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	Introduction: There Have to be Fables

	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. 

	 

	In the introduction to Fire in Mind I wrote ‘There should be more time for fables in this world’. Since those words were published, the world we live in has changed substantially. For far too many, it’s changed for the worse. 

	Now more than ever, we need fables. Stories that unite us against the darkness that is far more than a mere lack of light. Stories that make us look at the person across from us and make us realise they are not our enemy unless we make them so.

	As is the way with most things, my storytelling has evolved as changes in my life have changed me. On top of that, my stories over the last decade or so have mainly been science fiction and horror. However, underpinning them is the thread of magical, pagan, and sometimes whimsical fantasy that led me to writing in the first place.

	The stories that are closer to the nature of that thread continue to come to me slowly, and this eclectic collection is the latest result. It contains fantastical tales both long and short, most of which are set in ‘These Pagan Isles’, a Britain not quite as mundane as history would have us believe.

	As I did in Fire in Mind, some come with a little introduction.

	Whether you heard me tell stories at campfires and gatherings, are a regular reader, or someone only just discovering my work, I wish you enjoyment and wonder with every tale.

	JMM.

	 

	*****

	 

	Paraselene

	The wind blew swirls of snow so cold they were almost blue in the wan moonlight. Under the shade of the trees, sporadic reflections sparked glowing spots of dirty yellow that revealed where the pack waited.

	They always waited, more of them every year, across the white and silver expanse of the Chase.

	“Back to the Chase.”

	Kenand shook his head as he let the heavy curtain drop. It had been his father’s favourite expression, although he had admitted on his deathbed that he’d never had the courage to ask his own father what it actually meant.

	Kenand looked about the huge room, great panels of age-burnished oak reflecting the roaring fire that burned in the wide fireplace under the blocky mantelpiece: a monolithic piece of stonework that had always struck him as unfinished, like a gothic masterpiece ended halfway to becoming art by the departure of the sculptor for parts unknown.

	He wandered back across the thickly woven carpet, his bare feet safe from scandalised glances now that he was the master of the family manse. Not that the perpetrators of said glances were in the land of the living any more. Agneta and Albarine, grand dames and guardians of the sons of Gresham, were interred next their beloved lord; his father. They would have been mortified to know that their proximity to him had been decided by the toss of a coin, but how else could it have been done? Larie’s empty grave lay on her father’s right and even they would balk at coming between Kendire Tryndall and his beloved daughter of the raven tresses and eyes like winter skies.

	Kenand shook his head at the vision that always arose when he arrived at this place in his memories: Larie sitting atop Verra Rock and laughing down at him as he implored her to descend. The sight of her up there, hair blowing wild in the wind and ravens circling above against a blue sky was how he always remembered her.

	“Father, will they come this year?”

	Kenand looked up at Kenall, his joy and sorrow. Joy for such a son and the pride that his mother would have felt, sorrow for her not being here to see him and that he was likely to be the last of his line. The womenfolk of Tryndall were doomed to short spans, or so it seemed. Such observations had drastically reduced the appeal of the vast country estates and staggering family fortune, solidly grounded in lumber and quarrying. Every year he ensured that he was home for Winter Solstice, Yule, Christmas and New Year. Every year he invited everyone he knew to spend year’s end at the estate. This place should have been filled with laughter and warmth as the wealthy and the hardworking rubbed shoulders under the ancient rafters. For ten years since his beloved Marlene had died he had persisted with the custom she had instituted. He had decided that this year would mark the end of a tradition that no-one beyond he and his son seemed to want to continue. Although the servants probably enjoyed the quiet. He had to ensure that a full complement were on hand ready for the guests, many of whom would be quite at a loss to find their own posteriors without aid, despite the fact that it was an isolated place to be. Kenall had changed that five years ago when he suggested that since the attendance was a little low, why not allow the staff to bring their families?

	“No need for everyone to be miserable at Gresham Manor” was how he had cuttingly phrased it, with the trademark candour that had caused Kenand to wince on more than just that occasion.

	The door opened and Anders entered, a tray of mince pies in hand. He smiled at the two of them by the fire as he approached.

