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	Introduction: A Time for Fables

	Between the fall of the age of magic and the rise of the age of reason there was another time, an age lost to history, where great empires flourished and wonders did not need to hide themselves from man.

	History itself is not as ordinary as we are told. Magic is a part of this world. Denial does not prevent it touching our lives in so many ways. 

	 

	There should be more time for fables in this world. The wonder of having your own or your loved ones’ imaginations inspired, or the empathy struck between strangers upon mutually appreciating a tale told at a gathering is something we should all know, at least once. That moment when the storyteller’s voice fades and you see what is described as if you are there.

	There is a magic to be found around a storyteller’s fire. One day I hope to meet you at a gathering so you can experience it for yourself, or to share a moment as you renew your acquaintance with the sense of wonder so important to us all and so often lost in the concerns of today.

	This book started out as a collation of my fireside, gathering and Eisteddfod tales. Carl’s art for the cover inspired another story, as did the title when I decided upon it. To achieve my goal of having around two hundred pages of fiction, I added two tales from my archives that felt right.

	For those who have heard my storytelling, the stories you read in this book will differ from the tales you have heard. The printed page gives scope that a telling does not permit, as each audience has the story tailored for them, for the setting where the telling occurs and the time available. I hope you enjoy the definitive versions as much as you did the spoken originals.

	If you are only just discovering my work, I wish you enjoyment and wonder with every tale. 

	*****

	 

	The Dragon of the Ness

	A tale from ‘These Pagan Isles’ - a Britain not quite as mundane as history would have us believe.

	One of my oldest stories; this is the one I tell when meeting an audience new to bardic storytelling.

	 

	He had lived for ages; reckoned ancient even by his kind, his lair was filled with the accumulated treasure of his days. Recently he had found less pleasure in life than he had done. Days spent soaring under his Mother’s rays, stooping to shatter clouds in his wake just did not fulfil the yearning in his soul. Thus his attention turned to this new race, man, who were spreading across the lands below as they made their way to greatness or destruction. Whatever their fate, they went about it with such élan, such fire. So he joined them, flying down from the northern mountains and taking mortal form as only the great drakes can do. 

	In the form of a wandering noble he journeyed among them, finding their strivings a tonic for his ennui, and being constantly surprised by their ability to create things of incredible beauty. But it was in a little village close to the foothills below the peaks that concealed his lair that he found her. She worked as a barmaid in the tavern, and her beauty near stopped his great heart. He was entranced. She possessed a natural grace that put deer to shame, and a laugh that brought faeries from all over to her side, not that she could see them.

	He spent more and more time at the tavern, and knowing looks were exchanged between the regulars as the noble Uther visited again. One summer night he walked her home to her father’s watermill, and departed with her name at last. Aeriel.

	Aeriel’s father was protective of his only child, but his fears were allayed by the visiting Lord’s worldliness and honesty. The man was so obviously smitten with Aeriel that he couldn’t even see it himself. But it near broke his heart to see his daughter cry every time that Uther took his leave. So he waited a little way down the path one night, and demanded that Uther do right by his daughter. Either make a commitment, or leave his daughter to get on with her life. It was not fair, with her refusing to even consider other suitors while Uther kept returning. Uther, as he had come to think of himself, was lost. His secret was his undoing. Unless...

	He flew far into the icy north to the havens of the elder kin and spent many days upon the highest peak of the land, listening to the winds. Finally, he had guidance. Leaping high into the skies, so high that the blue faded to black, he sped across half the world to a distant land. In that place he terrorised the natives until one gave him the answer he needed. At last he settled upon a broad ledge high in a vast mountain range, just as the sun was setting. Gathering his might for what he was about to do, he put forth his power as a word: “DANU!”

	The name thundered, echoing far beyond the cavern on the ledge. As the echoes died, she came. Wrapped in scarves of silken night, raven hair shining, she smiled a knowing smile as her fiery green eyes beheld her summoner.

	“I am come, dragon known as Uther. What would you of me?”

	“A gift, fey lady. A gift to bring me happiness.”

	“Mighty it must be, for I see you are beset by a malaise normally foreign to your kind.”

	“I am? What is this illness I suffer?”

	“Love for a woman, oh dragon. A pretty problem. So, state this gift.”

	“I would be human. My shaping of mortal guise only lasts a moon. I would that it be permanent.”

	“She must be special indeed. It is done. Fly you back and when you take your manform, it will remain.”

	She smiled as she said it, a smile that spoke of many things. But the dragon leapt away unseeing, to fly at an incredible pace back to Aeriel.

	So the noble Uther returned to Aeriel, but this time to stay. He brought gifts for the entire village and his coffer for the handfasting nearly gave Aeriel’s father a heart attack. But handfasted they were, by a druid who had to excuse himself part way through the preparation for the ceremony as his othersight let him see Uther in his true form.

