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Prologue
IT WAS VERY dark. The tiny smokeless flame barely illuminated the faces of the two figures either side of it. Against the all-pervading chill of the grim place in which they walked, they pulled their hoods well forward and clutched the folds of their heavy cloaks tightly around them. The movement of the light sent their shadows darting around them like huge, grotesque bats.
The taller and broader figure paused and, turning his companion to face him, held the struggling torch up to the other's face.
"How long have you known?” Strong emotion made the deep voice grate harshly on the ears. The vast darkness whispered the words back to them, mocking mercilessly.
The speaker's companion looked at the other's sharp face, where the torchlight hollowed the cheeks cruelly, deepening the agony in the dark eyes under their lowering brows.
"For eight long years.” The second voice was soft, almost a whisper. But the unrelenting darkness sent the whisper back to them with that same terrible clarity, “Eight long years; eight long years."
The first one sighed—a long, groaning sound intensified and lengthened by the derisive echoes. Then the broad, angular shoulders shrugged under the folds of the cloak. “Oh well, I realize there was nothing you could do. The Absolute Law cannot be broken.” Resignation made the voice flat and almost expressionless. But anguish crept back with the speaker's next words. “Were you able to warn me, it would still have been pointless. I wouldn't have understood anyway.” Bitterness crept in to join the anguish.
"Even had you understood, it would have made no difference. Knowledge and understanding would merely have meant there would be no periods of peace at all—no experience of ordinary life to enjoy in ignorance and bliss. Be glad, dear friend, it's the way it is."
One hand emerged from the enveloping cloak and gently rested on the other's shoulder. The first figure placed a hand on top of it in sympathy and a frown of remorse sharpened the already bleak features. The dark eyes scanned the second figure's face. “Forgive me. I forget: your suffering is at least as bad as mine. Indeed it must be worse."
"There is no joy without pain,” the soft voice reminded him. “Remember, ecstasy and sorrow are opposite sides of the same coin. And before the end sacrifices will be demanded of all of us."
"All of us; all of us.” The echo grabbed hold of the last words and whispered them round and round in the gloom. Both figures dropped their hands and stared out into the mocking darkness.
"That's where it doesn't seem fair,” the harsh voice said. “It's one thing for us to be asked to suffer, but how will this affect Peter?” The name came back repeatedly from the unseen walls. “How on earth are we going to tell him?” the speaker demanded after a brief pause. “This will grieve him more than it does us. He's only a boy, remember."
The soft voice hardened. “We tell him nothing. His role will be onerous enough without our interference. He'll find out in the fullness of time as we have done. When the time comes he will be equal to whatever is demanded of him. The Earthlight is not without mercy and he is the First Chosen One of the Earthlight."
"Of course. I briefly forgot.” The voice was softened by apology and unwonted humility. The speaker gave another sigh. “Let's find what we've come for as quickly as we can. Keeping this torch burning is draining me of what power I have. The walls seem to be absorbing all the light."
"It won't always be like that,” the soft voice said, strong with confidence, as the two moved forward, each with a hand on the other's shoulder. A smooth black arch, in which a heavy-looking black door was set, loomed in front of them. It looked like the entrance to a burial vault. There was no handle and no lock. A short flight of steps led down to the door. “Here we are."
While the first figure held up the light, the speaker descended the steps and placed both hands flat against the door, which silently opened onto another short flight of stairs. Both figures went down into the almost palpable darkness. The door closed upon them and the light went out.
 



Chapter 1
The Third Age Begins
PETER SNUGGLED deeper into the duvet. His new home, with two acres of land, was just what he always wanted. It was so good to have all that room to exercise Dreyfus. Even better, perhaps, he was living near his Aunt Angela and Uncle Paul and would be going to the same college as Jamie and John.
The darkness was faintly grayed by moonlight streaming through the gaps in the curtains. The moon was riding fairly high—that means it must be near the full, he thought briefly—and a moonbeam ran straight from the window to his bedside table, creating an area almost as bright as day. It lit something sitting there—a thing whose polished surface gleamed like black glass. Even by just looking at it, Peter could feel the power contained within the Obsidian Orb.
He felt no guilt about leaving the Obsidian Orb, that most potent of the Tokens of Power made for the Earthlight, apparently exposed to the gaze of anyone entering his room, for he had placed a spell of forbidding and protection around it. The spell would come into force, making the orb invisible, the instant someone opened his door or so much as knocked upon it. It was even forged to detect the approach of the Evil One or any of his Lords of Corruption.
As Peter's thoughts returned to the Earthlight's last battle against the forces of darkness, a face floated into his mind's eye—a handsome face with dark olive skin and flashing black eyes—the face of Sujad Cariotis, formerly Lord of Obsidian and one-time Master of the Obsidian Orb. Even Sujad, Peter mused, wouldn't have been able to see or even sense the presence of the thing he coveted so much, the thing for which he unwittingly sacrificed his life.
Peter relived in memory the last scene he witnessed before falling into pain-filled darkness, when the Evil One hurled the Obsidian Dagger at Merlin the Enchanter, whom Peter first knew as Uncle Paul, and Peter instinctively threw himself into the weapon's path. The dagger, however, instantly changed direction and hit the Lord of Obsidian in the chest. Reliving the experience made Peter's blood run cold.
Even though Sujad is dead, I still have to be careful, he thought. There are three other Lords of Corruption to deal with.
He looked again at the Obsidian Orb and it started glowing. It turned pale yellow like a round lamp—or was it the moon he was looking at? He blinked, and the light started pulsing. But the orb doesn't do that. It's the Essence of Obsidian that's like a ball of light pulsing in at me.
As soon as he thought about the Spirit of Obsidian, the Obsidian Orb stopped pulsing and expanded, spreading itself over the bed until its curve stretched right over him. Then it seemed to overbalance towards the bed. It was almost as though the moon was falling on him. He found himself being swallowed up in the density of its pale light. Before he could thrash out in protest, he heard and saw the throbbing sensation that told of the presence of the Essence of Obsidian. Almost palpable, it pulsed right through his body. He hadn't heard from the Power of Obsidian for so long and sorely missed his unusual friend. Its return could mean only one thing...
Heart thumping painfully, he waited for the Spirit of Obsidian to speak. When it did, its words astonished him. “Are you there, Peter?” The voice in his mind was still the deep, slow, booming one he remembered, but it sounded agitated.
Peter's heart jumped in alarm. “Yes. Is something wrong?” he asked sharply in mind-speech.
A big sigh reverberated in his head. “Thank goodness! I've been trying to get you for ages."
Peter's alarm deepened. “Ages? What's ages?"
"Several days. I can't get through to you without the Obsidian Orb being within your sight and reach."
Guilt swamped Peter, for the Obsidian Orb had been one of the first things he packed in Wellington. “Oh? How come?"
"Because the Book of Obsidian is locked in a box made of obsidian and only Sujad can open it."
Apprehension sent Peter's heart thumping. “But Sujad's dead!"
"Yes,” the deep voice boomed. “But as things stand only he can open the box. I need your help to change that. The Earthlight will need all the help it can get and I can't be of much help if I can only assist when you have the Obsidian Orb with you and in your sight."
"Yes, I see. I can take it with me to college only if I keep it invisible to everyone, including myself. But it can't be used even by me when it's under a spell of invisibility. I have to release it from the spell before I can do anything with it."
"It can be used while invisible if the Book of Obsidian is also in your possession. If you take them both to college I'll have no trouble communicating with you even though you can't see either the book or the orb."
"How can we get the book back then?"
"Will you come with me to Sujad's castle?"
"Of course! How can you doubt it? You don't have to ask, you know. Just take me there."
"You're my master now. You command and I obey—not the other way round.” The deep voice spoke with a humility Peter hadn't heard in it before.
"Oh!” was all he could say. He thought about it for a moment. It felt most peculiar to think of the Power of Obsidian, whose friendship always filled him with awe, as his servant. The relationship up to now had been something akin to having the headmaster regard him as a valued friend, only more so.
He reached into his mind for the necessary spell. Briefly all the stars in the universe whirled around him, and the right one gave him the spell he needed. Having captured it, he climbed out of bed and stood in front of the Obsidian Orb. He placed his hands over it and closed his eyes, whispering the words aloud. Jagged lightning pulsed between his palms and the orb. He felt and heard the throbbing of the Essence of Obsidian, and it was the strongest it had ever been. Power seemed to course through him. It was, he supposed, something like being connected to a 240-volt power socket without being electrocuted.
Was this how it was with Sujad? A small stab of jealousy touched him that someone so vile once exercised so much power, had been able to command something as mighty as the Spirit of Obsidian.
And now it's my turn! Exultation surged through him to replace awe. Hey! I've felt like this before! Where ... ? A jolt went through him as he remembered where and when. It had been in his bedroom at Bart's farmhouse when the former Lord of Obsidian made a determined—and almost successful—attempt to take over Peter. I can see how easy it might be for power to go to someone's head, he told himself uneasily. I must be careful.
"At least you're aware of it, Chosen One,” the Essence of Obsidian said dryly. “Don't worry. You'll be all right."
Peter was unable to answer, for his surroundings started spinning until they became like a black vortex. Something was sucking him along—whether up or down he couldn't tell. It was, he thought fleetingly, like being flushed down the drainpipe with the bath water.
It was icy cold. He started wishing he'd put his dressing gown on over his pajamas and something warm on his feet. No sooner did regret for the omission form itself in his mind than he felt something wrap itself around him. It was soft and felt warm and fluffy. Something equally warm and soft slipped over his feet.
"Thank you!” he breathed in wonder as he realized the Power of Obsidian had conjured up a fur-lined cloak and warm boots for him.
At the same time the spinning stopped and he felt solid ground under his feet. However, it was still pitch black, almost as though he had woken up to find himself blind. Just as he was wondering why he forgot to bring his torch, he felt something thrust against his hand and at the same time the Power of Obsidian said, “Here, take this.” His fingers closed around it, and he saw he was holding a rod from the top of which flared a dim, smokeless light.
"Salix babylonica!"
he whispered aloud, and the echoes whispered the words back to him.
"It's a wizard's staff,” the Power of Obsidian said into his mind. “I've borrowed it for you. Make sure you keep it burning."
"It's not a very good light. I can barely see my nose in front of my face.” He peered around, but was still unable to make out where he was. “Is it a cave?"
"This is the castle Sujad created from obsidian—or, to be more correct, that I created for him. We're in what used to be the cellars and dungeons, but a different part from where he imprisoned you. These walls aren't depleted of all their power because they are farthest from where you and I performed the draining spell."
"Did he keep the Book of Obsidian in his cellar then?"
"In one particular part of it."
Peter held the light high and moved forward. This time he wasn't enclosed in what he once thought of as a crystal ball, but moved through the darkness with nothing between him and the outside world. This time he felt himself in command, instead of in the keeping of the Power of Obsidian.
"Which way?” The still unseen walls whispered the words back to him.
"Straight ahead."
Something solid loomed out of the darkness. It was only because it was darker than its surroundings and had a highly polished surface that it was visible. It looked like a huge black box, or a small black building, depending on the perspective of the one looking at it. There was an arched door set in it. The whole structure emitted strong waves of power. Only when Peter tried to approach did he realize the power was a spell of forbidding.
"What is it?” This time he spoke in mind-speech to avoid the echoes.
"It looks like a burial crypt,” the Essence of Obsidian replied with studied indifference. “Perhaps Sujad intended it for himself."
"But you must have made it. You said you built Sujad's castle for him.” Peter's tone was unwittingly accusatory.
"Sujad didn't get me to build anything like that,” the Power of Obsidian said, somewhat abruptly. Subconsciously Peter noted the Spirit of Obsidian's choice of words, but thought no more about it.
They bypassed the vault, with Peter giving it a long hard stare as they went. It was then he saw the writing. Something was inscribed across the back wall, filling out the entire space.
"Wait! I want to read it."
The inscription was so large Peter was able to make it out from a fair distance. It didn't occur to him to wonder why he was able to read it in such poor light. The words seemed to give off their own light. In a soft whisper, which echoed in strange sibilants around him, he read:
Commanders of Light and Darkness waged war within the womb.

Corruption and vicious treachery then led one on to doom.

But in the great halls of draining light, in a fortifying bower,

The sleepers weave dreams while invoking the revival of their power.

The friend of the One through willow shower

With silver concord protects his power.

But the Commander of Darkness with vicious might

By false claims of kinship asserts unjust right.
"Something tells me I should memorize that, but what on earth does it mean, Essence of Obsidian? How can a war be fought in the womb?"
"Well, the womb could be a poetic euphemism"
"A what?"
"Well, a substitution of one word for another, usually because the speaker thinks the correct word is indelicate or too harsh. Like the silly practice of using ‘passed away’ instead of ‘died'. It comes from the Greek euphemismos—euphemizeim or euphemos in French—meaning sounding good or speaking fair, and..."
"This is no time for a lesson in Greek! You sound just like my English master!"
The Power of Obsidian chuckled. “Sorry. It's just that I haven't had much chance to air my knowledge. Merlin was—is I mean—naturally sharp and knowledgeable, and Sujad—well, he was educated at Oxford, as you know.” The voice of the Essence of Obsidian trailed off into a long sigh at the mention of the name of the one-time Lord of Obsidian. “Anyway, as I said, the word ‘womb’ could be another term for the beginning. In a poet's eyes ‘womb’ would be a euphemism for ‘beginning'—although to a Victorian lady it would probably be the other way round."
"If a poet wrote those lines, he wasn't much of a poet. It's just a rhyming riddle."
"That's all it was intended to be. It's a kind of prophecy. It might be a good idea to remember it, Peter. Understanding will come later."
Peter stood in front of the inscription and read it until he was sure he could recite it by heart. At the same time he found himself remembering another time when he stood memorizing a different inscription. The memory set him yearning again as he thought about the Lady and Merlin and wondered what they were doing and how things fared for them. I'll know some day, he consoled himself as he turned away from the strange inscription and continued his search for the box of obsidian. Where would he have put it if the cellars belonged to him? If it's in a wine cellar, he thought with dismay, it could be hidden away among hundreds of wine bottles.
Then he forgot everything else. For just then they turned a corner—and there was Sujad the Great's wine cellar. With rack upon rack of bottles blocking the walls from the torch in Peter's hand, the light became suddenly bright. It winked at Peter from the bottoms of a thousand bottles. As most of the bottles were of green glass, the light took on a bizarre green tinge. Strangely, there was no dust on the bottles and none of the expected cobwebs. The cellar looked as though it had only just been laid down.
Peter knew nothing about wine but was unable to resist looking at some of the bottles. Merely glancing at the expensive-looking labels made him realize there was a fortune in wine stored there.
Just as he was about to put down one bottle and pick up another, something behind called out to him, as a magnet calls to a pin on the floor. Involuntarily, he put the bottle back and turned away from the racks of wine.
In the middle of the floor a table stood on its own, and in the center of the table was the black box that was beckoning to him. He walked over to it. He had no need to ask questions but leaned the wizard's staff against the table edge and he put his hands over the box, letting them hover there. The Power of Obsidian made this to be its own prison. Somehow the idea hurt terribly. I would hate to have to build my own prison. He remembered something the Essence of Obsidian said on their first meeting: “I may not be human, but I have knowledge of emotion."
He placed his hands on the box, and the pain of its making surged out at him. His hands shook with sudden fury. I'll get vengeance for you, I promise. But how, he wondered, was he supposed to fulfill so rash a vow, for Sujad was dead?
Peter lifted the box from the table.
"Quick! Hurry! Open it!"
He started at the urgency in the Power of Obsidian's normally slow voice. He had all but forgotten he wasn't alone. Hastily he made to open the lid. He fumbled and knocked the box out of his hand. His mind heard the crash even as his hands reached out to grab. He caught the box and nearly dropped it again. Just as his hands secured it, he felt the presence of evil. He had time to shout one word. But he was too late. Blue light shot out of the gloom at him. It hit the casket. This time it was his ears that heard the crash. The box exploded into a thousand pieces. The pieces flew into the racks of wine. Bottles shattered in an echoing explosion and wine poured everywhere....
...and Peter looked up into the face of Sujad Cariotis.
 



Chapter 2
The First Day
EVERY HAIR on Peter's body stood on end. He picked up the willow light and held it towards the advancing spectral figure. It appeared to be solid, for he couldn't see through it. But then Giddeon's spirit had looked real, too. Only when he tried to touch the Leader of the Reborn had he realized he was looking at a ghost.
"Who are you?” His voice sounded strangely bold and angry.
"Well, who do I look like?"
The apparition was clad in the intricately designed, flowing black robes Sujad had worn as Lord of Obsidian. Their design and grandeur made him appear taller and broader than he really was.
"You're dead. I saw your body. Your master, the Evil One, killed you."
The other's face twisted briefly. Peter's probing mind detected so many different emotions emanating from the specter that he couldn't determine which one caused the grimace.
"You shouldn't accept as true everything you see.” Sujad now stood little more than a meter from Peter. Only the table separated them. “If you don't believe I'm real, feel me."
He extended his right arm towards Peter. At the same time he showed the perfection of his teeth in the evil grin Peter knew only too well. Peter's instincts screamed at him that to touch the hand held out to him would be perilous. Involuntarily, he stepped backwards, his boots crunching on broken glass. The sound made him remember that amongst all the smashed bottles were the fragments of the box Sujad had just shattered. Almost before Peter had time to feel uneasy, however, the Power of Obsidian spoke to him, its usually slow voice as fast as thought. “They're safe,” was all it told him.
However, it wasn't fast enough to evade the senses of the apparition calling itself Sujad Cariotis. Although unable to hear the Essence of Obsidian's voice, which never communicated with the Lord of Obsidian in speech, the man clearly felt the presence of its power.
"The Power of Obsidian! How ... ?” Fury and frustration suffused the handsome features, turning them ugly.
Uneasiness flooded Peter at the realization that the specter so easily sensed the presence of the Essence of Obsidian. However, he tried not to let the other see his alarm.
"I have the Obsidian Orb—and now, also, the Book of Obsidian,” he said as calmly as he could, though his heart raced. “Whoever you are, you can't harm me.” He forced his voice to ring out confidently.
"I am Sujad the Great,” the apparition ground out. Its black eyes flashed. “I was once Lord of Obsidian and shall be Lord of Obsidian again."
"Over my dead body,” Peter said with quiet menace.
The other gave a harsh, humorless laugh. “If necessary. I should indeed prefer it that way. You said you have the Book of Obsidian. You lie. I've just destroyed it along with the box I made to keep it safe."
"Well, that's something I have to thank you for. At least it's beyond your reach,” Peter replied coolly.
He felt the man calling himself Sujad the Great reach into his mind. Instantly—furiously—he threw up a barrier of resistance. A grudging glint of respect entered the black eyes.
"Oh, very good, Pukling. Your skills and reflexes are growing apace.” The glint turned to fury. “But you'll soon find you're still no match for me."
The words were hissed through bared teeth.
Peter stared at him with deliberately cold, narrowed eyes.
"Essence of Obsidian,” he said in mind-speech, keeping the barrier of resistance in place, “is this creature real or just a ghost?"
"I'm afraid he seems very real, Peter,” the Power of Obsidian said apologetically. “What's more, it would appear that he really is who he says he is."
"What do you mean ‘he seems', ‘it would appear'? Aren't you sure?” Peter's mind-voice was unintentionally sharp.
"I'm sorry. That's all I can establish.” The Essence of Obsidian sounded concerned at being unable to discover more.
Peter sighed. “No, I'm the one who should be apologizing—for being rude."
"Apologies are not needed, Peter. You're the master and I'm your servant."
"That's no excuse for rudeness on my part. And I'd rather we were friends than master and servant—like we were before."
"Thank you, Peter. I'm glad you saw it that way. I think it was intended at the time that we be teacher and pupil rather than friends. But the pupil is now fully fledged and I should be honored to be his friend."
Sujad broke in before Peter could reply.
"What's going on?” He looked around wildly. “How is the Power of Obsidian communicating with you? You need the Book of Obsidian for that, and I've just destroyed it."
"A very foolish thing to do if you want to be Lord of Obsidian again, surely?"
The taunt was too much for the appearance of Sujad. It flung out its right arm to blast Peter with the blue fire that had destroyed the box of obsidian. Peter, trusting in the Essence of Obsidian, forced himself not to flinch. He couldn't help a surge of complacency as the blue fire rebounded and hit its creator. The fire seemed to do little harm, but the man's face twisted into a snarl of rage and frustration.
"I'll get you, Pukling!"
he shrieked as he abruptly vanished. “It's not me you have to deal with now. It's my master. He's more terrifying than I ever was!"
The voice faded into the distance. Peter found himself looking down at the Book of Obsidian in his left hand, covered with the remains of the box that had housed it. Over the pieces of obsidian he whispered a few words that seemed to come to him from nowhere, and the pieces disappeared. A few more quick words made the Book of Obsidian vanish, too.
"Okay, Spirit of Obsidian,” he said in mind-speech. “I have both the Obsidian Orb and the Book of Obsidian hidden on me now. You should have no problem communicating with me whenever the Earthlight needs me."
"Very good, Peter. Now let's get you back to bed. It's your first day at a new college tomorrow."
Peter felt as though his heart plummeted into his boots.
"But I'd like to do some exploring first.” He remembered the small building that looked like a cemetery vault emerging from the floor of the dungeons. It had seemed to possess an unusual power. Although it resolutely opposed his approach, a strange yearning within him had drawn him to it.
"It isn't safe. Remember you and I drained a lot of power from the walls of the dungeons. Besides, the halls above may still be occupied."
Peter sent his mind probing upwards, finding the action as natural as breathing. He could sense nothing. “They aren't. With Sujad's death, how many of his slaves would want to stay anyway? His death would have freed them."
"I wouldn't be too sure of that. In any case, Peter, as your friend I strongly advise you to go straight back to bed."
Peter sighed. “Very well,” he said reluctantly, and instantly felt the spinning sensation engulf him.
Next moment he was back in bed looking at the moon shining on the gleaming surface of the Obsidian Orb, and the moon hadn't moved at all.
He lay on his back for a long time with his hands behind his head, looking at the orb and thinking. Then he sat up and reversed the spell on the Book of Obsidian. As soon as it appeared in his hands, he sighed with relief, returned the spell and settled down.
When he fell asleep he kept dreaming the same dream. In it he walked down what appeared at first to be an avenue of deciduous trees. With everything being hazy, he couldn't tell what species they were. There was no footpath and Peter realized he must be walking down a drive. In some of the dreams the drive was long and winding and occasionally he saw a large, imposing house looming out of misty surroundings; in others the way appeared to be straight. Despite the straightness of the road he couldn't see the building at the end of it. In fact, he never reached the end of the drive. The dream always switched direction before he was little more than halfway along.
In one dream he walked down the straight way between the trees, wondering where he was, when he heard a light step behind him.
"Hello,” a cheerful voice said—a girl's voice. “You're new here, aren't you?"
Peter turned. “New where?” he wanted to ask. Instead, he found himself saying, “Yes."
He was looking at a girl of about his own age. A smooth fountain of bright red hair hung down her back in a ponytail and she was very pretty with pale ivory skin and the merest hint of freckles on her nose. Her mouth was split into a friendly, disarming grin.
"You must be Simon Peter FitzArthur.” Peter's skin crawled. Very few people knew him as Simon Peter; it complicated things too much. “You're the First Chosen of the Earthlight, aren't you?” She added quickly, as though sensing Peter's alarm, “I'm a cousin of Jamie and John Evans so I know all about you."
This only served to deepen Peter's alarm. Jamie and John were sworn to silence like himself. “What have they been saying?"
She laughed merrily. Her eyes danced. “Nothing uncomplimentary. But they talked about you so much at Christmas I've been dying to meet you. I'm in your class, too, so we should see quite a bit of each other. I'd like that."
Peter relaxed. Maybe the change of schools was going to be an even better move than he had thought. “What's your name?"
"Eleanor Le Grud."
Peter suddenly found it difficult to breathe. How could this lovely girl bear the surname of one of the Lords of Corruption and yet be cousin to Jamie and John? Then two dark figures abruptly appeared behind her. Hooded and shapeless, they reared up—huge, faceless. It was a few moments before Peter realized why: they were mere shadows. Like great bats, they spread themselves up and over the girlish figure, blotting out all the light. She looked over her shoulder and gasped. He saw her eyes widen in alarm. Then she, too, took on the appearance of a bat and shot into the sky. The two bat-shadows sped after her. Peter never saw the outcome. The trees started spinning. He woke up to find the duvet pulled over his head, its surface clinging to his face. His forehead was damp with sweat.
I guess I'm just nervous about starting at a new school, the same as I was when I started college in Wellington, he told himself. He turned over so he could look up at the Obsidian Orb, but was invisible. He'd forgotten he'd left it spelled. It really shouldn't be invisible when it wasn't necessary. Quickly he reversed the spell. The orb's polished surface no longer reflected the moonlight. Instead, it showed black against the lesser darkness of the room. He stared hard at it until it started glowing faintly and the glow reached out soothingly to him.
Now go to sleep, he told himself sternly. The orb stopped glowing. With the return of the spell of invisibility, the horror of the dream disappeared into the depths of Peter's subconscious mind and he went straight back to sleep.
* * * *
NEXT MORNING, Peter and his stepfather were breakfasted and ready to go a full half-hour too soon, despite taking their time over the meal.
"Never mind,” Mr. Edwards said cheerfully. “It's usually like that when you start a new school or a new job. Go and give Dreyfus a run around the property. He'll have to stay inside while we're away until we get a kennel and the fencing is up. Your Uncle Paul has found a fencing contractor and the kennel's arriving this afternoon."
Until it was time to leave, Peter rode his bike up and down the grassed area of the property with Dreyfus happily running beside him. He tried hard not to let the dog see how he felt when he had to leave. He was secretly dreading having to go through the apprehension of a new school year all over again.
When he turned into the school gates his mind was miles away. The shock caused by the sight of a long drive with oak trees on either side made him wobble and almost fall off. He stopped just in time.
"Hoy! Watch out!” an indignant voice behind him said. “If you can't ride that thing you shouldn't bring it to school."
Peter turned quickly. He found himself looking into the face of a dark-eyed boy of about his own age with a pale olive complexion. He, too, rode a bicycle.
Peter grinned apologetically. “Sorry. This is my first day and I'm a bit nervous so I guess my mind was wandering."
At sight of Peter's face, the scowl was instantly replaced by a smile. “Yeah, I guess the first day at a new school's rough enough without it being in the middle of the year. Why are you changing schools?"
The boy's open inquisitiveness was unnerving. Peter hoped he wouldn't be asked too many questions.
"Dad's job brought him to Auckland,” he said, trying not to sound too curt.
His new acquaintance appeared satisfied with this and immediately seemed to lose interest. He took off his cycling helmet, revealing a head of glossy dark hair, and held out his hand. “They call me Justin. Justin Sadra."
Peter took off his own helmet and shook hands cheerfully. “I'm Peter—Peter FitzArthur."
Justin had no time to say anything else. A girl's voice spoke from behind him. “Who's your new friend, Justin?"
Peter looked up into light blue eyes framed in heavy spectacles and set in a pale oval face heavily sprinkled with freckles and topped by a cloud of frizzy red hair. She wore a brace on her top teeth and held her cycling helmet in one hand. Poor girl, he thought briefly. Having to wear thick glasses is bad enough without a brace as well.
Justin introduced the girl to Peter as Norah Lahood. Once again he shook hands.
"I hope you like it here.” She tried to smile without showing her brace.
"Thank you,” Peter said rather formally.
"We'll show you the ropes and look after you,” Justin said, and if his tone tended to be pompous and patronizing Peter chose to ignore it. “First let's put our bikes away."
When they entered the bicycle shed two boys were already securing their bikes at the stands. They turned at the sound of voices and Peter's heart gave a leap as he recognized them. At the same time Jamie and John saw him.
"Hi, Peter,” Jamie called brightly. “You're early. John and I were going to go back to meet you at the gate."
"Hi, Jamie. Hi, John. It doesn't matter. Justin very kindly offered to show me where to put my bike."
Jamie looked at Peter's companions without enthusiasm. Justin's patronizing manner tended to irritate him and, like most boys of his age, he regarded girls who wore spectacles as dull and plain, especially when the lenses were as thick as Norah's. Girls who wore braces as well were doubly plain. Justin seemed to be the only boy who bothered with Norah. Perhaps it was because most other girls found Justin's superior manner offensive and tended to avoid him, despite his good looks. Norah's attitude was almost one of hero-worship and she appeared suitably grateful for Justin's friendship.
Justin looked at Jamie and John in surprise. “Oh! You already know Peter?"
Jamie's look was very pointed. He would rather not have anything to do with Justin. “Peter's an old friend of ours. We spent the last holidays with him and his uncle on another friend's farm."
"Oh!” Justin seemed to take a moment to think this over. “Well, in that case I'll leave you to it.” He turned to Peter. “I didn't realize you already had friends here. But if there's anything I can do or if there's anything you need, just let me know."
He turned his attention to securing his own bicycle, did Norah's for her and they both left, ostentatiously arm in arm.
"Don't know what those two see in each other,” John—normally not given to voicing his opinions so freely—muttered as they disappeared.
Jamie frowned after them. “Justin's very brainy and Norah's pretty smart, too. I think that's the main attraction, at least until they find themselves in competition for the honor of being top in the class.” He turned to Peter. “Justin can be a bit of a bully. He was at our last school. Mind you, like most bullies he tended to go for the smaller, younger ones. This year he is one of the younger ones, so his only targets are the more timid boys.” He grinned broadly. Peter grinned back. He knew the type only too well.
As they strolled out of the shed other pupils hailed Jamie and John, and Peter was duly introduced to them. The twins seemed to be popular. Peter found himself looking continually for the girl from his dream, but was disappointed. I think she must have been a psychological combination of the witch Morgause and the first Lord of Corruption, he decided. Dreams can be an awful muddle of what's going on in the subconscious mind.
On the way home after leaving Jamie and John, Peter was about to pass the house where his Uncle Paul lived when an idea made him stop at the top of the drive. I expect Uncle Paul will be back at work. He'll need to be there to show Dad the ropes. I wonder if Aunt Angela is back from overseas yet?
He turned into the drive and coasted slowly down. He stopped at the bottom and looked up at the house. Some windows were open, suggesting someone was home. But Peter knew his aunt tended to leave upstairs windows open even when she was out because stickers were prominent on the property warning of the intruder alarm.
Slowly Peter wheeled his bicycle to the front door. As he stood wondering whether to knock, a voice floated to his ears from the open kitchen window. It made Peter's blood run cold.
"Let's get out of here. You know it isn't safe to hang around this house. For a start that wretched boy—curse him!—is likely to come here at any time now he's living nearby.” Peter recognized the grating voice of the Lord in Blue. It didn't improve with the passing of time, he noted with grim satisfaction.
"Well, there's nothing more we need here. Let's go to my place. There are no complications there and it's nice and handy.” The second voice was that of Le Grud and instant anger flooded through Peter that two of the Lords of Corruption should dare enter his uncle's house during his absence.
Peter's mind raced. They'll soon sense my presence,
he thought wildly. Instantly he threw up a spell to hide himself and his bike. It was a very temporary spell, but the two Lords of Corruption would most likely use their normal form of transport rather than the front door to leave the house.
"Are you sure there aren't any complications?” the Blue Lord asked anxiously. “You lured him there once, remember—which was a damned stupid thing to do, I might add. You could have opened the way for the Earthlight to enter any time it fancies."
Le Grud became instantly defensive. “He hadn't even started coming into his powers then. It was the very time it was safe to have him in the house. It isn't now. If you'd come into your powers sooner you might have been able to help me. I can't understand why you took so long."
The Blue Lord turned huffy. “It was none of my choosing. The whole might of the Earthlight was set against me. Also, Merlin was coming into his own powers. There were other problems, too—problems that shouldn't have existed."
"True,” Le Grud admitted grudgingly. “I envied you at first, but now I appreciate how awkward your position is. Anyway, let's make sure we've left no sign of our presence here and get out. The boy will probably be on his way home now and might decide to call on his aunt."
The speaker sniggered. Peter couldn't work out what was so funny. But the Blue Lord seemed to find amusement in very strange things, he reflected. Then after a brief silence Peter was aware the two Lords had left. He remounted his bicycle and quietly rode down the side of the house to the back drive. A glance in the garage showed both his uncle's and his aunt's cars to be missing.
He left the bicycle hidden in the bush at the bottom of the garden and started walking down the path. He had once taken this same route following a hovering green light but still had no recollection of it. All he remembered was suddenly finding himself in the clutches of Le Grud, powerless to free himself. But it's different now, he told himself grimly.
He turned to his left and found himself between two straggly trees looking up at a tall, two-story Victorian villa set incongruously on a basement that made it appear even taller. Someone had made an attempt a while ago to cut the weeds and grass covering the back of the section, but the area was fast returning to its previous wilderness state. Even the trampled track through the weeds now looked overgrown. Obviously no one had used it for some time. Peter quickly made his way up it.
He emerged onto a concrete drive in front of a door set into the basement. I do remember that. But I only remember coming out of it, not going in. He looked up at the blank, uncurtained windows. I wonder where the two Lords of Corruption are now?
He jumped as he heard a door open and a clear, bright voice from the other side of the house. “Oh, there you are, Dad. I didn't think you'd be home yet. I've got somebody coming over after dinner whom you'll be interested in meeting."
"I've got someone right here who wants to meet you—someone who's one of us,” Peter heard Le Grud's voice say.
"Essence of Obsidian,” Peter said in mind-speech, “I need to see them without them being aware of me."
Instantly Peter found himself surrounded by the power he had previously thought of as a crystal ball. He could see through it without being seen himself. He made his way up the drive to the front of the house. He turned the corner and looked up at Le Grud. The Lord of Corruption stood at the front door, no longer wearing his black robes but dressed in ordinary casual attire.
Peter then turned his attention to the girl ascending the stairs. With surprise, he saw she wore the uniform of his new college. But when he looked at her face the world started spinning around him. For one dreadful moment he felt he was going to faint. He heard Le Grud introduce the girl. But only one word the man said reached his brain: the girl's name.
For he was looking at the girl of his dream—the girl who had known who he was, claiming to be a friend of the twins. And her father had called her Eleanor.
 



