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   THE QUEST
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   510 A.D. — The Twelfth Age of the Glastenning Sisterhood
 
   Leeds, Yorkshire county, England
 
    
 
   John sat perched on the highest point of the church in the middle of the town. He loved sitting up there, wishing he could fly like the many pigeons and crows that nested near the steeple and belfry.
 
   Leeds had always been a special place for him, even when he was forced to spend whole seasons out in the countryside at Otley. There were only cattle at Otley and John hated cattle. The look of them, the smell of them, the sound of them. It was all unbearable.
 
   Today, he wasn’t thinking of how much he hated Otley and cattle. Today, he was thinking of how much he loved Leeds and would miss her, but also of how it made him feel to defend her and save her; their country as well. After he had been knighted, his father had told him briefly of the possibility that he may be called to a gathering of the Sons one day. Then when he had sailed to the Shetland outpost with the last of Arthur’s men to defend the north against Norse invaders, he had told his son that if anything were to happen in England, then Arthur would have no choice but to call them to assemble.
 
   “Be ready, John, and do not disobey the commands of your king when they come.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Jofrit of Leeds had been in the Shetlands for only three years when that call had come from the king. Bravely, unselfishly, his son John had led the men of Yorkshire out to join the king’s armies. But a similar summons had also come from a young and unknown squire called Rhys ab Tywysog of Kenilwurt and in response to the combined directive, many had rallied to the defense of England. 
 
   The forces of Avalon, under the leadership of Morgana le Fae, had set aside their neutrality and answered the call, so had the creatures of the generally indifferent Seelie Court. Queen Mab herself had stepped across the divide between the worlds to obliterate the opposing forces of Arcadia.
 
   Fell creatures had crossed the cosmos between worlds in opposition to Arthur’s crown. They’d formed an unholy contingent with brutish men and evil elves to fight for Arthur’s bastard son, Mordred. 
 
   The Viking hordes of Yarl Lodbruk and Sven Bossig, along with the evil ranks of the Nineteenth Covenant of The Dark Elves under the command of the Drow King, Erandur, had all flocked together in the north of the country to support Mordred’s misguided coup for the throne. Why he’d thought deposing King Arthur from the throne of England would be an easy business, John still wondered to this day. 
 
   None of the eight Sons had had much experience in battle, but nonetheless, they gathered their men and their supplies and rode north with Rhys of Gascogne. Through even their darkest hour on the battlefield, the young knight from Kenilwurt had shown nothing but respect to his fellows, and had given not a single order; not that there were many orders to give on the long march north. When they had received word from fleeing peasants that an army was forming in the north, Rhys had bravely turned his horse toward Kendal and gone to their aid. 
 
   The boys had all called on their liegemen to go to war with them. The forces of Dumnonia had waited for them at a camp just outside of Preston, and they had found that as they journeyed toward Kendal, men in all manner of dress and carrying anything that could be used as a weapon had attached themselves to the contingent.
 
   The struggles and the glories of the battles they’d seen would never be lost on John. In fact, from time to time, he still communicated with his three remaining counterparts, and every year on the anniversary of the Battle of Camlann, they gathered on the field and offered up a prayer for their fallen brothers. 
 
   Owen of Nottingham, Derrick of Liverpool and Henry of Kendal had all perished in the fighting, struck dead by the Dark Elf king, Erandur. Richard of Dumnonia, Rhys’ cousin, had been killed by Mordred, the usurper.
 
   Though their numbers had been halved, the camaraderie among the Sons of the Round Table had grown to an apex that day and continued to do so with the passing years. 
 
   Rhys and Naida had also been betrothed that day in the High Hall of Camelot. King Arthur placed the cloth around their shoulders and tied the string about their clasped hands himself. There was understandable rejoicing, none more so than at the reunion of Rhys with Erasmus. The Nestaron greeted his former tutor with amazement, not only with the appearance of his friend at the Battle of Camlann at all—for that is what the defeat of Mordred came to be known as—but by the cheers and chants of “Erasmus! Erasmus the Valiant!” that accompanied his entry. Erasmus explained that there had been the minor event of his having to battle Ragnar Lodbrok, chief of the Vikings, and he was regretfully forced to slay him when Ragnar would not yield. The humbleness in his retelling was met with mirth from his fellow soldiers, and gratitude from none other than King Arthur himself, who had not forgotten that it had been Erasmus who stepped forward to meet Mordred in combat, knowing it meant certain death.
 
   Erasmus became Sir Erasmus of Avalon that day. Of King Arthur, there are many other stories that detail his deeds and nobility after the great battle against his son, Mordred. Arthur could not bring himself to slay his misbegotten son and put him in chains in the dungeons of Camelot. Mordred, for his part, refused to swear fealty, and instead, spat on his father’s hand of forgiveness. Later, he would escape and return to make mischief; though never again so great as when he had the power of Arcadia at his side.
 
   Thomas of Manchester, Gawain of Sheffield and John of Leeds were also joyously reunited with their fellow Son of the Round Table, and they near fell over each other, trying to recount their tales since they had been parted at Kendal. Rhys, for his part, remained quiet. He could not find the words to put his tale across well until many years later, by which time the events that transpired after he saw the beautiful nymph at the Everlasting Pool seemed almost the stuff of myths themselves.
 
   His sisters Glynnis, Aelwyd and Cadwynn would go forth from that day to rule Avalon as the Thirteenth Glastenning, and to have it heard tell aright, they were, if anything, ever more loved than even Morgana le Fae had been, though they would not hear of it themselves. The family was finally brought together when Merlin began to bring Rhys’ parents and relatives through his back doors between worlds, one by one. Anlawd came first, his genial grandfather, followed by Gwallawc. Rhys greeted his father on one knee, but his father raised him up.
 
   Irelli and Mucuruna, his grandmother and mother, also came through on the arm of Merlin and Rhys smiled greatly to see the not quite matronly eye Irelli favored Merlin with. And so, the Tywysog line was brought into completeness; and Rhys found himself happy to be among them, not raised up as a savior of worlds, or a knight of the realm, but simply a son and grandson once more.
 
   Naida met her new family nervously, though they showered her with love and encouraged her to come live at the House at Red Ditch as soon as she may. As a mortal, her eyes would slowly change color from purple to deepest blue, but she retained all of her faery beauty; save for the points of her ears, which became as rounded and fair as any maiden’s the moment she renounced her immortality to Queen Mab. She had no wedding dress, but this did not seem to matter, neither to her new family nor her new husband.
 
   The same evening as the Battle of Camlann, there was first a great and splendid feast. The great hall in Camelot was swelled to bursting, and every lesser hall was turned over to make room to feed the soldiers of Camelot and Avalon. After the feast was done and the minstrels had played their fill, the Knights of the Round Table formed a guard of honor for Rhys and Naida as they passed down the hall toward the dais where King Arthur and Merlin sat. The great fraternity of noble knights was in good cheer with their four new members and thrice hailed them when Merlin pronounced them man and wife.
 
   Across the seas of reality, the realm of Eon spanned on in its happy way, quarrelsome and chaotic though the Seelie Court could sometimes be. The Lifetree grew strong again, and no longer were the faefolk dependent on the attention of humans for their vigor; although it has been rumored that sometimes when men and women walk alone in the woods, they can still hear the muses whispering stories to them.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   515 A.D. — The Thirteenth Age of the Glastenning Sisterhood
 
    
 
   Five years had passed since John of Leeds had ridden beside his brothers-at-arms, the Sons of the Round Table, against the combined armies of Mordred. Unfortunately, his overwhelming duties at home due to his father’s prolonged absence had prevented John from taking part in the memorial for the past two years. It had been a long time since he’d seen his friends.
 
   As he often was, John sat perched on top of his beloved church, looking down over his adored city and feeling grateful for the day that Mordred was defeated. It was quite possible that Leeds would have looked very different by now had they not been successful.
 
   These weren’t the only things on John’s mind, however. As he sat looking out over his lands, he was deep in thought about the journey that lay ahead of him. His father was still stationed in the Shetlands but after four years of peace and seemingly no future threats of Viking invasion, the time had finally come for him to return home.
 
   Jofrit of Leeds had been scheduled to arrive a week prior but he had not turned up. None of John or his family’s queries had received a favorable response. From the news that had arrived in Leeds, and gone to the king in Camelot, Jofrit seemed to have disappeared from the face of the earth. 
 
   He had received his dismissal papers at Skaw three months prior and successfully traveled to Sumburgh where he took ship for Fair Isle, and then Kirkwall. A month after that, word had arrived at Leeds Hall that Sir Jofrit had quit his lodging at Burwick and would board a ferry for Gills. The last they had heard was that he had alighted from the ferry at Gills and taken on supplies and horses at one of Arthur’s armories near Wick and would be southbound on the King’s Highway to Leeds within that week. That had been four weeks ago and John had the sinking feeling that his father was lost, kidnapped or dead.
 
   An icy wind threatened to rob John of his balance on top of the church steeple. With a quick look west, he decided that the storm rolling in quickly toward the town was his cue to get down and head for home. He knew hot venison and barley stew would be waiting for him in the kitchen; fresh baked bread too. His stomach rumbled and he quickly climbed down, mounted his horse and raced home.
 
   As he galloped toward the stable yard, John saw several horses being attended to by Andrew and Kale, the stable boys. The livery they’d already removed from the animals and thrown over the railings for cleaning were richly appointed, royal even. As he reigned in his horse beside them, John leaped from the saddle and asked excitedly, “Is it father? Or news of him?”
 
   “We do not know, my lord,” Andrew replied, his face blank of expression. “They looked to be men of the king’s court. Your lady mother received them immediately into the Great Hall so it seemed to me that they are very important people.”
 
   Andrew was right in taking that guess. The Great Hall was the largest and yet probably the least used room at Leeds Hall. Breniya, John’s mother, was a well-bred, high-born lady and she ran a strict house. Meals were taken daily in either the morning room, the library or the dining room; the Great Hall was reserved strictly for receiving important people and hosting celebrations.
 
   John walked briskly through the kitchen, stopping only to wash his hands at the tub. The cook handed him a warm, damp cloth which he used to clean the dust from his face. His mother would never forgive him if he came to greet their guests with a dirty face. 
 
   Cautiously, John pushed the heavy oak door open and stepped inside. Seated at the head of the long dining table was his mother. She looked up at him; her expression was grave, and the four men seated near her kept their heads bowed and their eyes fixed on the ancient wood of the table before them.
 
   When John closed the door behind him, the four messengers looked up and everyone’s demeanor changed in an instant.
 
   “By the stars! Boys! Erasmus! What are you all doing here?” John could hardly catch his breath as he ran over to embrace Erasmus, Gawain, Thomas and Rhys. He had not seen his friends in too long. “Mother, do you know who these men are?”
 
   “I am quite aware, son,” she replied calmly. “Perhaps you should sit down and hear what it is they have to say.”
 
   The story the four men told John was disheartening. It was all as he had feared; his father was lost somewhere on the road between Inverness and Yorkshire. An utter and complete nightmare seeing as that was a lot of ground to cover. An attempt to launch a search for his father would take all the cooperation of all the lords from the midlands to Scotland, hundreds of men and thousands of hours. It was impossible.
 
   “We suspect he may have gotten lost after leaving Aviemore, especially if he decided to abandon the road and head straight across the Cairngorms for Pitlochry,” Gawain suggested. John noticed that wherein Thomas nodded in agreement to Gawain’s suggestion, neither Rhys nor Erasmus did. They had both returned their gaze to the table top.
 
   “I appreciate your explanation, friends, but my father is a seasoned traveler and a man of the realm,” John replied softly. “He would not leave the safety and surety of the highway in favor of a shortcut. If he entered the Cairngorms, rest assured he was lured there.”
 
   Erasmus’ demeanor changed and his eyes met John’s for a brief moment. The message was well received.
 
   “Lady mother, the cook informed me on my way through the kitchen that the tea would be ready presently. Would you mind showing Gawain and Thomas through? I’d like a brief word with Erasmus and Rhys, please.”
 
   “As you wish, son,” Breniya replied courteously, as she stood up and led the way to the library.
 
   When the door closed behind them, John quickly turned to his two remaining friends.
 
   “Explain yourselves!” John said sternly. Rhys jolted at the sound of his voice; he couldn’t remember ever having heard his fellow knight use such a commanding tone. Erasmus was the first to respond.
 
   “We understand that you were already making preparations for going in search of your father,” Erasmus said, remaining calm and ignoring John’s tone. “There is no doubt that it is a noble undertaking and one that a man of your station must carry out. As envoy to Arthur, I want you to know that you have all of the support that the crown can provide and my own as well.”
 
   “You and Rhys will be joining me then?” John asked. He was hopeful that the two of them would accompany him on his quest, especially Erasmus, whose prowess was beyond equal. With Erasmus riding beside him, his success was nearly guaranteed, even if he ran into trouble in those barbaric lands to the north.
 
   “I’m afraid that we cannot,” Rhys responded.
 
   Erasmus nodded his agreement with Rhys, but with a painful expression on his face. “Arthur believes that it would be spreading us a little bit thin if we accompanied you.”
 
   Disappointment washed over John’s face and it quickly registered with Erasmus.
 
   “I would relish the adventure to be had,” Erasmus smiled. “There is no doubt in my mind that we would all distinguish ourselves greatly in all manner of ways, but with Rhys and me along, we might rob some of your own glory from you.”
 
   “Glory is the farthest thing from my mind, Erasmus. I am not ready to be lord of all this!” John was waving his hands around the hall erratically. A few moments after the outburst, he regained his composure. “What truly concerns me is the fact that so far north, the King’s Highway is not a road that is always easy to follow. If my father has been drawn away or taken from it, then my own success at retrieving Sir Jofrit might be in question,” John added, feeling the effects of his disappointment.
 
   “Nonsense!” Erasmus replied. “You are every bit as capable as your father and any one of us.”
 
   “Here! Here!” Rhys joined in.
 
   “The key element is that we are still awaiting word from Merlin,” Erasmus continued. “He’s always off on some strange errand in any of seven worlds and it isn’t always easy to track him down these days.”
 
   “Merlin?” John asked, not sure why the sorcerer was being mentioned in the conversation about his venture into the north to find his father.
 
   “Arthur hopes that the wizard will be able to meet you in Kendal as you journey into the land of the Scots,” Erasmus responded.
 
   “Can at least one knight be spared to accompany me?” John asked. He had already been thinking of asking his friend from Manchester to join him.
 
   “Who did you have in mind?”
 
   “Thomas.”
 
   “I think that Thomas has been chomping at the bit to go off on another adventure with any one of you boys,” Erasmus laughed. “Even if you told him you would be looking for a long lost teapot.”
 
   “Gawain too, but he has urgent business awaiting him at Camelot at the moment,” Rhys added. 
 
   “In fact, the truth of it is that we are all eager to ride out on a mission again, John. However, as I mentioned before, such a quest is well beyond the king’s scope, but I think it’s fair that he should spare at least one of us to accompany you. So, Thomas it is.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A week after Jofrit’s disappearance, Merlin arrived unannounced at the gates of Camelot. Standing on the parapets with Arthur were Rhys of Gascogne, Gawain of Sheffield and Caradoc, Knight of Dumnonia. The king looked down at his sorcerer as the old man crossed the drawbridge. The expression on Arthur’s face made it clear that he did not like what he saw in Merlin’s demeanor.
 
   “What is the matter, Sire?” asked Caradoc.
 
   “The wizard has not had such a furrowed look upon his brow since the days he served under my father, Uther Pendragon,” King Arthur told him. “I can assure you that whatever has brought him here, whatever news the sorcerer carries with him, it will not be of the celebratory kind.”
 
   Caradoc was wary of going down to the throne room to receive Merlin under the circumstances. He had learned the hard way that when Merlin, the magician brought somber news, it was usually of the life-altering kind. 
 
   The loss of his first born son still pained Caradoc. Though Richard had fought valiantly and made a name for himself as a true, honorable and brave knight of the realm and a good son of the round table, he had died too young and too painfully. 
 
   Caradoc could still hear the words Merlin had uttered when he told the court of the death of Richard, Owen, Henry and Derrick:
 
   “Death comes to all,” Merlin had said. “It is true that even I do not expect to live forever, and nor should I wish to. But a man should not wish for death before his time. You are not the last of the Sons, nor the last of the Knights of Arthur’s Round Table and Arthur will not the last king of Britain. I have saved three of your sons whom I pulled out of your world, and took them into another. I only wish that I could have done the same for those four lost heroes as well.”
 
   “Come, Caradoc, we must meet Merlin and find out what has become of our brother Jofrit. We are all afraid to have more bad news so soon, but it is better for us to face grief and make our peace with it than it is for us to run away and hide from the truth. I hope to never see the day when the truth is hidden under a bushel in Camelot, regardless of how hurtful it might be.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Ganador stepped out eagerly, snorting and prancing as though he was performing in a tournament. In truth, however, there were far too few of the townspeople who were out and about to witness his display. Leeds was barely coming awake as John passed through the gates of the estate and set the pace that he hoped would take him, his squire and two spare nags packing his armor and supplies half the distance to Kendal before nightfall. The early risers included the usual suspects: the baker, the milkman and the butcher. The latter was busy receiving a lovely delivery of fish from Blackpool. It had traveled all night to get there early and fresh and he beamed as he paid the delivery man, knowing the treat would go down well with his customers at opening time. He waved and called out his greeting to John as he rode past.
 
   Before his departure, John’s mother had presented mixed emotions about his taking leave to go in search of his father; not unlike the silent reservations that he was already having. Like his own reservations, though, his mother’s concerns had lessened some, knowing that Arthur’s support was behind the quest and that Merlin would be joining him at some point. The addition of Thomas to his company was also a welcome relief for them both. Thomas was young and a little small in stature, but his bravery and skill could not be doubted after his performance a few years’ prior at Kendal.
 
   It was a sobering thought for both John and his mother that the boys would be returning so close to the scene of that horrific battle. Though they had been spared from dying on that field, it had been just barely so and by the use of fae magic. If they hadn’t had so many powers looking out for them, they would have died like their fellow knights that day. John remembered their moment of salvation all too well.
 
   On that day, John was just about to be struck down by any of the five Vikings that were surrounding him, when in the blink of an eye, he had disappeared completely, armor and all. Axes hit empty air while sword swung at nothingness. The Vikings had looked at each other in fear. They had just witnessed for themselves that there were supernatural powers at work on the battlefield and it was not being applied in their favor. They were fearful of witchcraft and of appearing weak, so none of them opted to speak of what they had seen. Gawain of Sheffield had just ridden his charger away from the battle to pick up a lance he had thrown into the ground after bravely slaying about a dozen Celt warriors, when he had similarly vanished. There were no eyes watching him to see it happen, however. As for Thomas of Manchester, he had been in the middle of the battlefield. The thickest of the fighting had surrounded him when every one of the fighters near him was surrounded by the brightest bolt of light they had ever seen. Each suffered temporary blindness and when they recovered their sight, it was as if each man had been staring too long at the sun and the blond haired knight they had been fighting had vanished into thin air.
 
   Gawain, Thomas and John had later awoken in a white place. They seemed to be suspended in animation. There was no solid ground that they were standing on, no blue sky above them; nothing for as far as the eyes could see. Just whiteness all around. They still wore their armor and carried their weapons and they could all see each other, but save for that, there was nothing. It wasn’t until after the battle when Merlin and Mab brought them through to the other side of the white veil and back to the plane of Earth that they began to understand what had happened to them.
 
   As John rode out onto the Skipton Road, he thought over everything that had been arranged for the trek. The plan was for Thomas to meet up with him at the Crooklands Crossroad and they would continue north on the Great North Road. A brief stop in Kendal and then they would rejoin the main road at the junction near Oddendale, where they would wait for Merlin before continuing their northward ride. The apprehension that he’d felt lessened and eager anticipation had taken its place as the sound of Ganador’s hooves on the cobblestones of Leeds tapped out a sharp rhythm. John was, once again, feeling the effects of freedom that came to him so often when he sat upon the top of the church. Though he wasn’t upon wings, he was upon the next best thing.
 
   Though not a mute, Chatburn hardly ever spoke; a quality that was, in truth, much desired in a squire, but not in a traveling companion. By midday, much of the earlier excitement was beginning to wane as the humdrum of traveling began to set in. It was nice to have a look at how the northwest of Yorkshire was getting on. As happy as he was that things had more or less returned to the normalcy that had existed before the war, he still despised Otley and rode as quickly through it as possible. He kept his head down and tried to look like he was on urgent business so that his curt waves to bystanders near the road wouldn’t seem too rude. They were greeted cheerfully by those they met along the road and received warmly in Addingham, where they chose to take their break. They dined and rested their horses, then promptly got back on the road.
 
   Refreshed and eager, they’d continued on their way to Gargrave where they would spend the night in the house of a cousin on his mother’s side.
 
   “What news of Sir Jofrit?” his eager host had asked. “Does he fare well in Shetland?”
 
   John thought it impossible that the news of his father’s failure to return home was not known by all of Yorkshire, if not the whole of England, especially a cousin of his mother. No doubt, his well-meaning host was only trying to keep the mood light.
 
   “I am on my way to inquire after him,” John replied. It was a rather blunt response, but he wasn’t in the mood to go into great detail about the journey ahead of him.
 
   “Then the word is true that he only made it as far as Inverness, then?” His host’s face paled as he spoke.
 
   “That is the last news that we have.” John stifled the smile as he responded, knowing that he had read the original situation correctly. He didn’t doubt that rumors of his quest, from that point onward would go ahead of him. “He was on the road to Aviemore, which was the last we heard.”
 
   After a thorough interview of the state of things in Leeds and the kingdom as a whole, not excluding enough questions to show the proper amount of filial interest in his mother, John was given a hot bath and a comfortable bed. He slept well and woke up early the following morning. With a good breakfast in his belly, the journey resumed in very much the same way that it had the morning before.
 
   There was no need to hurry in the direction of Kendal, though it would take most of the day as it were. John didn’t doubt that Thomas would be at least a half a day late in arriving at their meeting point anyway. It was something that irritated John, but which he had accepted as the norm when dealing with Thomas. The phrase, “Thomas will be late,” had been uttered among the knights more than once, either in anger or in mirth.
 
   In spite of his aversion to being on time, no friend was more loyal than Thomas. In fact, Thomas was as close to him as a brother. With their lands bordering one another as they did, there had always been a great deal of interaction between their families. Occasionally, Gawain and his family of Sheffield had been a part of those interactions as well, but not to the same degree as those with Manchester. As the two of them grew older and gained a great deal more independence, they often met at a halfway point between the two towns to engage in some sort of youthful entertainment.
 
   They had dueled with wooden swords on a regular basis from the first time that they had met; following in the footsteps of their fathers and acting out some glorious, future feat against the realm’s most hated foes. They had raced their horses nearly every time they got together and even performed new tricks upon the backs of their mounts for one another. What new tricks they hadn’t yet learned, they invented. With such constant practice, the two did not only grow into decent swordsmen, but were considered expert horsemen by almost everyone in the counties.
 
   Fond memories of time spent with Thomas during their youth clouded John’s mind and kept it occupied as the second day of his journey passed. After a midday meal and rest at Clapham, the second half of his day was spent in eager anticipation of his arrival at the Crossroads Inn. It brought back so many memories of Kendal. The pride at their victory over Mordred’s forces swelled in his chest, though his heart still became heavy whenever he thought of the loss of Henry.
 