	The years that followed were a time of joy and prosperity, as Uther demonstrated a knack for practical work, coupled with a strength and endurance that the village gossips were sure kept the spring in Aeriel’s step. But the couple remained childless, a cause of great regret for all.

	Eventually the servants of the lonely god came north, and a priest arrived in the village. He was a deeply pious man, who rigorously stamped out all signs of the devil’s work within a few weeks of his arrival. Having overseen the building and furnishing of his church, things became a little too quiet and the priest found himself listening to the talk amongst his congregation. Of many irrelevant things to be sure, but a particular item caught his ear. The mysterious and unaging Uther, sinful husband, by heathen marriage to the lovely Aeriel. Her father and he were partners in the very profitable watermill. Oh yes, here was something that bore investigation. With proven deviltry, the watermill would become church property. The priest gave thanks to his god and set to planning.

	The priest’s meddling started out gently, easily dismissed by Uther and Aeriel while his rumour-mongering reaped greater harvest. Aeriel’s trips to market became marked by sly glances and whispered conversations that stopped when she came near. When the local clan lord became involved, things began to turn sour. Uther could not divulge even the little lie of part faerie blood to explain his still youthful good looks. Superstition ran wild, and fear began to build, ably fuelled and guided by the priest.

	Early one spring morning, about a year after the priest arrived, Uther bid a tender farewell to Aeriel. He told her that he had to briefly visit his homeland to ensure his estate had been disposed of fairly as he had heard rumours to the contrary. Desolate but resolute, he set off with no intention of returning. To save her from stoning, her father from penury, and both from eviction, the mysterious Lord Uther had to disappear for good.

	Two moons after his departure, a courier in mourning black delivered the sad news of Uther’s demise when the merchant ship he had taken passage upon had foundered with the loss of all aboard.

	Aeriel never got over the death of her nobleman and never fit again into village life. She died in the autumn, his name her last word. Uther watched from within the forest as she was laid to rest in the churchyard, cold stone at her head, cold words from a man who never knew her at her feet. That night the priest died, curled in a foetal position on the floor by his bed with a look of abject terror frozen on his face. Aeriel’s grave in the churchyard was untended, but the earthen mound on a small isle in the loch was forever garlanded with flowers. Aeriel’s father never visited the church again, but did acquire himself a boat.

	Uther wandered for several years, but the death of Aeriel had jaded his fascination with man and his works. One stormy night, he returned to the shore of the loch after sitting by her mound for hours. Walking to a desolate part of the shore he sat, drank the last of his water and prepared himself. With his current form, what he was about to attempt could only be tried once. He gathered what little of his power remained, taking without reserve. Then he uttered the summoning word again, in a voice that tore his throat and put ripples upon the water: “DANU!”

	The shout died, then the echoes. On the shore he stirred, weakened as he had never known before. He looked about at the unchanged scene. When he looked back she was standing on the shore, that knowing smile playing on her lips.

	“Greetings, Uther who used to be a dragon.”

	Uther straightened himself and stared down that unearthly gaze.

	“Greetings, lady. I did not enquire well enough about the limitations of the gift you granted. I would have it revoked.”

	“Revoked? You would have me take back my boon?”

	“It is no longer a boon. Give me back my form.”

	She paused, thoughtful. Then she smiled and there was something predatory about her mien: “I can take back the gift, but it has a price. Your wings.”

	A dread silence fell.

	“My wings. These gifts fall a little short, do they not? Mortal form but not mortal span, dragon form but without wings. I see a balance, but it is harsh.”

	“Unseelie power, unseelie gift, unseelie price: Unseelie balance.”

	Uther looked about, then down at the waters of the loch. He smiled.

	“I accept. Give me my form back, without wings. I shall find a way to fly.”

	She laughed, clapped her hands and vanished. Uther shimmered and the nobleman fell away. Something powerful leapt into the loch with a cry of relief.

	*

	It is said that something inhabits Loch Ness, and on moonlit nights you can hear it crying. But for those touched by magic, it is not a wordless cry. It is a gentle sigh:

	“Aeriel, Aeriel.”

	*****

	 

	The Sorceress and the Dancer

	A tale from the realm of Khyr, drawn from the earliest folklore of that mythical land.

	 

	She lived in beauty, a child of nature so closely bound that her parents delighted and despaired. She could bring birds from the trees to her hand with a gesture, but other children found her strange and too true to bear.

	So time passed, and she grew to a womanhood of rare beauty, a slip of a thing in gowns of autumn hues, forever wandering the woodlands around her parent’s tower.

	On one of those wanderings she strayed across the stream into the forest primeval, entranced and disturbed by the longing she felt. As she walked, forest life flowed about her, glorying in her presence. Then she heard a noise drifting on the breeze, a simple melody unlike any birdsong or sidhe reel she had heard before. Curious, she stepped lightly, following the sound.

