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Part 1

 The Moondial Series
By David Cameron




When night falls hard on Demeter's land
And the Moondial's laws are broken
Hope will come from a foreign hand
Whose whispered name is spoken.
The stones of law are cast afar
and scattered to all ends
Some will come to hunt them down
Will one help make amends?
The seven stones to seven worlds
Have powers undiminished
Created at the dawn of time
Their journey never finished
Unite the stones
Rebuild the dial
Heal their flaws
Undo the evil in men's hearts
And thus restore the laws!
The Calender Riddle






Chapter 1 - The Eyes Have It
The two statues sat unmoving at either side of the brick pillars that supported the gates of the old house. The gates had long since fallen into neglect and the wrought iron had lost the paint that had protected it from the elements. Rust had now replaced the oil on the hinges and time had only to play a waiting game and they would surrender to the inevitable. The gravel path was being reclaimed by the once manicured lawns and cowslips and dandelions provided the only colour to the flowerbeds. Gone were the gardeners, gone were the footmen, butlers, maids and other household staff and the house stood alone, deserted, silent and brooding. Waiting. Watching.
The footsteps that approached had the lightness of youth, a spring that crunched the gravel with vigour and vitality. The boy had no fear. Why should he? He did not know. How could he know what secrets slept within the walls, within the house. But the house knew. The gate knew. The wall knew, but most of all the statues knew and as he approached they felt a stirring within. A feeling they had almost forgotten. Their solidity felt it first, like a warm flush creeping beneath the moss and lichen. They resented this intrusion to their slumber and yet they felt reborn.
The boy did not notice any change. The old house with its tall brick wall and rusty gate beckoned. It held the chance of a new place to explore. He had never felt fear and he did not feel fear now. Maybe an older soul would have hesitated, but this boy rushed headlong to push the gates open and two sets of blood red eyes looked down on him as the gates groaned and surrendered. The eyes followed asthe boy entered the garden.
****
Peter had always wanted to know what the old house was like. He had been intrigued by the high brick wall and the strange towers that reminded him of fairytale castles. He did not know why, but he had felt a longing to enter the garden and explore its deepest recesses. The longing had been unanswered until today and now any reason to resist had evaporated. Today was his last chance. After today, he was leaving the village. He was to start a new life with a family he didn't know and he didn't want to know. Since the death of his grandmother, his world had turned upside down. The fabric of his security had fallen into ruin like the old house. They were much alike, the house and him. No one was left to take care of them. They were wild and longed for human company, and yet, it was human company that had led them to where they were now.
The gate creaked open and he turned to take a fleeting glance at Lightholm village, his home for the last five years. He and his grandmother had lived in a cosy thatched cottage that oozed warmth and comfort. Since the accident that had taken his parents, Peter had always had his grandma. The silly, fussy warmth that had held him, scolded him, cherished him, had been his. She used to wash him as he stood in the old stone sink and rubbed him dizzy, as she dried him with deep secure towels of love and sadness. As he had grown stronger and taller, she had grown frailer and more stooped. It was as if his vitality drained her. Yet above all else, the two shared a love that was all the stronger for the fact that it was tinged with mutual sadness. The loss of Peter's parents  bonded them both and made them cherish the time together.
As a result, Peter never allowed anyone else to intrude. He had pals at school, but not one of them was allowed into his private time with his grandmother. There was a time for all things and the time with his grandmother was special, private and he was not prepared to share it.
Lightholm was old. The village had a history that spanned many generations and the dwellings held secrets and ghosts of times long gone. Peter was to go to a family in Birmingham. He had been told that they were a lovely couple and that they had always wanted a boy like him. The problem was, he didn't want a couple like them. He wanted his grandmother and his heart ached at the memories of her touch, her smell as he held onto her tightly. Her silly flowery dresses and her big round face were always in his mind. Why must life be a time of partings? Why must everyone leave? What could he hold on to? He held on to the rusty iron gate. Even iron crumbled in time. In time everything crumbled.
Yet as he thought this a spark filled his heart. He didn't know why, but something was calling him. Something was there and he had to find out what it wanted. He looked up at the carved statues on either side of the gate and he saw something that seemed to defy time. Stone. Cold. Hard and yet almost ageless resisting the ebbing tide of time. As he passed through the gates, he felt a change. The light seemed different and a voice called to him and yet he could not pinpoint the source. Was it something new or was it something old, a memory? He felt old. At fifteen years he felt old. Anger and sadness made him old. His parents and now his grandmother had left him. He was the last Peter Calender. The last of the Calenders. He had checked the telephone directory and there were no other Calenders. Sure, there were Calendars with an 'a', but there were no other Calenders with an 'e'. He was alone and he didn't want to move to Birmingham. He entered the garden and his world would never be the same.
Beyond the gates, the garden was a myriad of colours. Colours so bright that they dazzled Peter and he took a step backwards in alarm. Why was the garden so light? The day had been dull and had matched his mood and yet here in the garden the colours vibrated with a wild energy. As he looked around, he was struck by the brilliance. He felt he was seeing flowers for the first time.  The yellow of the dandelions almost burned with vibrancy and the red of the old roses was deeper than he had ever experienced. He felt as if he was truly seeing colour. Yet the strangeness of the garden held no menace. He was not afraid and he followed the gravel path between the box hedges that edged the formal flowerbeds. He knew where he was going, or at least, he felt a force pulling, leading, guiding him. Without hesitation, he made his way down the path. There was no one there. He knew there was no one there and yet if anyone had asked, he would have been unable to explain why. As soon as he had passed between the gates, he had known that he was expected. He had no idea what he was wanted for, but the garden called out to him with a silent voice that was no less clear. It soothed, it pleaded, it hoped and he had come.
The path led him to a large vivid green lawn and at its centre was a raised dais with a low stone wall. Four footpaths converged on the platform and Peter could see a low stone column raised above the lawn like a beckoning finger. As soon as his eyes caught sight of it, he knew that here was the end of his journey. Here was the source of the summons.
With slow, measured tread, he followed the pathway. The column was like a beacon and he was like a moth, drawn. He mounted the first low step and realised that it was a sundial. He has seen many in the village and one at school. Why was he drawn to it? Why did it call to him? As he stood before it, he felt his hands grasp the cold, stone sides, and he looked at the dial. There was the  usual gnomon, pointing to the sky, but instead of the brass dial that he expected, he was faced with a bible black well, that seemed to be bottomless in depth. If the garden was full of only true colours, then the dial was true black. A blackness that had  no end. A blackness that cried out with empty loneliness. A blackness as cruel and cold as the garden was warm and welcoming. Peter felt that he was standing at the edge of a precipice and that if he didn't hold on, he would fall. He passed his hand across the face of the dial and his hand disappeared from view. He felt nothing, but startled he drew his arm back. His fingers were unharmed and he wriggled them to convince himself.
It was at this moment that he became aware of the first sound. He spun around  and he was faced with a glowing orb, burning like a sun and gliding across the garden. It emitted a hum that grew, building towards a crescendo. Growing with intensity, it floated at head height above the lawn. It's path meandered, but Peter had little doubt it was tracking him. The light was intense and clouds seemed to swirl across its surface. He saw greater detail as it approached and Peter felt he was gazing through a keyhole to another cosmos.
For the first time Peter felt alarm and he instinctively stepped back. The stone column pressed reassuringly against his legs, but as the orb approached, he felt himself lose balance and he was falling. As he looked up, he saw a small circle of light, but around him, only black. His scream was silent as he fell into the starless night.




Chapter 2 - In the Wink of an Eye
When his mind stopped screaming, he was still falling. Falling, and yet falling could not really describe what was happening. He felt he was being swallowed by darkness. There was no sensation of time, but he had time to think of all that had happened to him since he entered the garden. Was he going mad? He had heard of breakdowns. Was this one? Was his world falling apart? He knew it was.  Falling apart! Falling! And still he fell. After his initial fear he realised that it wasn't the descent that he was frightened of, it was the landing. After such a fall he would be flattened. He would be nothing. He would be gone. In time, he began to feel comfortable, almost secure, as if he were asleep. Maybe that was it. He was dreaming. At this point, he began to be aware of something below him, or was it above? No, it was below.
A small disk of light was opening below him. The light hurt after the total blackness of the fall. The night seemed punctuated  by the fullness of the stop. It became obvious that the light was his destination. Was it his end? He stared below and tried to see beyond the light. The brightness forced him to blink and then to shield his eyes from the intense glare. Suddenly, his senses were inundated. Sounds, touch, smells. He could hear voices and he was squeezed, stroked and a strange odour filled his nostrils. He was not alone.
A delicate, shimmering of sound like wind chimes in a gentle breeze, moved about and darted nearer and further away. The air felt electric and his nerves ached with sensation. The atmosphere was warm and there was a heady scent of vegetation, like newly cut grass. Was he dead? Was this what it was like?
He tried to open his eyes and the light caused him to clamp them shut. He tried again and after several attempts he managed to keep them open. His eyes grew accustomed to the brightness, but unaccustomed to the sight that filled them.
He was in a clearing, surrounded by tall, slender trees with delicate foliage that shone silver in the light that flooded the glade. At first he thought it was daylight, but above his head hung the silver orb of the full moon. The silver disk was enormous and filled most of the clear sky above his head. He could clearly see the seas and craters that pockmarked its ancient face. He realised that this was no earthly vista and no earthly moon.
Peter turned his head and became aware that he was lying on a gently sloping bank of soft moss. As he eyes acclimatised to the silvery light, he saw fleeting figures that hugged the shadows and darted about the clearing. Behind them, they left a trail of musical echoes. Voices could be heard whispering, but Peter could not glean meaning.
He tried to sit up and the figures darted away from the movement.
"See! See! See! See!" echoed on the night air.
"Flee! Flee! Flee! Flee!" they urged.
"Wait! Wait! Wait! Wait!" one reassured.




Chapter 3 - The Piper
The statues remained guarding the gates, silent sentinels. The garden still glowed in the pure light, but the orb was gone. Now the sounds of sweet cadences flowed over the lawns and all was well with the world. Peace washed over the grounds as the music grew louder. A figure appeared from the doorway of the house and slowly descended the steps to the gravel pathway.
The pipe he held in his hands, for a man it was, was long and slender and the sunlight dazzled the silver as his fingers danced. His fingers were vital, and their movement crisp, but the skin was old like parchment. Sun spots stained the skin and lines grew a tracery of age up forearms that disappeared beneath the green folds of a gown that covered him from neck to ankle. His feet were bare and nutty brown from years of sun and rain. His face was ruddy and his crown bare, but his eyes shone with a joy that was childlike. White hair hung down like breaking waves from both his head  and his beard. His lips smiled as he blew the purest of notes and he almost skipped along the path towards the dial at the centre of the garden. The melody could have brought a listener to the point of tears as the notes were too pure, too personal. It was true music. Real music.
He reached the dial and gazed deep into its surface. He stopped his notes and the garden seemed to hold its breath. He sat down on the steps and held out his arms. Birds appeared and settled on them, and a family of rabbits played by his feet. Badgers rolled on the grass and a fox sunned itself. Life was complete in the garden and the piper allowed himself a smile of satisfaction. The Moonchild had been found and there was still hope. Hope was all the worlds had left. The time was gone. Unbeknownst to the rest of the worlds, time had run out and the Piper had played for the last dawn unless the Moonchild could bring the dawn of a new age.


***
Peter sensed rather than heard the voices at first. They seemed to fill his mind, as a dream fills sleep. He knew he ought to do something, but what? They clearly meant him no harm. The timid creatures were frightened. The time to act was now and he did not know what to do.
"Is he the one?"
"He is our hope and our doom."
"He looks so young, so young, so young."
"Can he be the Moonchild?"
"It has been woven in the web of time."
"One will come. One will come."
The last voice was clear and spoken aloud. Peter turned towards the source and gently said,
"I am Peter Calender. Where am I? Why am I here? What do you want?"
The voices emanated from small fairylike creatures that danced around the glade, unclear, urgent and then one figure left the shadows and advanced towards the boy.
"I am Nightjar and you are in the glade of the Moon Pool. You are here, Peter Calender, because the Moondial called you."
Her voice was suddenly drowned out by a screech that tore through the night air. Peter felt his blood run cold and fear strike his heart. A black shape passed across the face of the moon and a fetid smell of death settled upon the peace of the glade.
A small hand took Peter's, in a firm grasp and pulled him towards the trees to his left.
"Flee! Flee!" the voice urged. "For your life and ours, run!"
Peter allowed himself to be dragged towards the shadows of the trees and the shelter they offered. The charge drew gasps from his chest and as they ran for cover, he turned and saw a dark shadow descend into the clearing. Silvery figures began to emerge and dart about as the gigantic beast filled the space. It was raven-like, but naked of feathers. It's black body was slick with rippling sinew and muscle. Leathery wings blocked out the moonlight and beat with power. The sense of evil was all consuming and Peter felt part of a nightmare. But worse, much worse, was the figure that sat astride the black beast. Holding an orb high above its head it sat, observing the darting figures of the glade. It was dressed in armour that had the sheen of black glass, mirror-like. The surface seemed to be filled with stars that flared and moved like fireflies. As it moved, the armour flowed like quicksilver and the stars danced wildly. On its head, it wore a crown of jet that clawed at the night with taloned thorns.
Peter could feel the suffocating evil of the monster, but the horror paled when he looked at its face. The rider turned towards him and he witnessed writhing, skinless, raw, weeping features that held searching eyes. The eyes found their quarry as they settled on Peter.
A cry rang out again and the rider and beast took to the air. The orb, held aloft, pulsed with power and Peter saw the darting, silvery fae creatures attempting to flee the glade. Beams of dark light struck the delicate creatures. They vanished and their musical echoes were drawn to the blackness of the orb in a long wail, then all was silent.
Peter was dragged into the trees and a voice urged him on.
"Run! Run, or all will be in vain! Quick, or we will be caught!"
The giant creature and its rider had now risen above the trees and a deep feeling of dread was pressing down on Peter, as they fled deeper into the forest. He didn't need telling twice and he ran as he had never run before. They push through bushes and branches that tore at his face and arms, but regardless of the obstacles, they still carried on. The girl seemed to know where she was heading. The route twisted and turned until Peter completely lost any sense of direction. How long they fled, he didn't know, but the feeling of black fear lessened over time. Eventually she stopped running and pulled Peter through a gap between two large boles and into a cave.
Once again, Peter could see nothing, but he could hear the breathing of Nightjar and feel the warmth of her touch, as she led him further into the depths of the cave. With a gentle whisper, she told him to get on his hands and knees, as the roof was low. They crawled for what seemed like an eternity, as the passage twisted and turned. The floor of the cave was soft sand, but over time it wore Peter down. He wanted to stop and rest, but Nightjar's urgent tugging led him on.
"Hurry, we can't stop here," she begged, "Only a little way further and we can rest."
On they went, and when he began to think that they would never stop, she said,
"We may rest here a while. We will be safe for the time being."
Nightjar gestured with her hand and the cavern was filled with a gentle , silver light that Peter could see emanated from a milk-white ball in her other palm. For the first time, Peter got a good look his rescuer and saw she was clearly female.  Nightjar was slightly shorter than Peter, slender with a muscular, agile appearance. Long white hair reached down her back and contrasted against her olive skin. Her eyes were large and almond shaped, but most surprisingly, they were pale ivory, in a delicate green setting. Peter had never seen anyone as strange, nor so beautiful. He gasped at her sight. She wore a pale green tunic, fastened with a delicate silver belt. Around her head she had a circlet of silver. In his imagination, he knew what a fairy should look like and Nightjar was it. In his imagination? This must all be his imagination. It must be a dream, he told himself. But what a dream!
Nightjar noticed his stare and her eyes turned to the ground. She bowed her head and held out the light to Peter.
"Take this. The Moonstone is yours."




Chapter 4 - The Murder
Peter just looked at the glowing stone in front of him. He sat and stared. Was this for real? Had he banged his head and been knocked out? It was all too much for him to take in. A part of him was back at Lightholm, waiting for the social workers to take him to Birmingham, and part of him wanted to believe in the magic.
Nightjar gazed at him with longing and hope in her eyes. Peter reached out and took the stone. Somehow it seemed alive in his hand, sentient. There was a pulse, a throbbing and a feeling like a mild electric shock ran through his arm. The choice was made. The part of him that needed, wanted to believe, won the day.
"The Moonstone is yours," she said. "Long have we been the keepers and many are the tales of heroism that have kept the stone safe. Now it is yours, by right. Use it well, Moonchild."
"Moonchild? I am Peter Calender. I know nothing of any Moonchild. What is the Moonstone and what was that thing that was after us?"
Peter was still out of breath and he noticed that Nightjar's chest rose and fell with the exertion of the chase. She looked at him and her eyes opened wider as she took gentle hold of his cheeks, with both hands. Her face, only a breath away from his, she spoke.
"You are the Moonchild. You will use the Moonstone to take away the nightmares. You are our hope. The evil that haunts our lives must be driven away. You must destroy Fell Craven!"
"But I am just Peter and I don't know how to use this stone. What can I do? I am just a boy. Maybe I am not who you think I am. I am Peter Calender from Lightholm. This can't be real. I can't save anyone. I can't even look after myself, now that my grandmother is no more. Take it back. You will be far more use with the Moonstone than me. This is just a dream. It can't be real. Take it back!"
Nightjar's face fell, but only for a moment and then she smiled.
"You are the Moonchild. Long have we spoken of your coming. The pipers have played and sung of your tale, so have no fear. It is written that the Moonchild is our hope for salvation from the nightmares of the darkness we have suffered for so long. The Moondial must be restored so we will be free again, or Fell Craven will rule for ever."
"But, what can I do?"
"Come, we must leave. We are not safe here. We will discuss this later. I think I know who can help."
She rose and pulled him to his feet, though both still had to stoop. The cave led a long and winding path deep into the hillside.... and Peter lost sense of all direction and time. Nightjar seemed to sense her way through the black of the passage, as she didn't ask Peter for the use of the Moonstone, which he could feel deep in his trouser pocket.
Eventually, Peter became aware that he could distinguish the pathway that Nightjar was  leading him along. Nightjar pulled him towards a growing light with increasing urgency and Peter could feel her body tense. She turned to him and placed her finger on his lips. She let go of his hand and motioned for him to remain where he was. She crept towards the exit of the cave and was silhouetted in a circle of  light. In a flash, she disappeared. Peter waited what seemed like an eternity, but she did not return.
Standing alone, he felt vulnerable and afraid. He could bear the loneliness no longer and he crept towards the light. Slowly, he emerged into a new world. He was on a hillside with sweeping views across a heavily forested landscape. It was early dawn and two suns were rising over the distant horizon. One sun was much larger than the other, but both had a blood-red hue that cast a strange alien light across the world. But which world? Peter had no doubt this was not his world. He was a child of a different land and he had no idea how he had got here and now he was alone again. There was no sign of Nightjar and no sign of anyone. He looked again to take in the new world. The white smile of the moon was just disappearing below the horizon as the suns rose higher. He was alone. Abandoned!
He studied the terrain near to him and suddenly realised there was indeed evidence of human, or  other life. He saw a trail, badly overgrown, but clearly a track leading down the slope from the cave. Without hesitation he made his way down it, looking for clues of Nightjar's fate. He was no trekker, but he recognised the sign of an encampment. At the bottom of the slope, an area of grass was flattened and there were the remnants of a small fire. The ashes were still warm to his touch. Could whoever, or whatever had been camped here, have taken Nightjar? It was his only clue and his only hope. The trail led into the forest and after once again failing to find any other signs of Nightjar, he felt he had no choice but to follow it. Nightjar was the only one who could help him. The only one who seemed to know what was happening to him and she said she knew someone who might be able to help. Peter had seen the hunter and the beast he rode, and he did not want to meet either of them again.
Very much afraid, Peter Calender headed  down the trail at a brisk pace. As time passed, he became more aware of how hungry he was. He hadn't eaten or drunk anything since early that morning in Lightholm and he had no idea how long ago that was; a day, a morning, a lifetime? With growing fear and hunger he followed the trail and entered the forest.
He found it difficult to keep to the path. The way was barely recognisable in parts and clearly not well used. The trees became more dense and the light, even under two suns, became very dim. The twilight created a sense of foreboding below the green canopy, and Peter became more nervous with every passing moment. He recognised the source of the unease. There was a total lack of sound. The forest was silent and lifeless, apart from his own footfalls. This seemed so unnatural and yet nothing about his environment from the moment he had entered the garden could be described as natural or familiar. Two suns, Nightjar, the hunter and his beast, nothing was as it should be, and yet Peter knew his only hope of making sense was to find Nightjar. He believed she wouldn't have willingly left him alone and assumed that someone, or something, had taken her against her will. If that was the case then they couldn't be too far ahead. He hadn't waited long in the cave and the time taken to decide to follow the trail would not have allowed them to get far in front.
The route showed little sign of traffic, but occasionally, he saw flattened grass that could be evidence of  footmarks. Was he just fooling himself? Was he seeing things that weren't there? He needed  to convince himself that he had made the right choice. His pace slowed. He was feeling tired, scared and alone. The forest seemed to press in on him. He felt small and the tall smooth trunks rose like columns, supporting a high, green roof canopy. After plodding along for what felt like an eternity, he knew he needed to rest. His thirst was becoming desperate and needed to drink soon or he would become seriously ill. As it was, he was becoming weaker and his vision bounced with each footstep. Plod. Plod. Plod. His steps seemed to echo through the silent forest as he staggered along.
In his desperation he thought he was beginning to hallucinate. Was that running water he could hear? Faintly he heard the gentle tinkle of water running over rocks. Not a torrent, but a gentle cadence of a small stream or brook. He stopped and listened. Yes. It was clearer now. The track seemed to be heading in the direction of the sound, so he set off with renewed speed. Within minutes he could tell the sound of water was louder and hope filled Peter's heart. Passing between two particularly large tree trunks he entered a glade and beheld a scene of hope and despair.
The source of the sound was a small babbling stream that ran through a shallow gully gently cascading over rocks. The water looked clear and fresh. Peter could hardly believe it, but then on the other side of the brook he saw  death! Carnage! Bodies, or the remains of bodies were strewn across the soft grass of the glade. Peter's heart stopped with shock. Whatever had happened was beyond anything he could imagine. He had seen death recently, with his grandmother, but he had never witnessed slaughter. The scene told of a savagery he couldn't imagine. The bodies and remains were scattered, torn apart with immense force and brutality. This was no battle scene. The victims had stood no chance. The contest was not equal. This was butchery, savage and wicked. Peter took in the view and his stomach heaved and he turned and vomited. But for the fact that he had was dehydrated, he was not sure if he would have ever stopped. He turned to view the glade again. Was Nightjar amongst the slain? He had to know. Being careful where he trod, he searched the remains and took some satisfaction that Nightjar was not one of the fallen. After the initial shock, he began to take in more details and he realised the massacre was recent, maybe a few hours old. There were signs that carrion had fed on the remains and flies were beginning to cover the bodies in a black mist. The fallen were armed, but in no case had a sword been drawn. Clearly taken by surprise,  the killing was complete and sudden.
Peter realised that whoever had Nightjar must have seen this sight and not lingered. They would be even further ahead by now. His thirst was still real and overpowering. He needed to drink. Moving upstream of the slaughter he dunked his head into the icy flow. The cold bite startled him and freed his thoughts. With steely reasoning, he drank his fill and decided to return to the charnel in the glade and arm himself. He wondered if food would be in their packs, but his stomach couldn't condone food from such a scene.
Still gagging at the sight, he made a frantic search for weapons that he could use. He gazed at the faces of the victims, frozen in horror and they stared unseeing at him, as he searched their belongings. Rigor mortis had set into the remains, so he believed the attack must have been early in the morning. He knew it took several hours for full stiffness to develop and that it was lost after twelve hours. Peter found a sword that wasn't too heavy, so with care he removed the belt and scabbard, and he washed the weapon in the stream and returned to collect a small bow and quiver of arrows. He didn't know how to use them, but he knew that he didn't want to be defenceless. He belted the sword around his waist and the quiver across his back. Bow grasped in his hand, he set off along the trail with renewed urgency and caution. He wanted to put as much distance between himself and the glade as he could.
The day wound on and Peter felt his hunger grow as the temperature rose. He could only sense, the two suns as they approached the zenith, as the green canopy shielded him from their direct rays. The air grew still and oppressive as he trudged along the pathway. The sword at his side and the bow in his hand began to weigh on him and he wondered if he was being foolish carrying them. He had no idea how to really use them, but their weight did give him a sense of security, though he knew it had not helped their previous owners.
After several hours following the trail, a gnawing thought began to fill his mind. Surely, he should have caught up with Nightjar and her captives, by now. If they were on horseback, then there was no way he would ever catch up, but what else could he do? He had seen no evidence of horses, so he continued on.
Peter began to realise that the suns were well past their zenith and that it would be dark in a short while. The forest trees cast long shadows and he knew that he would have to stop soon, find somewhere to shelter and spend the night alone in the forest.  It was at this moment that someone stepped out from behind one of the large trees to his left.
Peter's heart jumped and instinctively he grabbed the hilt of the sword at his side.
"I wouldn't draw that sword if I were you." said the figure. "You have the look of someone who would cause more harm to himself with it than to me."
"Who are you? What do you want?" said Peter. " I swear I will use this sword if you come any nearer." However, he stopped drawing the sword, but the hilt remained in his firm grip.
The stranger stepped out from the gloom into a pool of fading light and Peter could see that he was a tall, rangy man of an indeterminate age. He was dressed in an olive green tunic and leggings and a dark grey hooded cloak covered him from head to leather boots. His face was cast in shadow below the hood, but a large hooked nose was evident as was a short beard. Across his shoulders hung a long bow and quiver, but no other weapon could be seen.
"Hold on, boy. I wish you no harm. If I did, you would already be carrion fodder. I merely wish to speak, to find out why you are here alone in Stonebeck Deep. None but a fool or a knave would be out here alone at night. I judge you no nave nor fool, so I am intrigued. What are you, boy?"
"I don't know who you are. Why should I tell you anything?"
"Fair enough. Clearly not a fool. Come, I was setting up camp not far from here when I heard you thrashing through the forest. I have food and drink to spare."
"Thrashing? I thought I was being quiet. I don't know where I am or who you are, but if you have food I will follow you."
"Come along. At least you will be warm and fed tonight. I cannot guarantee anyone safety in this land, but your chances are much stronger with me than alone. I am Ravenscort. Let's get off this trail. Others may walk this path tonight and I assure you, you would not want to meet them."
 He turned and headed back into the trees. Peter followed, struggling to keep up, but within a short time they emerged in a sheltered area between the tree boughs where there was a small overhanging rock. The cave was only shallow, more of an indentation, but towards the back a small welcoming fire burned and there was the smell of roasting meat. Peter's mouth started to water and the deep pangs of hunger re-emerged.
The stranger indicated for Peter to sit and then he busied himself preparing the food. As he rested, Peter watched Ravenscort. With his hood drawn back, he saw the man's face in detail for the first time. His skin was worn and weather beaten. Lines etched his eyes and mouth and a long scar crossed his face from below his right eye to the edge of his lips. He had a beard of thick stubble and dark grey eyes , full of life and fire, showed from below a strong brow. He had the look of a hard man. Whilst busy, his eyes had kept flicking towards Peter as if assessing him.
Peter could not hazard a guess what the meat was that was placed before him, accompanied by large hunk of bread but with no hesitation, he set upon devouring it all. He couldn't say that he even tasted it in his hurry, but his hunger was sated.
"Not eaten recently?" Ravenscort quipped. "Here, there is more, but I advise that you to take your time. It is never good to gorge on an empty stomach."
"Thank you sir. I don't know when I last ate."
Peter's plate was refilled and this time he acted on the advice and ate at a more normal pace and savoured the taste of the roast, sopping up the juices with the bread. Ravenscort passed him a flagon of ale and Peter realised how much of a thirst he had. Sitting with his own food and drink, Ravenscort ate his meal slowly and when finished he turned to Peter.
"As I said, I am Ravenscort and I mean you no harm, but I am intrigued as to why you are here in Stonebeck Deep. It is now your turn to tell your tale. Introductions work both ways."
Peter was unsure what to say and how much to tell. Here he was, with a stranger, in a forest, on a world he knew nothing about. After a pause he replied,
"My name is Peter Calender. I live ... lived, in a village called Lightholm. My world has one sun and yet here there are two, so I am at a loss to  explain how I got here. When I arrived I met a girl called Nightjar. She helped me. I believe she has been taken captive by someone, but I don't know who and I am trying to catch up with them so I can free her."
His face fell. It didn't seem much of a story and certainly it wasn't one he would have believed before today. He didn't go into further details as he still knew very little about Ravenscort and if he had learnt anything about this world it was that its danger was very real. For all he knew, Ravenscort could be party to whoever had Nightjar.
"You don't seem to know much, Peter Calender, but I sense a ring of truth in your words. I have heard of other worlds, and legends of them are many. I don't know the girl Nightjar, but I do know there are many things, both human and nonhuman that would take a girl travelling alone in Stonebeck Deep. Believe me, none of them would have good intent. Who, or whatever, has her will have to wait until the morrow. The night is not a safe time to be out wandering in the Deep. It is the time of the hunters, and few are brave or strong enough to safely travel the Deep in the dark. If I hadn't found you first, a hunter would have made short work of you, boy. Whether armed with steel and arrow, or not."
As he said this, Ravenscort looked at the sword that Peter had fastened to his waist. A puzzled look crossed his face and he leaned in,
"Where did you get this blade, boy? You don't carry it like a man familiar with its use. Let me look at it!"
Peter flinched. The sudden change in Ravenscort's demeanour caught him off guard. He jumped up and thought about drawing the blade, but Ravenscort remained sitting and didn't appear to pose an immediate threat. Slowly, Peter drew the blade and handed it, hilt first, to the man sitting by the fire. Ravenscort took the blade and a look of recognition flitted across his face and he jumped to his feet.
"Where did you get this, boy? I know this blade and its owner. He would not have willingly given this to anyone. How do you come to have it? Tell me now! And beware, the whole truth, for your life may depend upon it."
As he spoke, the sword arced through the air and rested a whisper distance from Peter's throat. Peter gulped with shock and fear.
"I, I, I found it." he stammered. "This afternoon on the trail there was a clearing. By the stream there was slaughter. A group had been torn apart by something. No one was alive. I was frightened and took the sword and bow. I didn't kill them. They were already dead."
"Slaughtered you say. How many were there? Quick now.! I must know!"
"I can't be sure. The bodies were torn apart. Six. Maybe seven. When I saw them whoever had done it was gone. I don't think it had happened long before, maybe early morning."
Ravenscort crumpled to the ground, dropping the sword. A look of despair filled his face and silently his body was racked with sobbing. After a time, he looked up and sadness replaced the anguish and pain.
"I believe you boy! Sit. I mean you no harm. That group were my friends, my companions. I left them early yesterday morning to scout the trail. There had been reports that the Fell were roaming and I wanted to check if it was true. From your report this was an attack by a different foe. If only I had stayed with them then maybe they would be alive."
"Or maybe you would have died too. They had been torn apart without warning. No weapons had been drawn. There was no sign of a struggle, just butchery. I am sorry for their loss, but I am grateful that you are here and I am no longer alone. I am sorry that I took your friend's sword. I meant no harm and no disrespect."
"Nay, lad! You did right. I would have done the same. You have Broderick's sword there," he gestured to the sword lying on the cave floor. "It is a noble blade with a long history, but that is for another time. Take it! It is yours, and let us hope that it proves a greater aid for you than it did for him. He was a brave and noble warrior and I feel that he would have wanted you to have it. He was a trusted friend and companion and I will miss his tales round the fire at night. I will grieve for him in time, but first I need to avenge him."
Ravenscort rose and started to clear the meal. He scrubbed the plates with sand and repacked his large travel bag. When finished, he built the fire up and  returned to sit opposite Peter.
"Lad, if your friend has been taken, then I will help as best I can. I believe that your journey and mine share a common purpose, at least for the time being. Who, or whatever, has your friend Nightjar will be camped further along the trail and tomorrow we will track them down. If she is alive, then we will do what we can to free her, if not, then we will avenge her. Do you accept my help?"
"I will take any help I can get. I don't seem too overburdened with offers. I would be happy to accept your assistance. Thank you! Do you have any idea who has taken her?"
"I have some ideas, but I will say nothing until I see further evidence. Believe me when I tell you that there is great danger and great evil in Stonebeck Deep. I wouldn't give much for your chances of surviving the night alone. Now, you get some sleep and I will take watch. Take this cloak. It will keep off the night chill."
Ravenscort passed him a spare cloak from his travel pack and Peter gratefully took it. Even with the fire, the air was getting colder and the cloak offered some comfort as well as warmth. Despite the hard ground and the unusual sleeping circumstance, Peter fell almost instantly into a deep sleep.
He awoke and realised it was still night and he was being shaken. In the firelight he could see Ravenscort signalling, finger to his lips and sword in hand. He gestured for him to rise. Peter was confused and alarmed. What was happening? A cry rang through the night air and he heard a flapping sound. He drew his own sword instinctively and stood beside Ravenscort, staring out into the darkness. There was little moonlight as only a slim white smile of a moon hung in the sky above the trees. He heard another cry in the distance,  and more flapping sounds. The cry was sharp and familiar. The cry repeated and a large birdlike silhouette appeared over the treetops. It hovered, turned and then headed away, disappearing beneath the tree canopy. For a brief moment, Peter saw the shape of a dark rider on its back. It was the rider from the glade that he and Nightjar had fled from. It was still after them. In moments, the hunter disappeared from view and the tension snapped.
"It is gone. At least for the time being. Evil is abroad, in truth. The Arnn are seldom seen and few encounter them and live. The Arnn and its rider are hunting and it is to be hoped that your friend and whoever has her, are secure tonight."
"The Arnn? I believe I have seen one before and with its rider."
"You have? Where boy?"
Peter quickly told of his meeting with Nightjar in the glade and how the giant bird-like creature he now knew as an Arnn, and its rider, had attacked and how Nightjar had fled with him to safety. Ravenscort listened with growing surprise and at the end he turned to Peter.
"Few ever escape an Arnn and Rider, as I suspect Broderick and his party learnt. It appears that they are hunting you and Nightjar. They are creatures of great evil. The Arnn were bred by Fell Craven, from carrion birds. He imbued them with great cunning and power, and twisted their form to the monstrous creature  you have witnessed. Fell Craven's servants were bonded and the beasts allow only their paired rider to sit upon them. The bond is for life and only the death of one leads to a new pairing. They are gone, for now, at least. Return to your rest Peter. I will continue the watch until morning. Hopefully, we shall not be disturbed again."
Peter went back to the fire, and despite feeling as if he would never sleep again, he did. A dream filled slumber saw him through to first light and he was greeted with the smell of bacon cooking in a pan and the sounds of Ravenscort busying himself with the preparation. Feeling sore and confused, Peter stretched and tidied himself as best he could. There was no water to wash, no toothpaste, no shower, no change of clothes, so not a lot he could do. After emptying his bladder, he strapped his sword belt around his waist and checked the bow and quiver. He saw Ravenscort looking at him and as he passed Peter a plate of food he said,
"I must try and give you some lessons in how to use those, if you are to be of any use to me and yourself."
Peter drew the sword and despite it feeling heavy in his hand, there was a sense of rightness, almost as if it was matched to his grip. For a moment, he almost felt as if he were someone else, a glimpse of something from his past, a feeling of others. The sword blade was of polished steel with a woven pattern along its length. It was clearly sharp, and it glinted in the early light from the two suns. The pommel was  a basket of woven silver filigree. It looked as if it should house something, but it was empty. The grip was of soft red leather, that had lost much of its colour due to being well handled. The quillon block was in the design of a bird with outstretched wings, its beak leading towards the pommel. Peter somehow could feel the age of the blade and the craft that had produced it. This was not a simple weapon. Great skill and time had gone into its making. He shook his head and thrust the blade back into the scabbard.
After eating a hasty breakfast, Ravenscort hoisted the travel pack onto his shoulders and they set off along the trail at a good pace. A long day lay ahead of them if they were to catch up with Nightjar's captives. Little was said as Peter struggled to maintain Ravenscort's pace through the morning. There was a short rest at midday for a quick cold meal and then they were back on the trail. After another long trek, Ravenscort stopped, knelt to the ground and turned to Peter.
"The first real sign we are catching up. From what I have seen so far, we are maybe two hours behind them. We should catch up by dusk."
"Do you know how many there are?"
"Not many. A large group would have left far more obvious signs. Maybe six or seven I would think. They are travelling light and at a pace. Clearly your friend is not slowing them down."
"Nightjar would be able to keep up. She is very fit."
"Well at least we know she is alive and that she is not being carried. Let's get on, we want to reach them before nightfall. We must pick up the pace now. I will let you know when we are approaching, as stealth will then be important. Can you do stealth?"
Peter felt a twinge of annoyance and merely nodded. The new pace was more of a trot and soon he was finding the going difficult. He had always been a fairly sporty boy with good athletic skills, but the constant pace over a long period was proving a challenge. Ravenscort seemed to have no similar difficulty. His movement was fluid and easy. He gave the appearance that he could continue for as long as needed and never fatigue.
The forest remained an endless view of trunks, canopy overhead and low bushes. There was still no sound of life and no signs of any living thing, which struck Peter as very odd. A wood such as this would be teeming with life in England. Insects, birds, small mammals would be obvious, but here the forest was silent and empty.
The light was just starting to dim, and shadows growing, when Ravenscort gestured for Peter to halt. His finger to his lips silenced any question from Peter. With a sign to remain, Ravenscort crept forward and disappeared from view. Peter held his breath waiting, but quickly caught it again as he realised Ravenscort was going to be a while. After what seemed like hours, Ravenscort reappeared. In a hushed voice he spoke.
"They are ahead, making camp. There are seven of them and the girl. She seems unharmed. We will have to wait until nearly dark to attempt to rescue her. Follow me, we need to get close to see how best to free her."
Slowly and silently they crept through the undergrowth. Ravenscort was silent, Peter less so, but apart from the odd look of irritation, they crept through the undergrowth to the edge of a clearing. There was a small spring and a shallow pool of fresh water. Lying in thick undergrowth, the pair watched the camp. The seven men were a motley crew; roughly dressed, filthy and unkempt. They were busy setting a fire and preparing to cook a meal. Their cloaks were grey, long and well worn, their clothes patched and holed. The only sign of good maintenance was their weapons: swords, axes, bows. All the band were well armed, their blades sharp, bows well strung and all had long knives in their belts. It was obvious their weapons were their stock in trade and that these seven would not surrender their prisoner easily, and clearly Nightjar was their prisoner.
Her arms were bound in front of her and one of the men was tying her ankles now that she was no longer required to travel. She seemed unharmed, but there was a bruise on her left cheek and her mouth was gagged.
Peter and Ravenscort watched the camp settle and with a sign from Ravenscort they retreated from their vantage point. When a sufficient distance away from the camp, Ravenscort whispered.
"We have a problem. These men know what they are about. I do not think I can take seven of them. If it comes to it, I will need you to play your part. Do you think you can do that?"
"I guess I have no choice. I must free Nightjar. She is the only one who seems able to help me sort out what is going on."
"It may not come to that. We will see if, with darkness, I can free her without detection. Come we must go back and wait!"
They headed back to the edge of the camp. By now, a fire was burning and food was under preparation.  The party had started drinking and the conversation was loud and raucous. The light was dimming and the firelight began to dominate the scene.
Without warning, out of nowhere, there was a great flapping of wings. The murder fell upon the men. Scores of large black crows attacked, enveloping the men in a storm of black feathery bodies. With razor sharp beaks and claws the torrent swept in and caught the men unprepared. Cries of men and birds filled the air, as the birds fell onto the faces of the men. The birds went for the eyes and the men for their weapons. This proved to be a fatal error as, in the time it took to draw a sword, the birds ripped at the faces, clawed the eyes and rendered the men sightless before the swords or knives could be put to use. Blinded by blood, the men slashed wildly. Some crows were felled, but more swept in, incapacitating the men. In seconds the men were thrashing on the ground, blinded and within a surprisingly short time, the cries of anger had become cries of fear, cries of pain, sobbing and eventually there was silence. The birds did not stop. They covered the men in a black flood, ripping and gorging. Peter could barely keep his eyes on the slaughter. He wanted to run, but a hand on his shoulders pressed him to the ground.
"Stay still!" hissed Ravenscort, through gritted teeth.
For some reason the birds had not attacked Nightjar. She sat as she had been left, tied and vulnerable. Her eyes were wide as she looked on in horror. The birds continued feeding and after a while one hopped to where Nightjar sat. Its black silky head turned to one side and a yellow eye looked at her with deep, intelligent thought. Another bird joined it and then another. Clearly, they were unsure why this creature made no attempt to flee or fight. The feeding frenzy continued behind them and the crows returned to continue their gorging.
Eventually, the birds again seemed to show interest in Nightjar. First one then others hopped towards her. They still seemed wary, but grew in confidence as she made no attempt to fend them off. One hopped onto her legs and looked up into her face. Still no danger. Reassured, it sidled up towards her head. The plan was clear; eyes first and then the rest was easy. By now, another four birds had settled on her legs and it seemed others were soon to join.
As Peter lay there, horrified but unable to take his eyes off the scene, he realised that something was sticking into his leg. He reached into his jeans pocket and felt something hard and cold. He drew it out and a blinding incandescence shot from between his fingers. The beam of light seemed to have a life of its own and Peter could only watch as it lanced into the bird that was approaching Nightjar. There was a loud bang and the bird turned to a snowfall of black feathers. The beam moved of its own volition and struck the birds nearest to Nightjar with similar effect. The others had stopped feeding in alarm and, witnessing what was happening, they rose into the air as a flock, cawing and wheeling away from the blinding light. As suddenly as they had arrived, they left. The clearing became silent again and the blade of light from the stone withdrew and all was dark, except for the glow from the fire. The scene was dreadful, the massacre complete. Nightjar sat alone amidst the slaughter.
"By my life, boy! There is more to you than meets the eye!"
Ravenscort looked aghast at the mayhem and turned with a look of amazement at Peter.
"That was well done!"
The two quickly made their way to Nightjar's side. Peter was relieved to see that she was safe, apart from a few scrapes and bruises.  Ravenscort drew his knife and freed the girl whilst Peter pulled the gag from her face. Nightjar looked up at him with a smile on her face. Peter bent to help pull her to her feet and held her arms in support. The two gazed into each other's faces for what seemed like a long time before Ravenscort cleared his throat with a big grin on his face. Peter quickly let go, dropping her arms, standing back embarrassed.
Nightjar seemed not to notice, but addressed Peter.
"Thank you, Moonchild. I knew you would prove worthy. Clearly, the stone knew too. And thank you stranger. I don't know who you are or why you are here, but I am forever in your debt."
"His name is Ravenscort and he is a trekker. Without his aid I would never have found you."
"I know of the trekkers and the work they do. They struggle against Fell Craven and his servants. You are lucky indeed, Peter Calender; or maybe it is not luck, but fate."
Nightjar rubbed feeling back into her numbed arms and legs.
Ravenscort, still with a grin on his face, replied,
"Whether fate or luck, it seems that we are bound together, at least for the moment! Clearly you two need someone to look after you!"
"I need no one to look after me, trekker! I am perfectly capable of looking after myself, so don't ever forget it!" Nightjar retorted. A look of anger on her face convinced Peter that she meant it.
"Maybe I should tie you up and leave you for the Fell to return, seeing as you don't need looking after!" chided the trekker.
"No you can't!" Peter cried. "You can't!"
"No, Peter! I won't, but you need to watch her, she's feisty!"
The grin never left Ravenscort's face, and eventually Nightjar's stern look softened.
"But still I am in your debt, trekker. I will remember to make sure that I look after you!"
Ravenscort's face lit up in an even broader smile and Peter also grinned. Nightjar raised an eyebrow in response and the tension broke. For the first time since the death of his grandmother, Peter did not feel totally alone.