   John and Henry had never enjoyed the same camaraderie that John had shared with Thomas, but he had been a son of the round table as well and one with a good heart. Erandur, the drow king, had swept through their ranks with a vengeance that still sent a shiver down John’s spine. Had he not been slain by Richard, the Dragon Knight, John had no doubt that he and Thomas, perhaps Gawain as well would have also fallen.
 
   In place of the cheerful memories of earlier in the day, the thoughts of those lost upon the battlefields outside the walls of Kendal sat upon John’s shoulders and darkened his mood like dark ravens awaiting a feast of flesh as he rode into the Crossroads Inn at Crooklands.
 
    The night passed and half the morning and still there was no sign of Thomas. As he saddled the horses, Chatburn turned to a still irritable John and said softly, “Thomas will be late.” The four simple words lightened John’s mood considerably and he stepped forward from the stable wall to help his squire ready the animals for travel.
 
   “Indeed, Chatburn. You are quite correct. Thomas is a regular at being tardy as church bells are at being on time. Let us press onwards to Kendal without him.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By an hour before teatime, they were riding through the newly rebuilt walls of Kendal City. They were higher and thicker than before. John would easily have used the word ‘impenetrable’ but he remembered what they’d looked like under siege from the Vikings and the dark elves, so he dared not say such a thing. And the thought of it only served to sour his mood again.
 
   “I’ll expect my things to be in order and stowed neatly in my quarters,” he’d snapped at Chatburn as they approached the castle where the late Henry had made his home. “No doubt we’ll spend several nights here, given the tendencies of Sir Thomas of Manchester.”
 
   Chatburn neither responded nor sulked under the sharp tone of his master. He would do as he was told, neither cheerfully nor with a darkened heart. The man was as stoic as a stone, but also quite meticulous in everything that he did. In truth, he was irreplaceable, though he was easily forgotten because of his silence.
 
   “John.” Lady Kendal greeted him as he was being led into the parlor. “We’d had news that you were on the road north coming in our direction with Thomas.” She looked past him in search of the latter and wrinkled her brow in confusion.
 
   “Thomas will be late,” John responded with a soft chuckle.
 
   “I had assumed that the two of you would be traveling together. I take it that someone is attending to your things?” she asked, leading him into the parlor where they were seated comfortably.
 
   “Yes, my squire and I were well met by your stableman as we entered the ward,” John replied.
 
   “It will do us all some good to have a couple of young men about to brighten the place up.” Lady Kendal forced a smile. No doubt, she was still struggling with the loss of her son, especially with her husband still afield. “Though it is a grave journey that you are bound upon as well. Has there been any word at all?”
 
   “None,” John replied, trying to fight back the heaviness that had overtaken him as he entered Kendal and which seemed to hang all about him. He had begun to think that perhaps going there had been a mistake.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   True to form, Thomas had been late. John had passed two days in the castle before his neighbor finally arrived and two more before they had gotten word from Merlin that they were to meet him further north at Gretna Green.
 
   Though he had fought it at every turn and the arrival of Thomas had lightened it, the burden of Cumbria, as he’d begun to call it, was all around him. Though the darkness of it was certainly felt in the castle at Kendal, its effects were even more evident in the disrepair of the surrounding countryside.
 
   They had traveled only a few hours before Thomas spoke of their surroundings. “I fear that we have let down a brother, John.”
 
   “Of which brother are you speaking?” John asked.
 
   “Look around you,” Thomas responded, waving his arm in a broad circle. “With both the estate holder and his son in absence, Cumbria has fallen into a horrible state. There hasn’t been the kind of ‘keep on carrying on’ recovery here as there has been almost everywhere else.”
 
   “I can see that; however, neither of us were the cause. The stragglers from Mordred’s armies hid in the forests and caves and swamps around Kendal for well over a year after the war before the scouts and sheriffs could root them all out. Under the circumstances, I think they’ve done as well as could be expected. The other counties sent as much aid as they could and we all pulled together in the aftermath. So, how have we let our brother down?” John still hadn’t grasped where Thomas was going with his earlier comment.
 
   “We ought to have sent more aid or tended to some of these things ourselves, don’t you think?”
 
   The weight of Thomas’ question hit him with its full force. They had mourned Henry and felt the heaviness of his passing in their hearts, but they had, indeed, neglected to tend not only to Henry’s family, but also to the people of Cumbria. In that moment, he began to realize that the darkness and the “curse” had been guilt lying upon his shoulders.
 
   “We can send word back to Camelot and to our respective homes at Penrith,” John replied. “It is a very sad commentary on our status as good, Christian knights of the realm to have erred in such a despicable way and we ought to ensure that things are set right again.”
 
   “I am in accord with you on this, John,” Thomas replied. “But you know as well as I the reasons for Cumbria’s fall to the wayside. As it is, both Camelot and Avalon have been stretched rather thin for the last five years. Both governing courts have struggled with structural reorganization, repairs to infrastructure and dwindling coffers. I doubt anyone can say that they have even returned to the countryside this far north since the Battle of Camlann. Arthur himself fell gravely ill just three days after officiating Rhys’ wedding. It is not entirely anyone’s fault.”
 
   “This I can understand. Still, having seen what we have, it is our duty to sound the call to arms in Kendal’s aid.”
 
   “Indeed, brother! We will create a detailed plan for the restoration of Cumbria and send out a half dozen messengers to our other brothers and to King Arthur himself.”
 
   “Yes,” John agreed. “Drawing on the aid of the others will no doubt restore Cumbria to its former glory, if not make it the jewel of the realm. I believe that Arthur would certainly be eager to join such a noble undertaking.”
 
   “Dufton!” Thomas turned in his saddle and called out to his squire. “You are to take note of those items that you see in disrepair and prepare to assist in laying out our plan.”
 
   John knew that it was likely that Chatburn would deliver a similar report; he knew that the man had missed not even the tiniest detail as they rode. Still, he ordered his squire to the same task. Perhaps the man would surprise him with a little bit more eloquence, if given a task that required it.
 
   At Keld, where they took their midday rest, they began to record the long list that would be presented to the administrators in Leeds and Manchester and then Camelot, of course. They saved the greater detail of their plan for later that evening, being eager to move northward on their quest and knowing that they were expected to arrive in Penrith by nightfall.
 
   “Gerald will certainly take the lead; don’t you think?” John asked as they were once again joined to their mounts and laying down a rapid pace northward. He was referring to the Master of the Exchequer in Leeds. John had known Gerald Winchester all his life. He had handled all of Sir Jofrit’s financial matters and seen to those of the city as well. He was an honest, fair and meticulous man.
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” Thomas replied, having known Gerald all his life as well. However, he had a sense of loyalty to his own accountant, Edwin, in Manchester. “He is certainly the more aggressive of the two financiers, though Edwin would certainly hold his own when it came to the administrative aspects of the project.”
 
   “Do you anticipate conflict between the two?” John asked. “A conflict between administrators, especially in our absence, might create a lasting quarrel between our houses.”
 
   “Perhaps it is better to place it under the authority of one or the other and not have the two of them working together,” Thomas chuckled. “I, for one, am not eager to return home with a feud to settle.”
 
   “Then we’ll leave it in the hands of Gerald,” John announced.
 
   “Edwin is certainly as capable,” Thomas countered. “What would be wrong with placing the task in his hands?”
 
   “Perhaps nothing, but it was my suggestion that we help out our brother’s people and, therefore, my man ought to handle the details of it,” John responded with a superior tone.
 
   “It was only your suggestion after I goaded you into it,” Thomas replied.
 
   Disagreements between the two weren’t uncommon; they’d had them since they were young. Both had plenty of stubborn pride and rarely gave in easily. They were qualities that served them well in tournaments or in battle, but, at times, became a bit tedious when there was something to be worked out between them.
 
   “Ah, there you go, rushing in to take the glory for your own,” John countered. “It is an act of charity, but you’ll glory in it just the same.”
 
   “An act of charity, indeed! It is just another opportunity in which you will attempt to show your superiority. You’ll drink that into its fullest, I don’t doubt.”
 
   John’s ire was rising and the discussion was becoming more heated. “You’ll take a good deed of mine and twist it to suit your own purpose, won’t you?”
 
   “So, you’ve admitted that you’ll be taking all the credit? Seeing as it will be YOUR good deed!”
 
   “I’ve admitted nothing of the sort. Our brother needs our aid and we ought to give it. However, you’ve decided to make it into a conquest of your own.”
 
   “There’s an easy way to decide this,” Thomas snapped, drawing up on the reins and bringing his mount to a halt.
 
   “Two out of three falls?” John asked.
 
   “As per usual,” Thomas replied. “Dufton, my staff!”
 
   “Chatburn!”
 
   By the time the two of them had dismounted, the long wooden spear shafts with which they sparred were already presented to them by their respective squires. With their tempers fully aroused, the two of them wasted no time joining their weapons with a hardy crack.
 
   Knowing one’s adversary as well as Thomas and John knew one another created a situation where gaining the upper hand was next to impossible. They thrust and parried with equal grace and skill. It was quite some time before each scored a fall upon the other. So, evenly matched in determination and skill were John and Thomas that they were well winded and losing much of their earlier verve for the conflict. With a draw lingering in the air, it was Dufton, Thomas’ squire, who came to their aid.
 
   “Have you considered a coin, sires?” he called out.
 
   “A coin?” Thomas asked, holding up his hand toward John as a sign of a momentary truce as he turned toward Dufton, but still keeping a wary eye on John. More than once, he’d received a blow during such a break in their sparring and he knew that John would take any advantage that he found.
 
   “You could toss a coin in the air and whichever side lands facing upwards will decide the contest.” There was something of a smirk on Dufton’s face. He glanced toward Chatburn, whose eyes twinkled with delight, revealing far more emotion than was usually present in the stony features of the man.
 
   “If you’re in agreement,” John said, holding up his hand and lowering his staff slowly.
 
   “It suits me,” Thomas replied.
 
   The two of them presented their staffs to their respective squires and Dufton placed a silver coin with the likeness of the crown on one side and a cross on the opposite into the hand of Thomas.
 
   “Which side of the coin do you choose?” Thomas said, stepping forward with the coin in his palm.
 
   “We’ll not have you toss the coin,” John replied, not giving away anything to Thomas. “My man, Chatburn, will toss it.”
 
   “Very well,” Thomas responded. “And my man, Dufton, will call the side.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   The coin was passed to Chatburn, who waited silently for the next direction from his master.
 
   “Crown,” Dufton called out.
 
   “Your squire has called the crown side,” John announced as though he was in an arena full of spectators. “Toss the coin, then, Chatburn.”
 
   The coin tumbled through the air and landed upon the packed earth where their sparring had taken place. All four of them moved forward to look down upon the silver piece, which glistened in the afternoon sun and displayed the crown side of the coin.
 
   “It will be your man, Edwin, then,” John conceded, extending his right hand toward Thomas.
 
   “Very well,” Thomas replied. “But I expect plenty of assistance from your man, Gerald.”
 
   “It shall be so,” John replied.
 
   Without further ado, the two remounted their horses and rejoined their journey toward Penrith.
 
   “It’s been a while since we’ve had such a good bout, huh?” John said after a few moments.
 
   “It has, indeed,” Thomas replied. “Let’s pick up the pace, shall we? A tankard and a place to put up my feet are all that interest me now.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Their disagreement on the road to Penrith was as short lived as every other one that they’d had since they had first become friends. Though their arguments could, on occasion, become intense, once they were settled, they remained settled and set aside. By the time they reached Penrith, the discussion was about who was going to be guest of the other at the table that evening; their generosity matching their earlier stubbornness.
 
   The two knights had stepped through the door of the inn, eagerly engaged in their more playful discussion when John drew up short, just inside, drew a deep breath and held it in. The subject of that drawn breath had fiery red hair to match the paleness of her skin, but it wasn’t until she turned to face him that the greater damage was done. Blue eyes the color of crystalline ice shot right through him and he felt warmth spread up over his cheeks as he noticed a darker tone of pink growing on hers as well.
 
   John gained control of himself, mostly due to the sharp tug on his tunic as Thomas called out, “Two tankards for my brother and me, Innkeeper. Be certain that you have plenty ready to follow!” 
 
   Though he tried not to stare, John couldn’t keep from following the shapely form of the woman who tended to them as she moved around the room. Whenever she came to them with full tankards or when she brought them their supper, he shifted uncomfortably and tried to avoid looking directly at her; something that he’d never experienced before. He’d no doubt already made a complete fool of himself with merely a glance. In his mind, up until that point, an honest man was one who looked those who spoke and tended to him in the eyes. Only those who had something to hide would turn their face away. He fought to regain his perspective. He certainly didn’t want her to think that he was dishonest.
 
   His mind was quickly pulled away from his embarrassment as Thomas turned the subject toward the administering of their aid to Cumbria and a laying out of formal plans for its being carried out. Drawn into Thomas’ penchant for detail, John began to relax a bit more; the tankards of mead having lent their support to his state as well.
 
   In fact, the tankard that followed their supper had loosened him up considerably.
 
   “I’ve got to track down our two squires,” Thomas announced after some time. He rose from his chair a little less steady on his feet than when he’d sat down. “They were to have a list of details to add to our presentation.”
 
   “Yes, by all means,” John replied. “Without their reports, we’re a shilling short, indeed.”
 
   “I’ll be back in a moment,” Thomas said, leaning on the back of the chair and winking at John.
 
   It wasn’t until Thomas had taken his leave that John understood the purpose behind the wink. No sooner than he’d left, the shapely, young woman who had been tending to them approached.
 
   “Enjoying a bit of a lark or are you on urgent business?” she said, approaching the table. The thickness of her speech was testimony to the possibility that her heritage lay much further to the north.
 
   “A quest of sorts,” he responded with a smile, looking up into her eyes and immediately wishing that he hadn’t. All of his composure seemed to have flitted away on the wings of a sparrow.
 
   “A quest?” she whispered, looking about her as though some grave secret was being shared. She slipped into the empty chair across from him; a rather bold move for one of her station when in the presence of a knight. John ignored it and continued speaking.
 
   “My father has been kidnapped or injured along the road from Inverness to Yorkshire and I am going in the direction of his last position to learn what has become of him,” he responded.
 
   “You are the son of Jofrit?” she asked.
 
   “I am John of Leeds, yes,” he replied.
 
   “I had heard that you were coming,” she responded. “But I’m afraid that I am quite surprised. The stories all have you as being something of a giant, not unlike your father.”
 
   John wasn’t sure if the statement was an insult, but he didn’t care. Having her near him didn’t seem so bad, so he let the comment slide. He did need to recover some of his pride, however, so he narrowed his eyes and looked directly into hers with all of the courage that he could muster. “Don’t let the size and the genteel appearance of my physique fool you. I am up to whatever task lies ahead of me.”
 
   “Indeed, you are. That much is well known around these parts,” she beamed. “You rode in under the banner of Arthur Pendragon with your friend Thomas and have done nothing but discussed how generous the two of you are going to be toward the people of Cumbria. It’s a good deal like you royals to try to impress those around you.”
 
   There was no missing the insult that was delivered like a sharp blow in that statement, though the smile from behind which it was delivered made it like the brush of a velvet glove on John’s cheek. “You’re a bit fresh with your tongue for someone of your station,” he smiled.
 
   “Someone of my station?” She drew back and frowned at him. “What, exactly, might I ask do you presume to be my station?”
 
   “You’re a barmaid in an inn and certainly not the owner of it, or his wife for that matter either,” he retorted, unable to change the expression on his face. Though it ought to have changed to one of disdain, it still held a stupid, half- dazed grin.
 
   “How do you know that I’m not a lady?” she countered, rejoining her own smile. “Perhaps not like those who attend court in Yorkshire, but a lady nonetheless by other standards.”
 
   “By what standards are those?”
 
   “By those of Auchavan,” she replied.
 
   “You’ve only just made that up,” he chuckled.
 
   “Have I, now?” she laughed. Her brogue was particularly well pronounced as she continued. “I am, indeed, from Auchavan and a proud daughter of my late father and mother who raised me to be a lady and yet work like a dog to boot.”
 
   “Our ladies in York don’t work like dogs, nor even a less industrious beast.”
 
   “It is a pity,” she replied. “There is no disdain in hard work. In fact, the work that I do only enhances the lady inside of me.”
 
   “A philosophic Pict,” he laughed. “Perhaps the mead served here is a bit too strong. I have begun to hallucinate.”
 
   “It is not the mead,” she retorted as she rose up from the chair and began to return to her work. “It is a distortion in the mind of the self-important.”
 
   John had little time to ponder her words. No sooner had she left the table than Thomas and the two squires entered. The discussion quickly turned toward the business at hand, but John’s mind was no longer involved in it. His eyes continued to wander toward the shapely form that moved gracefully about the room. He took note of the fact that each time that she caught him looking; she smiled and quickly turned away. He’d caught her in a similar manner and was beginning to take some enjoyment in the subtle game that the two were playing.
 
   John had had plenty of admirers in Yorkshire and in other parts of England. He was the son of one of the Knights of the Round Table; that quickly drew the attention of others, especially in the south of England, but this young lady from the northern parts of the realm, either knew little about who he was or was not particularly concerned with it. Whichever the case might be, it was refreshing.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “What, in the name of our good king, are you doing?” John asked as he looked up from the preparations he was making to his horse and saw the pale complexion and fiery red hair of the barmaid approaching them upon a prancing black mare. Though the sight of her sent a thrill rushing through him, he couldn’t help but think that she meant to go with them.
 
   “I’m riding north if the four of you would like to follow along,” she responded.
 
   “We’ll not have a woman traveling with us,” John answered. “Where we’re going is savage, barbaric and dangerous. We have no idea what sort of dangers we might run into.”
 
   “It will be far more dangerous for you if I’m not along for the ride,” she snapped.
 
   “I forbid it!” John responded with some force.
 
   “Forbid all you like, but I’m of a mind to go and since I’m not a ward of your household or a servant in it, there is little that you can do to stop me,” she retorted. “Besides, have you forgotten that you are riding straight into the highlands where I was born?”
 
   “You said you were from Auchavan,” John replied. “A place that you made up, no doubt.”
 
   “Some great quest you’ll be making of this trip, lad,” she mocked. “You don’t even know the names of the places you’re going.”
 
   “Perhaps she knows a bit more than you might think, John,” Thomas interrupted. “If she’s a fraud, then Merlin will certainly sniff her out.”
 
   “Your companion seems to be exhibiting a bit more sense on the matter,” she smiled.
 
   “Fine,” John answered. He was actually relieved that Thomas had stepped in. In truth, he wouldn’t mind her company. He placed a condition on her, however. “You can ride along as far as Gretna Green. I’ll let Merlin deal with you.”
 
   “Thank you, kind sir,” she mocked, bowing as deeply as she was able from the back of the mare. “It is certainly an honor and a privilege to be accepted into your little band.” She reseated herself properly in the saddle, then added, “Now, if you’d mount up, we could all be on our way.”
 
   The fact that she had taken a sort of lead over the group irritated John and he started to protest but stopped when Thomas patted him on the chest, frowned at him and shook his head.
 
   “I am Alpina of Auchavan,” she added, as though it was an afterthought. “It might interest you to know that Auchavan is a village in the Cairngorms. I know those mountains down to the pebble.” With that, she urged her mare into a brisk trot.
 
   Seeing her start off toward the gates without them, John and Thomas quickly got on their horses and followed suit.
 
   “Look at us,” Thomas chuckled. “We’re not yet out of England and we’ve already lost our first battle; you much more so than I.”
 
   John, neither wishing to admit defeat, nor engage in a belabored discussion about Alpina of Auchavan, put spurs to Ganador and put him to a pace that would quickly overtake the leadership of the group. As he drew even with Alpina, however, she increased her pace to better his, which, of course, only urged him and his mount to reach a new limit.
 
   A great deal of distance was covered very rapidly by the pair. Each of the horses held stubbornly to its pace, not willing to yield to the other. Neither did their masters rein them in or hold them back. The distance between them and the rest of the group increased dramatically before Alpina began to laugh and rein in her mount.
 
   John, curious to know the reason for her mirth, reined in Ganador as well. Grinning broadly, he waited for her to draw up beside him. “I see that you can ride a little.”
 
   “It is nothing to ride on a well-worn path,” she responded. “The Cairngorms, however, are another matter altogether.”
 
   Ignoring the barb, John let his eyes run over the lines of the mare upon which Alpina was mounted. “She is built for power, but she has surprising speed as well. Not many can match Ganador. What is her name?”
 
   “Lon dubh,” she responded, “She has outdistanced many a fine steed in her day.”
 
   “Lon dubh?” John asked.
 
   “Blackbird,” Alpina replied. “Lon dubh is her Pict name.”
 
   John and Thomas had raced their horses on a number of occasions and Ganador had always bested any mount that Thomas brought to challenge him. Of course, John’s boasting of the speed of his beloved horse had brought on a number of challenges beyond that of Thomas as well. Ganador had bested them all. As he considered the black mare beside his silver mount, he couldn’t help but admire her and even think of the two as a finely matched pair. “Your Blackbird is extraordinary.”
 
   “It seems to be a surprise to you,” she laughed. “Cannot the extraordinary exist beyond the bounds of royal blood and selective breeding?”
 
   Not certain whether she was referring to the horses or taking another jab at him, he did not respond right away. Instead, he considered exactly what he had done to have brought on the sort of disdain that he sensed in her; and that disdain seemed to be mixed with some interest in him. It was confusing.
 
   “Ganador is not an English name,” Alpina said after some time.
 
   “My father brought him from Spain as a weanling foal; he was a matched pair to the one that my father rode when he left for the Shetlands,” John replied. “The name means ‘victor’.”
 
   “He is a suitable mount for a knight and certainly beautiful with his shimmering silver coat, but I prefer my Blackbird,” she replied.
 
   John looked back over his shoulder and noted that Thomas and the two squires were keeping a steady pace behind them, but would be some time in catching up. He turned back and rode along beside Alpina without speaking. Mixed with the confusion of thoughts darting about inside his mind were the sounds of dawn in the surrounding fields and forests; among those sounds, the melodic song of the red-winged blackbird.
 
   The sleepless night that John had passed had been full of all sorts of thoughts about the young lady who rode at his side. In sharp contrast to the reality which had already played out that morning, his thoughts had been upon how he might woo her. The thin barrier between fantasy and reality was certainly broad in the various ways that either might be played out.
 
   “The Cairngorms are really not as savage and dangerous as you believe. They are majestic and beautiful,” Alpina said softly. She seemed to stir herself up after presenting that observation. “In fact, your perspective of things isn’t nearly as infallible as you would like to think that it is.”
 
   John, feeling the sting of yet another of her barbs, decided to take a step that was certainly on shaky ground. “Why does every phrase that you utter have a sting in its tail?”
 
   “You’ve felt a sting, have you?” she responded. Her tone was anything but sympathetic. “Perhaps you’re not used to being brought down to size.”
 
   “I’ve hurled no javelin in your direction, so why are you so quick to release yours in mine?”
 
   “Are you implying that it’s not you who cast the first stone?” she scoffed. “’Twas you, indeed, who started this feud.”
 
   “If it was me,” John replied, confused by her accusation, “then I am unaware of it.”
 
   “I believe that your exact words were these: ‘You are a bit fresh with your tongue for someone of your station.’” She lowered her voice to mock the tone with which the line was delivered.
 
   “You were serving drinks and tending to us at an inn,” he replied. A person’s status and station was certainly known by the vocation that they applied themselves to. He saw nothing wrong with his observation.
 
