in the first place.
 
   If, as Brian claimed, the creature of shadow in the last chamber had not been Omäirg, then who had he been? Yet another Dark Wizard? An Elemental Dragon of Shadow? Was Alliathiune right, that Humans were easily corrupted into Dark Wizards? Could Kevin Jenkins hope to prevent what somehow seemed inevitable?
 
   “A fig for your thoughts, good outlander?”
 
   Kevin turned. It was the Dryad Queen. She stood a short ways off, not taking his arm this time–perhaps she did not dare. Or was she treating him as her sister Dryads treated Alliathiune? Why, woman, he asked silently, are you blackmailing your niece? And he tried to face her openly, without showing the wariness which clouded his heart.
 
   “I was thinking of the future, good Queen,” he said, “of the battles to be fought, the enemies we defeated and those we learned of, and of the fact that the Sacred Grove is not yet whole.”
 
   “I thank you for all you have done for Driadorn,” said the Queen. “You are truly the champion our Dryad Seer dreamed of. This place–the Elliarana and the Sacred Well–are the heart of all of Driadorn’s magic, the heart and soul of all that is good and unique and holy about this Forest. And I would do anything to protect it.”
 
   “It is not whole,” Kevin said lightly, “and I fear for the Forest’s magic, especially in this time of great trial and upheaval. Surely, it would be better if the Sacred Grove were made whole once more, noble Queen?”
 
   “We Dryads seek the same, with all our hearts,” replied the Queen, her beautiful face serene in the firelight. “The Elliarana are one of the great mysteries of the Forest, good Kevin, and the knowledge of their planting has been lost for many generations of Dryads. But we will seek, and pray, and know that as surely as the seasons turn, Elliadora will supply our need.” She drew a little closer and lowered her voice. “The life of a Dryad Seer is a lonely calling. Alliathiune will need your love more than ever at this time–if, truly, you do love her?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Suddenly, clearly, he heard the Jasper Cat call out, “Tell me, noble Seer, when will the Elliarana recover from the Blight?”
 
   It was one of those moments when there is a lull in the conversation and a voice rings clear. Though he did not raise his voice, there was not one creature at the celebration who did not hear his question.
 
   Alliathiune’s back stiffened perceptibly as many heads turned to regard her. She said, “To the best of our knowledge, good Jasper Cat, the Forest’s magic will recover when the circle of Elliarana is complete–when there is a new seedling planted in the Sacred Grove.”
 
   “I see. And what happens after that?”
 
   By her reaction, she had expected a different question. After gathering her thoughts, she replied in measured tones, “Well, I suppose we will travel to Thaharria-brin-Tomal, to the Ardüinthäl, for noble Kevin has promised to attempt the resurrection of the Tomalia who are interred there.”
 
   A great hubbub broke out amongst the assembled creatures at these words.
 
   But then Alliathiune excused herself from the table, and hurried off into the darkness. She was almost running.
 
   “Go to her now,” said the Dryad Queen. “She needs your comfort.”
 
   “I will, o Queen.”
 
   The Dryad Queen had lied, too. He had to break the circle of lies.
 
   Kevin stepped away from the circle of light, searching with his eyes. A flutter of cloth down toward the Rhiallandran River caught his eye. He turned to follow the Dryad. Only she held the answers he sought.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Alliathiune?”
 
   She startled. “Kevin?”
 
   “I’m not disturbing you, am I?”
 
   “No. Please, sit down.”
 
   He did, and moreover, draped his arm about her shoulders and ventured a quick squeeze. “I came to see if you were alright. After this lighttime’s events, the Forest just doesn’t seem as safe as before.”
 
   “That’s the lamest excuse I’ve ever heard you concoct, you silly man.”
 
   Kevin drew a breath and teased, “You ungrateful wretch! Here your knight and protector dons arms and sallies into the blackest darktime to rescue his fair maiden, and she’s prattling on about lame excuses. As if we haven’t just been through the hardest lighttime of our lives. Honestly, Alliathiune … words fail me.”
 
   “Are you alright?” she asked. “In two lighttimes you have seen both your father and brother killed. How are you feeling?”
 
   “Fairly rotten about all that,” he admitted. Drat her insightfulness, seeing right through to the thing which had been bothering him all evening. But he answered candidly, “I feel glad that they’re gone from my life, but I feel bad that I feel glad. Having killed Father, I fear that I have in some way become the monster he was. I’m afraid.”
 
   “Oh, Kevin.”
 
   Her sigh was just a breath above the lapping waters, felt rather than heard. Kevin stared blankly over the river to the silhouettes of the trees beyond.
 
   “I learned something about myself this lighttime,” he said. “I learned the power of sacrifice. The only way to defeat Brian, especially with the Magisoul augmenting his powers, was to open myself to the magic and let it sear through me and out into the Forest. If I had resisted him, even one little bit, I would have been annihilated. I was completely vulnerable at that point, yet I was not. Do you understand?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “I am naturally selfish, Alliathiune. If there is one thing that I wish I could have changed about me when I first came to Feynard, it would have been that.” He chuckled. “Do you remember how I mangled your name when we first met?”
 
   “Yes, and you told me in no uncertain terms that I should be supremely grateful for your presence in Feynard. You made me so furious!”
 
   Once more, his tongue formed words before he could stop them. “Are you? Are you glad now, after all that we’ve been through?”
 
   “Oh, Kevin!”
 
   Her pent-up emotions came flooding out. Alliathiune put her head on his shoulder and cried until it seemed that she was a river and her tears the roaring waterfalls running down from the Well. When Alliathiune’s tears had abated and his handkerchief had become a sodden, useless rag, Kevin took her tiny hand and drew the Dryad to her feet.
 
   “Walk with me,” he said.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Nowhere in particular. Isn’t it a beautiful night?”
 
   “Darktime.”
 
   His emotions were brittle. Kevin felt like the final thread being woven into the pattern, completing it. He knew his part. But would he have the courage to play it to perfection?
 
   “Darktime,” he agreed. “Will you always correct me like that, Alliathiune?”
 
   “Always?” She said it softly. He could have bitten his tongue. But she drew breath, and surprised him. “Good Kevin, I’m ashamed to admit how little I believed that you would become Driadorn’s champion. When I first laid eyes upon you, I thought that the Seeing must have failed, for you were assuredly no warrior! How wrong I was! But remember last time we were here, at the Sacred Grove, how I withdrew to meditate between the Elliarana?”
 
   Moonlight bathed the trees now. Though they were several hundred yards distant, Kevin imagined he could clearly see where Alliathiune had sat that lighttime. They stood and looked for a moment, from within the shadows of the Forest, to the heart of the Forest. Elsewhere, the party continued unabated. But they were hidden here.
 