Chapter 5 - Aftermath
"We have got to get away from here and quickly!" chided Ravenscort. "The Fell may well return, or worse, the Arnn Rider may come. It is clearly searching for something or someone, and I think that someone could be you.     I don't know what you did to the Fell, but the use of magic such as that would call the hunters like a beacon. We must go now!"
"Yes, let's make haste and be gone," said Nightjar, "but where to?"
"I know of a place where we may be safe tonight. Hurry! Follow me and keep up!"
Peter felt that he would be happier if Ravenscort actually knew they 'would' be safe rather than 'may be', but he didn't quibble. Almost running, the three set off away from the track and deeper into the forest. The trees had begun to close in and Peter noticed a definite change in the landscape. For a start, they began to move uphill. At first it was gentle, but then it became progressively steeper and rockier. The going got harder and Peter, of the three, was finding it a challenge. Large boulders started to appear between the trunks. Eventually the trees began to thin out and he began to catch glimpses of sky through the canopy. There was no talk, as they needed their energy as they began to scramble up steep craggy slopes. Hands were soon needed  and it became more of a climb.
Peter was finding his hands were becoming sore from the rough treatment they were experiencing and he knew he couldn't continue for much longer without rest. Just as he was about to tell them he needed to stop, they broke through the tree canopy. A view across the top of the forest opened out before them. The smiling moon was still there amongst a multitude of stars, in constellations that Peter didn't recognise.
"Not much further" whispered Ravenscort, "but we must still hurry. We are more vulnerable now we are in the open."
As they gazed  across the forest top towards mountains in the distance, a dark silhouette rose from the forest depths. It was distant, but Peter clearly recognised the shape of the Arnn with its rider straddled across its back. It rose on its great leathery wings and seemed to hang on the horns of the moon before turning and flying in a direct course towards them. Peter stifled a cry, but Ravenscort had already noticed and urged them on at an increased pace. Almost running up the slope on hands and knees, they climbed and the distance between the three grew as Peter struggled to keep up.
Ravenscort was higher up the slope. He turned, looked out into the distance and then vanished. A moment later Nightjar reached the same point and disappeared. 'Where had they gone?' Peter was kworried that he was lost. He turned back to see the dark shape, still a long way off but approaching at a  great speed. This gave him renewed energy and he raced up the slope to the last place he had seen his companions. As he reached it, he could not see what had happened to them. He began to panic when suddenly a hand grabbed him and pulled him not too gently into a narrow crevice between two large rounded boulders.
"Shh! We'll speak in a moment. Just watch the Arnn and rider."
"Are they after us? Do they know where we are?"
"Watch!" whispered Ravenscort.
The dark winged silhouette continued to fly directly towards them at a tremendous speed, but without warning, it changed course, circled and then dropped into the forest depth.
"That spot is where the Fell attacked Nightjar's captors." said Ravenscort.
A cry arose from the forest. A cry of anger and evil intent. The Arnn and rider appeared above the trees once more and this time it began to spiral from the camp in ever increasing circles.
"It does not know where we are." said Nightjar.
"No, it is trying to find the trail. If fortune is on our side it may not discover our trace for a while. Either way, we must move on. If we stay here it will eventually find us."
"Where are we going?" asked Nightjar.
" I suppose that you have a right to know. We head for The Gill. We will find sanctuary there and also we may get direction and advice. If we reach it, we will be safe from the Arnn rider, at least whilst we remain within its borders."
"The Gill," said Nightjar, "I have heard of it, but I have heard nothing good about it."
"Yes, well you have heard right. It is a dangerous place, but dangerous times call for dangerous measures. If we can get there, it will give us time to decide our next moves. Even the Arnn and rider will not enter his domain, so we will be safe from them for a while."
Peter could only listen. The Gill did not sound too enticing, particularly considering the reaction from Nightjar when the name was mentioned. As he wasn't being consulted and he had no idea where to go or what to do, he could only rely on the others to make the best decision.
The narrow cleft they were in led through into a giant boulder field that seemed an endless labyrinth. Narrow pathways led in all directions and Peter knew he had to keep up with the others, as he would become lost in a moment without their direction. Ravenscort led the way, followed by Nightjar, and Peter made up the rear. Ravenscort seemed to somehow know the course, even in the gloom. He did not hesitate which way to take and this gave Peter a sense of confidence. He was growing in admiration of the trekker's skills. The boulder field had a clean sandy base and the rounded rocks were the height of four to six men. They had an slightly polished surface that gleamed white, marble like, as if washed clean by years of rainwater. The rounded shapes provided a relatively clear course to follow, with the boulders almost meeting above their heads and then opening out again to the night sky. This morphology would make them very difficult to find from the air and almost impossible to track from the ground. All the trails seemed the same to Peter and he totally lost his sense of direction. An unknowing traveller would become hopelessly lost in minutes and would be fated to wander the boulder field until dying of thirst.
The trek began to seem endless and Peter began to tire of the same view. There was little variation and weariness crept up on him. He began to doze as he trotted behind the others and he became unaware of sounds. His legs caught in the sword fastened to his waist and he tripped, staggered and fell.
The fall jolted him awake and it took a moment or two to get his bearings back. Sitting on the soft sand, he cradled his legs in his arms. He was tired, frightened and wanted to be home. Awareness suddenly hit him.  He didn't have a home any longer. With his grandmother gone, there was no place that was home. He was to be taken to a family in Birmingham, and that certainly wasn't home. At fifteen, he was alone in a strange land, full of dangers and death. He had already seen more death and horror than a young man should see. He just felt like crying. As he sat feeling forlorn, he realised that it had become dark and that he was on his own. Misery was suddenly replaced with fear.
Where were the others? Would they return to find him? Should he just wait for them to return? Should he try and find them?
For the second time, he knew he was lost. This time though, it didn't seem that they would suddenly pop out to pull him to safety. What a mess he was in.
He listened to see if he could hear them. Not a sound. The night was becoming as black as only fear can create. Even the white boulders were fading from sight and it was only by touch that he knew they were there. As he sat on the sand, his mind began to play tricks on him. He thought he heard a whisper. He tried to gather his thoughts and fight back the panic that threatened to take him over. Once again he heard a whisper. It was a voice. He couldn't discern what was being said, but he became more convinced that someone or something was there.
"Hello! Is there anybody there?"
Immediately there was a whispering in response, but this time it wasn't a single voice, but many voices. He struggled to make sense of what was being said, but it seemed too distant and indistinct. Then, as if his ears were suddenly attuned, he found he could distinguish meaning.
"Look! Look! Look! It is the light bearer."
"What is it doing here? Why would it sit here? Danger and madness await any who remain here! Everyone knows that."
"He doesn't know. He knows nothing."
"He will learn. He will learn if he has time."
"Does he have time? Do any of us have time?"
"Let's take him. Let's show him."
"He is not alone. What of the others?"
"They search. He is ours for a time."
****
Nightjar wasn't sure what alerted her to Peter's disappearance. At one moment he was trotting on behind her and then the next his footsteps stopped and he was gone, or at least that was how it seemed to her. If she were honest with herself, she had been concentrating on keeping up with Ravenscort and her mind had begun to drift. She had shaken herself alert and it was then, after a few moments, that she became aware that she couldn't hear him following behind. She turned to look and he was gone.
"Ravenscort!" she hissed, "Peter's gone!"
Ravenscort came to an abrupt halt and he turned as she almost ran into him.
"Gone? What do you mean gone?"
"He's not behind anymore. That's what I mean by gone."
There was an edge of annoyance in her voice and also one of fear. The two stood and listened, but the boulder field was silent. Even if Peter was a reasonable distance behind, they should still be able to hear him, but only silence answered.
"How can we have lost him? He only had to follow us!"
"Maybe we have expected too much from him." replied Nightjar. "He is a stranger here and he has no idea what is happening. I haven't had any time to explain anything about Demeter and what the dangers are. Since he arrived he has been pursued by an Arnn Rider, has rescued me and been forced to flee."
"You are right. I should have spoken with him, but it's too late now. Where could he be? The boulder field is not somewhere to get lost. He'll never find his way out alone and I am not sure how we will find him. We must retrace our steps and hope that we stumble on him before something else does."
"We have to find him! He is too important." said Nightjar.
"We can only hope. He has shown himself to be more resilient than I ever imagined. Come!" Ravenscort said, as he set off back along the trail. His pace was now much slower and he, and Nightjar, seemed to have no difficulty in seeing in the dark as they retraced their steps. Nightjar's pale eyes appeared to glow with an inner light, but Ravenscort just seemed to sense what was there in the darkness, as if by instinct. They could discern their two sets of footprints leading back the way they had come and they hoped to find the place where Peter had left the trail. Nightjar thought that it couldn't be too far back and so carefully they retraced their steps. After several minutes, they came to the place where  Peter had fallen. The sand was disturbed, there was the imprint of him sitting and then there was a set of footprints leading away from the pathway they had returned along.
"Well at least we know where he has gone," said Nightjar.
"We must quickly catch up with him. The boulder field is not as empty as it appears. We must find him before he gets himself into more mischief," Ravenscort said, as he followed the single set of tracks.
They could tell from the footprints that Peter was tiring. His gait was more of a stagger than a walk, but somehow the boy had continued his trek and the pair followed his steps for over an hour before they caught a glimpse of a pale glow in the distance.
Slowing, they approached the light with caution. As they stared around the boulder to take a glimpse of what was happening, they both caught their breath. Peter was seated on the sand in a small clearing between the boulders. Circling him was a group of trailing lights, that twinkled and danced. The pair watched, transfixed by the sight in front of them. Spellbound, all they could do was stare. Peter's arms stretched and waved and the dancing lights seemed in harmony. Music filled their minds, that neither Ravenscort, nor Nightjar, was sure was real. Peter's eyes were wide with delight and his mouth moved, but no sound was made. He sat cross-legged in the clearing. The sky above was lit by stars and the moon hung. He had an ethereal, god-like look as the horned moon, stars and lights played around him. Ravenscort and Nightjar just held their breath and looked on in wonder.
Not knowing how long they stood gazing, the pair watched as finally the dancing lights began to slow and formed a line that spiralled down around Peter. In a whispering giggle, the lights shot off down one of the trails between the boulders, leaving a shimmering echo in the night. Peter seemed to come awake and he smiled at Ravenscort and Nightjar.
"There you are! I lost you, but I found something magical.' he said. "Oh, if you could have heard what the stars and the dancers had to tell me. The funny thing is, I am not sure I can remember all that they had to say. It is like a dream. I can almost remember and I know it is important. It just seems out of reach."
"I'm so glad we found you, Moonchild. I thought we had lost you for good." said Nightjar.
"We must be off!" said Ravenscort, "The Arnn Rider is still after us and it will be dawn soon. Come, let's go!"
Nightjar helped Peter to his feet, straightened his cloak, sword, quiver and bow, and then turned to follow Ravenscort, as once again they set off through the boulder field.
The path was easier to follow as they retraced their steps, took the turn that Peter had missed the first time, and continued on their way. Peter seemed to have renewed stamina and he had no trouble keeping up with his companions. The time seemed to pass quickly and without warning they left the boulder field and started descending a rocky slope towards a vast expanse of fen land.