	“Blessed Yule to you, gentlemen.”

	“And to you and yours, Anders. I trust all is homely in the quarters?”

	“Indeed it is, Mister Tryndall. All the families came to stay this year, makes it easier to staff and keeps our loved ones close. It’s a beautiful chaos over there, it is. We’ll be supping, singing and telling tales long into the morn, thanks to you. We even have some of the oldsters from the village staying as you so kindly extended your invitation. It’s a good thing you’ve done, sirs, a very good thing indeed.”

	Anders left and the silence returned, broken only by the snapping and popping of logs in the fire. Kenand was just experiencing a wild idea that would have caused Agneta and Albarine to flap their hands in horror when Kenall showed how much of his father he had inherited.

	“It seems that we’re sitting like sour old wives while the gathering is happening next door.” He grinned as he said it.

	“My son, you are way too close to my thoughts sometimes. To hell with propriety, let’s go and give the good people something to gossip about.”

	With that, Kenand sprung to his feet, extended a hand to assist Kenall from the depths of the ancient armchair and then grabbed both bottles of port on the way toward the door.

	“Do you remember where the servant’s quarters are?” Kenall’s voice was solicitous in its humour-laced sarcasm.

	“Cheeky brat. I know my way better than you do.”

	“I doubt it.” The whispered reply would have passed unnoticed had they not been passing through the echoingly quiet Grand Gallery at the time.

	Kenand smiled and resolved to say nothing, while watching closely. A few minutes later they crossed the back hallway and headed for the sounds of bodhrán and fiddle being played with enthusiasm and noteworthy skill. Kenand placed a hand on Kenall’s chest to prevent them interrupting the players with their arrival. When the tune finished he opened the oaken door slowly, initially un-noticed in the applause and shouts of enjoyment. A hush sped across the room as their arrival came to the attention of the crowded room. Several shocked faces turned their way as Anders moved swiftly through the throng, hastily buttoning his collar.

	“Gentlemen, is there a problem? You had only to ring.”

	Kenand smiled and spread his arms wide. “The only problem is that my guests seem to be far too grand to join me, Anders. I have had enough of waiting for the genteel to grace Gresham Manor with their presences. Plus I do declare that there seems to be a damn fine party occurring yet again, one that I have been bloody rude to ignore for so many years.”

	“To translate; Dad was wondering if a couple of itinerant gentry could join your gathering on this solstice night?” Kenall was grinning as he peered under his father’s outstretched arm.

	Anders composed himself with visible effort as his wife sprang forward with an alacrity belying her size. She spread her arms and uttered the old reply: “Gathered to home or gathered from the roam, come ye to our solstice fires. Take heart, take light, take life.”

	Kenand caught Kenall under his arm in a light choke hold as he cut a fine bow to accompany his response: “We are honoured by your generosity, good folk. I am Kenand and this impetuous stripling is my son, Kenall.”

	As the room dissolved into relieved laughter, Anders took the bottles of port from Kenand and one of the grooms proffered two steaming tankards of mulled wine which father and son gratefully took, after resolving a playful tussle over Kenall escaping his father’s hold.

	The evening passed in a riot of music, song, anecdotes and laughter. All present indulged a little too much in the fine victuals after Kenand decided to open the pantries to everyone. It seemed such a shame to waste so much food, something that had bothered him in the aftermath of the previous year’s lack of guests. As the night turned to early morning, Kenall seemed to spend a lot of time close to one particularly pretty redhead, the vivacious oldest daughter of the head groom, Kenand thought. His usually meticulous recall of people, names and places had been eclipsed by the warm glow, the convivial blur of good food and far more alcoholic beverages than he normally consumed in a week, let alone in a single sitting.

	The early morning prompted a few folk to depart. Those remaining settled to tale-telling and soulful conversation. Kenand found himself enjoying himself immensely and was overly pleased with his earlier decision to join his staff in their revels. He was just drifting into a light doze when the words of one of the elders from the village caught his attention: “…such a shame there will be no womenfolk to marry off so the bloodline will change.”