	Revelan was a gypsy boy, dark of looks and lean of build. His hair fell like darkness that flowed about his shoulders and his eyes were blue like ice bordered pools under a winter sky. But any who thought him cool were disabused of the notion when they saw him dance. Brother to musicians and son of the road, his dance brought the journey to the audience, the slow trudge of the rain-swept heath, the bright step of a summer glade. 

	Within that sun-dappled glen he beheld a sprite and she saw an elemental. Both froze entranced while far away her father looked up as three deep strikes echoed through his study. A fate had been bound.

	Revelan smiled and stepped lightly again, a quick eastern jig in a coastal style. She laughed and clapped her hands, and the trees took life as all manner of small creatures erupted away from the sudden sound.

	She paused at the edge of the clearing, and he extended a hand to this vision, sure it would fade as the mirage it so obviously had to be. But his dream placed her hand in his, and they spun through an afternoon of laughter and dance instruction, then as evening stole over them, settled to conversation and more laughter.

	Night fell and he bade her dwell, but she demurred, saying her parents would worry. So she left and he felt the night a little colder for her leaving.

	She sped home on feet seemingly of light, not a branch daring to interrupt the song of her soul as it spun within to the unheard rhythm of a gypsy drum. It was in this never before seen mood she arrived in her parents presence, brought to instant stillness by their conjoined gaze. From her mother she felt disappointment and deep, deep sorrow. From her father she felt disappointment and brooding anger.

	“Step ye with commoners, oh daughter mine?” he queried in an icy tone.

	Her mother laid hand upon his arm, “Nay, she is young in these ways, and it was only a matter of time.”

	Confused, she looked from one parent gone strange to the other.

	“What have I done?” she cried.

	“You said always to follow my feelings. Revelan offered to teach me to dance, and my soul cried ‘yes’ like a bush cries for rain after drought. How can my following my heart offend thee?”

	Her mother looked down and then away as her father grew stern with a sigh: “Daughter mine, you know how it goes. You are a sorceress, child of witch and wizard. The man you take to your bed and your heart will be a wizard, or better a sorcerer. Not some vagabond who dances through the woods as he no doubt does life itself.”

	“No!” 

	She strove to keep her voice calm as tears started down her face: “He is good for me, I felt it. Should your daughter not follow the instincts you bequeathed her? Should I not follow my heart if my head feels it true? What have I done that is so far from you?”

	Her mother turned, resolute in sorrow: “Oh, my child, he is a memory to smile over years from now, but beyond that, your blood is too much for mortal life to contain.”

	She lifted her chin, her confusion crystallising to anger in the flick of a faerie wing: “He said he would await me tomorrow, and we could dance and talk again. So I will!”

	But on the following morn, she found the clearing bare except for a small cairn of white stones and a gypsy rune of lament. For her father knew the ways of youth, and knew a dose of torpor dust to be the gentlest way to ease a mortal soul away from the body, never to return. He was silent as he heard her leave and quieter still upon her return, as her mother eased her distraught spirit with love undying and charms of subtle hue.

	But ever after she took to wandering far afield, until the day came when she returned late upon a Hallows night, hair wild and eyes aflame. Her father knew the sign of the wyld and in a moment decided that a simple step was all that was needed to protect his misguided child. He raised his hands to her as he had never done before and wove a binding out of misguided love:

	“By my life in blood-given power to you

	As you love your mother this work be true. 

	I gave you fire, and air, and rain.

	But upon this earth you shall not dance again. 

	Save you do, then by blood to your life given, 

	Your soul be forfeit and your wheel be riven.” 

	She fell down fatestruck and heartbroken, and on recovery her silent wanderings took her further away, until one day she did not return. Her mother cried for days, yet her father cried only for an evening, safe in the knowledge that the fate-binding charm would ensure his daughter could come to no harm.

	*

	She travelled the land as a gypsy would, but never found her Revelan. In the great seaport over the mountains, she found a society of grace and favour where her arts of herb, pen and brush earned her patrons and some little fame.

	Once she was settled, her time in the wood beyond the forest faded like a dream, and she described herself to her new circle of friends as a foundling raised by a kind gypsy family.

	So it came to pass that suitors came to her door and offered to show her the many distractions of the city. One of them took her to the theatre and there she saw him again. She sat entranced through an epic of betrayal and soaring hope, watching her Revelan move like wind over a field of wheat for all that gravity seemed to trouble him. His hair was red now and his youth had given way to the smouldering confidence of perfect health and knowing grace.

	She left her hopeful consort without a glance and waited at the stage door, unseeing of the strange looks she received from the patched rabble around her. Finally he came, all smiles and courtesy until she cried: “Revelan!” 

	He stopped, his smile vanishing like mice before the hawk. He turned a cold glance upon her and spoke in the tones of one deeply offended, “You do yourself a disservice, lady. None can be like him, and that we all know.”

	The crowd parted so the two faced each other across an anticipatory silence. 