Chapter 3
The Accident
PETER ASCENDED the stairs to the veranda.
"Be careful,” the Essence of Obsidian warned. “You might be sensed. There are three of them, so there's tremendous power in that room. The girl isn't just Le Grud's daughter; she's also a Lord of Corruption, although she doesn't yet have her father's powers."
"I didn't even know he had a daughter. I thought he lived alone."
"You were right. He did live alone. His daughter has been in America with her mother. If you listen you can hear the faint American accent she's picked up."
By this time Peter stood on the veranda looking through one of the undraped windows. He saw a large room with polished floorboards and walls stripped ready for papering. It was furnished as a living room, containing several armchairs, a small table and an enormous display cabinet. To his untutored eyes they all looked like genuine Victorian pieces. The Blue Lord sat with his back to the windows. Peter saw only the profiles of Le Grud and his daughter.
"Well, Eleanor, tell us what you think of the boy—this ‘Child of Earthlight.'” Peter recognized the Blue Lord's grating voice, laden with scorn.
"Well, he's nothing special. He looks very ordinary, as a matter of fact. If you hadn't told me to watch him I'd never have picked him for the One. He has two friends, though—twins. They're more like what I was expecting and—"
The Lord in Blue made a dismissive gesture of his right hand.
"Well, go on!” the Blue Lord said impatiently as the girl stopped talking. “Tell us more about the boy. Forget his friends for the time being—though you'll need to keep an eye on them, too, because they're both involved with the Earthlight."
"Well, he's smarter than I expected. From the way you and Dad talked about him I though he might be a bit thick. He did very well in most classes, especially considering it was his first day at a new college. Snotty little upstart!” She sniffed and tossed her ponytail disdainfully before continuing. “He and his friends all behaved pretty much like normal boys and none of them said anything unusual. I listened in on everything they said. It was really disappointing."
"You don't think they suspect anything?” her father asked sharply.
Eleanor bridled. “I'm quite sure. My skills might be no match for yours yet, but I'm not stupid."
Le Grud flushed in anger at her tone. When he answered his voice was terse. “Well, you'd better hurry up and get yourself inside his home. He has the Obsidian Orb. Sujad wants it back. We need to get to it before him. If he gets hold of it and makes himself Lord of Obsidian again there'll be nothing for us—nothing at all, do you understand?” His last words came out with violent, harsh emphasis.
"I don't know how you expect me to get an invitation to his home,” Eleanor said sullenly. “You've made it just about impossible for me to do that."
"You've got brains, girl! Use them!"
She tossed her head again and her ponytail swung wildly. “I need more than just brains.” Then her voice took on a whining quality. “I do wish you'd let me—"
She stopped in mid-sentence as her father jerked his head in the direction of the window and gestured impatiently at her to be quiet. Peter saw and heard no more. The Power of Obsidian took him away so quickly his surroundings turned to a whirling black vortex. He found himself dumped by the side of his bicycle with an abruptness that made him stumble. He felt giddy and slightly sick.
"I'm sorry, Peter. Are you all right?” The Essence of Obsidian sounded very concerned.
"Yes,” Peter gasped, desperately fighting the nausea.
"I really am sorry,” the Power of Obsidian repeated, “but if we'd stayed a moment longer we'd have been detected. As it is, Le Grud thought there was someone out on the veranda."
"Thank you for your quick action. I wish I could react as quickly as that."
"I was only doing what you wanted. I merely acted before you asked."
Thoughtfully Peter wheeled the bicycle out of the bush and onto his Uncle Paul's property. He noticed with regret that both cars were still missing. At the top of the drive he put on his helmet, mounted his bicycle and rode straight home.
She said she heard everything we said.
I don't remember anyone hanging around us all the time, so she must have been using special powers—and I wasn't able to detect anything. Thank goodness we never mentioned the Earthlight. It's definitely not a subject to be discussed at school.
Peter went to put his bike away and found several men putting up boundary fences. A large dog kennel stood waiting to be unpacked. But he had no chance to talk to the workmen. Dreyfus, abruptly aware of his young master's return, filled the air with frantic barking. Peter left the men to their work and hurried inside to greet the dog and start his homework.
He had trouble concentrating, however, because Dreyfus seemed very restless. At first Peter thought it was just the presence of the workmen, but after they went his dog's restlessness grew. Peter wondered if the change of address had upset Dreyfus's routine too much. He put aside his homework and stood up.
"Maybe you'd like a run."
He left a note for his father, slipped the leash on Dreyfus's collar and went out, locked the door and placed the key in his pocket.
"I'll take my bike and ride on the footpath. We'll go and see if Aunt Angela's back."
In no time at all Peter was at the top of his aunt and uncle's drive. A quick mind-probe told him the house was still empty so he turned his bicycle, remounted and rode back home.
As he turned the corner into the quiet street where he and his stepfather lived, Peter noticed a cyclist ahead. It was a girl and he noticed her simply because she wore the uniform of his college. Like Peter, she was riding on the footpath but going rather fast.
He had taken Dreyfus inside, but had yet to put away his bike, when he heard a crash, so loud it had to be right outside the house. He rushed out, grabbed his bike and pedaled out onto the road. A car stood in the next drive, blocking the pavement. One wheel of a bicycle was caught underneath it. The girl whom Peter had seen cycling on the footpath was sprawled in the gutter. Peter arrived on the scene just as the motorist opened the car door. The girl struggled to a sitting position as Peter leaned his bike against the neighbor's fence. Her face, however, was turned away from him, facing the car.
"You all right?” Peter said anxiously, getting to her before the shaken motorist.
"No thanks to him!” the girl snapped, glaring at the man. “Why don't you look before coming out onto the road?"
The motorist, looking almost as shaken as the girl, glared back at her. “If you must ride on the footpath why don't you ride slower? I didn't hit you! You hit me!"
Peter ignored him.
"Can you get up?” he asked the girl.
"Yes. Just give me a minute."
With hands that shook visibly, she undid the strap of her helmet and took it off. A frizzy mop of red hair emerged. It was only then Peter recognized her.
"Oh! You're Justin's friend Norah!"
Norah, however, was busy examining her injuries. Grazes on her knees and elbows bled profusely, but otherwise she appeared unharmed.
"Look what you've done to my uniform!” she cried, glaring at the man and displaying grass stains on her skirt. She swung her head towards her bicycle. “Oh, no! Look at my bike! Dad will be furious. He's only just bought it for me."
She let Peter help her to her feet. The motorist looked from Norah to Peter.
"Did you see what happened?” he asked Peter. When Peter shook his head, he repeated defensively, “She was on the footpath and going far too fast.” He turned back to Norah. His attitude turned conciliatory. “Look, you're not badly hurt. If you'll come inside I'll fix up your injuries. And tell your father I'll pay for repairs to the bike. He can send the bill to me."
"Okay, I'll tell him. But Peter's in my class at school. I'd rather his mother cleaned me up if you don't mind."
The man had been busily writing something on a piece of paper. He handed it to Norah. “There's my name, address and telephone number. Tell your father to get in touch with me. I'm just going to pick up my wife. I'll be back in about half an hour and I'll take you and your bike home."
He thrust the paper into Norah's hand, pulled the bicycle from underneath the car and climbed back into the driving seat. Norah slowly put the piece of paper in her pocket as she watched him drive away. She'd stopped shaking, Peter noticed. But was he imagining things or did she really look smug?
As she and Peter wheeled their bicycles round to the back door, he stole a surreptitious look at her. The smug expression had gone, leaving her face with a peculiarly closed look. By now they were at the back door. Dreyfus had been barking for some time and his barks became louder.
As Peter went to open the door, Norah spoke nervously. “I'm afraid of big dogs. Do you think you can keep him locked up somewhere while I'm here?"
"Okay. I'll shut him in the kitchen." The noise Dreyfus is making, I'm not surprised she doesn't want to meet him, he thought.
Initially he had trouble getting Dreyfus into the kitchen. The normally obedient dog made it plain he wanted to investigate the visitor. Then abruptly the animal seemed to change his mind and allowed Peter to shut him in the kitchen with barely a murmur.
Peter's stepfather arrived while Peter was attending to Norah's hurts. Peter introduced them and briefly explained what had happened.
"Quite a few kids get knocked off bikes like that. The roads these days are really too busy for them to use, but they're not supposed to ride on the footpath; it's actually against the rules of the road. If we had proper cycle ways, especially on the main roads, kids would be a lot safer and the problem wouldn't exist."
Mr. Edwards went to the kitchen and made a cup of tea. Peter explained about Norah being afraid of large dogs, so his father left Dreyfus in the kitchen and brought the tea and some chocolate biscuits into the dining room. They all sat around the table drinking and munching until a knock at the door announced the arrival of the neighbor to pick up Norah and her bike and return them home.
"Thanks for your help, Peter,” Norah said as the man bundled her bike into the back of his station wagon and settled her in the front passenger's seat. “Not many boys would have stayed around once they found I wasn't seriously hurt. Because I'm not pretty they don't want to know me."
Peter flushed. He couldn't think of a suitable reply so merely waved briefly and turned to go back inside.
"Well, she seems a nice enough girl,” Mr. Edwards remarked as he followed Peter down the drive.
"I'm not interested in any girl—or anybody for that matter—who's scared of my dog.” Peter didn't try keeping the hint of scorn from his voice.
"Come now, that's not like you, Peter. Lots of people—even adults—are afraid of large dogs."
Peter shrugged. “Sorry. I suppose she's all right."
When they released Dreyfus from the kitchen he went around the house sniffing at wherever Norah had been, whining and growling.
"See, even Dreyfus doesn't think much of her!"
"That's simply because he can smell her fear. You should know that by now.” Mr. Edwards's voice still held mild reproof. Peter just looked at him in faint disbelief and made no reply.
No more was said on the subject and Peter and his stepfather turned their attention to getting themselves a meal.
"Oh, by the way, your Uncle Paul has found us a housekeeper—well, more a daily help really, except she'll be doing things our previous daily help didn't do,” Mr. Edwards said as he inexpertly peeled some potatoes. “Now I'm in business with your uncle I'll probably be working even longer hours than I did in Wellington, and I certainly can't expect you to do all the cooking, cleaning, washing, ironing and shopping, especially as your homework is getting more demanding."
"I must admit I miss Mrs. Jackson. She was a bit of a nag, but at least she could cook."
"Well, I think you'll like Sylvia Evans even more,” Mr. Edwards said quietly, digging out an eye and removing more potato than was necessary because he was watching Peter rather than what he was doing.
He was rewarded by seeing the whole of Peter's face light up. “You mean—Jamie and John's mother?"
His stepfather chuckled. “Do you know any other Sylvia Evans? As you know, she's widowed and hasn't found bringing up children on her own very easy. And the twins’ education is getting more expensive now they're at college. She'll come in every day and prepare our dinner, and she'll do shopping, washing and ironing on days when she's not cleaning. It'll probably take us a while to work out a routine that suits both us and the Evans family, but I'm sure we'll manage."
"Maybe sometimes we can all have dinner together,” Peter suggested happily. He grabbed a piece of pumpkin from the bench and tackled the hard skin with gusto.
"Here, you put these on to cook,” Mr. Edwards suggested, handing him the peeled potatoes. “I'll do that. And keep an eye on the chops. I think we put them on too soon. It might be an idea to turn the griller down."
Peter was still thinking happily about the new “daily help” as he turned the chops over and lowered the heat. He looked at his stepfather critically. How would a woman about Dad's age see him? he wondered idly. He's not particularly handsome, I suppose, but he's still quite nice looking. And he's very kind and caring.
"Dad, why didn't you get married again?” he asked curiously. “Was it because no one wanted to take me on?"
Simon Edwards looked at him in surprise.
"Good heavens, no!” He shrugged lightly. “I've never really thought about it. I suppose it's because I never met anyone I liked enough."
"You'll like Mrs. Evans."
Mr. Edwards burst out laughing. “Oh, now, don't start that! You're too young to be matchmaking."
"I thought only women did that sort of thing."
Mr. Edwards chuckled again. “So did I. Seems I was wrong."
* * * *
PETER WENT to bed that night feeling much happier than he had for a long time. The burden of knowing he was virtually on his own for the third Earthlight Quest lifted as he realized that if he engineered things right he would have nearly as much of the twins’ company as when they were all staying on Bart Brown's small holding. Just a little bit of scheming would be required, he decided. It would be nice to have someone with whom to share the responsibility.
He put his scheme into practice the very next day. When he arrived home Mrs. Evans was already there, and the fencing was well on the way to completion. The men told Peter they would be finished the following day. As Peter sat down to begin his homework, he heard Mrs. Evans enter the kitchen. She had been hanging out some washing.
"Is that you, Peter?"
"Yes, Mrs. Evans. I hope we haven't left too much mess for you."
"Well, things are a little chaotic at the moment,” Mrs. Evans admitted, coming into the room. “But we'll soon get you sorted out. Now before I start dinner, would you like a drink or something to eat?"
"No thanks. I usually wait until Dad comes home so we can eat together."
"Okay. Just thought I'd ask.” Mrs. Evans went back to the kitchen.
"Why don't you arrange with Dad to bring Jamie and John over tomorrow night and we can all have dinner together?” Peter called out.
"Your father's busy enough without having to come home to guests for dinner. And what about your homework? Jamie and John seem to have too much of that to be going out in the evenings."
"Oh, Dad won't mind. And we can all do our homework together. Please!"
Mrs. Evans turned from the bench to find Peter at her elbow. His eyes were bright with entreaty. Poor kid, she thought. No mother and no siblings—and on top of that starting afresh in a new city and a new school. He probably gets very lonely. At least Jamie and John have always had each other.
"Well, you ask your father. In case you've forgotten, Peter, he's my employer and I haven't even met him yet."
"Exactly! How else are you going to meet him?"
Peter asked his stepfather while they were eating the excellent steak and kidney with dumplings that Mrs. Evans had left for them to reheat.
"The only problem I can see,” Mr. Edwards said, “is I might be delayed again, which means dinner will be rather late. If Mrs. Evans doesn't mind a late dinner they're all very welcome. I can always ring half-an-hour or so before I expect to be home, if she thinks that will help.” He paused. “By the way, how's Norah after her accident?"
Peter looked at him in surprise.
"Okay,” he said with deliberate off-handedness. “She wasn't very happy about having to walk to school but apart from that seemed all right."
He omitted to add how she had made a nuisance of herself by hanging around him and trying to separate him from Jamie and John.
* * * *
PETER FOUND Norah waiting at the school gates for him the next day. There was no sign of Jamie and John. He greeted her coolly and made several attempts to cycle past, but she kept blocking the way.
"If you don't mind, Norah, I'd like to put my bike away."
"Well, you don't have to ride it. I can't keep up with you if you ride. I want to talk to you."
"What about?” Peter still stood astride his bike.
Norah looked pointedly at the other pupils who were arriving. “Not here. Wait till we get to the bike shed."
"There'll be other people there, too. If you've got anything to say that you can't say with others around, I don't think I want to hear it anyway.” If she can't take that hint, he thought grimly, she's not as bright as she's supposed to be.
However, he reluctantly swung himself off the bicycle and wheeled it to the shed. To his surprise, there was no one there. The empty shed made him strangely uneasy. He put his bike on its usual stand beside the spaces used by Jamie and John, slid the chain around and turned the key in the padlock. Then he took his helmet off and started unloading his schoolbooks. He felt a sudden strong urge to get away quickly.
"Well, come on, what was it you wanted to tell me?"
Norah made no reply. Annoyed, Peter turned to repeat his demand. She stood at the open door with her back to him. He saw her glance to left and right. Apparently satisfied there was no one around she very deliberately shut the door and stood in front of it, facing Peter.
"Oh, come on! Surely there's no need for that!” Peter began to feel inexplicably alarmed. His spine tingled with apprehension. As though there's danger. But what can possibly be sinister about a silly girl with a crush on me?
Norah took a few steps towards him. Her mouth was set in a tight line. Her eyes glinted as she looked at him. The steeliness of her gaze spoke of strong dislike rather than infatuation. When she was a few meters from him, the hard line of her mouth turned to a sneer. “You flatter yourself. I'm not interested in a little creep like you!"
Peter stared at her, aghast. He went red and white—hot and cold—in turn.
"How—?” His voice came out in a croak. But his senses already told him the answer. The shed seemed to spin around him, so great was the shock. The satchel containing his books slipped from his nerveless fingers. It hit the concrete with a reverberating thump. Peter hardly hear the sound. He was only vaguely aware that he had dropped anything.
"I thought you were smarter than that,” Norah taunted. “Looks like I was wrong."
Peter's first instinct was flight. He tried to rush past her. She grabbed his sleeve and spun him round. Her strength surprised him.
"Oh, no you don't! There's no escape that way!"
From behind him Peter heard a key grate in the lock. Now sheer terror grabbed him. As he jerked his head towards the door, Norah dropped his arm. From the corner of his eye he saw her pull off her spectacles. Ostentatiously she put them in her pocket. Then her hand went to her head and she seemed to pull her hair off. Peter's eyes swung wildly from the locked door back to Norah. It took his stupefied mind a full second to realize she had been wearing a wig. She shook her head—and down tumbled a glossy red ponytail. The homely face of Norah Lahood disappeared, brace and all. Peter stared in horror into the triumphant blue eyes of Eleanor Le Grud.
 