	He sat up suddenly and several people looked uncomfortable as he turned his suddenly sober attention to the old boy. Herman Elsmitt, the doctor’s grandfather, if he remembered correctly.

	“What was that about no womenfolk?”

	Herman looked mortified: “Nothing, good sir. Just passing comment on the Mayor’s unfortunate situation.”

	Kenand was not being taken that easily: “I would accept that if not for the number of people looking guilty or embarrassed in this room. So, do me the honour of telling me the truth.”

	Herman looked at his fellow elders. They nodded. Gertin actually smiled as he whispered: “It’s about time this saw the light again. Hiding it has done no good.”

	Herman sighed and looked at Kenand, the firelight reflecting in his eyes giving him the look of an ancient lore-sayer.

	“What do you know of the ancestors of your family, Kenand Tryndall?”

	“I know we’ve been in these parts since the manor house was but a keep. Some of the scrolls in the library hint that Tryndalls have been here for longer than that, from when the keep was only a stockade.”

	“You’d be right on both counts. Now, what about your ancestor who brought about the fall of the keep?”

	“Kendar Tryndall? Also known as Black Tryndall. He’s not one of my revered ancestors, you can be sure. A nasty piece of work, so brutal that his dreams of becoming the right hand of King Menbyr never came to pass, despite him being instrumental in putting the King on the throne. I recall Menbyr wasn’t exactly a nice chap either; probably decided that one vicious tyrant was enough.”

	Herman raised his tankard to Kenand, then took a sip before continuing, “Well remembered. Kendar returned from that campaign with bitterness at what he perceived as his betrayal goading his natural brutality. The people around here suffered badly at his hand from that day forth. He and his lackeys nearly ruined the county forever. They took whatever they wanted: goods, drink, wealth, women, boys; tore families apart for sport. Black Tryndall earned his name, sure enough. Anyway, enough of the background. It was about a year after he returned that he caught sight of a lass in the river one day. Fair drove him mad with lust, by all accounts. He couldn’t find her by the time he got to the far bank, but his bully boys beat the truth from the villagers. The girl was one of twins who both lived in the wildwoods that now form the forest on the far side of the Chase.”

	Kenall returned at this point, clothing carefully rearranged and being ostentatiously casual in his manner. Kenand waited and sure enough the redhead reappeared a few minutes later from a different direction. He recalled her name now; Tabitha. Drinks were refreshed and mince pies were passed round, along with cream and brandy butter. Kenand gestured for Herman to continue with a wave of the hand that was not holding half a pie.

	“Kendar was not a patient man. Despite it being a winter night, he drove his men ruthlessly in searching the woods for the homestead of the girls. They found it after searching for hours. The cottage of a herbwife, hung with charms and sigils. On the steps, there stood the two girls and their mother. History does not record the girl’s names, but their mother was Cranna, a woman known to be a follower of the old ways. She stood there, unbowed and unafraid before Kendar and his pack of brigands. He demanded that she hand over the girls. She said she would never give her daughters to an animal like Kendar.”

	Kenand whistled low: “I’m guessing that did not go down well?”

	“Correct. Kendar went berserk, hurling his hunting spear, taking Cranna through and through. She collapsed into her daughter’s arms and there she coughed out a curse with her last bloody breath, a curse so severe that the Lady of the Moon paused and looked down. It was said that she took the daughters into the skies to save them from the wrath of Kendar and his men. As for Kendar, cheated of his sport, he mutilated Cranna before throwing her body into her burning home. He reviled the Lady in the sky above and the two moon dogs that now rode her halo like they were taunting him. With that, he rode back to the town to work off his angst on the hapless people there.”

	Kenall had sat forward in concentration.

	“The curse? I presume that it is the heart of this tale?”

	Herman nodded.

	“That would be correct, young master. Cranna’s dying invocation was simple in its awfulness. From that night until the heavens fell, the firstborn Tryndall daughter of each generation would fall to the same fate as befell her daughters.”

	Kenand felt as if the room had contracted about his head.

	“Larie? Are you saying that my sister fell afoul of this curse? What is it: was she sucked into the skies to fly around the moon?”