	Her voice faltered as her smile faded, a whisper falling with never a hope of being caught: “You speak as if he were dead, but he was so full of life when I saw him.”

	He paused, a mind as agile as his movement flickering momentarily behind his eyes: “He died more than seven winters ago, lady. Far from here, up in the wildwoods they found him. Elf struck, they reckon.”

	His reflexes were the only thing that saved her from a hard fall as his words took the light from her mind.

	She came around in a room hung with drapes of rainbow hue, each secured by a pair of daggers with handles that complemented the colour they impaled. From each dagger hung a musical instrument and all were clean with use and care rather than the studious cleanliness of the trophy.

	“So she who weighs less than the sparrow and has the looks to fell kingdoms is awake?” The gentle bantering tone came from behind the divan where she lay.

	“You mock me, for I know myself to be eldritch and strange.” She sat up and swung about in a manner more suited to a cat than a lady in an evening gown. Her tense face relaxed in surprise as his teasing smile opened into a tavern warming laugh.

	“Eldritch and strange? Oh, lady, lady. Would that all the women of the world were such, if that be what it is called.”

	She tilted her head like a bird regarding a sparkling bauble.

	“Why should they all be as unappealing as me? Do you hate them that much?”

	He sat, realising the devastating truth in her questions. She did not know that men whispered of her beauty from tavern to mansion. She did not care that every woman in the theatre-set dreaded the day that this doyenne of desire chose to go seriously looking for a man.

	He stood and bowed, “You are not that unappealing” he said with sombre voice, but the smile he wore as he peered up through his unruly hair gave a lie to his words.

	“But it is clear that you have been grievously misled. Please allow me the honour of clearing your eyes and mind.”

	She would never know what made her agree, taking his over-elegantly proffered hand while crying with laughter. 

	*

	They became the toast of the city, at home singing shocking shanties in dockyard taverns, or smiling quietly through a performance of chamber music in a lord’s mansion.

	But when he danced, she would only watch. He had seen her humming little tunes and making a single step, always to stop with a frown. He knew she would put legends to shame if only she put steps upon a dancing floor. But she never did.

	He had started the relationship with what he thought to be an advantage of years, but as time passed it became a disadvantage. His youth of dancing exuberance had placed great strains upon his frame, and although as limber as ever, he knew by the blood at inopportune times that his days were numbered.

	She saw the claret stains upon his shirts, kerchiefs and sundry neckwear, but being a child of centuries rather than decades, she was entirely unknowing until a goodwife laid the dreadful secret bare in harmless tattle.

	Mortified she fled him, grief and guilt and anger at her ignorance combining into a towering rage vented in a fury that broke porcelain all over his attempts at apology and protestations of sorrow in not telling her the awful truth.

	Gone she stayed while anger faded to hurt and finally to a deeper love. She raced back to him, and upon a balmy summer evening she came to his door to find it open. In the hall there stood a silence, and on the stairs she found an absence. In his studio she found a little pile of white stones, and the gypsy rune for lament.

	It was there that they found her, hair spread like waves washing against the white stone shore of the mourning cairn. In puzzlement they laid her to rest next to him in the crypts, saying she had died of a broken heart.

	But a few gypsy elders traced the marks in the dust of the studio floor. They knew that she had danced for his passing as she never could his life. Making the sign of fate averted, they retreated and burnt the house to the ground before leaving the now ill-fated city.

	In a far tower a wizard lay dead with a look of quintessential surprise upon his face, as if fate itself had appeared to remind him of the dire consequences for attempting to interfere with events it had arranged.

	*

	The witch burned that tower along with her husband’s remains and returned to the land. In time she handfasted a gypsy man decades her junior. With him she chose to live but a normal span before passing, as she had heard the sad tale of her prodigal daughter’s demise. She deemed that such magics as she held brought only sorrow and thus took their secrets to her grave.

	*****

	 

	Mother Love

	A tale from the realm of Khyr, this one from the far South of that mythical land.

	 

	Tarif grinned as the little dragon performed a graceful somersault to catch the fish head he threw it. Wonderful creatures, the Hemmenak. They had been around the fishing fleet for years, doing acrobatics, chasing seagulls, and above all scrounging fish. They would eat any part of a fish, with a seeming relish in crunching the bones.

	He looked up, surveying the dockside. Every ship of the fleet had returned, and judging by the numbers of Hemmenak catching the sunlight as they cavorted, everyone had had a good trip. Tarif stooped quickly to stop another jewel blue form stealing the gutted fish from his work board.

	“Away with ye, grinning thief!” he cajoled. 

	There was no malice involved, but like airborne cats any opportunity would be taken. The guilty party settled on the tiller and engaged the one eating the fish head in an ownership contest. Tarif laughed until he could take no more, then gutted a pair of fish and gave them a head each.