Chapter 6 - The Gill
Reeds covered the landscape as far as the eye could see. Reeds as high as the tallest man and then some. Green and rattling in the breeze that had begun to stir, the area had  a strong odour of decomposing plant material and walking into the sedge gave Peter a feeling of intruding into someone's realm. He wasn't sure how he felt it, but there was another presence and it wasn't sure it wanted company. The tall grasses enveloped them like the ocean and they disappeared from sight into this green sea.
Progress was difficult as the reed-beds were dense and firm. They gave way with great reluctance and both Peter and Nightjar could not see how Ravenscort was following any trail. There was no sign that anyone had passed that way before and they had to use their physical strength to force their way into the fens. Progress, though slow, continued on for the next couple of hours and then there was a subtle change. The ground became firmer and the reeds less dense and then gave way. The three climbed up onto a green turf island amidst the constantly shifting ocean of sedge grasses. The hillock was only slightly higher than the surrounding wetlands, but provided a view across the tops of the fen land. They could see the breeze stir the reeds and ripples flowed through them like waves on the ocean. There was a gentle rattling sound and the fens extended to the horizon in all directions.
The verdant island was covered in coarse grass that was knee high and it rose egg-like. At the highest point was a low dwelling. The top of the hut was barely above the surface of the grass heads and the roof was turfed. From a distance it would be almost invisible, it was so well camouflaged. As the group approached it was clear that the cottage was built partially into the ground and there was a set of stone steps that led down to a strong wooden door. There was no evidence that it was occupied and the grass was untrodden. Ravenscort advanced, went down the steps and confidently pushed the door open. He didn't knock, and he seemed to know that the building was empty. Lowering his head, he entered and the others followed.
Peter and Nightjar found themselves in a dry, low ceilinged room with the basic furniture and equipment to provide for a small party. There were two bunk beds in opposite corners, a small hearth, a source of water through a drain that could be controlled with a small sluice, and well supplied provisions were stored on rough shelving. Coarse blankets were plenty and kept in a wooden chest and there was a pile of dry peat blocks near a small fireplace. Clearly, this place was a sanctuary for travellers who knew of its existence, but well hidden from all others.
Ravenscort, turned to them and said,
"We will be safe here for a while. Nightjar, you light the hearth and I will prepare a meal. Peter can you sort out the beds. We need to spend some time recovering and there is much to talk about before we can decide what we do next."
Without any chatter, they busied themselves with their tasks and within an hour they were seated around the hearth, eating a broth of cooked, dry vegetables and dried meat that Peter didn't recognise. It was not the most appetising meal that Peter had ever eaten, but they all wolfed it down and refilled their bowls. Ravenscort had also managed to find a barrel of ale that was stored and after a couple of drinks with the meal they began to relax.
"Where are we?" asked Peter, "How did you know how to find it?"
"Ah well! This is Mukel Fen Hide. There are hides all over this area if you know where to look. The Trekkers set these up and Trekkers maintain them, so that there is always a nearby sanctuary, hidden away from prying eyes.  They are regularly checked and re-provisioned, but if you are not a Trekker you will never find them."
"So you must be a Trekker, then!" said Peter.
"Well, not quite. I have an understanding with the Trekkers. Trekkers have a long history. They were here long before Fell Craven ever came to the land. They have been guardians of the land, but in recent years they have been a thorn in the side of Fell Craven. Whenever they can, they sabotage his control, help any residents, and assist in any counter strikes against him and his forces. He has not taken too kindly to their actions and he has taken swift and savage revenge whenever any fall into his hands."
"I thought they had been wiped out!" said Nightjar.
"No, but they have had to go underground more than they would like and the hides have been their only real weapon against him. If Craven can't find them, then he can't destroy them. The Trekkers work in small bands and they are independent of each other. When they fall into Craven's hands, they can't tell what they don't know, no matter what the pressure."
"Pressure?" asked Peter
Nightjar replied for Ravenscort, "Torture! No one who falls into the hands of Fell Craven ever returns, or at least not in the same way as they were."
"Some have returned, but they are non-men," said Ravenscort, "less human than they were, more evil than you can imagine. The group that were slaughtered, where you got your sword, were Trekkers. I knew them well, and had been with them only a few days ago. The sword you have belonged to my brother, Broderick!"
"Your brother? Then he's..."
"Yes. He is dead! His passing will be a sad loss for the Trekkers. His group had been successful in thwarting Craven on many occasions. I will also grieve for him, when there is time, but first I will have my revenge!"
Ravenscort's face turned black. Peter and Nightjar did not for a moment doubt that his revenge would be severe and total. The group went silent as deep thoughts filled their minds and words were not shared. Each was lost in their personal reverie. Peter had so many questions unanswered. Where was he? How had he got there? What was happening in this strange land? What was the Moonstone? Who were Nightjar and Ravenscort? What were they going to do? It seemed somehow that Nightjar believed he was the one to free the land from Fell Craven, but how was he supposed to do that? Ravenscort was powerful and clever, if anyone could destroy Craven, then surely it would be him. Peter was just a teenager, not a hero; neither strong nor clever. As he was thinking to himself, he became aware that the others were looking at him.
"Do we still make for The Gill?" asked Nightjar. 
Her voice broke the silence and the mood.
"Aye! It is still our best bet," said Ravenscort, "but we can't leave today. We will wait until the morrow. It is too dangerous travelling at night. The Fell are about and the Arnn Rider is still searching."
Turning to Peter, he asked,  
"Tell us whence you came and how you are in Demeter."
"Demeter?" questioned Peter. "Is that this world?"
Nightjar answered. "You are in Demeter, one of the seven great worlds. What is your story, Peter Moonchild?"
Peter sat thinking for a few moments, whilst the others waited for him to start.
"My name is Peter Calender and I am not sure how I came to be here, or if here is real. My home was the small village of Lightholm and I entered a garden of a large house and everything started to change. The garden transformed from being derelict and dull to one of vitality, colour and light. There was a column at the centre of the garden and I was drawn to it. A light appeared and I seemed to fall into the pool and found myself here. I am not sure that this world and you are real. Maybe you are all part of a dream or nightmare. Maybe I am ill and hallucinating all this. I just don't know. My home was on the planet Earth. It is very different in many ways, but similar in others. We have only one sun."
"A column, a pool and a fall? Earth? One sun? I know nothing of this, but I do know that your coming was foretold. Peter Calender, you are the Moonchild. Long has your arrival been augured and I was sent to welcome you. It appears Fell Craven also knew of your coming and sent the Arnn Rider to the appointed place and at the right time to capture or destroy you." said Nightjar.
"It is fortunate that fate has brought us together, but not so for my brother and the Trekkers. I have heard of the Moonchild and the prophecy, but I know not whether you are the child. We shall see, in time, if we see out the next few days. At The Gill there are wiser heads than mine, and they will know if you are indeed the Moonchild and guide us to further action."
Neither Peter nor Nightjar made any mention of the Moonstone and it seemed prudent, for the time being and Ravenscort didn't ask. The day was wearing on and the light was starting to dim.
Ravenscort stood, drew his sword and said, "Come, Peter! I promised you some tutoring on the use of the sword. It is dimming outside and we should be safe for a while."
Peter rose and followed outside onto the grassy hillock. He drew his sword and Ravenscort instructed him how to hold it in balance and to parry and thrust. Exercise followed exercise and Peter began to get a feel for the blade. Sweat flowed with the exertion and after a while Ravenscort suggested a sparring bout. Peter, slightly shorter, faced his opponent and steel touched steel. Slowly at first they attacked and defended, with no real force, but the pace increased and Nightjar stood with gaping mouth as the blades became a blur. Peter grew in confidence, but at that moment Ravenscourt feigned to the left, moved to the right and with a quick flick of the wrist, sent Peter's sword spinning to the ground. Both Ravenscort and Nightjar applauded.
"Well done, Peter! You are a natural. There is much for you to learn, but you have the making of a fine swordsman. You will not dishonour my brother's blade."
Peter wiped his brow, and the elation he had been feeling ebbed away at the thought of the owner of his sword.
"Your brother was a good swordsman?"
"He was indeed! A better one than me."
"But that didn't protect him."
"No, it didn't! Weapons and force can always be overcome. Remember that Peter. It is your wits that will keep you alive more than force of arms. Come, it grows dark. We must take shelter before the night seekers start their hunt."
The twin suns were sinking to the horizon in unison and the fiery blaze of their setting indicated the end of another day. Inside, another meal was prepared and when it was completed and cleared, the three took to their beds in preparation for the journey ahead.
Peter slept a deep sleep that was dreamless. He was unaware of Ravenscort rising and looking out through the doorway into the dark night. The wind blew gently, stirring the reeds and there were no other sounds. He thought of his brother and silently shed tears. They had shared many happy days when they were children and he remembered them with joy. Breaking the tranquillity, Ravenscort heard the distant flapping of great leathery wings and reached for his sword. The sound was approaching quickly, but was not yet upon them. Just before he drew his blade, the sound of the wings wheeled to the East and a primal cry echoed over the land. Ravenscort realised that he had stopped breathing and took a breath of air, as the tension faded. The Arnn Rider was hunting, but it had not found its quarry.
Looking around the shelter he noted how peaceful Peter and Nightjar were. If they only knew what lay ahead. He wished he could sleep. It was years since he had had anything but disturbed slumber and he wondered if he would ever enjoy the sleep of the innocent again. Ghosts of those he had killed followed him into the fields of dreams and asked why. He gazed out at the crescent moon and the lonely fens. His heart called out for peace , but the reeds whispered, "Never".
He turned and went back to his bunk, alert. He was always alert. Being so might keep him and his companions alive a little longer.
Just prior to dawn, Ravenscort roused the others. He had prepared a cold breakfast and they ate without conversation. Provisions were collected and packed for their journey and the shelter was left ready for the next visitors. All three turned and took a final look at the room and wondered if they would experience such comforts again.
The morning was cold and grey as they ventured out. A light mist hung like shrouds over the sea of reeds. Each of the travellers was cloaked, armed and laden with enough food for at least four days. The rations were dry and unappetising, but would sustain the strength of the travellers. A blanket for each was carried in the packs. These would supplement the cloaks and provide an element of comfort and warmth.             
Ravenscort retraced their journey through the reed beds, but there was no evidence of their earlier passing and if he hadn't told him they were retracing their steps, Peter would have had no idea that any had walked their path before. In a while, they left the wetlands and reclaimed the rocky slopes. They skirted around the edge of the fens and made rapid progress on the easier surface. Ravenscort took the lead and Nightjar accompanied Peter.
"It is real, Peter," Nightjar proffered. "I don't know how you arrived here or from whence you came, but you are meant to be here. Tell me about yourself and your world. I would like to know."
Peter told of his family. How his parents had died and how his grandmother had raised him and then of her illness and her passing. She listened with real compassion on her face and Peter was struck by her beauty and her strangeness. She was certainly like no other girl he had met. Her ivory eyes spoke of wisdom, kindness, empathy and he found himself enjoying her company. She seemed to be about the only good thing on this world, as he didn't really count Ravenscort. Ravenscort had a strength, almost a nobility in the way that he walked and held himself. Peter had the feeling that he was keeping much back from him, but then Peter knew he was keeping much back from the trekker.
Nightjar seemed fascinated by the mundane life Peter had led. Cars, school, television, airplanes, electricity all seemed like magic to her, much in the same way that she and her world were magical to him.
The morning passed agreeably for Peter and he almost forgot the danger that they were in. Around midday, Ravenscort found a secluded area surrounded by rocks that offered some protection from prying eyes. A cold lunch was consumed and,  as soon as they could, they set off again.
Moving away from the border of the fenland, they began to climb and the scenery changed to one of steep narrow valleys with fast flowing streams. The land was grass covered and on the whole treeless. White rocks began to appear amongst the green, like bones, and after a while they made their way along a narrow steep valley. The sides had outcrops of limestone and reminded Peter of ancient buildings. The day was warm and the two suns were beginning to make their path towards the horizon. The towering slopes cast shadow on the valley floor and the going, though easy underfoot, was wearing on the travellers. It had been a long day and Peter began to wonder when they would stop.
As if sensing his concern, Ravenscort turned and said, "Not much further. It is a bit of a climb, but we have made good pace and will arrive before darkness."
Neither Peter nor Nightjar had the strength to reply and trudged on. The way began to get steeper and the walls of the valley became oppressive, rising almost vertically on either side. Caves were evident in the white cliffs and Ravenscort turned off the trail and followed a steep, narrow pathway that climbed up the left side, shrouded in shadow. The way rose steadily and the party began to scramble, sending gravel and rocks falling behind them down to the valley bottom below. Peter turned and looked back the way they had come. He could just glimpse the green sea of the fens in the distance and beyond that, what appeared to be the blue of an ocean, but he couldn't be sure. What he did see in the distance did cause him concern.
"Are they crows?"
"Where?" said Nightjar.
"Towards the setting sun on the right."
"I see them! Fell!" exclaimed Ravenscort, "And they are heading this way. Come! We must hurry the last little way. It is steep, but not far. We must reach shelter before the Fell can catch up with us. They bring death to any caught in the open. You have seen what they can do!"
"Do you think they have seen us?"
"Their sight is greater than ours, but they would struggle to see us over that distance, but they are Fell Craven's agents and he will be directing them. Craven knows we are about and he has been hunting us. I do not know if he has found us or whether they are just searching. Either way, we must hurry. Come on!"
With added incentive and renewed strength, the party moved quickly up the narrow way. Peter kept taking furtive glances behind and he could gauge that the birds were gaining ground. The route, whilst not direct, was clearly in their general direction. He could tell that they were nearing as the black haze that he originally noticed, was becoming more distinct and was clearly a large flock.
The route took a sharp turn, and the cliff side fell away below them. It now was only passable in single file and one slip would prove fatal, as the fall was vertical and deep. Out of breath and exhausted, Peter followed Nightjar through an arc of rock and was struck by the vista that greeted him.
Standing still he could only manage, "Oh my!"
"Welcome to The Gill," declared Ravenscourt, with a broad smile. "We have made it before the Fell. We are safe for now. The Gill is sanctuary for all who are in need of shelter."
In front and below stretched another narrow valley, but this was so different from the one they had so recently passed through. This valley was more of a gorge, with a waterfall cascading from the top directly to the bottom in one single cataract. A rainbow hung in the air and the colours seemed to fill the rift with a new light, brighter than that he had experienced in the rest of the land. At its base was a tarn of silver water and in the midst of the tarn, shrouded by spray was a large building, part house, part manor. An area of woodland and fields filled the rest of the scene and Peter, once again, felt that he had entered a new land.
Nightjar also stood in a trance,
"Why! It is beautiful! I have heard of the place, but I never imagined it would be like this!"
"Be careful," said Ravenscort. "The Gill is a strange place. Not all experience the same here. Looks can be deceiving, as the magic of the valley is old and strong. Many become lost here and some remain. The Gill will search your soul to find what it is that you are looking for. Achieving your desire can be a two headed serpent, as what you desire is not always what you need. The Gill will test each of us and who knows what may result."
He stood looking down into the gorge for a while, drinking in the view.
"I do know that we are safe from the Arnn Rider and the Fell, whilst we are here. They dare not enter, as the Gill will not tolerate their obvious evil, but not all with bad intent are barred. The Gill will not allow acts of violence within its grounds. I hope that the watcher who lives here will aid us and give us direction, but I cannot be sure. Be of stout heart and purpose. I would not bring you here without hope, but the magic here is old and unpredictable. Come, let us make our arrival!"
With that warning in their hearts and minds, Nightjar and Peter followed Ravenscort on the descent to The Gill. The way was easier, and somehow the valley had breathed new life into the travellers. Peter felt Nightjar take his hand as they went and this helped to settle his mind. Ravenscort was a little way ahead and Nightjar took the opportunity to whisper to Peter.
"Ravenscort is right to warn us of this valley, but I know there is no evil at its heart. The Gill has a purpose and a role that is much older than any other. It was here before Fell Craven and it protects the deep laws. Mankind and the other races of Demeter are new in its eyes, but I hope it will help us in our quest to destroy Fell Craven. It was a risk to come here, but I agree with Ravenscort. We need guidance and I hope we may find it here."
It seemed to take them no time at all to reach the fields and the road to the house was wide and well kept. The land was park like with manicured hedges and neat fields growing a wide range of crops. The woodland was full of life and Peter realised how empty the rest of Demeter had been. Birds called, insects thrived and the air was warm and welcoming. A bumble bee flew past and its warm buzzing reminded him of Lightholm. For a fleeting moment, homesickness flickered across his mind, but then this was replaced with sadness, as he remembered that everything in England had changed for him when his grandmother had died.
As they approached the house, Peter was struck by its size. It reared up before them as they approached, solid and majestic and the drive became gravelled and there was a sense of familiarity. Two columns indicated they had arrived and a series of low stone steps led up to the entrance. The two doors had the patina of great age and yet had great strength. They were covered in designs carved deep into the oak. These were archaic and arcane and spoke of power. Peter recognised some of the symbols; the moon and the dual suns were obvious, as were symbols of the four elements, but there were many others he could not decipher and their purpose was a mystery. The heavy doors were bound in iron and were supported on great hinges. The heavy knob turned easily in Ravenscort's hand and the door opened smoothly with only a gentle push. The expected creak or groan was missing and silence greeted the party as the opening beckoned and they entered.
The three found themselves in a large entrance hall. Paintings covered the walls and it well lit by daylight streaming through a large stained glass window that was half way up a huge wooden staircase. The steps wended their way up to a second storey landing. Their eyes followed upwards and at the top, on the landing, stood a man dressed in a green gown that reached the floor. The stranger's face had a ruddy complexion and long hair, from both his beard and head, reached down below his shoulders and onto his chest. He began to descend the stairs and Peter noticed that his feet were bare. His long hand gripped the balustrade, but was more of a caress than support. He appeared ancient, but there was nothing frail about his presence; rather, he appeared like a rock that had weathered all that time could throw at it and not just survived, but thrived.
"Welcome! Welcome to The Gill! May you find sanctuary here and may your time here be restorative. Have no fear. The evil that pursues you cannot enter The Gill. Welcome Trekker. Welcome Nightjar. Welcome Peter Calender. I have been waiting for you."
Peter was shocked and amazed that his name was known and he couldn't help but blurt out the questions that were on his mind.
"How do you know who we are?" cried Peter. "Who are you? How do I know you are to be trusted?"
"Wise questions, Peter! Be at peace. I can vouch that you are safe from Fell Craven's servants, whilst here, but unfortunately, I cannot guarantee your safety once you leave. How do I know who you all are? I am a watcher of all the worlds my child. I have seen where you have been. I have seen the paths you have taken to get here and where they may lead. Come, all of you! I know how weary you must be. We will eat and then there is time to sleep, rest and recover. Whatever happens here, you will need strength to face what the future has in store. My apology, I have failed to introduce myself. I am Constant."
At this point he had descended to the hallway and Peter realised just how tall their host was. Constant was a good two feet taller than he was and even towered above Ravenscort.
"Come! This way!"
They followed Constant through to a large, welcoming chamber. The dining room was dominated by an enormous wooden table that held a sumptuous banquet. Fresh fruit, breads, cheeses, wine, pastries of all manner covered the table, but they noticed there was no meat. Whatever else they may desire was provided in abundance, but no animal flesh was to be part of this feast.
Thanking their host, they took one of the four seats. Constant indicated they were to start, and that there was no formality. He took the unoccupied seat and poured a glass of wine for himself and the others, but did not partake of the meal. The rest took to the food with vigour. It was as if they hadn't eaten for months, despite them having eaten their lunch and breakfast rations during that day. The food was delicious, but much was unfamiliar to Peter. Nightjar and Ravenscort were equally ravenous, but soon all three had their fill and a deep fatigue descended upon them.
"Follow me! I will take you to your rooms."
Wearily, they stood, followed Constant out of the room and up the stairs to the next landing, where they were led down a long corridor with many openings on either side. Half way along, they stopped at a door which Constant opened. Nightjar was ushered in.
"You will find all you need to refresh yourself here." said Constant. "There are clean garments that should fit.  If you leave your clothing outside this door it will be washed and dried for you by the morning. Your companions will be just along the corridor. Dream well and dream deep, Nightjar!"
With that, they left her alone moving further along. Stopping at another door Constant said,
"This is your room, Ravenscort. As with Nightjar, leave your clothing outside the door and it will be clean and ready for you in the morning. There is suitable attire for you inside. Sleep well, trekker. May your dreams bring you peace!"
Peter was left alone with Constant and further along the corridor they stopped at yet another doorway.
"As with the others, you will find a change of clothing. Your own is not really serviceable for Demeter. New attire will be ready for you, when you awaken, that will better suit your needs.  This house will offer you rest, Peter Calender. Take full use of it. Sleep long, sleep deep and dream well!"
He turned, walking back along the corridor, leaving Peter alone. Peter entered the bedroom shutting the door behind him.




Chapter 7 - Nightjar
Nightjar awoke from a deep slumber. Her sleep had been dreamless and she was unsure what had woken her. The room was silent and there was a pale light of the waxing quarter moon. She looked around. The large bedroom was plush with a heavy brocade bedspread, sturdy wooden dresser and wide sofa under a great arched window. She had changed into a heavy linen nightdress, which she had found waiting for her on the bed. She had put her travel clothing out of the door as instructed, and had washed, using the jug and basin that was upon the dresser. There was nothing to indicate the time, apart from the moon and the darkness, so she was unsure how long she had been asleep.
She found she was refreshed and she got out of bed. There was a thick carpet and her bare feet sank into its softness. The air was mild and she felt no chill, but what she did feel was hunger. She decided that she would go in search of food down in the dining room where they had feasted and, if that was bare, then she would try and find the kitchen.
She walked over to the window and stared out. She was surprised to see that the grounds, bathed in the gentle light, were not void of life. She could see figures dancing slowly in a circle. She could hear nothing, and she carefully opened the casement and leaned out to get a better look. A gentle threnody could be heard of pipes and bells and the dancers circled, their bodies swaying in the rhythm. Nightjar recognised that the dancers were not human; a satyr here, a wood nymph there, dryads and nyads, all captured by the melody and rhythm. Nightjar watched, enthralled, and she felt the music in her soul and she began to sway.              
Tearing herself away from the window, her hunger forgotten, she skipped across the carpet, opened the door and hurried, with light steps, down the staircase to the front entrance. She opened it and stepped out into the night without thinking, without fear, almost in a trance. She walked across the thick grass and she felt at one with the world. She reached the revellers and they parted to allow her to join. She noted that others danced alone in the shadows.
The rhythm and melody held her. They told of times lost, of youth, vigour, strength and beauty. It spoke of her childhood, of her mother, of innocence. It moved her in a way that was private and personal. It knew her fears and her dreams. She became immersed in the cadence and lost all sense of time.
At some point, the dancers parted and a cortege entered the glade carrying a shrouded corpse. The music became slower and more mournful and those present stood respectfully still. All eyes were on the figure that was carried and then laid in the centre of the lawn. In turn, the dancers bowed to show their respect, walked slowly to the body, knelt and kissed it. When it came to Nightjar's turn she did not hesitate. As she knelt beside the shrouded figure, she felt a desire to uncover the face. She needed to know who was lying there. It was a compulsion that she could not resist. As she drew the shroud back she caught a glimpse of the body. Recognition hit her like a hammer. She screamed!
She had no idea how long it lasted, but eventually she stopped and she realised that she was still in her bed. It must have been a dream. She couldn't believe that she hadn't woken the whole house. The dream was vivid and she could still picture the pale lifeless countenance.
A cold sweat bound her nightdress to her, and the hunger she had felt previously reappeared. This time she rose and went straight to the doorway. She opened the door and stepped out onto the landing and made her way down the stairway to the entrance hall. She stood outside the door to the room where they had feasted the previous evening and she could hear muffled voices. She leaned nearer to the door to try and catch the conversation, but to no avail. She slowly turned the handle and pushed the door slightly open. There was no break in the conversation and so those inside were either unaware of her presence or untroubled by it. She peered around the edge of the door and was surprised to see that this was not the room from the previous evening. This one was small and cosy. There was a roaring fire that provided the light and a heady warmth. A kettle sat on the hearth and there were the remnants of a meal. Cake and fruit still sat on the plate and Nightjar was sorely tempted to just walk in and take some. She knew that would be rude, but the compulsion seemed natural. She pushed the door open and the room opened to her and she recognised it as her own. She lived here, and there were three children in the corner, playing a game and laughing. They turned to greet her.             
"Hello, Mummy! " they called, "Daddy's shown us how to play this game. He calls it snap!"
A round of laughter followed. Nightjar walked in and realised that someone, Daddy, was seated in an armchair by the fire. He looked up and she instantly recognised him.
In that moment, everything faded and she once again found herself back in bed. It was not hunger that stirred her this time. It was another desire. She felt that she had to look out of the window. She was drawn to it. She crossed the room and stared out onto the moonlit scene. This time the view was staggeringly bleak. The trees were gone, burnt stumps were all that remained. The grass had died and the ground was bare and barren. As far as she could see there was nothing growing. The moonlight gave a grey tint to the landscape that was ashen. All life seemed to have gone. Not quite all! Suddenly she heard a cry and silhouetted against the moon was an Arnn and rider. They rose with great flapping wings and suddenly fell down onto a small group of figures in the distance who turned to fight. Cries could be heard, but within seconds the cries had ceased and nothing but the Arnn and rider were left alive. Nightjar watched in horror. What had happened to the world she knew? It had been so full of life. Demeter had always been a dangerous world since Fell Craven had appeared, but this was just desolation. She watched as the Arnn and rider rose into the night sky and continued their hunt for anything living. In this world there was no hiding place from the hunters and death was just a matter of time. Nightjar sobbed in despair at what had become of her world. She turned, rushed back to her bed and threw herself into the safety of the covers. She curled foetus like, inconsolable and desolate. Eventually, she slipped into the arms of Morpheus once again and this time she slept dreamlessly until morning.




Chapter 8 - Ravenscort
Ravenscort had heard about the dangers of the Gill. He knew how everyone who stayed experienced a different reality and so he was prepared. Forewarned was forearmed, he thought. He took time to settle, after shedding his trekker clothes and placing them outside his door and dressing in the loose gown provided. He lay on the bed thinking about all that had happened. He thought about Broderick and the times they had shared danger, joy, laughter and feelings that only siblings experienced. Emotion welled up and tears filled his eyes. Broderick had always looked out for his brother and though they often trod different paths, the link between them was strong. Now he was gone and Ravenscort had no family. All had fallen under Fell Craven's dominance of Demeter. After the murder of their parents, the brothers had fought and been an active part of the uprising. They had joined the trekkers as youths and had grown and risen through their ranks to become division leaders. He knew his brother was more of a leader than he was. He was loved and respected by all, whereas Ravenscort was quieter, at ease with his own council and was respected rather than loved.
He was happy that way, but now fate had thrown him companions that required his aid. He was not sure he wanted to be responsible for others. Nightjar was clearly better equipped to manage, but Peter had no idea about the dangers of Demeter. And yet, Peter had been the one to drive the Fell from Nightjar. There was clearly more to him than met the eye. Ravenscort thought about their sparring. Peter was clearly still a novice, but Ravenscort was amazed how quickly he seemed to learn and how use of the sword seemed natural to him. Maybe he wasn't being honest with him. His mind mulled this over and eventually he did fall into a deep sleep.
He awoke to the sound of screaming. The screaming seemed to be coming from further down the corridor. Someone was in danger! Someone needed his aid! He grabbed his sword off the dresser and burst out of the door and started to run down the corridor. He could hear the cries from the room at the end and he ran as fast as he could. The cries were increasingly more desperate and he knew time was of the essence. His breath was becoming short and he upped the pace. How long was this passage? He could still see the doorway at the end and, despite his best efforts, he seemed to be getting no nearer.
The cries became even louder, the pitch higher. The fear in him grew as he realised he might be too late. Someone needed his help and he couldn't fail them. With desperation, he sprinted and the doorway did become nearer. This gave him greater confidence and with a final charge he made the door and threw it open. He fell though the door and realised he was in another corridor. Again he could hear the cries at the far end and again he charged along. It felt as if he was running through syrup and his legs felt heavy. Still he tried. If only he could make it to the end doorway then he could save them. He had to try. He had to succeed. They were depending on him. Again, he increased his effort. Sweat was cascading down his face and his breathing was coming in rapid bursts and his chest felt like it might explode.
"Try harder, you fool! They need you!"
And again he reached the end doorway and thrust it open and again he was met with another long corridor. At this point he started laughing. It was almost maniacal. He sat up in bed and sobbing laughter echoed around the room.
"You nearly got me, you bastard!" he cried. "I am only a man. I can only do what I can. I know that. I don't need you to tell me that. Leave me in peace!"
As he listened to his own voice, he realised that he was the one setting impossible goals. He was a man and he accepted that he could only be responsible for himself. There was nothing he could have done for his brother and he knew that. He wasn't there. He was a child when his parents had been killed and now he could accept that there was nothing that he could have done. His parents saved him and Broderick and sacrificed themselves. That was not his fault, but their choice. Fell Craven was responsible for their deaths and he had sworn he would avenge them. That hadn't changed.
The others needed his help, but he could only do his best and that would have to do. Whatever they would face in the future, it would be a shared responsibility. He felt he had come through a crisis and he felt more at peace. He had carried the guilt with him all his life and now, for some reason, he had come to terms with the reality.
He lay back and gazed at the ceiling. The plasterwork was like a maze and his eyes followed the tracery and he felt like it mapped out his life. The tangled pattern seemed to come into focus and what had at first appeared random took on a simplicity. Ravenscort felt as if a weight had lifted and he hoped that the future path for the companions would similarly become clear before they left the Gill.
He shut his eyes and fell into a deep dreamless sleep for the first time in many, many years.




Chapter 9 - Peter Calender
Peter quickly changed out of his clothes and dressed in the gown provided. He placed his soiled and torn garments outside the door and was about to pull it shut when he remembered he had left the Moonstone in his jeans. He quickly removed it and secreted it in the pocket of the gown. Suddenly he noticed a movement down the passageway. It was dark and there was little light penetrating through the small window at the end of the corridor behind him. He looked again. He was sure he saw a movement, a slight shifting of the shadow.
For some reason that afterwards he could not explain, he was drawn to investigate. He walked slowly and cautiously and then stopped. He retraced his steps, entered the room and picked up his sword from where he had left it and drew it from the scabbard. The compulsion to see what was down the corridor was still strong and Ravenscort and Constant had both told him he was safe in the Gill, but something, like a whisper, suggested a need for caution.
He left his room and made his way along a wooden floored passage. The boards were uneven and he trod with carefully,  to avoid both tripping and noise. Try as he might he could not still his heart and his breaths were shallow and deafening, or so they appeared to him. Feeling his way with his feet, he slowly advanced. He reached the end and found that the way divided to the left and right. He searched in both directions but he could discern no movement. He started down the right, when he thought he heard a slight rustling behind him. He turned in a flash and again, sensed rather than saw someone. He followed the new course and he was sure there was a figure ahead. Someone or something was leading him.
Further along he found himself at the bottom of a narrow staircase. There was more light here and he could see a casement at the point where the steps turned. The gentle moonlight provided a ghostly grey view and he could see no one ahead, but the steps twisted out of view. There was no sound, but his heart and breathing and the steps invited him to follow like a light calls to a moth.
Reason told him to return to the room and stop wasting time on a foolish whim. There was no one about and it was all just his imagination playing tricks in an old house. The sword offered some comfort and his confidence in his senses told him there was someone. He set his foot on the bottom step and made the decision to follow. Up he climbed, staring before him in the half light.
As he approached the turning of the stairs, he definitely caught a glimpse of a cowled  figure. The sighting was fleeting, but clear and the apparition was covered in a grey habit and hood. Peter increased his pace and climbed the remaining stairs rapidly. At the top landing there was a small wooden door. Peter pushed the door and stood back warily. A small, plain room greeted him. There were bookcases filled with large tomes bound in vellum, a writing desk that was covered in books, papers, ink, a large crystal ball on an ebony stand and quills. Behind the desk was a stand and sitting there was a very large, white owl. Large, liquid eyes blinked in the candle light that illuminated the room. The bird sat and turned its head to watch Peter. It took him in and seemed to see something as it blinked and began to preen its plumage.
The room had an odour of age, mixed with the leather, vellum and scent of old books.
As Peter turned to take in the rest of the room, he saw someone standing with his back to him, staring out of the window.
"I always like moonlight. It is so calming," said the figure without turning. "Welcome, Peter Calender!"
Clad in the dark grey robe that Peter had seen on the staircase, stood a tall thin figure and that was all Peter could discern. He made no attempt to turn and Peter made no move to enter the room. A kind of stalemate existed, an equilibrium that neither wanted to change. Like duellers they waited and the silence seemed heavy and grew heavier and time passed.
It was the owl that ultimately broke it. It suddenly let out a cry and raised itself up and flapped its great wings, pounding the air and shattering the silence. The figure turned and moved to the desk and sat down. He reached out and calmed the owl.
"Come, Selena, settle! The boy is not here to harm you."
The face was still shrouded in shadow, but the chin and mouth were visible. The skin was sallow and parchment-like and a thin wisp of beard hung from the chin and reached to the chest.
"Enter, Peter Calender! I have been expecting you. Come, enter, take a seat!"
He gestured to another chair by the small fireplace. No fire burned in the hearth and the room was cold.
Peter reluctantly entered. The sword was in his grasp, ready if needed, but there was no obvious sign of danger. Not taking his eyes off the stranger, he made his way to the small armchair and sat, placing the sword across his lap. The cowled head followed him and seemed to take note of the sword.
"I don't think you'll be needing that, boy! If I had wanted to harm you I couldn't. No violence can happen here in the Gill. Within these confines you are safe. I can't say the same for once you leave."
"Who are you? Why did you lead me here?"
"Well you don't waste time on niceties. I like that. Actually, I didn't intend to lead you here. Like many things, it just happened. It was not my original intention, but I did want to meet you. I am Brother Gorn. But where are my manners? Refreshments!"
He clicked his fingers and a decanter of deep red wine appeared on the desk with two glass goblets, bound in silver filigree. Peter was surprised, but not shocked and he kept his face from registering a reaction. Brother Gorn took the jug and poured both drinks. He picked up one and drank a deep draught and gestured to Peter to take the other. Peter ignored the offer and Gorn just shook his head.
"Please yourself."
The two just sat, one now sipping the wine and the other observing. After a while Peter addressed Gorn.
"What is it that you want from me?"
"It is not a matter of what I want, but rather what I can offer you. You see, I know about you Peter Calender. I know where you have come from, your family, your troubles and how you came to be here and I want to help you. I can return you to your home of Lightholm and all you have to do is ask."
"Why would you do that?"
"I am often misunderstood, Peter, but I know ways that few do. The world of Demeter is but one of the realities and it is not your home. I am happy to help you return. There are many that would demand much from you. I suppose the girl, Nightjar, has told you that you are the Moonchild? Yes? I thought so. She is trying to trap you, to make you do her bidding and she and the trekker Ravensort, are in league. I am sure she has told you things about Demeter and the forces that control this world. I am sure that she has told you that it is all the work of Fell Craven, but how do you know this is the truth?"
Peter frowned and  Gorn took this as a signal to continue.
"Demeter is a wild world, Peter. It is not like your world. Law and order are not dominant here. Survival of the fittest rules this world. Are you ready for that? Men die here Peter . Ahh? I see that you know this. Men like Ravenscort kill to survive. Have you killed, Peter? I see from your expression that you have not. I can send you home. This world is not for you. You do not owe this world anything. Leave the fight to others. I don't blame you. This is not your doing. No one else will ever know. Return to your home and your past life."
"I want to go home."
"Good boy! I can help you."
"I want to go home, but I don't have a home to go to. There is nothing left for me in Lightholm. Everyone I knew is dead. I am being sent to Birmingham to live with a family I don't know and that don't know me. Unless you can bring my family back from death, then there is nothing to return to."
"The passage to the afterlife is an easier road to take and few ever return. I can not offer you that boy. Stay here and you may well join your family. Be warned, Peter Calender, your life will be in jeopardy when you leave the Gill. Constant can protect you here, but not beyond the grounds."
Brother Gorn's voice had risen and he no longer seemed to have the self control he had before. The owl at his shoulder raised itself on its perch and a look of malevolence filled its eyes. Its wings opened as if it would launch itself at Peter and he flinched and raised his sword. Gorn seemed to regain control,
"Quiet, Selena! The boy has the right to choose. I repeat, Peter Calender, I can return you home. All that is required is that all things you have from Demeter are left behind, and I can show you the doorway to take you home. The door is here in the Gill. You are only a few steps away from your old life. Can I say fairer than that? No?"
"As I have said, there is no home for me to go to. Nightjar and Ravenscort offer danger, maybe death, but also companionship and purpose. I know nothing of what is before me in this world, but I do know what is before me back in my old life. Emptiness. That's what is there for me. Thank you, but no thank you for the offer!"
Gorn stood and his height seemed to grow and he towered over him, but Peter would not be cowed.
"Give it to me!"
"Give what to you?"
"Don't fool with me boy. Give me the Moonstone!"
"So that is what you want! Is that why you were outside my room. You weren't there for me, you wanted the stone. You thought it was still in my pocket when I put my clothes out. It was. If I had been a moment longer remembering it, you would have had it. Why? What do you want the stone for?"
"The Moonstone should be mine! I am the rightful carrier. Give it to me!"
Gorn advanced from the desk and the cowl fell back a little, revealing more of his face. Peter saw a swirling cloud of darkness and two pinpricks of red fire burned where his eyes should have been. The cloud cleared slightly and a fleeting glimpse of a death mask showed and then faded like the mist in the morning sun.
Peter jumped to his feet and brought the sword into play a mere inch from Gorn's chest.
"Get back! You promised I was safe in the Gill! Are your words lies? Get back!"
Peter waved the tip of the sword enough to demonstrate intent, if pushed. Gorn retreated and regained his seat. He reached out to Selena and she climbed onto his arm and then his shoulder. The cowled man, who was clearly no longer human, began to stroke the great bird, and both bird and man calmed and settled.
"My words were not lies! I can not harm you or force you to give me the stone, but I can warn you. Peter Calender, you will rue the day that you refused my offer! You are safe here, but you have not won. We will meet again, and the next time I will not be so restrained. What I offered is no longer available. I will take the stone and, I promise you, you will regret refusing me. You will beg to be returned home before I am finished with you. Until the next time!"
The man and bird lost solidity, became swirling smoke and then vanished. Peter stood transfixed, breathing heavily, but somehow elated. He felt he had won a battle, even if he didn't know how or what he had been fighting.
He strode out of the room and down the staircase. Somehow the way to his bedroom seemed clear and, within moments, he saw the doorway to his room before him, open as he had left it. Walking in, he was surprised to see that someone was standing by the bay window.
"Welcome back, Peter!"
For a moment he thought Gorn was back to have another go, but then he realised that it was  Constant that addressed him.
"I hope that you don't mind me waiting for you. I wanted to speak with you, but clearly you have been busy. Since you are back, I assume that you resolved any issues."
Peter was taken aback, but relieved that it was Constant and not Gorn.
"I have."
He didn't want to say more as he did not know who, if anyone he could trust. Constant did seem trustworthy, but he could be deceived and he decided to keep his own council. Constant just looked at him.
"Well, that is good. I will ask no more. I came to see you as I feel that you are owed some explanation. It was I that brought you to Demeter, Peter. I opened the way when you were in the garden at Lightholm."
"Why? What did you want me for? How did you send me here?"
"Patience, Peter for just a few more moments. I chose you because it was foretold in the ancient prophecies. Your lineage is well known and you have been observed. For many years, Fell Craven has sought you and your family. He has searched for the Calenders across the worlds. We have attempted to keep you hidden, but five years ago your location was discovered and Craven sought to kill you all. He made a mistake, but your parents died."
"My parents died in a car accident!"
"They did not Peter. Fell Craven's agents instigated the accident and caused their death. They thought you were all together, but you weren't with them."
"No! I was at home. I wasn't well and I had the next door neighbour babysitting. You're telling me they were murdered!"
"That is right, Peter. Fell Craven failed because of luck, or fate, but he will not stop hunting for you. With the death of your grandmother, you are the last of the Calender line, and Craven must kill you to defy the prophecy."
At this Constant spoke as if reciting a text,
"When all is lost and evil rules the land
Hope will come in a stranger's hand.
The seasons change, as they always will
But time stands guard within the Gill.
Demeter's fate is held by one alone
And he will bring the Moonstone.
Which way the balance?
Who will hinder?
The future is in the hand of a Calender!
A rhyme sung by children and passed down through the ages. Unfortunately, there are not many children on Demeter any more. The rhyme is a translation of the ancient prophecy, but the meaning still holds true.  Evil is truly ruling the land, Peter. I know you have witnessed some of it. As the last Calender, you are the hope that holds the balance.
I don't know where the Moonstone is, but I can only assume that you will either have it, or will obtain it."
Peter decided he could trust Constant and in a rush he blurted out,
"I have the stone! It was given to me, but I don't know what to do. Maybe I should give it to you. You would know what to do!"
Constant recoiled. He seemed to grow in stature and his face contorted as he seemed to be fighting a personal battle.
"You have it? You have it here? You would give it to me? You would freely give it up to me?"
Constant seemed shocked and began to speak to himself,
"He would give me the power. No! It is not right! Noooooo!" he wailed. "I must not. I can't wield it!"
He turned to Peter and he had regained control when he spoke.
"You know not what you suggest boy! The Moonstone is a most terrible and powerful relic. Or are you testing me? If so, you take great risk. I am Constant. I watch through time. I am an observer, not a player. If I took the Moonstone, then the balance would be broken and I fear the outcome would not be good. Oh, I could smite Fell Craven and destroy all his forces, but what would I put in place. I would be more terrible than even he can imagine. With good intentions I would bring doom to all the worlds. Balance means good and evil. I would destroy evil and by doing so bring the end to all life."
Almost sobbing, Constant looked at Peter anew. There was wonder in his face.
"It seems that there is more about me than I dared to hope. I have often dreamed of owning the Moonstone and using it to bring salvation, but I knew the consequences. The power is a lure and I felt it might be too much. I cannot carry the stone. I know that, and I thank you for the test, but I decline the offer. You are the stone bearer, Peter Calender. I sought to test you, but it is you that has tested me. I grieve for the stone. I must leave you now."
Constant almost staggered out of the room. Peter just stood there, shocked and puzzled. Gorn wanted the stone, but Peter wouldn't give him it, but when he offered it to Constant, he refused it. He reached into his pocket and he could feel the cold of the stone and sensed a gentle pulse as if it were a living thing. He had seen it light the cavern and destroy some of the Fell, but he didn't know how to control it and it didn't feel powerful to him.
He suddenly felt fatigued and decided he needed to sleep on it all. With that, he lay down, shut his eyes and fell into a dreamless sleep.