   “Do you like to be nourished and your thirsts sated?” she asked.
 
   “I do,” he responded.
 
   “Do you like to have a clean bed to sleep in away from the rats and the dirt of the street? And do you like having clean garments about your loins?” she asked.
 
   “Of course,” he answered.
 
   “These necessities keep you alive and keep you healthy, do they not?”
 
   “They do.”
 
   “And you reckon these things to have been given to you by the gracious hand of Providence, do you not?”
 
   “My thanksgiving is certainly raised to Providence.”
 
   “Then.” Her eyes penetrated through him. “Perhaps you ought not to have such a low opinion of those whose hands do the bidding of Providence.”
 
   John watched in speechless awe as she urged the mare forward once more. He was no longer interested in trying to outpace her.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   It had been a difficult journey from the Shetlands for Sir Jofrit of Leeds up until the time he arrived in Aviemore but the thought of his beautiful wife, Breniya and his handsome, capable son, John were all it took to keep him moving south toward Yorkshire. 
 
   The last time he’d sent word of his progress had been at Inverness but instead of stopping to do so, he had ridden hard and only taken short breaks on the side of the road to eat and tend to his horses. So far, his Spanish stallion Guerrero had managed well under most of the burden of the journey but he had also taken one of the king’s mounts at each stop he had made to ensure he had an alternate to ride.
 
   He arrived in the square at Aviemore as the church bells were sounding for the evening vespers. The sun was still shining brightly but it was certainly well on its descent toward the horizon; it would be dark in less than two hours. His first stop would be at the royal stable yard where he would return the brown mare he had fostered in Inverness and select a new horse for the ride to Pitlochry. Then he would repeat the process, making stops in Perth, Stirling and then Glasgow.
 
   He would be glad to put the Pictland behind him at that point and move on without stopping to Gretna Green or Carlisle, depending on how both he and his horses held up on the road.
 
   Jofrit would need the strongest horse from the stables at Aviemore. The road he would take around the Cairngorms demanded strength and stamina rather than speed to carry the amount of rations, tools and gear he would need to survive the hilly and heavily forested area. To his delight, there was a cache of suitable animals to choose from and when the stable master took the mare’s reins from Jofrit, his first comment was that both the horses would need a day or two for some proper feeding.
 
   Jofrit smiled at the kind-faced man and watched as he went to fetch buckets of grain for the horses. The knight went about spreading fresh straw in the two stalls and removed and stored the saddles and bridles while a young boy brought buckets and filled the water troughs. 
 
   “This will do the trick!” the stable master announced as he returned to the stall which Guerrero and the brown mare would share for the next few days. He emptied two buckets into the feed trough and began to mix the contents thoroughly with his hands. 
 
   “What have you got there, good sir?” Jofrit asked curiously. The food was giving off a pungent aroma which the knight was not familiar with. 
 
   “This be my own secret blend for richening the blood of any horse,” the man boasted. He looked around to make sure the stable boy wasn’t listening, then said softly to Jofrit. “Soybean and sunflower meal. These two need some extra nutrients to replenish all they’ve given and it will help get the Spaniard ready for the road ahead.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “It won’t make them colic and they’ll be as strong as bulls in a short time.” He let the knight out of the stall ahead of him and led him over to the other side of the stable. Pointing to four other horses in stalls there, he continued, “These four are in their prime and ready to serve the king’s men. Choose any that suits you and let the boy know which one you would like.”
 
   With that, the stable master turned and left. Such was the confidence the man had in work that Jofrit was left alone to appraise the animals and make his selection. After advising the stable boy of his choice, Jofrit asked for directions to the scribe’s offices.
 
   “You’ll want to take a right turn down the street outside the stables, then follow it over the bridge into the square,” the boy directed. “The scribe’s office is the fourth shop on the right but I can’t be sure what—or who—you’ll find there today.”
 
   The look of apprehension on the young boy’s face made Jofrit curious what had happened to the town scribe.
 
   “What’s your name?” Jofrit asked.
 
   “Malik, sir.”
 
   “Well, Malik. I’d say that there’s a story in this,” Jofrit said smiling and reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a copper coin and tossed it to the youth. “Tell it to me.”
 
   The boy put down his bucket, turning it over so he could sit on it. Jofrit took the cue; reached for a bucket for himself and did the same. Malik started to talk immediately.
 
   “About a week ago, a crowd of townspeople gathered outside the scribe’s office at noon and demanded that he come out and show himself. They accused him of making false accounts on their tenanted lots to the landowners and that they now owed more in rents and crop shares than they actually did. The sheriff was summoned and he in turn called in the four major landowners around these parts. Both sides made an account of what they felt was owed and the sheriff found that the scribe’s accounts were in accordance with the landowners to the letter.
 
   “The tenants claimed that he had been bribed to falsify the records and of course, both the landowners and the scribe denied it. The sheriff asked the crowd to disperse, promising them that he would investigate further.”
 
   “Was any of it true? What did the sheriff find out?”
 
   “Well, for the next four days, he visited each of the four landowners and spent and extensive amount of time at each estate. But the townspeople found out that he had been entertained lavishly at the estates and had returned to town drunk and well paid each of those days, so the next morning, both the scribe and the sheriff were hanged and placed in gibbets in the square. I think they’re both still there.”
 
   “Oh, my,” Jofrit said matter-of-factly.
 
   Malik nodded his agreement. He stood up and righted his bucket, then added, “They should have elected replacements by now but I’m not entirely sure of that.”
 
   Standing up, Sir Jofrit said, “Well then, thank you young Malik. I shall go into the square and see what I find.”
 
   “Good luck, sir.”
 
   Things in the countryside had certainly taken a very serious tone since the Battle of Camlann. The memories of the foul legions that had taken up arms against mankind were still fresh in the minds of the people. They remembered how men had stood side by side against the evil forces of Mordred, regardless of class, creed or station and they had come away from the battlefield with a renewed sense of brotherhood.
 
   For the first time since the Romans had seceded from England, Britons had a true sense of citizenship and pride and felt that they should support each other in all things and not be party to anything which cheated one so that it could benefit another. As a result, they had developed a rather low tolerance for unfair dealings from those who were higher up on the social ladder and elected representatives who were bribe takers and cheats.
 
   In the eyes of the people, the sheriff of Aviemore and the scribe had gotten their just desserts and with any luck, the landowners would take heed from the justice that was dealt and make things right.
 
   When Sir Jofrit arrived in the square, the gibbets had been taken down and the bodies of the two officials removed to the undertaker’s shop. The scribe’s office was open and a new man was already busy making the accounts right.
 
   “Good evening, sir,” the knight said as he stepped into the office.
 
   “Good evening, knight. How may I be of assistance?”
 
   “My name of Sir Jofrit of Leeds, a Knight of King Arthur’s Round Table. I have just been relieved of my post in the Shetlands and am presently on my way home to Yorkshire.”
 
   “Well, well. Congratulations, sir and thank you for your service defending our country in these perilous times.”,
 
   “No thanks are necessary, good citizen,” Jofrit replied as he took a seat at the man’s desk. The scribe closed the big account book he had been scribbling in and put it aside so Jofrit would know he had his full attention. “I would like to send a letter to my family to apprise them of my progress south and make a withdrawal on the king’s exchequer for my lodging and my supplies for the journey.”
 
   “Very well, how much will you be needing for your equipment?”
 
   “Thirty gold coins should be sufficient to take me to Glasgow. I believe that is where the next holding of the king’s accounts is?”
 
   “You are quite correct. I will arrange that for you immediately. In the meantime, Steven can take the dictation of your message home. We have a rider who can take it tomorrow; he leaves at dawn.”
 
   “Excellent!”
 
   When Jofrit left the scribe, he turned back through the square in search of an inn where he could have a meal and find a room to spend the next few days. As he crossed the flat, cobblestoned meeting place, an old woman approached him. She walked slowly using a cane for balance but she never took her eyes off him as she came closer.
 
   “You are one of the king’s men, aren’t you?” she asked when she was close enough.
 
   “Yes, my lady. I am. Sir Jofrit of Leeds at your service.”
 
   “Leeds, you say? Then aren’t you a long way from home?”
 
   “Indeed, I am. I am traveling back there presently.”
 
   “That is good. Your wife is missing you terribly and your son worries more about you than he does about your lands. Do you know how much he hates that wretched pasture called Otley?” Jofrit stared at the woman in disbelief his jaw dropped wide open as she spoke. “Yet he goes without quarrel because that is where the bread of all Yorkshire is baked daily… in the well-being of those herds he hates.”
 
   The old woman cackled. She took a seat on a stone bench and patted the space beside her so Jofrit would sit with her for a while.
 
   “How do you know these things?”
 
   “I am a gifted woman from a gifted tribe here in the Cairngorms. My people come from Auchavan. You probably have never heard of the place but what I’ve seen of the future says that soon Auchavan will mean much to Leeds and so will Leeds mean much to Auchavan.”
 
   “You are a seer?”
 
   “Of sorts,” she replied. “I did not mean to startle you, Sir Jofrit, but when I saw you walking across the square I thought my old eyes were playing tricks on me.”
 
   “Why would you think that?”
 
   “Because, for eighteen moons I have seen visions of you, your wife and your son. I have seen visions of thing that will soon come to pass.”
 
   “What are these things? Will something happen to Breniya? Or, to John?”
 
   “Calm, sir. There is nothing to be afraid of but proceed around the Cairngorms as you have planned. Do so cautiously and whatever you think or see, do not enter the forest.”
 
   Believing that he had heard enough of an old woman’s rambling, Jofrit stood up from the bench and bowed courteously to her. 
 
   “Thank you for your warning, my lady. I must find shelter for the night.”
 
   As he walked away from her, the old woman repeated her last words, “Be cautious, Sir Jofrit and do not enter the Cairngorms.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A truce, for all practical purposes, though it had never been formally declared, existed between John and Alpina from that point forward. John recalled clearly that she had begun her sharpness well before he had mentioned anything about her station. He decided that there was no point in pursuing any explanation to the strange combination of cool disregard and intense interest that seemed to be an integral part of the character of Alpina of Auchavan.
 
   When Thomas and the two squires had overtaken him, Alpina had lengthened the distance in front of John to a steady pace which was out of earshot.
 
   “You’ve a dour look to you, Sir John of Leeds,” Thomas commented with a smile as he joined up with John. “I’m going to assume that you are not pleased with our traveling companion?”
 
   “I’m neither pleased nor displeased,” John replied.
 
   “Well, now, there’s a straight answer when one is asked for,” Thomas chuckled.
 
   John didn’t respond. When he’d left Leeds, he’d ridden out confident and focused on the goal in front of him. Though there had been, and still was, some anxiety about finding his father alive and delivering him out of whatever trouble he might have gotten into, John couldn’t help but feel like he was being sidetracked. The confusion in his mind concerning Alpina certainly hadn’t helped matters.
 
   “Look,” Thomas said, breaking into his thoughts. “If she really does know the Cairngorms, then she’s probably going to be a valuable person to have along. Besides, she’s a rather comely maiden, don’t you think?”
 
   “It’s the stinger in her tongue that goes along with that scarlet mane that…” John wasn’t sure how to finish the sentence. What did the stinger in her tongue do to him? She was certainly well-spoken, though in a rather crude fashion, for one who served tankards of mead and tended to an inn. She wasn’t of any of the houses of England that he knew and he knew of no great estates to the north of the Pict’s Wall. Where had she been educated and by whom? The mystery baffled him.
 
   “She seems to have taken a liking to you, though?” Thomas pointed out. “After all, she did ask to ride along with us.”
 
   “I don’t remember her asking, actually.”
 
   “No,” Thomas replied. “You’re right on that point, but she’s here and I believe that it is to be of service to you in some way.”
 
   “What sort of service?”
 
   “It is an enigma yet to be solved, but an attractive and delightful one,” Thomas replied. “That quest might prove to be greater gain than the finding of your father when all is said and done.”
 
   The rest of the ride to Carlisle and the inn that awaited them there was a silent one. Not only were the pair of knights, the squires and their companion engulfed by the beauty of their surroundings, the steady rhythm of their horses’ hooves and the melody of the countless blackbirds that attended to them, but each seemed to be lost in deeper, private thoughts as well.
 
   At the inn, Alpina dismounted and led her horse to the stables along with the squires.
 
   “I can have Chatburn tend to her if you like,” he called after her.
 
   “I’m not so frail that I cannot tend to my own mare,” she responded.
 
   The hurled insult, though subtle, was not lost on John. “That is the sort of thing that I’m speaking of,” he commented to Thomas.
 
   “It is baffling, the mind and heart of a maiden, huh?” Thomas nudged him and grinned broadly. “Enigma.”
 
   John only shook his head and followed Thomas into the inn.
 
   The evening in Carlisle had passed peacefully for all except John, who simply could not get his mind around the puzzle who was Alpina of Auchavan. However, when dawn broke, they were already mounted and had covered the short distance to the Pict’s Wall.
 
   It had been quite a surprise to find that Alpina insisted on riding beside him as they rode out of the small village and started north. She spoke little, but when she did, her tone was much more civil and she seemed to be in a much more amiable state of mind.
 
   “Were you aware that the Pict’s Wall was built by the Romans because of their fear of the Picts?” Alpina asked as they approached the opening in the ancient stone wall that stretched for as far as the eye could see in both directions in front of them.
 
   “I was,” he responded.
 
   “You see,” she continued, “the world’s most powerful army—the one which had conquered Alexander’s empire and even marched into the lands of the northern hoards—could only tremble in the presence of the Picts.”
 
   “It does seem rather odd,” he responded, happy to converse with her in a more civil manner. “What great horror would have caused such trembling; do you suppose?”
 
   “I don’t suppose,” she replied. “I know of it.”
 
   “Please impart that knowledge to me, if you will, since we are just now crossing over that border and into those lands of great horror.”
 
   “The Picts of the Cairngorms,” Alpina began in a hushed tone. “They have a deep secret. They are not of this world; not entirely. Though they inhabit the lands and have built homes upon it, this is not their homeland.”
 
   “Then where are they from?” John asked. He thought back to those strange and wonderful places where Merlin had taken him and his brother knights to hide them. Was it one of those strange lands?
 
   “They are, in part, fae people, though it is very difficult to distinguish them from your average Englishman.”
 
   “Why would that have been particularly terrifying to the Romans?” he asked.
 
   “There were several reasons, really. First of all, whenever the Romans advanced into the Cairngorms, they were surrounded by a perpetual mist, a thick one that would nearly choke them. Imagine yourself in such a blinding fog upon a steep slope, knowing not where your enemy lay. Then, as a lump grew in your throat, you heard the screeching wail of your enemy surrounding you in every direction. Though you stood shoulder to shoulder with your fellow Centurion, you could not keep from trembling as the wailing ceased and the sound of a thousand claymore swords, began to slice through the mist in every direction, whistling like the blades of a thousand churning windmills.”
 
   John, in spite of the fact that he certain that she was adding a great deal of drama just to get under his skin, couldn’t help but feel a faint shiver go through him as the image she was creating began to take root in his mind.
 
   “With a sudden screech, a blue face would appear in front of you. Before you could strike out with either sword or spear, he of the blue face would hack through the armor of your fellow Centurion and then disappear into the mist before your companion’s lifeless body had fully fallen to the sod. And then, while you were still trembling, the fog would lift and you’d find that there was no one about. There’d be nothing but stones, heather and the bodies of your fallen comrades.
 
   “As your troops mustered to march on, nothing but beauty and silence would surround you, but then, when you least expected it, the mist would roll in once more, the wailing would begin and then the whistling of the swords, the blue faces and more death. ’Twas madness that drove the Romans from the Cairngorms; madness and magic.”
 
   “’Twas, indeed,” Merlin’s voice joined in, giving John a start. When he appeared a moment later, he was holding his stomach, having a good laugh at the expense of his surprised guests. “Welcome to Gretna Green.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The woods around the plain were just waking up and the sounds of birds were audible everywhere. Rhys noticed a small herd of deer grazing at the edge of the forest and paused to watch them. They looked at ease. Then he noticed as the stag raised his head suddenly and sniffed the air, then lowered his great horns again to the ground to feed.
 
   It must have heard something, but found nothing on the wind to alarm him, Rhys thought.
 
   And then it happened. Rhys hardly had the chance to bring Richard and Erasmus’ attention to the attack before it was over and the stag had been dragged behind the dark tree line. A huge, black creature had erupted from the forest and pounced on the stag’s back, bringing the deer down under its weight alone. Then, with one dip of its jaws to the neck, the animal was dead and bleeding and being dragged away and out of sight.
 
   “What was that?” Rhys murmured, half to himself.
 
   “I didn’t see it,” Richard replied.
 
   “Neither I,” Erasmus chimed in.
 
   “It was no animal that I have ever seen before. Come on. Let’s get going.”
 
    
 
   -The Knights, Men of Earth.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I have watched each and every one of Arthur’s men who has survived their term overseas return home one after the other. Some have come back to ruined lands, others to dead heirs and yet none has hesitated to rejoin the Round Table. I wonder why that is so?” Nimueh asked as she paced the floor of the crystal cave. 
 
   She was surrounded by a few of the creatures who had escaped from Arcadia with her and some who had decided to stay on earth or had been left behind after the Battle of Camlann. Among them was her new pet, Cerberus, the hound of hell; she stroked his head and neck tenderly while she addressed the small gathering of her minions.
 
   The dog had become too well known in the countryside of Cumbria. After it had lost its rider and owner, Erandur, King of the Dark Elves, on the battlefield outside Kendal, the animal had become inconsolable. It had fled into the forests and become a menace to the surrounding farms. The repeated slaughter of livestock and men had drawn attention to the northern woods and Nimueh had been forced to track it down and bring it to heel or risk being exposed before she was ready to exact her plans.
 
   “They flock back to him despite their grief, despite their loss. It’s as if the glory of being in service to this king outweighs their personal gains and desires. But I know that this is contrary to the ways of men. All men are selfish at heart.”
 
   “Why then do they follow him so dedicatedly?” one creature asked her.
 
   “I believe that they are all under the beguilement of the sorcerer Merlin, who serves at Arthur’s side.” 
 
   “And you wish to destroy this enchantment, mistress?”
 
   “Yes, that is my goal.”
 
   “But how will that help our cause here on earth, Nimueh?” asked a Korrigan who was seated atop a pillar of ice.
 
   “A good question, little one,” the witch replied, smiling. “If Merlin is deposed and I trap him once again inside this cave of crystals, then the magic that will rule the court of King Arthur will be mine. I will have the occasion and the power to convince him of anything I choose and under a new spell, his knights will follow his decisions just the same as they do now.” There was a murmur among the creatures in the little gathering. Cerebus growled deeply to remind them of their place and a hush fell over the crowd. “Then, if I were to tell Arthur to grant free run over the north to the refugees of Arcadia, who would go against my will?”
 
   There was a cheer from the creatures gathered in front of Nimueh and they clapped their hands in approval of her plan. 
 
   She smiled and took a seat on the crystal chair that was behind her.
 
   “So that is why my eyes are set on this Sir Jofrit. He has so far been the knight with the longest way to travel on his way home. The opportunities to capture him unharmed will be many and he will travel a long time through the north before he can get to Cumbria.” She took a deep breath before she continued speaking. “When he is incarcerated on the misty island, there will be a search party sent out for him. His son, perhaps a few knights and Merlin. Merlin will definitely accompany them because he will know that there is magic afoot; evil magic. And Merlin cannot resist the call to eradicate evil magic. When he arrives, I will trap them in a trade they cannot win and seal Merlin again in this chamber, only this time he will never escape from it.”
 
   At that moment, the Pict, Dunmor and his twelve brothers entered the crystal cave. They stood to the back of the crowd with their arms crossed and their eyes on Nimueh. She smiled when she saw them enter and take their place.
 
   “You are right on time, Dunmor… Pict brothers. I was just about to announce the next step of the plan and as you are an instrumental part of that it is quite appropriate for you to have made your appearance now.”
 
   “We are here to serve, Lady Nimueh,” Dunmor said.
 
   “Aye!” his brothers cried in agreement.
 
   “Good, then here is what we must do…”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Miss Alpina,” Merlin said with a sweeping bow. “You seem to be entertaining our young knight with a hair-raising tale of the mists and magic of the Cairngorms. I must say that even I felt a bit of a chill at your telling.”
 
   “I’m doing my part to prepare them for the worst,” Alpina replied.
 
   “You know Miss Alpina?” John asked. He ought to have been beyond marvel at the people and things that Merlin knew, but he couldn’t help himself.
 
   “And a very kind how-do-you-do to you too, Sir John of Leeds,” Merlin chuckled.
 
   “My apologies,” John responded. “It’s good to see you again, Merlin. How do you fair?”
 
   “Quite nicely, thank you,” Merlin replied. “And, yes, I am very well acquainted with Miss Alpina of Auchavan. She is a formal pupil of mine. And a very good one, I might add. She certainly has learned her history well. I particularly enjoy the added drama. History ought to come alive and creep into your bones, don’t you think?”
 
   Merlin moved on to greet the others before John could respond. That certainly solved one of the mysteries surrounding Alpina, but there were plenty more. He looked at Alpina in an entirely new light. For one, she certainly wasn’t a fraud, since she seemed to have the endorsement of the great wizard.
 
   “Sir Thomas,” Merlin said. “It is no wonder that you have ridden along. I understand that your man, Edwin will be administering aid for the people of your fallen brother in Cumbria.” He glanced over his shoulder at John, grinning broadly.
 
   “It is a joint project, sire,” Thomas replied. “The idea and the funding come as much from John as they do from me.”
 
   “Very gracious of you to point that out,” Merlin replied. “It is a noble thing that you have undertaken and I’m certain that Arthur and the others will quickly chip in. No doubt, Cumbria will become the jewel of the realm by the time it is finished, but we must not forget the lands of our other fallen brothers as well. By the way, Thomas, I am neither knight nor lord, so the ‘sire’ is not necessary.”
 
   “Very well,” Thomas answered, somewhat uncomfortable with the informal means of address. “Merlin.”
 
   “Dufton and Chatburn too.” Merlin recognized the two squires. “Well, now, we got, as the French might say, une grande entourage, don’t we? Everyone giddy with anticipation as well, no doubt. Please, come down from those weary beasts and rest yourselves in the grass and shade of Gretna Green.”
 
   The deep grass of Gretna Green was heavenly and the shade of the trees was home to all sorts of birds and squirrels busily scurrying about as they gathered whatever grass, grains, nuts and twigs were needed in their homes. John was mostly at ease. It seemed that Alpina had become a completely different person since their ride from Penrith to Carlisle. He’d wondered if she was only on her best behavior because Merlin was in their company, but recalled that she had seemed in a much more amiable state when they’d left Carlisle that morning. The mysteries that surrounded her still nagged at him, but he wasn’t sure of how to go about solving them. He could ask Merlin, of course, but he wasn’t sure that the wizard would give him a straight answer about her. And asking her, that was certainly out of the question. It would certainly have her bristling unless he went about it correctly. Up to that point, he hadn’t figured out what the correct way of speaking to her was. He could only hope that she would fill in those blank places of her own accord.
 
   “I’ve a quest of my own,” Merlin announced suddenly. The sound of his voice not only intruded upon John’s thoughts but broke the peaceful atmosphere that had them all in a lazy frame of mind.
 
   “Wizards have quests?” Thomas asked.
 
   “We do, indeed,” Merlin responded. “They’re a bit different than those of knights and adventurers, but quests just the same.”
 