	Herman wiped his eyes before replying: “I am sorry to say that I am sure she did, sir. But no flying into the sky or brutal demise. Because the Lady took the daughters up, the curse was prevented from laying the burden of generations of innocent deaths upon Cranna’s wyrd. But the damned thing had to be fulfilled. Some things fall outside the god’s intervention. Our free will is that.”

	“So what happened? I cannot believe that I am sitting here with such credulity, but finish this.”

	“Moon dogs, sir. The daughters ride the lady’s halo even now. But there are only ever two. Dogs of the moon is what the daughters of Tryndall become.”

	Kenall jumped to his feet and shouted: “Wolves!”

	Herman nodded. Kenand just sat stunned. What lunacy was this?

	“The young master is right, sir. The yellow-eyed, black and silver pelted wolf of Gresham Chase is renowned for its savagery and cunning, but only against those who try to hunt it. For all the bitter winters; has the pack ever shown signs of shrinking? As long as Cranna’s daughters ride the night sky with their mistress, so the she-wolves of Tryndall will roam the Chase with their mates and whelps.”

	Kenand looked up. He knew these words to be true. He also knew that he would not be sleeping well for a very long time.

	“How can the curse be lifted?”

	Herman shook his head sorrowfully.

	“You will not be the first master of Gresham who has sought to break the curse. But one thing is sure. Some curses cannot be broken, they can only be endured. Such is the nature of the curse placed upon your family. Kendar was the first to try after he witnessed his daughter’s transformation. The results brought about his downfall and the burning of the keep. Even King Menbyr could not ignore a lord who tried to burn the whole wildwood down. A decade or so later, Menbyr decided his debaucheries would be enhanced if he had a few Gresham wolf pelts to disport upon. He was killed by the wolves of the Chase while attempting to get them.”

	“How in hell do you know so much?”

	“Your great-great-grandfather decided that this thing was too much for the changing times in an increasingly Christian land. He did not pass on the tale. Some of the village elders at the time took it upon themselves to ensure that it was not lost. You will decide if that is a good or bad thing, sir.”

	This final revelation destroyed any remaining camaraderie the night contained. Kenand took his leave swiftly, bidding a surprised and embarrassed Kenall to accompany him or to linger with Tabitha as he wished.

	An hour later, Kenall stirred from Tabitha’s arms as he heard the distant thump of the front door closing. He was about to follow when Herman’s voice sounded from outside the bedroom door: “Let be, young master, let be. This is something for your father to do alone.”

	Kenand walked down the snow-covered drive toward the open gates, seeing the forest across the Chase as a smudge against the night sky, now only starlit as the moon had set. He walked as if in a dream, part of him arguing futilely against the surety that had settled in his heart. He paused at the gates. He could feel the watchfulness from the trees opposite him, the waiting. He took a deep breath and strode across Gresham Chase. Without pause, he strode into the forest beyond. If he was to do this, he had to do it now.

	Under the trees, the snow was shallower but finer, hindering his gait as the silence deepened. He strode on, bearing slightly to the left as his memory directed him to where he suddenly realised he had to go.

	Verra Rock was a single rocky outcrop without warning or neighbour. It was twice the height of a man and barely three arm spans in width. On the side facing the manor, it was sheer. On the opposite side, it wasn’t much better. The origin of the name was long lost. But Kenand could find it with his eyes closed from any part of the estate, an ability he had never questioned, until now. He stepped into the clearing that surrounded the outcrop and looked up. Sure enough, two dirty yellow eyes regarded him from the top of the rock. Movement around him revealed that he was in the midst of the pack.

	“Larie?” his voice was tremulous with cold and trepidation.

	The wolf atop the rock leapt down, landing with a roll before rising to regard him. He held out his hand and the wolf snarled. He brought his hand slowly back to his side and stood still. The wolf approached and sniffed him. Then it licked his hand before circling him and moving away. He stood, at a loss for what to do, when the wolf cocked its head at him in an entirely human gesture. The jaws parted in what he interpreted as a semblance of a grin before the creature growled low and leapt into the darkness under the trees. Sudden flashes of movement in his peripheral vision and a plethora of soft noises let him know that the pack was following that one away.