	Later as the sun set, the beach and quay fell quiet as people stopped work and gathered to watch the Hemmenak dance in the last of the light before winging out over and under the sea toward the west. Their evening display was always accompanied by a gentle, humming song that brought calm to all who watched. Except one: Old Mephil sat and scowled, his catch undisturbed by Hemmenak as it always was. Tarif had never seen them near his ship in the decade since his family had arrived. Not one of the fishermen knew or would say why. There had to be a reason. Hemmenak would steal fish from the grey god himself if he wasn’t looking. For the hundredth time, Tarif resolved to ask Mephil about it that evening in the tavern.

	The tavern was boisterous that night, as the fishermen brought their partners down to celebrate the sudden fortune a good catch brought. Tomorrow, penury. But tonight they spread their wealth and partied like they thought the rich did all the time. Tarif was a little the worse for wear when someone pointed out Mephil hunched over a jack of ale, smoking a pipe and staring out of the window. Tarif’s inebriated mind brought up the question and Tarif, being a typically single-minded drunk, wove his way across to Mephil’s table. The oldster looked up with a look that would have stopped a sober man. 

	“Hey, Mephil. Why d’you never get Henem-, Henmak-; fishing dragons stealing your catch?” 

	Tarif was only vaguely aware of a spreading silence behind him.Mephil glanced at the now quiet throng behind Tarif. 

	“Grey god take you, you drunken excuse for an incompetent.” 

	There was real anger in his eyes. Tarif stepped back, his camaraderie dented by the overwhelmingly hostile tone. 

	“Well, if that’s the way you feel…” 

	His voice subsided to a drunken mumble, lost as he rejoined the suddenly over-loud crowd about the bar.

	*

	Next day the fleet set sail a little late, but in good spirits. Their three day haul to the fishing grounds was made in beautiful weather with fair winds. As they prepared the nets, Tarif turned the conversation to Mephil. His companion, Rufe, grinned and shook his head. He sat back and gazed across the water at Mephil’s ship, on the far landward edge of the fleet.

	“Sad story, really. Mephil used to have one of the big sloops. But he always was a stingy bastard, so his crew was the roughest bunch of swabs you ever saw. You get what you pay for. They had no respect for anything, least of all little flying lizards that stole your catch when your hangover stopped you moving fast enough to protect it. So they moaned, and they threw stones, and they tried to swat them. Then Mephil’s son went down to the big city and came back with a crossbow. Never showed any of us, or we’d have taken it off him. Well I guess Hemmenak never saw one before. He got one first time, and suddenly, his sloop is the only one in the fleet without Hemmenak. Mephil junior was full of it. Reckoned we should all get crossbows, or better still hire his. He got a few lumps about that and eventually shut up. Then one night Mephil himself comes running into the tavern, screaming that a giant Hemmenak just sunk his boy’s boat as the lad was long-lining off the point. We all reckoned he was a bit touched in the head after his son finally messed up while trying to night fish when drunk. He got a bit funny after that but eventually quietened down after the funeral. Then his son’s body washes up on the beach. Freak thing, with us having dropped it out over the fishing grounds. Mephil went berserk, screaming about the big Hemmenak not wanting his son to rest. So he went down to the town and got a real priest to come up and bury his son all proper like.”

	Tarif retrieved the wineskin and then settled across from Rufe, all thought of nets forgotten. 

	“Was that it?”

	Rufe’s brow creased and he paused as if choosing his words carefully before replying, “No. This is where it all gets a little odd. Mephil ranted and raved for days after the priest left, then he and his crew got some more crossbows and some harpoons from the whalers up the coast and set off to get the big Hemmenak and prove to us that it existed. They were gone for a couple of weeks, then stopped back to provision before setting off again. This time they just disappeared. Months later Mephil sailed back in to the bay in the ship you see now, alone. He’s never spoken of the trip and you’ve seen what happens to those who ask him. So we stopped asking.”

	Tarif sat back intrigued. He pondered for the remainder of the trip, his manner distracted. As soon as the ships returned to port, he made his way to the tavern as soon as he could. The conversation with the taverner went well, but was expensive.

	That night the fisher folk gathered into the tavern again, and again celebrated a good haul. All except Tarif who, while drinking steadily, always watched the corner where Mephil sat. As the evening wore on, it became clear that Mephil had imbibed a little too much. By the end of the evening, his surly silence had broken into vicious, sarcastic comment on all and sundry who fell under his eye. Eventually, his painfully, bleakly accurate outbursts succumbed to the drink. At closing time people looked about, each loath to volunteer to take the old fool home. Tarif surprised them all by cheerfully stepping in, hoisting the recumbent form over his shoulder and striding off toward Mephil’s house. 

	Next day the fleet sailed without Tarif’s ship. Upon their return Rufe went looking for his friend. High on the point, looking out over the returning fleet, Tarif sat. He had obviously been crying. To one side a newly dug grave lay parallel to the one marked ‘Stoll, son of Mephil’. This one had a laboriously etched piece of driftwood for a headstone, marked ‘Mephil. Finally at peace’.