   “Did I not make some stupid comment about Seeing?”
 
   “Be not bitter,” she replied, squeezing his hand. “Have we not both learned much since that lighttime? For Elliadora did speak, yet she would say but one thing. ‘Trust him,’ she said. ‘Trust the outlander to the very end’. I wish I had done better. So nearly I undid your good work, and many times treated you harshly and unjustly. I have many regrets about our short time together.”
 
   “I–”
 
   “I mean not to dismay you, good Kevin,” she interrupted, gazing imploringly at him. “Do not misunderstand my meaning! Many were the times of laughter, good times, and where there is regret, it is I who is to blame.”
 
   He whispered, “I forgive you.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   Kevin laughed aloud, then quieted himself sheepishly. “Alliathiune, you taught me how to forgive. I am merely applying my learning to what is surely a misunderstanding on your part. For if there is to be blame, I must shoulder my fair portion. Walk with me.”
 
   Alliathiune was caught slightly off-balance as they moved into the moonlight. She looked quizzically at him. Too fast, he thought, trying to let the darktime’s peace steal into his heart. He must woo her wisely. As she glanced over to the party he studied her dress, shimmering like star-song reflected off gossamer, and her long tresses falling unsnarled at last to brush her waist; the way the soft moonlight delineated her Dryadic patterning in organic silvery brushstrokes. Why had he never before thought her beautiful?
 
   “An acorn for your thoughts, noble outlander?”
 
   Her hazel eyes were deep, as deep and mysterious as the Sacred Well itself. Wellsprings of sadness. He said, “I was thinking how beautiful you are, Alliathiune.”
 
   “Truly? You are not just flattering me?”
 
   “I was afraid of you before. You seemed alien, powerful and all-knowing, unkind and inhuman,” he replied, with such honesty that she gasped. “I was foolish and wrong. Those thoughts are among my deepest regrets. You are truly beautiful, Alliathiune. And I am not referring to the occasion, although your dress is splendid and you look radiant. Pretty dresses are in the end, just pretty dresses.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that your greatest beauty lies within, dear girl.”
 
   She said, “Romantic words borrowed from poets, good Kevin?”
 
   “Perhaps.” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t say it were I not sincere.”
 
   The Dryad regarded him askance.
 
   “I have, after all, certain … uh, experience …”
 
   “Within my underwear?”
 
   Kevin coughed and felt his face turn a fine shade of purple. He spluttered, “I must thank you for catching me like that, Alliathiune. A lesser woman would not have succeeded.”
 
   “A lesser woman?” She smacked his arm sharply. “Are you implying that I’m fat?”
 
   “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” he nearly shouted. “Do we have to bring up that old chestnut again? I saw you naked at Shilliabär, may I remind you, and I have personally undertaken an exploration of your … of your … oh dear, oh dear!”
 
   Alliathiune’s rich laughter bubbled over the sound of the river. “An exploration of what exactly, good Kevin?”
 
   Kevin wished Amberthurn had gobbled him up rather than face this humiliation. It did not help that she was wearing such a blasted beautiful dress! Or that the Dryad Queen had practically pushed him into Alliathiune’s arms. Do anything to protect the Forest indeed! A hint as subtle as a charging Lurk, that was. He wished he had drunk more wine. Maybe it would have given him the courage–and the lack of inhibition–to do what he had to do next.
 
   He wrenched his thoughts away from the ample delights of her bosom and bit his lip until he found some measure of self-control. The walking helped.
 
   “You were right about the Forest, Alliathiune,” he said. “You were always right. I have come to love your Forest. It is a strange thing, for as an outlander I have hardly spent an eye-blink here compared to a Dryad like you, but somehow I feel that I am part of it all. Especially now. I would give anything to see the Elliarana restored. I would give anything to see the Forest whole again.”
 
   Was this too much? He tried to gauge her reaction, but the Dryad kept silent. “Does it hurt you to look upon the Sacred Grove as it is, Alliathiune? It is incomplete, broken …”
 
   “I have Seen it rise again,” she whispered. “A Seedling must be born.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   But he felt Alliathiune tremble. She must know she would have to die to have that Seedling. How her heart must be warring within her, he thought. How melancholy, that on a darktime like this, he should have to help the Dryad Seer over the precipice of this most needful sacrifice. Did she understand how it tore him apart, too? How his heart bled?
 
   “Are you cold, Alliathiune?”
 
   “Just an ill thought,” she replied quickly, drawing closer to him. “We have seen so many terrible deeds; it is hard to remember that we are free of the Dark Wizard’s evil.”
 
   “My brother’s evil.”
 
   “Do not brood over that connection, good Kevin. You are not Brian.”
 
   He let a long sigh hiss between his teeth.
 
   “I am glad I am with this brother and not the other,” she said brightly. “When I saw you emerge from that flying machine, Kevin, I cannot tell you how my heart leaped within my breast. Hope sprang afresh.”
 
   “When I saw you hanging there, I was terrified!”
 
   “You poor man. Did my maiden plight cause you great distress?”
 
   “Distress? Yes.” He flashed a grin at her. “And jealousy. Great, green, galloping jealousy. I wanted nothing more than to kill the Dark Apprentice right there and then!”
 
   Alliathiune threw back her head and laughed gaily. “Were you insanely jealous, good Kevin?”
 
   “Of course! My dear Dryad, I will not stand by idly while some empire-building Dark Wizard, least of all my late brother, may he rot forever–” his lip twisted bitterly as he spat out these words “–puts one of my friends through what he had planned for you. You do know what he intended, don’t you?”
 
   “Don’t remind me!”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “You do know what I have planned for you, don’t you?”
 
   A muscular shock made his body jerk. What she had planned for him? “No,” he said, carefully neutral. “Tell me more.”
 
   “Nothing ominous,” she said sweetly. “I merely wanted to find a way to thank you, for everything.”
 
   “A kiss rather than a slap?”
 
   “A kiss.”
 
   His world swayed as though pressing against ocean swells. In the instant before instinct moved his lips to touch hers, Kevin experienced an exquisite juxtaposition of feelings. On the one hand there was a kiss, freely offered by the woman he loved, and the liquid heat coursing through his body and the sudden pounding of his heart. The knowledge that he had crossed some invisible line from which there was no turning back coupled with the joy of abandonment to desire. On the other hand a chilling spear of misgiving froze his mind.
 
   She was afraid for him. She was saying her farewells. Her whole manner spoke of a kind of parting. Why now? It could not be immediately, for her body would not have time to produce a seed. There had to be time–moons, or even seasons–for that to happen, surely? If a seed was even produced within her body. His assumptions, the careful constructs of his logic, might be fatally flawed.
 