	“Larie?” he whispered as he felt a sadness pass and tears rolled hot down his cheeks. He stood there until the cold drove him back to the manor, but the wolves did not come back. 

	The next evening, he heard a howl from the forest. In his mind’s eye he saw a single wolf sitting on Verra Rock, head back and eyes closed. He looked out of the window and saw the full moon low in the sky, its halo vivid against the deep blue. On each side, just where the halo disappeared below the tree line, he saw moon dogs. With a sad smile he corrected himself, then raised a glass to Cranna’s daughters as Larie called to her sisters through the night and across the years.

	 

	*****

	 

	Gemina and the Guardian

	The original version of this was written as a birthday gift for a friend. (A note for the fans of stories set in Khyr: this tale occurs during year 8069 of konaskr history.)

	 

	High up on the chalk-white cliffs that overlooked the bay, three figures could be seen. The horse grazed contentedly, its fine panoply waving in the breeze. It seemed completely at ease with the huge red and black striped feline that sat at its side, shoulders level with the hips of the woman in the saddle.

	The young woman was dressed in casual riding gear, daringly ignoring afternoon-dress protocol in favour of a chaotic mix of courier armour and fencing silks. Her red hair was in disarray as she listened to her feline companion’s exasperated reply to her monologue of complaints and veiled insults that had finally come to an end.

	“You’re a brat.”

	“That’s Princess Brat to you, mangy moggie.”

	“Oh, you really like throwing those tabby insinuations about, don’t you? I’m minded to clip your saddle straps and wait for my righteous vengeance to arrive as you ride back.”

	“Beastly beast of no manners and ill-grace, you wouldn’t dare.”

	“Oh, now you go all royal on me, but I note you’re still throwing insults. You’re not yet big enough for me to be unable to pull you off that horse and groom you until you look like a drowned whelp.”

	As claws extended from russet fur on paws the size of her head, Gemina quickly decided that the balance between friendship and pack pride had been pushed far enough. “Very well, Mindinar Pac-Luthan. I apologise for casting aspersions upon your good character and noble lineage.”

	The huge leonine head swung to regard her squarely, the longer hair of its blood-red crest blowing in the sea breeze. “Accepted, Princess Gemina vo Coursen. Now, would her majesty be good enough to scratch an irritation between my noble left nostril and the inner corner of my regal left eye?”

	Gemina burst out laughing as she reached forward and scratched the bristly hide of the offending area. A deer-scented rank exhalation of relief blew her hair back and made her eyes water.

	“Good gods, Mindinar. How long had that deer been dead?”

	“About a minute. But it was a mhorbeast.”

	Gemina paled as a wave of nausea clenched her gut. “You eat mhorbeasts?”

	Mindinar canted his head to one side. “Best way to return them to the land and ensure they won’t be coming back again.”

	Gemina swallowed hard and nodded. “I see your point, but don’t they give you gut-ache?”

	Mindinar shook his head and rumbled deep in his throat. “Only if I’m over-enthusiastic and eat the armour as well.”

	As she snickered, Mindinar noticed the horse’s head swing to the left. Something was approaching.

	“Princess. ‘Ware left.”

	Gemina flattened herself along the horse’s back and reached for her ‘sidebow’, releasing the retainer that held the arms down. Her sword would be useless until the threat was upon them. Better to use her sidebow: a cunningly wrought one-hand pellet crossbow that her mother had been bemused about her designing and naming, then scandalised by her commissioning it.

	A waft of noxious stench preceded a figure in rusted platemail striding stiffly into view. 

	“Mhorun. Alive in death.” Mindinar’s whisper confirmed her worst fears.

	The figure halted and tipped its head from side to side. The voice that emerged from the helm was grating and falsetto. “I see a little rider and her pet far from home. I smell fear and sweat and blood royal and steel. None of which will stop me.”

	Gemina watched as the figure resumed its lurching approach. At the midway point, the track ran precariously close to the cliff edge.

	“I cannot put it over without following it down.” Mindinar growled.