	Rufe crouched down next to Tarif. 

	“What happened?” 

	Tarif turned glazed eyes to his friend. 

	“I know what Mephil saw, and I cannot be rid of it.” 

	It took Rufe an hour and most of a bottle of brandy to loosen Tarif’s tongue.

	“Last afternoon, I did a deal with the tavern keeper. He laced Mephil’s drinks last night, laced them with potato spirit. He also lightly salted his meal, just enough to help a thirst. I thought I’d been clever, so I could get his secrets and make him look petty for cursing me out the other night. So when everybody wanted someone else to take him home, I got the job. All the way to his place, I badgered him. Kept on, and on. Finally, as we entered his garden – have you seen it? Beautiful it is, with firegrass and wintervine. Who’d have thought it of such a mean spirited man? Anyway, he gave up. Told me to sit him on the bench on his porch, and then sit and listen. Told me not to say a word until he’d finished. This is what he told me.”

	Tarif upended the brandy bottle and drank the remains without pause. Not even pausing to wipe his lips, he launched into the telling, his voice sepulchral:

	“I was so angry, that monster had killed my son. I got the boys to get crossbows and harpoons and hook nets, and we went out looking for it. We sailed for days, but only got a couple of little dragons. Then we came back, stocked up and lay offshore. When the little bastards flew out in the twilight, we sailed after 'em. Sure enough, way out there, it was waiting. Big it was, big as your boat, Tarif. It looked over the little ones, then spotted us and I swear its eyes widened before it dived. Well, we was ready for that, because those dragons is like dolphins, gotta have air. So next time it popped up, we put a harpoon in it. It didn’t like that, and we was off across the seas. We ran for ages, this thing never tiring, never giving us a chance to get it again.

	Then after three days, it dived. By the light of the moon, we saw it leap clean from the water, its hide running blood and seawater before it arched and went down. And down. The damn prow canted forward as it tried to drag us under. We laughed and joked as it struggled. Then something hit the stern hard, and we heard the planks go. Gods, we heard the planks snapping like twigs as more somethings hit us midships, keel and prow. She went down so fast it was uncanny. Then we was in the water. Lucky most of us had been on deck, waiting for the kill. We swam together, hanging off some debris. Then Manny went down, real fast like he’d been pulled. We laughed a bit, before Joe went under. We thought it was sharks, until we looked about. No fins, just little fishing dragons perched on the flotsam, watching, watching. Watching as something pulled us down one by one, each one screaming louder than the last. Then it got my leg, and down I went. But I didn’t scream, oh no. I wasn’t going to give the harpooned bastard the pleasure. But I looked, in those moonlit waters, and I saw the harpooned one floating there, dead. Around him swam lots of the little buggers, and some not so little ones. Them that was getting us was about twice mansize, but there was a lot of ‘em. Then this one that got me started pulling me. Towed me away it did, out of the crowd around the sinking remains of my ship. Then we went down again. Hurt me ears, we went down so far. But just as I though I was gonna take that wet breath, I saw her. The bloody thing just dragged me down far enough to see her against the moonlight. A Hemmenak, but she was bigger than any ship. She looked at me, all calm and icy, and I took that breath, took it willingly. It hurt, and it was so cold. Felt it all go away, saw Stoll again. Then she was in my head. Not dreaming, she was there. Her words come to me every night: 

	* You took my kith and kin, bitter man. So I took yours. Let this be an end to it. We shall bother you no more. *

	She knew me, she knew us. Them Hemmenak comes up here like toddlers to the playpen. We fishes for our lives, and it’s a nursery for baby monsters.”

	Tarif looked up, his gaze haunted. 

	“In his house, there’s a Hemmenak scale, all green-blue and jewel shine, but look at it. Our fishing dragons have scales like little coins. This one is his table. Big enough to seat eight men. I loved those little ones, but it’ll never be the same. Never, never again.” 

	With that Tarif said no more and sobbed like an abandoned child.

	That was the end of it. Tarif told no one else and tended Mephil’s grave every day until he packed his bags and went to town. Merchants from there say he’s a weaver now. As for Rufe, he’s doing well. Lives in Mephil’s old place and runs Mephil’s and Tarif’s ships. But they only fish the coast these days. 

	*****

	 

	Lancelot Backwards

	A tale from ‘These Pagan Isles’ - a Britain not quite as mundane as some would have us believe.

	 

	The operating theatre fell silent apart from the low squeal of the heart monitor, its constant pitch echoing the unwavering green line that traversed its screen. Consulting surgeon Michaela Daniels looked up at her team. She nodded: “Call it.”