Chapter 10 - Show Time
With the coming of dawn, the travellers awoke, each with very different memories and experiences from the night before. Nightjar and Ravenscort discovered their clothing, cleaned and repaired outside their doors and Peter found new apparel waiting for him. The trousers and jerkin were leather and the shirt of strong linen. The boots were a good fit, soft calfskin with a thick sole, ideal for hiking through rough land. His cloak was returned, clean and repaired.
The three dressed and emerged from their rooms at the same time. This surprised them in some ways, but nothing about the Gill really surprised any of them. They went down the staircase to the room where they had eaten the evening before. Breakfast was waiting for them, but as there was no one about, they waited before starting. After a while, their hunger got the better of them and they decided to eat. There was no conversation and they all seemed lost in their own private thoughts. When they had sated their hunger and thirst, they looked at each other and it was Peter who broke the silence.
"I suppose we will have to decide what we are going to do. Do you have any ideas?"
"I thought I would stick with you. Clearly you need someone to look after you, but I don't know what we are to do. We can't stay here. One night in the Gill is as much as I can face." said Ravenscort.
"I agree, but I am at a loss as to what to do next. What do you think, Peter? You have the stone and it is written that you will destroy Fell Craven, but nothing says how you are to do it! I don't want to lead you, Peter, I don't want that responsibility."
At this moment, Constant entered the room and sat at the table. His face was stern and serious, and there seemed to be dark rings under his eyes, that told of a sleepless night.
"Welcome to the new day, my friends! I hope that you are rested. I know that you will have been challenged and enlightened by your time here and I believe that what you have learnt will help you in the days ahead. I have spent the night thinking about how to assist you to accomplish the prophecy. In some ways, I had hoped to lift the burden from you, but that is not to be. My part is, as it has always been, to observe and to offer guidance when I can. Peter Calender is the Moonchild! He carries the stone by right. It is he who must take the burden of defeating Fell Craven, but your role is to support him in this task. The future of Demeter and the seven worlds is his to win or lose in the attempt. I have looked into the prophecies and this is the time. The balance of the world hinges on the stones and the actions you take. Time is of importance and Fell Craven knows this. He hunts you now and he desires the Moonstone and the death of the bearer. Only when he has both will he feel truly in command of Demeter and then he will set his sights on the other worlds. Craven has lost all vestige of compassion. He finds it difficult to comprehend what sentient beings can do in the service of others. He only knows power and his pursuit of power is overwhelming. He assumes that the bearer of the Moonstone will similarly wish to use its power. This shows how little he knows about you, Peter Calender. You have taught me that power is not the answer. Using power corrupts and becomes a means to an end. You have used the stone and it has not tainted you. Strength is in the wisdom of avoiding using power. Remember this, Peter.
You will know if and when to use the stone, but be aware that use of it will be like a beacon to Fell Craven and his creatures. Your path from here must be your choice, but I would offer this advice; it would be better that the Moonstone is destroyed than it falls into the hands of Craven. Possession of any of the stones of power would allow Craven to move to the other of the seven worlds and so it must never become his. Its destruction may doom Demeter, but it would save the others from his devastation and dominance. Also, be aware that there are others who would take the Moonstone. They seek its power and would destroy Craven, but they would just replace him. They too will hunt you down."
"Can't we just stay here?"
"No, Nightjar! You know that is not an option. The stone cannot remain here. Inaction will doom Demeter and the seven worlds eventually, and, all the while, Craven will extend his powers."
"So I have two choices!" Peter stated in a quiet, but firm voice.
He had listened to Constant and rather than being cowed by the reality, he felt that he must take the fight forward.
"Either I destroy Craven or I destroy the Moonstone! I am being hunted by Fell Craven and his creatures, but there are others also hunting me. I do not know how to use the stone, so I am not sure that destroying Craven is possible. How could I destroy the Moonstone?"
Nightjar was the first to speak, "The Moonstone was found at the base of the Malkan Glacier in the Winterfold Mire, but I can't see how that would help us to destroy it. There has been no mention of destroying the stone in any of the prophecies. It is said that the Moonstone is part of the Moondial. The dial is made up of stones of power and with their loss, the law of the worlds was broken".
"That is true, but there is one place where the stone can be destroyed, and that is if it is taken to Celeste Horn. There stands  the Moondial and it is there that it can be destroyed or the dial restored. I don't know how, but it can be done there and only there!" stated Constant.
Ravenscort had been unusually silent whilst this conversation had been going on, but at this point he interjected,
"So if I am right, these are the choices; we can destroy the stone, we can attack Fell Craven, or return the stone to the Moondial.  I have heard of Celeste Horn, but I have never heard of the Moondial and we don't know how to restore it. The second is easy; we just use the power of the Moonstone and Craven and his creatures will come to us and then Peter can destroy them!"
"But I don't know how to utilise the stone, nor if it has the power to destroy Craven." Retorted Peter. "Neither way seems to be  a solution. I need time to think. I am going out into the grounds. I need to be alone a while."
He left the room and went out into the grounds, leaving behind a group that became lost in their own thoughts. They knew that they couldn't help him make the choice, but they would support him in whatever choice he made.
Peter needed time to think. What should he do? How would he know what the right choice was? He had never made any real decisions in his life. Things just happened to him.
He was dazed and confused as he walked out into the grounds of the Gill. With grass under his feet and away from the others, he just wandered. The air was warm and there was the smell of newly mown grass. A bee buzzed past on its journey, planned as part of the dance. Peter felt that he was part of someone else's dance and he wondered if the bee ever wondered what to do, or whether it was happy just following orders.
As he puzzled over what course to follow, he wandered around the corner of the building and entered a knot garden. Low box hedges edged the geometric flower beds. Some beds held roses, some perennials and others herbs or vegetables. There were gravel paths separating the sections of the knot and at the centre was a round pool with a column standing like a remonstrating finger. Peter was immersed in thought, and although something at the edge of his consciousness suggested familiarity, he paid it no heed.
He crunched along the pathway and reached the pool and stared into its midst. Within its dark waters there were flashes of gold and silver as fish darted through the plants and under the lily pads. He was struck by how they lived in their own world, oblivious of the outside. Unless something entered and interfered in theirs, they knew only their pool. He realised he had been in his own world, before he had been scooped out and dropped onto Demeter. He sat on the low stone wall that framed the pool and, head in hands, worried what should he do. Should he destroy the Moonstone, save the other worlds, but doom Demeter, or should he attempt to destroy Fell Craven?
He had failed to hear anyone approaching until it was too late. He looked up to find Brother Gorn standing before him, towering over him.
"The Moonstone. Give it to me!"
"I think not," said Peter, "and you can't harm me here! Go away!"
"I can't harm you in the Gill, but I can when you leave. Goodbye, Peter Calender. Enjoy your trip!"
Gorn pushed Peter and he fell backwards into the pool. He expected to hit the shallow bottom, but somehow it was much deeper than he expected. Down he fell, spluttering with a mouth full of water, and it crossed his mind fleetingly that he had entered the fishes' world. Down! Down! Was there no end, he thought? His last view of the Gill was  of a circle of light that quickly shrank and the cowled head of Gorn and his echoing laughter fading with the light.
He wasn't sure how long he fell, but suddenly he emerged gasping, with a mouthful of putrid pond water. The only shock was that he was not standing in the pond in the knot garden of the Gill, but in the village pond in the square at the centre of Lightholm.
The village square was cobbled and four thatched public houses surrounded it, with assorted cottages and a village store. Ice cream signs and newspaper posters adorned the entrance to a post office and standing sentinel was the bright red post-box. Car parking spaces were marked facing the buildings, but all were unoccupied and the square was deserted, which was fortunate as it would take some explaining why he was emerging from the pond and, even more, why he was dressed as he was and carrying a sword.
Peter stood in the water, shocked and scared. He recognised where he was immediately, but was non-plussed as to how he had got there. He remembered sitting on the pool edge, and then.... Gorn! Gorn! He had demanded the Moonstone. He threatened Peter that when he left the Gill, he could attack and take the stone by force. Peter clambered out of the pond. For some reason, he was not as wet as he thought he should have been. Somehow the cloak and boots had kept out most of the water, though he did feel he had swallowed more that he should have. Standing on the cobbled square he gazed around. By the look of the light and the shadows, he reckoned it was still very early morning and the warmth suggested it was summertime.
He made his way over to the post-office and looked at another poster. Lightholm Manor was holding a re-enactment of the Battle of Lightholm. Peter had heard about this before he had found himself in Demeter. Enthusiasts went around to various sites and re-enacted battles. Some groups from the Civil War, some from the middle ages and, in this case, the battle was between the  Saxon settlers of the shire and the Viking raiders. This was an annual highlight for the village and surrounding area and great crowds would descend on Lightholm.
Just as he thought this, there was the sound of a bus driving into the square. The mini bus belched out a cloud of smoke, pulled to a stop and the doors opened and a group of Viking warriors and wenches piled out, laughing and chatting. They did not look particularly threatening and certainly did not seem intent on raping and pillaging the locals and local area. They did seem quite keen on having a good time and drinking themselves senseless at the end of the day's activities.
One of them, a particularly large and rotund Viking, dressed in fur jerkin, leather breeches, carrying a large round wooden shield with large heavy steel boss, and with a large double-headed battle axe strapped to his back, caught sight of Peter and called to his comrades.
"Hey! There's one of the Saxons! Shall we start the battle now?"
"Hang on, Hardgrist. We need to check into the hotel first. Plenty of time for that later!"
"Lucky for you, lad! See you soon then."
For a moment Peter had nearly drawn his sword. He wasn't sure whether they were players in the re-enactment or whether they could be Gorn's henchmen. He could only think of one reason why Gorn would have pushed him into the pool and out of the Gill, and that was to take the Moonstone.
He had been sent home, away from help, vulnerable to attack and where no one would believe what was happening. With the battle being staged over the weekend and, he gathered, starting today, it must be Saturday. There would be untold numbers of fighters in costume and it would be an ideal environment for Gorn to send his creatures to deal with him and to take the stone.
He thought of the others, Constant, Nightjar and Ravenscort. Would they know what had happened to him? He felt vulnerable without them. He wished they were here with him.
****
It was a while before Nightjar thought that she would go and see what Peter had decided. The other two were content to let him have his time and space, but she felt responsible for him and his predicament. In the short time she had been with him she had developed a bond with the strange, surprising young man. She wondered what the world where he came from was truly like. He had described some of the things about it and it fascinated and frightened her. Could it really be like that? Demeter was dangerous, but she had lived her whole life knowing its perils and surviving.
She entered the grounds and gazed around to locate him. He was not in sight. There was a fleeting pang of panic, but then she remembered that this was the Gill and that they were  guaranteed safety whilst they were in its boundaries. She strolled the grounds, enjoying the brief peace of the warm air. The twin suns shone down and the light added a sparkle to everything. She wandered around the corner of the building and took in the view before her. Sitting on the edge of a pool at the centre of the formal garden was Peter. She was about to call to him when she saw that he was not alone. Before him was a tall, dark, cloaked figure. There was clearly a conversation and the body image suggested it was not a calm one. Suddenly, before she could react, the figure pushed Peter backwards into the pool and he disappeared beneath the water. She expected him to immediately reappear, but he didn't. She called out in panic and the figure turned. It looked at her, and then like smoke in an breeze, it faded and disappeared into the four winds.
Nightjar just stood stunned. She wasn't aware how long she stood, but at some point, she found herself running along the gravel path to the pond. She searched the water for any sign of Peter, but all she could see were glimpses of flashing silver and gold fish. She turned and fled back to Ravenscort and Constant. If anyone would know what had happened and what to do, they would.
She blurted out what she had seen and both men looked shocked.
"I never should have let him wander off alone!" said Ravenscort.
"He was safe in the sanctuary of the Gill." said Constant.
"Obviously not!"
"No harm could come to him whilst he was here, but I never thought that he could be sent out to face those who would harm him. What did the other person look like Nightjar?"
"He was cloaked and had a hood, so I didn't get to see him properly. He was tall, but he pushed Peter into the pool and, by the time I got there, both had disappeared."
"Who could it have been? I haven't seen anyone else since we've been here?"
"The Gill is sanctuary to all who seek it. There are others who you would not see, unless they wished it. The Gill welcomes all, good or less so. It makes no judgements, but ensures no harm can happen whilst under its protection. The problem here is that Peter was sent out of the Gill's protection and now those who wish him harm have free rein. I believe that Brother Gorn may be at work here. I have sensed his presence in the Gill, but I have not seen him. He has been after the Moonstone for many years. If he knows Peter has it then it would explain what has happened. He can't forcibly take it within the Gill, but once out of its influence nothing is preventing him, apart from Peter's own resources."
"But where will they have sent him? Can we follow?" Demanded Nightjar.
" He will be within the seven worlds," replied Constant, "but it is likely he has left Demeter. The easiest way to be sure is to follow the path he has taken. We must be quick, before the way is closed. Come, to the pond!"
They quickly made their way out of the house and into the grounds. As they hurried, Constant spoke again.
"I cannot intervene further. I must remain within the Gill. Are you willing to follow? Wherever he has gone he needs your help."
"I will go. He is too important. He is the Moonchild and I must help and preserve him." said Nightjar.
"I too will do all I can. Together we will find him and protect him, or die trying!"  Ravenscort added.
"Good! I thought that would be the case. Here, you must follow him into the pool! The way will be closing, but the link should still be active. Quickly, step into the water!"
Without thinking, they took each other's hands and stepped into the dark pond, amidst the flashes of silver and gold. They found no purchase and they fell deeper and deeper through the water. Staring upwards, Nightjar saw Constant's face silhouetted in the circle of light, but rapidly diminishing in size. The feeling was like being swallowed alive. They sensed they were falling, but there were no visible signs.
Afterwards, neither could say how long they had fallen for. Time had no reference, neither did distance. They expected a sudden jolt, perhaps injury, but in reality they felt nothing. They became aware of light again and then gradually sounds. It was like waking after a deep, peaceful sleep.
The light was the first indication they were no longer on Demeter. They both were staring upwards and they were shocked to see just one sun. The second was the noise of large crowds of people. Looking around them, they realised that they were in the midst of a throng of happy, chatting, laughing people of all ages. It was a warm day and then sensed people's attention focusing on them. Both simultaneously realised that they were standing in a large ornamental pond surrounding a fountain.
"Why are they in the pool, Mummy?"
"I don't know, darling. Just cooling down maybe. Don't stare! It's rude!"
Aware they were drawing attention to themselves, Ravenscort and Nightjar quickly clambered out of the pool. Luckily for them, most people seemed preoccupied with their own activities. They moved away from the water and took some time to take in their surroundings. The single sun wasn't the only difference to Demeter. They were startled as a car drove through the square, followed by several others. The noise and sight shocked them, but went un-noticed by everyone else. For quite a while they just stood, stunned, their senses overloaded.
Neither had seen such crowds before. Such gatherings would have quickly fallen prey to Fell Craven's hunters. As they thought this, a shadow fell across the square. They looked up and cowered, as a great flying beast shot across the sky from horizon to horizon. Their initial fear was that it might be an attacking Arnn and rider, but then Nightjar recognised what it was.
"Peter told me about these," she said, pointing, "They are machines that fly. They carry people from place to place. In which case, I know where we are. We are in Peter's home world. This is Earth and this is his home, Lightholm."
"Well, it looks like the pool has brought him home. We are fortunate that we followed when we did. We must find him and quickly, before Gorn does. It may not be easy. This is a strange land. We do not know where he would go or what he will do. It will be hard to find him where there are so many others."
"Maybe that is good. If we will find it difficult, then anyone else hunting him will have similar difficulties."
At that point, a group of swaggering and loud Vikings passed, and one called out.
"More Saxons, Hardgrist."
"More fool them. They'll realise the folly of being here when the sacking of Lightholm begins."
At this, he addressed Nightjar, "Hey, you're a comely wench! Fancy some raping and pillaging?"
Immediately, Ravenscort drew his blade, stepped forward and his face darkened.
"Prepare to die, knave! I will protect Nightjar's honour with my life!"
He lunged at the Viking. Hardgrist had just time to fall backwards before he would have been skewered on Ravenscort's sword blade. As it was, it slashed through the leather jerkin, striking the shield and, luckily, nothing else.
"Hang on, mate!" stammered Hardgrist. "I, I, I meant no offence. You, you could have killed me then! Look what you've done to my jerkin. I paid a lot of money for it."
Ravenscort was about to follow through and finish the Viking there on the spot, when Nightjar stayed his arm. The other Vikings took this opportunity to pull Hardgrist back. The Viking's face was almost white with shock, and he no longer had any bravado left.
"Begone! If I see you again I will ensure you feed the worms tonight!"
The Vikings quickly dragged their almost tearful companion away and Nightjar and Ravenscort could hear,
"This is getting ridiculous! These Saxons are nutters. Someone is going to get killed in these re-enactments. This is supposed to be for fun! Did you see what he did? He could have killed me. That sword was sharp like a razor!"
"Come on! Let's go get a drink. They're not all like that. Come on, you'll feel better after a pint. My round!"
The vikings disappeared amongst the crowd. Ravenscort and Nightjar, just stood where they were and Ravenscort sheathed his sword. Strange as this occurrence was, it seemed to go unnoticed amongst the festivities. Weapons were common amongst the crowds, where Saxons and Vikings mingled with the local inhabitants and the many visitors. Children were eating ice-creams and candyfloss and there was a noticeable direction of movement. The crowds were haphazardly making their way to the fields adjacent to Lightholm Manor. The two stared around in wonderment. Stone and brick cottages, cars and buses, post-boxes, lamp posts and all the trappings of modern English village life, amazed and confused them. The dress of the locals was similarly shocking; bright colours, skimpy covering and a total lack of weapons contrasted with the more usual tunics, breeches, cloaks, swords, axes, halberds, helmets, bows and shields. This was indeed a strange world.
With no other plan than to find Peter, they decided to follow the crowd and hope that Peter was doing the same.
*****
Peter had also made the same decision, but somewhat earlier. He had followed the crowd to where the re-enactment was to take place. The area was a large section of fields that rolled gently through the English countryside. It was green, predominantly grassland with small clumps of trees and occasional hedgerows. Through the fields a small stream wended its way, with brief areas of gentle rapids that added music to the scene. Along one side of the show area were a series of marquees and tents, and within these was a host of items for sale and activities to educate and interest the patrons. A forge was operating in one, and the ringing of hammer on steel and anvil rang over the landscape. Within the forge, the smell of the furnace and the intense heat of the air produced a pungent, but somewhat attractive odour. Peter went into the tent, partially out of curiosity and partially to gather his thoughts.
As he entered, the smithy turned to look, and his eyes fell upon his sword.
"That looks a mighty fine sword, if you don't mind me saying. Can I have a look?"
Peter drew the blade and handed it hilt first to the blacksmith. The smith held the sword, felt the balance and gazed with wonderment at the blade.
"Now this is a sword! A true craftsman has made this. The blade has been folded many times and the balance and weight has produced a sword that will not quickly tire the bearer, break, or lose its edge. This is craftsmanship that I have never seen before. Where did you get this blade, if I may ask?"
"It was given to me and I know very little about it," Peter replied.
"Well, whoever gave you this must hold you in high regard. I have never seen a better crafted sword. It is well beyond my capabilities and I am renowned for my skill. Take care of it, boy and take care of yourself. Believe me, this sword will serve you well."
Quietly, he whispered to Peter, "This is a warning: there are some rum people around today! Don't let your guard down, son. There are those who want what you have. Keep it close!"
The smith went back to his work and Peter stood puzzled and confused.
'What did he mean? Did he know what he was carrying? How could he?'
Still bemused, he left the forge tent and joined the bustle. Large numbers of Saxons and the opposing Vikings were gathering and there were demonstrations of axe throwing, falconry, weaving and other skills and trades from the period. Peter was at a bit of a loss what to do, when from behind one of the tents emerged a strange character. The man was dressed in a long black pin-striped coat, which reached to his knees. He has striped trousers and spats and patent leather shoes and, more unusual, he was wearing a bowler hat and carried a long umbrella with an ivory and silver handle. Peter found it striking that amidst the many strange costumes of the re-enactment, that this was the most noticeable.
The man seemed unsure what to do. He stood there scanning the crowds and his eye movements were jerky, almost mechanical. He marched forward and walked off into the distance and he would have just thought it was part of the colourful characters and entertainment, if not for another similar character appearing from behind the forge tent. The second figure also moved in a stilted manner and he also seemed to be scanning the crowd. Instinct told Peter to step between the tents, out of view from either man.
 Another sound came from behind him and quickly turning, he saw a third coming towards him. The man, only ten yards away, pulled out the handle of the umbrella to reveal a stiletto thin sword-stick. The figure advanced with the same stilted gait and, as a reflex, Peter drew his own sword. In silence, the man charged with surprising speed and Peter just managed to side step and parry the attack. The thin blade was deceptively strong as was the assailant. Peter just had time to take his guard, as Ravenscort had shown him, when the second attack took place. The man advanced and there was a slash of the blade that would have removed Peter's head if he hadn't thrown himself to the ground on his left. He rolled and regained his feet in seconds, but the assailant was quicker and he advanced ready to impale Peter with his sword. Peter struggled to take avoiding steps, but he was still unbalanced and fell to the side. He lay there, staring up, and the bowler-hatted figure smiled and prepared for the final act. Peter shut his eyes at this point and expected oblivion.
What he didn't foresee was a clang like the sound of a gong being struck. He opened one eye to see the smith, standing with hammer in hand, grinning. At his feet, the bowler-hatted assailant lay, apparently unconscious. Peter could only think that the smith had killed the man. No skull could have taken the force of hammer and not been crushed.
As if reading Peter's mind, the smith smiled, put out his hand to help him rise to his feet and then said, "He's not dead, boy. You can't kill what isn't alive in the first place. Look!"
Peter looked closely at the prone assailant. On close scrutiny, it was clear that it was an automaton, a mechanical man, and that explained the sound of hammer striking skull.
"I will get rid of it, boy, but you'd better be careful. There are others about and clearly they are after you."
"Who are you and how do you know they are after me? Who told you?"
"No one told me, but I am a watcher. All gates are watched. I know Constant and we all are sentinels of the gates. Our role is to watch all movement between the worlds and keep Constant informed. We do not interfere, normally, but on this occasion I made an exception. I rather like you, boy and anyone carrying such a sword deserves help. I don't think any major harm will have been done. Take care, Peter Calender, there are others watching you."
The smith dragged the automaton behind the back of the tent and into the back of the forge. Peter just stood there in a state of shock. He had almost died. It wasn't a joke. There were things out to kill him. He had seen at least two other bowler-hatted characters and he could only assume they had the same intention.
He headed back out into the crowd, wanting to place himself at as much distance as possible from attack. His constantly scanned the crowds as he made his way towards the battlefield. Because of his clothing, he did blend in well and he drew his hood over his head to make it even more difficult for him to be identified.
****
Nightjar also had her hood covering her face. Her clothing would not attract attention, but there was no doubt that her eyes would create quite a stir. Ravenscort had no such difficulties, but he did attract more than his fair share of admiring glances from the female visitors of the re-enactment.
"I wish you wouldn't do that!" said Nightjar.
"Do what?"
"You know, encourage them."
"I'm not doing anything."
"Well stop smiling at them, then!"
Just as she said this, two teenage girls approached and grabbed his arms.
"I say, you are rather rugged," said one.
"Do you have a friend?" said the other. "What are you doing after the show?"
"Yes, he does have a friend, me!" an exasperated Nightjar interjected, "And he will not be doing anything with you after the show. Be off!"
"Oooh! Green eye of jealousy," said the first girl.
" See you later, handsome!" followed the other as they disappeared into the crowd.
"Can I just remind you why we are here!" said Nightjar.
"Not my fault," was the reply, "but I am rather getting to like this place. What did Peter say it was called?"
"Earth. Now can we try and find Peter!"
Finding Peter was like finding the proverbial needle, but they persevered and thought that it would just be a matter of time. The re-enactment was getting underway and the Saxons and Vikings faced off across the battlefield. The armies were surrounded by a much larger horde of onlookers. A myriad faces were focused on the battle that was about to start and not on the crowds itself. If they had been, they would have noticed some rather strange happenings. First, they would have seen Peter Calender wandering back towards the tented demonstration area. He seemed totally unaware that he had been observed by a group of bowler-hatted men with umbrellas. These men were spread across the spectator areas, but responded as one to Peter's presence. In their stilted, mechanical gait they advanced on Peter's location. Their progress was restricted by the large numbers of people, but the crowds moved aside for them, as they proved to be an irresistible force.
Peter had decided to seek out the smith as he felt he might be able to offer advice. He wanted to get back to the Gill and to his companions, but was at a loss on how to achieve it. He was approaching the forge and found himself alone between the marquees. The previous crowds had moved on and he could see the forge ahead, when a bowler-hatted figure stepped out before him.
The creature came to an abrupt halt and drew the sword stick from the umbrella. Peter reacted and drew his own weapon. There was no one around to witness what was going on, and he felt quietly confident that he could handle one automaton. He took a step forward, when a movement off to his right signalled the arrival of a second bowler-hatted figure. It, too, drew its sword. Peter's confidence was a little dented, but disappeared completely when several other sword carrying, bowler-hatted men arrived from all points of the compass. He suddenly felt very scared. Even if they were a little restricted in their movements, he hadn't a chance against these odds. The bowler-men advanced from all sides. Their faces showed no emotions, but their movements, though jerky, were determined and Peter felt they would show no compassion or mercy. He looked around for a means of escape. He believed he could outrun them, but they had him encircled and there was no avenue to flee. He wondered if the smith might come to the rescue again, but there was no sign.
He stood, sword poised, ready for their advance. There was nothing more he could do and cold sweat trickled down his spine, as he waited for their slow advance to bring the inevitable conclusion.
The manikins were exact copies of each other and they seemed to act in unison. The advance was like a well choreographed dance. Step in time, same leg, same position, same sword in the same hand. They were in no hurry. Their objective was before them. Slight twitches and almost human features seemed to exaggerate their lack of humanity.
They were about two yards  away, when Nightjar and Ravenscort arrived from behind a tent. The shocked look on their faces made it clear to Peter that their arrival was by chance and not a planned rescue. Much to his relief, their reaction time was almost instant. Ravenscort's sword seemed to appear in his hand and Nightjar drew a long bladed knife from under her cloak. The reaction time of the bowler-hatted assailants was less swift, but eventually the penny dropped and they turned to face the new arrivals. Peter took this opportunity to break out of the encircling foes, backhanding one on the top of its hat with the hilt of his sword. There was a loud clang and the figure dropped.
This was the signal for madness to ensue. Ravenscort moved swiftly, sword slicing the air and the head off one attacker. The body continued on, legs still moving, but without and sense of direction or purpose. The head flew off, landed on the trampled grass and the eyes kept moving, following what was happening. Ravenscort's skill was far too great and he and Nightjar began to decimate the inhuman attackers. Peter just stood in awe, and within a short time, the dismembered remains of the mechanical men were strewn across the ground. Nightjar was unharmed, as was Ravescort, apart from another cut to his face that would add to his rugged charm.
"Glad you got here on time," said Peter with a broad grin.
"Glad to be of service!" said Ravenscort.
"We must get away from here," said Nightjar, "someone will want to know what has happened."
Just as she said this, the smith arrived with a large barrow and began to throw assorted mechanical body parts onto it.
"Thought I might be of assistance," he said and began to ferry the remains away. "I can always do with more raw materials."
"There's something not right here. This was too easy!" mused Ravenscort. "Who was that?" he said, indicating the smith.
"He says he's a watcher. He helped me when one of these bowler men attacked before. He says the watchers guard all of the gates between the seven worlds."
"I have heard about watchers, but I have never met one. I believe that they do not involve themselves in the dealings of the worlds, just observe, but he seems to be doing more than that."
"He told me that he shouldn't involve himself, but I don't think he could help himself."
"Ravenscort's right," said Nightjar. "There is something that doesn't make sense. The attack on you does not seem right. If it is Fell Craven, then why would he be using creatures such as these. They seem far too weak an attack for him!"
"That's what I was thinking. It is almost as if this was to occupy you rather than kill you. I think we must get away from here quickly and be on our guard. Where to, Peter?"
"I'm not sure. I wondered if we should go to the house where it all started. The pool in the garden was the gateway to Demeter."
"Sounds a good idea to me," said Nightjar. "and it gets us away from here and any other attackers."
The three made their way towards the house where Peter's adventure had started, away from the village, away from the crowds and away from the observer. The tall onlooker had watched the events unfold and he smiled an enigmatic smile. Things were going as he planned. He had seen the watcher interfere in the proceedings and this did cause him concern. It was very rare for the watchers to intervene in the machinations of the seven worlds, but soon his plan would be beyond even their power. The stone carrier was away from Fell Craven's reach and now he could direct them into his trap. Once he had them, the Moonstone would be his.
The party was heading along a narrow country lane that wound its way amongst gentle rolling hills and was bounded by thick hedges. It was still early afternoon and the single sun was some way beyond its zenith. Peter found this a little surprising and sought the second sun which demonstrated how much his life had altered since he had entered the garden. Nightjar and Ravenscort had a look of amazement on their faces as they took in the gentle English countryside and this world with only one sun. The walk was not a long one, but the group was alone on the road.
"What are we to do?" Peter asked the others.
"I can't say I know," Ravenscort answered.
"If we go back to the gate where you entered the first time, then we may be able to return to Demeter. How we do that and what we do when we get back, I don't know." Nightjar said.
"Back to the old house it is then!" decided Peter, "But I don't know what we'll do when we get there."