	She nodded, worked the cocking lever, and brought her sidebow to bear.

	The knight waved a hand with a shriek of armour and the crackle of desiccated flesh. “Shoot me. I shall not die.”

	Gemina aimed and smiled as she exhaled. The action was forceful and the sidebow kicked against her hand, but she had compensated for it. The large pellet slammed into the knight below its left knee as the leg swung forward, taking the limb off at the calf. The imbalance was irrecoverable and the knight made only a strangled squeak as it pitched sideways to follow its amputated limb over the cliff edge.

	Mindinar paced to the edge and looked down. “The sea roils. I do believe that Kelpen were sculling the shallows and object to the intrusion.”

	Gemina checked the groove on her sidebow, then popped the top of the pellet holder and filled it to the top. It would be a long trip home, and one pellet could make the difference. She finally understood Armsmaster Sullis and his insistence on preparation and practice.

	“Mindinar. That was a Mhorun Knight. They do not ride out to test themselves.”

	The great cat raised its head and sniffed the wind. “You are right, but the wind is gusting from the sea, interfering with my scenting. From what I can make out, there are more. I would bet on there being many more. We should depart with haste.”

	Gemina holstered her sidebow and reined her steed, Dawnswift, round. “Which direction?”

	Mindinar looked about carefully. “I would say we take the cliff path down to the Beach gate, then head inland on the deer trails. We should be able to maintain a good pace. I am keen to get to Ellin Ridge. The guards there will know what befalls.”

	Gemina nodded and followed Mindinar’s graceful and rapid prowl along the path, Dawnswift treading carefully. At the foot of the cliff, they found the Beach gate in pieces, the wards of protection obviated by the separation of their runes.

	“I have a prescience. One of those obvious but worrying ones.”

	Mindinar paused and looked back. “Annoying, aren’t they? A similar thing is raising my hackles. Let us away.”

	On the level deer trail they picked up speed, Mindinar moving ahead where his keen senses would not be overwhelmed by the scents and noises of horse and rider. Gemina figured the trek in her head. From where they were to the Ellin Ridge watch post was a good, hard ride away. Beyond there, the waystations on the high road would allow her to change mounts regularly and they could be home before the moon set, just before dawn the next day.

	“’Ware hawk!”

	Mindinar’s roar of warning made Gemina duck and something fast and dark passed through the space where she had been, leaving an afterimage of serrated talons, red eyes and ragged brown feathers. Gemina reined up and drew her sidebow. The creature that had been an eagle pivoted seemingly on a wingtip and plunged for her again. Steadying the weapon with her off-hand, she waited until its wings furled for the stoop before firing and ducking behind Dawnswift’s neck. Something shot over her leaving a trail of feathers before slamming into the undergrowth with satisfying finality.

	“Fine shooting, princess. Time to go.” Mindinar’s voice came over his rump as he headed off down the trail.

	Gemina stole a glance at the hole in the greenery, then kicked her heels to push Dawnswift into a gallop. By the time they reached the palfrey-way to the watch post, she had emptied the pellet holder, killing three further mhorbirds and a mhorwolf, while Mindinar had torn a Mhorun Magister to twitching pieces before it could cast anything. They took the wide stairs two or three at a time to emerge in a great circle of rubble and blood.

	As Gemina gathered herself from the shock of recognising some of the personal liveries scattered about amongst the remains of people, Mindinar prowled over to the edge and raised his head carefully.

	“Gemina. Dismount and creep up beside me.”

	She did so, raising her head only until her eyes were level with his and taking in the vista that presented itself.

	Down below, the high road was obscured by a heaving mass of mhorbeasts, all headed toward her home. Just visible in the distance, she could see the Mhorun Knights clustered about the twisted ironwork of a sorcerously-propelled cart at the front of the fifty-horse-wide column.

	“It seems like your uncle has decided to come calling unannounced.”

	Gemina turned her head and stared at Mindinar. “You think he’s leading them? After all this time?”