	Senior nurse Stephanie Sykes lifted the watch on her blouse. “Janet Hutchins, died of multiple injuries from a RTA, oh-one fif-“

	Her voice stopped as her eyes widened, gazing fixedly behind Michaela. She spun quickly, ready for the onset of a drunk or another care in the community failure. It was neither. A figure of smoke and shadows twisted in the corner of the room, then with a wet crackle became a tall, tanned man with a ragged mane of black hair, dressed in a tattered suit. The wild look in his blue eyes nearly distracted her from the softly glowing sword that hung from his hand.

	Then his words rose from muttering to stridence: “Not dead. Not yet. Cannot be dead, not tonight...” 

	The figure lurched forward, slamming his off-hand squarely on the late Miss Hutchins’ right breast as he raised the glowing blade high before shouting something incomprehensible and short. There was a flash of brightness, like a huge flashbulb sited on top of the patient had lit the room, then the swordsman staggered back as all of Janet’s monitors went berserk, indicating lives desperately struggling to continue. Training took over, and the medical team reacted with seamless precision. Minutes later Janet Hutchins was definitely not dead, and the sword wielding resurrectionist was definitely nowhere to be seen.

	*

	In the disposals area at the back of the hospital, one of the big wheeled bins creaked slowly sideways as a dishevelled figure slumped against it, seemingly oblivious to the rain that poured down with a cold vehemence unchanged for centuries.

	He smiled. He should know; it seemed like he’d been out in it every time, usually collapsed in an out of the way corner and wrung to shivering exhaustion after another attempt to unload his destiny. The bin came to a halt with a muted clank as it came up against the next bin in line. He slid down the side of the bin and splashed down on the asphalt, his eyes closing. Just a moment’s rest; the undisturbed oblivion that came only after he’d saved another one.

	*

	Michaela wrestled her cagoule on as she headed for the rear exit. Another Saturday night filled with saving people from the consequences of having fun, either their own or others. Plus of course the incident of mass hallucination in the operating theatre. They had put it down to faulty closures on a couple of the anaesthetic cylinders when the swordsman turned out to have been unseen by anyone outside the room. She looked through the corridor windows as she headed down past the kitchens and bedding stores. It was really tipping down out there. Which meant it was a fifty-fifty chance that her aging Fiesta would start or just chug unhappily at her while a random sequence of despair lights appeared across its tape- and epoxy- patched dashboard. She reached the loading bay and cursed herself for being lazy thirteen hours before and parking her car in the first vacant space she saw, now nearly a quarter-mile from where she stood. Pausing to peer up at a sky where dawn had passed unnoticed, it was obvious that a break in the rain was not about to occur anytime soon. Putting her head down and tucking her bag under her waterproofs, she headed out into it.

	*

	He came awake. Somewhere near. Soon. This was wrong. He wasn’t ready. It had never done this. Shocked realisation came as he heard a distant discord; the sound of the dance between predators and prey. He had saved the wrong one!

	*

	Michaela was past the disabled parking and somewhere in the darker part of the car park where maintenance had not visited yet to fix the lights. Pacing rapidly she shivered and was contemplating a large latte with whipped cream when she walked straight into someone. She was about to apologise when an arm came over her shoulder and around her neck. It was wrapped in a sleeve so dirty that the smell made her gag through her panic.

	“Give us the tabs, doc.”

	She tried to shake her head.

	“Bad idea, doc. Either we get tabs or Jimmy is going to see what your ass is like in the wet.”

	There was a happy laugh by her left ear. Jimmy obviously liked that idea. Michaela went icy calm. This was it. Attack alarm in her bag under her cagoule, pepper spray in the pocket of her lab coat in the office. Sod’s Law; the one time she was not ready. The assailant in the stinky jacket groped her with his free hand. She shuddered. Then her world narrowed to the thin blade in the hand of the speaker as he stepped forward.

	“Guess we’d better unwrap your present, Jimmy.”

	The knife moved slowly toward her chest. Then she was flung sideways as Jimmy was thrown into the car on the right. Its alarm went off as Jimmy’s arm released her, slamming her head into the chrome of the door trim. Her head swam as Jimmy started making a low keening sound behind her. A long-haired figure in a drenched suit stepped toward the knife wielder: “Not tonight, scum. The lady is not for sport.”

	“Oh really? Okay hero, your funeral.”

	The knife moved with shocking speed straight at the stranger. Who just stood there, his posture showing more fatigue than readiness. At the last moment and with a movement Michaela could not make out, he folded the attacking arm back so the knife buried itself to the hilt in its wielder’s throat. Her saviour held the pose like some macabre embrace as her first attacker gargled and pawed at his nemesis. Suddenly, Jimmy stepped into view, one arm clutched to his side, the other travelling in a blur of speed toward her rescuer’s head. Michaela uttered a wordless shout and she saw him twitch his head to one side as the hammer blow landed. As unconsciousness claimed her, she saw Jimmy and the suited figure slump in opposite directions.