   “So, tell us about your quest,” John said in a lazy tone. He’d always enjoyed it when Merlin went into a long oration. To listen to him, no matter what the subject matter, was always a treat to the ears and a challenge to the mind.
 
   “It goes hand in hand with your own, Sir John,” he began. “And it follows not far behind the spooky story that Miss Alpina was relating to you earlier. Perhaps, I ought to allow Miss Alpina the opportunity to share that story with the rest of you before I tell you of my mission at hand?”
 
   “We heard it,” Thomas responded. Wide-eyed, the two squires nodded their consent as well.
 
   “Very well, then,” Merlin said. “How about I fill in some of those things that she did not include in her story? Begging your pardon for stealing your thunder, Miss Alpina.”
 
   “It is quite alright,” she smiled.
 
   “The mists that spread over the Cairngorms are not by accident, but by design. They are not natural in origin, not entirely, anyway. They are from the realm of the supernatural and a bit of magic as well. In centuries past, before a man set foot on this island and before the fae people came to the Cairngorms, there were a vast number of silvery stags with broad antlers scattered throughout the land. Their numbers were so vast, that if one were to look upon this isle from far above, it would go unnoticed as a land mass and only appear as a cloud floating above the expanse of ocean.”
 
   “Like the mist in the Garden of Eden,” Thomas commented.
 
   “Not exactly,” Merlin replied. “However, if that is how you’re able to grasp the image, you’re welcome to it. This mist was a rather unique phenomenon. It came from the antlers of those silvery stags that I mentioned. It was a defense against the great wolves that once roamed this land; not the scrawny things we have now, but massive creatures that might rival in size that mare of yours, Miss Alpina.”
 
   “I can hardly imagine such a creature,” she said with a shudder.
 
   “They were formidable, indeed,” he continued. “However, as strong as they were, they had a great deal of trouble in feeding their cubs, because whenever they were discovered by one of the silvery deer, the stags would begin to run. As they ran, the silvery streams of their antlers would spread the thick fog all about them, blinding the wolves.”
 
   “What became of these wolves?” John asked.
 
   “The story is not so much about the wolves as the stags, Sir John,” Merlin responded. “However, I can tell you that there are certain clans among the Picts, who, after the fae people came, have their ancestry in those wolves, but, as I said, that’s another story.”
 
   The glance that Alpina tossed in his direction was the combination of a smile and a smirk, reminding him that she had told him that the Picts were not entirely of the world they inhabited.
 
   “As the fae people and others began to populate the land, the silvery stags began to disappear,” Merlin continued. “There were among the fae those with the gift of being able to see through the mists and little by little, the silvery stags were taken. Their meat was sweet and their hides were worth a great deal in trade with the Norse, you see.
 
   “But there was something more valuable than all of that, though only a very few truly understood it; wizards, witches, warlocks and the like. That valuable thing was a powder made by grinding the antlers on a unique stone that can only be found in the Cairngorms. With that powder, the bearer had only to spread it onto the wind and a thick fog would rise up. Thus, as I believe was mentioned before, the fogs that surrounded the Romans was intentionally placed there, a tactic used in battle.”
 
   “What has that to do with your quest?” Thomas asked.
 
   “The crux of the story, straight out, huh, Sir Thomas?” Merlin grinned. “There is a bag or purse, if you will, made of the hide of a silvery stag, where the last of this magic powder is kept. It is hidden in a cave, somewhere among those vast numbers scattered about the Cairngorms. The bag is known as the spleuchan of the Cairngorms. My quest is to recover the spleuchan and its contents and, Sir John, my suspicions tell me that where we find your father, we will also find the spleuchan.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “Who goes there?” Jofrit called through the thick fog that had suddenly descended on the valley surrounding him. There was silence for a moment and then the sound of rustling he’d heard before came to his ears again. “Show yourself! I’m warning you. It would be better to pass in peace than be found in the treasonous act of attacking a knight of Arthur’s realm!”
 
   Again there was silence but after a few more moments, the rustling returned and that was followed by noisy, heavy footsteps and the neighing of a few horses.
 
   Sir Jofrit listened closely, trying to ascertain where the sounds were coming from. There was some echo in the valley which made that task difficult but he could still figure out the position of his enemies. Before any further words had been exchanged, Jofrit had deduced that he was completely surrounded.
 
   “Looks like we have one of Arthur’s precious knights here, boys,” a voice said tauntingly. “I wonder what the Island Witch would say about a catch like this?”
 
   “A catch?” Jofrit scoffed at the fog surrounding him. “How did you ever come to the conclusion that you’d caught me?”
 
   Suddenly, a dozen rough-looking men stepped out of the thick fog to face Sir Jofrit. He looked around him and confirmed that his instinct had been indeed right. There was not one corner into which he could retreat; not a single direction that wasn’t covered by his would-be attackers. 
 
   “This is what you get for riding into unknown lands without an escort, knight,” the man who seemed to be their leader taunted.
 
   “Is that right,” Jofrit retorted, refusing to show them any fear. “What exactly do I get then?”
 
   As soon as the words had escaped from his lips, a wide net sprang into the air and descended over Sir Jofrit. A few of the bandits rushed forward to secure him in its tangles and pull him from the back of his horse. The group’s leader walked forward and took the beautiful silver horse by its reins.
 
   “Do not harm my steed, sir. Please,” Jofrit said.
 
   “I’m not a savage, you know. Why do you think I would harm a good, strong horse such as this? I might sell, it or trade it; that’s for certain but harm it? Never. He’s a lot better quality than a meat and glue nag, that’s for certain.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Jofrit said with a sigh. “His name is Guerrero.”
 
   “What’s that you said?”
 
   “I said the horse’s name is Guerrero.”
 
   “And my name is Dunmor. What’s it to you?”
 
   Jofrit hung his head in defeat. He probably should have listened to the old woman in the square at Aviemore; she’d given him a free and fair caution about the rough dealings that were afoot in the Spey Valley but he hadn’t heeded her warnings.
 
   Jofrit pondered that misstep while the bandits went through his saddlebags and then his pockets. They took every coin, every note of exchange, promissory note and ration paper he carried, and then they bound his feet and hands and threw him over Guerrero’s saddle.
 
   “The Island Witch is going to be very happy to see us this time around,” one of the bandits commented as they began to move along the path again. “We found exactly what she was looking for. Didn’t we, Dunmor?”
 
   “Aye, Brandor! I really think we got it right this time.”
 
   “What do you think she’ll trade with us for them?”
 
   “I can’t ever be really sure whenever we get to dealing with that woman. She can get very tricky in her negotiations.”
 
   “That’s true,” another of Dunmor’s brothers agreed. “That’s why we always leave the talking to you, Dunmor. You seem to understand her best of all of us.”
 
   “Might I ask what her instructions were to you men when you set out to look for whatever she was looking for?” Jofrit asked curiously as he bounced uncomfortably on the back of the horse.
 
   “A knight of the realm on a silver horse who didn’t look like he knew where he was going but would be proceeding along very confidently despite that fact.”
 
   Jofrit instantly realized that he was the centerpiece of Dunmor’s sarcastic remark and decided to remain silent. Dunmor took it as a sign of resolve and went to mock the man up close.
 
   “If you’re going to make fun of me and then turn me over to whatever witch it is you work for, at least set me upright in the saddle so I can journey in a little more comfort. I don’t think I’ll make it very far over this saddle on my stomach not to mention any small slip could cause the horse to stumble and become lame.”
 
   Dunmor pondered Sir Jofrit’s logic for a moment before relenting. He stepped away and pointed back at the captive over his shoulder while he issued instructions to one of his brothers.
 
   “Undo the ropes around his ankles and set him upright in the saddle. Retie his hands in front of him and let him grasp the reins himself.”
 
   The man ran off to do as he was told and as Dunmor went to rejoin his brothers, one of them came up beside him and asked, “Do you think that’s a very good idea, Dunmor?” He nodded toward where Jofrit was being adjusted on Guerrero’s saddle into a sitting position.
 
   “Why wouldn’t it be? If he falls and hurts himself or he ends up laming that horse, neither of them will be of any good to trade to the witch.”
 
   “It might be that it’s a bad idea because he is a skilled Knight of the Round Table, one who has raised this horse from it was a weanling; yet you want to return such a degree of control over the animal to him that he could easily escape? In addition, don’t you think he’s been tremendously cooperative up until now? Why do you suppose that is?”
 
   “Why, I’d think he’s accepted the fact that he’s outnumbered.”
 
   “I supposed so but if that were the case, wouldn’t he be most likely then to keep an eye out for the slightest opportunity to escape us?”
 
   “I suppose that would also be true. Where exactly are you going with this?”
 
   Before the answer could come from his brother’s lips, Dunmor heard the sound of Jofrit crying out from over his shoulder. He turned just in time to see the knight grab a firm hold of the reins and kick the horse into motion with one smooth movement. 
 
   Before Dunmor could even sound the alarm, Jofrit had laid flat against the stallion’s neck and Guerrero had reared up on his hind legs causing every man around him to scamper out of harm’s way. In a flash, both horse and rider were clambering up the valley wall toward the plain above in an effort to make a quick getaway from the band of brigands.
 
   By the time Dunmor and three of his brothers were saddled up and riding after them, Jofrit and Guerrero were nowhere in sight.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Merlin’s story cast a spell of silence over them all. For a very long time, there was no sound, but those of the horses cropping grass and swatting flies, the birds and the squirrels. Each of them allowed their minds to wander off in a variety of directions as they soaked in the quiet peace of their surroundings and the mystical tale that Merlin had just spun for them. They ate their midday meal in Gretna Green and then packed up their things to continue their trek northward.
 
   “Is there any word on my father?” John asked once they were mounted. He’d chosen to ride beside Merlin so that he could ask some questions, mostly. He also wanted to avoid any possible conflict with Alpina, though she’d been decent enough to him so far.
 
   “I’ve heard nothing solid yet, but I have my suspicions,” Merlin responded.
 
   “What do your suspicions tell you?” John pressed. The wizard could be a little bit evasive at times, but he could only ask and hope that he would get a straight answer.
 
   “In this sort of situation, it is best not to get our hopes up or to make assumptions,” Merlin replied. “If we wander off on the wings of assumption, we might find ourselves well off the course.”
 
   It was what John expected. “So, why are we going north? Aren’t we going on an assumption to do that?”
 
   “On the contrary,” Merlin chuckled. “Heading toward his last known location will certainly help us narrow the search even provide some clues as to what has become of him. In that regard, it is a logical deduction rather than a mere assumption.”
 
   Talking to Merlin sometimes made John’s brain hurt. He always seemed to talk about things that existed in an ethereal world. For John, those things which he could see, feel, smell, taste and hear were the things that he could understand. He’d seen amazing things while in the presence of the wizard and ought to have expanded his mind to all of the possibilities, but he was much more comfortable with his feet planted firmly on the ground or in the saddle with Ganador’s feet planted firmly on the ground.
 
   After a few, silent moments, Merlin spoke again. “How about a bit of history?” He said it in a voice that all in the group could hear.
 
   With everyone’s consent, though it probably hadn’t been a requirement, Merlin started into his history. “Miss Alpina told you about the wall back to our south, but there is another wall farther to the north, which most people don’t talk about or even know about.
 
   “You see, the wall to our south was built when Hadrian was emperor of Rome, but another was built some 20 years later. The second wall, unlike the first, was built up of earth rather than stones; for that reason, it isn’t nearly as noticeable as the first.”
 
   “Why would the Romans need a second wall?” John asked.
 
   “There is, of course, a great deal of argument about when the walls were built and what purpose they served,” Merlin continued. “Some believe that they were to keep out those barbaric Picts, of whom it is true the Romans were certainly afraid. Some believe that the walls were meant to mark the northern extent of the Roman Empire. The second reason certainly makes sense when one considers the second wall. Why, indeed, would they need a second wall, if not to mark a boundary?”
 
   “So, the walls weren’t built to keep the Picts out?” Thomas asked from behind them.
 
   “And Alpina’s story was nothing more than a story meant to frighten us,” John responded.
 
   “Alpina’s story was accurate,” Merlin continued. “Though, perhaps it wasn’t fear of the Picts that made them build the wall. After all, such a wall would only have the purpose of holding back invaders. As far as history has been recorded, the Picts have never invaded the lower part of the island, so, why would one need a wall for that?
 
   “No, the walls were built as a means of marking the northern boundary of the empire. That is why, after seeing that Emperor Hadrian had built a wall to mark his gains, Emperor Antonius Pius had to show how far he had advanced his empire; however, he didn’t put nearly the expense and effort into his wall. Although he did place a trench in front of it for troops to defend the wall, so that makes one wonder if the second wall was built for defense, after all.”
 
   Merlin seemed to have changed positions on his argument and it took John a few moments to sort through it. “So, you’re saying that the stone wall was built as a boundary, but not to defend against the Picts and the earth wall, farther north was built for defense, but was also a marker?”
 
   “I’ve only told you a portion of the story, but, yes, up to this point, you are following me correctly,” Merlin smiled. “This wall, made of earth, has worn down over the centuries since it was put there, so it isn’t quite as obvious. Though the Romans would have called it the Antonine Wall, it goes by a different name among those who live here…”
 
   “Gryme’s Dyke,” Alpina broke in with a proud smirk on her face.
 
   John turned in his saddle to look back at her, smiled, but made no comment. He certainly didn’t want to become the target for her arrows again.
 
   “Gryme’s Dyke is correct,” he chuckled. “I told you that she was one of my best students.”
 
   “Isn’t a dike meant to hold back water?” Thomas asked.
 
   “In most cases, that is the correct use of the word,” Merlin replied. “However, in this case, that’s not how it’s used. There is something interesting about its name, however. The word Gryme is often used to refer to the devil. So, in essence, Gryme’s Dyke is the Devil’s Dyke.”
 
   Merlin dropped that last bit of information and then became silent. With Alpina’s story and reference to the Devil’s Dyke lying along their path to the north, John had plenty going on inside of his head. The battle with Mordred, Arthur’s son, had been enough to awaken him to the atrocities and terrors of war. He’d been able to work through most of that madness, but something about those lands farther north and the Picts who dwelt there was already bringing back his greater apprehension.
 
   There was no doubt that the surrounding countryside, though mostly populated with forests and animals, was a beautiful and tranquil place. However, that quiet beauty seemed to be pregnant with the coming dread; much of which was due to the fact that, to John, it was a land completely unknown to him. With each passing mile northward, that dread became more and more pronounced.
 
   How could his father have survived alone in such a savage land? What sort of otherworldly being had lured him in and taken him captive? Would he have any chance of delivering his father from that being if they did find him? Was he leading Thomas and the two squires to their death? What about Alpina? Was she someone that he could trust or was she luring him into the same trap as his father?
 
   The only glimmer of hope that came as an answer to those questions was found in Merlin. However, he was unsure of just how far the wizard’s magic could reach. Three brother knights had lost their lives, even when Merlin was about.
 
   As they drew closer to Gryme’s Dyke, John couldn’t help thinking that once they went beyond that boundary, they would be in a strange, savage and dark world; a world with death waiting around every corner or within the thick fog. With a heavy sigh, he attempted to put on the inner armor that strengthened him for what lay ahead.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It took Dunmor and three of his brothers all night to track down Sir Jofrit and in the end, it was the scent of Guerrero’s droppings that led the Picts to the hollowed out ditch they were hiding in. 
 
   Jofrit had found a gully that ran parallel to the high road but was roughly an eight-foot drop from that level… no doubt a remnant of the road’s Roman construction, now reduced to a tactical component. Trees which seemed to line the road above were actually rooted in the ditch and overstretched to shade the thoroughfare. Erosion had created deep cuts in the ditch walls, which were perfect for hiding in and the thick foliage of the underbrush and shrubbery created excellent camouflage. He stood Guerrero up against the inside of a deep cut out and stood with his back against the horse.
 
   They would have easily been able to pass a day and half a night undetected in their hideout but during the flight to get away from the Pictmen, Jofrit had not realized that his horse had left quite a trail of dung behind them.
 
   Dunmor and his brothers passed by the hiding place several times by way of the elevated roadway but once they had turned their search to the woods, it hadn’t been long before they picked up the trail and captured Jofrit.
 
   He remained bound, hand and foot, and on his belly over Guerrero’s saddle for the rest of the journey, only being pulled down at night when he was fettered by the neck to a post in the camp.
 
   For ten days, they traveled through the Cairngorms, skirting the foothills of Ben Macdui and then on to Braemar. When they entered the village, Jofrit saw only more of the same of what they had encountered in each settlement since they had set out across the great forested mountain range. Wattle and daub huts surrounded by thickets and post fencing which served to keep livestock penned in around the tiny dwellings. The village stank of animal excrement and tanned animal hides. Smokey fires were burning at scattered intervals with women cooking food for their families and boiling water for domestic use. A blacksmith’s forge stood at the end of what looked like a communal stable and a long wooden building stood in the center of it all serving as a mess hall and meeting place.
 
   They rested in the great hall that night and once again Jofrit was tethered to a post like an animal. A girl brought a bowl of gruel and meat for him and patiently spooned each bite into his mouth until it was finished. She brought him a water skin and allowed him to drink his fill before retiring to her other duties. 
 
   It was obvious that his captors planned to celebrate that night but before Jofrit knew it, he was fast asleep on the straw that had been scattered at the foot of the post for him to sleep on.
 
   The next morning, the girl woke him up before the others had risen from their cots. She brought him a bucket of warmed water, a cloth and a tiny piece of soap for him to wash with. When he was finished, she returned with clean clothing which she had taken from among his traveling bags and told him to get dressed.
 
   When the men awoke, they wasted no time preparing to be on their way again. This time, Sir Jofrit was not bound like a carcass and thrown over his horse’s saddle. Instead, he was allowed to sit upright in it but his legs were shackled together by means of manacles that ran under Guerrero’s belly and his bound hands were tied to the horn of the saddle. The horse’s reins were firmly in the grip of one of Dunmor’s brothers, whose job it was to lead Sir Jofrit and Guerrero the rest of the way.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Nimueh was pleased to hear the commotion that was erupting outside the crystal cave as the others watched Dunmor and his Pict men approaching in the distance. She rubbed her hands together as if they were cold, but they weren’t. She was just pleased to see her plan taking some shape and making some real progress finally. 
 
   Cerebus sensed her approval and moved closer to offer his head for petting. He had found life with Nimueh quite satisfying and rather leisurely. She took care of him, provided more than enough food for him to eat and let him loose to roam the countryside every now and then. He found he enjoyed not being a mount and beast of burden to an ungrateful and often cruel drow such as Erandur was.
 
   Nimueh, in turn, benefitted from having the enormous hell hound at her side. He was intimidating to say the least. Smaller creatures, even if they were more spiteful than she was, never seemed to step out of place when Cerebus was present. They had seen him snap of the head of a sprite or two, even when he was unprovoked. It helped to keep the little rascals in line without her even having to try.
 
   She patted his head and stroked his fur as she waited for Dunmor’s arrival.
 
   Soon, the Pict men led Sir Jofrit into the cave on Guerrero. The horse was stopped in front of Nimueh’s crystal throne so she could have a good view of her captive knight. Dunmor wanted her to see that he had done as he was charged to do and delivered the man and his mount to her unharmed and whole.
 
   He hadn’t even gone through Jofrit’s things and besides allowing the servant girl to retrieve a change of clothing for the man, he hadn’t allowed anyone to ransack the bags. Dunmor threw the three packs of supplies down onto the cave floor in front of Nimueh’s chair so she could inspect their wholeness for herself. 
 
   Being afraid of a woman was never something Dunmor allowed himself to do but he couldn’t deny that Lady Nimueh struck the fear of his ancestors into him. Every time he decided that the best course of action was not to cross her, he reminded himself that it was because she was a powerful witch who could wound him gravely or kill him if she wished; not just a pretty woman.
 
   But pretty she was nonetheless. 
 
   Dunmor and his brothers, being the only humans in Nimueh’s presence, were probably the most aware of her enchanting good looks but they also knew better than to show too much appreciation for it.
 
   As Nimueh stood up to approach the knight in front of her, she couldn’t take her eyes off his mount. The silvery stallion mesmerized her with its beauty and strength and she couldn’t help but to reach up and stroke its head.
 
   “He reminds me of so many beautiful things from my past,” she said to no one in particular. Then she faced Sir Jofrit and asked, “What is his name and where did you get such a fantastic beast?”
 
   Being the ever gracious knight that he was, Jofrit of Leeds answered Lady Nimueh’s questions with poise and grace.
 
   “Milady, his name is Guerrero. I brought him from Spain as a young foal along with another stallion that resembles him exactly. They are somewhat of a matched pair; twins to be precise.”
 
   Nimueh was intrigued. Twins which were both born alive and healthy and then continued to thrive and grow well was quite rare with horses and twins that were the same in appearance, even more so. They would have been a pair fit for a king and queen from the looks of the animal that stood before her.
 
   “He has the nimble and delicate traits that go with the blood of the desert horses from the lands south of the Aegean Sea,” Nimueh said confidently as she grasped the knuckles and patted the flanks of Guerrero’s legs.
 
   “You know much about horses and geography, Milady. That is quite impressive.”
 
   Nimueh stopped her assessment of the horse for a moment and looked Sir Jofrit in the eye. She positioned herself attractively and exaggerated the movements of her arms and upper body. In a few moments, she saw what she thought she had heard in his voice. She had seen that look before. Many years ago, a sorcerer by the name of Merlin had looked at her like that.
 
   Well, in the beginning, he had looked at her like that… then it had turned into an aggravating, incessant mooning that made her sick to her stomach and finally, it had become a look of complete shock and horror as she had used his own magic to imprison him inside a crystal alcove inside that very cave.
 
   It was a look of intrigue, admiration, desire. She had used it against Merlin to get what she wanted from him and she would do the same to Sir Jofrit of Leeds.
 
   “Dunmor! Is this any way to treat our distinguished guest? Why has he remained chained in my presence for so long?”
 
   The Pict man sprang forward to undo the rope and manacles that had kept Sir Jofrit secured to the horse and helped the man down from the saddle. As he stepped back to where his brothers were, Dunmor wasn’t quite sure what was going on between Jofrit and Nimueh but he was sure that he didn’t like one bit of it.
 
   “Come, Sir Jofrit,” Nimueh said. “Sit with me.” 
 
   When she said that, Nimueh waved her hand over the empty spot to the right of her crystal chair and a matching one rose from the platform for her guest.
 
   “They were just about to serve some supper.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We must capture that imp,” Merlin ordered as they were approaching the earthen mound that stretched for as far as the eye could see in either direction. There, a creature, the nature of which John had never seen before, scurried off the mound and then ran into a trench.
 
   “Thomas and I will ride ahead and try to cut him off; the rest of you stay behind him so he doesn’t double back!” John responded, putting the spurs to Ganador.
 
   “I’ll cast a spell so he doesn’t take flight!” Merlin called after him.
 
   In general, the imp behaved more like a game bird, running and dodging along the trench. It put Ganador and all of the other mounts to the test to run down the creature and close in around it. It screeched, hissed and wailed at them, beating its wings frantically, but unable to lift itself from the ground. As the circle closed in tighter, it finally stopped trying to escape, but circled warily; its wide eyes watching each of them in turn.
 
   “We mean you no harm, imp,” Merlin said. “These aren’t the kind of men who eat your kind.”
 