Chapter 4
Evil in the Bike Shed
BUT THIS wasn't the pretty girl who greeted him in his dream. The malevolence of her gaze—spine-chillingly repellent from one so young—turned her face into an ugly mask.
Even as he heard the sound of the key turning in the lock and stared wildly at Eleanor's sneering face, something on the edge of vision attracted Peter's attention: a shifting of the air by the door. Every hair on his body stood on end. Helplessly, with dry mouth and quaking heart, he watched the transformation: the black cloud of the Evil One gradually taking shape. It was one huge cloud this time. He had never seen it so large. There seemed to be five figures standing within. In the center he recognized the Blue Lord and Sujad. Le Grud stood on one side of these two and Jadus on the other with an indistinct, shorter figure beside him.
That makes six!
And without Jamie and John I'm on my own.
Le Grud's voice broke the ominous silence. To Peter's surprise, he addressed his daughter. “You idiot girl! There was no need to reveal your identity like that."
Eleanor tossed her head violently. Her face was sullen. “You know jolly well he's been spying on us and already knows what I really look like. He wouldn't have come with me except as Norah so I had to be Norah. But there's no point continuing with the farce now. Anyway, I hate being Norah."
"You're what our young friend here so inelegantly calls a Lord of Corruption now and you'll behave like one!"
Eleanor looked at Peter with hatred matched only by what he'd seen in the eyes of Sujad the Great. She tossed her head again but when she spoke it wasn't her father she addressed.
"You might as well show yourself, Justin,” she said spitefully. “He knows who you are now."
Peter glanced at her and then turned back to the Lords of Corruption, looking directly at the shortest figure. He said flatly, “Justicio Sadra, son of Jadus Castirio. Your mother prefers to call you Justin because she thinks people will laugh at a name like Justicio."
The boy in the black cloud glowered down at him but said nothing. Peter could now see him clearly.
Sujad spoke for the first time. “Well, Pukling, I think you know what we've come for—and this time it's six against one, so you don't stand a chance. Hand over the Obsidian Orb!"
"No,” Peter said, loudly and very clearly.
"You don't have any choice!” the Blue Lord rasped. “You're a prisoner here until you hand it over."
Peter's heart sank. As he reached out with his mind beyond the locked door, his senses told him the truth of this statement. Pupils and teachers who were already at the college were frozen like statues. Others were made late by car and bus breakdowns, punctured tires and various other delaying tactics. Those who did manage to arrive were immobilized as soon as they were out of sight of anyone in the outside world.
"In that case we'll be here forever,” Peter said aloud. With his mind he called frantically, “Essence of Obsidian! How do I get rid of them?"
He felt the throbbing of the Power of Obsidian. Although for some reason slow in coming, it was stronger than ever. Peter's confidence soared. His enemies could see the glow pulsing from and around him. Peter, locked in the center of the light, saw nothing but blackness all around. Then came the familiar wheeling of the stars above him. They sang to him with voices that told him the counter-spell to release himself from the terrible grip of his enemies.
Before he could cast the spell, Sujad divined his purpose and sprang forward. He shouted something in a chilling, wild-animal voice. It seemed to rend the very air in two. The erstwhile Lord of Obsidian appeared to fill all the space around him, blotting the other Lords of Corruption from Peter's view.
The light of the Power of Obsidian around Peter went out like a snuffed candle. An icy chill seeped through him, seeming to freeze his very bones. Left to face his enemy on his own, Peter looked up in despair at Sujad's now monstrous figure...
...and he saw, instead, the huge form of a spider. Never clearly seen, it shifted around inside the black cloud that detached itself from the main mass. With a dry sob of terror, Peter stepped backwards. He crashed into his bicycle. The sound was very loud in the heavy silence that followed Sujad's cry. The pedal tore a great gash in his leg. Blood welled instantly from the wound, but Peter hardly felt it.
The malevolence of the Evil One beat down at him. The air felt too thick for him to breath. The sheer force of the power battering at his mind felt as though it was physically flattening him.
All the time I thought I was dealing with Sujad it was the Evil One himself! He didn't kill Sujad. He merely took over his body, mind and personality.
Peter knew he wasn't ready to face the Evil One and all his Lords of Corruption on his own. His mind groped around, striving to get in touch with the Essence of Obsidian. The effort made his head feel as though it would explode.
I'll be lucky to get out of this alive! He now began to lose all consciousness of the reason for his predicament. All memory of the Earthlight, the Obsidian Orb—and even of the Power of Obsidian itself—began seeping from his frozen mind. He was just a boy facing an unimaginable terror. Almost the only thing left was his strong will to live.
Then something seemed to grab hold of his sense of self-preservation and concentrate his whole being on saving himself from the obscene evil beating down at him. A voice spoke into his raging mind. Through the unearthly tumult it sounded faint and barely audible. The strength of his will to survive made him strain towards it.
"Quick!” It was the Power of Obsidian. “The girl outside!"
Consciousness of who and what he was returned to Peter in a rush. He reached out with what was left of his battered mind to feel for the presence of anyone outside the bicycle shed. Because she stood in the protection of weeping willows, he found the girl without any trouble. Quick as a flash, before the Evil One could even grasp he'd been in contact with the Power of Obsidian, Peter reversed the spell on the girl. Although a very simple counter-spell, it took every ounce of power he possessed at that moment. Without the Obsidian Orb and the Essence of Obsidian he would have been totally unequal to it.
The thing that was once Sujad Cariotis swung to the door with a savage snarl as they all heard the running footsteps. The Evil One tried reaching out to immobilize the owner of the footsteps. However, Maria was now protected by a shower of leaves and twigs that caught in her hair as she rushed from beneath the willows. Before the Evil One could recover and try something else, the door swung open.
Maria stood in the opening, her eyes wide with terror at the sight of the huge black mass with the half-seen—and therefore all the more terrifying—form shifting within. Her mouth, already open to speak, widened to a scream. The scream broke off abruptly as something rushed towards her from beneath the black cloud. She felt someone grab her hand and jerk her back outside. The door closed behind them with a resounding crash.
"Are you all right?” Peter's voice was full of anxiety as he dragged Maria along the path. A sideways glance showed a face that was white and gray eyes that were wide and dark with terror.
"I think so,” she gasped and rushed headlong into her story: “I heard Norah and Justin talking yesterday after school. I heard Norah say, ‘I'm going to get that Peter FitzArthur in the bike shed tomorrow morning. By the time we've finished with him he'll wish he'd never been born.’ Something like that anyway. You'd already gone home. I came early to warn you but I was still too late to stop you going in with Norah, so I hid among the willows."
As they slowed down and came to a halt, she turned her head to look at Peter and, at the obvious concern in his face, the pallor of her cheeks changed to a becoming blush. Her eyes shone out at him and she smiled broadly.
The smile told Peter she was already forgetting her terror. Soon she would have no memory of the incident at all. Because she was the instrument by which he had been able to save himself, Peter returned her smile with one of his own. It had an even more devastating effect on Maria than on others who noticed how it transformed Peter's whole face. Flustered, she suddenly became aware of all the leaves and twigs sticking to her straight, light-brown hair.
"Oh dear! What on earth have I got in my hair? I can't go in to class looking like this,” she said, putting her free hand up to pull the twigs out.
"Pieces of willow,” Peter said quietly, dropping her hand and gently pulling out the rest of the leaves and twigs.
He looked back at the group of large willows behind them. Because of their sheltered position their leaves hadn't even started turning.
"Oh dear!” Maria said, blushing again. “I can't think how you knew. I thought nobody noticed that was a favorite place of mine, particularly in summer when it provides a lovely quiet retreat and nobody can see me in there. I spent a lot of time there last summer when I first came here. I was lonely without my best friend, who's still at my old school.” Maria blushed again as she realized how easily she was confiding the fact of her painful shyness to a boy to whom she hadn't spoken before.
Peter didn't have the heart to say he hadn't noticed her at all. Instead he said, with perfect truth, looking back at the trees again, “The weeping willow's quite my favorite tree, too.” It was then he saw the trail of blood spots on the concrete path leading from the shed to where they were standing. He looked at his leg in dismay and showed Maria the gash on his calf. “Oh dear, I tripped and cut myself on my bike."
"You can't go in to class like that. I'll take you along to first aid. It's bleeding rather heavily. It might need stitching."
Peter found a clean handkerchief in his pocket and quickly tied it around the wound so as not to leave a trail of blood on the school floor. Feeling self-conscious, he followed Maria into the school building. Pupils and teachers were hurrying to their first classes, all anxious about their unaccountable lateness. Nobody took any notice of them.
"Oh, by the way, my name's Peter FitzArthur,” Peter said, realizing he didn't even know his rescuer's name.
"I know.” Maria blushed again. “Mine's Maria Fitzgibbon."
They both laughed at the fact that they shared the same prefix to their surnames. It saved Peter from admitting his previous ignorance of the girl's identity.
He was relieved to learn his leg didn't need stitching. When he and Maria arrived at their classroom, however, he realized he had left his schoolbooks in the bicycle shed. Dismay filled him at the thought of returning to the shed on his own.
"Better come in and tell Mrs. Stephenson what happened before going back to get them,” Maria suggested. “She's a bit of a stickler for punctuality.” She looked at Peter with concern as she opened the door. “I'll go and get them for you,” she offered in a sympathetic whisper.
They both entered the room, to find all eyes trained on them. Mrs. Stephenson said nothing, merely waiting for them to speak first. She accepted Maria's faltered explanation with the dry comment that everyone seemed to be having accidents of one sort or another that morning.
"Jamie Evans has your books,” she told Peter.
As she spoke, Jamie stood up and walked towards Peter with Peter's satchel in his hands. There was a question mark in his eyes. Peter said, “Thanks, Jamie,” and shook his head slightly, mouthing the words “after school” as he took the schoolbag.
* * * *
"LOOKS LIKE you've got a fan there,” Jamie teased as the three boys watched Maria being driven away in her mother's car, with Maria waving earnestly to Peter from the front passenger seat. The girl had insisted on introducing Peter to her mother, much to Peter's embarrassment. “She seems very nice, but I hope she won't prove a nuisance by hanging around at awkward times."
"Just thank our lucky stars her mother won't let her cycle to school, else we might have her tagging along now,” Peter said fervently, mounting his bicycle and leading the way down the drive.
Despite the unlikelihood of another attack in the same place, he'd felt great reluctance to enter the bike shed that afternoon. Only the presence of Jamie and John gave him the courage. However, they found it free of any feeling of evil.
Now, however, something made the hairs on his neck prickle, as though someone's eyes were trying to bore into the back of his head. He glanced around and his eyes met those of Eleanor Le Grud. Although still calling herself Norah Lahood, Eleanor no longer wore her wig, spectacles or brace. No one, apart from Peter and the twins, noticed the change, however; everyone accepted the new Norah as though she had always been that way. The blue eyes sparked as they met Peter's. And Peter knew the brain behind the eyes would soon be planning vengeance on him with the help of the other Lords of Corruption, and the terrible Thing that had taken over the body of Sujad Cariotis. After one chilling glance, he turned his attention back to his riding.
Until they left the main road he and the twins were too busy paying attention to the traffic around them to talk—and there was also too much noise—but as soon as they reached a quiet street Peter told Jamie and John about the incident in the bike shed. After the twins expressed their horror, the boys fell silent, each wondering where the next attack would be.
"You haven't met my Dad yet, have you?” Peter's abrupt question, as they arrived at the gate of his new home, broke the tension.
"No—and neither has our Mum,” Jamie said, with a chuckle in his voice. “She hasn't had a dinner date—or any other date for that matter—since Dad was killed, and that's about three years ago. She was real nervous this morning."
Peter returned the chuckle. “Funny sort of dinner date when you have to do all the cooking yourself and put up with the presence of three boys!"
Jamie and John found their mother in her new employer's kitchen looking incongruous—to them, anyhow—in one of her best dresses with a large apron covering the front. She had taken extra pains with her hair and make-up and looked absurdly young—even to her sons—and slightly flustered. The twins stifled their laughter when Peter prodded them in the ribs.
Mrs. Evans relaxed at the sight of Peter's obvious approval and bundled them off to start their homework. “Dinner will probably be late, so I'll bring you up a snack in ten minutes if you've all got your heads down."
She was as good as her word but found the boys sitting over their books in Peter's bedroom as though they had only just opened them. They had been discussing Peter's experience in the bicycle shed but came to no conclusion except that it was no longer safe for Peter to be on his own. None of them could think of any way to engineer things so the twins could stay the night.
"We could just ask,” Peter suggested as Mrs. Evans went back downstairs. “There's a spare bedroom with a couple of beds in it."
"No. That probably wouldn't work. What we need is something like the car breaking down,” Jamie said. “But that would only work for one night."
"Peter's Dad will just offer to drive us home,” John protested.
"Unless he's got a rack on the back like we've got, we'd have to leave our bikes behind because they haven't got lights. Then we'll have to walk to school. I'm not going home without my bike."
"Do you know enough about cars to fix something up?” Peter asked.
"Only enough to empty the petrol tank,” Jamie suggested wickedly. When Peter looked at him in astonishment, he added quickly, “Oh, I've never done it! But it's usually only complete blockheads who do it so it must be fairly easy. All that's needed is a container big enough to hold whatever's in the tank—and, of course, a suitable hose."
"Will you do it?"
"Of course. It's our car. I can hardly expect you to do it. Have you got something to put the petrol in, and a length of clean hose to use as a siphon?"
"I'll go and check."
Peter raced down to the garage where, after some rummaging, he found the things he was looking for. He placed them in a handy position before rejoining the twins.
"When you've emptied the tank, Jamie, we'd better get on with our homework,” he suggested. “If we don't get it done we could spoil everything."
Jamie crept downstairs and quietly let himself out. It was still relatively light and he glanced around to make sure no one was watching. His heart hammered furiously as he unscrewed the petrol cap on his mother's car.
Gosh! I hope Mr. Edwards doesn't come home while I'm in the middle of this. I suppose some kids would find it exciting.
I feel like the worst kind of criminal, even though it's our own petrol tank I'm emptying. And goodness knows what Mum and Mr. Edwards are going to say when I tell them what I've done. There was no doubt in Jamie's mind that he would have to tell at least one of them.
Fortunately for Jamie there wasn't much petrol in the tank, anyway. Then he remembered his mother bought petrol on a weekly basis, rationing use of the car so the petrol lasted, and was due to buy more the following day. That's lucky. She'll just think she's run out sooner than usual.
The others looked up expectantly as he reentered the room. Jamie grinned at them but had no time to answer, for the sound of a car coming down the drive sent them all to the window.
"It's Dad! He's early!” Peter cried, and dashed from the room.
Jamie found himself shaking all over at his narrow escape.
* * * *
"COME ON, it's time we were going,” Mrs. Evans said firmly.
It was after dinner and the boys had finished their homework and helped with the washing up. Much to their mother's surprise, the twins gathered their books without argument, put their bicycles on the rack and climbed into the back. Mrs. Evans started the engine, but it died almost immediately.
"I've only just had it serviced,” she lamented, trying to kick the motor back into life. “It was going beautifully."
"Let's have a look,” Mr. Edwards suggested.
Mrs. Evans climbed from the driver's seat and Mr. Edwards took her place. One glance at the instrument panel was enough.
"When did you last buy petrol?” he said with a chuckle. “The tank's empty. I'll drive you home and get it filled for you tomorrow."
"Oh dear! That means I'll have to walk here tomorrow. What a nuisance!” Mrs. Evans looked distressed and embarrassed. “I can't think how come we've used so much."
"You could have a leak.” Mr. Edwards sniffed. “There is a faint smell of petrol fumes. I'd better check that in the morning, too."
"Why don't you all stay the night?” Peter said quickly. “We've got two spare beds and Mrs. Evans could have my room while I sleep on the sofa."
"Please!” the twins chorused.
Mrs. Evans looked helplessly at her employer and host. He smiled and nodded. “Okay. You two can stay if you promise to behave,” she said. “But I wouldn't dream of depriving Peter of his room so I'll accept the offer of a ride home."
The twins clambered from the back of the car and unfastened their bikes from the rack. They watched with Peter from the front door as the adults drove away.
Peter sighed and turned to go inside. “Well, that sorts out tonight. It's our main job at the moment to keep the Obsidian Orb and the Book of Obsidian safe while Merlin and the Lady get themselves ready for the next battle. We've got to think of a plan so we can make be together all the time, or there's not much chance of succeeding. Let's go to bed. If we're already in bed when Dad gets back, we stand a better chance of persuading him."
Peter found pajamas for the twins and dug out two toothbrushes from a supply of new ones always kept in the bathroom. When Mr. Edwards arrived home he came up the stairs humming quietly to himself. Peter grinned into the darkness. He recognized the sign that his stepfather was feeling pleased with himself and suspected he might know the reason.
"We're all in the spare room, Dad. Jamie and John helped to bring my mattress in and I'm sleeping on the floor."
The door opened and light streamed in from the wall lamp further down the passage.
"Good heavens! The trouble some boys take to spend the night at each other's place! I hope you're not as uncomfortable as you look, Peter. By the way, whose idea was it to empty Mrs. Evans's petrol tank?"
Jamie, completely missing the suppressed chuckle in Mr. Edwards's voice, sat bolt upright. “It's all my fault, Mr. Edwards! It was my idea. I did it."
"Well, don't do it again. Playing around with petrol is dangerous.” Mr. Edward tried to sound stern. “I'll put it back in the morning and explain to your mother if you like. And you know you're always welcome to stay here. There's no need to resort to criminal activities. You only have to ask.” He tried to sound hurt but only partially succeeded.
"Thanks, Mr. Edwards,” Jamie said gratefully. “The trouble is Mum's quite likely to think we're making nuisances of ourselves—taking advantage of your good nature—that sort of thing.” He paused. “Also, we can hardly keep leaving her to spend the night on her own."
"We could put up one of the camp beds in here for me and Mrs. Evans could have my room,” Peter burst in eagerly.
"Hang on. You're going too fast for my addled brain. Let me get things straight. Are you talking about a longer stay than just one night?"
"Yes.” Peter sat up and plunged on boldly, “Why can't Mrs. Evans be a live-in housekeeper instead of just a daily help?"
There was a brief pause while Mr. Edwards thought this over. Three pairs of eyes anxiously tried to read his expression in the poor light coming into the room.
"Well, for a start Mrs. Evans has her own home. Why should she give it up?"
"She could always rent it out, Mr. Edwards,” Jamie said seriously. “Why don't you ask her? John and I are all for it."
"All right, I will. But I think you boys watch too much television. This is fast becoming like a scene from an American sitcom.” He turned abruptly. “Now good night and get to sleep. If I hear another sound from you—"
He left the sentence unfinished and went out before the boys could answer, quietly closing the door.
"G'night, you two,” Peter said, his voice muffled by the duvet as he snuggled into it. “We'd better take him at his word. He's not always as soft as he looks."
Mr. Edwards, still standing by the door listening for any noise, grinned to himself as he turned away. Boys!
he thought with an inward chuckle. Cheeky monkeys. Who'd have ‘em?
 