   But her lips were like sweet wine to his senses, sweeping away rational thought in a tide that rose within him until it became a roaring in his ears. His body moved of its own accord to mould her to him within their embrace. Her gasp of wonder seemed mingled with a roll of distant thunder.
 
   For a timeless moment they were a man and a woman, nothing more.
 
   What was he thinking? She couldn’t ever love a man like him! One so tainted and twisted, so wrapped up in his own world; a worthless invalid who had wasted his years sitting in the Library avoiding his father and brother; a shrivelled-up coward through and through, who had to be dragged kicking and screaming to Feynard and be pressed into service for the Forest against his will.
 
   He shook his head.
 
   Alliathiune drew away. “Kevin? Good Kevin? Is ought amiss?”
 
   Moonlight glistened in the corners of her eyes. Her pupils were huge in the semidarkness. His gaze sought to penetrate their depths, divine her secrets, and grasp the mystery of her nature. He wished a lightning bolt of understanding would strike from the heavens and make it all clear.
 
   “Did I do wrong?”
 
   She breathed rapidly, as taken with the moment as he was.
 
   Kevin, to his everlasting surprise, blurted out, “Can we do that again?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   His smile crinkled his eyes at the corners, but his heart quivered within his chest. “I’m not sure I got it quite right the first time, dear Alliathiune. Has the world stop spinning for you? Is it only the two of us, in all Driadorn, for whom the stars sing?”
 
   “You are a very silly man,” she said, closing her eyes and tilting her head upward. “Kiss me again and I’ll let you know.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Softly they trod through the darktime, hearing the sounds of celebration behind them slowly become swallowed up in ambient noise of the great waterfalls that leaped down from the heights of Elliadora’s Well to form Driadorn’s seven great rivers. For a time they stood within the Sacred Grove, not speaking, simply being together.
 
   The heart of every Dryad was compassion, he thought. Where was the compassion in an act that required her death? A blackmail and an attempted suicide; a mystery hidden for five thousand Leaven seasons! Why? This would take courage of a league far greater than facing Dark Wizards and Elemental Dragons. Was he ready to help her die? Maybe he should just stand her at the edge of a cliff and push–that would be easier. Not this reverse seduction, him pretending not to know what was happening and she, the enchantress, slowly reeling in her willing accomplice.
 
   The Dryad began to sing.
 
   Alliathiune’s low humming blended with the darktime sounds at first, so that it was some moments before Kevin perceived the enchantment melodiously woven about him, a silken-threaded caress of magic that drew him into her song, and from there into her dance. Suddenly her tiny bare feet were skipping across the grass, twirling them about the Elliarana in a crescendo of breathless passion, before spinning them out into the open once more. Kevin danced as he had never danced before. The song lured him on, lifted him, made anything and everything possible. The magic quickened primal parts of his being. His feet tapped from place to place with fey lightness, his heart tripped, and his entire world narrowed to her laughing lips and deep hazel eyes, fixed on him as she sang her ancient Dryadsong–a celebration of life, of the Forest, of the longing whisper of wind amongst leafy boughs and the joys of roots digging deep into loam, drawing nutrients from the soil, of the timeless rhythms of budding and growing, aging and dying. The deep, brooding, immutable magic of Driadorn’s Mother Forest pervaded it all, sung into being by words older than the most ancient of its trees.
 
   Kevin’s joy was immense. He was lost in the wonder of it all. If this were his last living memory, he thought hazily, then he would sink untraceably in a torrent of ecstasy the like of which he had never imagined. Curiously, the implicit surrender gave him a breathtaking freedom. He was released from the old demons–this was so different, so soft and intimate, so right! He was released into love, knowing at last the power to love Alliathiune unconditionally, to love her with every fibre of his being.
 
   Without his knowing how it had come to pass, Kevin found himself looking up at the Arch of Indomalion. His clothes and hers were gone, surrendered to the power of the dance. The Dryad’s movements, her touch and her ardour, seemed touched with an elemental prerogative that resounded like horns in the deepest recesses of Kevin’s soul, demanding yet gentle, fulfilling what he had fought so long to deny, bringing repressed hurts to the fore and tenderly kissing them away.
 
   And yet, she held back. He questioned her with his gaze.
 
   Abruptly, with a sharp shudder, Alliathiune gasped, “Kevin! Run away!” And she groaned, a sound that seemed torn from her body by the Dark Wizard’s cruellest sorcery. “Oh Kevin, please … just go!”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “You don’t know … you cannot!”
 
   “I know, dear one,” he said. “You must make this sacrifice for the Forest. There is no other way. I love you, Alliathiune, and I wish with all my heart did not have to be so.”
 
   He sensed in her a restless, seething power, her magic like a snake in a tunnel, ready to slither into the light. The Dryadic patterning on her arms and legs began to writhe with intense, consuming power. Imbued with strength beyond that of natural flesh, Alliathiune locked him against her body, trapping him beneath her. Kevin felt his eyes grow wide. Panic struck deep within him. Now who was the elemental power? She was the Forest, the great Mother, a force of Nature which swept the floodgates irresistibly wide and blasted through his defences like wildfire across a drought-stricken meadow. Her might was staggering. He tried to shield, somehow, but the Dryad had a hold of him on so many levels he simply had no idea where to start.
 
   “Kevin!” she screamed. “Please, stop me, oh please, please …”
 
   Ice spread in his veins. This was nothing to do with his unworthiness. He could never be worthy. Where was the danger? It was not from his side, that he knew more clearly than she could possibly be aware of–so it had to be something to do with her. Bitter laughter welled up in his heart as he remembered his earlier conclusion–there was nothing dangerous about mating with a Dryad, was there? Did Dryads even mate with men? As Zephyr had suggested, was beneath the Arch of Indomalion the only place where a Dryad could mate with a Human man? In the legend, Elliadora had not killed Indomalion.
 
   Did she intend to kill him for his seed? That was impossible. It could not work like that, surely? Travesty, mockery … truth? Akê-Akê had once called Dryads parasites. Kevin had misunderstood, referring to their symbiotic relationship with the Forest. But now he realised that there might be more to the Faun Loremaster’s assertion than had first met the eye. There might be magic latent within her, a stormtide of magic, rising along with her passion. There might be the antithesis of Dryadic nature, a perversion–but why? He did not understand!
 
   Alliathiune struggled, desperately trying to hold back, but her Seer magic was the essence of her very being. He sensed her struggle; felt the way it ravaged her, the dark patterns blossoming and spreading across her face, neck, and shoulders, her feet and knees changing and rooting themselves in the earth either side of him, of the fear that ruled her, body and soul, at that moment.
 