	She came round lying on a bed she that was more accustomed to looking down at other victims on. Doctor Chandrakhan smiled at her: “You are fine, Michaela. Some bruises and a small cut to your head that we have cleaned and sutured. We X-rayed your head and there are no complications. Do you feel up to talking to the police?”

	Michaela nodded. A chat with the police would let her sort the events out in her own head. The detectives were polite, sympathetic and thorough. In just under thirty minutes, they talked her through the entire sequence in depth. As they thanked her and stood to leave, she enquired as to the others involved. Detective Harrington turned back.

	“The one you identified as Jimmy bled to death from a significant injury to his side before the scene was discovered. The knifeman was dead by his own weapon as you witnessed. Your white knight is in ICU in a coma, saved by your warning, but possibly only from his body dying. Jimmy swung that hammer to kill. We are very interested in talking to him as he had no ID or possessions of any kind on his person. But we will have to wait until he wakes. If he wakes.”

	With that, they departed. Michaela lay back but the sounds of her workplace prevented her relaxing. Finally giving in to the inevitable, she got up and made her way to the ICU. Enquiring after her ‘white knight’, she was directed to the end bed. As she passed the curtain obscuring him from the rest of the ward, her gaze fell on his tanned features and the shock of recognition made her dizzy. The mystery man from the operating theatre!

	Holding on to the frame of his bed to prevent herself falling, she ran her eyes over his outline under the sheet. A proportional, lean build indicating a very active life. If the musculature of his revealed shoulders was any guide to the rest of him, he was in superb shape. Apart from having part of his head stove in by a hammer, she reminded herself. Who are you? she thought.

	His eyes opened, blue-grey and clear under the lights. She looked round for the nurse but he waved his finger in negation. She moved closer as his lips moved in words too quiet to travel far.

	“Hello, lady. I trust you are unharmed?”

	She nodded.

	“I am glad. For a moment there I thought I would be too late.”

	Her brow furrowed: “Too late for what?”

	“To rectify my mistake.”

	She shook her head: “I still don’t understand.”

	He swallowed with difficulty and she took the hint, lifting the curtain and taking a glass of water and a fresh straw from the cabinet beside the patient sleeping in the next bed. After a few sips of water, he coughed quietly and winced in pain. Then he looked into her eyes and she saw tears in his.

	“I have been such a fool. All these years I thought if I could only save enough innocents, I would be redeemed.”

	Michaela pulled up a chair and took his cool hand in hers. She could not take her eyes from his: “I’m still confused. Take me through it slowly.”

	He relaxed and smiled, a thing of incredible warmth and beauty.

	“A long time ago, I saved a dear friend from death. He was a man I loved and had betrayed so very cruelly that I sought to make amends by using a family gift in his favour, against the dictates of my family. I drew on the sang réal in me and brought him back. I should have died in the doing but grace was granted and I continued. Then I realised that my continuance had been changed from a single span to one that I would dwell in until my crime had been expiated. In saving him against the night, I took his sins and atonements upon myself.”

	He looked at her and saw confusion in her eyes.

	“I found that my family gift had become a compulsion. I saved any and all who came my way. I could not help myself and some great sinners avoided their just reward at my hands. So I went to my uncle and begged him for release. He wept for me and said such a thing was beyond him, as only Uriel could release me. But his brother could help me ensure that my penance aided no more sinners.”

	Michaela was fascinated but still unenlightened as the story unfolded in a whisper. She did not notice that the whisper was getting quieter and she was moving closer.

	“So I went to Corbenic and pleaded for his aid. He had me quaff of his darkest brew and swear to follow my repentance without contest. From that day, my time became a series of savings broken by wandering the places I arrived in, until the gift called me to another place to save again. I felt a purpose in the calls, as if I served and saved the participants in a grand design, but never was anything revealed.”

	Michaela whispered questions: “What is your gift? Is it what I saw tonight when you saved that woman?”

	He smiled again and she felt her heart fall. “That is it. I can save innocents from death at the devices of cold fate or bleak evil. But tonight I thought I had erred.”

	Michaela shook her head and smiled. “You didn’t. Janet survived and so did her unborn child.”

	His breath caught and his eyes widened. “She was with child? Oh, blessed this night.”

	Michaela laughed. “You see? You did not fail.”

	His gaze intensified. “You are right in ways you have no ability to know.”

	She shook her head again.“There you go again with the cryptic answers.”

	He shifted his gaze to the glass and she held it while he sipped again. Placing it back, she looked at him: “So you redeemed yourself tonight by saving an unborn child?”

	He looked at her with a thoughtful look that became one of enlightenment. “I did not. I atoned for his crime at last.”

	A tear ran down his cheek as his hands lifted and fell upon the sheet. He looked away and looked back. “Lady; you are sure that you are well and that your encounter has not left you with a hidden malaise that may strike you down unexpected?”

	Michaela laughed. “I am fine, thanks to you. But that hammer nearly killed you.”

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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