Chapter 5
The Silver Mares
"DAD, I HAVEN'T seen Argent since we came to Auckland,” Peter said that Friday evening at dinner. “Could we go riding at the weekend?"
"Well, we have to arrange for Mrs. Evans's furniture and other things to be brought here. Also, we'll need to go to a real estate agent to put the house on the market for rental. I don't think I'll be free to take you until Sunday."
When Peter's face fell, Mrs. Evans looked from the boy to his stepfather. “Oh, I'm sure I can organize things this end. And it will probably be a lot easier without three boys and a large dog underfoot."
"What about the cost? A day's riding is rather expensive."
"Oh, Bart won't charge Jamie and John,” Peter put in quickly.
"It's true he wouldn't take anything last time,” Mrs. Evans said thoughtfully. “What Susan Brown finally accepted for the boys’ keep would barely have paid for their food."
"Oh, well, don't worry about it,” Mr. Edwards said hastily. “If you're sure you can manage on your own, I can take care of that."
Mrs. Evans laughed. “I only have to supervise things. Everything's packed and the carrier will do most of the work."
Peter was already thinking about the next day. He was really looking forward to seeing somebody else of the Earthlight—someone who could perhaps tell him how things were faring with Merlin and the Lady. He hadn't seen any more of the six Lords of Corruption since the incident in the bike shed, with the exception of Eleanor and Justin, who took every opportunity to discomfit him and glowered whenever he chanced to meet their gaze. With Jamie and John's popularity having extended to Peter, they quickly found that being spiteful was unwise.
It's possible the six of them are just hoping to lull me into a false sense of security.
Or possibly they're already plotting something new. I must be on my guard all the time, especially over at Bart's. With neither the farm nor the forest safe any longer, I could find myself beset at any time.
* * * *
"YOU LOT really are keen,” Mr. Edwards remarked the next morning as the boys cleared away the breakfast dishes without being asked.
"I wish you'd get another dishwasher, Dad,” Peter said. “Washing up's such a bore. The first thing the dishes seem to do when I put them back in the crockery cupboard is get dirty again! I'm sure Mrs. Evans hates washing up just as much as you and I do."
His stepfather chuckled. “Give me a chance, Peter. I think Mrs. Evans would agree it's pointless putting in a dishwasher when we need a new kitchen!"
Mrs. Evans, buttoning up her coat with one hand checking its pocket for her keys with the other, turned back from the door. “Oh, it's not that bad. At least it's bigger than my own and it might be a bit shabby but it's well laid out.” She looked at the twins. “Now you two make sure you behave yourselves."
They both grinned at her; they knew the words were a mere formality and their mother considered them more mature and responsible than most boys their age. Jamie's heart lifted to see his mother looking happy for possibly the first time since his father's untimely death. She's really very pretty. He looked at Mr. Edwards, whose gaze was fastened on his mother. And he's noticed....
"Come on, dopey!” Peter's impatient voice broke into Jamie's thoughts. “If we want to go out we'll have to get a move on. It's a long drive to Bart's and there are still beds to be made, you know. We promised your mother we'd do them."
"Well, there doesn't seem to be much for me to do down here so I'll go up and start on them,” his stepfather said.
By the time he finished, the boys had the kitchen looking respectably clean and tidy. They had even swept the floor and now stood impatiently at the front door waiting for him, dressed for outdoors. Peter had put Dreyfus's leash on and the dog sat waiting at the door. He was the first one out when Peter opened the door.
"Bart's expecting us. I gave him a call,” Mr. Edwards said as they scrambled into the car. “He seemed delighted—goodness knows why—that you were coming and said to tell you the new stables and barn were finished and they're better than the old."
"Oh good! Mer—my Uncle Paul said they would be.” Peter bit his lip as he just managed to stop the forbidden name slipping out, and Jamie and John both sent him sharp warning glances. Fortunately his stepfather seemed not to notice either the slip of the tongue or the twins’ darting looks. His mind was preoccupied with turning the car.
"By the way, have you seen your aunt and uncle since we moved?” he asked Peter as he drove onto the road. “Your uncle hasn't been in to work and I tried to ring them twice but got no reply."
"I think they must be away,” Peter said quickly, remembering the empty garages and the two Lords of Corruption who had so easily invaded the house. “Maybe Uncle Paul went to join Aunt Angela."
"Perhaps we'd better give them another call to see how they are. They've been very good to us and it's the least we can do, especially as your aunt hasn't been well."
"Yes, that's true.” Peter could think of nothing else to say.
When they arrived at the stables Bart was waiting and, much to their surprise, had his own black stallion saddled. Peter introduced Bart to his stepfather and Bart proudly showed them around the new barn and stables, which were bigger than the ones Sujad burnt down.
"My goodness! That was quick work on the part of the insurance company and the builders,” Mr. Edwards said in wonder. “Insurance companies usually act with the speed of a lot of shackled wet hens."
Bart laughed. “I believe Peter's uncle did some string-pulling. He's a shrewd fellow. I understand you're his new partner?"
"Yes. Eventually I'll buy him out. He says he's had enough and wants to retire."
Bart merely nodded. He didn't need to ask why.
"I've acquired a couple of good mares for Jamie and John,” he said as a stable hand came forward leading two horses. “They're a lot faster than the ones you had in the holidays but every bit as placid."
Gasps of delight came from Jamie and John as they gazed at two silvery-white mares nobly tossing their manes and tails as though to show off their aristocratic pedigrees.
"Silvera and Crystalline,” Bart announced proudly, and added pointedly, “They come from the same stable as Argent."
So Peter mused, like Argent and Dreyfus, they were gifts from the Earthlight.
Another stable hand led Argent from her stall and Peter instantly forgot everything else in the pleasure of reunion. Argent seemed just as pleased to see him again as he was to see her. The three boys wasted no time in climbing into the saddles and were soon happily clip-clopping out of the yard in the wake of Bart and Obsidianus, with Dreyfus running alongside. Mr. Edwards climbed back into his car and looked at his watch. By the time I get back the carrier should have moved Sylvia's things. Maybe when I've helped her sort things out we can go somewhere special for lunch. He, too, left the stable yard in a buoyant, expectant mood.
* * * *
BART LED the way into the pine forest where so much had happened during their stay with him. They left the main bridle track and rode to the area on the edge of the forest that Bart called his Christmas tree plantation.
"We're less likely to be overheard here because nobody comes this way,” he said as he brought Obsidianus to a halt among a stand of pines about eight feet in height. They all dismounted, tethered the horses and gathered around Bart, who looked sharply at each boy in turn.
"You three must be having a tough time.” He sighed heavily. “It's bad enough for me; keeping secrets from one's loved ones and leading what amounts to a double life is hard on adults let alone children—even boys who are mature for their age. And you three are at a stage where if your school life suffers it could mean the difference between a satisfying career with a full rich life and just scraping by with whatever job you can get—or, the way things are at the moment, not getting a job at all."
"Don't worry about us,” Peter said, as cheerfully as he could. “We're all aware of the importance of our education and we're working as hard as we can. He looked at Bart's friendly broad face and noted the creases of anxiety crossing the forehead. “We've got each other, you know.” For a moment Peter felt as though he was the older one, with Bart needing his reassurance and protection.
Bart's face cleared slightly. “That's true. Things aren't going the way they were planned, though. You boys were never intended to face the Evil One and his minions on your own. Unfortunately, I believe you have two Lords of Corruption right in your class, watching you all the time."
Peter's face fell. It was something he would have preferred Bart not to know. “Oh dear! How did you find that out?"
Bart gave a short, humorless laugh. “You can't keep information like that from me. I'm one of the Chosen, too."
"Someone must have told you. I don't know what the other Chosen are doing—or what's happening to them—so how come ... ?"
"Merlin can't be with you, as he intended, so I get these things relayed to me. Somebody has to protect you, Peter. I'm aware I'm not really suitable, but I live closer to you than most of the others. I'm sure you appreciate that what happened in the bicycle shed was a mere foretaste of what's in store. You can see how easy it was for them to make you think a silly girl just had a crush on you and to lure you into that shed on your own—despite the fact you'd received a warning that someone in your class was, for want of a better word, a spy."
Peter blushed furiously. He still felt an idiot for having been unable to penetrate Eleanor's disguise. “With a wig, glasses and a brace, she looked so different from the girl I dreamed about. They made her quite ugly."
Bart chuckled dryly. “Yes. Perhaps they made a mistake when they didn't listen to Eleanor herself. But they thought you might have seen through a more flattering disguise, which wouldn't have been anywhere near as easy to effect. So great has their power grown that they knew you had received a warning—and they were able to have Eleanor put on and discard her disguise without anyone at school noticing either change. That sort of power over people's minds is positively awesome."
Peter shivered, feeling as though something was crawling down his spine. “It makes you wonder what else they know. Can they hear us now, for instance?"
Bart shook his head. “I don't know. Can't you use the Obsidian Orb to find out things like that?"
"The powers of the Obsidian Orb don't seem to be what they should—and it's even possible that Sujad, now the Evil One has taken him over, is able to tell when I'm using the orb because of the powers he used to possess.” He shrugged helplessly. “It's difficult to say, really, but I feel if Sujad—or the Evil One in Sujad's form—got hold of the Obsidian Orb now, he would be even more powerful than Sujad was when he called himself Lord of Obsidian."
"Oh, there's no doubt about that,” Bart replied emphatically. “It's what he's been planning all along. While it appeared the Evil One was letting the Lord of Obsidian do whatever he wanted, in truth the more power Sujad obtained the more invincible the Evil One would be when he finally took possession of Sujad. Very simple, but even more cunning than it seems. Those of the Earthlight could do nothing about it except get the Obsidian Orb back from Sujad as quickly as possible.” Bart's face turned grim. “In case you didn't notice, we nearly missed out on that at the end. The Evil One sent the Lord in Blue to grab it from Sujad after the Obsidian Dagger struck. Instead, the Blue Lord chose to take the little wax doll, which was virtually useless without the replica of the Obsidian Dagger in it. Even as the Evil One commanded the Lord in Blue to return to Sujad's side and grab the orb, Merlin came at Sujad's call and Sujad gave the orb to Merlin. We all thought the Evil One then killed Sujad. He simply placed a spell simulating death to both silence the man and turn everyone's attention away from him.” Bart paused and sighed again. “We of the Earthlight were fooled so easily. It seemed to us the plight of the First Chosen One was more important than attending a dead enemy.” Bitterness crept involuntarily into his voice. “If Merlin had stayed at Sujad's side he might have stopped what happened."
Peter instantly leapt to Merlin's defense. “It wasn't his fault! How was he supposed to know what the Evil One was up to?"
"How indeed, Peter? But don't jump to conclusions. I don't blame Merlin. No one does, except perhaps Merlin himself. He's extremely demanding of himself and very intolerant of his own errors. He can find excuses for the failures and weaknesses of others, but not for his own. He's also inclined to blame himself for other people's mistakes and failings, which doesn't make for much peace of mind. He wouldn't be the first leader to have fallen into the trap of expecting perfection from himself, of course. But most perfectionists also expect others to be perfect.” Bart turned back to his horse. He stroked the animal's nose. Obsidianus nuzzled his hand. “Well, we didn't come out here for philosophic discussion. I'm sure Jamie and John are simply itching to try out their new mounts, and Obsidianus hasn't had a decent run for a while. Dreyfus also looks as though he wants to know what's keeping us. Let's try to enjoy ourselves."
He untethered Obsidianus and swung himself into the saddle. The boys did likewise. The three silvery mares following the midnight stallion through the pines with the dog at their heels were a startling sight. With their glistening coats making them almost ghostlike, they made such a strong contrast to the black horse that he, too, appeared unreal. Only the four riders spoiled the illusion.
Bart led the way back to the bridle path and they trotted along in silence for some time.
"Want to let them have their heads for a bit?” he asked when they reached the main path, which was wide enough for two horses to pass each other easily. “I'm sure you two are dying to see what Silvera and Crystalline can do."
Bart let the twins pass him and they set off in single file at a steady gallop. Peter followed and Bart took up the rear.
When Jamie saw the path fork into two narrower lanes he brought Silvera to a halt and turned in the saddle, grinning from ear to ear. “She's the best horse I've ever ridden!"
"Me, too!” John cried, reining Crystalline in behind Silvera.
Bart looked pleased.
"Which way now?” Jamie asked, looking at the branching paths.
Preoccupied with the twins’ pleasure, Bart hadn't noticed the forking of the way and looked at it in surprise. “I thought I knew the paths through the forest quite well. I don't remember this one."
Memory stirred uneasily in Peter. He had the strange feeling of having played out this incident before. It's a bit like acting in a new play and finding a scene from another play that you acted in some time ago dropped into it with a few changes, he thought. He glanced along the way they had come.
"I think we should go back."
Jamie and John looked at him in dismay.
"But we've hardly started!” Jamie protested.
"We haven't had a decent run yet,” John added.
Neither seemed to feel any apprehension. Perhaps they were too wrapped up in the pleasure of riding the new horses.
Peter opened his mouth to try explaining his feeling but got no further. Suddenly he felt the throbbing of the Power of Obsidian. At the same time, Bart and the boys became aware of the pulsing light that seemed to come from Peter himself.
"Don't be afraid, Peter. Take whichever fork you like. Neither will bring you to any danger."
"Essence of Obsidian!” Peter breathed in relief. “I should have thought to ask you straight away! I can't think why I didn't. Isn't the right-hand path the one we took when Sujad captured six of us? Doesn't it lead to Sujad's dungeons?"
"The dungeons aren't Sujad's any more. It's not wise to assign things to him that no longer belong to him. But, yes, it is the same path."
The pulsing light went out. “The Essence of Obsidian says we may take either path,” he told the others. “Shall we take the left one? I don't want to be reminded of Su—of the Obsidian Dungeons.” He corrected himself just in time.
Dreyfus seemed to feel the same. Without waiting for the horses he set off down the left-hand track at a steady trot.
In single file and at a slower pace—because of the narrowness of the lane—they moved off along the left-hand path. This time it was Peter who led, with Dreyfus alongside. Bart observed fleetingly that the boy rode nearly as well as Jamie and John, who, he believed, were born on their grandparents’ farm and once owned a horse between them.
The foursome rode at an even canter. The steady clip-clopping of the horses’ hooves gradually became rather mesmeric. Each rider was wrapped in his own thoughts. Bart's were centered on his beloved forest. It was, he admitted, a dim and chilly place for winter riding. It was also strangely silent. An occasional ray of sunlight slanting through the canopy hinted at the warmer air outside. Perhaps, he thought, they should have stayed out in the open.
Peter was totally oblivious to his surroundings. His mind was concentrated on the path ahead. His heart beat high with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. Something is waiting for us. Whatever it is, it's terribly important to our quest. He attempted to probe into the distance. It was like trying to see through a dense fog. He tried to discover what power it was that hindered him. As far as he could tell there was no spell blocking him. It was more as though there was simply nothing there—only what should have been there. He could feel neither evil nor good. There seemed to be no explanation at all for the strange feeling engulfing him.
He brought his mind back to address the Obsidian Orb. Maybe the Power of Obsidian could help. He had no time to act, however; the sound of galloping hooves came from behind with the suddenness of a thunderclap. Peter turned to look back along the path.
"Is there someone else riding this morning, Bart?” Somehow the noise made him nervous. They all brought their horses to a halt.
"There are no bookings for this morning. There's a group of four coming this afternoon. But in the meantime we should have the forest to ourselves.” Bart, too, sounded uneasy.
They listened for a few moments. The forest resounded with the pounding of hooves.
"They're not as close as they sound,” Bart said. “But they're riding very fast, like the hunt after a fox, or horses on a racetrack."
The drumming became even louder.
"They seem to be coming this way,” John said tremulously. He was in the rear and felt extremely vulnerable.
Without warning, Peter's uneasiness turned to alarm as a tide of evil malice washed over him. It surged back and forth like great waves on a beach. At its strongest it nearly knocked him off Argent's back. Instantly he knew the reason for the periods of weakening in the flood. He felt something trying to stem the flow. Someone didn't want him to be aware of the evil, was deliberately trying to block his senses.
"Run!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. At the same time he urged the pony forward.
Argent instantly broke into a headlong gallop. Dreyfus streaked ahead. Peter heard the sudden thunder of the stallion's hooves behind him. The sound grew louder as Jamie and John gave the mares their head. All four horses sensed their riders’ terror; but none gave way to panic. They could only run in single file, so Argent necessarily set the pace.
The trees flashed by on either side of Peter in a green blur. Then everything started changing. The alteration was so gradual he failed to notice at first. The dark green blur slowly gave way to a haze of shifting fog and shadowy patches. Then abruptly the way ahead was swallowed into the murk. Peter couldn't check Argent. Heedlessly, she rushed straight into it. Peter could now see nothing ahead. He could barely see Argent's head. Her neck was still stretched forward in headlong flight; her ears were laid back. Frantically he tried to pull her up. If he couldn't see the way ahead it seemed hardly possible his pony could. And what about the others? his mind shrieked at him. They won't be able to see me. If I stop Argent but they can't stop, there'll be a horrible accident.
He was aware Obsidianus and the mares were still at his back; the pounding of their hooves hadn't diminished. And following, getting closer, came the thunder of the other horses. What's behind is worse than what's ahead.
So great was his terror of what was behind that his mind agreed to face whatever lay in front. Even as this brought a grain of comfort, a great dark shadow stretched over his head from behind. It was like a huge black bat. He knew the shadow had no substance but was simply a manifestation of the will of its owner. It strove to reach him. Peter bent his whole being into resistance of its power. He felt the frustration of its striving. For a moment he saw the substance of the shadow. It was the Lord in Blue. All his concentration was fixed on Peter. The Blue Lord, Peter now realized, was as powerful as Sujad had been as Lord of Obsidian. He hated Peter more than he hated the Earthlight itself. The Lord in Blue hurled the knowledge at Peter like a bolt of lightning Why do you want me to know that? Peter wondered briefly.
He strained his attention forward into the murky half-light. Escape! Escape! Now getting away was all that mattered. He put all he had into it. Then abruptly the shadow released him. He and Argent seemed to gather speed. They hurtled onwards as though plunging down a hill.
He knew his pony was now totally beyond his control. All he could do was concentrate on merely staying in the saddle. As the shadow left him he heard two cries from behind. One sounded like someone making a great physical effort. It ended on a triumphant bellow. The other was like the shriek of a lost soul plummeting to hell. Peter's inner ears shrank from the deafening tumult of the two sounds. Despair seized his heart as though he himself was the lost soul.
He wondered later if he had closed his eyes at the terror induced by the two cries, for he saw nothing of his surroundings after this until Argent slowed down. As she came to a stop Peter opened his eyes. Argent was trembling all over. Peter took a deep shaky breath as he looked around. It was very dark. He couldn't work out why, but was aware of strange flickering lights in the near distance. He turned back to the others.
Obsidianus was barely visible, but the intermittent light flickered over Bart's face, emphasizing its pallor. He appeared unhurt. Then Peter turned his gaze to the two mares. They stood out like shimmering, silvery ghosts in the eerie light. Jamie's wide, frightened eyes stared back at Peter. As Peter's glance darted past him towards John's horse, Jamie turned his head quickly towards Crystalline. She seemed all right, although she trembled more violently than the others....
...but there was no sign of John.
 



Chapter 6
Under the Forest
PETER, BART and Jamie stared at the empty saddle in horror. The meaning of those chilling cries was now all too clear.
Bart dismounted carefully; in the flickering darkness it wasn't easy to judge the terrain. He approached the shivering Crystalline and soothed her with gentle caresses. His investigation showed that, apart from her terror at the experience she had undergone, she was unharmed. Bart then checked the other horses, calming their alarm. Despite the predicament in which the two boys found themselves, they couldn't help marveling at his skill.
"Wh—what was it? What took John?"
Echoes threw Jamie's questions back at them.
It was Peter who answered, his voice unsteady. “The Lords of Corruption. I think only Sujad—the Evil One—was missing. And he wasn't with them simply because he's working his evil ... elsewhere."
"He does battle with the Sleepers,” Bart said, looking at the lights flickering over the ground. Then, his eyes staring fixedly at the nearest light, he quoted softly: "Commanders of Light and Darkness waged war within the womb. Corruption and vicious treachery then led one on to doom. But in the Great Halls of Draining Light, in a fortifying bower, the Sleepers weave dreams while invoking the revival of their power."
Before Peter had time to wonder where Bart learned the rhyme, or to ask if he knew the meaning of the riddle, Jamie broke in. “This is no time to be quoting bad poetry.” His voice was harsh and broken—and accusing—as though lashing out at Bart for his apparent inability to save John.
Hastily Peter tried to reassure him. “It was me they were after, not John. The Blue Lord tried to reach me but failed. I think they took John to lure me into a trap. The Lord in Blue knows I'll go after him. But if we work together we'll find a way to get John back."
As he spoke, Peter took stock of their surroundings. They were in some type of underground chamber. There was no way of knowing the route they had come. Any one of the several openings behind them could lead back to the forest.
Bart, however, noticed something that escaped Peter's attention.
"We follow the lights.” He pointed at the nearest one, which promptly went out, only to return a moment later.
Peter and Jamie now realized the effect of this phenomenon.
"It's like a neon sign pointing to a mysterious and exciting shop door, only more so!” Peter said.
Bart took Obsidianus's bridle in one hand and Crystalline's in the other and led them carefully towards the lights. Both horses moved over the uneven ground with no signs of nervousness. Dreyfus advanced with greater ease than either horses or humans.
"It might be an idea to lead the horses rather than ride,” Bart said. “Ceilings—and floors, too—can suddenly get lower in caves."
The boys dismounted and did as Bart suggested. Only then was Peter aware his heart was thumping in uneven jerks. He stopped at the first light. Its strange greenish glow washed over his face and went out. There was something peculiarly magnetic about it and its fellows. He simply had to know more about them. He bent down.
"It looks like ordinary stone—just some type of rock.” Gingerly he put his free hand out. When, at a mere few inches from the rough surface, he could still feel no heat, he lowered his hand onto the stone. It was icy cold. As his palm touched the stone, the light shone out again. He snatched his hand away. “Is it some sort of phosphorus?"
"I doubt it. Phosphorus doesn't pulse off and on like that.” Bart looked back. “Come on. We've no time to waste."
Peter straightened and led Argent forward, studying each stone briefly as he passed. They seemed to have nothing in common in shape apart from being roughly the same size.
As he walked by the last stone, Peter's attention was drawn back to his surroundings. Ahead was the long broad tunnel down which Bart was about to disappear, while behind, still lit by the flickering stone-lights, he glimpsed five or six yawning mouths leading to smaller tunnels. The thought that they had rushed headlong through one of those tunnels without being able to see where they were going brought his skin out in goose-bumps. He hurried after Bart as fast as the unevenness of the ground would allow, anxious more for Argent's safety than his own.
* * * *
THE BROAD tunnel's walls had torches hammered into it here and there. Most burned brightly; one or two were dim.
"Where are we, Bart?” The walls threw Peter's question back at him, mingled with the slow clopping of hooves.
"It was once an underground river. This is only a tributary. The main channel will be much wider."
"The same river that produced the limestone cave where the Earthlight hid the statue after the two Lords of Corruption threw it into the lake?” Peter couldn't keep the excitement from his voice, despite his fears for John.
"Perhaps.” The tone of Bart's reply hinted his thoughts were elsewhere.
The magnified sounds of the horses’ hooves stopped Jamie hearing the exchange between Peter and Bart. He couldn't banish his uneasy feeling they were moving steadily further from any hope of rescuing his twin. John was snatched from behind, not from in front, he reasoned; so surely they should be going back?
Even as Jamie struggled to accept the intolerable possibility of never seeing his brother again, Peter brought Argent to a halt underneath one of the wall torches and turned his head. He looked straight at his friend and the compulsion of his glance instantly froze the questions framing themselves in Jamie's mind.
Peter said nothing. What was there to say that would be of any help to Jamie? Instead, Jamie felt a strange sensation in his head, as though something was trying to soothe his troubled mind. The sensation spread from his head right down to his chest. Jamie recognized the power as the same that brought comfort to Peter beside the tombs of the Lady and Merlin.
He gave his friend a watery smile. “Thanks, Peter,” he said, and the two continued down the tunnel side by side between their horses.
Neither spoke. Peter sent his mind probing forward. He received vague images of the way ahead, and the extent of the tunnels filled him with dismay. They were clearly moving towards the main channel of the dried-up river, for each new tunnel was wider and in places higher than the previous one. It's just as well we're moving this way. If we were going the other way we'd need guidance, like those neon-like rocks. Or maybe only the right passages are lit, and we would have to look into each tunnel to work out which one was right.
Peter forced himself to stop thinking about how they were going to find the way back and to concentrate on what was ahead. Eventually his mental probing came up against a blank wall—a deep impenetrable layer of rock. An underground river can't suddenly come to a stop. It must be that the roof caved in a long time ago.
Even as he thought this, Peter's imagination could see it happening. He saw the first collapse of the roof into the water. Other falls followed immediately until the way was completely blocked. He could hear the roar of the dammed water as it turned back on itself in the darkness, found new channels on the surface and swept down them in a muddy torrent, engulfing everything in its path like an enraged, voracious monster.
However, there was something else: a presence hovering above the water's turbulence. Peter strove to see it in the gray, wintry dawn of his vision. It was like a shimmer of white light spreading over the floodwaters. As he watched, the light settled on the water and slowly sank. As it sank, the churning waters calmed. The light became steadily dimmer as the muddy waters covered it. Then it vanished altogether and the waters subsided until in places there was only mud and broken vegetation, while in others the water continued flowing on the valley floors, creating a new river on the surface.
As the vision faded Peter again felt the presence—the shimmering light, now faintly green, and somehow strangely grown in its awesome power, although no brighter or larger than before. He experienced brief awareness of an entity older than the earth itself, but was instantly denied more knowledge. This time the light was underground, and somewhere ahead. What is it? he wondered, probing. Gently it denied him its identity. His heart gave a jerk and started thumping. Whatever it is, maybe it can help us get John back.
Unconsciously he increased his pace. They seemed to walk for hours and every branching of the way took them into a wider tunnel. It wasn't long before Peter saw the tunnels more as vast caves than channels down which a river once coursed. The way became so wide they were all walking abreast—three humans, four horses and a dog—with plenty of room for each to dodge anything in the way.
There were many deep dips in the floor that they had to skirt. Now and then they came to piles of rubble where gradual subsidence had occurred. The first time they saw this the boys looked at it nervously.
"Don't worry. We're perfectly safe. That was a long time ago,” Bart said, speaking into their minds.
"What's above us?” Peter asked.
"Mostly hills—parts of the forest—and high farmland,” Bart said, and they returned to their own thoughts.
At every new tunnel Peter reached forward with his mind searching for the fall that had set the underground river on another course. At last his senses told him the next tunnel was the one, and the end of the journey. They entered it, only to find there were no torches on the walls to light the way. An eerie greenish glow appeared in the distance, spreading even as they watched until it lit up part of the walls, showing a section of the great fall that had caused this immense honeycomb of tunnels.
Unable to see the way clearly over the uneven ground, they brought their horses to a halt. The horses stood patiently, quietly. They might have been out in the daylight instead of facing something outside their experience, and therefore potentially alarming. The Earthlight trio advanced slowly into the darkness. Peter walked in the center. Oblivious to any dips that might have sent them sprawling, they moved as though in a trance. All three kept their eyes on the ever-shifting light at the tunnel's end.
The closer they came to the light the more immense it seemed. By the time they were within six meters of it Peter realized it stretched way above their heads and was even wider than it was high. Also, surely something moved within the light—or maybe it was the light itself that moved. But he still felt a thrill of shock when a voice addressed them.
"Welcome, my children.” The voice sounded unnatural, disembodied, akin to how a Christian might imagine the voice of God would sound.
"Who are you?” Jamie asked boldly and added quickly, “Can you get John back for us?"
Peter was the only one who recognized the entity embodied within the light.
"It's the Voice of the Earthlight itself,” he whispered in awe.
"No, Jamie,” the voice replied quietly in answer to Jamie's question. “I am only a voice. I have no power. Only the First Chosen has the power to reclaim your brother. The Earthlight itself is occupied in assisting the Sleepers. I am here merely to bring a message to the First Chosen.” The voice paused. Tensely, Peter strained towards it. The shifting nucleus of the light seemed to direct itself straight at him. Its words, when it addressed him, rang through the tunnels like a proclamation. “Simon Peter, Son of Arthur, you must face the Evil One on your own. If you remember only one thing—that you will win the battle—all will be well. You must have complete faith in yourself. Any doubt that creeps into your mind will lessen your chances—may actually bring about your own downfall—and consequently the downfall of the Earthlight and the entire human race."
Peter swallowed hard. Before he could find his voice, Bart spoke for him.
"That's a terrible responsibility to lay upon a child,” he protested in horror. “Why can't I do it?"
"How?” the voice asked simply.
Bart opened his mouth to reply and stood like a fish out of water, obviously unable to think of any way in which he could challenge the Evil One on his own.
"You haven't the power,” Peter said. “You can't use the Obsidian Orb. I'm the only one—apart from Merlin—who can.” There was no pride or arrogance in his voice. He was simply stating the truth. “And the Obsidian Orb will be needed. It's the only source of power we have."
"But on your own?” Bart turned his gaze from the light to Peter. His face was the picture of frustration, his eyes empty pools of despair. At the set expression on Peter's own face he broke off and turned back to the light. He attempted another protest. “I don't think Peter realizes what he will be facing."
"I think he knows very well. He knows a nightmare only has to be faced to be revealed for what it really is."
"But the Evil One isn't just a bad dream!"
"No. He's very real, while at the same time being the sum total of all the living nightmares humans have ever experienced—all the evil they have created, either deliberately or unwittingly. But just as nightmares can be dispelled, Evil can also be vanquished, although that task is much harder. The First Chosen has only to believe he can make the Evil One return John to you and all the power he needs will be his."
"Why did the Power of Obsidian tell me neither the left nor right fork would lead us into danger?” Peter demanded. “We walked right into it."
"The Forest of the Earthlight will always be dangerous for you now, for neither the Earthlight nor the Essence of Obsidian can keep the Evil One and his Lords of Corruption out of it. But you didn't walk into danger—you fled from it—and either path would have served the purpose.” There was a brief pause. “Don't stay away from the forest because it is dangerous, however. The Earthlight needs your presence here as often as you can come.” The area of green light dimmed. “Go now. Face your ordeal, First Chosen, with the sure knowledge that you will succeed."
The light seemed to swallow itself; the edges started fading, while the center grew brighter. Then, with one blinding flash, it disappeared, leaving them in darkness. They stood in the suddenly suffocating dark, eyes wide with the effort to see, minds desperately willing the light to return. As though conjured up by the mere force of their wills, light started to return, first as a mere pinpoint and then growing until it was bright enough for them to see each other.
However, although greenish in color, it wasn't the same light that had contained the Voice of the Earthlight. This light came from the wall directly in front of them. Before the others could move, Peter strode forward. The light was about a foot above his head. Although smaller, it looked like one of the stones that had shown them the way at the beginning of their journey. However, instead of pulsing off and on, its light remained steady. Peter reached up and laid both hands on the stone. It was almost as cold as ice. He grasped it firmly and pulled. It wasn't heavy and came away easily. He stepped back quickly, half expecting stones above the one he had taken to cascade on top of him.
But nothing happened—or it seemed nothing happened. When Peter turned to face the others, however, they weren't there. Even Dreyfus had disappeared. Ice raced through his bloodstream as he realized he hadn't seen his dog for some time. After taking note that Dreyfus was having no trouble negotiating the pitfalls in the floor, he had concentrated his energy on his own and Argent's safety.
Instinctively he opened his mouth to call his friends, then shut it as he realized something else was wrong. He was no longer standing in the cavern where the Voice of the Earthlight had spoken. There was a lot more rubble on the floor of this cave, whose size and shape seemed somehow different, although Peter couldn't say in what way.
He turned back to the wall from which he had—or thought he had—taken the stone and examined the rocky surface about a foot above his head. There was no gap that he could see. In fact, nothing seemed to have been disturbed. The incredible truth burst upon him. He must be on the other side of the fall.
A feeling of panic overwhelmed him. He took a deep breath. “Bart! Jamie!"
The walls flung his shout back at him with such force it sent currents of alarm thrilling through him. Along with the dying echoes came the rattling sound of falling stones. One or two hit him on the shoulder, causing him to cry out with the suddenness of the sharp pain. Better keep quiet, he told himself, gently fingering his bruised shoulder. He listened intently for any answering shout, but heard only dead, suffocating silence.
Peter battened down the rising tide of panic and held up the rocklight, as he now called it, and looked around. Some of the cave-ins had left large piles of boulders and the whole floor was strewn with stray pieces of rock, making its rippling surface even more hazardous. It was a place, Peter decided, where it was best to have both hands free. However, he needed at least one hand to hold the rocklight.
"Essence of Obsidian, can you help me? Can you hold the light, for instance?"
He felt the familiar throbbing of the Power of Obsidian surround him.
"It isn't a light,” the Essence of Obsidian replied, “and I can't hold it because I don't have hands. I'm not a physical being, remember. But what I can do for you is contain you in what you once called the crystal ball. You will be able to walk through these caverns with the same ease as you walked through the world of the witch Morgause."
"Do you have to remind me of that?” Peter said, mentally wincing.
"Sorry.” The Power of Obsidian's answer was rather automatic. The pulsing changed rhythm, and then Peter was inside the bubble and moving swiftly through the cavern. Instead of concentrating on where he placed his feet, he was able to hold the rocklight up and look around.
It was hardly an inspiring sight that met his gaze. He couldn't help comparing the dark rock walls, ceiling and floor with the beauty of the limestone cave. This, he felt, was more like the sort of place he associated with the Evil One and his Lords of Corruption than with the Earthlight. There were several openings of different sizes on both walls. When he approached them he noticed they all sloped downwards, some rather sharply. He then realized he'd been moving steadily uphill since leaving the rock-fall that blocked off this part of the cave system from the area where he left Bart and Jamie.
"I don't think we have time to explore,” the Power of Obsidian said as Peter stood at the entrance to one of the steeper, narrower tunnels.
"What are we looking for?” Peter asked, moving away.
"You'll know when we find it."
Peter had to be content with this. Fortunately he found he could cover the ground quickly inside the protective bubble that the Spirit of Obsidian placed around him. Without it he would have been exhausted when they finally reached the end of their journey. He had plenty of time to speculate on what he would find; but the journey ended with an abruptness he could never have anticipated. He hurried round a bend and almost ran into a wall—a smooth, black wall.
"It's obsidian!” he cried aloud, placing the palm of his left hand on the surface while he held the rocklight close to the wall. The surface was almost as glass-smooth as the Obsidian Orb itself but it seemed to swallow all the light. The rocklight's glow touched the wall, but Peter was too preoccupied to notice. “The fortress Sujad built when he was Lord of Obsidian must be on the other side."
Peter barely had time to digest this fact before an ominous rumbling filled the caverns, sending his heart pounding. He felt the obsidian under his hand move slightly and stepped back quickly. However, the wall of obsidian didn't collapse on top of him as he half-expected. Instead, a section of it swung away from him like a door on vigorously protesting hinges. He took a deep breath to still the violent beating of his heart and swiftly stepped through the opening. The door ground shut behind him before he could do anything to stop it. He held the rocklight up to the wall and examined where the door should have been. There was nothing there—no handle, no lock and not even an outline where the door had been.
Sensing the Power of Obsidian was about to urge him to hurry, Peter turned away from the wall and held the rocklight up to inspect his new surroundings. To his dismay, he found the light was barely strong enough to allow him to move without banging into anything. But at least he knew where he was—in the dungeons of Sujad the Great's castle.
He held the rocklight at arm's length and moved further into the vast system of chambers that formed part of the castle's foundations. It was like trying to find the way through a maze and it would have been impossible for him without his ability to probe ahead with his mind—something he was finding increasingly easier to do. It was second-nature to him now. Instinctively he moved from chamber to chamber. Not once did he have to retrace his steps.
Some time later he came to Sujad's wine cellar. The bottles on the shelves and the broken ones strewing the floor winked at him as the rocklight moved across the cellar. The greenness of the glass deepened the color of the rocklight. Briefly the reflected glitter strengthened the intensity of the light from the rock itself. The stench of the now dried-up spilt wine was still strangely overpowering. It made Peter feel sick. He quickened his pace. As he moved away from the wine-cellar, the rocklight's glow dimmed to its previous strength. It took a few moments for his eyes to readjust to the gloom.
Then his heart quickened with excitement and apprehension combined—for he knew the end of his journey was almost in sight. Even before he turned the corner and saw the half-buried vault made of obsidian he knew this was the end. Power pulsed out at him. It had the same greenish glow with which the Voice of the Earthlight had encircled itself.
When he turned the corner he was almost blinded by the throbbing light. It came from the black crypt itself. This time nothing resisted Peter's approach. He reached the steps leading down to the door. The black surface of the door shone like a mirror in the bright light. He could see his own reflection in it. He looked strangely small and lonely. Perhaps that was because he felt small and lonely. Then he felt the light draw him into itself. It was as though something swallowed him. Before he could decide whether to fight it, he started feeling sleepy. The drowsiness came suddenly just as he put out a foot to descend the first step. Then there seemed to be nothing there. It was as though the steps disappeared. Peter fell straight down into darkness.
 