Chapter 11 - Stanfeld Hang
The party had stopped at this point and Peter sat down on the grass bank at the side of the road. The air was warm and dappled sunlight played across his face. There was the gentle buzzing of a bee that wended its way in pursuit of pollen. Peter envied the bee. It seemed to be clear in its purpose and its pathway. He knew more of what he didn't want to do and where he didn't want to go. Events seemed to be dictating his path and he really had little say in what had happened. Peter's life had been constantly steered by the coming and going of others. What he wanted had never been in question. What he would like to do took second place to what he had to do. Choice was something he hadn't much practice in and now it was expected that he should make the decision on the actions to take that would affect the futures of his own and six other worlds. The other two were used to being in charge, in control and making the decisions for themselves and others, but now they were waiting for him to lead and he wasn't sure he was up to it.
The bee buzzed past his face, broke his thoughts and led off through the hedgerow towards a hill which stood proud above the near horizon. Afterwards, Peter could not say why this caught his attention, but he experienced a pulling. Like a magnet attracts iron filings, Peter felt the hill beckoning him, drawing him. It was not a strong force, more like a gentle memory calling, nagging.
Without saying anything, he stood up and found a break in the hedge and began the walk through the tall grass and wild flowers. The other two taken by surprise, rose and followed after him. White fluffy clouds hung in the blue sky like a painting. The green hillside was covered in poppies and other wild flowers, and the colours stood out like jewels. A perfect English summer day. A gentle, warm breeze, the hum of a multitude of bees seeking nectar, the smell of rich soil, fresh grass. Peaceful world order. Time frozen. A moment that stays in the memory a lifetime.
The steep climb led up the hillside. Getting nearer, Peter saw something on the crest. He wasn't sure what it was, but a number of dark silhouettes stood above the top. Like gnarled fingers they reached above the summit and seemed to claw at the sky.
Nightjar and Ravenscort caught up with Peter and pulled him to a standstill.
"Where are you going?"
"Hold on! What's up?"
"I'm not sure, but for some reason I need to get to the top of the hill. I can't explain. I just need to get there."
At that very moment, a cry rang out from the base of the hill. Turning as one, the group saw two things. Back towards the village, on the open common, the re-enactment was well under way. Crowds surrounded the area and two massed hordes were busy recreating the Battle of Lightholm. The invading Viking army was faced by the defending Saxon force and the assault was just starting. Cheers, yells and cries of the two armies seemed to float up the hill and then the battle commenced, and the clash of steel on steel rang like bells on a Sunday morning, across the previously tranquil scene. The trio did not have long to take in this spectacle, as their attention was drawn by a totally different scene and clamour. A sudden and very loud howling broke through the peace and through the hedgerow at the foot of the slope. A great pack of what Peter could only assume were wolves, burst though the hedge and charged, in a great galloping strides, up the hill and towards the group. Great rangy, slobbering beasts, with gaping maws and yellow fangs broke into a charge up the slope. Shaggy coats and clear intent left the three in no doubt. Instinctively, Ravenscort and Nightjar drew their bows and two arrows flew across the wide but narrowing divide. Two beasts fell rolling into the turf, writhing and then falling still. This caused no delay to the charge and the pursuit continued. Peter drew his own bow, nocked an arrow, and taking aim at the pack, let fly. His reactions were admirable, but his aim was not and the shaft flew short of the charging creatures. His two comrades were more successful, but the numbers were not on their side and the gap, though wide, would not take long for the beasts to cover.
"Run!" yelled the trekker, and this was all that Peter needed. He turned and fled towards the top of the hill. He could hear the thrum of bowstrings and the yelping that indicated the success of the archers, but he could also hear the growing volume of the yelping pursuit that was clearly getting louder. His pace was fast and his heart hammered in his chest, his breathing loud. The sword, bow and quiver did not help his style, but necessity provided the impetus to run up the ever steepening slope. He could see the top, and the fingers he had pondered over became a group of large standing stones. Instantly, he recognised where he was.
Stanfeld Hang! He had never been here before, but he knew of this local landmark. It was said to be the site of one of the oldest stone circles in Britain, but it was not as famous as others, due to its location on the crest of such a steep hill and the fact that it was way off the usual tourist trails. The Hang also had a reputation amongst the locals that meant it was not well visited.
Glimpsing behind, he realised that he was barely going to make the top of the hill before the wolf pack caught him. He also realised that his companions were not going to be as fortunate. The hillside was scattered with the fallen wolves, but Nightjar and Ravenscort were almost without arrows and there were many beasts left. He turned and drew his bow. This time he knew he must be successful if his friends were to make if to the possible sanctuary that the hill summit could provide. Sighting an arrow he drew a breath and a trancelike calm fell upon him. The world seemed to slow and the wolves appeared to freeze. He felt a glow, that emanated from the stone in his pocket, build through him and he repeatedly let loose his arrows. Somehow each shaft stopped just before it met its target. The  wolves hung mid-stride, maws gaping and teeth bared. When he had released his last arrow time seemed to start again and the arrows struck home. Twenty four wolves at the head of the pack fell to the ground simultaneously, writhing in their death throws.
Needing no encouragement, all three turned and ran towards the summit. The wolf pack faltered at the destruction and seemed confused. Momentarily leaderless, they seemed to lose purpose and this provided the time for the companions to make the top of the hill.  The wolves' confusion did not last long and they took up the pursuit with renewed drive.
As they ran between the stones the three noticed the change. Inside the stones there was an eerie quiet. The wolves call was silenced, there was no wind and a stillness cast an enchanted spell. The grey stones stood like sentinels guarding the hilltop. They cast a sombre, almost oppressive atmosphere that did not welcome intrusion. Their solitude was broken by invasion and any visitor was not welcome. Peter realised immediately why the Hang was almost unknown. Something old resided here, something that did not welcome strangers. Something that had power and wanted to be left alone.
"Do you feel it?" he asked the others.
"There is old magic here!" Nightjar   spoke to herself more than to the others.
"Do not draw your weapons!" Ravenscort urged, "Show no threat. We must respect the power of who dwells here. Do you know the name of this site, Peter?"
"It is Stanfell Hang, but I know nothing more and I have never been here. What has happened to the wolves?"
"There are beyond the circle. They fear the place and, I believe, for good reason. I think we are safe from them for the time being, at least until we leave the ring."
Still getting his breath back, Peter sat on a small grassy mound at the eastern edge of the Hang. The others came to join him and the trekker looked at Peter with a quizzical look.
"You never fail to amaze me, Peter Calender. You saved both our lives with bowmanship that I have never witnessed before. Twenty-four arrows at impossible speed and all made their target. I stand in awe, but I would like to know how it was done."
"I... I... I am not sure! For a moment, time seemed to stop. I felt as if I could see more clearly, that there was never any doubt that each shot would hit its target. It was almost as if someone or something had taken control of me."
"I would guess that the Moonstone is part of the answer, Peter. I have told you that you are the Moonchild. Clearly, you and the stone are meant to be together and I believe that together you wield great power."
"However you did it, I thank you." Ravenscort added.
"We now have more pressing problems. It appears we are safe from the wolves whilst we remain in the circle, but are we safe in its domain? There is a very deep power here that we, and the wolves, can feel. They know to stay out, but we had no such choice."
He rose and patrolled the boundary just inside the stones. He seemed to take great care to stay within the Hang and not to touch any of the standing monoliths. He returned to where the others were awaiting.
"Well, the pack is still out there. They are still circling and I don't think they are going anywhere in a hurry. Any ideas?"
Peter looked at both his companions and shrugged his shoulders. Somehow they still expected to him to decide their course of action. He supposed it was fair, as they were on his world, in his territory, but this was no longer the place he knew. In his England wolf packs did not hunt, mechanical men did not attack and certainly, as far as he was aware, six other worlds did not exist. And yet, this was what he had experienced since entering the garden only a few days before. In less than a week he had seen things that were impossible. He had witnessed murder, magic, killed wolves with skills he didn't possess, seen evil and been told it was his role to save the seven worlds. It all seemed so unreal. It was then that he thought, "Am I going mad? Is that the answer? Maybe I am having a breakdown? How can I tell if this is real?"
Nightjar was looking at him with understanding, but hurt in her eyes.
"It is real, Peter. You are the Moonchild. I understand how you must be questioning everything that is happening. I tell you, I find it hard to take in the wonders of your world."
She looked alone and afraid at this moment and Peter realised that he wasn't the only one struggling with a new reality. She believed in him and he was sure that he wanted to meet her faith with all his heart. Nightjar was a paradox of strength and vulnerability. If she could believe in him then maybe he could start to believe in himself. He took her hand in his, looked into her eyes and said,
"Nightjar, I am sorry if I doubted what you said. I am in your debt. You and Ravenscort have helped me ever since I arrived in Demeter and I have never really thanked you. I will do what I can to meet your faith in me, or die trying. I only hope that I do not prove to be a great disappointment."
He drew the others to him and held them tight. After a few moments they parted and they suddenly realised that they were no longer alone.
A figure walked into the circle. Tall, skeletally thin dressed in grey, the figure had a blue grey appearance that was almost transparent. His face was stern, deeply lined and weary, but spoke of power and nobility. Upon his head was a circlet and at his hip was a sword that reached almost to the ground. Walking slowly with steady strides, he reached the centre of the circle and faced the three.
Peter felt he was in the presence of power and great age. All realised that their futures were in the balance. The more they saw, the more they became aware of the insubstantial nature of the king.  There was no doubt that they were in the presence of a king and one that was truly as old as the hill  they stood upon. His outline remained solid, but his body ebbed and flowed transparency, as if his presence required power and concentration that was difficult to maintain. His eyes watched the three and seemed to be searching, judging each in turn. They were not sure how long they stood there looking at each other, but finally the grey king spoke.
"Why have you brought it here?"
The three looked at each other, unsure how to react. Peter finally replied.
"The moonstone? You mean the moonstone!"
The grey king just looked at him with unblinking eyes that seemed to see right through him.
"You are the bearer of the stone. Why have you brought it here? Here, of all places?"
"I don't know. Something drew me here. I didn't know what it was, but I just had to come. We were attacked by the wolves and I knew we should come here. That we would be safe here."
"Safe here? You don't know the danger you are in, child! Show me the stone."
Peter felt in his pocket and the stone felt cool to his touch. Without hesitating he drew out the stone and held it in his out held hand, palm up. The stone was egg size, with a surface like ground glass. It had a milky green hue and seemed to have a depth that was ever changing.
The grey king drew in a deep breath and suddenly the stone burst into light, dazzling Peter and his companions. A blinding ray, the width of the stone circle burst upwards with shimmering edges and lightning seemed to flicker around the perimeter. The column reached up to the heavens and the blue sky was blotted out and replaced with the cosmos. The Milky Way was clear against the black of the void and the stars danced to the celestial song.
Sight restored, Peter, Nightjar and Ravenscort, could only gaze in awe.
"See what power you hold, stone bearer? You would bring this here to me? Do you tempt me, child? I have power enough. I was mortal, but no more and the years grow heavy on my shoulders. The ages I have seen weary me. When I was young I lusted for power and I have paid a terrible price. The stone is not mine. Keep it! I no longer desire what I did in my youth. I could try and take it, but I will not."
"The moonstone has been given to me, but I don't know how to use it for good. I did not intend to bring it to you. I don't know who you are, but something drew me to this place. If you won't take the stone, then maybe you can give me advice. What should I do? What is the stone? It is said that I will vanquish Fell Craven, but I have no idea what to do or where to go. Can you help me?"
At this, the grey king's face softened.
"It is a heavy burden you have been given. At this time none can bear it for you, but I have looked into the hearts of your companions and they will serve you well, but even they cannot make the decision for you. In the end you will decide your fate, their fate and the fate of the seven worlds. I can tell you that the Moonstone is one of the seven stones. All seven stones together, one for each of the worlds, made up the Moondial. The Moondial controlled the seven worlds and kept the laws of time since the Creation. Fell Craven broke the Moondial and the stones returned to their worlds and the worlds are adrift. This has broken many of the barriers that kept the worlds apart and, with the passing of time, will break them down even further. Fell Craven wants this to happen so that he can spread out of Demeter to the other worlds and bring them all under his power. Individual stones have different properties and each is very powerful, but together in the Moondial they will prevent this from happening. The seven seals on the Moondial will prevent Craven from achieving his aim, but he will still rule Demeter. You have many choices, Peter Calender. Yes, I know who you are!
If you can bring the seven stones back together with the Moondial, then Fell Craven will be trapped, but not defeated. If you can defeat Craven before you re-establish the Moondial, then the laws of time will return and Demeter saved. Sounds easy, Peter? No? I thought not. The task is beyond any man, but not maybe beyond a boy, soon to be a man.
To make your situation more difficult, Peter, there are others who want the stone you have and the other stones. It is they that sent you here and that have beset you. Craven has no power on Earth yet. Others, I can only guess who they are, want your stone and they will stop at nothing to get it. The wolves are still outside the circle and they will wait for you to leave."
"What can we do, then?" asked Peter.
"There I think I can help."
He threw up his arms and a series of silvery lines radiated out from the boundary of the stone circle. The lines pierced the blackness and spread across the countryside. One line touched the top of a craggy hill and then split into several further lines.
"There you see the Ley Ways. These are lines of power. Pathways that touch all parts. I can help you travel the way and give you a head start on the beasts that hunt you. This way will take you to Orncliffe Crag and from there you must make your own way. The only further advice I can offer is that you must face whoever is hunting you. I am not sure who or what it is, but I believe they must hold one of the other stones to wield such power. Gather the stones, Peter Calender. Put the worlds back into the laws of time. Bring peace back to the seven worlds and allow me to rest in peace. I can do no more!"
 The grey king began to fade.
"Farewell, Peter." He turned to his companions. "Protect the stone bearer. All our fates are in your hands!"
So saying, he faded away. The moonstone began to dim and the Ley Way stretched out in all directions and one began to shine brighter than the others.
"Quick," Ravenscort cried. "Take to the path. Run!"
Hastily that the party ran to the edge of the circle where the Ley Way reached across the countryside. Without stopping the three ran onto the line and found themselves drawn away at tremendous speed. Peter turned to glance back to see the circle return to normal and the wolves pour in. Great howling and yelping could be heard as he saw the beasts wander aimlessly around unable to locate their quarry.
Turning back, Peter only just managed to realise that they had arrived at their destination and the three tumbled on the grass covered hilltop. Staggering to their feet, the three took in their surroundings. They were standing on the top of a craggy hill with steep cliffs falling on three sides. They could see the stone circle on the top of Stangfell Hang in the distance, but the Ley Way was no longer visible. The afternoon sun bathed the hill top and the blue sky was dotted with fluffy white clouds that cast their shadow on the countryside below. The view below showed the re-enactment well underway and the two forces were still busily engaged in mortal combat. Large crowds were still gathered around the scene and the village of Lightholm was just beyond. Life in the area was clearly unaware of the events that had unfolded around them.
There was a sense of relief that they had evaded the wolves, but also a realisation that this was only a temporary respite.
"Hurry, let's get down to the battle. We can lose any pursuit in the crowds."
Nightjar and Ravenscort nodded their agreement and the three made their way down the steep hillside flanked with the tall, rough slabs of Orncliffe Crag. At the base of the rocks and boulders, the land took a more gentle descent through green pastureland divided by hedges and dry-stone walls. They relaxed a little as they made good progress towards the crowds that they could just hear in the distance. The air was still warm and the gentle breeze stirred up the aromas of the countryside. They passed a herd of cows, patiently chewing the cud and enjoying the peace of rural England in summer. The three almost forgot the danger they still faced, when carried on the wind, there was the sound of  baying. The wolves were back on the scent.
"We must hurry!" Ravenscort took the lead and his previously amble became a fast jog. The sound began to become louder and it was clear that the wolves were gaining and that it would be a race to reach the safety of the crowds. They had just cleared a dry-stone wall and could see the tents and flags fluttering and hear the loud shouts and cries from the re-enactment and the spectators, when the wolves appeared behind them. The dark shapes moved in formation across the green sward and swept into line as they leapt a limestone barrier and caught sight of their quarry. A wild cry rang out from their throats and they quickly sought to cover the distance that separated them from their prey.
Peter realised that it was touch and go. There were only a few hundred yards separating them and this provided all the impetus he needed to break out into a sprint. The weapons and clothing were     not ideal for the task, but necessity prevailed and they could see the field of battle open up before them. All three were scrambling over the last wall, when they heard the wolves. This time it was clear that they had lost the race. The wolves, en masse, leapt over the dividing barrier and  seeing the crowds before them they changed mid-flight. The transformation was both startling and amazing and, for a second, the three just stopped and stared in awe.
Wolves left the ground, but men dressed as Saxons landed and regained their footings. Weapons were drawn and Peter, Nightjar and Ravenscort found themselves facing a large band of well armed and badly intentioned force of muscled warriors. The numbers were not on their side and the three backed away, never taking their eyes off the advancing warriors. Now only a hundred meters away from the re-enactment, Peter regretted their casual pace earlier and wondered if it would be the death of them all. Ravenscort drew his blade and advanced on the once-wolves. The nearest, axe in hand, had an expression of hatred and loathing.
"Get ready to die, trekker. You didn't think you could escape."
The once-wolf charged at Ravenscort. Ravenscourt stood his ground, balanced, waiting. The frenzied attacker seemed to have little care for his own safety and charged with wild abandonment. Ravenscort side-stepped at the last moment, feigned to one side and ran the attacker through the midriff. He drew back his blooded blade, watched the once-wolf fall, eviscerated, dying, like a marionette with severed strings. No cry came from its lips and his companions advanced to take his place. Peter was shocked. He had not witnessed how ugly death could be. He and Nightjar drew their own blades and moved to stand with Ravenscort. The once-wolves advanced, more cautious than before. The three waited for the final assault. They were heavily outnumbered and, despite Ravenscort's obvious skill, it was only a matter of time before they would be overrun. The next two attacked and Ravenscort had the mark of them, blocking the first's blade, he spun around and, with a sweep of sword, his assailant's head was sent spinning to the ground. A fountain of blood sprayed into the air, and there was a thud as the head rolled down onto the turf. The second aggressor lunged, but again Ravenscort was ready and his blade caught him in the thigh. With a shrill cry, the attacker collapsed, his weapon dropped, hands clasping his leg. There would be no further fight from this one, thought Peter.
Others now advanced and Peter's attention was taken by two well built axe swinging foes, preparing to decapitate him. Never having used a sword in battle, the skirmish with the mechanical men did not really count, Peter was unsure how to defend himself. He dropped below the two circling blades, and swept his weapon in a wide arc. It was not pretty, but it was effective and both once-wolves fell to the ground, dropping their weapons and yelping as blood flowed from savage cuts to their legs. From the angle of their ankles it was clear that bones had broken. Nightjar was facing another, carrying a broadsword. The attacker stood and almost laughed at the girl. Clearly he did not see much of an opposition, but this proved to be a fatal misjudgement. Whilst he paused, she moved in a fluid manner that was almost a blur. Jumping high, she kicked him in the chest, sending him flying onto his back. She took the advantage, leapt forward and with a swift flash of bright steel, slashed him across his throat, sending another spray of red to stain the green of the grass.
The once-wolves hesitated and the three took this as an opportunity to put some distance between themselves and the enemy. In a quick sprint the three got within forty yards of the re-enactment. They hadn't realised it, but their fight had been observed by a group of Viking warriors. The Vikings approached with admiration on their faces.
"I say, that was mighty impressive! From what I could see here, that was the most lifelike battle I've ever witnessed. Must have taken some rehearsal to get so good!" said Hardgrist.
"Tis you!" cried Ravenscort, recognising the Viking as the one who had insulted Nightjar earlier in the day. Despite misgivings, he had to put his pride aside as needs must. 
"We need your aid, fellow. They outnumber us and you and your men would balance the scales."
"I thought you'd never ask," said Hardgrist. "Men! With me! We have a battle to fight!"
 He turned to Ravenscort.
 "Then we'll forget the little misunderstanding, eh?"
Hardgrist and his Viking warriors surged towards the advancing once-wolves. They realised that they no longer had the advantage of numbers and they stood their ground as if awaiting orders. The Vikings advanced at a run and there was the clash of steel on steel. The skirmish was fast and by the looks of some of the Viking faces, was more frenzied than they thought. It did not last long, as suddenly the once-wolves turned and ran back towards the hills. The Vikings cheered and waved their weapons, shouting some rather unpleasant things at their fleeing adversaries, that questioned their parentage.
Peter, Nightjar and Ravenscort watched as the once-wolves approached the dry-stone wall, leapt and again, mid-stride, changed back into their wolf forms. The Vikings did not see this as they were still celebrating their victory. There was a lot of back slapping and bonhomie as they made their way to where the three were waiting.
One or two of the Vikings were nursing a few nasty looking cuts. Hardgrist had a long jagged cut to his left cheek. There was considerable blood flow, but none of the warriors were badly injured.
"Someone needs to tell those fellows that this is a game." said Hardgrist. "Someone could get seriously hurt."
Ravenscort slapped him on the back.
"Well done, fellow! What is your name? We are in your debt."
"What else could we do? We weren't going to let them play unfair, were we, boys?"
There was a round of loud approval and cries of,"It must be time for a beer!"
Peter shook Hardgrist's hand vigorously and thanked him over and over. Nightjar was distracted following the wolves progress back up the hill and also noted how the fallen once-wolves began to fade and every trace of their existence disappeared from the battlefield. She turned and joined in thanking the weary Vikings.
The wider battle was also drawing to a conclusion. The weary fighters were starting to gather in groups, pack their weapons and belongings together and head back towards Lightholm. Many returned to their cars and many sought out the public houses. The crowds of spectators were also starting the long trek towards their cars and home.
Unbeknown by anyone, a small camera crew that were beginning to pack away their equipment after filming the scenes of the re-enactment all afternoon, had observed the fight. A very excited director was very pleased with the film they had canned and even more delighted with the last scene they had captured. They had caught a skirmish occurring away from the main battle, with exceptionally good combat skills. Most of the day's filming she could use within her bigger project, but the small clash at the end provided her with what she was really looking for. She needed actors that had authentic battle-honed fighting ability for the film she was making and she had seen not just one, but several in the last few moments.
Turning to her assistant she said, "John, I have to see some people. I'll be back in a bit. You'll be alright seeing to the packing away. I'll see you back at the bus in a while."
"Sure thing, Debbie!"
She hurried through the crowds, trying to keep the small group in her sight. She very nearly lost them, as a group crossed her path carrying the remnants of a Saxon cottage, but she relocated them walking slowly towards the village.
Peter saw a dark haired, serious looking woman striding purposefully across the fields towards their group and he instantly recognised her intent to approach them. Alarmed, he turned to the others and was about to warn them when...
"You there! Wait a moment! I want to speak to you."
Peter quickly turned back around to be faced with a slightly red-faced, middle aged woman who was clearly out of breath.
"I  am glad I've caught you. Do you mind if I ask you a few things? I saw your performance during the re-enactment and I was very impressed, very impressed. Are you part of a troupe? Your swordsmanship was amazing and you are just what I am looking for. Sorry! Sorry! I should have introduced myself to you. I am Debbie Mathers. Maybe you have heard of me?"
The group clearly had never heard of her and the blank looks gave this fact away.
"Well, never matter. I am a film director. You've probably heard of some of my films and TV series: Day of the Mayflower, Prisoner of Campion, Rothschild or maybe The Last Uprising? No?"
Still even more puzzled expressions.
"Well never mind! You probably don't get out much. Anyway, I am going into production of my new film, 'The New Realm', and your group has the skills that I am looking for. Your armed routines are incredibly authentic and I need you for my film. What do you say? This could be a great opportunity if you are available for the next week. I came to the re-enactment to capture some background footage and I just saw you in action. I was mightily impressed. What do you say? Free board and lodging, seven days of filming and five hundred pounds apiece."
It dawned on Peter, Hardgrist and the small group of Vikings what was being offered, but Nightjar and Ravenscort were clearly baffled. Hardgrist was the first to reply.
"Well, that sounds a good deal to me. I am at your service madam. I have nothing else planned    for the week. What about you lads?"
There was agreement from three of the Vikings, but unfortunately, a refusal from the others.
"Sorry, but I am back at work on Monday."
"Me too. Sorry about that. Sounds like a good deal."
There were other refusals, but then Peter turned to his companions.
"We could do it. We have nothing else to do," and he gave the two a quick wink.
Clearly, the signal was universal as both seemed to grasp the meaning and muttered agreement.
"Wonderful! Do you have transport? If not I can arrange it for you. We are filming at Chadwell Castle and all board is provided."
"I know Chadwell Castle," said Hardgrist, " and we have a minibus. When do you want us?"
"Can you get there tonight?"
"Sure can. Who do we ask for again?"
"Just ask for Debbie Mathers and they'll send you through to me."
Hardgrist turned to Peter's group, "Do you need a lift? We have our bus. I could pick you up when I have taken back those who need to go home. I could meet you in the village square at say, five o'clock?"
"Sounds great to me," said Peter. "That just gives us time to sort ourselves out. Mind you, we don't have a change of clothing or anything like that."
"Don't worry. We can sort you out at the Castle. This is  a big production and I'll get wardrobe to kit you out in civvies. Well, that's all settled then. I'll see you tonight. We will have a cast and crew meeting after dinner. Talk to you then!"
Without further ado, she turned and marched back to her crew that was still packing the film equipment away. Peter felt quite relieved, as this sorted out what to do for at least the next week. It also took them away from where the wolves were looking for them.
Hardgrist and his fellow Vikings made their farewells, with arrangements to meet them in the square later, and the three travellers found themselves left amongst the rapidly disappearing crowds. Everything had been a blur and the sudden pause came as both a relief and a shock.
Nightjar was the first to react, "What have we agreed to, Peter? What does that woman want with us?"
There followed a long conversation where Peter tried to explain what film and TV programmes were, to two people who had experienced neither. In fact, the whole concept was bedevilled by concepts such as electricity, acting and entertainment. At the end neither Nightjar, nor Ravenscort seemed to have grasped the full implication of acting apart from it being make-believe. He did explain that their needs would be met for a week and that this would enable them to make plans. Time was needed for reflection on everything that had happened and this would give them this time. All agreed that this was opportune, but Peter felt that there was one major stumbling block.
"There is one problem, Nightjar. Your eyes!"
Nightjar looked shocked, "What is wrong with my eyes?"
A puzzled look passed across her face and Peter realised that he had hurt her feelings. She may be some sort of warrior fairy, but she still had emotions like other girls. He quickly tried to correct himself.
"I am sorry. There is nothing wrong with your eyes. They are really quite beautiful."
Nightjar displayed another, but different look and Peter blushed a deep red.
"I...I...I," he stammered, "I mean your eyes are perfect for Demeter, but no one has eyes like yours here. You have truly beautiful eyes."
"Do you think so?"
A wry smile appeared on Ravenscort's face as he witnessed Peter's difficulty and he offered the boy no escape from the embarrassing hole he had dug himself.
Peter started wandering across the field. His attention was on the ground and the two others just stood and watched. His search took him over a wide area and sometimes he would stoop to look at the ground, occasionally pick something up, look at it and then drop it. This continued for quite a long time and Nightjar and Ravenscort were beginning to grow impatient, when from across the field they heard Peter cry out, wave something above his head and start running back to them. He arrived back slightly out of breath, but smiling.
"Found some! I bet someone would have lost a pair in all the crowd that was here."
"What are you talking about? What are those?" asked Nightjar.
"These are the answer to your problem." replied Peter.
"I don't have a problem," she said slightly offended.
"What is that thing?"
"These are sunglasses. Someone must have dropped them. These are a good pair of Aviators."
He held out a pair of sunglasses, with large dark lenses. They had bronze metal frames and were in surprisingly good condition. He offered them to Nightjar and said,
"Try them on. They'll suit you. Let me help!"
He lifted them up to her face, positioned them on her nose and hooked them behind her ears. He felt a strange discomfort being so close to her and he found his heart beat just a little faster. Nightjar moved her head as if getting used to the strange device that was now fitted to her. She looked around and stared up towards the sun.
"They make everything darker. Why would these help me?"
"They are designed to stop bright sunlight dazzling you. They do suit you. The important part is that they cover your eyes. Anyone looking at you now will not know that your eyes are in any way different."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, here on Earth, no one else has eyes like yours. Without  the sunglasses anyone would know that there was something strange about you, but with them on no one can tell."
"What do you mean strange?" and again there was a tone to her voice.
"No, not strange, just different. Your eyes are beautiful, but they do make you stand out and will draw attention."
At this, Nightjar seemed a little placated, and she replied, " I will wear them. I do think we should avoid drawing unnecessary attention to ourselves."
"Better get to the village to meet the Vikings," said Peter trying to change the subject.
Nightjar strode off ahead of the other two and Ravenscort turned to Peter and said, "Well, you do have a way of charming the ladies Peter."
"What do you mean? What have I said?" Peter asked. 
Ravenscort did not reply, but maintained his wry smile. The two hurried to catch up with the girl in front as she strode purposefully towards the village square.
The minibus pulled into a parking spot as the three arrived. Hardgrist was just opening the door and he greeted them with,
"Hi! Glad you've got here. Jump in and we'll get off! Like the sunglasses," he said to Nightjar as she climbed onto the bus.
"Don't mention them again," whispered Peter, as he followed the still smiling Ravenscort aboard.