   “I’ll kill you! Not me–you!”
 
   He bleated, terrified, “Don’t you love me, Alliathiune?”
 
   “It’s … because I love you!”
 
   Her mouth roared the words; they hammered upon his ears and turned his logic upside-down. Kevin’s mind reeled. At last, all was clear. The power of opposites. This was the Seer’s sacrifice–she could not love, for her love would kill. Passion unleashed in its deadliest form. All the while, as he admired and encouraged her noble sacrifice for the Forest, he had been digging his own grave. And now he had leaped right into it.
 
   Again, Alliathiune groaned, tearing savagely at her face with her fingernails. “Stop it, Mother … stop it! I can’t kill him … why? Why this, for love?”
 
   Shuddering with a shocking need, the Dryad pressed herself against him. Her fingers grew tendrils that pinned his hands to the ground. Kevin fought like a trapped animal, but the tiny Dryad was filled with insane strength. Sobbing, screaming, devastated with the uncontrolled power of her magic, the Rites of Aliddiune began beneath the Arch of Indomalion, where legend told that Elliadora had lain in her lover’s arms and conceived the Elliarana. A Dryad’s roots tore the sacred greensward. Her body writhed grotesquely above her beloved, and the Human fought for his life. What a Dryad feared most, what her essential nature rebelled against more than anything, was about to come to pass.
 
   The Forest was life, but this was death.
 
   The Forest was love, but this was hatred and fear.
 
   The Forest was hope, the promise of new growth, but this was a desecration.
 
   Kevin fought her magic frantically, but he found no power that seemed to work against it. Alliathiune’s Dryad magic was organic and cell-deep, affecting him at a level beneath conscious thought. His own body worked against him, gladly changing from flesh to plant, from person to dead wood. The path to death was good. It swept him along like a river in full spate. The pleasure was exquisite. Not even his fate could detract from that. He would die smiling.
 
   Could he surrender? The magic would consume him utterly. Could he redirect it? No, the Dryadic magic operated in paths he had never imagined. Could he battle? Yes, but her hold over him only seemed to grow the stronger. The entire power of the Mother Forest, it seemed, bore down upon him through Her disciple; Alliathiune the Dryad was as helpless before that demand as her quarry. His body was no use any more, save to the Dryad’s and the Forest’s needs. But his mind remained free.
 
   And in that crucible, he finally grasped what must be done. The fear had to be conquered, or she could never be free.
 
   “You can’t kill me,” he said. “That’s not me.”
 
   Alliathiune’s hair flew over her face as she looked to her right.
 
   “That’s only my body. The real me, the part that matters, is over here.”
 
   Her head snapped to the left. “Kevin?”
 
   “You don’t need to be afraid,” he said. “You can’t kill me. Nothing you can do will kill me. I love you, Alliathiune.”
 
   “I … can’t?” she panted, staring about wide-eyed.
 
   “Why are you so afraid, good Dryad? What do you fear?”
 
   She shook her head as if to deny his voice in her ears. Her body moved with an impetus all of its own, a most delightful pulse of life and spoiled love, and almost–almost, he was overcome. But Kevin imagined he was the same blue as his hand, the living dead flesh, the flesh imbued with magic that gave him the strength to be opposite, different, the counter-argument to reality.
 
   “Dryad magic does not work beneath the Arch of Indomalion,” he told her. “Did you not learn your histories? Beneath the Arch Elliadora lay with her beloved, and all was well. The Sacred Grove was formed. Indomalion did not die. He and Elliadora live yet, in the sun and the Forest around us, and you know as well as I that their spirit is alive and well here, in this place. What do you fear, my beloved? Why?”
 
   “B-But,” she stammered, “every D-Dryad who loves … and a Seer m-most of all … it must be done as a purely selfish act, without feeling, or the magic surges up, uncontainable–”
 
   “Not only in passion, but also in fear,” Kevin interrupted, “and mostly, because of your hatred of what is anathema to every Dryad. Only your terrors give the magic voice. It is self-defence. How did the Dryads ever go so wrong? It’s … insane. It’s not Elliadora’s way, as surely as I live and breathe!”
 
   After a long, stunned silence, Alliathiune’s throat worked and suddenly she began to laugh. She laughed as though it hurt, as though she were purging an appalling, long-suppressed pain. Each peal of laughter was wrenched out of her innermost fears. Soon, he could not tell if she was laughing or crying. Her face, having darkened to a stormy black-green, began to clear, and her Dryadic patterns reformed themselves on her skin. Her wild, desolate eyes surrendered but slowly to the knowledge growing within her; the uncertainties still present and ready to flee into horror once more, but the desperate flowering of her magic was cut short.
 
   Her gaze came into focus. “By the Hills, good Kevin, how are you whispering in my ear when your mouth is clearly elsewhere?”
 
   “I’ll tell you something else. I can do this.”
 
   “Kevin!”
 
   “And this, too.”
 
   She jumped. “Kevin Jenkins, you … scoundrel!”
 
   Her hands turned back into hands once more and she leaned back, evidently not ready yet to relinquish her perch, but relaxing visibly as she tucked her hair behind her ear with a self-conscious gesture. Her roots unwound, her magic subsided, and in a moment, she found her smile again. The Dryad magic released its death-grip upon him. Kevin silently reversed the changes which had begun to turn him into a lifeless hunk of wood. He did not otherwise dare to move.
 
   For a very long time, it was all they could do to smile at each other. Slowly, the terrors passed and vanished into the darktime. Delicately, belief blossomed within them. It could be. It would be. But it was so difficult to believe.
 
   The Dryad murmured, “So if I can’t kill you …?”
 
   An unseen pair of lips nibbled her ear.
 
   “Oh Kevin …”
 
   “I rather fancy the ring of ‘Mighty High Wizard,’ at this moment,” he suggested, “especially if it makes you say, ‘Oh Kevin’ like that again.”
 
   “You impudent man–it’s a serious question!” But Alliathiune caught her breath in a new realisation. “Dear Kevin–I can call you that now, can’t I? Dear Kevin, dearest Kevin. Please tell me–”
 
   “That all is for love, and as it should be?”
 
   Her eyes became wells of wonder and desire; her voice lowered to an awed whisper. “But the Forest still needs a Seedling. And all the magic of Driadorn, along with my own body, tells me that this darktime is the right time. I beg you, good Kevin … I beg of you, can it be, that this between us … it is real? I’m not dreaming?”
 
   “So it is.” Kevin reached for his beloved Dryad. “No begging required. Why don’t we start over, Alliathiune–without the nasty killing business? That’s so yester-lighttime’s magic.”
 
   “You silly man!”
 