   “There are certainly none among you who smells of the kind who does,” the imp hissed, turning to watch Alpina closely.
 
   “We’ll not be dining on your flesh this day,” Merlin responded. “Although you look to be fattened up and would certainly be savory on the tongue.”
 
   “What do you want with me then, wizard?” His attention was upon Alpina, even as he spoke to Merlin.
 
    “No names, no news,” the imp retorted.
 
   “Yes, it is customary, but, as of yet, you haven’t introduced yourself. You’ve forgotten that protocol, no doubt?”
 
   “One’s dinner isn’t often introduced before having its head hacked off.”
 
   “You are to be no one’s dinner,” Merlin reassured. “Come on then, out with it, what is your name?”
 
   “I am called Tiki Tok,” the imp finally responded. “I am not the watchman of the dyke.”
 
   “To whom do you report?” Merlin asked. “To Gryme?”
 
   “Of course, everyone reports directly to Gryme,” Tiki Tok replied. “I report to Tim Tam. Now, do me the honor of introducing yourselves or I will be forced to speak freely.”
 
   “This is Sir John of Leeds, Sir Thomas of Manchester, Lady Alpina of Auchavan and…” He waved a hand toward each of them in turn as he made the introductions, but was cut off when he got to Alpina.
 
   “Auchavan,” Tiki Tok responded. “It’s certain that none of my kin have fattened the bellies of those at Auchavan.”
 
   “I’ve no interest in dining upon your flesh today,” Alpina responded with a wicked smile. She was enjoying the moment a little too much.
 
   The statement satisfied Tiki Tok, but he still kept one eye upon her as Merlin continued with the introductions.
 
   “We also have Chatburn, the squire of Sir John and Dufton, the squire of Sir Thomas,” Merlin finished. “And I am the wizard known as Merlin.”
 
   “Merlin?” he gasped. “Your power is unknown in these parts and untried, but it would be an honor to have you do me harm.”
 
   “I’ve done all the harm I intend to do by preventing you from taking wing,” Merlin answered. “If you will lie to us honestly, then no further harm will come.”
 
   John was a little bit confused about Merlin’s last statement. He wasn’t sure how one lied honestly.
 
   “So, Tim Tam,” Merlin began.
 
   “I believe that he said his name is Tiki Tok,” John said, interrupting the wizard.
 
   “Of course he did,” Merlin responded. “It was an honest lie. His real name is Tim Tam.”
 
   John shrugged and decided to stay out of the way.
 
   “What do you think of this day?” Merlin asked.
 
   “It was a miserable day up until the likes of you came along, but it’s gotten brighter,” Tim Tam responded. “It would be a delight to be eaten.”
 
   “Very good,” Merlin responded. “Have you any news from the north, near Inverness and the like?”
 
   “I never have news from the north,” Tim Tam answered. “South, east and west, but never from the north.”
 
   “No doubt that news was happy news to the likes of you,” Merlin continued.
 
   “It was the gravest news,” Tim Tam smiled.
 
   “Was it of Sir Jofrit of Camelot?”
 
   “Never heard of Sir Jofrit nor of Camelot, but it was the gravest news, indeed.” Tim Tam held back a laugh that threatened to burst from him.
 
   John wrinkled his brow as he tried to understand the conversation that was taking place between the imp and Merlin. None of it made sense to him.
 
   “Did he enter into the Cairngorms?” Merlin asked.
 
   “He never entered the Cairngorms and was never frozen in a block of ice,” the imp responded, still smiling, though better able to control himself.
 
   “It is a friend of yours who has him, then?”
 
   “Nimueh is no friend of mine,” Tim Tam replied.
 
   “It is Nimueh who has sealed Sir Jofrit in a block of ice, then?” Merlin asked.
 
   “I know nothing of this Nimueh, nor of your Sir Jofrit. She would never have put him in a block of ice,” the imp answered.
 
   “Do you know where Nimueh is keeping Sir Jofrit in his frozen state?” Merlin asked.
 
   “I know exactly the place,” the imp answered, scratching his sparsely haired head.
 
   “You will report none of this to Tiki Tok,” Merlin warned. “If you do, I’ll make certain to send Alpina’s family here to find their next Sunday’s dinner.”
 
   “I’ll tell Tiki Tok every word of our conversation. It would be an honor to be dinner for such a fine family.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we press him further?” John asked. “He says that he knows the exact location.”
 
   “It would do no good,” Merlin answered. “He doesn’t know where your father is being held.”
 
   “But he just…” John stopped when Merlin raised his hand to stop him.
 
   “Very well, then,” Merlin said. “You have use of your wings, if you wish to fly away.”
 
   “I’ve no wish to fly away. I’d rather be eaten,” Tim Tam responded before flapping his wings frantically and disappearing into a treetop nearby. From above, he called out to them. “It was certainly a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
 
   “We’ll be on our way, then,” Merlin said, turning his horse to follow the trench back to the road they’d been following before pursuing the imp.
 
   John and the others followed along behind Merlin until they reached the road. Silent confusion registered on all of their faces. It wasn’t until they were a mile or so north of the wall that Merlin began to bring relief to their confusion.
 
   “Sir Jofrit, I’m afraid to tell you,” Merlin began, “has been frozen in a block of ice by a very powerful sorceress by the name of Nimueh. However, our imp had no idea of the exact place that he is being held, though we can be assured that it is to the north in the Cairngorms.”
 
   “Please excuse my contradiction, Merlin,” John replied. “But how were you able to deduce that from the conversation that we just witnessed? For instance, didn’t he say that he knew exactly where my father was being held?”
 
   “He’s an imp, my dear Sir John,” Merlin chuckled. “He must always lie.”
 
   “So, how can you believe anything that he said?” John asked.
 
   “You can believe him by asking questions in a certain way that will make him give you the answers in reverse,” Merlin grinned. “If the imp lies honestly, then you can count on anything that he says being the opposite of what really is.”
 
   John had no response. He tried to sort through the conversation once more inside his mind. All it did was confuse him.
 
   “That was a wicked joke that you played on him, Lady Alpina,” Merlin laughed.
 
   “Do you think that he believed me?” Alpina laughed.
 
   “I don’t know, but he sure kept a close eye on you.” Merlin continued laughing and then tried to explain to his confused companions what Alpina had done.
 
   Finally catching on to the joke, John turned to look back at Alpina. “Would you actually eat such a creature?”
 
   “Of course I would,” she burst out. “They are delicious. Consider chicken in a rich pear sauce.”
 
   “Only twice as sweet,” Merlin added with a chuckle.
 
   If the others had been paying the magician’s expression any attention, they would have seen the wide grin of mirth on his face slowly melt away into a look of dread. Shivers had gone down his spine at the mention of Nimueh’s name. 
 
   How was this even possible? Mab had banished her for what she had done to Merlin many years before, so how was it that she was back on Earth? As he rode along with a myriad of thoughts clouding his mind, Merlin couldn’t help but remember everything that had happened between Nimueh and him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After the war, Morgana le Fae, Queen Mab and Merlin the sorcerer had warned Arthur, his men and their Sons of the Round Table that there was still too much unfettered magic loose in the kingdom. Many of the skirmishes had seen deserters and after the Battle of Camlann, there had been wounded soldiers, both human and elven, who had taken refuge in the dark places and forests of Cumbria.
 
   Eventually, with persistent patrols, these threats had been eradicated but what none of them had anticipated was that several magical entities who had been banished at one time or another to the realm of Arcadia had found the breach Oberon had created and slipped through to Earth. The majority of these refugees had returned by choice to Arcadia, being unfamiliar with Earth and having no desire to stay. However, some had been exiled to Arcadia from Earth and took the opportunity to sneak back home, escaping their prison sentence.
 
   One such prisoner was Nimueh. A long time ago, she had been a revered and beloved being in the realm. That was before Arthur had become king and united the fractured clans and people to form one country, under one king; the Kingdom of Britain. Before Lancelot had become one of the Knight of Arthur’s Round Table, he had been orphaned and it was Nimueh who has fostered him and raised him into adulthood. She had served as protector to many magical objects under the guidance of the Glastenning Sisterhood and for Queen Mab, she had been a source of justice to wrongdoers.
 
   It had been Nimueh who had presented Arthur with the enchanted sword, Excalibur. She appeared to him with the sword on three different occasions before finally allowing Arthur to keep it. By doing so, she had announced her approval of his kingship.
 
   All that had been long before Nimueh had earned the wrath of Avalon and Eon and been banished to Arcadia for her wrongdoings against Arthur’s favorite; Merlin, the magician.
 
   In the entire kingdom of Britain, only one creature had ever been able to catch Merlin's eye and that had been Nimueh, the Lady of the Lake. She was incredibly beautiful and young, but most importantly, Nimueh was a creature of magic, just like Merlin was. 
 
   It wasn’t long before Merlin, the greatest wizard in the kingdom, was completely in love with her. More and more, Merlin sought out opportunities to be with Nimueh and the more saw of her, the greater his desire grew, until he became completely obsessed. 
 
   He spent an outrageous amount of time courting her and seeking her attention. As could be expected, Nimueh soon became annoyed with his constant advances. Seeing as she shared no such feelings for Merlin, his attentions were overbearing and irritating and she wanted only to rid herself of him. However, quite aware of Merlin’s outbursts of unfettered rage, Nimueh feared what might happen if she turned him down openly.
 
   As benevolent as she could be in her role as the Lady of the Lake, so also could Nimueh be conniving and selfish. So, instead of being forthright with Merlin, she decided to pretend she shared his love and proceeded to use him to teach her his magic and all of his secrets. Nimueh’s hope was that one day, she might be more powerful than Merlin and never have to fear him again.
 
   When Nimueh thought that she had learned all there was to learn from Merlin, the magician, she invited the wizard on a leisurely stroll through the forest together. She pretended that there were still many things she wished to learn from him and that was the tip off to Merlin. He knew that she had mastered everything he knew and was sure that Nimueh had a plan up her sleeve, but he was so in love with her that he could not resist. 
 
   Nimueh wasted no time on their walk. She carried with her an enchanted book and quill and asked Merlin to review some of the most powerful spells he had taught her. As Merlin spoke, the pen wrote down every word that he said onto the blank pages of the book. Soon, they came to a cave which Merlin had previously told her was a place of great power. Though he was surprised that they had happened upon the place so suddenly, Merlin was glad of the opportunity to show it to Nimueh, if she wished to explore it. Nimueh agreed, delighted at the chance to see the magical place. Merlin entered the cave first and as soon as he stepped through the opening, Nimueh cast a spell that immediately sealed the mouth of the cave shut.
 
   Merlin was trapped and even though he tried many spells to open the cave and set himself free, none were successful. Nimueh had used was one of his own spells against him and so not even his great magic could not break it. 
 
   When Merlin had tried everything, he fell into a deep sleep and while he was in that dream state, he reached out to Arthur and told him everything that had happened. Morgana le Fae and Arthur went to free Merlin while Queen Mad arrested Nimueh and exacted the punishment of exile on her. 
 
   No one had heard from her since. Until now…
 
   Merlin the magician said nothing to his travel companions about any of this, but he knew well enough how important it was that they proceed on their quest to locate and rescue Sir Jofrit of Leeds with extreme caution.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until the meal was served that Jofrit realized how hungry he was. He’d been fairly well fed while he was with the Pict men but their idea of food was far from what he was used to finding on his table in Leeds and even on the barracks table in the Shetlands during his years there.
 
   Nimueh, it was certain, knew how to entertain her guests well. There had been no trouble that was spared in the preparation of the meal brought before them. Roasted fowl and boar basted in delicious sauces and seasonings. Stewed rabbit rich with root vegetables and sage. The bread was fresh, soft and hearty and served with a huge bowl of yellow, creamy butter; the kind that the highlands was known for.
 
   Then there was the ale. It was sweet with honey and strong from the grain; a bad combination if one wished to keep their wits about them. It was soon evident that that was not Nimueh’s plan for Jofrit. As they reclined by the fireplace, she kept his goblet full of ale and his ear full of her fantastical stories. They laughed and talked until the late hours of the night.
 
   When she was sure that he was quite incapacitated with drink, Nimueh spoke in a soft, hypnotizing voice. “So, Jofrit,” she started, “would you give up your handsome steed to secure your freedom from here and free passage through the Cairngorms to the south and on to your home in Yorkshire?”
 
   His answer surprised her.
 
   “If I were to leave my horse behind, my lady, tell me how would I get home?”
 
   His answer was a little too sober for her liking. She was getting angry with Jofrit.
 
   “I am not that inhospitable, sir. Surely, I would provide you with another.”
 
   “I meant no offense. But I would much rather to keep my own.”
 
   “I think you have misunderstood me. I was not asking what you preferred. I was giving you the opportunity to procure your freedom from me at the price of the horse.”
 
   “Am I to understand that I am your prisoner here?’
 
   “I think you may finally be getting the true nature of the predicament that you are in, Sir Jofrit,” Nimueh said with a coy smile on her face. “The Pict men kidnapped you so they could ransom you to Leeds for a handsome sum of money. I delayed their efforts by commanding them to bring you here to me first so that I may weigh the political implications of such an action. I mean, what kind of a leader would I be if I allowed a group of silly men to undermine the safety of all who reside here?”
 
   “True. It is your responsibility to protect these creatures.”
 
   Perhaps she was getting through to him after all.
 
   “So, will you allow them to keep you a prisoner for ransom or will you give me the horse in purchase of your freedom and leave the mountains?”
 
   “I will leave the mountains,” Jofrit said.
 
   Nimueh smiled. “Well, in that case…”
 
   “But,” Jofrit interjected, “not without Guerrero.”
 
   Nimueh’s face turned a deep shade of red as the anger and frustration rose in her veins. Never had a man denied her. It was true that she had had her way with men much stronger than this knight; men of magical beginnings and strengths. Who did he think he was to refuse her?
 
   “So be it, Jofrit of Leeds!”
 
   Nimueh stood up and waved her right hand once over her head. Immediately, an invisible force pulled Jofrit to his feet. He was frozen in place as stiff as a board and even though he tried to resist the unseen power, he could not help himself.
 
   Nimueh turned her palm to the ceiling and raised her hand slightly and with that, Jofrit was raised four inches from the crystal floor and floated across the room to the opening that led outside the cave. Nimueh followed his floating body closely as they walked across a wide field. The pasture led to the edge of a high cliff that overlooked the waters of a lake. In the middle of it was a small mass of land with a single oak growing on it.
 
   Nimueh stopped at the cliff’s edge but moved her hands away from her body in the direction of the lake and Jofrit’s body floated over the water to the small island in the middle of it.
 
   When he arrived there, the trunk of the oak tree opened up and received the block of ice which contained the frozen Jofrit inside. Then it wrapped its trunk around the solid pillar and held it as if it were cradling a small child.
 
   “Well, since you wish to be selfish, Jofrit. Since the horse means more to you than ever seeing your family, your son, again. Let the tree feed you and hold you until someone comes to rescue you and when they do, I will use the opportunity to dismantle Camelot and bring this country to its knees. They will sing songs about you, Jofrit. No one in my new England will be allowed to forget how a new kingdom deposed an old one all because of selfish Sir Jofrit.”
 
   When Nimueh returned to the crystal cave she kicked the knight’s traveling bags toward the sleeping figures of Dunmor and his brothers.
 
   “Take those for your troubles so far!” she cried. “That ridiculous man won’t be needing them anymore.”
 
   “Is he contained then, Lady Nimueh?” Dunmor asked.
 
   “Yes, he is, Dunmor. He refused to give me the horse in exchange for his freedom.”
 
   “What should we do with it then? The horse, I mean.”
 
   “Put him in my pasture of course. It doesn’t matter that Jofrit didn’t give him to me; he is mine anyway. I’ve taken him.”
 
   “Very well, my lady.”
 
   “And in the morning, I will need you to set up your usual patrols, use a little of the mists if you have to. I want to know as soon as there is sign of his rescue party arriving in our country. Delay them while you send word to me as well. It is important that I am properly prepared for their arrival. Especially for Merlin, the magician.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Leaving Gyme’s Dyke was, indeed, leaving the civilized world behind. Houses and farms were very rare alongside the road and there were long spans of no signs of civilization. As they went further along, a plain began to open up before them and across that plain, high mountains. They could see sharp, steep slopes covered in greenery rising up ahead of them and ridges winding ever higher toward barren slopes with peaks of capped snow.
 
   “The Cairngorms,” John whispered, drawing up on the reins.
 
   The others gathered near him and took in the view before them as well. From that distance, they looked vast and foreboding and John felt a shiver run through him. What sort of savagery was hidden in that vast expanse before them?
 
   “Aren’t they beautiful?” Alpina said, halting her black mare beside him. “As many times as I’ve seen them, I have never grown weary of their beauty. Surprises, delights and adventures abound along those slopes and in the valley between them. There are springs of the freshest, most delicious water you’ve ever tasted and thick, green grass where a million cattle might be nourished. What say you, Sir John?”
 
   “They are, indeed, beautiful,” he responded. As he looked more intensely, he noted patches of thick fog spread out across the slopes and hiding some of the ridges and peaks as well. “I’m for the delights and adventures, but the surprises that lie within those patches of fog that make me wary.”
 
   “But you are a seasoned knight; what surprise could possibly cause you to tremble?” she asked.
 
   John turned to look at her, expecting to see the mocking expression that he’d grown accustomed to when she spoke to him. It wasn’t there. In place of it was an expression of genuine confusion. He started to answer, but Merlin had broken into the conversation.
 
   “Wariness is not a bad thing, my dear,” Merlin said. “It prepares the mind and heightens the senses to meet whatever challenge might present itself.”
 
   “Sir John, though he might tremble,” Thomas joined in, “but he will never turn away.”
 
   That boost of confidence from Merlin and from his friend was far better than any reply that he might have made. He decided to leave Alpina’s question unanswered. Instead, he restated the reason for their journey once more. “In that expanse, somewhere is my father. We know not where, nor how we will find him once he is freed from his prison. We know not what dangers we will face before he is set free, but for his sake, as my father’s son, I will not quit this journey until either my father rides beside me back to Leeds or my life is snuffed out in the mists.”
 
   “I pledge the same,” Thomas announced.
 
   “We are with you, Sire,” the squires answered in turn.
 
   John turned toward Alpina, no longer avoiding her piercing, crystal gaze. “Will you lead us into those mountains?”
 
   “I will,” she replied. She hesitated no longer, but lightly tapped her heels to the side of her mare and started out ahead of them.
 
   Though at a slower pace than a few days before, John touched his spurs to Ganador and started off, drawing up alongside of her. Along with his apprehension was a tingle of another kind running through him and that tingle had to do with what he had seen when he looked into those eyes only moments before. Beauty, strength, confidence and something untamed tugged at a longing that he hadn’t ever experienced before. It made sense for her to be riding beside him.
 
   “I must offer my apologies.” The words came out of his mouth before he could stop them. Once they started to flow, however, he felt no need to stop them. “I realize the error of assuming that you were a common barmaid and chambermaid. It is quite obvious to me now that you are of much nobler birth.”
 
   The sound of her laughter was musical and it sent a thrill through him.
 
   “I’m of no noble birth,” she replied, still beaming, but not mocking him.
 
   “Perhaps not of blood,” he answered, “but of spirit. There are forms of nobility that go beyond one’s lineage.”
 
   “Sir John.” Her voice took on a grave tone. “I am untamed, but I have courage. I am unrefined, but I have my gifts. I am of genteel heart, but I will savagely protect my own.”
 
   John had no ready response for her, but he was thrilled by her words.
 
   “Perhaps I judged too quickly as well,” she said after they’d ridden along in silence for some minutes. “You are, indeed, noble and worthy of your station.”
 
   “I’d venture to say,” he began, waving a hand toward the distant peaks. “Whatever lies in wait for us up there will have little regard for station and status.”
 
   “Sir John, the Cairngorms have regard for no one. There are only three states for one to be in: alive, near death and dead. Those who survive the challenges of these mountains grow stronger and treasure life and beauty more profoundly.”
 
   John recalled how everything around him had become brighter and more beautiful after having survived the battle against Mordred and his forces. Staying alive had heightened his awareness of the beauty around him and made him treasure life all the more as he looked about him at the thousands lying lifeless. “You have spoken truthfully,” he whispered.
 
   “The Cairngorms are rugged, Sir John, but for those who learn to live with them rather than fight against them, there is life in abundance flowing through them. You will learn from these mountains, if you will open your heart and mind. Stones and soil are only their outward appearance. Beneath that shell are streams of life and energy.”
 
   John listened to her words, noting a reverent tone in them, as though she was speaking of some deep and sacred secret. He tried to soak it in, but realized that what she was saying went beyond words. It was the life that flowed through her and that untamed thing that he saw in her eyes. He rode on in eager silence. Though still wary, he was ready for the challenges ahead.
 
   As they ascended the first slope and he watched the plains begin to fall away behind them, he looked upon the rocks and soil with a new set of eyes. What was beneath that soil and those stones, which gave life to the wildflowers, shrubs and grasses? In Leeds, he had rarely considered such a question. In fact, the countryside around him had been nothing more than scenery or resources to be made use of.
 
   As the group came to the top of the slope that they had been climbing, they paused to drink in the view. Behind and below them was the plain that they had crossed hours before. The expanse of that view reached toward the sea to the east, but it was the view of the ridges, valleys and mountains before them that took their breath.
 
   Wide mountain meadows dotted with wild flowers were scattered among forests in valleys and basins that were innumerable. Streams wound their way along the bottom of those valleys which connected in wider valleys below. Above those ridges and valleys, as they rose ever higher, were the bald faces of peaks with patches of snow left over from winter and white crested tops upon which the snow never completely disappeared.
 
   “We’ll need to descend this slope and make our camp along the stream below,” Alpina announced. “It is best if we get settled in before dark.”
 
   Alpina’s voice brought them all out of the momentary trance that had come over them; all of them except Merlin, of course. Merlin was, however, quite fascinated with watching their reaction and grinned broadly as he considered how such simple beauty mixed with grandeur could so easily delight a man; even a Knight of the Sons of Camelot.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   John had slept little on the cold, hard ground. Though he’d spent nights out in the countryside and away from an inn before, he hadn’t been prepared for how cold it was. His blankets and the pad beneath him were simply not enough to provide the necessary comfort to invite sleep. If the lack of those necessities wasn’t enough, his imagination and active mind finished him off. Tested in battle, he was confident up to a point, but there were so many unknowns in the challenges to be faced. There was magic, sorcery and savagery, no doubt, hiding behind every tree stump or boulder. Before dawn broke, he had completely given up on trying to sleep.
 
   “You’re an early riser this morning,” Alpina commented when she saw him approaching where she was working on building a fire. “I was under the impression that a knight’s squire arose before the knight in order to prepare his things for the day.”
 
   “Chatburn isn’t up yet?” he asked with a smile.
 
   “No one is up,” she replied. “Only you and I.”
 
   “That’s not an entirely terrifying prospect,” he responded. “Although the reason for my early rising is mostly because I don’t believe I slept for even a moment during the night.”
 
   “Delicate backside?” she laughed softly.
 
   “My mind and imagination, mostly.” John couldn’t and wouldn’t admit to not being conditioned for sleeping out. He’d become accustomed to it at some point, but the cold was going to be another problem. “That and the cold. I’m simply not accustomed to it.”
 
   “Did you try keeping your head covered?” she asked.
 
   “I’m not sure that I understand how that would help.”
 
   “I’m not sure either, I just know that I was taught to sleep with my head covered when I was cold.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” he mused.
 