Chapter 7
The Great Halls of Draining Light
"AUNT ANGELA! Aunt Angela!"
Peter quickly skirted the piles of broken stone caskets. He was breathing heavily as though he had been running. He stumbled on loose fragments of rock, scraping his legs on the broken caskets. Hardly had he recovered his balance than he slipped in the mud and nearly went down again. He grabbed at one of the upturned caskets and scanned his surrounding. He could no longer see his aunt. He couldn't even hear her.
What am I doing down here again anyway? I couldn't find her last time so what was the point coming back? The echoes of his cry died. He stood listening intently, but all he heard was his heart thumping. He waited until the pounding in his chest abated and then climbed onto the upturned sarcophagus. From there he could see right over most of the rubble around him. But the cavern—part of the City of the Dead that became the City of the Reborn—was too vast for the beam of his torch to encompass in one sweep.
Then a sound behind, like something falling into water, made him whirl, and he nearly lost his footing. The section of the huge stone coffin, however, remained stable under his weight. He flashed the torch light in the direction of the sound. The beam picked up a yawning hole in the floor of the cave. He had found the staircase leading to the lower cavern.
He climbed down and made his way towards the staircase. He stopped at the top and flashed the torch beam down. The water reached halfway up the stairs, as on his last visit. It also looked just as dark and oily and he recalled what he had found in the water. He steadied himself with one hand on the wall, descended to the water and flashed the torch light across its still surface. There was nothing there, not even uprooted and broken ferns. But of course there wouldn't be—not after all this time. They'll be on the bottom, rotted or half-rotted by now. But she came this way. Is she down there, too?
Peter flashed the light in all directions, feeling like an actor forced to go through the same scene repeatedly until he got it right.
"She's not here.” He spoke aloud—but softly—and his voice came back eerily to him across the dark, evil-looking pool. “She's gone."
A hand descended on his shoulder. He nearly dropped the torch with fright. He turned—and the torch light glared straight into the face of Merlin. The sorcerer instantly put up his other hand to shield his eyes.
Peter let out his breath in a gasp of relief. “Oh, it's you! Thank goodness you're here! I still can't find her."
"No,” Merlin said briefly, flatly. “She's gone. There's no point looking, Peter. You won't find her."
The echoes repeated, “You won't find her; won't find her,” sounding further and further away with every repetition, while Merlin's face, still shielded by the upraised hand, started to waver and fade....
...and Peter became aware he was no longer standing but lying on his back on something hard.
Where am I? The thought was sudden and sharp and seemed to echo around in his head as though someone else voiced it.
He opened his eyes, and experienced the instant panic of total darkness for the second time within a few hours. Or have I been lying here for longer than it seems? I've been dreaming again. Slowly, cautiously, he put his hands down to touch what he was lying on. It felt cold and smooth. He moved his hands out and eventually his fingers felt a hard edge on either side. Then slowly he raised first one hand and then the other above his face. They touched nothing, even when he stretched his fingers out.
Gingerly, dazedly, he sat up. He felt very groggy and light-headed, as though someone had given him drugs or alcohol.
What's the matter with me? Have I been sick? One hand inadvertently touched his clothing and the material felt foreign beneath his fingers. A frantic investigation with both hands told him he wasn't dressed in the clothing he last remembered putting on. It feels like a skirt, he told himself incredulously. There seemed to be some type of cord around his waist tied in a knot at the front with the ends hanging down and ending in tassels. A hospital garment, perhaps?
Have I had an accident? But they wouldn't leave me lying on a cold slab in the dark, surely? A grisly, terrifying thought occurred to him. Do they think I'm dead? Is this an undertaker's parlor?
Panic now took complete control of his mind. Frantically he strove to recall what he had last been doing. The only recent memory he could call up was of something greenish-black in which he saw his own reflection, before he plunged down into a dark, bottomless pit. He remembered the blackness opening beneath him as the stair he was about to step on vanished. The only other thing he could recall was the intensity of the power that, in the split second before he fell, he knew dwelt somewhere below. The rest, he realized, had been but a dream—a nightmare.
"Essence of Obsidian, where am I?” he cried in mind-speech.
"In the Great Halls of Draining Light,” the Power of Obsidian replied instantly.
Peter sighed in relief at the sound of the familiar voice. While the Power of Obsidian remained with him he wasn't alone. “Where ‘the Sleepers weave dreams while invoking the revival of their power'?” He couldn't keep the excitement out of his voice.
"Not quite. The halls are immense. The fortifying bower is only a part of them. The castle I built for Sujad Cariotis is another. The part that houses the fortifying bower was made during the days just before the witch Morgause tried to use the original Obsidian Orb for her own purposes and failed. Merlin made it expressly for this present war between the Earthlight and the Evil One and has never been used before. Up until now it has been under a very powerful spell of forbidding. Even Merlin and the Lady couldn't gain access to it before the proper time."
"Oh!” Peter was too busy trying to pierce the darkness and get some idea of his surroundings to make further comment. He now sat on the edge of whatever he had been lying on. How far down would he fall if he tried standing up? Tentatively he reached down with one foot but couldn't feel the floor. He strained his ears to hear the slightest sound, but the enveloping darkness was as silent as the tomb. The only thing he heard was the painful thudding of his own heart. If only he had the rod of willow that the Essence of Obsidian borrowed for him once before. Well, he could at least ask.
"Can you make a light for me as you did before?"
"You must do that yourself, Peter. I am not permitted to help you on this side of the door. And don't forget these are the Great Halls of Draining Light."
In that case, we'll need an awful lot of light,
Peter told himself ruefully.
In his mind's eye he conjured up great banks of candles—a dozen candelabra, each holding twelve candles. He tried to visualize more but failed. That should be enough, surely.
He waited, his eyes searching everywhere for the first lessening of the dark. When it came, the light was sudden and blinding. Golden-yellow rays poured into his eyes from all directions as a hundred and forty-four flames surrounded him. They burned from the tops of tall white pillars of wax set into sconces of pure, bright gold. The candelabra seemed to rest on air, for he could see nothing solid supporting them. The gold itself, deflecting the light from its surface, was a source of briefly dazzling radiance. Then the brilliance died as though something swallowed it, and the light of twelve dozen candles became as one solitary flame.
Gradually Peter's eyes adjusted to the light. Relief at being able to see tempered his disappointment at the inadequacy of the candles he had conjured up. He slid off the high slab of obsidian and stood beside it, trying to probe his surroundings. He could see little beyond the circle of flames that stood around the obsidian slab like candles around a coffin. At the image he conjured up, a shudder went down his spine and he returned his gaze to the black slab. It looked too much like a tomb for his liking, he decided. He was about to move quickly away when a pulsing greenish light appeared in its center. The pulsing ceased, leaving Peter looking at the rocklight he had used to guide him to this place.
He reached out to pick it up. As he placed his hands on either side of it, its green light momentarily filled his vision, blocking out even the sight of the murky candles. However, as his hands closed over the rock, its light dimmed and he thought he caught a glimpse of something white moving in the distance beyond the field of his eyes’ focus. His heart lurched and started pounding again like a bass drum. He held the rocklight out towards where he thought he had seen the movement and stared into the gloom beyond the ring of candles.
He drew in a sharp breath. Was that a faint footfall? Or was it just the hammering of his heart that he could hear?
Then he saw the movement again—a fluttering of white that resolved itself into a figure dressed in a long robe tied at the waist with a silken cord. Peter looked down at himself and saw that the strange clothing he himself wore was similar. When he looked up again he saw there were now several figures in white coming slowly towards him.
In the echoing acoustics of the cave the whisper of their bare feet on the black floor was surprisingly loud.
"The Reborn!” he said softly, in wonder, as he recognized the leader.
There were twelve of them—all women—and Judita led them. She smiled faintly at Peter but said nothing as she drew abreast of him. With both hands she took hold of one of the candelabra and moved along to allow the second woman to take the next one, until the members of the Reborn completely encircled Peter. “You've made them rather heavy,” Judita said in mind-speech; but her smile canceled out any criticism.
Peter grinned back. “Sorry."
Judita turned away and moved off. Peter followed, walking in the center of the circle without any conscious decision on his part. Surrounded on all sides by figures taller than himself, he could see little of his surroundings but was very much aware of the unseen forces of power within that terrible place.
The women neither spoke to nor looked at him but kept their gaze fixed ahead. After a while he plucked up enough courage to address Judita again. “Where are we going?"
"To the Hall of the Lightwell."
Judita answered so readily that he dared another question. “What's that?"
"The Lightwell is the receptacle where all the drained light goes. It's where the Earthlight turns trapped light back into power—the power that enables a Chosen One to swim under water like a fish; to create a light out of nothing but a willow twig or rod; to bring forgetfulness to those who have witnessed what was not for their eyes; or to go back in time—and ultimately to defeat the Evil One and his Lords of Corruption."
"But hardly any light comes down here. It's the blackest place I've ever seen!"
"You'd be surprised.” Judita gave a small chuckle. “The Earthlight has ways of redirecting any form of light down here. It doesn't matter what originally created the light. For instance, when one of the Lords of Corruption lets fly with blue fire in the forest, even parts of that light can be used by the Earthlight. Lightning can be used. So can the eruption of a volcano. The Evil One knows nothing of the purpose of the Great Halls of Draining Light."
"But Sujad built his fortress almost on top of the Halls. How come?"
"Oh, he knew the Great Halls of Draining Light were here because he was Lord of Obsidian and anything made from obsidian couldn't be hidden from him. He just didn't know their purpose. He built his fortress on top of the Great Halls partly to divine their purpose. Don't you remember he assumed he had learned everything he could from the Book of Obsidian and therefore didn't really need it? When you managed to recover it from the lake in the first sacred grotto he made no immediate attempt to take it from you. By the time he realized his error and recovered the book, the Power of Obsidian had separated itself from the book and it was too late, so the Earthlight allowed him to take the book. Sujad made his biggest mistake in leaving it so long—if you don't count the fact that the Evil One has now taken possession of him."
"So really the Enemy has made as many mistakes as the Earthlight?” Peter's heart fluttered with hope.
"It's not the number of mistakes that counts. It's the one that loses you the war.” As she spoke, Judita and the other women came to a halt and Peter, busy pondering what Judita had just said, barely managed not to collide with her. “We must now be quiet,” Judita cautioned, still in mind-speech.
Next moment Peter heard a grinding sound that echoed and reechoed around him. Over the heads of the Reborn he saw part of the obsidian wall split. Rainbows of light played in the widening gap as two massive doors swung away from them. Before the doors were fully open Judita and her people stepped smartly forward, sweeping Peter along in their center. The kaleidoscopic light swallowed the three women in front of Peter and then he felt it reach for him and suck him into itself. Behind him he heard the doors grind together again. He knew in that moment that countless years—centuries—had passed since those doors last opened. The Earthlight wouldn't open them without sound reason.
Judita turned to face Peter. Over her candle flames—now burning with their normal intensity—she smiled at him and closed her eyes. As he looked at her, numbly wondering what they expected of him, through the corner of his eye he saw the other women move past him on both sides. As he swung his gaze to follow them, he realized the room in which they stood wasn't circular, as he first thought, but twelve-sided. The women of the Reborn moved around the room, each placing her candelabrum in unseen niches in the eleven empty walls and turning to face the center of the room. Then Peter noticed the rainbow colors flickered only on the walls. The light falling upon the Reborn was as pure as sunshine.
Judita's voice, whispering into his mind, brought his attention back to her. “Take only one candle, Chosen One. All twelve will be too heavy for you.” Was there a faint suspicion of laughter in her voice as she smiled reassuringly at him?
Peter reached out and grasped the end candle on his far right. It came out of its sconce easily. Its wax felt as smooth as warm polished marble under his fingers. Then Judita transferred the candelabrum briefly to her left hand while she removed the candle at the other end. The weight of the candelabrum forced her arm downwards and the flames lengthened and danced madly for a few seconds. Then suddenly Judita stood with one candle in her hand and the heavy candelabrum had vanished. She turned to face the room, beckoning to Peter with her free hand.
Peter's heart lurched as his eyes rested on the Lightwell in the center of the hall. Instead of being twelve-sided like the hall, the well was perfectly circular. No wall or railing surrounded this enormous hole in the floor of the great hall built to house the Lightwell. Inside, the top was inky with the blackness of obsidian but further down became brighter and brighter.
Peter knew instinctively blindness would descend on human eyes exposed to the dazzling depths within the Lightwell. He also knew—for he now realized he gained the knowledge during his lessons from the Book of Obsidian—that he would have to enter those depths.
Alone.
 



Chapter 8
The Lightwell
JUDITA STOOD on the well's lip, apparently unafraid, and stretched both arms over the void. She held her free hand palm down, with fingers splayed. Then slowly she moved it in a circular motion, as though feeling the air above the pit. All the time her gaze remained fixed on the candle's flame. Her eyes looked unfocused, as though they saw not the flame but something in another dimension. She dropped the candle into the well and, turning back to Peter, took the rocklight from him and repeated the performance above the Lightwell, this time dropping the rocklight into its depths. Then she stepped back.
"The Lightwell is ready for you, First Chosen,” she said into Peter's mind, and took his candle as he moved forward.
Peter stopped on the well's lip and raised his hands to his closed eyes. Behind his eyelids the stars wheeled and he heard again their strange song. In a bare whisper he spoke the words they gave him and opened his eyes. Feeling light-headed again, he lifted his arms over the chasm as Judita had done, palms down, but kept his fingers pointing straight ahead. He looked out across the well and judged its width. So great was the expanse it felt more like looking out over a lake of fire than a well of light. The power trapped in the abyss surged up at him. He felt its outer surface tingle through his fingers like an electric current. He knew if he made even one small error the potent untamed forces could destroy him. For not all the light within the well was benign—at least not yet. And even the harmless light was only partly bent to the will of the Earthlight. Slowly, deliberately, he looked into the depths—and launched himself forward and downwards...
...and the walls of the Lightwell flashed dizzily past his eyes. The obsidian from which the Lightwell had been fashioned wasn't seamless as he at first thought. The well looked as though made with bricks, except there was no mortar in the joins. However, the lines between the slabs were visible and gave him some idea of the rate of his fall—a speed that would have been alarming even if he wore a parachute.
He closed his eyes and concentrated with all his might on slowing down his descent. By the time he managed it he was nearly at the bottom of the well. His feet hit the ground with no more jarring than if he jumped off a table.
He opened his eyes—and found himself in a tunnel like those through which he had wandered with the others. He craned his neck just in time to see the end of the Lightwell close, like the shutter on a camera, leaving him in darkness.
Peter stood staring, unbelieving, at the place where the Lightwell had disappeared until a flash of green seen from the corner of his right eye made his heart jump. He looked down. Yes, it was the rock Judita threw into the Lightwell. Beside it lay the candle she tossed in, miraculously unbroken. He stumbled over to them and picked up the candle, pushed one end of it into the pocket in his robe and bent to pick up the rocklight.
Straightening up, he looked around. The tunnel was narrower than those leading to the Great Halls of Draining Light, and not as high. Its stifling atmosphere smelled none too sweet.
"Whew! It's awfully hot down here. Where are we now, Essence of Obsidian?"
"Deep in the bowels of the Earth. We've left the domain of the Earthlight. This is the territory of the Enemy."
"In that case I think I'd better have the crystal ball back again."
Before he finished speaking, Peter felt the Essence of Obsidian's strange throbbing power. Then he moved with as much ease as he would have on a carpeted floor as the invisible bubble surrounded him. Despite not having to worry about stumbling on the uneven surface, he soon found the oppressive atmosphere difficult to move in. Every step felt like battling up the side of an active volcano. His feet seemed to weigh a ton and the heat dried up his nose and throat.
"Can't you air-condition this thing—or something?"
"Sorry. It's not a Rolls Royce, you know.” The Power of Obsidian was obviously trying to be cheering.
"It's not even a Model T Ford! I'll be half-dead of heat and thirst before I find John."
"The remedy is in your hands, Peter. You can use some of your power to ward off the effects of the evil around us."
"Won't I need all the power I've got just to get John back?"
"It won't be much use to you if you're too exhausted to use it,” the Power of Obsidian replied dryly. Then, after a short pause: “It's what you earthlings might call a Catch 22 situation, really, because, on the other hand, if you use the power to make the journey easier you might have none left at the end of it."
Peter groaned. “In other words, I've got to make the right choice. And you can't help me make it. Right?"
"Yes, Peter,” the Spirit of Obsidian replied apologetically and mournfully.
Peter sighed. He thought briefly, trying to weigh both choices and guess the outcome of each. He might just as well choose by the “Eenie, meenie, miney, mo” method, he thought in despair. Then something stirred at the back of his mind and he heard, like a faint echo, the Voice of the Earthlight: “If you remember only one thing—that you will win the battle—all will be well. You must have complete faith in yourself..."
Peter drew a deep breath and made his decision. He closed his eyes and remembered another time when the fires of the Evil One had beset him, trapping him in a circle of blue flames. He focused his mind on his own concept of cool tranquility: the sacred grotto of the Earthlight with the statue of the white lady. He saw and heard the sparkling stream of water pouring from her hand to the dark depths of the pool at her feet. He visualized the silver ripples widening and stretching across the surface until they disappeared into nothing. Suddenly water poured over his face and into his mouth. It seemed to come from nowhere.
The water disappeared when he had drunk his fill. Much to his surprise, he found he was bone dry. He moved on, keeping the image of coolness firmly in his mind.
Peter's concentration was so intense he came to the end of his journey without warning. The bubble stopped moving at a yawning chasm at his feet. He looked down, and not even the rocklight could show him the bottom. The air was fetid. Hatred, despair, anger, vengeance—all the worst emotions that beset the human heart—rushed up at Peter, beating viciously at him. The power of the Evil One battered him down. His knees nearly buckled under the pressure. With considerable effort he stood firm and held the rocklight over the unseen depths.
"John?” His first call was tentative. Something stirred below. He called louder, his cry this time more like a summoning. “John?” The thing moving below now rose to his level—the cloud of the Evil One. Peter knew immediately its vile depths hid his friend.
He strained with both mind and eyes to see John's face. Why was the Evil One trying to keep John hidden? Was it, perhaps, an effort to make Peter use as much power as possible so he would be too weak to resist an assault upon himself?
John's image swam and out of focus and the cloud of the Evil One swallowed him up as fast as Peter could disperse it. When he saw John properly it was a very brief glimpse and the cold, sullen dislike in the other boy's face sent his heart plummeting in dismay.
"John, can you hear me?"
"Yes. Go away.” John's face had now disappeared and his voice was almost devoid of expression. “I have nothing to say to you."
"John, we're all worried about you. Jamie is sick with anxiety. He wanted to come after you, but according to the Voice of the Earthlight I'm the only one who can save you."
"To hell with the Earthlight. The Earthlight is cruel. What does it know about my wants? And I don't need saving. I'm fine as I am. Jamie doesn't care about me except as a foil for his cleverness. He's always upstaging me. He never lets me take the lead. He's full of himself because he can sing better than I can. He thinks he can talk for both of us and I never get to say what I think about things. It's always that way with twins. People treat us as though we're one identity instead of two separate people, each with his own needs and his own opinions.” The words tumbled out so fast Peter barely had time to grasp their meaning. The emotions behind the words were such a tangle his probing mind could make nothing of them.
"John, those words—those ideas—aren't yours. You're repeating what the Evil One told you. He's trying to poison your mind against your brother, and against the Earthlight. He's a liar! You mustn't believe anything he says.” Peter stopped, groping for words that would have the right effect on John. Why can't I be eloquent like Merlin? I have to think of the right thing to say—the thing that will make John see sense so I can get his co-operation.
"He's right,” John insisted. “Twinship is an impossible burden. There's always unhealthy competition between twins and one will always be stronger and dominate the other, who must eventually resent it and try to break away. He whom you unjustly call the Evil One knows what it's like. He knows twice over."
"That's nonsense, and you know it! The Evil One isn't even human so how can he know what it's like? Twins are always closer than ordinary brothers. And even ordinary brothers indulge in friendly competition at times. No one's any the worse for it."
"And you—with no brothers at all—would know all about that, wouldn't you?"
The quiet yet heavy, adult sarcasm struck Peter like a knife in the heart. It took him a moment to recover. “That sounds like something the Evil One would say. You're allowing him to destroy something very precious—the closeness of brothers who also happen to be twins. So what if Jamie is a better singer than you? There are other things that you're better at than he is."
"Name one.” The reply came back like a challenge.
"You're better at languages for a start. How many times have you helped him with his German and Italian, which are so important if he's to be a singer? He's not as good at math either."
A brief silence followed. Then, “I'm happy here. I don't have to go to school. I can do what I like, and there are lots of exciting things to do here. I can do what I want to do—all the time."
"Don't be silly. You're not a small child. You're old enough to know having your own way all the time doesn't make you happy. How can you be happy without your mother and Jamie?"
"My mother?” John sounded puzzled. “But she's here."
That gave Peter another nasty shock. “You mean he's kidnapped her, too? Let me see her. Tell her I want to talk to her.” The Evil One's black cloud obligingly parted to show the unmistakable form of Sylvia Evans. “Mrs. Evans?” Peter said incredulously. John's mother smiled reassuringly. Peter didn't give her a chance to say anything. “Whoever you are, you're not Mrs. Evans. You're just an illusion.” As he spoke, the image of John's mother wavered and broke apart like mist in a breeze. “You saw that, John?” Peter sent his mind charging into the evil cloud.
He saw the face of his friend briefly again. Jamie's jaw had dropped in horror and his eyes were wide and accusing. Peter's mental assault on the cloud caused him to step back hastily and the cloud closed around him again.
"What have you done with her? Where is she?"
"I haven't done anything, John. It wasn't her, but an illusion created by the Evil One.” He hurried on before John could answer, “I know—she's spoken to you and you've even been able to touch her. You've laughed and talked together—exchanged confidences and advice—as you've never done in real life. In other words, the Evil One has placed you right in the middle of a TV sitcom where family problems are always solved by parents and children sitting down together and saying all the right things and everybody seeing everyone else's point of view. That isn't real life, John, and what you saw wasn't your real mother.” He took a quick breath and pushed harder. “You'd soon tire of a mother who always says the right things and doesn't have any faults. Perfect humans would be unbearable to live with, especially when you know you're far from perfect yourself."
Peter's desperate probing told him he had merely succeeded in thoroughly confusing the mind within the cloud that was all he could detect of John. Oh, John, what's he done to you? his own mind cried out. We all miss you and want you back the way you were.
"What was that? I can't quite hear you."
John's voice sounded lost and lonely. The words gave Peter a jolt—until it dawned on him his thoughts had unwittingly used telepathic wavelengths. He'd never been that careless before. He must make sure it didn't happen again.
"And I can't see you,” he cried. “How can I talk to you when I can't see you? Can't you show yourself?"
"I'm not trying to hide from you,” John replied in surprise.
Peter thought rapidly. There was no point asking John to come out of the cloud; he wouldn't be able to.
"I'm coming over,” he said.
John's reply came back immediately. “Good. I thought you'd see sense.” Something jangled as Peter's subconscious registered the incongruity of the words. He ignored it. “Here. I'll help you up."
Peter clutched the rocklight in his left hand. He reached out with his other hand and grasped the hand John stretched towards him.
However, as though Peter had become a sack of potatoes, John hauled him towards the cloud. His friend's strength astonished Peter. Unaccountable fear washed over him. He tried to let go. John's hand gripped like a vice. Then it was too late. He had left the ground and the deathly pit yawned beneath. Next moment they were side by side on their knees in the black cloud. The gaseous substance filled his nostrils. It sickened him to the pit of his stomach. But he had to bear it—for John's sake.
He looked up. It was John's face he looked into, John's blue eyes and rosy-fair skin. But the eyes were pools of malicious triumph. John's mouth was stretched in the evil grin Peter knew too well. And that grin now belonged to the Evil One Himself.
 