Chapter 12 - Chadwell Castle
The drive took about an hour and, apart from the three companions, the rear of the bus was filled with half a dozen Vikings, but now they were in their civvies. There was a friendly greeting from them and the three took their seats. The journey was uneventful, but Nightjar and Ravenscort carried expressions of high anxiety and fear, never having been in a vehicle of any sort. For them the journey held both wonderment and apprehension. Every turn, bump and stop went unnoticed by the others, but provided a real cultural challenge to the two newcomers. The view outside the windows was gentle rolling countryside, clearly not natural, but the result of generations of farmers and landowners adding their bit to the rural scene. Finally, the road turned a corner between a stone wall and two large houses. The bus pulled to a halt at the side of the road in front of a wide gateway and gravelled track that led up an incline. Before them was an ancient church and equally old graveyard. The area was quiet, but the cry of a rooster split the silence and the party watched the bird strut along the roadside and then enter the garden of the large house, where a few chickens seemed at home.
The bus doors were slammed shut and the party strode up the roadway, through the gates, and they were suddenly met by the imposing sight of a large castle nestled within woodlands and parklands. The castle just stood there, dark stone imposing. No boundary wall was apparent, but four tall towers dominated the scene. Between the towers additions filled in the space with supplementary structures and a narrow gateway led inwards, enticing and yet threatening those who approached. The castle was commanding, a solid statement inviting any who dare to attack it. The small party just gawped  for a few moments before approaching the entrance and there they were met by Debbie Mathers, who was as loud and ebullient as ever.
"Welcome to Chadwell Castle! I'm so glad you decided to join us. I am sure that you will enjoy the experience of working on the film set. Any of you done it before? No? Well never mind. You'll soon settle into it. Follow me and I'll show you to your accommodation."
Giving them no opportunity to speak, she whisked them through the gates and away into the stable section of the castle that had been renovated and converted into holiday flats. The Viking group was provided with a large section with double bedrooms, but Peter, Ravenscort and Hardgrist were given a smaller unit with three bedrooms. Being the only female, Nightjar had a single unit and all had separate bathrooms and kitchens.
Debbie informed them, "I know you have your own kitchens, but the meals will be provided in the Lower Hall. I hope you find the accommodation to your liking. There are others staying here, but most of the crew are in the village. They stayed here at first, but they seem to prefer to get away from work at night. Dinner tonight will be at 8.00pm sharp and we will then have a briefing session and I will let you know the timetable for tomorrow. I have arranged for wardrobe to come up and see you three in a moment. They'll suit you out with civvies and take measurements for costumes etc."
She stared at Nightjar and there was an uneasy silence for a moment.
"Take your sunglasses off, will you?"
Reluctantly she did and Peter's heart was in his mouth. Debbie gazed at Nightjar's eyes and then stated.
"I thought so. Contact lenses! Very impressive! Don't take them out. They are just what we need for your part. It will save the girls having to get some for you. I do say this is turning out to be a very good day! See you at dinner!"
She strode off and the group of four were left standing in the corridor.
Their rooms were adjacent and it suddenly dawned on Peter that Nightjar and Ravenscort would need some assistance in basic housekeeping for the twenty-first century facilities.
"Hardgrist?" said Peter.
"Call me Roger. I'm Roger Farr. Pleased to meet you."
He extended his hand and there was a round of introductions and hand shaking.
"I'm Peter Calender, Nightjar and this Ravenscort. "
"Pleased to meet you" said Hardgrist.
"And you," said Peter. "Would you mind if you got yourself settled whilst I have a bit of time with these two. Have whichever room you like. We'll be through in a minute."
"Suits me."
Roger took his bags into the boys' rooms and Peter hurried the others into Nightjar's. As he shut the door, Peter sighed with relief and he turned to Nightjar.
"Well that solves that then. What a stroke of luck! She thinks your eyes are contact lenses."
"What are contact lenses?"
There followed a few minutes of difficult explanation, but eventually Nightjar seemed to get the idea.
"Sorry about that," said Peter, but I also need to explain and show you how some of things in the rooms work."
The electric lights were a fascination to the two and there was much flicking of switches. After a while, Peter took the stunned pair into the bathroom and began to explain and show them how to operate the sink taps, the shower and finally and with great embarrassment, how to use the toilet.
Nightjar and Ravenscort followed the instructions and there was an element of surprise and shock, mixed with joy, when they realised that the shower provided hot water. Explanation of soap, towels and other accoutrements seemed to particularly interest Nightjar. Peter felt he had covered the basics and ushered  Ravenscort out to their own quarters to give Nightjar some privacy.
Roger, or should I say Hardgrist, had settled in and was reclining on the bed in the largest bedroom.
"Well, you said I could chose," he reminded them.
"That's fine," said Peter and he and Ravenscort took the other bedrooms. Both felt in need of a good clean after all that had happened. There were blood stains on clothing and Ravenscort still had the gash on his face to clean up. Peter sent him into the bathroom first and then thought he'd better check on how Nightjar was and see if she needed any assistance.
He left his room, padded down the corridor and knocked gently on the door. Without thinking, he pushed it open and walked in and started to say,
"Nightjar I just wanted to check if you were...."
Nightjar was just walking out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel. Her long silver hair was wet and fell around her shoulders and her almond eyes stared at him with a mixture of surprise and pleasure.
"Peter?"
"I,I,I,I,I just wanted to check that you were alright."
He stared at her, mesmerised. He caught his breath and his heart pounded in his chest. Realising that he was standing only inches away from this partially dressed beautiful creature, he felt his skin redden. He gulped and stammered.
"OH!  I'm so sorry, Nightjar. I never, I mean, I didn't think. OOOH!"
She looked down and then raised her eyes to him. She was so close to him that he could feel her breath. She looked quizzically at him and their eyes locked.
"Thank you, Peter.  I enjoyed that, what did you call it, shower? Your world has much to teach us on Demeter."
The tension broke when there was a knock on the door and Ravenscort walked in.
"His eyebrows shot up as he saw the two and his inscrutable smile returned.
"Sorry to interrupt, but there is a woman, says she is from wardrobe, here to sort out some clothing for us.     She wants to do the men first and she'll come in here to help Nightjar afterwards."
"Thank you. I'll come now and no, you weren't interrupting anything."
"Clearly not!"
Ravenscort left the room with an even broader grin. Peter went to follow, then turned to Nightjar.
"I! I! I!"
Red faced he turned and followed back to his room leaving Nightjar, with an equally enigmatic smile, as she shut the door.
Back in his room two women were busy measuring Hardgrist and tutting as they made notes in a pad. Peter, feeling very hot with embarrassment, decided he was in need of a shower before he was ready for measuring. He entered the steamy bathroom and stripped off his soiled clothing. He wiped the mirror and suddenly staggered back from the face that was staring back at him. It was not a face he recognised. The features were his, but this face was older, more mature. There was stubble, a broadness of jaw line and a depth to the eyes that was foreign to him. His body had also changed. His frame was thicker. There was more muscle mass and an athleticism that was new. Clearly it was him, but he had changed dramatically. The events had not just changed his understanding of the world, educated him beyond his years, but they had clearly matured him physically. Was it just the strains and challenges of the trail, outdoors, pursuit and battle, or was it more? How long had he been on Demeter? Maybe time was different there? Everything else was different, so why shouldn't time be?
As there was nothing he could do about it, he quickly showered and left the bathroom in time for the two ladies to start busily fussing around him. He noticed that Ravenscort was casually dressed in denim jeans, sneakers and a long sleeved cotton jumper. Gone was the warrior and in his place was a rather ruggedly handsome thirty-something man.
The two women provided him with similar attire and sent him to try them on in his room. The clothes fitted well over his now toned physique, but the sneakers were a little tight. One of the girls disappeared to find suitable replacements, whilst the other provided several changes of underwear and clothing. In less than half an hour, the men were fully restored and clean and Peter and Ravenscort outfitted in suitable and fashionable clothing.
The ladies left to do their magic on Nightjar. The clock in the room said seven-thirty and so, with thirty minutes before dinner and the briefing, Roger decided to put the television on. Without thinking, he used the remote and began to flick through the channels. Ravenscort, reclining in an armchair, suddenly shot to his feet and cried,
"What in the name of all that is good!"
Peter, realising that Ravenscort had never seen television before, came to the rescue.
"Don't worry, Roger. He's never seen a television before. He lived overseas for most of his life. It's alright, Ravenscort, this is television. You'll enjoy it. Just sit back. This is entertainment here."
It did give Peter a little satisfaction to see the startled look on Ravenscort's face. At least it had wiped off his previous smirk.
Twenty minutes later, there was a gentle knock on the door. Opening it, Peter was surprised to be faced with a very stylish looking young lady.
"Ready for the briefing?" asked Nightjar, and the others quickly joined her and made their way to the Lower Hall.
****
The Lower Hall was of a substantial size. When the castle wasn't booked out by film crews it served as the cafe for visitors and had a definite rustic charm. It was dominated by two particular features. The first was the very large fireplace that held a roaring fire. The smell of burning wood and the snapping and cracking as the logs were consumed produced a warm and homely atmosphere. The second was a pair of enormous antlers that hung high on the wall. The span must have been three meters and Peter could only guess at the size of the giant creature that they would have been attached to. It was clear that this was no hunting trophy. No such beast had lived in recent times.
The room had one long table down the centre and the other Vikings were already sitting enjoying a glass of wine or ale. Debbie Mathers and her assistant, John, were sitting at the head of the table and she indicated for the group to join them. They filled the spare places and a waitress hurried to provide them with drinks. Peter was offered wine or beer, and he didn't hesitate to have a drink. No one questioned his age and in his mind he remembered the face he had seen in the mirror and he let it pass.
Dinner passed pleasantly with chatter and eating. They had forgotten how long it was since they had last eaten and they set to with gusto. Peter felt himself taking fleeting glances towards Nightjar as she sat between Roger, formally known as Hardgrist, and Ravenscort. No one seemed to pay heed to her eyes as they were used to strange sights on a film set.  However, Peter found that her presence invaded his thoughts. She really was  the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. She was perfect in every way.
The person who did attract attention though, was Ravenscort. Debbie Mathers seemed captivated by the trekker. She took every opportunity to converse with him and it was clear that she could see him in a leading role in the film. She did seem to be quaffing quite a few glasses of wine during the meal and, as the drink began to take effect, she seemed to become even more interested in the warrior.
At the end of the meal she rose to address the gathering. Glass in hand, she welcomed everyone and informed them that the next day would begin with breakfast at 6.30am sharp and  wardrobe and makeup at 7.30am. Apparently, some fairly standard fight scenes were to be shot on the steep internal steps leading up from the courtyard and all those staying in the castle were to be used. The more complex work would be filmed later and stunt performers might need to be brought in. She did point out that, from what she had seen at the re-enactment, she didn't feel this was likely.
"I have every confidence that you will all do yourselves proud." she added. "Costumes will be a little different, but the basic weapons are the same. Those that have your own swords are welcome to use them, but we can provide others if needed. I am so glad you have decided to join us. This will be a great opportunity for you to be part of such a major film project. Now I would suggest we all get some sleep. It is an early start. I will see you all in the morning."
She made her way to leave the room on slightly wobbly legs, but still managed to touch Ravenscort on the shoulder as she passed him.
"Good night, warrior!" she mumbled and then left.
The others followed suit and in a short time all were in their rooms, either in bed or preparing. The castle was dark and the building creaked as the falling temperature shortened the timbers. Out of the window Peter watched the moon rising above the trees and he listened to the call of the night birds. He remembered all that had happened to him in such a short time. What about Nightjar and Ravenscort? How they were feeling in such a strange land. Were the wolves still hunting for him? He relived his experiences with Gorn and how he had tried to take the moonstone from him in the Gill, but in the end he returned to his bed listening to the noises of the ancient castle.
He was awoken by the sunlight through the window. He hadn't thought that he would have slept, but, for the first time since his adventure started he had had a dreamless, deep and refreshing sleep. It was morning and he could hear the sounds of the others getting ready for the day. He jumped out of bed and checked to see if the bathroom was free. It appeared  the others had already been in, so he quickly took a refreshing shower, dressed and was ready for breakfast and the start of the new day.
Peter was the last to reach the hall for breakfast and he ate with speed. He didn't have time to say more than 'hello,' before the group were sent off by a rather subdued Debbie Mathers, with the various members of makeup and wardrobe. The next half hour was spent with a variety of preening and polishing to get the appropriate look for the scene to be filmed. Costumes were fitted and, at the end of the time, the group appeared much as they had after the skirmish at the re-enactment. The major change was that the Vikings had now become Scottish marauders. Nightjar, Ravenscort and Peter had similar costumes to their everyday dress and they were equipped with their own blades and the addition of small round shields.
Roger had proven to be an affable character with a wicked sense of humour. He, Ravenscort and Peter had hit it off almost immediately. It appeared he was a mechanic, had his own workshop and, basically, was a little disappointed with all that life had brought so far. He had told them that this filming opportunity was just what he needed. He had experienced recent 'lady troubles' and his re-enactment hobby was the only thing that brought him pleasure in his rather humdrum existence. Peter had sympathised, but thought that he could have done with less excitement in his life.
The fight scene was to take part in the main courtyard. The area was filled with lighting gantries, sound booms and a host of people whose roles Peter could only guess at. It appeared from what Debbie Mather was shouting through a megaphone that the defenders, Peter, Ravenscort, Roger and the Vikings from the re-enactment were fighting their way back up the steep steps towards the entrance, whilst the others, a larger group of mainly professional and session actors, were to drive them upwards. Apparently Nightjar was not to be involved in this scene, and, in fact, no one had seen her since they had left wardrobe that morning.
Debbie wanted a dry run without the cameras and she arranged the defenders where she wanted them, seeming to spend considerable time sorting Ravenscort out. The attackers, she positioned at the courtyard entrance, and she indicated that they were to make their way across to the base of the stairs and then engage Ravenscort's group. There were to be two casualties on the attacking side, but the defenders had to retreat back through the gates.
Peter had a quiet word with Ravenscort whilst the Scottish invaders were being instructed.
"Just remember this is 'pretends'! We have to look like we are fighting, but no one is to be hurt and no one is to be killed! Do you understand?"
"I've got it, Peter. No one is to be killed and no one hurt."
Debbie positioned herself behind the cameras, reminded everyone that this was a run through, and then shouted 'action'.
The invaders ran screaming across the courtyard and advanced up the stairs. The defenders advanced down and  all hell let loose. With great cries and crashing of steel on steel, and steel on wooden shield, battle commenced. The defenders seemed like men possessed and the attackers, lacking the advantage of fighting downwards, struggled to make any advance. There were shocked looks on their faces and, within moments, real fear as Ravenscort leapt up on the balustrade, waved his great sword in a sweeping arc and narrowly missed decapitating the luckless attacker. With a real cry of terror, he beat a hasty retreat, swiftly followed by the others.
"Cut! Cut!" Yelled Debbie.
Ravenscort, turned to her and shouted,
"I thought I wasn't to injure anyone?"
"Yes! No! I mean. No you are not to injure anyone. Let me explain!"
She led Ravenscort away for a quiet word. There was a lot of mumbling, and a rather confused looking trekker returned to his companions.
"Now that was fantastic, but I need the defenders to retreat. Do you get that?"
There were several nodding heads and Debbie positioned everyone, provided moral support for some very nervous attackers and got the crew ready.
"This time will be a take. Are we ready? Action!"
The attackers charged across the courtyard, shouting and screaming, but maybe a little less confidently, and battle commenced as before. The ferocity was somewhat subdued, much to the relief of the attackers, but Ravenscort, Roger and Peter valiantly beat them back for a while before retreating up the staircase.
Clearly Debbie was very pleased with what she saw, as she had a beaming smile on her face when she shouted,
"Cut! Cut! Brilliant everyone! That was great."
Similar scenes were filmed during the morning and when they cut for lunch everyone felt quite exhausted. Lunch was back in the Lower Hall and everyone trailed through needing a drink and refreshments. Debbie Mather led Ravenscort to lunch with her arm linked in his, chatting all the time.
It was when everyone was settled and there was an upbeat chatter through the meal that Peter realised that Nightjar was still missing. He turned to Ravenscort and asked,
"Have you seen Nightjar? I haven't seen her since we were getting costumed up!"
"No, Peter, maybe she is filming somewhere else."
"I don't think so. Debbie? Do you know where Nightjar is?"
"Oh yes. I sent her to have some special makeup done. She'll be doing some filming this afternoon. The makeup takes a long time to do so she won't be in for lunch."
On that news, Peter felt more relaxed and lunch passed quickly and he couldn't help himself from making a comment to Ravenscort.
"Debbie, the director, seems to be taking a particular interest in you!"
"Does she?" replied Ravenscort.
"Oh yes!" chirped in Roger.
"I wonder why that is?"
Peter smirked as he asked the last question and for the first time he saw a slight blush come to Ravenscourt's face. Roger just laughed heartily and said,
"You'll have to watch that one. I think she means business and I don't mean the film business."
At that point, there was a call for actors to return to the set and they all trooped out to the courtyard. The afternoon sun still warmed the air, but the courtyard was partially in shadow. The tall stone walls dominated the scene and Peter wondered how many real battles the walls had seen. How many men and women had fought and died during the castle's long history? Time seemed to almost ripple and he caught a sight of bloody wars and fighting around him. He got his concentration back and listened to the instructions from Debbie Mather as she organised the next scene. This one involved the capture of one of the attackers and him being dragged, kicking and screaming, as he was thrown into the dungeon.
The cell in the castle was very real and was far smaller than Peter had ever imagined. The dungeon was at ground level and a narrow passageway led through the massively thick walls. The luckless prisoner was thrown in and the door slammed shut. The darkness was complete and Peter hardly dared imagine the fate of others who had been housed there, many years before.
The victim was quickly released, much to his relief. It was crowded in the corridor as cameras and lights had to be in position. This filming took considerable time as different takes had to be done to enable various camera angles. Just as those involved were tiring, Debbie announced that there would be a tea break before they filmed the last scene of the day. This was what Peter was waiting for, as he knew Nightjar would take a part in this one.
It was getting dark at this point and the Lower Hall was bathed in firelight and electric lights. By now everyone was beginning to flag, with the effects of a long day wearing on them.  Tea and coffee were well received, as was the rather choice selection of cakes. Roger, Peter and Ravencort chatted together and wondered what the last session would involve; they hoped that it wouldn't last too long. The prospect of a warm shower, good meal and a few drinks was very tempting.
After about ten minutes the electric lights went out! The hall was lit only by the firelight. Silence descended on the hall and suddenly the atmosphere seemed to change and there was a chill in the room. High above in the minstrel gallery there was a movement. It was hard to see what it was at first, but, bit by bit, a figure became visible above them all. A woman appeared and she seemed to glow. A pale light seemed to emanate from her body. This ghostly apparition made the group hold its collective breath as it advanced further into view. The vision was of a woman child. She had an ageless quality and she was dressed in an ivory gown. The face was almost translucent and she had large eyes that held such grief. No sound came from her lips and no footsteps could be heard as she advanced across the gallery. Was there sobbing? No one was quite sure whether it came from the woman or the observers.
The vision continued to move across the gallery and no one in the hall could take their eyes off her. She was lovely, dreadful and totally captivating. No one was sure how long she gazed down on the people below, but she continued her journey, and within moments, began to fade from view.
Everyone was stunned. Silence filled the gap that the vision had left.
The lights came on. Dazzled by the brightness, the actors and crew covered their eyes and suddenly there was a cry.
"Cut! Cut! That's a take. Well done everybody. That's it for the day. We will meet again at seven-thirty for dinner and then a briefing session. Thank you once again. A very successful day!"
It was only then that it dawned on everyone. What they had witnessed was the last filming session of the day. Peter suddenly realised that the woman in the minstrel gallery was Nightjar. This was her role.
"Wow!" said Roger. "I never saw that one coming. That was some performance."
"I'll say!" said Peter. "Frightened the living daylights out of me!"
"She is a bit of a strange one, your Nightjar." muttered Ravenscourt.
"She's not my.. Oh never mind!" Peter replied.
Still shocked, the three made their way back to their rooms to prepare for the rest of the evening. Peter decided that he needed to have a word with Nightjar, but he thought he'd wait until later after dinner.
The rest of the evening passed without event. The dinner was enjoyed by everyone and the vibe within the group was very positive. Debbie Mathers seemed very pleased with the progress. She laid out the plan for the following day and everything was so busy that Peter had almost forgotten what a predicament they were in. Almost, but not completely. He needed to have a good talk with Nightjar and Ravenscort. They had recovered from the recent attack by the once-wolves and now he felt it was decision time.
He caught up with Nightjar as everyone was leaving the hall.
"That was a brilliant performance this afternoon!" He said as they made their way up the staircase to the accommodation block. Nightjar was wearing jeans and a blouse and a gentle smile came to her lips as she replied to Peter.
"Why, thank you, kind sir. I like to impress."
"You always do that!" he muttered back, blushing slightly. "We need to talk with Ravenscort. Much as I am enjoying our stay here, we only have a few more days and we need to have a plan."
"You're right, Peter. Have you thought about what you want to do?"
"Not really, but somehow I feel we need to take the fight to whoever is after us. From what we know, if it is Brother Gorn, he is still hunting for us. I am getting tired of running."
"Look, I agree with you, but we have only been here two days now. We have the rest of the week. Why don't we sleep on it tonight and tomorrow evening we can get together and decide what to do?"
"Okay, but we must remain alert. I do not think Gorn will take long to get back on our trail. He wants the stone and I don't think he will give up until he gets it."
Nightjar took Peter by the arms and looked into his eyes. There was real concern on her face.
"Do not worry too much, Peter. Ravenscort and I will keep our eyes open for any sign of trouble. I am sure we will be okay, at least for the time being."
Without warning, she gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and went into her room. Peter just stood where he was with a shocked expression on his face.
"Come on, lover boy," said Ravenscort, as he and Roger arrived at the top of the stairs.
The three entered their rooms and prepared for sleep. Peter sat for a while on his own in his room. Things were happening around him that he could not control. As he sat there, he became aware of a growing wind and the first patter of rain on the window panes. By the sound of it, he wouldn't be surprised if there was a storm front coming in. What should he do? What could he do? With these thoughts in his mind he drifted off to sleep.
****
The bird sat with unblinking eyes, watching through the window. It had patience and intent. It had now seen all that it needed to. It had found them, and Gorn would be pleased. It spread its wings, turned and leapt from the stone windowsill. With great beats of its white wings, it flew from the castle, through what was to become a very stormy night. Slowly it made its way back to its master.
****
"Will you stop it, Max! I've told you many times that I won't do that until we're married."
"But Julie, we are engaged and the wedding is in ten weeks!"
"Then it's not too long for you to wait. I don't mind a kiss and a cuddle as you well know. It really isn't too long to wait. I do love you."
"Okay! I know! I know! Come here, gorgeous."
There wasn't a lot of space in the car. It was Max's work car. Being a rep for a photocopy firm did have its advantages and it did feel good to be able to pick Julie up in a new car. The neighbours were impressed and everyone said they made a lovely couple. It was developing into a real storm outside, but he didn't mind. It was snug in the car and the windows were steamy, as was his mood. Julie wasn't like other girls. She was special and  he felt lucky that she wanted to marry him. There was a sudden flash of lightning and he could see the church and churchyard silhouetted in the glare. There were real advantages to this lane. No one would ever come down here at night and so they had the place to themselves.
"Do you really love me, Julie?"
"You know I do. Come here, silly." She embraced him passionately. "I think we'd better be getting home now. It's late and we both have work tomorrow."
"Okay."
They both climbed out of the rear seats and were going to get back into the front. They shivered and huddled in their coats as the temperature outside had certainly dropped. Just as Max turned to shut the rear door he saw something.
"What's that?"
Wolves, like a great black flood charged down the lane towards them. Both of them just froze.
"Quick! Get in the car!" he yelled.
The pair scrambled and there was a mad panic as Max tried to get the key in the lock.
"Lock your door!" he yelled and the tidal wave of heaving bodies overwhelmed the car. The ignition turned and Max thought they would be safe, but this was only for the shortest of moments. The key turned, but the engine failed to fire. Julie started to scream as the hungry, rabid faces of the wolves pressed against the windows. There was no way out!
Max just sat there. Cold trickled down his spine. His limbs went weak and he found he could not move, even if he wanted to. Julie just kept on screaming.
The scrabbling around the car stopped. The wolves parted and a figure approached. Covered in a cloak, from head to foot, he reached the passenger door. The storm raged around him and lightning struck a tall tree not far away. In the light Julie caught a brief sight of his face and the crashing sound drowned her scream as she saw Death. Death had come for her.
He opened the door. The lock proved no obstacle. He took her hand in a grip that allowed no refusal. Together they walked slowly towards the church and the graveyard. As if in a trance, she just followed.
"I never thought I would find one so easily nowadays. I suppose fate just smiles on the wicked."
He turned back to look at the car and the young man inside, surrounded by wolves. Julie did not turn, which was probably a blessing. The only one for her this night. The cowled man just clicked his fingers and the wolves sprang into action. The man was dragged from the car and his screams did not last long. No one would hear him on a night like this. It was mercifully short, but the cowled man did not care. He had what he wanted and she would serve his purpose. He continued up the narrow path to the churchyard. His mind was on what he had to do to raise his army. Her blood and beauty was enough to raise  a smile to old bones and these were very old bones he was to raise. He had much to accomplish this night and the storm raged on!




Chapter 13 - The Necromancer
No one understood how hard it was to be a necromancer. Working on a night like this, outdoors, was not easy. Cold, wet, alone apart from his beasts. He never felt that he got the recognition he deserved. He often felt tired of the life and wondered if things could have been different. Sibling rivalry had much to do with it. Being the younger of the two meant he had been at a disadvantage.
His older brother had got to work on Gorn from the moment he could remember. Painful reminders, that he was the younger and weaker of the two, were administered daily. They became more extreme as he got older. Broken nose, broken arm and then more subtle hurts. Competition between the two was fierce. They were encouraged to compete in every way and any sign of weakness was an invitation. No happy families, no comfort; only win or lose. His parents would administer severe punishments themselves if he sought their aid  and so he learnt to hide everything from others.
There was a time when he enjoyed the company of another. He had befriended a small bird that came into the garden. He started to feed it and he began to look for it every day with a sense of anticipation. This had gone on for weeks and he made sure his brother was nowhere in sight when he fed it. The little creature grew in confidence and would feed from his hand. It had bright little eyes and danced and hopped around him. He had felt great pleasure at its company and his heart sang in a way he had never experienced. It was his time. He began to love that little life, so innocent and joyous.
One day he went in search of  his friend and discovered his brother with a look of satisfaction on his face. At his feet was his bird. It was still, lifeless, inert. In that moment, he realised his hatred for his brother. The smirk on his older, and much bigger, brother's face, removed any residual feelings or affinity towards his family. He flew at his tormentor and would have killed him there and then, if he could. His sibling just laughed at him, holding his little brother's head away at arm's length, whilst Gorn struggled, unable to reach him. Tears ran down his face and he wore himself out. Eventually his anger subsided, but not his hatred. He watched his brother as he walked away laughing.
He picked up his friend and held its still warm body in his hand. It was dead and there was nothing he could do about it. Was that the truth? He felt so helpless, so powerless and he did not enjoy the feeling. He buried the little bird in the garden and vowed that he would seek the knowledge to overcome death. Never again would he allow death to be his master and never again would he let his brother beat him at anything. He also understood that it was his parents that permitted and encouraged this behaviour by his brother and he vowed to have revenge against them all.
This was the last time he ever cried. The last time he was ever to feel helpless. From that moment he took control. Years were spent in the study of the dark arts. He would sit long into the night, reading ancient tomes, following directions and spells to gain the powers he sought. Failure after failure did not deter him from his single purpose. He read the works of fools, charlatans, but in some he found an inkling of the truth. There were tales of mages who had overcome the finality of death, but little evidence to support this.
He wandered the lands seeking ancient sites, texts and legends. It was during this time that he learned of the shape shifters. These were creatures who, it was reported, could change from men to beasts and back again. It was clear that this was a power that he could obtain and that he could use.
On his own, in his room, far below the living quarters of the family castle, he worked on perfecting this skill. At first his failures were common and the results could be hideously messy, but over time he began to see some signs of success. The simple creatures he used, mice, could be given the ability to change, but the resulting beasts were hideously deformed. Over time he became more adept and the results more successful. He still worked with small animals, but he could enable a mouse to change to a rabbit and back again. He didn't allow his results to live for long, as he had no use for them. His ambition was to allow men to change and this would take more knowledge and experimentation. He was still only a young man, just out of childhood, but he was developing powers that made others wary, even his own family.
He had less and less to do with anyone else. He studied, travelled and experimented on his own.
It was on one his journeys that he met an old hermit who lived in the ruins of an ancient city, deep within the jungle. The hermit was mad. Any grasp of sanity had long left him. His ravings were meaningless mumblings, but they could be interspersed with lucid moments. During one of these moments he spoke of necromancy. It was only fleeting, but the words caught Gorn's attention. Weeks, months, he lived with the hermit, waiting to hear more. Bit by bit, he began to piece together the tale of the hermit as a young man. He had experimented with recently deceased members of the local villages. During the nights he had robbed the graves and brought the corpses back to his lair and there he had attempted to bring them back from the dead.
Years he spent and few were his successes, but on one occasion a child who had just died had returned briefly, opened its eyes and screamed before passing into the afterlife again. He listened to the hermit's ramblings, but on another occasion he recounted the success of a baby who had died, being brought back and living for a month. The child was back in body only. There was no sign of awareness, but again, this was progress.
Months after starting to live with the hermit, he heard what he was waiting for. The hermit was successful. He had managed to bring another child back and this time he was cognisant. This was success. He had overcome the final boundary, but his victory cost him his sanity.
Try as he might he could glean little more from the hermit and that would have been the end of it, if not for a fortuitous discovery. The hermit was failing at this point and it was clear his time was limited.
One morning, on rousing, Gorn found the hermit had died, taking his secrets with him. Gorn searched the dwelling seeking for any clues as to the rituals required. He found nothing and, in frustration, he began to smash the items the hermit had gathered around him. Pots, artefacts, herbs and arcane crafts he destroyed. His anger was great and he felt that death had cheated him again, when he threw a statue of a cat across the room and it smashed on the wall. Out of the shattered shards fell a parchment rolled and bound. Eagerly, he opened it and read the ritual for the opening of the Doors of Death.
Reading carefully he memorised the procedures, the incantations, the wards and warnings. Feeling empowered, he turned to the body of the hermit. It only seemed fitting to try.
It took most of the night. The concentration and strain were overbearing and when the final part of the process was accomplished, he stood back and stared at the hermit's chest for signs of life. The body was still. His pallor was waxen and his eyes blank. Gorn was furious. He felt cheated. In anger, he struck the hermit's lifeless body and sank down on the hard stone floor. There was a sudden gasp and the body moved. The chest began to rise and there was a flicker across the eyes. The hermit began to breathe. At first it was ragged, but then a rhythm set in.
Success! He was back! The hermit had been dead for almost twenty-four hours and now he was breathing. He had to see if the man's mind was back. This would be difficult to gauge as he had lost most of it before he died.
"Water!"
It spoke. It was back. He couldn't think of the hermit as a man anymore. It was his. He had brought it back. Quickly, he sought water and he fed the hermit a little to quench his thirst. He knew not to give too much.
After a while, the hermit was able to talk. He realised that the mind was as confused as before, but he knew he had the power. He had sought that which had cost the hermit his mind, but he had gained the power and his mind was still whole.
Two days later he decided to depart. He couldn't afford to leave the hermit alive to possibly provide the knowledge to another. So, as he had given life, he took it way and left the body once more alone on the stone floor. This time there would be no more coming back.
Success gave him new insight. His experiments continued and he robbed local graves to further his skills over the dead. Over time it became easier and his success rate became almost without doubt. His skills with the shape changers also developed and now he started to work on the human form.
He experimented with the children he returned to life and, bit by bit, he began to have success. He had managed to develop control over the returned souls. They were his. Their freewill was no longer their own. They were his servants and he used them. His ultimate success was enabling a child to change to a wolf. For some reason, he was more successful with this transformation  than any other. In time he succeeded with adults and secretly built up a small force that was completely under his control.
These were savage creatures, both in human and wolf form. These once men were completely his to control. There was a mental link that he did not understand, but they would act on his thoughts alone.
His first test of their powers was to exact his revenge against his family. Trembling with anticipation and desire, he sent the creatures upstairs. His family would never again hurt him. The pack flew up the steps, yelping and growling with blood lust. Shrieks, screams filled the house and then almost calm returned. Only the scrabbling of claws on stone, the snapping of bone and the gorging of beasts could be heard.
A smile crossed Gorn's face, but this turned to anger, as he inspected the scene in the upper rooms. His parents were clearly dead, but his brother's remains were not to be found. Somehow, through either fate, luck or design, he must have left the house earlier.
Once he realised this, he quickly he sent his creatures in pursuit of his sibling. The beasts ran off into the night, the passion of the hunt consuming them, but hours later they skulked back dejected, clearly unable to locate him. Gorn was inconsolable. He ranted and fumed for days. Trashing his brother's belongings and rooms in a frenzy.
Eventually he regained control of himself and set about making plans. He went out into his garden and found the place where he had  buried his beautiful, delicate friend, the bird. Using all his skill he captured the essence of the bird and combined this with his power to change shapes and forms. The spot where the bird lay began to grow. The surface began to shiver and move and a bright light suddenly burst out and from the depths emerged an owl. White in its purest form, the bird was tall, fully grown. It bore little resemblance from its original form, but it retained its love and loyalty to the necromancer. It spread its wings and shook off any remaining earth. Leaping into the air, it beat its powerful wings, circled the garden and landed on its master's shoulder. He patted its head and stroked its back.              
"Welcome back, my friend. My only friend. Welcome home, Selena!"
Of course there was one additional element that provided him with the power to successfully use the dark arts, but it was something he was eager to overlook. When the statue shattered, there was more inside than the parchment. Out of the cat statue, fell a purple black stone with a mirror-like surface. The stone was multi-faceted and extremely heavy. As he picked it up, he became aware of a surge of great power. Whilst the stone was in his possession its power throbbed through him, but  it also possessed him.
He had tried to work without the stone, but somehow he could not quite get the control he needed. Without it he found he longed for it. He felt drawn and there was a need to have it, to hold it. The stone frightened him. The balance between them was one-sided, and not in his favour. In time, he found he could not bear to be without it. He gave up part of himself to use the stone and that part was the little humanity left inside him. The hermit had given up his sanity, but he had given more and a part of him was terrified at the price.
Somehow he had managed to hide this from himself. He was vain enough to believe that his powers were his by merit. His own talents had made him the most powerful necromancer any of the seven worlds had ever know.             
He did start to investigate the stone, and again this quest was long and difficult. He had to search the ancient tomes that covered the history and mythology of the seven worlds. Eventually, he read stories about the creation and the way that each of the worlds had separate, distinct qualities. The attributes for the worlds were set by seven stones. The stones were part of the Moondial, that invoked the laws that governed the worlds.  Together the stones had a synergy of unlimited power, but on their own, though powerful, they were but shadows. The Moondial brought harmony and kept the worlds apart, distinct and unique, but Fell Craven had caused the stones to be scattered and the Moondial no longer upheld the laws. He recognised his stone, Galena. The dark stone held dark powers and he had used them to break the law of life and death.
With the knowledge of the other stones, his lust for power grew. He needed to possess them all. He was driven, as if Galena had a desire to be returned to the six other stones. He knew that Fell Craven was on a similar mission and he assumed he possessed one of the other remaining stones. However, they had both discovered that the Moonstone was held by a boy and both sought the boy and the stone. Gorn smiled to himself when he remembered how he had managed to spirit the boy and stone away from Craven, and send him to his home world. The meeting in the Gill had not gone as he planned, but the outcome was brilliant. The boy and stone were safe from Craven, but not from him. Yes, things had not quite gone as he had hoped, but Selena had found them and he had his forces ready to take back what should be his. The Moonstone would become his before dawn! It really would be a dark and stormy night!