   “So, what horrible tricks are your mind and imagination playing on you?” she asked after she’d coaxed a flame to life and began to add fuel which the flames eagerly engulfed.
 
   “So many unknowns,” he responded. “So many new challenges that I’ve never known before.”
 
   “Did you fight in Mordred’s War?” she asked.
 
   “I did,” he replied.
 
   “Weren’t there plenty of challenges to face during those battles?”
 
   “There were, but somehow, I was better prepared for those battles. Like I knew what to expect.”
 
   “How can one expect any particular thing once a battle starts?”
 
   It was a valid question; one that he did not know the answer to. “I suppose one can’t. I guess that it is the myth and the mist that bother me most.”
 
   “My story got under your skin, did it?” she laughed.
 
   “It did,” he replied, joining her laughter. The admission came easily and he was beginning to realize that, like the warmth of the fire penetrated through to his bones and brought him warmth, so had the new-found warmth and comfort that came with Alpina. He meant to say something about how she’d changed, but wasn’t sure how to bring it up.
 
   “I ought to apologize for that story, I suppose,” she smiled at him.
 
   As she spoke, she looked up and their eyes locked upon one another. John was certain that she could see right through to his soul and he felt a sense of fear mixed with joy. That lingering glance ended when she turned away quickly.
 
   It seemed impossible to continue with any other conversation after that moment and John sat quietly, content to be near her as she went about preparing their breakfast. Had he tried to draw up a new conversation, it would have been short-lived, however, because Chatburn, followed shortly after by Dufton, had left their beds and had approached the warmth of the fire to take the chill off before they went on with their morning duties.
 
   John was not alone in his insomnia; it seemed that everyone but Merlin and Alpina had struggled with sleep and the cold was to blame. None of them were quite prepared for the thin, crisp air. Alpina repeated her advice to all of them as they discussed the matter over breakfast and Merlin suggested a sleeping spell for the coming night. Shortly after dawn, they were on their way once more. Within that first hour of the morning, however, their first challenge rose up before them. 
 
   When John saw the thick fog tumbling down the slope toward them, he tried to steady himself and swallowed the lump in his throat. With his hand on the hilt of his sword, he felt himself being surrounded by the cold, moist air and slowly watched everything around him disappear. So thick was the mist that the ears and head of Ganador were little more than a shadow in front of him and he could certainly not see Alpina or any of the others. He felt as if he was floating.
 
   All around him had become silent and John could hear nothing but breathing, the creak of the saddles and the sound of the horses’ hooves upon the trail. Suddenly, from in front of him the sweet voice of Alpina started in singing:
 
    
 
   “O waly waly up the bank 
 
   And waly waly doon the brae, 
 
   And waly way by yon burn side 
 
   Where I and my first love did gae.”
 
    
 
   Her voice rang out, penetrating not only through the fog, but also through his fears. It was a sound sweeter than his mother’s lullaby when he was a young child and it soothed him with equal effect.
 
    
 
   “Noo Arthur's Seat shall be my bed, 
 
   No sheets shall e'er be pressed by me, 
 
   Saint Anton's Well shall be my drink, 
 
   Since my fause love's forsaken me.
 
   'It is not the frost that freezes fell 
 
   Nor blawin' snaw's inclemency, 
 
   'It is not sic cauld that makes me cry 
 
   But my love's heart's grown cauld tae me.”
 
    
 
   The thickest of the fog only lasted a few minutes during which time, Alpina’s sweet voice soothed them and served as a beacon to guide them forward. As the mist became lighter, the scene around them had changed completely, as though they had passed through a tunnel and into another world.
 
   Looming high above them was an ominous, bald-faced mountain whose somber mien kept a steady watch over them as they passed below. It reminded John of how a cat peered down at a mouse before pouncing upon it and he couldn’t help that his glance tended to return again and again in its direction.
 
   The trail followed along the top of a narrow, treeless ridge. On either side and all around the slopes below them, the thick fog through which they had passed filled in the valleys and made John feel as though they were atop a cloud. The sensation was frightening, for he felt as though he might tumble off and sink into a bottomless depth.
 
   “Makes you feel like you’re floating on a cloud, doesn’t it?” Alpina asked, dropping back to ride alongside him. They had ridden single file along the trail all morning and it was a welcome change to be able to ride beside her again.
 
   “It does,” John replied. “But it sometimes feels as though we might fall off.”
 
   “It takes getting used to,” she replied. “How do you feel after surviving the mist?”
 
   “It wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be,” he replied. “Your song was a comfort. You sing beautifully.”
 
   “Thank you,” she smiled.
 
   “How could you guide us through? Is it some magical thing?” he asked.
 
   “I’ve a gift for seeing through the fog,” she replied. “It’s why Merlin asked me to come along.”
 
   “Merlin asked you to come along?” He’d wondered about her sudden appearance, but that was the first time that he’d heard that it hadn’t been by accident.
 
   “He did,” she responded. “To guide you through the mists and through the mountains.”
 
   “So you aren’t a barmaid and innkeeper at all.”
 
   “Does that disappoint you?” she laughed.
 
   “No. I just…” John couldn’t finish the sentence. He wasn’t sure if he felt betrayed or not. Neither he nor Thomas had even considered questioning how she had come to be in the inn in Penrith, but things were beginning to make a little bit more sense; except, of course, for the tone that she’d first taken with him.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “You’re ridin’ where ye don’t belong,” the voice called out to them.
 
   It was past midday and they’d just started along their way when John began to feel uncomfortable; like something or someone was out there watching them. They’d survived the fog and had the pleasure of watching it slowly dissipate and reveal the valley below. They had taken their midday rest in that valley and were following a stream that led up the bottom of it toward the bald-faced mountain that had stood over them all morning.
 
   At the sound of the voice, they stopped and John announced himself. “We are Sir John of Leeds, Sir Thomas of Manchester and Merlin, along with our squires and Lady Alpina of Auchavan. We bring you no harm.”
 
   “She of Auchavan, I’ve heard of, but the rest of ye aren’t welcome,” the large man chuckled as he stepped out from his hiding place and into the trail in front of them. John heard and felt others appearing all around and behind them. “I’m not worried ‘bout harm comin’ to me, my concern is for you.”
 
   “We have been given authority to pass through this land on an errand of Arthur, King of the Britons and ruler of Camelot,” John replied. “We are in search of my father, Jofrit, a Knight of the Round Table and will not turn away from our quest. You would be ill-advised to bring us harm.”
 
   “Arthur is no king of mine,” the man answered, leaning on a long, heavy sword as he spoke. “Aroun’ here, I’m the king; me an’ my brothers. I haven’t given my authority to you.”
 
   “This land is part of the claim of Arthur and your duty is to obey your king.”
 
   All around them, the laughter of the men was hearty. Feeling the sting of their mockery of King Arthur, John started to draw his sword, as did Thomas.
 
   “Stop!” Alpina commanded. “Steady your hands, knights. You’ve no advantage here.”
 
   “They’ll not insult my king and live,” John hissed through gritted teeth. The flash of anger in his eyes burned through her.
 
   “There will come a time for such display of honor and duty, sirs,” she whispered. “But, I assure you, this is not it.”
 
   “Claimin’ a place and holdin’ it are two different things,” the large man said glaring directly at him. “In fact, to us, this appears like an invasion by your king, though he ought to have sent an army instead of two puny knights and their seer. By the way, knight, I know about your father and he’ll not be ridin’ home with ye, so you might as well turn back.”
 
   “What do you know of my father?” John started Ganador forward, drawing his sword further from its sheath.
 
   “And the high wizard of Briton. You’ve forgotten about me,” Merlin joined in, chuckling softly and then whispering to John. “Steady, my boy.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I just told you,” Merlin replied, still smiling. “I’m the high wizard of Briton.”
 
   “Wizard, witch, knight or squire makes no difference to us. You’ll not be passin’ through this way without payin’ yer due or feedin’ yer blood to these stones.”
 
   “Our due?” Merlin asked, taking charge of the conversation. “What, exactly, is our due? Do you intend to rob us?”
 
   “It would be much easier if ye just handed over what ye got an’ not make a struggle out of it.”
 
   “What is it that you want?” John asked.
 
   “To start with,” the big man began, “my feet ache from scurrying over these stones and I’d like to rest them on the back of that flea-bit nag you’re ridin’.”
 
   “You will have a taste of my blade before I give him up,” John hissed.
 
   “You’d die for a nag?” the man laughed. “What would your king have to say then?”
 
   “Don’t press him,” Alpina warned in a quiet tone. “He’s only baiting you into a fight.”
 
   “You know these men?” he responded.
 
   “I do,” she replied. “They are all brothers and a very bad lot. The one doing the speaking is Dunmor.”
 
   “Then perhaps they ought to die as a family,” John retorted.
 
   “Let Merlin do his work,” Alpina warned. “Any of us dying here will not help your father.”
 
   “He knows something about my father and I will have it out of him,” John replied.
 
   “There will be nothin’ but bloodshed,” Alpina snapped. “Give it time and an opportunity will present itself.”
 
   “A lot of whisperin’,” Dunmor called out. “I hope she’s advising you to give up your mount instead of your life.”
 
   “I’ll do nothing of the sort, Dunmor!” John snapped. Alpina’s advice was sound, but John was confident that he and Thomas, with the aid of the squires, who, though they were not knighted, were quite adept with their swords, would fare well in spite of the odds against them. “I’ll ask you and your brothers to step aside and you’ll tell me what you know about my father.”
 
   “Ah, so she’s provided you with my name, then,” Dunmor laughed. “At least you’ll know the name of the man who took your life before the dark shadow comes over your eyes.”
 
   “Mister Dunmor,” Merlin broke in. “If I might break in for a moment. I was just wondering if this would be payment enough to get you and your brothers to step aside and let us be on our way.”
 
   Merlin tossed a large, heavy sack to the ground in front of them. By the heavy sound that it made when it hit the trail, John could tell that there were a great number of coins in it. He turned to look at Merlin with his mouth open wide. Where had the wizard come up with such a sum? He doubted that they had that much between them and he certainly hadn’t seen Merlin lugging anything heavy about.
 
   The sound of the bag of coins hitting the ground brought a wide smile to Dunmor’s face. He stepped forward cautiously, opened the bag, peered inside and then dipped his hand into it, bringing out a large handful of coins. One of the nearby brothers gasped at the sight and the entire lot of them exchanged broad smiles.
 
   “A very nice sum, indeed, wizard, if that’s really what you are,” Dunmor laughed. “But I think that we can have this and whatever else you’ve got.”
 
   “I was afraid that you’d say that,” Merlin replied aloud. Then, in a low tone, he told the group to be ready to ride fast.
 
   “You’re whisperin’ again, are you?” Dunmor laughed. “No doubt you’re cookin’ up some magic spell.”
 
   The entire group of brothers laughed at Dunmor’s comment.
 
   “Now!” Merlin cried, tossing some object, which John did not recognize at the feet of Dunmor. The object exploded in a flash and Dunmor started and fell as he stumbled away from it in a start. The surprise of the explosion caused the others to leap back as well. At that moment, the group touched spurs to their horses and charged ahead. For good measure, Merlin continued tossing the objects at the men to keep them from pursuing.
 
   Alpina led them up the valley at a rapid pace for some distance before bringing the pace down to a gap-making trot. As the valley widened and their pace slowed to a walk, John held up enough so that Merlin could ride beside him.
 
   “Where did you get the gold?” John asked.
 
   “It was a little something that I threw together at the last minute,” Merlin replied.
 
   “And the flashes of fire?”
 
   “Another little trick of mine. I’d think you’d be used to that sort of thing by now, Sir John,” Merlin chuckled.
 
   “There is no getting used to wizardry,” John responded. “I don’t know that giving them such a large sum of gold was the best thing to do. With that, they might only become more dangerous and pursue us all the more.”
 
   “I should hope that they’ll pursue us,” Merlin responded. “They know something about your father.”
 
   “But I…” John was baffled by the statement and was unable to complete it.
 
   “They’ll come running along at the speed of a stag come morning,” Merlin continued. “They’ll stalk us before taking their chance and there won’t be any talk, but I’m afraid that when they come, they’ll be coming like a nest of hornets.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “On the morrow, that bag of gold will be nothing but a bag of pebbles.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Were it not for Merlin’s sleep spell, none of them would have closed their eyes and rested that night and their greater worry wouldn’t have been whether or not to cover their heads against the cold. The encounter had left all of them on edge and they had watched the surrounding woods, jumping at every sound as they sat around the fire in the darkness.
 
   Well rested, but wary, dawn brought a new challenge as they started up the long valley once more.
 
   “They’ll attack when we are in a mist,” Alpina advised. “Until then, we might feel them or even get a glance of them as they watch us, but they will not show themselves.”
 
   “How are we to fight them in the mist?” John asked. He’d remembered not being able to clearly see the head of his mount. “How can they hope to press an attack? Do they all have your gift?”
 
   “Some of them might,” she replied. “It’s not uncommon among these people. Remember, I told you that they are not entirely human. However, gift or not, through years of practice, they have learned to know the sounds and how to fight within the fog. I’ve heard that some of them even close their eyes as they fight, so as to make use of their other senses.”
 
   John had never heard of such a thing. Who would close their eyes in battle? It would certainly mean instant death. He rode quietly, pondering the idea, until another sprang up in his mind. If those who had the gift and could see through the fog were not entirely human, then did that mean that Alpina was not entirely human? He considered the question for a moment. He recalled that Dunmor had referred to her as a seer as well. What sort of woman was he riding with? They had gotten more comfortable around each other in the past few days and John finally decided that the right opportunity to solve the mysteries surrounding her had arrived.
 
   “So, if they are not entirely human,” he began, “does that mean that you’re not entirely human?”
 
   “I wondered when that question would come,” she laughed. “The answer is no.”
 
   John waited for an explanation, but none was forthcoming. He pressed on. “So, if you’re not entirely human, then what is the other part?”
 
   “I’m also part fae,” she replied. “A particular type of fae that are human in form. That magic is what gives us certain gifts that humans don’t possess.”
 
   “Like being able to see through a thick fog,” he responded.
 
   “That and others,” she smiled.
 
   “What others?” he asked.
 
   “Being able to see something of the future,” she responded. “Not in great detail and visions, mind you, but by impressions.”
 
   “Is that why Dunmor referred to you as a seer?” John asked.
 
   “It is.”
 
   Seeing the future, even a blurry impression of it, was a gift that John had always wished of having and he was fascinated by it. “So, you knew that they would come at us and surround us yesterday?”
 
   “Not exactly,” she responded. “I felt as though an uncomfortable moment was coming, but I also felt that it would only be an inconvenience and no great tragedy.”
 
   “You knew that it would turn out okay?” he asked.
 
   “Why do you think that I held you back and advised you to let Merlin do his work?”
 
   “I assumed that you didn’t have faith in our skills,” he laughed.
 
   “That entered my mind,” she returned. “There were nine of them after all.”
 
   “I only saw five,” John answered.
 
   “Exactly! So now I hope you fully understand how severe the matter really was,” she replied.
 
   Nine was more than twice their number if you considered only the two knights and their squires. Of course, Merlin certainly made up the odds with his trickery, but John knew, all too well that Merlin’s magic didn’t make up all of the difference. It hadn’t in the battles against Mordred.
 
   “You, like many humans, depend too greatly on your eyesight to reveal things to you. The truth is, the sooner you realize that vision is sometimes the least reliable of your senses, the better of a warrior you will become.”
 
   John was puzzled by her advice but he considered it seriously. He couldn’t help but ask about what would happen later in the day. “So, do you have an impression of the day’s events?”
 
   “I’ve had none yet,” she smiled. “But I think it will be a happy day for us both.”
 
   John saw something in her eyes as she spoke that sent a thrill through him, though he didn’t quite understand what it was. That untamed, unknown something that he’d seen in the depth of her eyes twinkled with some sort of delight. He had to look away.
 
   They rode along in silence for a time and then she drew up and stopped the group. “Do you feel them?” she asked.
 
   Although he hadn’t been fully aware of it before, in that instant, John knew that there had been some nagging discomfort. “I think so,” he said. “Are you having a vision?”
 
   “I don’t have visions,” she replied, “just impressions. But we need to ride and ride fast.”
 
   The following several minutes reminded John of the race that the two of them had enjoyed outside of Penrith. With Ganador and Blackbird thundering ahead and the others coming along behind at as quick a pace as leading pack animals would allow, they put a great deal of distance between themselves and their stalkers.
 
   As they rounded a bend in the trail, they came to a short, sharp descent in the trail that was covered in shale. Ganador, having been slightly ahead, felt the unstable surface beneath his hooves and dodged away from it, finding his footing on more stable ground. But Blackbird was too late in recognizing the danger and skidded down the slope for several lengths of a horse before turning sharply toward the solid ground under Ganador’s feet.
 
   When Blackbird made the sharp turn, which happened in the blink of an eye, Alpina could no longer keep her seat in the saddle and flew free of her mount. She landed on the shale slope, tumbled and skidded until she came to rest with a jolt against a boulder.
 
   John, unaware of what had taken place behind him, only realized that Alpina was no longer on her mount when he saw the riderless mare come up beside him. He drew back on his reins and turned back. “Alpina!” he called out.
 
   In a panic, John rode back to the foot of the descent and instantly saw the still body of Alpina against the stone. He hurried to her, quickly dismounted and scrambled to her side, turning her to see if she was conscious. “Alpina! Alpina!” he called out to her.
 
   Alpina did not respond.
 
   John heard the sound of the others as they neared the crest of the descent and called out to them. It was Thomas who had arrived there first and his mount had reacted much the same way as Ganador. No doubt, the two battle-tested mounts were a bit quicker in their reaction, but Thomas was able to turn him back toward the others before they came barreling forward and caused a horrible disaster.
 
   Seeing that disaster had been averted, John turned back to the lifeless form before him. Scooping her up in his arms, he held her against him, turned his eyes to heaven and whispered a prayer. “Don’t take her from me now.”
 
   When he looked back down at her, he was rewarded with the sight of her crystal clear blue eyes looking up into his.
 
   “You live!” he cried out. In his excitement, he pressed his lips to hers before realizing what he was doing. He drew back again. “Are you okay? Where are you hurt?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she whispered. “Only a bit dazed from the fall.”
 
   “I will carry you with me then,” John replied. “You can’t possibly ride further.”
 
   “As much as I would like that,” she smiled softly, “I think that I can ride.”
 
   “But…” John was unable to finish his response as he watched her push away from him and steady herself on her feet. His mouth fell open as he looked at her. It had to have been some miracle that she was on her feet when moments before he was certain that she was dead.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “Are you sure that you’re okay?” John asked. It had been the same question at least a dozen times since she’d been tossed from Blackbird’s back.
 
   “I have already told you that the ladies of Auchavan are made of more durable stuff than those delicate flowers to the south,” she laughed. “Please, John, stop worrying over me. I’ll have a bruise or two and walking won’t be easy for a day or two, but we’ll be in the saddle, so I’ll be fine.”
 
   There had been a discussion about making camp earlier. John had insisted that Alpina needed tending to, but she had stubbornly limped to Blackbird and remounted the mare without giving heed to him in any form. “We must take advantage of the distance we have gained,” she said.
 
   They’d ridden on at a slower, but steady pace and John had stayed very close behind and beside her whenever a wider spot in the trail presented the opportunity. His constant nagging had begun to wear thin on her and she finally snapped at him.
 
   “John, stop! I’m fine.”
 
   It was in that moment that he realized that she had dropped the sir and called him only by his given name. He also realized that he didn’t mind what she called him anymore. Though his concern for her had pushed it out of his mind, the memory of her soft lips pressed against his and the tingle that had gone through him returned once more. It had been, though perhaps an accident, a very delightful one.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he replied. “I’m just concerned…”
 
   “No need,” she interrupted. “I am thankful for your concern, but, please believe me. I am fine.”
 
   John fought to refrain from voicing his concern as they continued along the trail. He still wondered if she was truly okay or if she was truly injured gravely and just trying to be strong. No doubt, her stubbornness was playing a role in that. Through the mix of feelings that were assaulting him, John remembered their earlier conversation and began to chuckle.
 
   “What?” she asked, slowing the pace and allowing him to draw up next to her.
 
   “Some seer you are,” he grinned. “You didn’t see that tumble coming or you might have avoided it.”
 
   “Who said that I wanted to avoid it?”
 
   “But you might have been killed!”
 
   “Dear John,” she laughed. “Don’t you recall that I said that it would be a happy day for the both of us?”
 
   John was offered no opportunity to reply as Alpina touched her heels to Blackbird and picked up the pace, riding ahead of him on the trail as it narrowed to traverse a steep slope. Unsure of what she meant, John hoped to move up alongside her and question her some more, but the opportunity never presented itself again. He settled in behind her and allowed his thoughts to return to that moment beside the boulder.
 
   “I know the cause of that smile,” Thomas said, grinning at him as they sat beside the fire later that evening.
 
   “I know nothing about what you are insinuating,” John lied. Though Thomas was like a brother to him, he had no intention of sharing that pleasant moment with anyone, especially not to have it cheapened by the bawdy discourse that he’d heard so many knights engage in.
 
   “Fine,” Thomas shrugged. “I have noticed that she dropped the sir whenever she addresses you, though. That must be significant.”
 
   “Status and rank have fallen away from all of us at this point,” John replied.
 
   “And yet, she still refers to me as Sir Thomas,” he chuckled.
 
   John ignored the comment. He tried to push the scene out of his head. It had made his mind cloudy all afternoon and that had worried him. As sweet as that moment had been, they were still being pursued by Dunmor and his brothers. They might already have caught up to them and were waiting to attack them as they fell asleep.
 
   “I think we should take turns standing watch this evening,” John began. “As much as I enjoyed the peaceful sleep of the previous night, we might never awaken again if the same spell were cast upon us tonight.”
 
   “Would they attempt an attack in the darkness?” Thomas asked.
 
   “The same as they would in the mist,” John replied. “Alpina told me that they have trained, since birth, to make use of heightened their senses and can navigate and fight without being able to see.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Thomas replied.
 
   “That’s what I said, but she assured me that they are quite adept at the practice; some of them even close their eyes when they’re in the mist. They move and attack by use of hearing and their other senses.”
 
   “Then there is no hope for us at all,” Thomas sighed. “We can’t possibly contend with that. In a stand-up fight, in broad daylight, we would slay the five of them to the man, even without Merlin’s magic.”
 
   “Alpina said that there are nine of them,” John responded.
 
   “Even then, in daylight, with Merlin’s help, we would make short work of them.” Thomas had always been confident in their skills and also recognized that the two squires were nearly as good at swordplay as their two masters. They had, after all, been sparring partners as each of them trained.
 
   “But they will attack using the mist or darkness,” John replied. “We’ll never see them in a fair…” As he was speaking, an idea came to him suddenly. “I’ve got it!”
 
   “Got what?”
 
   “I know how we can draw them into a fair fight,” John beamed.
 
   “Would you like to share this revelation of yours?”
 
   “How long do you think that that heavy fog sets in before it rises again?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell,” Thomas said. “It’s not long, but it is certainly long enough for them to slay us all.”
 
   “What if we aren’t where they are attacking?”
 
   “If I didn’t know any better,” Thomas responded, “I’d think that it was you that had taken a tumble from your horse earlier today.”
 
   “Pay attention, Thomas, I’m serious,” John snapped.
 
   “Then explain what you mean.”
 