Chapter 9
From the Great Oak
DREYFUS STOOD in the dark between two of the horses, looking towards the great light at the end of the tunnel. He made no attempt to follow Peter, Jamie and Bart but kept his gaze fixed on the light. And the light spoke to him—not in words but in pictures. He saw wolves—wolves in unnaturally large packs: the gray timber wolf, the red wolf, the Antarctic wolf, the maned wolf; wolves of the present and wolves from the distant past that hunted the length and breadth of the then known world. He saw them merge into one huge pack, as he had seen them once before. And he saw they were no longer his to command. The Evil One had reclaimed them for Cerberus.
Then he saw the three-headed one himself. Three pairs of red eyes flashed at him in triumph from the front of the pack. Dreyfus knew with dreadful clarity that he had to regain his role as the wolves’ leader. He turned and padded off into the darkness.
No one, he knew, saw him leave. No one would be able to find him and help if he couldn't accomplish the task on his own.
* * * *
BART AND Jamie watched as Peter placed his hands on the green rocklight above his head. It was the last they saw of him. As he tugged at the stone, both he and the light disappeared, leaving Bart and Jamie in total darkness.
"Peter!” Jamie heard Bart call, softly but sharply.
The only answer they received was Bart's voice thrown back at them. The echoes died until all that could be heard was a rustling noise.
"What's that? Can you hear it?"
"It's all right, Bart. It's only me,” Jamie's voice replied with relative calm. It was faintly comforting to hear alarm and fear in an adult's voice when his own hands shook and his heart thumped in his chest like a caged bird trying to escape. “I usually carry matches with me these days. I'm looking for them—well, searching anyway,” he added, grinning ruefully to himself as he realized what he had said.
"A box of matches is hardly going to last until we find our way out.” Jamie couldn't help noting that Bart's voice shook as though with relief at the thought that the darkness would soon be banished.
"No. But there's a torch in Argent's saddlebag and we can use the matches to find our way to the horses."
Jamie found the box and managed to take out a match without spilling the others. It took him several attempts to light it. The small flame blazed out, dispelling the darkness but making their shadows dance madly on the wall of fallen rock. Jamie heard Bart let out his breath in a gasp.
It took them what seemed like hours to reach the horses, stumbling all the way. Silvera and Crystalline seemed unperturbed by their long wait in pitch darkness. By the time Jamie found the torch in Argent's saddlebag, nearly all the matches in the box were spent.
"Where's Dreyfus?” Jamie asked sharply as he switched on the torch and flashed its beam around.
"Perhaps he's with Peter. I haven't seen him since we left the horses here."
"No, neither have I, and I didn't see him with Peter before he disappeared either."
"Well, there's nothing we can do about it. We're going to have all our work cut out just getting out of here."
"I hope the torch lasts until we do.” Jamie deliberately brushed aside the uppermost thought in his mind—that they might never find an exit. He took Silvera and Argent's bridles and tried to lead both horses and light the way at the same time. The flashlight danced all over the place. “I wish they'd left the torches in the walls burning for us."
Bart looked up to where the wall torches should have been.
"Just a minute!” he said as the beam of light briefly caught something on the wall.
Jamie flashed the torch beam towards Bart. “What's wrong?"
"I thought I saw writing on the wall—over there."
Jamie flashed the light in the direction of Bart's pointing finger. It caught a plaque fixed into the wall under one of the dead torches. Darker than the walls, it bore inscription in white letters. Bart dropped the horses’ bridles and walked towards it. He ran his fingers over the surface. “It's made of obsidian!"
"What does it say?"
"It's in Latin. It says ‘Put a light to this torch.'” Bart turned back to Jamie. “Have you any matches left?"
Jamie produced the box of matches and handed it to Bart without a word. Bart opened it. There were two left. Bart grunted, struck a match and reached up to the nearest torch.
"If we're expected to light these things as we go—” He left the sentence unfinished as the fuel inside the torch instantly caught fire.
The flame, inches from Bart's eyes, was dazzlingly bright. Almost instantly Jamie saw the reason for all the light: one by one, other torches in the wall were springing to life.
"They must be connected somehow, with the fuel supply hidden within the rock,” Jamie said. “What a lot of trouble to go to for such a primitive lighting system!"
Bart handed back the matchbox and chuckled. “It's not as primitive as it seems. There's no electricity down here and no gas supply, so what else could they do? All that's needed apart from the oil they're using is oxygen. There seems to be a reasonable supply of that. We're not having any trouble breathing anyway."
"They make it awfully hot down here,” Jamie complained as they trudged on, each leading two horses.
"That's better than not being able to see."
"Yes. I s'pose so."
They went on in silence, concentrating on safely leading the horses over the uneven ground and around the many pitfalls. At each junction they came to they had no trouble finding the way, for only one tunnel ahead emitted light. They had been going for what appeared to be hours when Bart halted suddenly. “We seem to be taking longer to get out than it took to get in."
"We're both leading two horses so it's bound to take longer.” But Jamie, too, felt uneasy. As Bart seemed in no hurry to move again, he brought the two mares to a halt. Then he noticed Bart held his head to one side, as though listening. “What's wrong?” This time Jamie spoke in mind-speech.
No sooner had his mind formed the question than he, too, pricked up his ears. He could definitely hear something.
"There's water around somewhere,” Bart said, also using mind-speech, before Jamie could identify the sound.
They moved off again. At the next forking of the way the sound became louder. They stopped the horses again.
"I didn't hear any water on the way in. Did you?” Jamie said. “I'm sure I wouldn't have missed it. You'd have to be pretty deaf to miss that."
Bart made no reply but moved into the only lighted tunnel ahead. As they entered it, the noise of the water increased dramatically. This tunnel was also considerably damper than the others. They soon found themselves stepping through shallow puddles.
They didn't see the waterfall until they were almost upon it because it was hidden behind a turning to the right. The water cascaded nearly twenty feet into a fair-sized pool before continuing down another tunnel to their left. Their own tunnel continued at the other side of the pool.
Bart and Jamie eyed the dark pool warily.
"It looks awfully deep,” Jamie said.
"Whether it's deep or not, I think we'll have trouble getting the horses in,” Bart replied gloomily. He turned to Jamie, holding out his free hand. “Let's have the matches."
Wordlessly, Jamie delved into his pocket and handed over the box again. Bart dropped the horses’ bridles, knelt down at the water's edge and struck the last match. He held the light over the water farthest from the waterfall. “I think I can see the bottom just here so it can't be too deep."
He dropped the match into the water. Jamie heard it sizzle as the water instantly extinguished the flame. Then cautiously Bart lowered himself into the pool, gasping as its chill closed over his knees. Carefully he made his way across the water, which came no higher than just above his knees. He returned by a different route, pulled himself out and took hold of the horses’ bridles again. “If we can get the horses in we should have no trouble."
Obsidianus and Crystalline made no objection to entering the water, but once in refused to move. Jamie also had no trouble getting Silvera and Argent in. Soon they were all standing in the pool. The glacial chill bit instantly into Jamie's legs, seeming to turn them into blocks of ice. Spray from the falls hit his head and shoulders. Suddenly he noticed he could scarcely see the horses. A thick mist had risen from the pool so stealthily he hadn't been aware of it until it was all around him. In a matter of seconds he couldn't see even the end of his own nose. He clutched the two bridles harder and used them to propel himself towards the horses. At least they were still there. The velvety feel of a hide under his hand was of considerable comfort.
"Bart?” The mist seemed to swallow his voice. He received no response. Heart thudding violently, Jamie called again—louder, panic edging his voice. “Bart, are you there?"
"Yes,” came back the muffled reply.
"Where are you? You sound miles away. Have you moved?"
"No. I can't see to move."
Even as Bart spoke, Jamie became aware of something strange: he could no longer feel cold water pressing against his thighs and buttocks. In fact, although still very cold, he didn't feel wet at all. That wasn't the end of the bizarre changes, however, for he next realized his clothes felt unfamiliar. Instead of his padded jacket he had something without sleeves around his shoulders. He tried looking down at his clothes, but the mist was still too thick. He moved his free hand and it touched something soft like fur. Instinctively he drew his hand away with a muffled gasp until he realized that the fur, whatever it was, belonged to no living animal but to the garment draped around his shoulders.
"Bart!” This time his voice came out unnaturally loud.
"Yes.” Bart's spoke with quiet reassurance. “It's a fur-lined cloak, Jamie. I've got one, too."
"What's happening?"
"I'm not sure, but I think we're about to find out."
As Bart spoke, the fog lifted slightly. Something huge and menacing towered up on Jamie's right. He started back in alarm until he realized it was some type of stone—a great, rough pillar-like shape looming far above his head.
Before Jamie could investigate further, Bart's voice came out of the mist again. “What's the date today?"
The question, spoken sharply, was so surprising that Jamie jerked his head down and stared open-mouthed in Bart's direction. He thought quickly. “Twenty-first of June, I think."
"That's what I thought—mid-winter day."
"It sure feels like it.” As he spoke, Jamie moved and his boots crunched loudly. He looked down. Snow! Then he realized that, although the fog was shifting, the main reason he couldn't see very well was that it was night-time. Dawn appeared to be approaching, for a faint flush glowed on one of the horizons. In the distance patches of snow tinted pink showed between drifts of fog. With the slow growing of the light, Jamie found he could see his surroundings better. The fog still swirled lazily around, revealing just enough for Jamie to realize where he was.
"Stonehenge!” he breathed in astonished awe, gazing up at the huge trilithon nearest to him. “The winter solstice.” Then something jarred as his mind repeated the date. “But it can't be the winter solstice. June the twenty-first is mid-summer day in England."
"It would appear we've not only been transported over eighteen thousand kilometers but also into another time."
Jamie's mind, however, barely registered what Bart said. He had seen a movement over his friend's shoulder. His eyes, wide with alarm, stared at something behind Bart. When a voice spoke behind Bart, they both jumped.
"Ah! The horses! Thank goodness! For one dreadful moment I thought you weren't coming."
Jamie recognized the voice and his spirits soared. “Merlin!” A figure emerged from the foggy half-light and the dawn flush lit up Merlin's hollow face deep in the folds of the hood of a fur-lined cloak. Jamie rushed forward. “Boy! Are we glad to see you!"
"I think it's the other way round,” Merlin replied grimly. “I'm sorry I stopped you going home. But it's better if you don't return without Peter and John, and I need fresh horses."
"What's the matter?” Bart asked.
"I've just proclaimed Arthur as King. The people want him—well, most of them—so our enemies are more determined than ever to kill us both. We're barely a few hours ahead of them."
As Merlin spoke Jamie saw another, shorter, figure behind him, as yet unidentifiable in the swirling mist and half-light, and two horses. Curiously he craned forward to see, and gave a strangled gasp that brought Bart's eyes swerving in his direction while Merlin, following the path of Jamie's gaze, jerked his head back over his shoulder in rigid fear.
"Peter?” Jamie said uncertainly as the figure behind Merlin stepped forward. Then he frowned in bewilderment, for this boy seemed older than Peter. He was, Jamie realized, the spitting image of what Peter might look like in a year or two.
"This is Arthur,” Merlin said hastily, with total lack of ceremony. He continued before Jamie could introduce himself to the other boy, still speaking jerkily, “We want you to take our horses to the Lady Mary's nunnery and leave them with her. We'll come with you as far as the road. Turn left and look out on your right for a narrow muddy road. There's a signpost with the convent's name on it, so you can't miss it. Unfortunately we have to ride in the opposite direction. I'll take Obsidianus and Argent. They'll be returned safely to you when we no longer need them."
Even as he spoke Merlin swung himself onto the big black stallion's back. Arthur, grinning ruefully at Jamie, took Argent's rein from the younger boy's unresisting hand and followed suit.
"Come on,” Bart said with a jerk of his head at Jamie as he mounted Crystalline and grabbed the bridle of Arthur's tired pony.
Jamie hastily jumped into Silvera's saddle, grabbed the reins of Merlin's gelding and followed the others through the circle of stones. At that instant the sun lifted itself over the horizon, dispersing most of the remnants of the mist. It hit the lintels of the trilithons making up the giant horseshoe of stones, scattering horizontal rays of golden light over riders and horses. The cold brilliance sent a shiver down Jamie's spine as he turned his head in the direction of the sunrise. It was one of the most awe-inspiring sights he could remember. Then, realizing the others were getting far ahead, he turned his attention back to the horses.
Jamie's mind overflowed with questions he wanted to ask Arthur, but he found he needed all his attention to urge the gelding forward. They reached the road and he briefly watched Merlin and Arthur gallop off to the right before reluctantly following Bart in the other direction.
When they arrived at the convent, Jamie found it looked exactly as Peter described it, except the inhabitants were already astir and the travelers had no trouble gaining entry. They were led into a room bleakly furnished with hard wooden furniture where the only comfort was a large fire burning in the grate. The tall figure of the Lady Mary rose to greet them as they entered the room.
"You must be very hungry after your long journey,” she said in her soft, yet strong voice. As she spoke, Jamie heard his own insides rumbling loudly. He colored with embarrassment and the Abbess bent her sympathetic smile upon him. She had a distinct twinkle in her eyes. “You will do me the honor of breaking your fast with me, of course."
"The honor is ours, my Lady. We should be most grateful for your hospitality,” Bart said with a stiff formality that transferred the amused twinkle from Jamie's face to his.
"Please warm yourselves by the fire. I'll see if I can get something remotely decent from our kitchen for you. Crusaders can't be expected to fight on inadequate rations."
Before either could protest, she left the room. Jamie and Bart spread their cloaks on two of the chairs and sat down, leaning towards the fire to warm their frozen fingers.
When the Abbess returned both she and the nun accompanying her carried trays laden with food. The aroma of what smelled to Jamie like chicken soup increased the gnawing inside him to painful proportions. Along with the soup, thick with vegetables, there were boiled eggs, freshly baked coarse-textured bread and plenty of yellow butter, together with a cheese with a bite too strong for Jamie's taste. He found he preferred the convent's honey, of which he ate several tablespoons with his bread while he drank the mug of hot milk later brought in for him. Altogether, it was the most unusual breakfast he had ever eaten.
They ate in silence. The Abbess, Jamie sensed, was unaccustomed to conversation during meals and he was too hungry to do much else but eat.
The Abbess herself ate sparingly. “I usually break my fast a little later in the morning at this time of year, and I haven't traveled over twelve thousand miles and through fifteen centuries,” she said to Jamie with a twinkle as though reading his thoughts. She stood up as a bell tolled from somewhere in the depths of the convent. “Now you really must excuse me. I have a very busy day ahead of me."
Bart and Jamie scrambled to their feet.
"My Lady, I think you should know: Merlin has just proclaimed Arthur king and he and Arthur are fleeing for their lives,” Bart said quietly.
"Yes, I know. I shall be there to help when I'm needed.” Her gray eyes looked thoughtfully from Bart to Jamie. “After you've finished eating go down to my small private garden. When you leave the room turn right. That will take you to the cloisters. Cross to the other side where you'll find a door. The path beyond the door leads straight to the garden. You'll see a tree there—an ancient oak. Bide your time beneath its branches. It may have a message for you."
She turned to leave. Jamie rushed to open the door. The gentle radiance of her smile as she passed through left him with a warm feeling for hours afterwards.
"Have you finished eating?” Bart asked, looking from Jamie to the remains of the honey-laden bread and the mug partly filled with milk.
Reluctantly Jamie jerked his mind from contemplating the nature of the woman who, though obviously a high-born lady, chose to imprison herself in a life that to Jamie seemed dull and cheerless. He looked with distaste at the rapidly cooling milk with the nauseating skin on top.
"Yes."
"Then let's go."
Bart strode through the door. Jamie took one quick look around the room and followed, closing the heavy door behind him. They followed the Abbess's directions, passing a walled vegetable garden and an orchard on the way. They saw the oak tree long before they reached the Abbess's garden; with the exception of the fruit trees it was the only tree in the grounds of the abbey and its massive crown of bare branches could be seen from most vantage points. The Abbess had planted a herb garden here, now looking sadly forlorn under the drifts of snow partially covering it.
With its mighty branches laden with snow and ice crystals, the oak tree itself was transformed into something from a world of fantasy. From a distance, against the pale winter sky, the snow looked like masses of white blossom, while the icicles danced and glittered in the sunlight like jewels in a king's crown. The sight made both Jamie and Bart catch their breath.
"Quercus robur,” Bart murmured.
"A regal tree indeed."
They approached it slowly, unwilling to destroy either the vision or the magic, until they stood among the roots looking up through the branches. The magic remained. They were simply seeing it from a different angle. An unseen icicle splashed water into Jamie's upturned face, landing in his eyes. Even as he yelped and dashed his hand across his eyes, the same thing happened to Bart.
As he stood blinking in the pale wintry sunlight, Jamie thought he saw something move on the oak's massive trunk. He stepped closer to see it clearer. “Look! Someone's carved lettering into a wooden plaque and nailed it to the tree. We didn't see it because we were looking upwards.” Jamie peered at the writing. “It looks like Latin."
Bart stepped forward and looked over Jamie's shoulder. “My Latin's pretty rusty, but I'll have a go at translating.” After several minutes of peering and frowning, Bart intoned:
"In the darkening forest flaming bright

Only the One Tree can put things right.

Though all the trees may look the same,

when the One is called upon by name,

At the moment of time so ordained

Evil shall fall when rights are claimed."
"The final prophecy! But what on earth does it mean?"
Bart didn't answer. He seemed too busy memorizing his translation. Several minutes passed before he looked up. “What was that? What did you say?"
"Nothing. I was just wondering what it means."
Bart looked down at the plaque again, and it was no longer there. He ran his hands over the bark where it had been fixed, but could feel no sign a board had ever been bolted onto the tree. Before he could reply to Jamie's question, something whizzed past his ear from above, causing him to start back in alarm. But it was only a mass of melting snow that had lost hold and fallen to the ground with a soft plop. Even as they realized what was happening, another mound narrowly missed Bart's head. Both he and Jamie hastily stepped outside the circle of the tree's branches. More snow plopped to the ground.
Bart looked up at the sun. “How long do you think we've been here?"
"About ten minutes,” Jamie replied, surprised at the sharpness in Bart's voice. “Why? What's wrong?” He, too, turned his eyes towards the sun. “Gosh! We must have been here for hours!"
Bart turned abruptly. “I think it's time we were off."
"Where to? Have you forgotten? This isn't home; it's England in the Dark Ages."
Bart laughed humorlessly but carried on towards the gate. After another glance at the tree, Jamie followed.
"I was born not too far from here, Jamie, and I'm well aware it isn't home. It's nearly as alien to me as it is to you. But we can't stay here. Our presence is bound to be reported sooner or later and we could bring danger to those sheltering us. We'll find an inn to stay at until we learn what our next move is."
Jamie followed Bart to the stables, where the stable lad silently watched as they saddled their own horses. Jamie gave him one curious glance, which the boy, who looked no older than himself, returned with what appeared to be a mixture of hostility and fear. The fear seemed to extend to both Silvera and Crystalline.
As they rode towards the door in the front wall, the portress came scurrying out to open it for them. Jamie turned in the saddle for a last glance at the stable boy, just in time to see him racing across the stable yard as though he had the Devil at his heels. For some reason the sight made Jamie feel curiously uneasy.
* * * *
"I think it's time you went to bed, lad."
Jamie blinked up at Bart from his place by the fire. It took him a while to realize where he was. A moment ago he could have sworn he was tearing down a dark tunnel, his breath coming in tearing gasps, his throat parched, his tongue cleaving to the roof of his mouth. Another figure ran a few steps ahead of him. From the back it looked like Peter and he seemed to be carrying a greenish light of indeterminate shape with which he lit the way. Footsteps pounded behind them—loud, ominous, and surely gaining?
Jamie rubbed his eyes to rid himself of the last of his nightmare. His gaze dropped from Bart's face to examine himself. He had been, he now saw, slumped in uneasy sleep on the floor with his back propped against Bart's chair and his cloak folded underneath him as a cushion. Bart chuckled at the expression on the boy's face. He spoke his next words into Jamie's mind.
"Yes, it's very hard to adjust when one's accustomed to twentieth-century luxuries. Even our open fire, though it burns your face and leaves your feet cold, is better than this smoky old thing. You'll probably find your bed not much more comfortable either."
"And flea-ridden as well.” Jamie staggered to his feet. “You coming, too?” he added hopefully, this time aloud.
Bart looked around. There were few travelers in the inn's parlor. People didn't go on long journeys at this time of the year unless they had no choice. “I won't be long. I'd like to have a look in the public room—maybe have a drink with the landlord. You know your way up."
Reluctantly Jamie went upstairs to the room Bart managed to get for them. It held only one bed, although this was large enough for two. Within minutes of making himself as comfortable as he could in one corner of it, Jamie slept.
And he found himself back in that dark, evil tunnel, running for his life. The green light still bobbed in front and Peter's figure raced ahead. Now Peter and the light seemed further away. Jamie's legs started feeling weighed down. His throat was so parched his breath whistled from between his teeth in great rasping gasps. A hammering sound came from somewhere. Jamie saw Peter turn to glance behind. The green light briefly lit up Peter's face. The terror in his eyes made Jamie's heart leap. He turned his own head to see what was behind. Instantly, something clamped over his mouth and nose. His breathing stifled, Jamie kicked out wildly ... and woke up to find his face pressed into the filthy mattress.
However, the hammering continued. Then, dazedly, Jamie realized it was someone beating at the inn door. He heard the landlord open the door and the man's grumbling at being disturbed so late. To Jamie's surprise, the voice of the late-night traveler was that of a woman. She wasted no time in greetings. Her voice rang out clear and loud. “I believe you are harboring traitors to my brother the King. He has asked me to deliver them to him. Where are they?"
Jamie leapt out of bed and rushed to the window. In the moonlight a small group stood at the inn door—four or five men and one woman. As Jamie peered down at them, the woman raised her face in his direction. Framed in creamy-white fur, it was a face of great beauty. It repelled even while it attracted. She seemed to look straight at him. For a brief moment the moonlight touched her eyes. They gleamed up at him, reminding him of a cat's eyes in the half-light. Jamie's heart almost leapt from his ribcage. He jumped backwards as though stung.
"It's the green-eyed witch—Morgause!” he whispered aloud. He turned and rushed over to the bed. “Bart!” The dryness of his throat made his whisper hoarse.
But the bed was empty. Even as he realized this, he heard the inn door close as Morgause and her henchmen entered.
 