Chapter 14 - Siege
The castle shook with the crash and Peter sat bolt upright. A storm was raging outside and the room was suddenly illuminated by another flash of lightning. Getting out of bed, he walked over to the window, pulled back the curtains and looked out on the grounds below. The flashes of lightning provided enough light for him to clearly see the deserted grounds, lashed by rain and winds. The trees danced in a frenetic rhythm that reflected the growing anxiety he felt. Something wasn't right. For some reason he felt attuned to nature and he experienced unnatural forces in action. The storm railed against what was occurring. It was wrong!
A dim light seemed to throb through the room and he turned to locate it. There, in his discarded clothing, a pale light pulsed. It was the Moonstone! Quickly he crossed the room and drew out the stone. The light that emanated from it was brighter, but there was something wrong. There appeared to be a red patch that he had never seen before. He didn't need to be told, he just knew there was danger tonight. Out there in the storm evil was at play.
He got dressed, strapped his sword around his waist and went to wake Ravenscort. As he gently  knocked on the door, it was thrown open and Ravenscort was there, fully dressed and armed.
"Get Nightjar," he said.
If a flash, Peter was knocking on her door and this too revealed Nightjar, dressed and ready for action. The pair returned to the boys' rooms and found Roger also dressed and waiting with Ravenscort. Roger too had a sword strapped to his side.
"I have spoken with Roger."
"Call me Hardgrist," said Roger. "It sounds so much better."
"I have spoken with Hardgrist and given him a warning of what might happen. I think everyone in this castle is in danger. Nightjar, go and speak with Debbie. Hardgrist, get your friends up and make sure they are armed. Peter and I will secure the gates."
The two of them rushed out of the room, down the stairs, and made their way through the courtyard. Rain pelted down and the night roared with savagery. Struggling against the elements, they crossed the courtyard and entered the gatehouse. The gates were wide open and anyone or thing could have easy access. With great physical effort they pushed the wooden doors shut. The narrow corridor through the thick walls was still open on the outside. A channel was cut through the ceiling of the corridor and this allowed a portcullis to drop. The two climbed the stairs into a room above the tunnel and saw the mechanism holding the portcullis in place. The machinery was in disrepair and it took both their strengths to get it to move. Straining, the lever shifted, only an inch at first and then suddenly it was free. There was a loud shriek as it was released and a screech of rattling chain was followed by a thunderous clank as the portcullis dropped, blocking entry to the castle.
For a moment, this gave them a sense of relief. Behind them in the castle, lights were on and the sound of voices could be heard. The pair rushed back and found everyone gathering in the Lower Hall. Debbie Mather was addressing everyone and when she saw Ravenscort and Peter she turned to them,
"Can you two explain what is going on? Nothing I've heard so far makes any sense."
"Listen everybody. Now I realise that this will sound crazy, but the castle is about to be attacked. There are forces that you won't believe gathering and they will come tonight. If I am right, then none of you are safe."
"Why don't we call the police?" cried one voice.
"What is out there is beyond even their powers." he went on. "I wish it were not so."
At that moment, a high pitched scream rang through the night. It drowned out the roll of thunder and left no one in any doubt that something horrible had just happened. Fear filled the faces of those gathered. Their numbers were not large. Peter estimated maybe forty to fifty. He turned to Ravenscort, who had seen him tallying up.
"It will have to do, Peter. There will be no others coming to our aid."
Turning to Hardgrist, he said, "Hardgrist, take ten and check for other ways in or out and get back to me as soon as possible. Leave two at each point. One can guard and the other must report to us if they see anything out there. can you do it?"
"Of course."
Without discussion, he quickly gathered his group and left. Peter had organised two to go to the top of each of the four towers to keep look out and to warn of any approaching forces. Luckily the castle was filled with enough weaponry to equip a great army, so everyone made sure they were well armed in the shortest of times.
There was a sudden rumble and the ground shook. Everyone glanced at each other, seeking reassurance, but finding none.
"What was that?"
"I don't know, Peter, but whatever it is, is not good."
A runner from the tower above raced into the hall. By the look on his face he had never been so scared.
"Wolves. I can't believe I'm saying this. Wolves. Great wolves are here and there are hundreds."
"At least they can't get in!" someone offered.
"I wouldn't be too sure," Ravenscort retorted. "These are just one of the forces against us and they are more than they seem. Quick, we must hold the gate. If the gate fails then we will need to retreat back into this tower. We will have to leave the others. This tower is self-contained and is the easiest to defend. Nightjar, quickly let the others know. Peter, get six others and we'll get to the gates. Debbie, organise the others to defend this tower. Collect all the useful weapons you can find. We need bows, as many arrows as possible and anything else that we can use. Can you do that?"
"Of course!" and, so saying, she started to organise the remaining people.
The small group sped their way to the gate tower. From inside they could look down on anyone, or thing approaching. Murder holes were cut through the floor to allow defenders to drop anything lethal on those advancing past the portcullis towards the gates. Pairs were sent to collect what they could utilise and Peter and Ravenscort gazed out onto the grounds below. The storm still raged and along the tree line they could see the wolves gathering. There were more now than they had seen before. They were great lumbering beasts, but they were organised in an unnatural way. These were not dumb animals. They worked as a unit and a sentient creature was controlling them.
Peter felt himself drawn to a figure, partially hidden in the gloom of the trees. A sudden flash of lightning revealed a cloaked and hooded man. It was Gorn. He was here and Peter knew what he wanted.
The figure advanced towards the gates. He moved slowly, with confidence. His power and presence grew as he approached. His face was hidden, but there was a red glow beneath the hood. When he was only a short distance from the gate tower, he stopped.
"I will speak with the carrier of the Moonstone. I know he is there. I can feel his presence. This need not end badly, Peter Calender. You know what I want. At the Gill, you were right, I could not take it, but here it is a different matter. Give it to me and we will go. As I have said, it needn't end badly. The stone, Peter. Give me the stone!"
Before Peter could reply, Ravenscort shouted back, "Begone foul creature, breaker of the laws! Your words are lies. I know you and your kind. You will leave no one alive, whether we give the stone to you or not. Those beasts behind you will not let any live. What you want you will have to take. You will not find it as easy as you think."
Ravenscort said these words to let those listening know that they would not escape by handing over the stone.
Peter added, "I know you too, Gorn. I know that with the stone you will wreak such horrors on the worlds. It is said that the stone is mine and that I am the last hope. We will see if that is true or not. Either way, you will not get possession of the stone so easily. Come take it, if you dare! I am ready for you!"
Gorn drew his hand from the depths of his garments and opened his palm to show a black shining stone. The stone pulsed with power and he drew out his other hand and in his palm was a still throbbing heart.
"Oh I will take it, Moonchild, and when I do I will tear out your heart and your flesh will feed my beasts."
He threw the heart, blood still dripping, high into the night sky. Out of nowhere, a white flash swooped and tore the heart with its talons and the great white owl flew off to feed.
This appeared to be a signal. The line of wolves charged in great leaping bounds towards the castle and the gate tower. Between flashes of lightning the wolves slowed, as if in strobe light, as they approached and through the light Peter saw their transformation to something half-man, half-wolf. Naked heads and arms sprouted from bodies of coarse hair and they ran now on hind legs as they leapt at the walls of the towers. They struggled for leverage and holds as they attempted to scale the walls. The coarse stone did offer some traction and a few managed to get a grip and began to climb. Faces turned upwards showed wolf fangs amongst human features. These half-beasts were more ferocious than anything he had seen before.
Ravenscort drew his bow, nocked an arrow and let fly at a beast he saw from his vantage point above the gates. The arrow flew straight and true and the creature was pierced through the right eye, toppled backwards and fell to earth. Scores of beasts were now scaling walls, and arrows and other missiles rained down on them from the vantage points the defenders had taken. The beasts suffered significant casualties, but this did not delay the assault. A small group had reached the portcullis and Peter looked down on them. He drew his bow and let fly. At the range he was at, he couldn't miss and he inflicted serious damage on those attempting to find a way to breach the gates.
This mayhem continued and it appeared that the defenders had the upper hand. What they lacked in numbers they made up for in defensive positions. The initial surge seemed to lose its impetus and there was a moment that defenders felt the assault would fail. It was at this point that Ravenscort turned to Peter.
"There is something wrong, Peter. This does not make sense. Gorn would not waste his efforts on a frontal assault such as this. He is losing too many of his forces. I suspect..."
He never got to finish this as Gorn raised his hand with the stone held tight. Arm aloft, he began to chant. The air went suddenly silent as the storm seemed to stop and listen. A blinding flash of lightning speared through the dark and struck the stone. There was a great groaning sound as if the earth fought against the forces at play.
Peter and Ravenscort felt a sudden chill and behind them they could hear sounds from the cobbled courtyard. They turned to look and saw the courtyard shift. At first it was like a shimmer, as if looking through old glass, but the the cobbles began to lift. Skeletal hands appeared from below and these were followed by partially fleshed arm bones. At first there were few, but the numbers grew and struggling cadavers began to pull themselves free.
"He has brought the dead to take the castle from the inside. Quick, back to the tower! We must rally the   defence and get the forces back in the tower before they are cut off."
Peter didn't need any encouraging. Ravenscort's words urged him into action and he quickly descended from the tower. The dead were rising , but Ravenscort yelled.
"Back to the tower. Get back now! Your lives depend upon it!"
There were replying cries from the other towers and figures darted across the yard, zigzagging between the dead that were still climbing free. Ravenscort drew his sword and struck the head from the shoulders of one of the living dead. The head skittled across the cobbles, striking another emerging creature. The headless body continued to climb free, the lack of head did not seem to limit its movement or intent.
Peter felt the stone begin to pulse and he drew it from his pocket. Still running, he seemed to focus on an emerging figure and a beam of blinding white light drove like a sledgehammer into the creature and it flew apart in a myriad of pieces. Somehow, this seemed to tire Peter and his run slowed. Again he focused on another. The light beam darted towards the creature and there was another explosion and the creature was no more. The effect on Peter was more intense this time and his run slowed to a walk. A third time he targeted his thoughts, the beam shot out and there was one less creature. Peter began to stumble. Exhaustion hit him like a wave and he began to stagger. He was only a few paces away from the relative safety of the tower, but the dead had now risen and there was one between him and the tower. The creature advanced towards him in an ungainly, but effective gait. Its arms reached out to grab the weakened and stumbling Peter, when the creature's head parted from its shoulders and struck Peter in the chest. Peter looked up and realised that the beast was staring at him through unblinking eyes. It opened its mouth, showing clear intent to rip into Peter's face, when it suddenly vanished.
Ravenscort stood grinning.
"Ow!" he cried, but still smiling. "That really hurt my foot."
Glancing around, Peter saw the head still rolling towards other creatures like a bowling ball. Ravenscort pulled Peter back to his feet and dragged him towards the entrance. There were still other defenders trying to reach the sanctuary of the tower and they were running from the advancing dead army. Peter was thrown through and the doors were slammed shut.
"Did we all get back?" he cried.
Screams could be heard that indicated that they hadn't. At least two voices could be heard. The dead were silent, but those cut off from safety were not. Their cries lasted long into the night and the storm could not drown out their screams.
This had a dire effect on the defenders in the tower. Downcast faces stared at each other in silence. Hands were clasped over many of the ears, to try and muffle the screams that resounded around the courtyard and pierced the hearts of the defenders in the tower.
After a short time they could hear the portcullis being raised and the gates opened. The sounds of the once-wolves entering the courtyard were followed by footsteps near to the tower door.
"It is not too late, Peter Calender! Give me the stone. Do you want others to suffer so?"
Shuddering screams rose to a crescendo and then were silent.
"Do not think that is the end of their torment. They will shortly join my army and you will see them again, but not as they were. Give me the stone! I have one or two things to do, so I will be back for your answer shortly."
"The answer will be the same, Gorn. I will not willingly give you the stone." Peter shouted through the door with a confidence and courage he did not possess.
All went silent from outside the tower, but not inside. There was some sobbing, some discussion about giving them what they wanted. This was quickly stifled when Nightjar made it clear that giving up the stone would not save them. Gorn had no intention of allowing any of them to escape. Some of the actors, extras and crew could not believe what they had witnessed. There was discussion on whether it was a dream that they would wake up from, but in reality they all knew it was not. What they had seen was unbelievable, but all their senses told them it was real.
All that they knew had been turned on its head. Their confidence in the world, in logic, in order, was shattered.
"This is part of the breaking of the laws, Peter."
"I know, but that doesn't make it any easier to make sense of. These people will never be the same. I will never be the same. What now?"
"We must organise our defences. We must try and keep them out for as long as possible. The walls here will not be easily breached, but the door is the weak link. We need to strengthen it as best we can. If it fails, we will have to retreat up the tower. If we can keep them out until morning then maybe we have hope."
On that point, Ravenscort busied himself organising people to barricade the door with heavy furniture. He also sent others to collect any weapons that might be of use. Peter watched as Debbie Mather made her way to Ravenscort and spoke quietly with him. Peter was amazed how quickly the crew and actors had accepted this reality and how they recognised Ravenscort as the leader of the defence.
Hardgrist returned from the higher part of the tower and relayed what was occurring in the courtyard.
"The dead things are still there. They are just standing like statues, but Gorn is nowhere to be seen. The wolves have moved back to the forest line and they are wolves again. Apart from that there is nothing else to see."
They could all hear that the storm was still raging and most tried to keep busy to stop themselves thinking about what had already happened and what was likely to happen. The faces showed a resident fear that they were avoiding. No one had ever experienced such things, apart from Peter, Nightjar and Ravenscort. Peter's heart was heavy with the responsibility of what had happened and what was going to happen.
He walked across the hall to ask Ravenscort what he could do next, when Nightjar approached and, taking his arm, led him away and up the staircase to the higher parts of the tower. She found a quiet room on the upper level and turned to face him.
"It is not your fault, Peter! You haven't caused this."
"I am not sure I believe that. Without me being here, those three caught by Gorn and his servants, would have been safe. What worries me even more is what might still be done to them. But I can't see how we could have avoided this."
"As I have said, this is not your doing. Gorn is solely responsible for the acts of terror this night. Nothing you could have done would have prevented him coming to your world. What we have to do is try and stop him. We may fail, but we must try!"
She stepped forward and held him by his shoulders, looked into his eyes and kissed him hard. At first he was too shocked to respond, but only for a moment. This lovely creature was kissing him and there was nothing more he wanted in the world. He responded instinctively, passionately and with a depth of feeling he had never felt before. If nothing else good was to come out of this night, and he was certain it wouldn't, then for him this moment was one he would cherish. It may be the last good thing in his life. He wasn't sure how long they held each other, but it wasn't long enough.
Since his grandmother had died he had been alone but now he had three friends and one of them was much more than a friend. He held Nightjar, felt her warmth and her trembling. She seemed soft and vulnerable in his arms, but he knew this was not true. He knew she was a brave, strong and fearless warrior. He was the one that was weak. He was the one that was needy, but at that moment, he felt like a man and he would not let her down. He had to find a way to overcome Gorn, save the others and then he could think of what to do to save the worlds from Fell Craven.
They remained in the chamber for a while longer, but they knew they were needed. Breaking the embrace was one of the hardest things Peter ever had to do.
Together they returned down to the hall. Hardgrist greeted them with a smile.
"Glad you're back." he said with a hint of sarcasm. "Looks like something is about to happen."
****
Despite what Gorn showed to the besieged crew in the tower and even his own forces, use of the stone was as draining on him as it was for Peter. Yes, he was used to using its power and that helped, but he had used it a lot this night. Even with a blood sacrifice, the dead were not easily raised from their slumber. The once-wolves were no problem, as they had been created long ago, but maintaining control of the dead and directing the once-wolves had exhausted him. There was also one little matter that would drain his power further. The three victims. He knew that he did not require three additional forces of the dead, but he knew what effect they would have on those in the tower. Having your own casualties rise up against you would be a demoralising death blow to the defenders.
He had the remains carried to a room off the courtyard. He then needed to be left alone. First he had to rest. Fifteen minutes would allow him to regain his strength and then he required time to enact the ritual. As they were so recently dead, the process was less taxing, but still it required considerable concentration and he must not be disturbed. Despite what he had said, things were not as one-sided as he led them to believe. They had thwarted him, surprisingly so, since he lured them to Earth. They had proved more resilient than he had expected. He knew little of the two from Demeter, but he was developing a greater regard for the boy, Peter. He should have been able to sway him at the Gill. He had almost managed to get him to willingly give him the Moonstone, but somehow the upstart had resisted. He had used the stone. Gorn knew that. He could sense when any of his army of the dead were returned to their graves. That took great power. Given time this youth could prove to be a real adversary. He must ensure Peter Calender did not have that time.
With strength regained, he set about raising the three corpses. The bodies had suffered badly in the passing from life to death, but that didn't matter to him. A risen body does not follow the laws of nature. Strength was given by the power of the necromancer and flesh is merely decoration. Muscle and sinew were not required and as long as they could still be recognised for what they once were, the effect would be catastrophic for their former friends.
The room pulsed with power, both from the words spoken and the presence of the stone. The galena crystal flared and flashed in response to the incantation. The storm raged both inside the room and outside. Gorn was silhouetted and finally the bodies twitched and returned. Shakily, at first, the three staggered to their feet. With lumbering steps they made their way out to join the others. Gorn was weakened again and needed to rest. 'Just a little while,' he thought, 'and then I will finish this once and for all!'
****
The door exploded into fragments that ripped through flesh. There was no warning and some of the defenders were caught in the blast. The lucky ones died instantly, the less fortunate took time, but the effect was the same. Most had been positioned behind cover and despite a lack of any military training, they sprang into action as the dead and wolves entered. The dead army staggered and limped through the hole left by the explosion and they struggled over the debris. Enabling the defenders to rain arrows and assorted missiles upon them. Their assault caused considerable damage to Gorn's army, but as they had seen before, it only slowed their progress. The once-wolves appeared from behind and they leapt in an inhuman way into the hall. A number were felled by the continuous rain of arrows and these began to block the entrance. The dying creatures lashed out at anything near and further attackers were killed by their own side.
The defenders had set up a number of barriers across the hall and this enabled them to fall back, if necessary, in an orderly and defensible way. Ravenscort had instructed and drilled the actors in the basics and he was impressed with the way they were holding together. Necessity truly did seem to be the greatest teacher. Three parallel barricades crossed the hall and the final line was just below the minstrel gallery. The giant antlers and hangings on the walls belied the  chaos below. A ramshackle force, equipped with a range of historical weapons and armour, faced an inhuman host that cared little for their own, or any others' lives. Drooling and snarling, they now slowly advanced. With no means of defending themselves they took heavy casualties, but the mind that controlled them pushed them forward. The only limiting factors were the space where the door had been, the rubble and the increasing piles of bodies.
On they came, their intent clear. The once-wolves proved the most effective against the barriers. They were fast, agile and fearless. They leapt over the first line and hand to hand fighting ensued. The archers further back were now limited in their targets, for fear of striking their own side. Fangs were decisive in the melee  and the tide moved in favour of the attackers. Ravenscort led a counter charge, Hardgrist, Peter and a small group piled over the second barrier and fell into the struggling mass. The space was  constricted, but the group had been equipped with long knives that enabled maximum damage in close quarters. Ravenscort slashed at the throat of one of the nearest once-wolves that had a lighting engineer pinned down. Before the creature could rip out the man's throat, the short blade severed the creature's head and it fell still, snapping onto the floor. Pulling the injured man upright, he pushed him back towards the second barrier and relative safety.
Peter was dazed by the confusion and it took him a moment or two to see what was going on. In that time a beast leapt at him snarling and snapping. It was only a reflex action that saved his life as he fell to the side, swinging his own blade and more by accident it traced a deep gash into the side of the beast. The monster fell to the ground writhing and Peter followed up with a stab to the breast of the creature that stilled it. Turning, Peter saw Hardgrist struggling with another creature. The affable Viking had the beast by the throat. Its jaws snapped at his face, mere inches from reaching him and the man tripped over a body and fell backwards. Peter dived forward and pulled the creature's head back and slashed its throat. Blood fountained from the wound and covered the man's face. Spluttering, Hardgrist turned to Peter, a thankful look in his eye, and then pushed the boy to the side, as another once-wolf dived at him. Peter staggered up to his feet just in time to see Hardgrist finish the beast.
"Back to the barrier! Quick!" he yelled.
There was no delay, as the defenders scrabbled to reach relative safety. Casualties were mounting for the defenders, but there seemed an endless supply of attackers. The dead had advanced further and now were part of the affray, but suddenly, as if a signal had been given, the attack stopped and there appeared a space through which three figures came shuffling.
There was a sudden recognition from the defenders and a cry of grief, as they recognised the three who had died earlier in the courtyard. Behind the three came Gorn. In his hand he held aloft the galena crystal. The stone shone with a dark intensity that sapped the will of the defenders. Everything seemed to stop. Movement was in slow motion and freewill drained from the assembled defenders. Weapons were lowered and it seemed as if this was the end.
Suddenly a voice rang out, "Now! Do it now!"
It was Ravenscort's voice and it seemed to break the spell. Above them all a group on the minstrel gallery suddenly let loose a volley of objects. Spears, clubs, arrows, assegai and javelins fell like rain on the attackers. What had seemed like the end was now just a moment's hesitation, and the advantage swung back towards the defenders. This sudden assault gave them the time they needed to further retreat into the stairwell. Some carried wounded comrades and some dragged others, but no one alive was left in the hall. The door to the staircase was slammed shut and the attack was blocked.
There were less than thirty of the force still alive and a handful of these were severely wounded and would be of little use. Of the others, some were walking wounded and it was clear to everyone that it was now just a matter of time before Gorn's forces would overrun them. What had greater impact was the realisation that the three returned dead were waiting down the stairs. The permanence of death had been unmade. Death was supposed to be a release, but they had seen that it could be the start of unimaginable  horror. They saw that fate for themselves and that ebbed their strength.
The stairs would be easier to defend and gave those above a great advantage, but the look on many of the faces showed the lack of will. Without hope they could not hold out.
Outside, the unnaturally ferocious storm still raged. There were at least four hours before dawn, if dawn would come. A group of five stood discussing the next course of action.
"They don't have much left in them!" Nightjar was stating what they were all thinking.
"That's true, but they will have to fight. The alternative is unacceptable. Gorn must not be allowed to get the stone. As it is, great damage to the laws has been done."
"They have shown remarkable courage and strength so far," said Peter, "they will surprise us yet! Listen everybody! I know what we have seen has shocked us all. Nightmares hold no terror like this, but there is always hope. We are not finished yet. We have to hold out until the morning comes."
There were mutters from exhausted throats.
"Rest while you can. I have the Moonstone and I will stop anyone and anything from getting up these stairs."
With these words there was a muffled, but clear voice of support and a small, but significant lifting of spirits.
Debbie Mather organised the wounded to be taken to the top rooms in the tower and set about first aid. Nightjar went with her and assisted where she could. Ravenscort planned further defensive points higher up the tower.
Little sound could be heard from outside the door. Peter stood at the top of the steps prepared to face any assault. He was on his own and this seemed right. If he truly was the Moonchild then he must take responsibility and prevent Gorn from achieving his goal. His world had changed forever. At first he thought it had only changed for him, but now he realised the significance of what was happening. This was real and the breaking of the laws was affecting each of the seven worlds.
As he stood there waiting, listening to the storm that continued to rage and to the silence from beyond the doorway, he caught a momentary sound of a distant horn. He thought he was imagining it, as the sound was distant and muffled by the gale outside. Lightning continued to flash and thunder rolled through the night, but in a lull he caught it again. The horn reminded him of something. He listened again and shortly the refrain could clearly be heard. It was nearer and louder and it was the call of a hunt. The horn rolled with the thunder now and Peter could hear the sound of approaching hooves and the bay of hounds. He rushed to the window and stared out into the night. Dark clouds rolled across the sky and the moon broke through, casting its silvery light on the natural world. High in the sky he saw something. He was not sure what it was, but he also saw the wolves outside the castle in the grounds look up, alert, listening. Suddenly there was a clear panic and the wolves began to run, fleeing in all directions.
It was at this point that Peter could clearly hear the baying. Giant dogs galloped into view. They fanned out and pursued the fleeing wolves. The dogs were single-minded in their objective. They bore down on the wolves in greater numbers and ripped them apart. They hunted as a pack. Their quarry stood no chance and despite their own ability the wolves had no defence against the great beasts. The horn continued to ring out and through the trees Peter caught a glimpse of a great antlered head. The horn was raised to its lips and the call marked the end of the wolves. A large pack of the dogs headed towards the castle and filed through the gateway. Peter could see the dead army face the ranging hounds. There was no sense of panic as they stood, but they seemed to lose direction and they flailed their arms and waited. The hounds cut them to pieces in moments. When they had finished it was as if they had never existed. They seemed to have returned to the earth from where they had emerged.
Peter rushed down the steps and opened the door. The hall was deserted, apart from the evidence of carnage; no living thing remained in the hall. He caught a glimpse of a fleeing figure dressed in a black cape, through the gaping hole where the doorway had been. 'Gorn!' He was making his escape.
Peter did not have the strength nor the will to pursue him, but still he followed him out into the courtyard.
"Wait, Gorn!"
Gorn turned and faced Peter.
"There is nothing to say, boy! I will have the stone. If not now, then soon. You have not won! Beware, life is full of surprises!"
Not waiting for a reply, he turned and Peter drew out the Moonstone from his pocket and it came to life in his hand. He began to focus his mind to send a bolt of light at the fleeing figure when a sudden white flash struck him in the face. There was a blur of feathers and then nothing. It took Peter a moment to regain his sight and he saw the quickly disappearing white owl fly into the safety of the woodlands. He turned to search for Gorn, but he had vanished. He had made good his escape whilst the owl had distracted him.
The storm still raged overhead and the sound of the horn could be heard disappearing into the distance following the retreating thunder tops. As he turned to the East, he saw the first rays of the sunrise break over the horizon. The sky was clearing and a new day was arriving. For some reason Peter felt that the world was returning to the rhythm, that order was restored.
"What had happened? What was the antlered creature, the huntsman? Somewhere in his memory he had heard of a 'Wild Hunt!', but that was just legend."
A small group of survivors came out into the courtyard. Ravenscort, Nightjar, Hardgrist and Debbie Mathers  walked to him, with resolute expressions on their faces. The night had taken a great toll on all of those involved and many innocent lives had been lost.
"It isn't a victory," said Peter, "Gorn has got away and will be back for the stone. I am not sure what happened, but it wasn't us that defeated him!"
He was suddenly interrupted by a great crashing, and the tower that they had been in suddenly collapsed. A great cloud of dust blinded them as the structure that had stood for hundreds of years was suddenly destroyed.
Coughing and spluttering, the group stared at the destruction. They all instantly realised that there had been actors and crew in the tower and that there was no hope that they had survived. They also realised that they had narrowly escaped death by just moments. The dust began to settle and the ruins of the tower lay in a mass of masonry and wood.
White from head to foot with the dust from the destruction of the tower, the group just stared. A great sadness settled on them. Over forty lives had been lost, and what had been gained? Peter still had the stone, but their lives and those of all the friends and families of the victims had been changed forever. Only five were left.
"Oh my!' coughed Debbie. "There's nothing left! They're all gone."
She began to sob hysterically and the shock of the night set in. Nightjar took her in her arms and let her cry into her shoulder. Debbie's confident air had been replaced by the desperate emotions of someone whose innocence had been lost. The others just stood, dumbfounded.
"What are we to do?"
It was Hardgrist. He, like Debbie Mathers, had seen his world crumble around him. His life would never be the same and things could never return to the way that they had been before. Ravenscort and Nightjar turned to look at Peter, and Peter realised that now he had to take the lead. Somehow, he had become the carrier of the Moonstone and apparently he had to return order to the seven worlds.
"First thing is that we can't stay here. The police and emergency services will be down here before much longer. We can't explain what's gone on. "
"That's true," Hardgrist muttered."I can't believe it myself, so no one else will. Where can we go?"
The whole group, including Debbie Mathers, was looking at Peter with expectant expressions.
'Here goes!' he thought. "I think we must return to where this all started. The house and garden where I found myself transported to Demeter. I think that is where we can find out more about what is happening. We must get away from here quickly."
The others nodded their agreement and Peter set off to the car park where he hope the minibus would be. The others followed and they looked a very dishevelled band as they reached the car park and found the vehicles undamaged. It was still just after dawn, but they realised that the rest of the film crew would be arriving soon. They must get well away before then. Hardgrist still had the key, which was very fortunate. They climbed in and the engine started on the second turn of the ignition.
"Are you alright to drive?" Peter asked.
"I'm fine. Just outside Lightholm?"
"Yep! Just a little way out on the Moorchurch Road."
"Got it!"
The little bus zipped along the road and the effect of the very ordinary rural scenery helped to lift their spirits. There were so many questions that everyone had, but they realised this was neither the time nor the place. The sun was higher in the sky and, as was often the case, the morning after the storm looked as if it was would be a pleasant and sunny one.
There was very little traffic on the lanes at this time in the morning. They saw a post van doing the rounds and, at one point, they passed a van that they recognised as belonging to the makeup crew. The driver seemed preoccupied and there was no indication that they had been recognised. They needed to put as much distance between themselves and the castle as possible. They hoped that the destruction would maybe be put down to perhaps a gas leak or some other acceptable disaster. The truth was no one was quite sure what had happened to destroy the tower. They surmised that maybe the destruction of the doorway had weakened the structure and that it became unstable and collapsed. This seemed to gain majority agreement, but Peter kept his own thoughts to himself. He believed it was likely an act of revenge from Gorn. Punishment for thwarting his plans.
Silence filled the mini bus as it drove away from the castle and exhaustion took its toll. Debbie fell asleep in Nightjar's arms, followed in turn by Ravenscort and then Nightjar herself. Peter was sitting in the front with Hardgrist, determined to stay awake, so that he could ensure sleep did not overcome the driver.
The journey was not a long one, but it was long enough for Peter to put together some sort of plan. He was still worried about Gorn. He had not defeated him, only delayed the inevitable confrontation. He knew there would be a time when he must face Gorn and that it would be soon. There was a bigger picture beyond Gorn wanting his Moonstone, but Gorn had to be sorted first. Then there was Nightjar. He remembered their embrace with joy. He wanted her affection more than anything. She was his personal goal and he believed his feelings were reciprocated. He had no family anymore, but somehow, as he looked around the mini bus, he seemed to be growing a new one.
For the first time in days, he suddenly smiled. 'You can't say life's boring!' he thought to himself, and he wondered what it would bring next.
They drove through the village, past the square and out on the Moorchurch Road. Within a few minutes he could see the walls around the garden, and then the bus pulled off the road and stopped at the side of the gates.