   “If they navigate according to the sounds they hear, then they will be listening for the sound of our horses passing through the mist and, no doubt, they’ll be listening to Alpina singing as she leads us, right?”
 
   “Yes.” Thomas frowned.
 
   “Suppose that the moment we entered the mist, the four of us slipped from our horses and Alpina and Merlin continued forward, drawing them toward that sound and then, as the fog lifts, we can turn their attack against them.”
 
   Thomas’ eyes lit up as he understood. “That just might work.”
 
   “I’ll say it would,” John chuckled. “Then, we’ll have the opportunity to fight them in a fair fight, just as you said.”
 
   Thomas was silent for a moment, running the plan through his head once more. Then he wrinkled his brow and posed another question. “What happens if they attack tonight?”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry over that,” Merlin’s voice interrupted. He had, no doubt, been nearby and listening to them without their knowing of it.
 
   “What do you mean?” John asked.
 
   “You can sleep peacefully tonight,” Merlin grinned. “I’ve set up some surprises for our guests, should they happen to want to spoil our sweet dreams.”
 
   “I can’t even imagine,” John sighed.
 
   “Let’s just say, though they might be awake, if they approach us in the night, they’ll encounter all sorts of nightmares,” Merlin replied. “And, I might add, I do like your plan for drawing them out tomorrow. I can even be of some assistance in helping to carry out that plan.”
 
   “Hatch a plan and then add a wizard,” Thomas laughed. “It makes us unstoppable.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   The slopes of Ben Macdhui—as Alpina called the mountain that stood glaring over them as they rode out of their camp the following morning—were already beginning to become obscured by a thick mist as it rolled down from the snowy peak and tumbled in a slow, steady advance toward the valley below. It appeared that, though the stern expression of the mountain did not favor them, it did wish to aid in carrying out the plan that John had devised.
 
   Dressed in full armor and with the two squires in chain mail, they passed along the trail at the same pace they’d kept the previous days. They wanted to appear as though there was little change in their mode of travel and that no plan to draw the brothers into a fight had been hatched.
 
   There had been sounds of terror in the night, just as Merlin had promised. His Circle of Nightmares, as he called it, had done the trick. The barrier might have kept them all awake as they listened to their stalkers fleeing in fear, but Merlin had once again cast a spell of sleep on them and they had awakened refreshed and ready, with nervous anticipation, to face the day and the challenge that lay ahead of them.
 
   Alpina seemed a bit more subdued than normal and that worried John. Would some tragedy, of which she alone was aware, strike them? He hoped for an opportunity to ask her, but that opportunity had not come, mostly because she seemed to have been avoiding him throughout the morning.
 
   When John had laid out his plan for everyone to hear the night before, he hadn’t noticed that Alpina had become very silent. It was only after seeing her try to avoid him the following morning that he recalled how she had behaved the night before. Initially, he wondered if the kiss had been too bold and if she had begun to regret the moment that they’d shared; however, as he examined her actions more closely, he knew that it had more to do with something connected with the execution of their plan. There was no way for any of them to know who would be involved or what would happen. Perhaps it was best to not know too much or they might all lose their nerve. Maybe that was the reason that she was avoiding him.
 
   As they followed the trail further up the valley, the fog loomed closer and John felt a lump build in his throat and the dry taste that he got in his mouth prior to battle. Before the fog engulfed them and all about them began to disappear, his heart began to pound in a loud, steady rhythm. Alpina’s singing was to be their signal to start and John waited for the sweet sound of her voice; a sweet sound that might be the last earthly sound he ever heard.
 
   The first word of the tune had barely passed from her lips when Merlin began the brief incantation that would cast the spell upon Thomas, John and the two squires. Because their clanking armor would give them away, Merlin had come up with the idea of casting a spell that would make their armor completely silent for a short period of time, giving them enough time to move away from the horses and then prepare for their attack.
 
   “Maiden’s locks and cobra’s venom,” Merlin began. “Brave knights’ armor soft as linen.”
 
   The instant the spell was cast, the four of them slipped without a sound from the backs of their horses and crouched for a moment on the trail. As the sound of Alpina’s voice and the plodding hooves of the horses grew more faint, the four of them began to move silently along behind, allowing enough distance that they didn’t come upon their enemy too soon, but not so much as to lose their way in the fog.
 
   John was certain that though his armor was silent, for the moment, his heavy breathing and thundering heart would give them away. He drew his sword and crept forward, waiting for the mist to clear and hoping that he hadn’t committed a grave error that would bring harm to Alpina and leave them without horses or supplies.
 
   Though the distant sound of Alpina’s voice was still clear, silence was wrapped around them as they moved forward. John was certain that their stalkers had not taken the bait and his plan had been for not, until suddenly, a terrifying din of screeching pierced through the fog up ahead of them.
 
   The four of them froze in place in the space of several heartbeats, feeling the terror that the Roman Centurions must have felt whenever they fell under the attack of the ancestors of Dunmor and his kind. As soon as it began, the screeching ceased and only a confused clamoring could be heard. John urged the others ahead. “Light or not, we must press the attack.”
 
   Running toward the sound of the noise before them, John not only felt the fog beginning to clear around them, but he heard the sound of his armor begin to clank as it hardened once more. It had no sooner become its proper form when John caught sight of the first of their stalkers. Raising his sword, he charged forward, slicing easily into the flesh of his adversary just as the other turned and raised his long, thick sword for a strike.
 
   As the first of Dunmor’s brothers fell by John’s hand, the mist had thinned to little more than a soft veil and Dunmor and his brothers turned back to face the oncoming attack. The sound of clanging metal, grunts of straining and cries of pain or mortal wounding overtook what had been a silent morning. John, as he dispatched another of the brothers, turned just in time to see Dunmor strike heavily with his sword upon Chatburn. The chainmail shirt was little protection against the massive claymore and Chatburn went down. Instantly, John closed on Dunmor.
 
   For several, exhausting moments, John circled, thrust and parried with the elder of the brothers. Dunmor’s heavy blows taxed him to the limit of his skill and tested the temper of his armor on numerous occasions and John was certain that he was overmatched by the powerful man and his heavy sword. Just as he was certain that he could go no longer continue and would soon meet his end, Thomas and then Dufton suddenly appeared, surrounding Dunmor with their blades at the ready.
 
   Turning in circles, Dunmor snarled at each of them in turn as they held their swords at the ready and waited for him to make his first move. All but the sound of the groans of the wounded had stopped and Dunmor was still weighing his options when John spoke.
 
   “If you will yield,” John offered, “you will live to see another day.”
 
   “Why should I yield to the likes of you?” Dunmor snapped.
 
   “You’ve brothers to tend to from the sound of it,” Thomas joined in.
 
   “They’ll be on their feet and joining me in a moment,” Dunmor grinned. “They’re like these stones.”
 
   “Only if stones bleed,” John retorted. “Yield and tend to the needs of your brothers, but first, you must help us.”
 
   “What reason do I have for helping you?”
 
   “Do it not and the lot of you will be erased from the earth,” John threatened.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “You said that you had knowledge of my father.”
 
   Dunmor’s grin broadened and he lowered his sword and started laughing.
 
   “I see no humor in your situation, Dunmor,” Thomas cut in.
 
   “Oh, there’s plenty of humor to be found in it. More dangerous by tenfold is a quest to the cavern of Nimueh. I’ll have all that you’ve brought with you once she’s through with you.”
 
   “Then you’ll yield?” John asked.
 
   “Gladly,” Dunmor smirked. “I’ve served as the devil’s usher to more than one man before.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Disarmed and eagerly anticipating the future fate of John and his companions, Dunmor began to tend to his wounded brothers. Three of the nine had already passed from the land of the living and two of the remaining six would likely not see another sunrise. The other three were disarmed and tended to by all.
 
   As the others went to the aid of their fallen foes, John kneeled beside Chatburn who had a long, deep gash in his flesh, which was opened up nearly as wide as the chainmail and was well beyond what the most advanced healer might do for him. John felt his own throat begin to swell as he fought back the tears that threatened to spill from his eyes.
 
   “Chatburn,” John whispered. “Not you. Please, gracious Providence, not my faithful squire.”
 
   “Sir John,” Chatburn gasped. “It has been an honor to serve you.”
 
   “You’ll serve me yet, dear squire,” John replied. “I’ll call Merlin over, perhaps there is some magic that can…”
 
   “It’s too late for magic,” Chatburn replied, smiling. “It’s not magic at all, just tricks.” More than once, the two of them had debated about magic and wizardry; John certain of its existence and Chatburn as equally convinced that it didn’t. The content of those debates was something of a private joke between the two of them.
 
   “We’ll prove that I’m right in an instant,” John responded and then stood to call out for Merlin.
 
   Though the wizard came quickly in response to John’s call, his arrival came too late. As they knelt over Chatburn together, his eyes were fixed in a steady gaze, the smile still lingered on his face and his spirit had left them.
 
   “I’m afraid it’s too late for your squire, Sir John,” Merlin said in a soft tone as he used his fingers to close Chatburn’s eyelids.
 
   John’s first reaction was to draw his sword and start after Dunmor. “You’ll lose your head for this Dunmor!” he bellowed.
 
   “John! John! Stay thyself!” Thomas shouted at him as he blocked his path. “There is no honor in this.”
 
   “Honor be damned!” John responded, attempting to move around his brother knight and pursue his quarry, who had risen to his feet and faced him with a taunting smirk.
 
   “Think of your father!” Alpina called out to him. And then, in a quiet voice as she moved toward him, she added another bit of wisdom. “This man can lead us to him.”
 
   It was the sound of Alpina’s voice and the reference to his father that stayed John’s hand. With his anger unquenched, John thrust his sword back into its sheath and strode away several paces away from the rest. Having steamed for several moments, he heard the soft footsteps of Alpina approaching him.
 
   “I suppose you knew of this,” he grumbled.
 
   “I knew that there would be a tragedy today, but I knew neither who nor what form it would take,” she answered.
 
   John remained silent and Alpina didn’t press him to speak; she simply stood beside him, offering the comfort of her presence. Their silence was broken a few moments later as Thomas approached. “I think it is best if we pass the night here and tend to…”
 
   “That will be fine,” John interrupted, not eager for a discussion.
 
   “Your plan worked,” Thomas said after a moment. “We lost a good man in Chatburn. However, we’ve not only wiped out our adversary, but we’ve gained the use of a captive who can lead us to your father.”
 
   The words fell on deaf ears as John continued to mourn the loss of Chatburn. After some time, Thomas’ words took effect and John realized that they had to press forward with their quest and rescue his father. With a heavy sigh, he turned toward the others, stopping for a momentary glance at Alpina before he moved in their direction.
 
   “I will tend to Ganador and to your things,” Alpina offered.
 
   “I’d rather tend to them myself,” he muttered. “And to Chatburn as well.”
 
   “Then I will come along to assist,” she replied.
 
   “That will not be necessary,” he answered in a stern voice.
 
   “It wasn’t a request,” she responded in kind.
 
   In spite of his initial irritation at her joining him, John was glad that she had. She did not speak nor try to console him, she just worked alongside him as they wrapped the squire in a blanket, set up his tent and laid his lifeless body inside of it.
 
   Together, they tended to their mounts and to the pack animals that carried their supplies and then set up their own tents for the night. With a fire going, they prepared a meal and settled in for the evening.
 
   “We’ll need to be makin’ pyres for the dead,” Dunmor suggested in a low tone. The smirk on his face continued to linger as he looked around at them.
 
   John glared at him, but did not respond.
 
   “It would be the best way,” Thomas said quietly.
 
   The following morning, pyres were built for Dunmor’s brothers, though John only worked on the pyre for Chatburn’s body, setting it well apart from the others. At sunset, a few words were said and a prayer was offered up after they laid Chatburn on the pile of wood and stones and then set it ablaze. John looked on, saying his final goodbye as the blanket-wrapped body of his squire disappeared within the flames, and then turned away, more determined to find his father and return him home so that it would all not have been in vain.
 
   The following morning, after another restless night, the wounded brothers of Dunmor were sent on their way and Dunmor was mounted on Chatburn’s mare in order to lead them to the cavern of Nimueh.
 
   “I don’t need to remind you that you’ll be the first to die if you lead us into a trap,” John growled as Dunmor and Thomas rode forward to take the lead.
 
   “You don’t understand, Sir John,” he said in a mocking tone. “I won’t lead you into a trap. You’re eagerly riding right toward one by facing Nimueh. Your death and the spoils that will be mine afterward will go a long way toward assuaging my grief.” He spat out the last as though it had a foul taste and then touched his heels to Chatburn’s mount and went to the head of the column.
 
   Unless called upon to lead them through a fog, Alpina was content to stay back and ride with John.
 
   “Thank you,” John said after they had been on their way for some time. Alpina had not offered words of condolence, but, instead, only her silent presence beside him. “I don’t know how to say how grateful…”
 
   “Then don’t say it,” she replied quietly.
 
   John turned and looked at her. He no longer felt uncomfortable when he looked into her piercing blue eyes, though he wasn’t certain at what point that had changed.
 
   The trail narrowed and they traversed a sheer rock wall, clinging to its face, high above a narrow stream that wound its way along the canyon floor. It required all of the attention of both rider and horses to prevent any sort of misstep, the result of which would send them plunging a thousand feet to their death. In the silence, the only sound was the sound of hooves on stone echoing along the canyon walls.
 
   The trail came to an end on a wide shelf in front of a cavern from which the stream flowed and plunged into the canyon below.
 
   “Here you go,” Dunmor announced, drawing up on Chatburn’s mare. “The cavern of Nimueh. I’ve fulfilled my end of the bargain.”
 
   As little as John wanted to admit it, Dunmor had done his duty and the honorable thing was to let him be on his way; however, he would not do it on Chatburn’s mare.
 
   “Very well, then,” John replied. “I will keep my end of the bargain as well, but you will return to your brothers on foot.”
 
   Dunmor smiled at him. “I’ll go back along the trail a ways and wait. I’ll no doubt be ridin’ out of here on that flea-bit mount of yours.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “I’ll conceal myself so that I can have a look around,” Merlin announced once Dunmor had left them and they’d dismounted, starting into the wide cavern leading their horses. “The spleuchan will be hidden here somewhere and I’ll need to get my hands on it before Nimueh knows that I’m here.”
 
   “We are to face the witch without you?” John asked. He had little experience dealing with witches, but he was pretty sure that a sword was useless against magic.
 
   “Use your wits, Sir John, and strike a bargain with her. That will be enough to stall her until I can come to your aid.”
 
   “Thank you so kindly,” John replied in a sarcastic tone. “A lot of things can happen very quickly where witches are involved. Perhaps it is you rather than Dunmor that has led me to death’s door.”
 
   “Your cynicism is astounding, young knight,” Merlin chuckled. “It’s better that Nimueh doesn’t know that I’m here either, so keep that little secret to yourselves, if you would. I won’t be far.”
 
   Before the last word was out of his mouth, the wizard was gone.
 
   “Well, then,” he said, pressing forward, “I suppose we’ll go it alone.”
 
   Again the group was silent as they crept step by step further into the cavern and again, the only sounds were the echo of horses’ hooves on the stone floor and the soft gurgling of the stream that flowed along beside them. Their way was lit by the soft glow of crystallized stalagmites on either side. It was an eerie journey and they were all on edge, not knowing what might be waiting around the next bend to leap out at them. All of them, save Alpina, kept a palm on the hilt of their swords.
 
   Further in, the cavern opened up into a wider room with a deep pool which shimmered with the reflection of glowing crystal stalactites, which twinkled like numerous stars in a tight cluster all along the ceiling. It was, however, the sight that they beheld in the very center of the pool that made them freeze in place.
 
   There, on a narrow, stone island, was a tree cradling a block of ice and within the ice was Jofrit, Knight of Camelot.
 
   “It’s my father,” John whispered.
 
   “How can we hope to free him?” Alpina asked.
 
   “I’d hoped that Merlin would be here for that part,” John answered. He turned toward Thomas. “Any ideas?”
 
   “I’d hoped that Merlin would be here for this as well,” Thomas replied.
 
   “I can swim out there with a torch and melt it if you like, Sir John,” Dufton offered.
 
   “That’s a fine idea, Dufton, but I doubt that you can keep a torch lit in the water and it’s too far to toss a lit torch to you.”
 
   Dufton shrugged.
 
   “Perhaps we could crack the ice by throwing stones,” Thomas suggested.
 
   They looked around at the floor, but not a single stone was in sight.
 
   “Damn the witch and her tidiness,” Alpina grumbled.
 
   “Stones, a torch or Merlin,” John muttered.
 
   “Well, now,” a crackling, female voice called out, echoing all around them. “I seem to have visitors. I thought I smelled warm flesh coming down my grand hallway.”
 
   They all looked around them, searching for the source of the voice, but there was no speaker in sight.
 
   “Those are the faces of confused mortals,” she cackled. “Who might you be?”
 
   “I am Sir John of Leeds,” John replied, trying to keep his voice steady. “My companions are Sir Thomas of Manchester, his squire Dufton and Lady Alpina of Auchavan.”
 
   “Auchavan, you say? Leeds and Manchester too? My, haven’t you traveled far on some grand quest. I’ll bet that I can divine your mission,” she cackled again. “But first, let me introduce myself.”
 
   With a brilliant flash of light that caused the four travelers to draw back a little, the witch appeared before them.
 
   “I am Madam Nimueh,” she announced with flair and then cackled with delight. With a twirl of the wand in her hand, she made an extravagant chair appear and took a seat upon it as though she were a regal monarch. “Let me guess, Sir John of Leeds, you are here for your very cold father, are you not?”
 
   She waved a hand toward the block of ice and smiled broadly. “Quite a prize, don’t you think? And so well displayed beneath the soft glow. I’m rather proud to display a knight of Camelot in my main hall. Of course, I don’t get many visitors, you must understand.”
 
   “I would like to strike a bargain for his release,” John answered, taking several steps forward.
 
   “A bargain, you say?” She leaned forward. “I just love a good bargain. What ya got?”
 
   “We have gold, Madam Nimueh,” John replied.
 
   “Gold?” Nimueh cried out. She sat back in her chair and laughed as though she’d gone out of her mind. When she finally regained control of herself, she leaned forward again. Her expression was grave. “What need do I have of gold?”
 
   John had no response to her question and he began to wonder what he was going to have to trade in order to get his father back.
 
   “No, young knight,” she said, slipping out of her chair and looking deep into his eyes. “It will require something of greater value than gold.”
 
   Nimueh began to walk among them, examining each of them closely and then looking into John’s eyes to judge his reactions. He wasn’t sure what she was expecting to see, but he tried to keep his expression neutral. She examined Alpina with some interest and gasped a little bit as she took in Blackbird, and then moved on to Thomas and Dufton in turn. As she moved back toward John again, she smiled broadly and cooed at the sight of Ganador.
 
   It was difficult to stand still without lashing out at her as she admired Ganador. “A fantastic animal; what do you call him?”
 
   “I call him Ganador,” he replied through clenched teeth.
 
   “Spanish?” she asked.
 
   “My father brought him and another colt named Guerrero back from Spain at the same time. They were a matched set,” John replied.
 
   “Sir Jofrit was negligent in letting me know that fact when I took Guerrero from him. How lucky I am that now I will be able to have that coveted matched set,” she began, returning to her chair. “I would make a trade for this marvelous creature so he can be reunited with his brother.”
 
   “Impossible!” John shouted. He’d held in his temper long enough.
 
   “Those are the terms!” she snapped. Flames came up in her eyes as she clipped off the last word.
 
   What was he to do? John wanted to set his father free. It was the reason that he’d made the long journey into the savage land. It was the reason that Chatburn had lost his life. Bringing his father back was the hope of his mother and it was the desire of his heart, but to trade Ganador for his freedom…
 
   “You drive a brutal bargain, Madam Nimueh,” Merlin said, appearing suddenly beside John.
 
   “Merlin? You brought this wizard into my midst?” Nimueh screamed. She stood from her chair and waved her wand to make it disappear.
 
   “I’ve come to assist the young knight in seeing his father home safely, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   “We’ve set our terms,” Nimueh returned. “There’s no need of you here.”
 
   “On the contrary,” Merlin answered. “I know that you are not always just in your dealings. I’m here to make certain that you don’t go back on your word.”
 
   Merlin turned the bag that was over his shoulder from behind him to the front so that it was in full view. The bag was double the size of John’s fist and the outside was covered with a sparkling, silver fur.
 
   “The spleuchan, how did you get that?” she cried out.
 
   “You’re not the only one with powers in this cavern,” he replied. “Now, release Sir Jofrit and I’ll return the spleuchan.”
 
   “Impossible!” she cried. “My terms have changed.”
 
   “Just as I thought they would, and exactly the reason that I came along,” Merlin replied.
 
   “You’ve upped the stakes by stealing the spleuchan from me,” Nimueh retorted. “I require more now. I will take her,” she said, pointing to Alpina.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   “Look at me,” Alpina repeated.
 
   John looked up into her penetrating, crystal-blue eyes. His heart was breaking and there was little that he could do about it. He’d just agreed to trade Ganador for the release of his father, but since Merlin held the spleuchan, Nimueh had demanded something else in return for it.
 
   “I can’t allow it,” he said. “We’ll fight her. We’ll…”
 
   Alpina pressed a finger to his lips. “And you’ll lose everything.”
 
   John bowed his head. His heart had become heavier than he could bear at the thought of giving up Ganador. He was certain that his heart would explode if he gave up Alpina.
 
   “Take me in place of Lady Alpina.” Thomas stepped forward, interrupting the private discussion between John and Alpina.
 
   Nimueh laughed. “Very noble of you, Sir Thomas, but Sir John will have to give up what he loves most.”
 
   “Then that would be me,” Thomas argued. “I’ve been with him since we were boys. We are like brothers. We’ve shed blood together and our love runs deeper than that of any other. He has only just met this tart along the way.”
 
   “Oh my, Sir John, did you hear what he just called the woman that you love?” Nimueh cackled.
 
   “Take me in her place,” Thomas demanded.
 
   “I don’t want to break up the family,” Nimueh laughed.
 
   “Then you will taste my steel,” he said, grasping the hilt of his sword.
 
   “Thomas, no,” Alpina snapped. “I will go of my own will. No one will die on my account.”
 
   “My lady,” Thomas replied, “I would gladly die on your account.”
 
   “A dearer brother than you would do no less,” she smiled. “But it must not be. You must trust me.”
 
   Thomas bowed his head and agreed to trust her and she turned back toward John.
 
   “But you can’t,” John whispered. It was nearly impossible to speak around the thickness in his throat and the racing of his heart. “What she said is true; you are the woman that I love.”
 
   “And you are the man that I love as well,” she replied in a low tone that no one else could hear. “Do you trust me?”
 
   “Of course I do, but this…”
 
   “I’ve no bad feeling about this,” she replied. “Between us, there will be deep happiness. Do you trust me?”
 
   “I do, but I can’t allow this.”
 
   “You must allow this,” she replied. “There are many twists to this enigma that have yet to be played out, but since we know how it ends…”
 
   She didn’t finish the sentence, she only smiled at him and looked deep into his eyes. Within them, he saw not only the deep love that they shared, but hope. John closed his eyes and sighed heavily and then bowed his head. “I trust you,” he whispered.
 
   “Then do as I tell you,” she said. “Put your saddle upon Lon dubh and do not quit her. She will serve you well. There’s more to her than a shiny black coat. As soon as your father is released, ride out of here as hard and fast as you can. Do not look back until you are beyond the trail on the canyon wall. Do you understand?”
 