Chapter 10
The Evil One's Domain
PETER LOOKED in revulsion and dismay at the face that was neither his friend's nor that of Sujad the Traitor, but a mixture of both. It took all the strength of his mind to force himself not to shrink back. Then he seemed to hear the Voice of the Earthlight again. “If you remember only one thing—that you will win the battle—all will be well. You must have complete faith in yourself.” I just need to find the key.
"Who are you? Sujad the Great? The Evil One himself? A mixture of both? John Evans? Sylvia Evans's son? Jamie's brother and twin? Who are you?” His voice sounding harsh in his ears, he poured the questions out in a relentless stream.
John's eyes wavered. His mouth opened and closed as he tried to answer.
"I don't know.” The reply was no more than a whisper. His face contorted in agony. “I seem to be several people and I don't know which one is the real me. I have a twin. We can't get on without each other. We're bound inseparably together. We must work together or perish. But we hate each other."
The stumbling, jerky whispers made no sense. Peter could determine only that John seemed to be referring to the Evil One as his twin.
"Who is your twin?” he demanded.
John shook his head. His eyes stared, unfocused, over Peter's shoulder. “I don't know—I can't say—the Absolute Law binds me—"
"Who is your twin?"
John whimpered. “Don't make me—please don't make me!"
"Well, then, who are you? Who are you?” Peter took hold of John's shoulders and shook him. “What's your name? What is your name?"
As Peter let his shoulders go, John seemed to make an effort to look at him. Gradually the unfocused look started to clear.
"My name is John Evans,” he said simply.
"Good. And who is your twin?"
The blank expression returned to John's eyes. “I don't know. I can't tell you.” Misery twisted his face again.
"You can; you can! Your name is John Evans and Jamie Evans is your twin. Jamie Evans is your twin. Say it!"
"Jamie Evans is my twin,” John replied like an automaton.
"And Jamie is sick with worry at the moment because of your disappearance. He cares about you very much. You're coming home with me."
"Home?” John's eyes looked blankly over Peter's shoulder. “Where's home? Which place is home? I can't find my way."
"I'll find it for you.” Peter put his hand on John's shoulder, this time in a protective manner.
John looked at him in bewilderment. “Who are you?"
"I'm your friend Peter."
John continued to look bewildered. “Peter? Peter who?"
"Simon Peter FitzArthur."
Peter wasn't really sure why he gave his full name like that. It always sounded stilted and rather pompous to him.
"The Son of Arthur?"
"Yes. And I've come to rescue you from this dreadful prison of misery and despair. I'm going to take you home—to Jamie and your mother.” John looked around. Awareness of his surroundings seemed to be dawning on him. Peter pressed harder, sending mental images of Jamie and Mrs. Evans into his friend's mind. “You want to see your home again—your mother and Jamie—don't you?"
"Where am I?"
"In the domain of the Evil One. We've got to get out before he knows I'm here."
Even as Peter spoke they heard a rumbling sound. It set Peter's heart pounding. Fear dried his throat and made his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth. The noise came from somewhere in the chasm over which they hovered. The fetid air vibrated with evil power. Despite the dense cloud around them, Peter could see blue light sizzling in the depths. Quick as lightning he sent a message to the Power of Obsidian. Next moment both he and John were surrounded by the invisible bubble.
But Peter knew even the “crystal ball” couldn't save them on its own. For this was the territory of the Evil One. In his own domain the Evil One held the balance of power. In his own domain his power exceeded that of all others combined.
Peter reached out and grabbed John's hand. “Jump!"
Both boys put everything they had into that leap into near darkness. They left the evil cloud and soared over the chasm. A tremendous bolt of blue lightning surged up at them. Its noise shook the very foundations of the maze of tunnels. It just missed them. They landed heavily on the edge of the precipice and fell in a heap. The rocklight tumbled from Peter's hand. More blue fire blasted from the chasm. Peter felt the earth convulse beneath him. He snatched up the rocklight and scrambled to his feet.
"Run!"
He could barely hear his scream above the shattering echoes. He paused only long enough to make sure John was all right. Then, using the rocklight to light the way, he took to his heels. John followed. Peter could hear his friend's footsteps right at his heels. Another explosion came from behind. The blue light lit the black tunnel for a split second, sending their shadows lurching eerily ahead. Peter heard part of the roof cave in behind them. Something hit his right shoulder. He felt some of its impact but none of its effect. They ran on, their breath tearing through their teeth in parching gasps in the stifling atmosphere.
The third explosion's last echoes died around them. The rattle of displaced stones came from behind. It was several moments before Peter realized the explosion hadn't caused the sound. Someone was following! His mind visualized the only form he associated with the Evil One—that of the huge, evil-smelling spider. The image sent his heart pounding anew. He knew they would have no chance escaping from a creature with such long legs.
A glance behind proved him wrong about the nature of the pursuit. The Evil One had sent servants after them. The rocklight couldn't reach as far back as the pursuers with sufficient strength for Peter to see them properly. His probing mind told him they were the gremlins that once served Sujad the Great—at least a dozen of them. Subconsciously he noted they seemed to carry no lights of their own, but his conscious mind had no time to wonder why.
The boys pelted on, and the gremlins’ footsteps pounded relentlessly behind. The uneven ground appeared to pose no problem for the evil creatures. They neither gained nor lost ground. However, Peter felt sure the stifling atmosphere wouldn't affect the gremlins, who would be used to it. They only needed to run Peter and John to exhaustion.
Then he sensed John beginning to flag. Desperately he reached into his friend's mind, sending him the vision of the grotto, emphasizing the water's coolness. John spluttered his thanks aloud as water poured into his mouth from nowhere. Peter then heard him make a sudden spurt. Next moment they were running side by side again.
"Keep the image in your mind,” Peter said in mind-speech. “I need to be free to find the way out."
He held the rocklight as high as he could, trying to light the tunnel ceiling. We should come to it soon.
I only hope I can see it.
His heart gave a bound when he saw what he sought: a hazy circular outline in the roof. He reached out and grabbed John's jacket. They both skidded to a halt.
"What's up?” John gasped.
"Shut your eyes and don't dare open them until I say."
John instantly obeyed. Peter moved to the center of the faint circle. With the rocklight cupped in both hands, he then lowered his arms and hurled the rocklight upwards as hard as he could. At the same time he shouted with the full force of his lungs, “Vega!” Instant and total darkness descended. Then, for a split second, he saw all the stars in the universe wheeling above them and knew John could also see them.
Behind them, the gremlins ground to a halt. Several collided. They screamed in pain and rage as they stumbled over one another and fell.
Peter turned his blind eyes in the direction of their shrieks.
"Keep your eyes shut and give me your hand!” he shouted into John's mind.
John extended his hand and Peter clasped it tightly. Then the great stream of light from above hit him. It sucked them both helplessly up. They heard the gremlins regain their feet and come charging after them. Their shrieks rushed up the Lightwell and died out as Peter and John hurtled upwards. They heard a great rumbling as the bottom of the Lightwell closed beneath them.
It seemed like ages to Peter, but eventually he saw the mouth of the Lightwell far above their heads. Concentrating fiercely, he slowed their ascent. With perfect timing from Peter, they reached the top. Still clutching John's hand, Peter leapt lightly onto the floor of the Hall of the Lightwell. John, still with his eyes shut tight, stumbled. Peter just managed to stop him falling.
"You can open your eyes if you keep them turned away from the Lightwell."
John did so. He had no time to examine his surroundings; something slammed into his back and sent him sprawling. At the same time, horrendous shrieks filled the air. Peter, his hand torn from John's, turned back to the Lightwell. He saw one gremlin sprawled on top of John, who strove to get free. Another two landed heavily on the edge of the Lightwell, while two more followed. Their shrill cries rent the air.
He ran to help John. The gremlin had its claws firmly hooked into John's jacket. Peter brought his fists smashing down on the raking claws. The gremlin squealed and instantly let go. John staggered to his feet. The gremlin made no attempt to attack again. It stood gibbering, nursing bruised claws.
In the meantime the other gremlins had lurched upright. They now staggered around like drunken old men. Their cries were more terror-filled than terrorizing. They held their claws out in front as though reaching for something unseen.
Relief flooded through Peter. “Of course! They're blind!"
He moved quickly away from the nearest groping gremlin and glanced wildly around the room. Eleven of the twelve walls had a candelabrum set within them. The other was empty. That had to be the hidden door. Peter grabbed John's hand again and made for the blank wall. As soon as they were just outside its opening area, the huge pair of doors swung inwards. Peter sensed the gremlins groping towards the sound. As soon as there was sufficient room to get between the doors, he pushed John through first and then himself. The doors, still only partly opened, crashed shut behind them, instantly silencing the gremlins’ terrified cries—and leaving Peter and John with only the inadequate rocklight to guide them.
Peter put his hand down to the pocket in his robe and sighed with relief. The candle was still there. As he pulled it out he heard a rattling sound as the candle touched something else in his pocket.
"What was that?” John said, a catch in his voice.
"Matches. I didn't know I had them. Someone must have taken them from my trousers and put them in here when—when they dressed me in this thing. Can you hold this for me while I light the candle?” He thrust the rocklight into John's hand. To their dismay, the light from it instantly went out. After some fumbling Peter managed to light a match. John took the candle and held it while Peter put the flame to it.
"It's not much better than the rocklight is it?” John said as Peter handed him the candle and took the rocklight back. Instantly its light returned.
"That's because these are the Great Halls of Draining Light. Most of the light is being drained into the obsidian from which the halls were created. It's then channeled into the Lightwell where it's processed in some way and used by the Earthlight."
"Why does the Lightwell lead to the Evil One's domain?"
"I don't know.” Peter spoke abstractedly, almost impatiently, as he moved the rocklight from left to right, trying to work out which way they should go.
"What's that?” John swung round so abruptly the candle flame lengthened, veering to his right and smoking madly.
It was a light from another candle in the distance that attracted John's attention. Peter turned just in time to see it go out, as though the one holding it doused the flame on realizing someone saw it. Then, where the flame had hovered, they both thought they saw a vague gray shape. Peter held the rocklight out in a vain effort to pierce the gloom. He sent out a mind probe. Relief flooded through him again.
"It's Judita!” The echoes sent his whisper back and forth across the vast cavern.
Too impatient to wait, he moved towards the fluttering gray shape. John followed. As the gap closed between them, the shadow unfolded to reveal itself as a woman in a flowing white robe. Her smile encompassed both boys impartially.
"Greetings. Well done, First Chosen, and welcome, John, back to the land of the living. I've come to guide you on the next stage of your quest."
"Oh! Aren't we going home?"
At the plaintive disappointment in John's voice, Judita bent a sympathetic smile upon him but gently shook her head—the only answer she would give. She took the candle from John and blew out the flame. Then she turned back the way she had come.
"Some gremlins managed to follow us into the Lightwell,” Peter ventured after a short silence as they followed her, with Peter doing his best to light the way. “The light blinded them and they're shut in the Hall of the Lightwell. What will happen to them?"
"I don't know. But we can't do anything about it, Peter, simply because we can't open the doors. Even the Lady can't open them at her own will."
John snorted. “Don't feel sorry for them, Peter. They're very cruel. They treated me without mercy down there."
They walked on in silence, wrapped in their own thoughts, until Judita stopped abruptly and turned to face them. “This is as far as I can take you. Only the fortifying bower lies ahead, and you may not enter it."
As she spoke she held up the candle. Instantly its wick caught light. She placed the fingertips of her right hand over the candle flame. Each fingertip sprouted a yellow flame. She reached over to John's face and spread her fingers to touch his eyes with her thumb and little finger. John instantly slumped into sleep. Before he could hit the ground two women of the Reborn appeared, apparently from nowhere, and caught him. Peter saw no more because Judita's flames were now approaching his own face. Golden yellow light shot with red filled his whole vision. He felt Judita's thumb and little finger on his eyelids. Despite the blaze shooting from her fingertips, her touch was cool and gentle. Then darkness replaced the golden light against his closed lids. He felt himself falling and was aware of being caught before he hit the ground. Then he knew no more.
* * * *
"AUNT ANGELA, come back!"
Peter stood near the stairs leading to the lower cavern in the ruined City of the Reborn. A pile of rubble hid from his view the black hole that was the top of the staircase. His voice echoed around him, merging with the sound of footsteps clattering down the stairs.
I'm dreaming again. I must be dreaming. I must wake up! Wake up! Wake up!
However, nothing changed.
The place looked much the same as in his other dreams, he thought critically, looking around. Behind him lay the mass of broken stone coffins, mud, rocks and earth of the cavern that had housed the Lady and Merlin as well as the bodies of half the Reborn. He dodged around the pile of debris, and there lay the black hole leading to the lower cavern. He could still hear the clatter of his aunt's footsteps. For the third time he hadn't been able to stop her going down to search for the statue.
Peter slipped several times in the mud as he made for the stairwell. By the time he reached it he could no longer hear the footsteps. He flashed his torch down the stairs. All that showed up in its beam, part-way down the slippery-looking flight, was the dark surface of the trapped floodwater. It lay like a sheet of polished black glass under the probing of the torchlight. Nothing had disturbed its surface for a long time.
Peter bent the beam of the torch down to the steps. His heart leapt—for there, clearly defined in the layers of mud filling the hollows in the surface of the stairs, were several footprints. Slowly he descended to the nearest one. He stooped, training the beam full on the imprint—a small, narrow footprint. No man could have made it. It was fresh.
"It doesn't make sense.” Unconsciously he whispered aloud. “She came this way, and yet she's vanished. Somehow I feel I'll never find her."
"Never find her ... never find her,” the echoes whispered back derisively.
"You'll never find her,” a voice said softly from behind, making him gasp. It was as though the echoes found a more substantial voice. However, unlike the echoes, the voice didn't mock; rather, it was heavy with grief.
At the same time white light poured down the stairwell, nearly blinding Peter. His heart leapt. Instinctively his mind reached out to the apparition. But no evil emanated from the tall figure, cloaked and hooded, outlined against the light. As he rose slowly to his feet, Peter realized the swift beating of his heart wasn't fear but hope.
He squinted into the light, looking straight at the hidden face.
"Why can't I find her, Merlin?” he asked boldly. He started climbing the stairs, keeping his gaze firmly on the unseen face. “What's happened to her?” He reached the stair just below where the figure stood. The cloak brushed against his hand. Its fur lining felt luxuriously soft against his skin.
The figure made no answer. All Peter could divine when he sent out a mind probe was a pathetic mind-whisper. “I'm sorry—so sorry."
"Why can't I find her? Do you know something I don't?"
A hand emerged from the cloak's folds and dropped on Peter's shoulder.
"I'm sorry, Peter.” The sorcerer's voice was croaky. “Don't look for her any more. You won't find her. She's lost to both of us."
The echoes repeated with relish, “She's lost to both of us ... lost to both of us."
And the light behind Merlin's suddenly bowed figure faded. The figure seemed to stoop even lower, and Peter opened his eyes to find himself stretched out on something hard and cold. A figure, hooded and cloaked, stood beside him. A dim light coming from behind it outlined the figure in sharp relief. It bent over him, apparently about to shake him by the shoulder. Its face was turned from Peter, looking over its shoulder.
"...or he'll be lost to both of us,” he thought he heard the sorcerer's voice say to someone unseen.
Peter swallowed to ease his parched throat.
"Who's lost to both of us?” His voice came out in a croak.
The figure started and jerked its head round to face Peter. It was Merlin. “Thank goodness! I thought I wasn't going to be able to reach you. It was as though you were in another world."
As Merlin straightened up, Peter saw his face. At sight of its gauntness, the question on his lips instantly died. He would get no answer to his entreaty. There was no sense, he reasoned, asking questions that couldn't—or was it wouldn't?—be answered. Especially when they only seemed to cause pain.
Peter made to sit up but found himself feeling light-headed and giddy. He knew at once where he was—back on the slab of obsidian where he had lain before Judita took him to the Hall of the Lightwell. He absorbed this unconsciously. Consciously he was looking for the recipient of the remarks Merlin made while he, Peter, lay unconscious on the slab. He hardly began trying to sit up, however, before the object of his searching glance moved forward.
The Lady, robed in white and wearing, like Merlin, a heavy hooded cloak over her robe, held out her hands. Peter clasped them eagerly and stood up with apparent ease, but he would have swayed and possibly fallen but for those steadying hands.
"You'll be all right directly,” her soft voice assured him. “We've brought you some food and drink."
"Where's John?” His voice still came out as a croak.
"Safe. But I'm afraid you can't see him yet."
Merlin now set out food and dishes on the obsidian slab and placed a candle in a silver candlestick at either end of the slab. “It's not much of a table, but it's all we've got."
The food wasn't much either, Peter reflected ruefully as he looked at the hunks of Merlin's special travelers’ bread set out on their plates. He had eaten it before. While very nourishing, it failed to satisfy an appetite craving something hot and savory. To make matters worse, there was no butter. The drink, in its cut-glass decanter, looked like red wine of a deep ruby color that winked at Peter in the candlelight as the Lady led him by the hand to the center of the makeshift table. Merlin took up a stand at one end of the slab and the Lady at the other.
"Eat up, lad,” Merlin exhorted as Peter stood looking at his plate. The expression in the sorcerer's eyes suggested he knew Peter's thoughts.
Suddenly realizing how hungry he was, Peter picked up the bread and sank his teeth into it. Only then did the Lady and Merlin pick up their own bread.
The piece of bread seemed a lot bigger than it had looked, and the one bottle of wine gave them all two very large glasses each.
"That was really good—one of the best meals I've ever had,” he said in surprise as he put down his empty glass. “However did you manage to make it taste so good?"
Merlin chuckled. “Hunger is always the best sauce.” He moved to the center of the slab on the opposite side to where Peter stood. From there, he swept the empty dishes, glasses and decanter together and mumbled a few words over them. They vanished.
When Merlin looked up again, Peter noticed how much more relaxed the gaunt face now looked in the candlelight. Perhaps I can ask my questions now. He plunged in boldly before he could change his mind.
"Merlin, have—have you been sending dreams to me?” To his annoyance, despite his determination, he stammered the question.
The gaze of Merlin's dark eyes seemed to bore right into him. Peter returned the stare steadily and steeled himself to face an irascible reply.
"What makes you ask that?"
The even, almost expressionless, tone of Merlin's voice encouraged him to persist. “The Sleepers weave dreams while invoking the revival of their power. Doesn't that refer to you and the Lady?"
Peter caught a flicker of what looked like sympathy in the wizard's eyes. Almost as though he knows what dreams I'm talking about.
"It's true we are two of the Sleepers. But we merely weave dreams; we are not responsible for dispensing them.” The reply was careful, almost reluctant.
Peter chose to ignore the reluctance. “Can you tell me why I've dreamt three times that I'm looking for Aunt Angela and can't find her? Then you turn up at the end of the dream and tell me she's gone and I'll never find her?"
Merlin's mouth tightened. Then it seemed he deliberately wiped all expression from his face. Even his eyes, although they still looked directly at Peter, appeared veiled. “I cannot tell you, Peter."
"Can't or won't?” Involuntarily, Peter's voice was harsh—at least to his own ears.
He caught a brief flicker—was it annoyance?—in Merlin's eyes. But when the sorcerer replied his voice held no anger—just gentleness—and his shoulders seemed to sag with resignation. “I may not tell you anything, Peter. It is in the hands of the Earthlight."
"The Earthlight is not without mercy,” the Lady reminded them softly.
She had stood at her end of the slab so still and silent they had all but forgotten her presence. Peter felt unaccountably guilty. It seemed strangely sacrilegious to him that he should have allowed concern for his aunt to dismiss the Lady from his mind. He turned his head in her direction. Although her gaze rested on him—had apparently been on him all the time—Peter somehow felt her words were addressed to Merlin.
She now walked around the obsidian slab towards him. “The Sleepers weave many dreams, Peter, for many purposes.” She laid her hands on his shoulders. They rested gently there like two white doves. Her eyes commanded his, piercing his very mind. “Some of those dreams are not dreams at all. But you'll always be aware of the difference when you wake up from one of them."
Two white doves—harbingers of peace—floated from his shoulders. Their soft wingtips seemed to touch his face. Their piercing bright gaze bored into his. Then it was as though they fluttered through his mind, soothing its troubled depths. Finally, it was as though their wings expanded until they filled his vision. Soft white feathers enfolded him as the doves carried him up and away.
 



Chapter 11
The Northlight
JAMIE STOOD looking at the empty bed in horror. Where was Bart? Why hadn't he come up to bed? He looked from the door to the window. His mind raced even faster than his heart. What should he do now? Hide? Go looking for Bart? Or leave through the window the best way he could? Jamie pulled on his socks. Even as he dressed, his mind weighed the pros and cons of each course of action. I'll stand a better chance of getting away if I go right now. But I can't leave Bart to the mercy of Morgause. And where would I go on my own anyway?
He snatched his cloak from the bed and threw it round his shoulders. Then, boots in hand, he raced from the room and down the stairs. He all but collided with Bart at the parlor door. Bart jerked him into the room, closed the door and jammed a chair under the handle. “Thank God! I was just coming to get you! Quick! Put your boots on and get through that window! The horses are waiting."
Jamie jammed his feet into his boots and leapt across the room. Even as he clambered through the window, followed by Bart, the door-handle rattled. Next moment came the crash of a heavy shoulder against the wood.
Jamie nearly sobbed aloud with relief at the sight of the waiting horses. Their silvery coats glimmered in the moonlight. Jamie flung himself across the yard and into Silvera's saddle. The mare took off like a rocket. Even above the pounding of her hooves Jamie heard the crash as the door gave way.
As they left the yard, he risked a glance over his shoulder. The inn door now stood wide open, spilling lamplight over the cobblestones. He caught a glimpse of Morgause's cloaked figure outlined against the light. Other figures ran vainly after the horses while two were still scrambling over the window-sill. He felt glad it was too dark—and they were too far away—to see the expression on the witch's face.
He urged Silvera forward to come abreast of Bart. “How come you had the horses ready? How did you know she was coming?"
To his surprise Bart answered at length in mind-speech. “After you'd gone to bed I nodded off and had a most peculiar—and very vivid—dream in which our gentle green-eyed witch consulted her crystal ball. I don't know what she was looking for, but she saw us—or at least me. It was as though she looked straight at me. When I opened my eyes I was alone so I crept out to the stables. A stable hand helped me saddle the horses. I left them under the trees and came back to get you. I didn't know how long I had—I certainly didn't realize Morgause would get here so quickly. I only knew I'd no wish to meet her face to face. The look she gave me in her crystal ball when she realized I'd seen her was enough to freeze my blood."
"I know the feeling. When I heard her voice at the door and opened one of the shutters to look out, I'll swear she could see me even in the dark."
They galloped on in silence for a while until Bart risked a quick look back. “They're following."
To Jamie, Dark-Age Britain in daylight would have been as alien as the moon. On a mid-winter night it was even more so. He found it impossible to imagine any place capable of granting protection, even the cold, austere convent with the glowing warmth at its heart that was its Abbess. In this alien world the Enemy seemed more terrifying—more powerful even—than in the twentieth-century. And it's not even the Enemy following us—just one of his servants.
"Where are we going?"
Bart's grim answer did nothing to allay Jamie's anxiety. “Wherever the horses take us."
* * * *
PETER OPENED his eyes. As he did so, something white, like feathery clouds, passed over his face, momentarily obscuring everything else. Something soft, almost like cotton wool, brushed his forehead.
He seemed to be still lying on a hard, unyielding slab, although he knew instantly he was no longer underground. The fresh-smelling air and biting cold were clear evidence of that. And the light!—a light such as one imagined must have greeted the Resurrection.
The cloud-like things—whatever they were—disappeared, leaving him looking up at a wintry sky washed with feathery, pink-and-gold-streaked clouds. On his left the gold deepened.
Where am I?
He turned his head to the source of the light—and found himself staring into the face of the setting sun. What it lacked in warmth it made up for in beauty and grandeur. Great clouds flanked it on the horizon—clouds that stretched up to the very heavens, towering like mountainous cliffs awash with color.
Peter sat up and turned to face the setting sun. He dangled his legs over the edge of whatever he was sitting on. His heel struck the side of the slab. The sound was strangely loud in the this eerie, silent world. He looked down—and instantly knew where he was.
"Stonehenge!” He was perched, more than twenty-two feet from the ground, on the lintel of the central trilithon making up the giant horseshoe. How on earth did I get up here? And how am I going to get down?
"Don't worry about that, Peter. Just concentrate on what you're here for.” The deep, slow voice of the Power of Obsidian, speaking into his mind, made him start. Relief flooded through him and he laughed shakily.
"Oh, I'm so glad you're still with me.” He turned his gaze back to the sunset, huddling into the fur-lined cloak that now covered his white robe and pulling the hood closely around his face. “What am I here for?"
"To keep vigil."
"What for?"
"You'll find out all in good time."
"Maybe I can find out from the Obsidian Orb."
"Consult it whenever you wish, Peter. It's yours to command."
Peter closed his eyes and muttered the few words required to free the Obsidian Orb from its spell of invisibility. A moment later he was staring at the Orb's shiny black surface washed by the sunset gold.
"Show me everything I need to know,” he urged in a whisper as he bent his head over it.
The reflection of the sunset's last rays slowly faded as the Orb clouded over. Peter waited. Seated in a trance-like state, he couldn't say how long he waited. Finally something round—almost a reflection of the Orb itself, except it wasn't black—showed on the Orb's surface. As though coming closer, it grew steadily larger until it filled most of the surface facing Peter. Then it receded slightly and he realized what it was: a crystal ball. Even as awareness came to him, he saw the tips of a pair of pale, delicate hands extend over the top of the ball. A face bent down to its surface. Something that looked like red-gold silk fell forward, partially covering the crystal ball. Only when he saw one of the hands raise itself to flick the curtain back did he recognize the red-gold silk as hair. Finally he saw the eyes of the crystal ball-gazer. Their green depths blazed into his. Triumph and malice ruled within them. Peter's blood seemed to turn to ice.
"She's already seen me,” he whispered. All the same, he frantically threw up a shield.
He heard Morgause's voice, also whispering. “Tell me who it is that sees me. Who has such power? Is it the miserable Child of the Earthlight? Show him to me. I would see my enemy before I grind his face into the dust."
Slowly Morgause's face dissolved. A small flame replaced it, gradually growing. It took Peter a moment to realize he was staring into a fire blazing in some unknown hearth. He saw a man's face in three-quarter profile. Dark stubble covered both cheeks and chin; exhaustion stamped itself in lines that made the face look older than it was. Peter saw lids close over dark eyes as the man fell into sleep. And his heart nearly stopped as he realized he knew the face. It belonged to Bart Brown. In its turn, Bart's face dissolved, to be replaced by that of Morgause.
"I see him! I see him! It is the one who held the horses on the day I sent Jadus out to help wreak my revenge. And he must have the Chosen One—he whom they call the Son of Arthur—with him, for I know he is here. I cannot see him—he hides from me—but I know he's here.” One hand left the crystal ball to pick up something lying beside it—something Peter hadn't noticed. It was the little wax image.
Peter's mind reeled again. The last time he saw the dreadful wax doll that looked so much like himself it was in the possession of the Lord in Blue, who took it from the fallen Lord of Obsidian. How had Morgause managed to get it back?
Even as Peter asked himself this question, he received the answer. As Morgause held up the doll, gloating over it and looking up at someone Peter couldn't see, the picture in the Obsidian Orb receded. The person standing beside Morgause came within Peter's vision. It was the Lord in Blue. He had grown immensely in power even since the last time Peter saw him. The evil emanating from the blue figure seemed equal to that of the Evil One.
Peter had little time to ponder this puzzle, however. Morgause put the wax doll back on the cloth beside the crystal ball and picked up something else—a sharp, black pin shaped like a dagger. She handed this to the Lord in Blue.
As the Blue Lord took the thing and lifted his hand to plunge it into the doll, Peter looked up from the Obsidian Orb with a start. The stars seemed to have come down from the sky. They were whirling around him in furious flight. Desperately fighting down his panic, he reached out to the spinning constellation for the spell of protection against all things sharp. The hand of the Lord in Blue stayed in its raised position. However, Peter hadn't stayed it; the Lord was simply savoring his revenge to the full.
On finding the spell, Peter cried the words aloud. He saw the Blue Lord's hand descend with vicious force. Then he came to—to find himself staring at the surface of the Obsidian Orb, glinting in the light of the long-risen moon. Despite the cold, his palms and forehead were damp with perspiration. Although he managed to do something for himself, he knew he could do nothing for Bart and Jamie—if they were still together.
"Bart's out there somewhere, Essence of Obsidian. He's in danger and I have to sit here doing nothing, though I know the witch is after him because she thinks I'm with him.” His voice was bitter with frustration.
"Have patience, Peter. You weren't brought to Stonehenge merely to figure out how to get down and how to find Bart without any means of transport."
Well, there was no way he could make himself comfortable up here. With this thought, he returned the spell on the Orb, wrapped the cloak as closely around himself as possible and stretched out on his back again. At least he would be less conspicuous should one of the Enemy's spies chance to come along.
He realized later he must have fallen asleep again, for when he next opened his eyes the moon had moved a considerable distance.
"Was that lightning?” he said in alarm as he struggled into a sitting position. The thought of being caught in a thunderstorm was alarming to say the least.
He blinked up at the sky. It was so clear he felt he could almost pick out each individual star in the Milky Way. Then the flash appeared again, and he realized it came from the north.
"It's the aurora borealis! How come it's visible so far south?"
Even as he whispered the question, Peter knew the answer. He rose to his feet and spread his arms out to the kaleidoscopic flashes of light just as he had to the Southlight six months previously. The power of the Northlight poured itself into his head and chest as had the Southlight. The cold vanished and warmth enveloped him.
It seemed to Peter, as he stood spread-eagled, that he grew and grew until the majesty of Stonehenge was reduced to toy-like proportions. He felt as though he could crush the monument with a stamp of his foot—or knock it down with a mere sweep of his arm. He felt he could set the world—no, the universe—on fire with one blast of power from his fingertips.
Somewhere in the distance, through the corner of his eye, he saw a streak of silver. It seemed to be earth-bound rather than coming from the sky; but with its appearance came a thundering as though a great herd of beasts crossed the plain. The sound reached to the heavens to become one with the kaleidoscopic display.
When the last flash faded from the sky Peter found himself inside the horseshoe of trilithons. He looked up at the one on which he had lain, with no idea how he managed to climb down. And, though the light was gone forever, the thundering of hooves at his back continued. He turned in the direction of the sound, only to find himself looking straight at the central bluestone of the inner horseshoe of smaller stones. Quietly, heart pounding, he stepped past the stone. He could still see nothing. He walked to the center of the monument. With dry throat, he made his way to the outer circle of sarsen stones. From behind one he peered towards the Avenue. The sound definitely came from that direction.
Then he caught his breath. The silvery form hurtling down the avenue towards him looked unearthly in the moonlight. It appeared to have no more substance than a ghost. As Peter realized the horse was riderless, he stepped outside the circle of stones and ran. The animal gave a sudden whinny as it passed the encircling ditch and galloped towards him.
"Argent!” he cried soundlessly.
The pony skidded to a halt and Peter threw his arms around her neck. But the sound of hooves didn't stop. Someone else was coming! Argent was still saddled and bridled. Peter leapt onto her back and rode back to the shelter of the stone circle.
His mind whirled; his heart thumped madly with a mixture of fear and hope. He last saw his pony in the tunnels leading to the Great Halls of Draining Light. Was she still with Bart and Jamie? Carefully Peter sent his mind probing out into the night, throwing a shield around himself that only those of the Earthlight could penetrate. Relief overwhelmed him on recognizing his friends.
"Bart! Jamie!” he cried in mind-speech.
"Shush! We're followed."
Even as Bart's fierce warning reached him, Peter's mind-probe found the seven pursuers. He could identify only two. At the same time one of them detected his presence. From the folds of the Blue Lord's enveloping hood, his eyes glittered with fanatical hatred, reaching out to Peter. His mind sought Peter's but found itself denied access. Peter felt as though something cold and slimy crawled along his spine.
Then Bart and Jamie were galloping under the lintel surmounting the outer ring of sarsen stones. Argent turned and joined them without any direction from Peter. The three horses raced between the stones. Effortlessly they jumped the ditch. Within seconds the monument receded into the distance.
"Where's John?"
Peter started as Jamie's voice—sharp with anxiety—spoke into his mind. His attention had been almost entirely on one of their pursuers. The malevolence of the Lord in Blue—directed solely at Peter in an almost personal vendetta—was all but tangible. He could feel the full force of the Lord's considerable power striving towards him—the Lord's frustration and fury at his apparent inability to harm Peter through the image made by Morgause.
Reluctantly Peter tore his mind from his enemy long enough to answer Jamie's question. “John's safe in the keeping of the Lady and Merlin."
Peter caught Jamie's intensely relieved sigh even through the pounding of the horses’ hooves on the frost-bound grass. Then he reached back to the Lord in Blue. He heard again Morgause's voice whispering over the crystal ball, “I would see my enemy before I grind his face into the dust.” Like Morgause, he, too, felt the overwhelming need to know the name of his Enemy. Something within him insisted that only by knowing the identity of the Lord in Blue would he be able to fulfill his role in the quest for Earthlight.
Hastily Peter delved into his knowledge from the Book of Obsidian. He used the most powerful spell of protection he could find. Then, boldly, he reached out to the mind of the Lord in Blue. “Who are you? You're not just a Lord of Corruption—a servant of the Evil One. Who are you?"
The Lord in Blue replied with the mental equivalent of a vicious bolt of blue lightning. For one moment it seemed to freeze the very core of Peter's mind, all but destroying the protection he'd so carefully erected. Through the pain in his head he heard the grating voice of the Lord in Blue. “There is only One Power that can do this to you. By it you shall know Who I am."
Peter found himself receiving a strange conflict of emotions from the Lord in Blue—emotions the Lord appeared to be trying to hide. It seemed to Peter the Lord in Blue strongly desired to tell Peter straight out who he was while at the same time was very anxious for him not to know. The only sense Peter could make from the Lord's reply to his question was that the Lord in Blue considered himself to be the Evil One.
The pain gradually subsided and Peter could think straight again. How can two people be the Evil One? I've seen them both together. They can't possibly be the same being—not both at the same time. At the last battle the Evil One was angry with the Lord in Blue because he took the wax image before even thinking about the Obsidian Orb. If they were the same being, the Lord in Blue would have known the Obsidian Orb was more important
Absorbed in his thoughts, Peter failed to notice the horses now galloped uphill. The sudden disappearance of the moon, and the consequent blanket of darkness, jolted him out of his reverie. Instinctively he tried pulling Argent up as he realized they were about to enter a woodland at full gallop. The pony came to a halt right on the edge of the wood. From there, ears pricked forward, she turned to face the way they had come.
Peter frantically tried to get her to follow the other horses. “What's the matter, girl?"
Then he heard what Argent's more sensitive ears picked up first: a long blood-curdling howl. At first in the far distance, it rolled over the plains and swept towards them, swelling in volume as it came closer. A chorus from thousands of throats immediately answered it. Every hair on Peter's body seemed to stand on end.
"Wolves,” Bart said tersely, turning Crystalline and bringing her to a halt beside Argent.
They stood on the edge of the wood, eyes straining over the plain. For the space of a heartbeat there was nothing to see.
Peter pointed with a finger that trembled despite himself. “Look!"
They had seen nothing approaching, but Stonehenge seemed to be surrounded. Even as they watched the dark menacing forms moving in towards the monument, the howling changed to snapping and snarling. Then a great scream of fury and frustration rent the air. In a blaze of blue light something rose from the center of Stonehenge. The blue light, shaped like a cloaked rider on a horse, streaked across the sky. The scream faded to silence in its wake.
The menacing shapes, now silent, swarmed into the heart of Stonehenge. Peter heard the cries of terrified men—the stampede and whinnies of frightened horses. Then the sound of hooves receded and the wolves gradually vanished into the stone circle. The Earthlight trio, although they could see very little, were aware of the wolves’ emergence on the other side—except for one, which came streaking across the plain towards them. For a creature of flesh and blood it moved with incredible speed.
"It's Dreyfus!” Peter dismounted and raced down the hill before the others could stop him.
Dreyfus's coat was matted and dirty. Otherwise he appeared unharmed.
"Poo! You don't smell very nice!” Peter wrinkled his nose, trying to subdue the dog's welcome. He stood up abruptly as the reason for Dreyfus's condition returned to his mind. “Come on, Dreyfus, we've got to get going."
Peter raced back up the hill and mounted his pony. Dreyfus followed at a slower pace. The exhaustion of battle was finally catching up with him. Argent immediately set off into the woods as though she knew exactly where she was going. The other three animals followed with complete trust.
The carpet of half-rotted leaves muffled the sound of the horses’ hooves as they made their way between the oak trees. But the sound still seemed unnaturally loud in the stillness of the wood. The moon had now moved from behind the clouds. The light filtering through the naked boughs created eerie patterns on the woodland floor.
Peter sat with the reins slack in his hands. Argent seemed to know he was leaving everything to her; whenever she was forced to walk under low-hanging branches she paused to allow Peter time to duck.
Peter probed with his eyes and mind into the depths of the woods. Nothing moved in the stillness of the frosty night and he couldn't detect any alien presence. So why was his heart beating so fast? Was it just the spellbound silence of the night, the presence of Stonehenge behind them, the strange magic of the cold moonlight through the black tracery of boughs and twigs? Was the enchantment coming, perhaps, from the trees themselves?
Either there was nothing there and he'd just imagined it, he decided, or there was a presence, one very clever at masking its identity, its intent and even its location.
Peter said nothing to Bart and Jamie about his premonition of a power inhabiting the woodland. Instead, he rode on silently, his eyes darting all over the place. On his left a sudden flash of light at the edge of his vision jerked his eyes back in that direction. “What was that? Lightning?"
"I didn't see any lightning,” Bart said calmly.
"Me neither."
Peter gazed steadfastly at the spot where he thought he saw the flash of light. “There it is again.” This time he knew it for the light of a candle or lantern.
"Where?” Bart and Jamie spoke together.
Peter pointed with a shaky finger into the thinning trees ahead. Argent quickened her step, heading straight for the light. This now resolved itself into an upright oblong shape—an open door. The light obviously came from some type of dwelling in a small clearing. Peter wasted no time in wondering why Bart and Jamie couldn't see it. He flicked Argent's reins and she broke into a fast trot.
"No! Wait!” Bart cried as the presence of an unseen power finally hit him.
Suddenly both he and Jamie could see the light. And something passed in front of it—a dark, indistinct figure. It moved towards the door. As it came through the opening it blocked most of the light from them. Then it stood outside and they saw it clearly silhouetted against the light—a tall man with broad shoulders, covered from head to foot in a dark hooded cloak. He stepped straight into Argent's path, bringing the pony to an abrupt halt.
 