Chapter 15 - The House
As they stopped, the sleeping passengers awoke. It was still early morning and the streets in Lightholm were quiet. Those that were about were getting ready to start the day. The milkman and the postman were beginning their daily rounds and the shopkeepers were preparing to open. The sky was one of those that are seen in cartoons; bright blue sky with spaced cotton-wool clouds. The day spoke of optimism, of new life, but not for the travellers. They had witnessed the deaths of over forty friends, seen the dead rise to fight against them, seen creatures that were half-wolf and half-man be destroyed by some sort of supernatural hunt. Hardgrist and Debbie were the most shocked and sat in the bus in a stupor.
"Tell me it's not real. That I will wake up soon," moaned Debbie Mathers. "They were all my crew, my friends, my life, and they are all gone."
She began to sob again and Nightjar held her and soothed her. There was nothing anyone could say that would make it better.
"It is all real, isn't it?" muttered Hardgrist. He had lost his spark, his sense of optimism. "Things will never be the same?"
"No they won't. I felt the same as you when I first got involved. Since I arrived on Demeter it took me a while to accept this reality, but I don't think anything will ever be the same. I used to think that everything would end up for the best, but then I lost my mum and dad, and then my grandma. That was just the start. Since then there has been nothing but struggle. We fled from Fell Craven, arrived at the Gill to be attacked by Gorn. He sent me back here and we have been running from him ever since. We have lost friends and seen evil, real evil, arrive in ordinary England."
"How can you face it? How can you carry on?"
"I guess I have just had to grow up. I have friends. Ravenscort and Nightjar have helped me make sense of it all. They have stood by me against all manner of attacks and I am sure they will carry on doing so, until the end. I have also found two new friends. You and Debbie are now part of this, whether you want to be or not. I will stick by you now and, somehow, I still have a belief that things can get better. I don't think they will ever be the same, but I have to believe they will get better."
The others were looking at him, listening to him, sharing his belief that things could improve.
"It all started here! I am sure that I can make a start at sorting this all out. From this place we can go back to Demeter or any of the other worlds. I think Gorn will have come back this house. He will either have fled through the gate or he will be waiting for us. Either way, I am coming for him. I won't run any more. I will face him and I will get his stone and then I will set about returning the stones to the Moondial."
None of the others said anything, but there was a look of respect in their eyes and hope. Peter wasn't sure he felt quite the same himself, but he was determined to sort Gorn out, one way or another. It was true though, he wouldn't run any more. The choices had all been made for him in the past and now he had chosen to attack, and the house and garden where it started seemed like the right place to finish it.
With resolve, he opened the bus door and took his first step out into the new morning. He and the others were still dressed for battle and they appeared a rag-tag group. They did share one thing though, there was a steely look of determination on their faces. Debbie and Hardgrist seemed to have recovered their fight and they clearly meant business.
After locking the bus, an act that everyone thought unnecessary, as they felt they would not be returning anytime soon, they pushed open the gates. Peter heard the familiar metallic screech, and felt once again the sense of being observed. From above, the gargoyles looked down as they entered the grounds. The gravel path wandered off towards the house and everything seemed familiar and still deserted.
They crunched their way up the path, alert and ready for any surprise attack. There was no sign that Gorn, or anyone, had been there in a long time. The gardens that had appeared overgrown from outside the gates, were beautifully manicured once viewed from within the boundary.  As they got nearer to the house, they could see that the main door was open. Peter was sure this was not the case the last time he had been there. The house itself had been closed and he had felt excluded. This time it said, 'Come in', but was this a welcome or an invitation to a trap?
The group shared the same sense of foreboding as they made the long walk up the driveway. There was no doubt that the house was where they were going and where this part of the journey would end, but they were all nervous about what they would find inside.
The sun was higher in the sky and the morning was warm. Insects buzzed their busy way through the garden. Birds could be heard singing their summer song.  The contrast between what they saw and heard and what they felt was confusing. The garden was a blaze of colours set in a wealth of green. Everything looked as it should, but there was an undercurrent. They could all sense it, but what it was eluded them.
They approached the door and Peter peered inside. It took his eyes moments to adjust to the dim light within. The entrance hall was wide, old fashioned, but in good upkeep. The paint looked new and well kept and a wide staircase led upwards in a wide circle. A thick woollen carpet covered the central strip of the parquet floor, and this and the thick wall hangings deadened the sound and removed any echo.
"Hello?" he cried, aware that if Gorn was in the building then he had announced their arrival. He didn't care. As he had told the others, he was tired of hiding. If Gorn was here, he intended to face him, to confront him. The evil that Gorn had done to his world was too extreme to be forgiven. Gorn would pay the price.
They all entered and stared around. Portraits hung on the walls and told the history of the owners of the house. Peter wondered at this. Clearly, the house stood at a gateway between the seven worlds. The smith had told him that he was a watcher and that they observed the comings and goings through the gates. If so, was the smith here now?
"Hello?" he cried again. "Is there anybody here?"
At first there was no reply, but after a second or two they could hear the sound of approaching footsteps. The steps were steady and unhurried. Whoever it was did not seem to be creeping up on them. The steps moved along the landing above them, at the top of the stairs.
All eyes were on the top of the staircase when a young girl appeared. The girl looked about seven years old and she was dressed in the manner of a Victorian child. Her dress reached to her feet and it had a high neckline with a ruffled collar. It was covered at the front with a white apron. The girl's feet were shod in leather boots.
"Hello!" she called down. "I am so glad to see you. I don't get many visitors and here there are five of you."              
She giggled at this point and skipped down the stairs. At the bottom she shook hands with each of them , in a very formal manner.
"My name is Amaya."
The others introduced themselves and the girl seemed to take a shine to Nightjar. Maybe she saw her as more of a child than the others.
"Come, I have arranged afternoon tea in the drawing room."
She escorted them along the corridor and into a well lit room with large french windows that overlooked the garden and the column that Peter had been drawn to when he first visited.
"I believe you have had some troubling times?" asked Amaya. "But first, have some tea."
She indicated for them to take seats on the sofas that surrounded a low table, set with tea things and some fine cakes.
They were all hungry, as they hadn't eaten since the previous evening, but they were cautious.
"It's alright. The food is safe, and the tea. Please help yourselves. I can get more if needed."
Peter nodded his approval and they set about the refreshments with gusto. After they had eaten and drunk their fill, they sat back and Amaya looked at them.
"You are safe in this house, but I can't say the same for when you leave. I know you have stayed at the Gill and the same laws apply here. Nothing can harm you until you leave the sanctuary of the house. Gorn is waiting for you, Peter. He will try again to get the Moonstone. I could offer to look after it for you, but have no fear, I won't."
Peter's face had darkened at the suggestion, but relaxed.
"No, Peter Calender, I will not take the stone. The desire for it is in me , as it was in Constance, but we both know the consequence. I can only offer advice to assist you."
"What should I do?"
"Why, that is easy! Take Gorn's stone. With both stones in your possession, search for the missing five, go to Celeste Horn and restore the Moondial. Bring the law back to the seven worlds and give hope to those who are suffering. Destroy Fell Craven and rid the worlds of his evil. Easy to say, but... Yes, Peter not easy to do. Danger is lurking for you when you leave the house. Look after your friends. You will need them. Now I have said what was necessary. Stay as long in the house as you like, but beware when you leave, danger awaits you. Take care, Peter Calender, I must depart."
She got to her feet and walked out of the room, without looking back, leaving the companions sitting in shocked silence.
Nightjar was the first to speak.
"Well, I'm not in a hurry to leave now."
"No, Nightjar, she was just warning us. We knew there was danger outside of house, but now we are sure it is waiting for us."
"I don't know about you others, but this rest has really done me good. I feel as if I have had a really long sleep," said Ravenscort.
"Now you mention it, I feel the same," said Debbie, and Hardgrist agreed.
"I think Amaya has given us more than advice. I think she has given us back our strength. I believe she understood that we could not face Gorn in the state that we were in. We were all dead on our feet," Peter added.
"But now what do we do?"
"We leave, Ravenscort. We must go out and face Gorn. We must be careful and use our brains. Gorn is waiting for us and I do not know if I have the power to defeat him, but now it must be settled one way or another."
Peter got out of his seat and the others followed suit. Looking out of the window, they all realised that it was getting dark. It had seemed a very brief stay in the house, but clearly, the day was nearly spent and night was starting to fall. They had been there for hours.
Leaving the drawing room and returning to the entrance hall, they stood listening. Weapons were drawn in anticipation of an attack. The door was still open and the evening was fast becoming night. They stood at the threshold, listening for any signs of danger, but there were none. Night had fallen. Clearly, time seemed to pass slower within the house. What had seemed but a few minutes was several hours outside.
Peter was about to step through the opening, sword in hand, when Ravenscort stopped him.
"We should go first, Peter. If Gorn and his servants are waiting out there for us then it is better that we are taken, rather than you. Wait a few moments. If it is clear we will send one of us back in to let you know. If we don't, then assume we are taken and seek another exit."
Peter wanted to argue, but Ravenscort did have a valid point and the others were clearly in agreement. He acquiesced, and watched as the others left through the doorway, alert and prepared for an attack.
Peter waited and he heard nothing from outside in the grounds. Knowing that time was passing much quicker in the house than outside, he could only assume the worst. He was becoming desperate and made the decision to leave anyway, when he remembered the French windows. It was more likely that Gorn would be waiting for him to follow the others through the door. At least the different exit may give him an element of surprise.
Peter was very concerned for his friends, as he retraced his steps to the drawing room. Double french doors were shut to the garden and he saw his reflection in the glass panes, as night had now fallen completely. He could see nothing outside and wondered if Gorn was watching him. He felt very vulnerable and was unsure this was a good option, but he had to act. The handle turned and he smelt the warm summer air tinged with night-scented aromas. The air was still and he could hear no sounds. They were too far away from the village and there was no sound of traffic. No bird calls, no insects, nothing. It was too quiet. 'Quiet like the grave,' came unhelpfully into Peter's head.
He stood with his sword in hand, heart beating rapidly. He could not afford to hesitate, but for some reason his eyes were drawn to the weapon. The intricate basket of the hilt struck him as strange. It looked as if something should be held in it. Looking closer, he noticed a spring catch. It seemed ludicrous for him to be distracted at this moment, but as he touched the fitting, it sprang open and he became aware of a throbbing in his pocket. For some reason, the Moonstone had come back to life. It gnawed and nagged at him, as if it was speaking. He pulled the stone out and gazed at it, wondering what it wanted. The milky white egg-shaped stone in his palm  pulsated with power. In his mind's eye he saw that the shape and size matched the filigree basket of the sword hilt and somehow he knew what to do.
He pushed the stone into the lattice and snapped the clasp shut. They fitted perfectly, as if they were meant to be together. Immediately, the light of the stone began to extend throughout the sword and within seconds the sword glowed with the same pale white light as the stone. It was the identical luminosity as moonlight and Peter could feel the power, the sense of purpose and the life of the stone, now within the sword. That same energy began to spread through him. He felt alive in a way that he had never experienced before, but he also felt a real strength of purpose and determination. Everything had come into focus. This was the moment and the place. The time when the future of the seven worlds was hinged.
He could delay no longer. He opened the doors and stepped out into the night. The moon was rising and it cast its pale watery light across the grounds. Colour was gone from the garden, but he could still recognise the layout, hedges, flower beds and the column, clearly. He also saw the group of once-wolvesskulkingaround the doorway. The ambush was set and they were waiting for him. He had made the right decision avoiding the trap. He could  not see Gorn. He hoped that his friends were safe. He trod on the gravel and the crunch shattered the silence. Twenty-four sets of rabid eyes turned, glowing in the moonlight. The element of surprise was gone. The creatures turned, formed a hunting wedge and stalked slowly towards him.
Peter was ready. Fear never entered his mind. He felt a calm that was unnatural in the situation he faced; his heart rate was slow and steady, but he felt adrenalin flood into his muscles. Sword in hand he waited, as they approached at growing speed. The first three bounded towards him. Half-human faces contorted with hatred and hunger. Loping on human arms, but wolves' hindquarters, they leapt. As if in slow motion, the sword sliced a bright trail through the night, cutting into flesh, crippling the lead beast, sending it careering past Peter. It writhed in agony for a moment, snapping and snarling, then lay still. The following creatures were mid-leap, when they too felt the steel slice through them and they howled in anger and pain as their life drained from them.
The other beasts learned from this and changed the attack to avoid a similar fate. The nine, working as a team, encircled Peter and remained outside of the sword range. Peter advanced, but they retreated to ensure they were beyond his sword. This stalemate lasted for minutes and it seemed the impasse would not soon be broken, when a voice echoed through the night.
"We meet again, Peter Calender. I said we would. As you will have worked out, I have your companions. Fancy a straight swap?"
"Harm a hair on any of their heads and you will pay the price, Gorn. There is no way that I will give you the Moonstone, not even to save them."
"Is that so? I wouldn't bet on it. Mind you, I don't see you as the kind to take a wager. I wonder what would happen if I let my friends have one of them? Which one should I start with? The Earth woman? Shall I start with her?"
With a gesture Debbie Mathers staggered forward, like a marionette. She was clearly under Gorn's control. Her eyes were alert, but she appeared to have no control over her movements. Her lips were moving and she seemed to be trying to speak, to say something, but all that could be heard was a soft mumbling.
"A feisty woman! I like them with a bit of spunk. Shame she will be the first to test your resistance! Want to think again? Give me what I want and I will give you what you want. Do you really want your friends to suffer. Oh and I can really make them suffer!"
"Hold on there, Gorn!"
These words came from out of the shadows and the owner of the voice walked forward into the moonlight. Peter recognised him immediately, it was the smith. The watcher sauntered, nonchalantly into the light and from him there was both a sense of confidence and power.
"What are you doing here, watcher? You have no part to play in this! Go away!"
"That is true, but I do watch all comings and goings through the gateways. This moment is pivotal to the seven worlds and someone has to observe the outcome, to keep the records. So here I am!"
"Well watch away then. There will much to see. You are nothing but a distraction and I won't be distracted."
"Oh yes, I am sure there will be a great deal to witness. Get on with it then!"
Turning back to Peter, who still held the once-wolves at bay, he said, "Give me the stone Peter and I will give you your friends' lives. The time for delay is over."
"How do I know I can trust you? After all that you have done, how can I believe a word you say?"
The beasts still circled Peter at a safe distance, wary of his sword, and they also avoided getting close to the smith. Debbie was trying to move her mouth to say something, but she was still under Gorn's thrall. There was an apparent stalemate and time seemed to stop, but something had to break the impasse.              
Peter shouted, "Here, have the stone!"
He threw the sword with the stone in the hilt straight towards Gorn. He was caught by surprise and so were his creatures. Gorn assumed this was an attack and dived to his left. The sword whistled past his chest, missing by only inches, and stuck point down in the soft turf. Gorn's concentration was broken for a moment and Debbie found herself free from his control. Behind, the others also sprang into life. Ravenscort drew his sword, ran forward and caught the nearest once wolves by surprise, running it through with his blade. The creature fell motionless to the ground and Ravenscort drew his blade free. Nightjar and Hardgrist similarly set about the remaining monsters.
Peter dived forward, rolled, and pulled the sword from the turf in one smooth movement. The tide was changing and Gorn realised he no longer held the upper hand. He drew his galena stone out from under his clothing and sent a blast of power towards Ravenscort. The discharge would have killed the trekker, if the smith hadn't stepped forward, anticipating the attack, and taken the full blast in his chest. For some reason, he was unharmed and the bolt of power seemed to dissipate as it struck the watcher.
"Get out of the way, watcher. You are not allowed to interfere!"
"I'm not interfering, merely observing. I can't help it if you strike me with your powers. You need to aim better!"
"You will not stop me. I will have the Moonstone and they will all die!"
Debbie and Hardgrist were proving capable warriors and surprised the beasts and their companions. They were driven to avenge their friends and colleagues and fought as if possessed. The once-wolves were now fighting for their lives and any sense of order was gone whilst Gorn was distracted. Nightjar had crept up on the necromancer from behind, whilst the others were dealing with the once-wolves.
Gorn was preoccupied with the smith and the advancing Peter Calender and Nightjar, managed to get close behind. She grabbed the arm holding the crystal and wrestled with him for possession. He was much larger and a much more powerful figure, but she was determined and desperate. She struggled to prise the stone out of his grasp, but he back-handed her with his other arm and she staggered. Gorn quickly grabbed her by the throat and lifted her off the ground.
She began to choke and desperately gasped for air. Unable to get purchase, she struggled for only a few moments before she went still, like a rag doll in his grasp. The others had finished off most of the remaining wolves and the others backed off. The friends suddenly realised what was happening. Their attention was drawn to the necromancer as he held the limp Nightjar off the ground.
Peter was still holding his sword and as he cried out in despair, he felt the blade flair in his hands and a bolt of white light flew at Gorn striking him in the chest. The necromancer staggered under the attack, but did not let go his grip on Nightjar. Peter shot another bolt and this time Gorn fell to his knees releasing Nightjar who lay still on the grass.
From out of nowhere, a blinding white flash flew at Peter raking his face with sharp talons. Selena, seeing her master in trouble, was in for the kill, a furious bundle of feathers and claws. Peter's hands were drawn up to protect his face and he could no longer direct his attack. Gorn was stumbling to his feet when Ravenscort's hand reached out, gripping the bird by the throat. His hand plucked the bird out of the air, mid-attack. Under its thick white plumage the neck of the owl was surprisingly thin and fragile and it struggled to gain release.
"Stop, Gorn! This must stop!"
The owl continued to struggle, but Ravenscort held it away from his face so it could not reach him with either beak or claw. Gorn stared at Ravenscort with real hatred burning in his eyes.
"Put it down. It is of no consequence to me."
"Is that so?"
"Let it go!"
Gorn had backed his way towards the column. The smith was near, but made no move to intervene and just watched with an enigmatic expression on his face. The remaining once-wolves also backed towards Gorn and the column. Gorn held the galena stone before him and appeared to be waiting to regain his strength. Use of the stone drained him as it did Peter and both had used the majority of their power.
Peter was preparing himself for another attack and he was bleeding from facial wounds where the bird had raked his face.
"Let the bird free!"
"Sorry I can't do that. It's the only leverage I have."
Gorn was still backing towards the column. Peter knew that it was necromancer's means of escaping from this world. Now almost at the base of the column, Gorn was so close he could almost touch it, but he made no move to flee. The smith was standing to the side and he still had the same enigmatic smile on his face.
"So sorry you lost your girl, Peter Calender. Give me the bird and maybe we can call it quits."
"I don't think so."
"I won't lose it again!"
At that moment, Gorn let out a blast from his stone. The force sent Ravenscort reeling and his grip on the bird failed as he was driven backwards. The owl flew off, circled the group and dived towards her master. Everyone watched shocked and they failed to notice Hardgrist as he swung his sword.             
  Salena landed on Gorn's right shoulder whilst his left hand held the stone aloft. Unbalanced and distracted by the bird, he stumbled to his left. This small movement saved him. Hardgrist's blade swept by narrowly missing his head, but striking his wrist and severing his hand. Gorn cried out in agony and staggered backwards clutching the stump as blood pumped. As chance would have it, the smith's leg was sticking out and Gorn tripped, overbalanced and fell backwards onto the column, as his severed hand fell to the ground, stone still in its grasp.
Grim landed backwards onto the column, teetered and then fell further. The owl still on his shoulder, fell with him and both disappeared from sight. The remaining once-wolves dived after them and also vanished with their master.
The garden was silent in the moonlight. Peter regained his senses first and rushed over to Nightjar, who was lying motionless, not breathing.
"No!" he cried. "No. Nightjar! Nightjar!"
"Time is short Peter," spoke the smith. "Use your stone, before it is too late. Use your stone!"
Peter took the sword, and removed the stone from the hilt. He held it above Nightjar's face and it bathed her in its pale light. Her face was ashen and there was no sign of life. Not sure what to do, he placed the stone  on the centre of her chest and prayed for her to breathe. As if in answer, the stone flared and pulsed with a brighter light. Her body became translucent and Peter could see her bones and internal organs silhouetted in the light. The stone continued to throb and began to sink into her chest. The rhythm of the pulses strengthened and the glow subsided and then he saw her chest rise and fall as she started to breathe. Nightjar spluttered. Her eyes flickered and then opened.
"Peter?"
"Yes, Nightjar. You're back!"
"What happened? I don't feel the same. What happened?"
"I thought I had lost you. That's what happened, but you're back now."
Nightjar sat upright and placed her hand over the centre of her sternum. She shook her head and seemed to recover her strength as she got to her feet. The others were looking at her with wonderment.
"Nightjar, are you alright?" cried Debbie as she took the girl and held her at arm's length, staring into her face.
"Yes, I think so. Why shouldn't I be?"
It appeared that no one wanted to tell her that they thought that she had died and that some sort of miracle had happened and she had returned to them.
"I remember Gorn holding me and then everything went black and then Peter was talking to me. That's all I know, but I feel fine, maybe a little different, but that's what happens if you've been knocked out."
"I guess that's true," said Debbie, and they all left it at that for the moment.
Hardgrist walked over to where Gorn's severed hand was lying and, using his sword, parted the fingers and flicked the stone onto the grass.
"What do you want to do with this, Peter?"
Peter left Nightjar with Debbie, bent down and took the galena stone in his hand. The stone began to pulse in a similar, but somehow different way to the Moonstone. Peter could feel its power, but it seemed somehow darker than that he had experienced before. There was no sense of evil in the stone, but he felt an undercurrent that made him wary. 'Maybe it's because Gorn has used it for evil,' he thought to himself, but he said nothing to the others.
He pocketed the stone and turned to face the group. They all looked at him expectantly.
"I suppose I had better thank you," he said to the smith.
The watcher was still in the same spot where Gorn had tripped over his leg and fallen through the column.
"I did nothing, Peter Calender, as you well know, I am here to observe and not to take part. I have noted the events of the day and how Gorn, through his own actions, lost his stone and fell through the gateway. I do not see how I can be held to have intervened. They were his actions, not mine. Mind you, I am not distressed by the outcome. I am not sure where he has gone. Someone else will have observed his arrival, wherever that is. Good enough to say he is no longer here. I never cared much for him. I will stay around for a while as I wish to see your next course of action."
"As you wish. Whatever you say, it   was fortuitous that you were here, so thank you."
The others gathered with him and thanked the smith. It was then that they turned to Peter.
"What are we to do now Peter?"
Ravenscort spoke for them all and they waited expectantly. Peter thought for a moment and then he addressed them.
"I have decided what I should do. I can't ask you to follow me as I know there will be great danger. I intend to enter the gate and try and restore the Moondial. If I can find the stones to the Moondial then we can return the law to the seven worlds. I will have to travel in search of other stones. I do not know if they are all missing, but if I can get to the Moondial first I can at least know what is needed."
"You're not going anywhere without me!" cried Nightjar and she ran and threw her arms around Peter.
"I never thought you would let me, but I couldn't just expect it of you. I am glad you will stay with me. I need someone to watch over me."
A smile spread across his face and was matched by a similar one on Nightjar's.
"It goes without saying, I will be there!" added Ravenscort. "I have nothing else planned at the moment and you will need someone to get you out of tricky messes."
"I am honoured that you will stay. I feel safer already, with you at my back."
"Don't forget us!" cried Debbie Mathers and Hardgrist.
"I have nothing left here to stay for. My life will never be the same. What's more, I reckon there will be trouble with the police when they discover what was going off at the castle. They will wonder how I was the only one to escape the destruction and it will be more that my creative skills are capable of to offer an acceptable explanation. So it looks like you're stuck with me."
"Delighted to have you with us," said Ravenscort, and then he looked a little embarrassed by his enthusiasm. It was noticeable that Debbie didn't seem upset by his endorsement.
"I have nothing really keeping me here," said Hardgrist. "My business was hardly life-changing. I have never had such excitement and adventure before and I find it quite addictive. I am sure I can be of some use if you will have me!"
Peter was quite emotional at the support from his companions and their willingness to follow him into danger.
"I couldn't ask it of you, but I am very glad that you will be with me. I didn't want to go alone."
"So you are going to find the Moondial?" asked the smith.
"Yes. That seems the best option. If we can find the Moondial and learn what we have to do to restore it, to renew the laws over the worlds, then it will at least be the first step."
He led Peter away from the others to speak confidentially and quietly.
"That means going back to Demeter then."
"I suppose it does. Will we be able to get there through the column?"
"That I cannot say. The gates seem to have a will of their own, which is partially why we watch them. There is nothing certain in this life. To make matters more complicated, Peter, you now carry the galena stone and Nightjar now carries the Moonstone. The stone beats in her chest and keeps her alive. This was not seen in the prophesies and may change everything. As a watcher, I have made note of these changes. The other watchers will soon be aware. I think this is a knife-edge, Peter. The balance has shifted. Take care of your friends. You will all need each other in the future and the future is no longer written. The laws have been broken and what was seen before may no longer occur. I would also advise that you do not forget Gorn. He was wounded, but he is still powerful and still out there."
The two returned to the others.
"Well! Now seems as good a time as any. I think we should hold hands as we enter the column. I don't want any of us ending up on their own somewhere else."
A slightly nervous farewell to the smith was followed by a linking of hands. Peter approached the column and looked down into its fathomless depths. He glanced around the garden for a final memory. The night was fading and the sunlight was just breaking over the horizon. Another day was starting. Questions filled his mind. What was he doing? Was it right? What had happened to Nightjar? Was she the same? Was he still the same? Clearly he had changed since he entered the garden and travelled through the column the first time.
He knew that if he hesitated much longer, he may lose the will to continue. Taking a deep breath, he stepped forward and fell into oblivion.




Chapter 16 - Watching
A world away, in a tower chamber, a figure was staring into a ball of rock crystal. He had been observing, with more than a passing interest, the happenings in Lightholm and Chadwell Castle. The room was lit by the crystal ball and a candelabra on the mantelpiece. There was no fire in the grate to give the room warmth and there was no warmth in the mood of the watcher.
Short, rather plump, balding, with a face that was plain, he was a most unremarkable man. He was the sort who could easily be underestimated and he liked it that way. In his childhood, and yes he had once, long ago, been a child, he had created havoc in his village. He had started with animals. He found that he liked pain. Not for himself of course, but he liked inflicting it on others. Then he went beyond this to killing. He liked to see that moment when, in a heartbeat, life left; to gaze in their eyes at the end, when hope had gone. That was somehow addictive.
Atrocities had occurred through the village and the authorities had descended to find the culprit. Victims were an almost daily event. There seemed no pattern and it was agreed that it must be the work of a very powerful man.  Oh, how he had laughed, as they accused the usual suspects. The strong, the violent, the mad, the ugly. The gibbet had been well used during those months, until he became bored. He had decided to leave the village to move to richer pastures and the town had offered much scope. Again he had enjoyed months of mayhem, but once again he had become bored by it all. Now he had come a long way. A world was his and soon all of the seven worlds would be his plaything. 'Would that be enough for him?' He was not sure, but he would have time to find out.
He had been monitoring events from the moment he felt one of the stones cross from Demeter to Earth. He knew of Gorn, of course, but he hadn't realised the full ambition of the necromancer.
Long had he observed Gorn's talents develop and he admired his tenacity and the fact that he would stop at nothing to gain power. He understood this. There was much about Gorn that mirrored himself, but there was one major difference. Gorn was a fool. He acted too quickly, on impulse, and that was something he would never do. He had waited lifetimes to find the right moment and when he acted, he never failed.
He had been looking for the stones from the Moondial since they were scattered across the seven worlds. He had found the rock crystal long ago and he had learnt how to use it to watch events, both on Demeter and beyond. He suspected Gorn was in possession of one, but he had learnt, only recently, of the other. He knew the Moonstone was on Demeter and he had discovered, too late, that the girl Nightjar possessed it. His Arnn rider had only just missed catching it, before it was taken through the gate and arrived on Earth. Still the rider had failed. Failure was not something Fell took too kindly to, usually.
He had thought this a setback, but his patience had paid off. Gorn had relinquished his stone and now Peter Calender was in possession of two stones. This did make him very dangerous, but he was new to power. In fact, he had no desire for it. Fell Craven could not understand how any would be prepared to give power away, but he had observed this. The boy had no thirst for the stones, which was for the good as he, Fell Craven, did!
The young upstart wanted to return the stones to the Moondial and he could not allow that. However, the child wanted to track down the other stones and that was something Fell did approve of. Why send his agents to do what the youth would do on his own volition?
He could not leave Demeter without other stones, he had to consolidate his control. Despite his virtual domination of Demeter, there were still some who defied him. There was resistance to his dominance, the Trekkers and others still led an uprising, and they were proving an irritation. Sometimes more than an irritation! He did need to be present to quash it and he could not leave it to others. They had already shown their incompetence.
'No!' he thought, 'I can afford to wait and let the boy and his companions locate the stones for me. I have all the time in the worlds.'
He sat back, held his head in his hands, arms resting on the table. He looked away from the crystal ball and sighed.
'All the time in the worlds!'
He rather liked that. In fact, he was in a rather good mood. Things were going  in a way that pleased him.
'Now for some sport!' he thought.
Sweeping out of his chamber, he took the many steps down to the bowels of the tower and entered the dungeon. Most were dark and pitiless, but this one was lit by a large jolly fire, but the fire was not for the benefit of the occupant. No, the resident was Fell Craven's, one of his Arnn Riders. There were issues to sort out and despite him being in a good mood, mercy was not an option.
The rider looked a very different creature without its armour and without its steed. The aura of authority that he had exuded, when astride his beast, carrying out Fell Craven's orders, was now missing. Hanging by shackles, his skinless physique looked pitiful and vulnerable. A mass of red muscle and sinews glistened in the firelight. He wore no crown now, carried no orb and gone was any sense of power.
"Lord, I did not fail you! The boy was unknown. The fae and the stone were there in the glade. We found them, but others were involved."
"Hush now." Fell soothed the manacled rider. "I know you did your best. I gave you the means to carry out the task and you failed! But that does not matter now. I will have two stones as a consequence, so your setback is for the best. I feel grateful to you."
"Thank you, master. You know I will never fail you again!"
"I know you won't!"
Fell walked over to the fire leaving the rider. He reached down into the blaze and his bare hand entered the furnace without sign of injury or pain. He drew out a blade, white hot in his hand. He held it up to his face. His balding pate glistened with sweat and he smiled and casually walked back over to the rider.
"Master! Master! I will never fail you again!"
"That is very true and luckily for you I am feeling in a very good mood."
He held the rider's chin up in his free hand, looked lovingly into the rider's beseeching eyes, stroked his cheek and nodded.
Still smiling, Fell Craven plunged the white hot metal into the throat of the rider and it emerged through the back of his neck. The figure tensed, his chest lifted, agony straining him against the bonds and then he suddenly went limp. The only sound was a gurgling hiss and the rattle of the chains. There was no cry from the victim, but a smell of roast meat filled the chamber. Still smiling, Fell withdrew the blade and returned it to the fire. He wiped his brow with a handkerchief.
"That reminds me, time for dinner," he said to the now dead rider.
Fell left the room, smiling to himself. 'Yes, he was in a particularly good mood. The rider could thank his lucky stars that was so. Death can be such a long and tedious business. Oh well, dinner calls.' Climbing back up the stairs to his chamber, he thought about the choice for the new rider. There were always plenty willing to take the role. However, if they knew what the process entailed, then maybe there would be less. Fell smiled to himself. It almost amazed him what men will do for power, but then again it didn't. Men had a propensity to evil. All they needed was a little nudge.


****
Gorn, Selena and the remaining once-wolves arrived at their destination through the gate. Gorn's missing hand still felt as if it was still there. The ghost hand was in agony, but he had stemmed the flow of blood by cauterising the stump. He still had power, diminished as it was, and he was still an accomplished mage. He could still practise his arts, but they might require more time, but time he had. Time to plot revenge on Peter Calender and his comrades. This was but a setback.
****
Constant had just finished his briefing with the smith. Events were happening far faster than they could come to terms with. Peter Calender was proving more of an enigma with each passing day. He was a wild card! It appeared that the fate of the seven worlds was in the hands of a boy and a ragged group of companions. Time would see what the future would bring. The loosening of the laws was making it harder for the watchers to predict outcomes. Their credence of being observers was now changing. Despite what the smith claimed, he had become involved. For good or for ill, their neutral stance had been shaken. Constant had been offered a stone. He had barely managed to resist the temptation. He had been true to his name on this occasion, but he was unsure what the outcome would be if he were tested again.
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