   John wasn’t sure what Alpina had in mind. There were many mysteries about her that he did not understand, but he knew that he trusted her. “I understand.”
 
   “Upon Lon dubh’s back, you cannot be harmed,” she added, and then leaned in for a long, sweet kiss.
 
   John was still reeling from the confusion and the kiss when Alpina stepped away from him and turned toward Nimueh.
 
   “The deal is struck,” Alpina announced.
 
   “Your turn, Madam,” Merlin called out.
 
   With a wave of her wand and an incantation, the block of ice upon the small stone island, which served as a prison for Sir Jofrit, began to lift from its resting place and float through the air toward them.
 
   “Switch your saddle, right now,” Alpina whispered.
 
   John did as she requested. He felt as though he was giving up everything for his father’s release. He’d secured victory and completed his quest, but the price was one that he could not bear. He’d learned a thing or two from the war against Mordred, however, and that was that cutting one’s losses and retreating, sometimes brought ultimate victory. That hope, the hope in Alpina’s eyes and his trust in her was all that he had left to hold onto.
 
   Before the block of ice came to rest on the stone floor before them, John had taken the saddle from Ganador and tightened it onto the back of Lon dubh. He turned to Thomas. “Be ready to ride the moment my father is free,” he whispered. “Ride as hard as you can without looking back until we’re beyond the trail on the canyon wall.”
 
   John glanced at Merlin, wondering why the wizard had remained silent and never once offered to use his power to assist him. What good had it been to bring him along if he was only going to stand by and watch John lose everything dear to him? The taste of bitterness toward the wizard began to rise up in his mouth, but he pushed it aside as he saw the ice begin to melt away and he witnessed his father coming to life again.
 
   Unable to contain himself, he rushed to his father and wrapped his arms around his cold body, which still had a thin layer of ice to melt away. “Father!”
 
   “John?” the soft, hoarse word was the first to come from his lips.
 
   “Well, now, look there,” Nimueh mocked. “Father and son together again. Wasn’t it all worth the price, sonny boy?”
 
   John ignored her mocking and helped his father remain on his feet. The knight’s limbs were still unusable for the moment and Thomas rushed to help John keep Sir Jofrit on his feet.
 
   “We’ve got to get you on a horse, father,” John whispered. “Can you ride?”
 
   “I can ride,” his father assured him. “As long as it’s slow.”
 
   “We don’t have that option,” John replied. “We have to ride fast and the trail is a tricky one.”
 
   “Then I will ride fast,” his father announced with determination.
 
   With his father steadied on the back of Chatburn’s mount, John turned back to Alpina, flashing a glare in Merlin’s direction as he took up the reins of Ganador and went to her. Merlin returned his glare with a wink and John wondered what the wizard was up to. Surely he wasn’t mocking him at such a time. Screwing up the last reserves of his courage, John led Ganador to Alpina and placed the reins in her hands. He started to open his mouth and tell her that he would come back for her, but he was cut off.
 
   “Trust me,” she smiled and then kissed him one last time and then whispered in his ear. “Now ride away. Do it quickly.”
 
   Letting go of Ganador, stepping away from the embrace of the woman he loved and turning to mount Lon dubh took every last ounce of his determination, but he was soon seated on the back of the black mare and turned for one last look at the two things that he loved the most.
 
   “Your terms have been met,” he spat in Nimueh’s direction.
 
   “Then go,” the witch replied.
 
   As John turned to ride, Thomas, Dufton, his father and Merlin started off at a rapid pace, but John, though picking up speed, could not help looking back and drew up on the reins of the mare as he saw the witch waving her wand over Alpina. He turned the mare to start back, but Alpina screamed at him.
 
   “Ride, John, ride!”
 
   A moment later, as he turned to ride, he heard another scream. “You’ve tricked me! She can’t be turned!”
 
   Looking over his shoulder, John saw a ball of fire being hurled at him. He was certain that it would strike him, but just as it reached him, it exploded harmlessly.
 
   “Ride, John!” Alpina called after him.
 
   “You cursed knight!” Nimueh screamed and hurled fire, ice, lightning and stones at him, but they all fell harmlessly to the floor of the cavern.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   “Why did you do nothing?” John screamed at Merlin.
 
   “Son,” his father said, trying to hold back his son’s rage. It wasn’t good to challenge a wizard the way John was. “Merlin has his reasons.”
 
   “Merlin is a duplicitous, selfish son of the devil,” John continued in spite of his father. “You’ve got what you came for, but you sat by while I lost everything.”
 
   “You’ve got what you came for as well,” Merlin responded.
 
   “But at what price?” John snapped. “Ganador was hard enough to give up, but because of you, I had to give up Alpina too.”
 
   “You do not understand all that is going on, young knight,” Merlin returned. “There are forces at work here.”
 
   “Damn your forces at work, damn your magic and wizardry,” John replied. “I only want to see the sight of Alpina on the back of Ganador riding around that corner and into our camp. Those are the only forces that I want to see at work.”
 
   “That’s enough, John,” his father’s stern voice cut in. “I’ve known Merlin for a very long time and I can assure you that he is trustworthy. If he says that there are other forces at work, then there are other forces at work.”
 
   John turned on his father, but his rage melted at the sight of the man that he thought he’d lost forever. “Do you know what I’ve lost?”
 
   “I do know what you’ve lost,” his father replied. “Believe me, son, I wish you had left me in that block of ice rather than have lost what you have lost, but you must trust Merlin.”
 
   “Everybody wants me to trust them,” John replied, fighting back the tears in his eyes and the lump in his throat.
 
   “I know it’s not easy.”
 
   “All I want to do is charge back into that cavern and rip the eyes out of that witch,” he said through clenched teeth and then retreated several steps into the wood. As he did, he saw someone moving in the shadows and heard a low chuckle. “Who’s there? Show yourself.”
 
   As he asked the question, he instantly recalled that Dunmor had promised to wait for them to be killed so that he could help himself to the spoils. John rushed forward as the big man stepped out of his hiding place.
 
   Dunmor stood his ground and John drew his sword and brought the tip of it to his throat. “I should have killed you before,” he hissed.
 
   “Do it now, Sir John,” Dunmor growled. “Do you value your honor as little as I fear death?”
 
   “John,” Thomas cut in, coming up behind him. “You cannot do this. It won’t change anything. Trust us all.”
 
   John knew that Thomas was right, but his frustration was at its peak. “Damn your trust!” he shouted, lowering his sword and striding away. As he did, he was already beginning to hatch a plan in his mind. He was going back for Alpina and Ganador. He would face the witch and bring them back, but to do that, he would need some advantage. He remembered the spleuchan and what was contained inside.
 
   The stars were twinkling overhead in a crisp, moonless sky when John crept back into camp. He could see his breath in the cold air of the high mountains as he silently placed his saddle on Alpina’s blackbird. “I hope you can fly,” he whispered in her ear.
 
   Leaving the mare saddled and tied at the edge of camp, he crept back among the tents to Merlin’s. He crouched in front of it, wondering if wizards even slept, trying to remember what the inside of the tent looked like and trying to guess where the wizard would have placed the spleuchan. Could he even hope to escape with the spleuchan without being caught? He had to try. It was his best hope for trying to fight the witch, though he couldn’t even be assured that it would work against her. Maybe he could trade it to her for Alpina. He wanted Ganador as well, but if he had to make a choice… He cut off the thought and moved forward.
 
   Slipping into the tent, he noted that Merlin was sleeping soundly and fortunately for him, the spleuchan was leaned against the wall, just inside the door. Evidently, Merlin hadn’t been worried about anyone stealing it or he wouldn’t have made it so easy to find. John reached for the bag, hesitating a moment as he realized that he was breaking Merlin’s trust. He’s broken mine by doing nothing, John reasoned and grasped the spleuchan as he slipped backward out of the tent.
 
   It was only a few silent moments before John was on the back of Lon dubh and riding quietly out of the camp. He recalled the rage of the witch as the mare began to navigate her way along the trail on the canyon wall. More importantly, he considered the motive behind it. For some reason, when the witch tried to place Alpina in a block of ice, or whatever spell she’d hoped to place upon her, it hadn’t worked. It was beyond John’s understanding of things, but only added more to the hidden mysteries of Alpina. Did she have some deep magic of her own?
 
   There was some sort of spell around Alpina’s mare as well. No matter what the witch had thrown at him, it had fallen away harmlessly as though an invisible wall of armor surrounded him and the mare. Just as Alpina had promised, he couldn’t be harmed while on the mare’s back. John cycled through the thoughts and the plan that he’d formed earlier as he continued on his way. Much sooner than expected, he arrived at the opening of the cavern. He drew up on the reins and considered what he was about to do. He might lose his life, but he was willing to risk that for Alpina.
 
   Placing his hand on the Spleuchan, he sighed and rehearsed his plan, once more, in his mind. He’d ride in and confront the witch. If need be, he’d cast some of the mist powder in her direction so that he could blind her while he rushed to Alpina. Because she could see through the fog, they would quickly remount Lon dubh before the witch could hurl her worst at them, but on the back of the mare, they’d be protected. Without knowing if his plan would work or not, John urged the mare forward down the long, wide, stone hallway, listening to the sound of the gurgling stream and the steady steps of the mare with baited breath.
 
   The wide hall was silent and empty as it opened up before him. It looked different without the block of ice on the small stone island with his father trapped inside. What had taken place the day before seemed like it had taken place in another place and another lifetime as he paused and considered his next move.
 
   Wary of the sudden appearance of the witch, John crept forward, wishing that he could muffle the sound of the mare’s hooves on the stone floor; they would surely give him away. Had he not needed the protection that she provided, John would have left Lon dubh back at the entrance. There was no help for that and he moved forward, circling the pool on the narrow path between it and the wall. As he came around the pool, opposite the entrance of Nimueh’s great hall, there was a corridor and he cautiously turned into it. He had gone only a short distance when the doorway to a room opened up on his left and there, inside of it, was Alpina stretched out on a pile of straw sleeping soundly. The silver stallion stood guard over her.
 
   At sight of his master, Ganador lifted his head and nickered softly. The sound awakened the Alpina who sat up and, with startled eyes, looked directly at him. “John, no,” she called out to him as he slipped from the mare’s back and started toward her.
 
   The wicked cackle of Nimueh was all John needed to hear in order to realize his mistake.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   “Come in, come in, Sir John,” Nimueh coaxed as she transformed herself from the form of Ganador back into her own ugly self again. “Pretty neat trick, huh?”
 
   John only bowed his head. He had failed.
 
   “And you brought back my spleuchan as well,” Nimueh responded with a hardy laugh. “You’re such a nice boy. I hope you weren’t planning on exchanging that for Lady Alpina.”
 
   “If need be,” John responded, reaching for the hilt of his sword.
 
   “What you don’t understand, young knight, is that I can quite easily take it from you, so, why would I be interested in a trade?”
 
   “I will have Alpina,” John replied through clenched teeth. He could still follow his plan. He reached into the Spleuchan, grasped a handful of the powder and tossed it at the witch, watching in horror as it drifted harmlessly to the floor.
 
   “You must say the incantation,” Nimueh cackled with delight. “It was a great idea, but you forgot that part.”
 
   John had forgotten that part of the spell and knew that he was well overmatched without the help of the fog to blind her.
 
   “Ceó thiugh ceó…” Alpina began, but Nimueh reached out and clamped her hand over her captive’s mouth.
 
   “That was a close one wasn’t it?” Nimueh whispered with wide-eyed, mock surprise.
 
   John began to slowly back away as another idea came to him. Maybe if he was on Lon dubh’s back, he could attack her.
 
   “Oh no you don’t,” Nimueh said, clicking her tongue at him. “I see that I’ll have to bind you or we’ll have a problem.” As the witch started to make a move with her wand, John rushed toward Lon dubh and leaped onto her back.
 
   “Offering a little more of a challenge then,” Nimueh cackled. “That’s good, I like challenges. Let’s see how well you can ride.”
 
   “Let’s see how well you can bleed,” John retorted. His confidence was returning as he realized that Nimueh’s spells could not harm him. With his sword drawn, he pressed an attack on her, but she quickly disappeared just as he swung a wicked blow at her head.
 
   “This reminds me of the conversation that your father and I had right before things turned cold,” she laughed. She reappeared behind him and John whirled the mare toward her, hoping that if he could strike more quickly, she might not escape. She disappeared again.
 
   John whirled about, searching for her.
 
   “John,” Alpina called to him. “It’s no use. Ride away. You can’t fight her.”
 
   “Oops,” Nimueh said. “I better take care of that.”
 
   Suddenly realizing that she could speak, Alpina started the incantation once more. “Ceó, thiugh ceó, éirich…” A gag quickly appeared around her mouth before she could finish.
 
   “That was a close one,” Nimueh said, again, faking surprise.
 
   “I’m not leaving without you,” John called out, spinning the mare in rapid circles and slashing at the flickering images of Nimueh that appeared before him. Suddenly, there were four images of Nimueh surrounding him. He slashed at the nearest one, feeling his blade his home and the witch dropping to the floor. He slashed at another and another, seeing them fall, but the fourth disappeared and three more appeared.
 
   “I can play this game all day long, Sir John,” she laughed. “Just ask your father.”
 
   John dispatched another half-dozen images of Nimueh, working out his frustration, before finally seeing the futility in what he was doing.
 
   “Good,” Nimueh said. “Let’s take a little rest. I’m tired. Are you tired?”
 
   John only glared at her, trying to come up with some new way of beating her or helping Alpina to escape.
 
   “Say, while you’re sitting there, I have an idea.” Nimueh’s eyes sparkled with delight as she taunted and teased him. “How about I tell you about how I lured your father in here? It’ll be a good story to tell mummy when you get home.”
 
   John did not respond.
 
   “I’m going to assume that your silence is consent. I saw that handsome hunk of Sir Jofrit traveling along the road out of Inverness and, pardon my saying it, but I was instantly smitten. Of course, Sir Jofrit would have nothing to do with an ugly old had like me, so I prepared a little spell that made me look something like this.”
 
   Nimueh transformed into a shapely young woman with large, blue eyes, long, golden hair and thick, red lips. When she spoke again, the sound of her voice was mild, sweet and alluring rather than coarse. “Your father didn’t think twice about the pining wife and family that he had waiting for him back in Leeds. He followed me home.”
 
   John was shocked at how beautiful Nimueh had become and was struggling with his own urges which were rising up in spite of the fact that he had watched her transform herself.
 
   Nimueh moved slowly and gracefully toward him, speaking as she did so. “Your father was smitten too, until he saw the real me. That’s when everything got ugly.” Her soft laughter lit up the room as she enjoyed the irony of her joke. “He fought me too, though he wasn’t nearly a virile as you are.”
 
   She was very near to him and looked up at him with her thick lower lips pushed out in a pout. “I had to put him in a block of ice. A pity, really.” She turned and took several steps away, though she looked over her shoulder at him with a seductive gaze.
 
   As John’s eyes followed her retreating form he caught sight of Alpina shaking her head violently from the corner of his eye, but he ignored her as the beautiful woman suddenly whirled back around.
 
   “Hey, I have an idea,” she giggled. “How about you stay here with me and take your father’s place? Then I can let Lady Alpina go free. You can ride that fantastic Ganador and I’ll ride your father’s mount, Guerrero all over these hills. They are a matched pair, aren’t they?”
 
   “They are,” John replied, suddenly forgetting the animosity from only a few moments before. “My father brought the two colts back from Spain.”
 
   “You mentioned that before,” she cooed, moving back toward him. “If you’ll come down from that ugly nag, I’ll lead you to where I have those two silver beauties grazing happily side by side.”
 
   John, no longer in control of his wits, started to swing his leg over the saddle to dismount. At the same instant, Merlin appeared between him and Nimueh, who stumbled backward and became the ugly had she had been before. Her spell over John was instantly broken.
 
   “Ceó, thiugh ceó, éirich ceó, éirich,” Merlin chanted. The moment he finished the incantation, a thick fog filled the room and Nimueh screeched at Merlin.
 
   “Alpina! Go!” Merlin ordered.
 
   Dashing through the fog, Alpina ran to John, who steadied Lon dubh and reached down for her hand, hauling her up into the seat behind him. In his haste, John started forward down the corridor going further into Nimueh’s cavern, but at a rapid pace.
 
   Upon Lon dubh’s back, Nimueh’s spell was broken and Alpina called into his ear. “Ride, John, ride. Don’t look back.”
 
   Though they were headed in the wrong direction, John pressed the black mare faster and faster down the wide hallway, ignoring the many passages that joined to both left and right as they went, until he could see a broad opening with twinkling stars before them. Charging through the opening, he heard the sound of Lon dubh’s hoof beats change. He realized that they were running across a meadow and at the same moment, realized that they were not alone. Looking to the side, he saw the glistening silver coats of two stallions joining in on the race.
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twenty One
 
    
 
   “There’s no way out,” John said after they had searched the tall rock walls that surrounded the meadow for hours. Even with Alpina’s gift, she had seen no opening either. “We’ll have to go back through the cavern.”
 
   “That would be disastrous,” Alpina replied. “No doubt, Merlin held her off for a while, but by now, she’ll be back to her regular, ugly self again.”
 
   John did not respond. He was straining his mind in order to come up with a plan.
 
   “By the way,” Alpina started in, “I noticed how quickly you fell for her pretty face.”
 
   “I was under a spell,” John replied.
 
   “Wish I could cast such a spell,” she grumbled.
 
   “Trust me,” John replied. “You already did.”
 
   “I hope so,” she said, squeezing him tightly.
 
   “Is there any chance that your blackbird can fly?” John asked.
 
   “Only with her hooves touching the ground,” Alpina answered.
 
   They started another circuit around the wall of the meadow with the two stallions accompanying them to either side.
 
   “They are a beautifully matched set,” Alpina whispered as they came around to where they had begun only moments before. “It would be a shame to have to leave them here, but we might have to in order to escape.”
 
   “I had hoped that wouldn’t be the case,” John replied as they completed their circuit. “But I’m afraid that we’ll have to make a dash for it back through the cavern.”
 
   As they approached the cavern opening, John drew up on the reins. “They’ll follow us, but I wonder how far they’ll get before she stops them?”
 
   “She’s not going to stop them,” Alpina whispered.
 
   “Of course she will,” John replied. “We’re protected on your mare’s back, but they have no such…”
 
   “Hush a moment,” Alpina said, interrupting him.
 
   He became silent and listened. It was very faint, but he thought he made out the sound of water plunging into a pool. “Is that a waterfall?”
 
   “I think so,” Alpina replied.
 
   “I don’t remember seeing a waterfall,” he answered.
 
   “Neither do I. See if you can follow the sound of it.”
 
   It took a great deal of concentration to follow the sound of the tumbling water. Several times, John closed his eyes in order to hear more clearly. It reminded him of what Alpina had told him about how the Picts fought in the fog. “Closing your eyes really does help.”
 
   “So does covering your head when you’re cold,” she laughed. “We savages know a thing or two.”
 
   The sound of the plunging water grew closer and closer, but they still could not see it. Searching the darkness, John saw nothing but the shadows of the rock wall, trees and a few random boulders that had tumbled down from above.
 
   “There!” Alpina shouted, giving John a start.
 
   “Where?” he asked.
 
   “Just ride straight ahead,” she replied. “Trust me.”
 
   John had been weary of hearing that word, but it didn’t seem to have the same effect that it had before. He continued forward, though all he could see was a stone wall in front of them. Just as John was certain that they were about to ride directly into the wall, his entire vantage point suddenly changed and they were riding along a wall.
 
   “An illusion,” Alpina pointed out. The wall in front matched up identically to the wall behind, blurring the corner.
 
   As they rounded the corner, another small basin appeared. In the bottom of the basin, a stream flowed until reached the rock wall adjacent to the opening of the cavern and then disappeared.
 
   “That’s the stream that flows through the cavern, no doubt,” John commented. He turned his attention back to the waterfall that plunged off of the cliff and into the pool from which the stream began. Above the pool was a thick mist that obscured their view. “I’m afraid that we’re no better off.”
 
   “Keep going,” Alpina said, pointing toward the waterfall. “There’s an opening.”
 
   Though John could see nothing in the thick fog that surrounded them as he urged Lon dubh into the pool, he did as Alpina directed.
 
   “A little bit to the right,” she said. “Good. Stay steady in this direction.”
 
   Though he would never have believed it, John found that they had left the fog and were traveling through the thick darkness of another stone cavern. He could hear the sound of three sets of hooves and the soft breathing of Alpina in his ear as they continued steadily forward until he could make out the pale light of an opening up ahead. Before he knew it, they were riding out of the tunnel with the full splendor of fading stars above them and a soft glow in the sky in the distance. The two stallions were still at their side and they were on the treeless slope of a mountainside.
 
   “It’s near dawn,” he said. “I wonder where we are?”
 
   “We are free and we are together,” Alpina replied. “Keep going. When it gets light, maybe I’ll be able to pick out a landmark.”
 
   A short time later, as they continued along the slope of the mountainside, daylight came and Alpina lit up along with the rising sun. “I know exactly where we are. We’re almost home,” she laughed.
 
   “This doesn’t look much like Leeds,” John chuckled. “So, where are we?”
 
   “Do you see that long, bare crooked ridge with the stone spire sticking up about halfway down?”
 
   John followed the direction of her pointing finger until he saw the stone spire. “Yes.”
 
   “On the other side of that ridge is a valley and in that valley is Auchavan.”
 
   “Your home?” John asked, surprised by the revelation.
 
   “Up until now,” she replied.
 
   A thrill went through him as he realized that she had just hinted at the fact that she had a new home. Perhaps that home would be with him. As they continued toward the distant point, John pulled up on the reins. “You know, I could catch Ganador and let you have the mare to yourself.”
 
   “That’s okay,” she replied. “I sort of like it here.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d say that.”
 
   John remembered how the witch had been unable to work her magic on Alpina. “There’s a lot more mystery surrounding you than I first realized.”
 
   “I am a woman,” Alpina teased. “It’s supposed to be that way.”
 
   “You can see through fog, you have impressions of the future, your horse has invisible, protective armor around it and a witch is unable to put you into a block of ice. What other secrets do you have?”
 
   “That’s about it,” Alpina replied.
 
   “Why don’t I believe you?”
 
   “Why shouldn’t you? Don’t you trust me?”
 
   John had no response and he didn’t care. They were free, they were together and he trusted her. What more could he desire?
 
   Having been lost in the bliss of riding with the feel of Alpina pressed against him, it suddenly occurred to John that his father, Thomas, Dufton and Merlin would have no idea where they were. “Shouldn’t we look for the others? Send a fairy or a sprite or an elf or something? So they’ll know where we are?”
 
   “Are you mocking me, Sir John?”
 
   “No. Well, maybe a little, but don’t you think we should send word to the others so they don’t search the entire Cairngorms or go back to Nimueh’s cavern to find us?”
 
   “I was thinking that we’d send one of my brothers to go look for them when we got to Auchavan.”
 
   “Brothers?” John asked.
 
   “Three of them,” she responded. “And I’m the baby. They’re constantly complaining about having to tend to the cows and miss out on all the adventure the country has to offer them these days, so they’ll probably have a fight in order to decide who gets the privilege of running the errand.”
 
   “Cows,” John chuckled quietly and touched his spurs to Lon dubh’s side to pick up the pace. “You have no idea how much I hate cows.”
 
    
 
   The End
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