	Mindinar sniffed slowly and Gemina was close enough to see his eyes water. “I scented him when he was sent forth, years before you were born. I have scented his essence on the mhorbeasts I hunt, and again on those we’ve fought this day. Now I scent the origin of that essence: it is faint, but it comes from that iron cart. While the fetor has increased, the underlying odour is unmistakably that of your uncle.”

	Gemina shook her head as she sat down by the ruined wall. Uncle Erthas, formerly Duke Erthas vo Coursen, exiled for treason at his brother’s mercy when he should have been executed. It seemed like her father was going to regret that moment of weakness.

	“Gemina. We have to warn them.”

	“Them?”

	“Everyone, but chiefly your family and the forces quartered at Velrin. They might contain this, but only if they are deployed before Erthas’ minions issue from the Skagna. If the warning comes only from the Skagna gates, it will be too late.”

	The Skagna; a great tunnel cut under the mountains before even the Morning Folk walked the land. The only route into the vale of Velrin that would allow an invasion force to arrive in battle order.

	Gemina shook her head. “How do we do that? The high road is ‘neck-deep in mhorbastards’ as Armsmaster Sullis would say.”

	Mindinar lowered his head and butted her in the chest, knocking her over. “Do you remember that story my father told you, the one about the Luthan and the Guardian?”

	Gemina stared up at him. This was all she needed, her friend losing the plot. “Damnation, Mindinar, this is no time for fables!”

	Mindinar placed his forepaw, claws extended, on her stomach. “I know that. Which is why I suggest you wrack your memory for where that particular Luthan started his quest from. Because it was not a story, it was a Tutoring. My father only ever told you that particular one, and I am sure he did it for today.”

	“You’re saying that your father was a Seer as well as Pac-Luthan and Magister?”

	Mindinar’s lips creased into a Luthan smile. “He was also a harsh, brutal, unforgiving tyrant, little princess. Now think.”

	Gemina thought. Of the great sandstone caves in the midst of the prairie beyond the mountains on the other side of Velrin, of a night twenty years before when a very little princess had been brought by her wonderful new friend Mindinar to meet his royal family. The fires had burned bright and she had been in awe of the cat-king, or Pac-Luthan. Urbapar had been huge, scarred and golden-furred, with claws like sickles and eyes like coals. But when she got nearer, he had curled round to make a seat for her of himself, and when she finally got up courage and sat, he told her a magical story. She whispered the words as Urbapar spoke them in her memory.

	“A tale of a time when the Luthan needed help, when the Luthan were threatened by something so terrible it was never recorded. There was, in amongst the clawed kindred, one who was not a great hunter. He was an explorer, a joyful runner in the vastness. It was he who the Pac-Luthan of that time turned to for succour. The Seer had seen a Guardian in the mountains above Velrin vale, something of ancient might that could be petitioned to intervene. But the trail was long and hard and had to be done swiftly. The Magister divined that a trail led from above the Giant’s Brow -”

	Mindinar interrupted: “The Giant’s Brow? That was the long, narrow outcrop of rock that paralleled the high road for a day’s running distance. It was renamed to honour the scout who saved all when the Barbarians of Hethlun tried to renege on their peace accord.”

	Gemina sat up, quoting the passage from her history treatise. “The saviour of the kingdom shall be remembered every time we pass the watch post on -”

	Mindinar placed his nose against hers as they chorused: “Ellin Ridge!”

	They broke apart and looked about. Gemina chuckled low. “Not actually as helpful as I hoped. A ray of sunlight showing us the trail would have been nice.”

	Mindinar cuffed her gently across the back of her head. “Cheeky kitling. A seeing two decades long to give you the clue you need, and you’re asking for a guiding light?”

	Gemina thumped him in the shoulder. “Yes. That’s my people the mhorbastards are going to slaughter.”

	“A point to you, princess. I think they may actually have helped us by demolishing the watch post. Look for old trails. I know they built the palfrey-way using the original path up, so it follows that our mystery trail led off from around here.”

	They searched around the outside of the ruins as the day waned and the horde continued to shuffle past below. Gemina finally gave up, sat down in on a clearer bit of ground, then stopped with her water bottle part way to her mouth. “Mindinar? I think I’m sitting on our trail.”