   “You even sillier Dryad.”
 
   Alliathiune shut his mouth with a kiss. One kiss led to several more. Soon, the Rites of Aliddiune were in gentle motion, where Dryad Seer and mortal Man moved in a harmony as old as time itself; history turned full circle, beneath the Arch of Indomalion in the Sacred Grove of Driadorn.
 
   But this time, it was right.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30: The Seedling
 
   As the light of a new dawn gilded the gigantic trees of the Sacred Grove, Kevin awoke to find Alliathiune regarding him solemnly from a distance of several inches. Her hazel eyes gleamed, enigmatic wells he could lose himself in forever, and his eyes traced the intricate filigree of her Dryadic patterning from the corners of her eyes, over her cheekbones, and down to her still, pensive lips. But very soon the corners of her mouth curved upward as they gazed at each other, without speaking, just drinking in the moment.
 
   It was true. It was good. Kevin wanted to pinch himself–last darktime had not been just a dream, had it? His heart was doing strange flip-flops in his chest. Was this love? This feeling that seemed to both squeeze and release him simultaneously, to be his own Seventy-Seven Hills he could run over, free as the wind whispering in a Forest glade … 
 
   Alliathiune reached up to ruffle his curls. “The Peace of the Sacred Grove to you, dear Kevin,” she said.
 
   It tickled him how she stressed the word ‘dear’ as though it were a fresh delight every time she said it. “And also to you, my dear girl.” He cleared his throat. “Although, may I point out, you didn’t give me much peace last darktime.”
 
   “You grow bold, Mighty High Wizard. You started it.”
 
   “I did rather, didn’t I?” Kevin agreed, smugly. “Several times.”
 
   “Oh, you were definitely my Mighty High Wizard, all darktime long,” said the Dryad, in a sly tone that made him turn the same colour as his hair. “Is this what it feels like, to be allowed to love? I never knew … I never let myself hope …”
 
   “Don’t cry, my heart.”
 
   “I’m happy.”
 
   “Barbarian outlander, he make little Dryad cry.”
 
   “I knew an outlander once,” she sniffled, “but he became a friend of the Forest and was no outlander anymore.”
 
   Kevin gulped in turn. Oh, dash it all. Could he not even control a few simple tears? He was grateful, absurdly grateful, that Feynard was not just a dream the Dryad Seer and the Unicorn had once dreamed; because reality was more beautiful, and bittersweet, than he could ever have imagined. This was what it felt like to awaken in a cocoon of warm Dryadic magic, next to the most beautiful woman in the world, who he loved to the point of distraction. Yes, this was what it felt like to be whole, and healed, like the Forest itself.
 
   After a long and involved apology which quickly dissolved into more than just cuddles, Kevin reluctantly rose to find wherever their clothes had been abandoned the previous darktime. He saw Snatcher coming up from the river, and Zephyr rustling up a little fruit and waycrust with the help of his telekinetic horn powers. Both creatures glanced meaningfully in his direction with expressions that suggested he was about to be teased within an inch of his life.
 
   Returning to the Arch, they helped each other dress. Kevin plucked the inevitable twig out of the Dryad’s hair, while she tried to make sense of his impossible curls.
 
   Then he linked arms with Alliathiune, and said, “This would make a fine place to be married, wouldn’t you say, dear one? Make a decent woman out of you and all that.”
 
   “We must plant our Seedling in a moon.”
 
   “So soon?”
 
   Alliathiune squeezed his arm, laughing merrily at the mild panic evident in his response. “I suppose I should explain that she will grow for seven Leaven seasons before she is born? You’ve time to get used to the idea.”
 
   “That long?”
 
   “Make up your mind, good Kevin. Dryadic lifecycles are different to Human. So are our traditions, but I would gladly start a new one with you. Many creatures marry in different ways, but not Dryads, because of our dark history. But I love you, and would gladly commit to you. You were so, so sweet last darktime. Imagine thinking I was the one who would die?”
 
   “Logical, but ever so wrong.”
 
   “Are you admitting a mistake? You, good Kevin?”
 
   “Are you asking for trouble? You, good Alliathiune?” He drew her into his arms. “So, darling, with the circle of the Elliarana complete …?”
 
   “The Forest’s magic will be whole.”
 
   “We should go find your mother. She’d want–”
 
   “You read my letter! Kevin!”
 
   He hung his head. “Sorry. Only the bits I could understand. I knew the Dryad Queen was trying to force you–”
 
   As quickly as she had erupted, Alliathiune subsided against his chest. “Yes, my Aunt has a few things to answer for, doesn’t she?” she said, ominously. “So you knew I was trying to seduce you! I desperately didn’t want to either–believe me, I hoped against all hope a different way could be found. But the Forest’s need was so overwhelming, especially in this place, that I could not withhold even though I wanted to. And you were making it so easy for me, you rascally man. I should have suspected you were up to no good.”
 
   The Dryad Queen’s disbelief, when she saw Alliathiune and Kevin sitting at table breaking waycrust with Zephyr, the Jasper Cat, Two Hoots, and a smattering of X’gäthi warriors, was comical. Zephyr, pontificating about the need to track down the Kraleon before it corrupted any more of the Forest’s creatures–for it had vanished with Brian’s death–and a Goblin army which was indiscriminately destroying the Forest to build siege weapons and wide roads, was interrupted mid flow by the Queen screeching:
 
   “You! You didn’t make a Seedling? But I made certain … the magic!”
 
   “Surprised to see the good Human alive, noble Aunt?” Alliathiune could be downright waspish when she wanted, and she appeared to be in a stinging mood. “Concerned your clumsy attempt at blackmail and extortion did not work out?”
 
   “The Forest needs a Seedling! How dare you disobey?”
 
   Alliathiune replied sharply in Ancient Dryadic. The Queen turned pale. After a brief but hostile argument, the Dryad Queen stalked off to the Portal–manifestly insulted by whatever Alliathiune had told her–and ordered the Unicorn there to send her home at once.
 
   Before anyone could speak, Alliathiune turned to Two Hoots and said, “My apologies, noble Owl. But that argument had been brewing for many seasons. My Aunt is not subtle in wielding her power, and the less she has to do with this Seeding in my belly, the better–for now. I should try to reconcile with her, I suppose.”
 
   “You broke the Dryad curse? You actually did it?” gasped Zephyr. “By the Hills, when I saw good Kevin at dawn … but I dared not dream … you did the deed? Truly?”
 
   “I’m famished,” said Kevin, tucking in. “Good Unicorn, it was no curse, but rather a misunderstanding.”
 
   The Unicorn neighed shrilly, “Five thousand Leaven seasons of misunderstanding?”
 
   Alliathiune said, placing her hand significantly on her belly, “We did ‘the deed’, as you put it so memorably–”
 
   “Actually, it was a simple matter,” Kevin interrupted. “But I came this close to dying–”
 
   “And we intend to be married just as soon as possible,” said Alliathiune, slipping her hand into Kevin’s and beaming as the Unicorn let out a great whinny of delight. “Do you think the Tomalia might lend us a pretty spot in Thaharria-brin-Tomal for the first such celebration in–well, I don’t know how many seasons?”
 
   With a whoop, Zephyr was off and prancing about the table in his foal-like exuberance, enthusing, “I don’t believe it! I’ll look up the exact number in our records! A Seedling, and a wedding, well, by the Hills … I’ll take care of all the arrangements. I know the perfect place. I will–what are you giggling at, noble Dryad?”
 
   “You, noble Unicorn. I would like you to officiate the vows here, at the Sacred Grove.”
 
   For once, Zephyr was struck speechless.
 
   And then Alliathiune spoiled it by blurting out, “If my husband-to-be agrees, of course. Sorry, good Kevin.”
 
   He said drolly, “I may as well marry a passing thunderstorm.” Laughter rose about them. He stifled her retort by kissing her soundly on the lips. “I would like it if all of our friends were in attendance–Snatcher, Hunter, Amadorn, and you, Two Hoots, and the Jasper Cat–I suppose we’d have to invite an awful lot of people. Er, creatures, that is.”
 
   “If we can fit in a ceremony between knocking a few Goblin heads together.”
 
   Kevin stared at Alliathiune. “You, who grow Driadorn’s future in your belly, will be staying right here.”
 
   “I will not.”
 
   “This is a battle! The Goblin army is five hundred thousand strong! I don’t want you going anywhere near it!”
 
   “My dear Kevin, I will do as I choose in a manner I choose.”
 
   He shot back, “Which part of ‘I love you’ do you not understand, you stubborn, impossible woman? I care too much about you–!”
 
   “You try to stop me!”
 
   “Mighty High Wizard, he say–”
 
   A hunk of waycrust bounced off his nose.
 
   “Well now, that was rather childish, don’t you think?”
 
   Alliathiune essayed a coquettish smile. “Tell me, am I supposed to protect my bumbling beloved from a multitude of magical ‘accidents’ from a hundred leagues away?”
 
   “You have a point, I’ll grant. But you tell me first, what did you just say to the Dryad Queen a moment ago?”
 
   The Dryad scowled at him and said, mutinously, “That I intended to obey my future husband’s will; and that she could take up her issues with you.”
 
   Kevin tried to leap to his feet, but smacked his knees on the table instead. He cried, “Obey her husband’s will? Did you hear that? I have witnesses–Zephyr? Two Hoots? She used the word ‘obey’. You all heard her, loud and clear. Right, Zephyr?”
 
   “Didn’t hear a thing,” averred the Unicorn.
 
   “Only the buzzing of grimflies,” agreed the Lurk. But he was grinning so broadly Kevin thought he could see his molars.
 
   “Going deaf in my dotage,” added Two Hoots, with a hoot that sounded rather like a cackle of laughter. “Good Kevin, it is a wise and ancient policy of the Owls that newlywed creatures should not rush off to war. Personally, I require your brains right where I can peck ideas out of them, if you’d pardon the pun.” And he blinked his huge yellow eyes at them to underscore his humour. “I look forward to that momentous occasion, whenever you two fledglings decide it shall be. Now, let us break waycrust together. This lighttime grows no younger. And I look forward to knocking a few Goblin skulls together as the Dryad suggested.”
 
   “Battalions of armoured Elephants,” said Alliathiune.
 
   “Battalions of feisty yet surprisingly obedient Dryads,” Kevin put in, earning himself a gentle slap from his bride-to-be.
 
   Zephyr laughed. “I see the future of Driadorn is safe in your hands. Do you think the Dryad will argue less with me now that she has you to spar with, noble Kevin?”
 
   He slapped the Unicorn before Alliathiune reached him.
 
   Kevin and the Dryad said in unison, “That’s from both of us.” And then they looked at each other in surprise, and laughed.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Three lighttimes later, Kevin arranged to meet with the Dryad Queen near Dryadell, home of the Dryads. This issue between her and Alliathiune needed to be resolved.
 
   As soon as she saw him reappear from the grove where he had withdrawn to consult with the Dryad Queen, Alliathiune ran straight to Kevin and threw her arms around him, and her legs for good measure, almost knocking him over.
 
   “You’re trembling! And as green as a Forest parrot, and–”
 
   “I’m not going to be sick, I’m not!”
 
   “Then let me help you–strength to you, good Kevin.”
 
   To his surprise, Kevin felt her Dryad magic simply whisk the nausea away. He was still shaking, but that passed also. He clutched Alliathiune in his arms and whispered into her hair, “Dear one, I’m not very good at confrontation. But I know the location of your mother’s tree. It is–”
 
   “Oh, thank you, thank you!”
 
   “I’ll speak when you stop kissing–”
 
   “Never.”
 
   With a contented sigh, Kevin let himself enjoy the ever-tumultuous flow of his beloved Dryad’s emotions, so much so that he was quite befuddled when she was done and Alliathiune declared herself most satisfied with her ability to disarm Driadorn’s mightiest Wizard.
 
   “She said it’s the lavender trumpet-flower tree next to the seventeenth waterfall uphill,” he managed, finally.
 
   Alliathiune’s expression changed in a twinkling from unbridled delight to concern. “How come you’re so upset, then, good Kevin? And what was that plume of smoke I saw?”
 
   He said, between clenched teeth, “In exchange for the location of your mother’s tree, your precious Queen demanded that I teach her, there and then, what I taught you beneath the Arch of Indomalion.”
 
   “The vixen!” Alliathiune exploded. “You’re mine, and she can’t have you! Not for one second! Why, when I get my hands on that slimy, manipulative … I’m going to turn her into a large, knobbly cucumber! And then I’ll slice her up for salad–mmm? Mmm!”
 
   Kevin, counting himself lucky not to lose a finger when covering her mouth with his hand, replaced his fingers with a kiss. “Beloved, the plume of smoke you saw was me losing my temper to the tune of a rather large fireball. I damaged several trees, but the Dryads promised they’d fix them. Dreadfully sorry about that–but she called you a vixen, too. A ‘poxy little vixen’, to be precise. Do you want to know why?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I told her she should ask you first.”
 
   Slowly, a smile formed on Alliathiune’s lips, but there were still storm-clouds in her eyes. “So you didn’t touch her?”
 