	The Luthan padded round to join her, Dawnswift’s reins in his mouth, horse following. Dropping the reins at her feet, he looked down and his head turned as he tracked the barely visible trail up into the mountains.

	“It seems your backside is better than two pairs of eyes, princess.”

	Gemina giggled. “I have heard my posterior called many things by the men at court, but never that.”

	Mindinar nodded. “I have to agree. Most of the men at court seem only to see your rump, your teats and the length of your legs.”

	Gemina hid her blushes in a flurry of preparations to ride. They set off as quickly as they dared, the sun having fallen behind the mountain range they climbed. It seemed only a short while before dark forced them to halt, but her legs were stiff, Dawnswift was winded and Mindinar rolled onto his back, extending his legs skyward in a bone-cracking stretch.

	“We have made good distance, princess. But we should rest now. The dawning sun will let us start very early. Settle against me after hobbling your steed, we dare not risk a fire.”

	They spent an uncomfortable night curled in each other’s warmth, but thankfully without disturbance. When they woke, Mindinar opined that the mhorbeasts were keeping within a fixed range of the horde and Erthas was unconcerned about any survivors left behind, thinking them unable to make any difference to his plans.

	After a quick breakfast, they headed higher into the mountains along the trail that now only betrayed itself with level ground visible amidst the scatter that had accumulated over it. Amongst the angled and inclined planes of the rugged terrain, the even nature of the trail stood out. The sun was approaching its zenith when Mindinar paused, looking back and forth and flicking debris aside as he inspected something.

	Gemina waited for a few minutes before asking: “What exactly are you looking for?”

	Mindinar stopped his searching and looked back. “Apologies. The trail seems to have widened into a circular space here, although that has been foreshortened by the rockfall to your right. I was curious to see if the ground was etched. Some runes could provide a welcome hint about now.”

	Gemina swigged from her water bottle. “You’re right. The story said he came this way, but it never said exactly what he found, except that it was powerful enough to deal with the unmentioned problem your ancestors faced.”

	“My kind differs from yours. If something fateful is discovered and determined to be potentially dangerous, we destroy it and treat it as if it never existed. None of your lock-it-away-and-hope stupidities. I cite Erthas as proof.”

	Gemina grinned. “Point to you. I think father will agree as well, after this. But it doesn’t explain why they did not mention the item that saved them.”

	“Think on what I said. Something powerful enough to counter a dire threat would fit my kin’s definition of ‘potentially dangerous’. Just because we used it, it does not mean we want someone else using it on us.”

	“Second point to you. So we’re looking for something frightful to fight something awful. I guess we should consider how to make it disappear again afterwards as soon as we discover what it is.”

	“A wise thought. But speaking of discovery, I have nothing from this space, so let us continue.”

	They travelled further into the vast mountain range, the trail heading in a direction that brought them somewhat nearer to Velrin. As the day waned once more, they rounded a blind corner overlooking a shadow-filled crevice and Mindinar hissed in pain as banners of translucent blue wrapped him and pulled him down.

	“’Ware Magister! He will be guarded. Find him and take no chances.”

	Gemina dismounted and ran lightly past Mindinar, without pausing to check his bindings. Investigating them could lead to her entrapment or death and that would help nobody. She drew sword as she ran, thankful that her courier boots allowed her to move silently and quickly. The trail here was cleared and the smell told her that Mhorun had done it. This boded well. A truly puissant Magister would have blasted the trail clear himself.

	“Stop pushing, damn you! The cat is bound, there’s no hurry.” The harsh, guttural voice from round the next turn clicked as if the speaker’s head was lacking flesh. 

	Gemina swapped her sword to her off-hand, drew her sidebow and waited. Whatever was coming had put the complaining Magister at the front. An advantage she would not waste.

	Round the corner a bulbous-headed creature came, thin arms waving frantically as it vainly tried to resist the pushing of the armoured form behind it.

	“Wait! Wait! I smell blood royal! Stop pushing, damn-”

	The end of the sentence was lost as a pellet punched a hole in the creature’s forehead. She was up and charging before the Mhorun Knight could extricate itself from the toppling body.

	****
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