   If he had done, Kevin knew, being tossed into a salad would be the best outcome he could have hoped for. “Nope,” he said, definitively. “Instead, the Mighty High Wizard convinced the Dryad Queen to abdicate her throne in favour of her younger sister, Mayilliathiune–your favourite Aunt.”
 
   If only he had a camera to capture the moment! Alliathiune, utterly speechless, gaped at him as though he had gone utterly and irremediably loopy. She mouthed, ‘What?’ And when she began to realise that he was serious, her shock only multiplied.
 
   Kevin bowed to her and, taking her hands in his, kissed her tiny fingers one by one, all ten of them. “Furthermore, I am allowed to accompany you into Dryadell to meet your mother. I believe that makes me the first Human ever to walk those hallowed paths.”
 
   “You … all those questions yester-lighttime about my family, about Mayilliathiune …”
 
   “Yes, dear one.”
 
   “The consultation with the Unicorn law specialist …?”
 
   “Was about Dryadic law. I believe that holding one Dryad’s life ransom in exchange for obedience in a matter relating to the Forest’s survival is about as flagrant a breach of Dryadic law as anyone can possibly imagine. There are a few conditions under which the throne–”
 
   Alliathiune shook her head. “You made her abdicate?”
 
   “I was provoked. And I did it for you, which is no excuse, but–”
 
   “Well! You sneaky, conniving … sweetheart. You did that for me?” And she took his arm in a way that made him shiver in a completely different way. “Don’t let me ever provoke you to wrath. I can’t believe you–you come here on an errand for your wife-to-be, and you engage in a little recreational regime change on the side?”
 
   “I think I rather fancy political discussion by fireball. It cuts short a great deal of bother.” And he chuckled, but without mirth. “I learned from Brian just how seductive power can be, dear Alliathiune. Don’t let me ever say that except as a joke, alright? Will you hold me to that? Promise?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Then let’s go find your mother, and see what’s so amazing about Dryadell, the secret home of the Dryads.”
 
   “Budding season is the very best time,” Alliathiune said, with a bright smile and a skip of excitement. “If you’ve ever imagined paradise …”
 
   Chattering away, the Dryad led him along a pretty path deeper into the woods. He had to jog to keep up with her. At length Kevin began to see Indomalion peeping through the thinning foliage, and a most subtle and intoxicating fragrance came to his nostrils.
 
   “Smell that?” asked Alliathiune. “That’s our trees–we call them Dryalê-iuoue-än, which means ‘the aroma which reaches for beauty’ in Standard. In all Feynard, they grow only here.”
 
   The trees drew back, and Kevin caught his breath.
 
   Coppery sunshine poured down upon a great ravine, perhaps half a mile wide, which stepped down from his vantage-point in a great series of flower- and fern-festooned natural terraces into its vegetation-choked depths. Many waterfalls, more than he could count, tumbled gurgling and laughing over the edges of those steps. Water birds made their homes around still, clear ponds and reed-fringed brooks–and the butterflies! What he had taken for clouds of mist were indeed shimmering flotillas of myriad butterflies, riding the gentle, perfumed breeze as they flitted from one flower to the next.
 
   As his eye began to sort out details, Kevin realised that lower down in the ravine, gigantic trees grew horizontally out of its sides and almost all the way across, trees that were so laden with pure white blossoms that it was hard to imagine how they remained rooted under such a heavy load. They intertwined across the breadth of the ravine, forming a kind of organic platform where, squinting, he made out the miniscule figures of Dryads attending what must be flower gardens, vegetable patches, and homes. He wondered if there were many Dryad children. The Unicorn scholars said they had never seen a Dryad child.
 
   Kevin squeaked, “What’s that?”
 
   Alliathiune laughed merrily at his response. She trilled a word at him. When he pulled a face and made gargling noises in his throat, she tried, “Um … let’s see. Monkey? No. What would that be in Standard Driadornese?”
 
   “It’s as big as a house! Bigger–some kind of white hairy mountain-ape?”
 
   The Dryad let him down a little path, explaining, “Yes, I suppose ‘ape’ comes reasonably close. It’s rare to see one in the daytime. They’re plant-eaters, very shy and gentle. They have been known to rescue lost Dryad children. So? What do you think?” Her hand gesture took in all of Dryadell. “Stunning? Incomparable?”
 
   It was stunning, he agreed. How would he convince Alliathiune to have the Dryads fan out across the Seventy-Seven Hills to heal their Forest? Through the Magisoul he had done much, the true extent of the Forest was many times greater still. He could not banish the memory of what he had seen from the air. But not today. Today was about reuniting Alliathiune with her mother, and learning perhaps if Alliathiune was the daughter of the Ra’luun King, he reflected–another piece of the puzzle which described his wife-to be.
 
   But how strange it must be to live in a community of only females. Kevin hoped they would give that ape-thing a very wide berth.
 
   “Just when you think you know something of the Forest, She surprises you.”
 
   The Dryad looked pleased. “I’ll make a believer of you yet.”
 
   “Your little slice of paradise is wonderful, dear one. No wonder Dryads are such homebodies.”
 
    “Homebodies? You’re just trying to stir up trouble. Feebly. That reminds me, I’ve a new title for you–one for when I’m annoyed with you.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Feeble Low Dabbler. It has a certain ring to it, doesn’t it?”
 
   “And a horrid slice of truth,” Kevin groaned. “You will pay for that later, you green-skinned excuse for a vegetable.”
 
   “Ooh. Sounds exciting, Feeble Low Dabbler. Pay how, exactly?”
 
   He rolled his eyes at the skies. “Please, tell me about daily life here?”
 
   As they walked down through the beautiful gardens, Alliathiune described how the Dryads budded their homes off the Dryalê-iuoue-än trees, and the types of vegetables and flowers they grew in their gardens, and how some Dryads chose to live in the busy community while others followed a much simpler life, far from anyone, in a dell or wood somewhere in Driadorn. Kevin learned that the Dryads kept bees for honey and trained long-beaked hummingbirds to harvest nectar for them, which was a great delicacy. In several places they descended flights of steps, which were formed out of living trees grown that way on purpose, and stepped through the little brooks to reach another section of path.
 
   Alliathiune stopped him from flapping at an inquisitive butterfly with his hands. “They don’t bite, good Kevin. This is a turquoise-spotted giant monarch. And that one–”
 
   At length, amidst a meandering lecture on the unique plant and animal life of Dryadell, they came into the village, which was nothing more than a denser collection of branch-budded homes, covered in trailing flowering vines. Kevin’s presence attracted huge curiosity. In no time, they had gathered an audience of several hundred petite Dryads. Many of their number wore nothing more than a loincloth and their natural beauty, and the Dryads were all young-looking. Even those who had slight creases around their eyes still moved easily and were not unattractive.
 
   Kevin covered his eyes. “I don’t know where to look! Help …”
 
   “Pretend it’s all natural,” Alliathiune suggested, but he noticed she took his arm in a proprietary way. “Listen, I’ve been thinking of what I can do for my sisters. I need to put rumours to rest, and give them hope for the future.”
 
   “Good idea,” said Kevin, fixing his gaze on a faraway tree. “Er, what are they calling me? What’s that word?”
 
   “Treefriend. They’re calling you Treefriend.”
 
   That was an incredible compliment! He swallowed hard.
 
   The Dryad Seer raised her to address the crowd in her native Dryadic. Soon, there was a collective gasp. A shouted question came her way. Alliathiune put her hand on her belly and replied peaceably. At least a dozen Dryads fainted at once, as Kevin looked on in bemusement. Others began to cry. Alliathiune answered several more questions, spoke a little further, and then clearly dismissed the gathering–fondly, but firmly.
 
   “Well,” she said, “that’s over. I let them look with their magic.”
 
   “They know I’m the father?”
 
   The frown in his voice drew a giggle from the Dryad. “Of course. Now, since I promised we would help them learn how to–”
 
   “I sense a detail a-coming which makes me extremely uncomfortable, I’ll have you know.”
 
   “More than you are already? Allow me to distract you.” But she achieved this in a most unexpected way. “Good Kevin, did you ever wonder how, when I merge with a tree, my clothes come with me and reappear when I reappear?”
 
   “Ah–no. But now that you mention it, how do you do that?”
 
   “Dryads are able to pass from one tree to another, as long as they know both trees.” So saying, she stepped sideways into a branch and vanished, only to resurface instantly from a tree ten paces further down the path they were following between the houses.
 
   “Ooh … that gives me a right turn!” And then he did a double-take. “Excuse me, now that’s cheating!”
 
   “Distracted, my dear sweet Wizard?”
 
   “Exceedingly.”
 
   Alliathiune’s eyes sparkled at him. “Think of ordinary Dryad clothes like another layer of skin. Better, like bark we can shed or change at will. We do wear other fabrics, but you might call this a Dryad’s ‘standard’ attire.”
 
   “Mmm,” he said, catching up with her. “You’re a terrible tease, and you give me the most lascivious urges. May I dally with you, my indecently under-dressed sweetheart?”
 
   After such a dalliance, they moved on. Kevin wondered if Alliathiune was covering up her nervousness, because she soon became quieter, even pensive. She twirled a lock of hair in her fingers, a sure sign he had learned to identify. And she grew her loincloth out into her habitual short dress, much to his disappointment.
 
   “We’ll have to work out how we handle all this couples’ therapy you just signed us up for,” he said, grimacing as his imagination served up an image of him dispatching dozens of topless Dryads to the four corners of the Hills with orders to repopulate Dryadell. “I’m sure the requests are about to come flying in. I’ve a crazy notion regarding a modified laik-Sälïph spell tied to a piece of wood a Dryad might keep in her pocket–and imagine the change when Dryads start to bring men back here?”
 
   “You can see the waterfall now,” Alliathiune said, pointing.
 
   “I see.”
 
   Silently, she led him around a small vegetable field, out along one of the great trunks of the Dryalê-iuoue-än trees, which was as wide as a decent road–and passable as long as Kevin kept his eyes on the far side and did not think about how deep a ravine they might be crossing–and from there onto a rocky peninsula that jutted out of the ravine’s side. The path climbed over a root, whose thickness Kevin estimated at twice his height, and from there up to a pretty waterfall, which plunged into a crystal-clear pond. Alongside the pond stood a tall, slender tree, with lavender-coloured flowers.
 
   “Wait here,” said Alliathiune. “Dyalithi are terribly shy.”
 
   “Dear one, if she agrees to meet me, would you ensure she’s decent? There are certain things about your mother I neither want nor need to know as yet.”
 
   For answer, the tiny Dryad stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “You sweet man, you must love me an awful lot.”
 
   “Oh, how I suffer.”
 
   Alliathiune approached the tree diffidently. She had not seen her mother–ever. Kevin could hardly imagine how she felt.
 
   She stood there a long time, speaking to the tree. All that he could hear was the splashing of the waterfall and the chirping of unseen birds in the nearby bushes. Quite suddenly, he saw a face form in the bark. The Dryad gasped and bit her knuckles. A hand formed, and hesitantly reached out to touch Alliathiune’s cheek.
 
   Then there was weeping, and joy indescribable.
 
   
  
 



Snatcher’s Afterword
 
   I, the Lurk of Mistral Bog common-named Snatcher, do by my own paw testify to the veracity of this account. In places, I have permitted Zephyr Tomalia and Kevin Jenkins to add their own parts and words, of which I changed no significant detail.
 
   This record I therefore humbly submit to the historical archives of Thaharria-brin-Tomal, with the following afterword:
 
   Let it be recorded that an extraordinary wedding took place at the Sacred Grove just a few lighttimes after Thäos-brin-Ellian, or the battle of Elliadora’s Well, in which Kevin, High Wizard and Treefriend of Driadorn, and Alliathiune, the Dryad Seer and Daughter of the Forest, made their eternal vows in the company of our most excellent friends and companions. The party afterward became the stuff of legend–was I not there, with my beautiful coterie of twenty-three mates? Did I not see with my own eyes?
 
   And it came to pass that a moon after the battle, a Seedling was indeed planted on the site of the seventh Elliarana tree, in a sacred and very private ceremony attended by just three people–Kevin, Alliathiune, and the dyalithi who was Alliathiune’s mother. Kevin reported a third knell, like unto the first two, at the moment of blessing the planting. What this does mean, no creature knows. But I felt it shiver the very earth of Feynard.
 
   Presently a Unicorn was seen to tarry at that spot, admiring the tiny, slender sapling, and after that, a Lurk of Mistral Bog, and then a Mancat and a Druid together. Later still, under cover of darkness, the Dragon-Magus Amberthurn also paid his homage, and spoke at some length with Alliathiune and Kevin, who had been expecting him. And the Dragon-Magus helped Kevin ward the Sacred Grove about with the mightiest wards known to the Dragon-kind, and invited the High Wizard to study the new magic he had uncovered beneath Black-Rock Keep. Does this presage a new alliance between the Forest and the Dragon-kind? Only the passing of Leaven seasons will tell.
 
   The Seedling would be named seven Leaven seasons later at her coming out ceremony. The historians do not yet know that Kevin and Alliathiune will choose to name her Feynearthiune, the girl who was born of both Feynard and Earth. But that is another story.
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