Chapter 12
Forest of Nightmares
PETER'S EYES tried vainly to pierce the gloom to identify the figure blocking his pony's path. Then the newcomer spoke. Peter's heart, beating high with hope and eagerness, plummeted at the sound of an unknown voice—a voice sounding rusty with lack of use. “Welcome, eminent travelers. Enter. Rest and accept the hospitality of this humble woodland shrine."
With this strange greeting, he indicated the little wattle-and-daub hut behind him. Its thatched roof, recently repaired, reached well below his head, forcing him to stoop in coming out to greet them.
Suddenly realizing how tired he was, Peter slid off Argent's back. Bart and Jamie also dismounted. Their host turned back to the hut and picked up the lantern inside the door. He closed the door and held the light towards them. “There's stabling for the horses back here."
With this, he led them behind the hut, where they found, to their surprise, plenty of room for their horses, although there was already an animal stabled there, covered in a heavy blanket. The hermit—for such he seemed to be—helped them settle the horses, giving them water and feed and a blanket each, before leading the way back to the front of the hut and ushering them inside. He closed the door and placed the lamp back on the table.
It was a cheerless place. A crude altar stood at one end with a small red oil lamp burning at its center. There had once been an image of some unknown god on the wall above, but this had been either destroyed or stolen. The small table near the door and one rough chair were the only pieces of furniture in the room. A large pile of boxed-in hay in one corner heaped with blankets and skins served as a bed. As they entered, the coverings on the bed moved. A tousled head of brown hair appeared. Its owner squinted blearily into the lamplight, shading his eyes with one hand.
"Merlin?” From the voice, husky with sleep and sharp with alarm, Peter had difficulty discovering anything about the speaker.
They all looked from the form on the bed, now struggling upright at the sight of intruders, to the man turning away from the lamp to face them again. He had thrown back his hood and the light caught his sharp profile.
"Merlin!” Peter cried, and wondered how come he hadn't known straight away who the “hermit” was.
He turned his gaze back to the figure now standing by the bed. It's Arthur! But he's older than when I saw him last. I'll probably look like that in a year or so. Arthur blinked dazedly at him, looking extremely puzzled. Probably wondering if he's dreaming. Meeting yourself as you looked last year must be pretty unnerving.
Merlin's voice gently broke into Peter's thoughts. “Best get back to sleep, Arthur. We've a long day ahead of us. Maybe you can move over to make room for the others."
Arthur mumbled a drowsy assent—Peter wondered briefly if Merlin had drugged him—and instantly climbed back onto the bed and huddled himself against the wall. Peter motioned Jamie to take the central position and made himself as comfortable as he could on the outer edge. Bits of hay prickled his skin in spite of the sheepskins spread over it. Merlin tucked their cloaks, the blankets and skins around them and briefly touched their eyes. Peter fought to stay awake but drifted immediately off to sleep. The last thing he was aware of was Dreyfus landing on his feet and curling up there.
* * * *
IT WAS DARK and stifling. He seemed to be moving very fast. He knew he wasn't riding Argent, for there were no hoof beats pounding in his ears, no saddle between his legs. He couldn't find out what moved him along. The strangely grayed dimness might just as well have been totally dark. The only thing of which he could be certain was that his feet weren't on the ground. He reached out right round himself but could feel nothing except the wind of his own going.
Since his normal senses could tell him nothing, Peter sent his mind out probing. A buzzing reached his ears, like a voice distorted by distance and a bad telephone connection. He thought he caught his own name and strove to hear what the speaker said. Somehow he knew it was important—that he needed to know the speaker's story. However, the speaker finished without Peter being able to catch more than his own name.
Another voice spoke, and it was so clear it might almost have been at Peter's elbow. “Shouldn't the boy know the truth—all of it?” Peter recognized the voice as belonging to Bart. He sounded very distressed. So, Peter reasoned, the voice he couldn't hear must be Merlin's. Then he realized, with shock, that Merlin was answering, and he could now hear every word.
"He'll know when the time is right, and anyway it's not within my authority to tell him. It certainly isn't the right time now.” At the last sentence bitterness crept into the sorcerer's voice.
"Are you sure he can't hear us?” Bart's voice, although dropped to a whisper, was sharp. “In this last quest for Earthlight he's already developed uncanny powers."
Although Merlin also lowered his voice to answer, it seemed to Peter that it moved even closer. Merlin seemed almost to be bending towards his ear.
"The lad's well on his way and you and Jamie had best be following. He still has another long journey and he needs the message you received for him from the Great Oak. Maybe he can hear us now, but I know he didn't hear what I told you. Just to be sure, I put a spell around my voice.” The last thing Peter heard was a deep, humorless chuckle of affection. His mind reached out to it, trying to draw it into himself. His heavy heart, burdened with the responsibility of his impossible role, craved Merlin's approval. As the affectionate chuckle faded, Peter found himself reaching out with both hands....
...and he felt something being placed between them.
He opened his eyes with a start, to find himself staring at something that gave off a pale greenish glow. It was the rocklight. And he knew immediately he was back on the slab of obsidian in the Great Halls of Draining Light. He sat up and held the rocklight up. He seemed to be on his own.
He swung his legs over the side of the slab and slid down. The noise of his landing echoed loudly around him. Something moved on the edge of his vision, making his heart jump violently. He started walking in the direction of the movement, holding the rocklight high.
A shaky voice came out of the darkness. “Peter? Is that you?"
"John!” He rushed heedlessly forward.
John sat on a slab exactly like the one on which Peter had been lying. Peter couldn't remember having seen it before. John climbed down unsteadily as Peter brought the rocklight closer.
"Where are we?"
"Somewhere in the Great Halls of Draining Light."
"How—?” John got no further; a clattering sound echoed all around them.
Peter couldn't tell the direction of the noise but it seemed to be getting closer. Then both boys gave a shaky laugh as three shapes emerged from the darkness, resolving themselves into the forms of Argent, Crystalline and Dreyfus. The mares were still saddled and bridled and looked as fresh as if they had just come from their stables.
For a brief minute the boys forgot their problems in the joy of greeting Dreyfus and their horses.
"I hope they know how to get out of here. I don't,” Peter said as he gave the rocklight to John while he climbed onto Argent's back.
"Last thing I remember is being greeted by some sort of angel,” John said as he handed the rocklight back and then swung himself into Crystalline's saddle. “She placed blazing fingertips against my eyes. I remember falling into sleep and being caught before I hit the ground, and that's all. Whatever happened after that's just a vague jumbled blur. I can't explain it to myself let alone to someone else."
Peter felt strangely glad his own memories were crystal-clear.
"What about your time in the Evil One's domain? Can you remember anything about that?"
Peter's highly tuned senses caught the shudder that went through John's body. “Not really. It seems more like a nightmare than reality. The only thing I remember clearly is his attempts to turn me against the Earthlight, and more particularly against Jamie. He went on and on about the perils of twinship. He—"
At that moment the horses, slowly moving in their chosen direction, stopped dead at the opening to a tunnel. However, the sound of hooves continued, coming from the tunnel opening. When Bart and Jamie, riding Obsidianus and Silvera, emerged into the light from the rock, Peter and John could hardly believe their eyes.
No one said anything. There seemed to be an unspoken command of silence. Argent moved to their head and, much to their surprise, led them into the tunnel through which Bart and Jamie had just emerged. However, to Bart and John it didn't seem to be the same tunnel, for they could see an archway of light in the distance.
Almost as though sensing they were nearly home, all four horses quickened their pace. They emerged into daylight and their riders squinted against the sudden brightness.
"Gosh! It's warm!” Peter unbuttoned his jacket and took it off. Only then did he realize that, instead of a white robe, he wore the clothes in which he had set out. He looked back at the tunnel through which they had just ridden, and saw nothing there but a steep hillside with a large patch of what could have been erosion denting its surface. At the look on Peter's face, the others paused in shedding their own jackets to look back at the hillside.
Peter's gaze wandered from the exposed clay to the area above the hills where he could see the tops of a line of poplars in a neighboring farm. A light breeze rustled their leaves. He pointed.
"Hey, look!” His voice was quiet, as though with suppressed excitement.
They looked from the poplars to the rest of the surrounding countryside.
"It looks like early summer,” Bart said slowly. “We've lost a whole six months. We could have a lot of explaining to do."
"I don't think so,” Peter said with absolute certainty. “I think this is the work of the Earthlight. We'll find all our explanations have been done for us."
When they arrived at the stables the stable hand who came to take the horses acted as though nothing was amiss. On arriving at the house, Bart turned to the boys before opening the back door.
"I hope you're right, Peter,” he said with a chuckle. “My Susan's a right sharp one. She'd soon see through any story I tried telling her."
Peter looked at a car standing in the yard. “Dad's here."
When they entered the kitchen they found not only Peter's stepfather but also the twins’ mother. Susan busily poured tea for them. “I told you they'd be back today,” she said by way of greeting. “Peter's Uncle Paul said they would."
As Sylvia Evans rushed forward to greet the twins, Mr. Edwards rose and walked towards Peter. He placed a hand on the boy's shoulder.
"We know all about it, lad,” he said gently. “Your uncle spoke to me and we decided to confide in Susan and Sylvia. Your uncle explained you'd be with him for six months and he promised you'd come home safely. As far as your college is concerned you've all been traveling overseas with your Uncle Paul."
Then pandemonium broke out as all three boys realized, in dismay, that they had missed half a year's education. Mr. Edwards calmed them.
"Your Uncle Paul assured us the loss of six months’ schooling would make no difference.” He chuckled. “The only thing that might need explanation is that you've not grown even a millimeter in six months."
When the laughter died Mrs. Evans addressed the twins again. “Peter's father and I have some news for you.” At the sudden shyness of her attitude Peter knew immediately what was coming. She walked over to Simon Edwards, who smiled broadly and placed his arm around her shoulders.
"Sylvia and I are getting married in the new year,” he said simply.
* * * *
WHEN PETER climbed into bed in the room allotted to him at the Browns’ farm that night it wasn't yet dark. Even though still full of the excitement of the day's happenings—and looking forward to the celebration of his and the twins’ birthday the following day—he felt sure he would sleep because he was far too tired to even try staying awake. Hardly had he settled down, however, than a soft knock came on the door. As he remembered other times this had happened, Peter's heart leapt with expectation and he raised himself quickly on one elbow. But it was Bart's head that peered round the door at him.
"Oh, it's only you."
Bart chuckled. “That's a fine way to greet your host and friend.” He entered the room and softly shut the door. “Jamie has been dying to give you this message all afternoon but I persuaded him to let me do it.” Bart sat himself in the chair by the bed. “I'm not leaving this room until you've learned it by heart.” Then Bart recited in the strange sing-song fashion that reminded Peter strongly of Merlin when quoting from the prophecies:
"In the darkening forest flaming bright

Only the One Tree can put things right.

Though all the trees may look the same,

when the One is called upon by name,

At the moment of time so ordained

Evil shall fall when rights are claimed."
Peter repeated the verse after Bart until he could quote it faultlessly without any prompting. As soon as he was satisfied Peter wasn't likely to forget it, Bart rose. He traced three circles in the air with his forefinger. “Good night, Chosen One. Dream well."
"I think I'd rather not dream at all, thanks.” Peter recalled the dream that had haunted him in May and June, the beginning of the winter that he missed: a winter full of freak storms that saw most of the country south of Auckland in grim adversity, especially the South Island farms, where even Thaddeus Carter suffered losses in two unusually bad blizzards.
Peter's mind came back to the present as Bart turned to leave. He looked back quickly at Peter as though about to say something, then, apparently changing his mind, quietly left the room. The door clicked to softly behind him, leaving Peter wondering what the look—almost of pity—meant.
He went to sleep with the words of the final prophecy repeating themselves in his mind. For a while he dreamed strange dreams, jumbled and irrational. In the final and most vivid he walked through a forest. But it was like no forest he had ever seen. Always there seemed to be a glow. The trees all burned around him with silent, unconsuming fire. Somewhere, one of the trees sang to him in a high piping voice. Its song was the only sound to be heard. He knew he had to find the tree. It was the only tree in the forest that would help him find his way. All the others were evil, their sole purpose being to destroy him. He stumbled through the forest, his breath rasping through his throat, his lungs heaving. Everywhere things reached out to stop him: sprawling vines uncoiled like snakes in the undergrowth to trip him up by winding themselves around his legs; branches swung like giant limbs in front of him to strike him down or grab at him with their strong, spiky fingers.
The source of the high singing seemed to shift, forcing him to continually change direction. He did this several times until the singing started to come from behind him, then in front of him and finally, in swift succession, from each side. As he stood helplessly jerking his head from one direction to another, it began to come from all around. And it changed from being the song of the One Tree to something evil. The trees started crowding around him—pushing and shunting—like raving sheepdogs herding an unwilling sheep. Prodded from all directions, Peter had no choice but to go where they propelled him.
Suddenly, there it was in front of him—what the trees had been driving him towards: a tree, towering, majestic, perfect in its conical formation, and corrupt to the core. Peter could feel the evil within it. It stood alone on a hill. Even as Peter looked up at it, the light pulsing from it changed to the blue fire of the Evil One. Slowly the appearance of the tree dissolved until only an area of blue shapelessness remained. Then the blue started shrinking in on itself. Gradually, shifting and reshaping, it resolved itself into another shape of a darker blue, until a human form stood there looking down at Peter with unseen eyes. It was the Lord in Blue. A harsh chuckle came from him.
"What do you think of my version of the One Tree, Chosen One? This is how it will be in the end. This is what I will make of the One Tree and all the trees surrounding it. Before I'm finished with you I will break your mind. And by my power you shall know Who I am."
Peter opened his mouth to speak, but only a croak came out. The Lord in Blue chuckled a second time. Peter cleared his throat and tried again. This time his voice emerged loud and clear.
"I've worked out you're somehow part of the Evil One, but I don't know how he can be two people at the same time."
Peter thought he saw a flash of white teeth from the black depths of the Lord's hood.
"Three if you count Sujad Cariotis. No, that's not strictly true because he can't appear as himself and Sujad Cariotis at the same time. But you've seen him and myself together. Call it twinship if you like. We're like two sides of a double-headed coin, only in our case you can see both sides at once."
"What have you brought me here for?” Peter asked tersely, almost impatiently.
He had the satisfaction of seeing the Lord in Blue bridle. He thought he caught a glitter from the unseen eyes within the hood. Then the Lord jerked his head down sharply in what must have been a signal—for twining vines grabbed Peter from all sides. They wound themselves around both legs, tripping him up. As he thrashed out at them with his fists, they whipped at his hands, stinging mercilessly. Involuntarily he yelped with the pain. Then they coiled around his arms, dragging his flailing fists downwards. Lastly he felt them entwine themselves around his chest, almost cutting off his breathing. In a matter of moments they held him fast. Some power that he could feel but not see hauled him back onto his feet again.
The Lord in Blue stood on the hill and laughed. His laugh rang out over the forest. It gained in volume as hill after hill bounced it back. And the Lord's laughter altered the very essence of the trees around Peter; they shrank and changed shape until they were soldiers, armed and grim, while the vines twining themselves around Peter became chains, light but strong.
From his hilltop, where he had swelled to gigantic proportions, the Lord in Blue spoke his command to his army. “Bring him to Our Domain. We shall keep him there until those of the Earthlight have found the One Tree for us. With the First Chosen in Our keeping the One Tree cannot be named. And once the moment ordained for the naming of the One Tree passes, it will remain forever unnamed. I will then claim its powers for myself.” The Lord in Blue turned as though to depart and suddenly swung back again. His cloak swirled madly around him. “Unchain him,” he snapped. “You'll only have to carry him otherwise. I'm sure you've no desire to touch him."
As he spoke, the Lord in Blue raised his arms in a summoning gesture. The evil black cloud always attending a Lord of Corruption swirled around him. It swiftly blotted him from Peter's sight.
At the Lord's command, one of the soldiers stepped forward. He flicked his wrist at Peter and the chains fell clanking to the forest floor. The soldier looked at Peter with hatred blazing in his black eyes. Peter stared back, and recognized Jadus Castirio.
"You made a bad bargain, Jadus,” he said quietly. “The witch robbed you of both body and soul for her own purpose and then abandoned you."
Jadus spat at him. “Squirt! Pukling! What would you know about it?” he hissed, prodding Peter forward with the barrel of his rifle, which instantly turned into a piece of wood from one of the trees. “Whatever's going to happen to me is nothing to what's going to happen to you."
"Bring him here!” the Lord in Blue rasped impatiently from his black cloud.
Jadus poked Peter in the ribs again. He appeared totally oblivious to the fact that his weapon was only a dead branch. Another, shorter soldier followed suit with a vicious jab. Peter nimbly dodged it and the weapon barely touched him. He turned to glance at the soldier's face, and found himself staring into the hate-filled eyes of Justicio Sadra, the boy he had known as Justin. He watched in fascination as Justin's rifle also turned into a dead branch.
Jadus prodded him again, more sharply. “Move!"
Peter stumbled towards the hilltop where the Lord in Blue impatiently awaited him.
"Idiots!” the Blue Lord thundered. “Can't you see what he's doing? Your weapons are useless against such as he. Put them down and use your powers instead."
Jadus obediently dropped the stick. It struck Peter's foot and seemed to bounce up to him. Peter found his fingers closing over it automatically. As Jadus and Justin both pointed a finger at him, he swiftly brought the branch up in front of his face. Blue lightning sizzled around him. He used the branch to send some of the fire back to the two Lords of Corruption; the rest seemed to bounce harmlessly off him. The fire that he sent back had no effect on the two Lords.
On his hilltop, the Lord in Blue screamed his rage and frustration. He stretched out his arms towards Peter. Peter knew he couldn't withstand the Blue Lord's flames for too long. Hastily he threw a shield around himself and raised his arms in the air. Next moment he was viewing the scene from above, and the trees were back. The forest canopy hid the Blue Lord's army from Peter, but he saw and heard enough to make him realize the blue fire found victims amongst the Enemy's own soldiers.
The Blue Lord turned his face upwards and raised his arms towards Peter. And the forest canopy rushed towards Peter again. He heard the crash of breaking branches, smelled the strong aroma of pine, as he fell into a mass of greenery.
 



Chapter 13
The Christmas Tree
PETER BLINKED at the tips of a pine branch that tickled his face and stopped him seeing beyond it. How come he wasn't still falling? How come he seemed to be cradled by the canopy, as though the trees themselves were trying to keep him from the clutches of the Blue Lord? Then he tried sitting up and was abruptly aware it wasn't branches cushioning him but the mattress of the bed in which he fell asleep. The summer-weight duvet was flung back, partly hanging over one side. In the faint moonlight filtering into the room he surveyed the mess around him. Small branches of pine littered both sheet and duvet and there were pine needles all over the place. He was still clutching the dead branch that had been Jadus's rifle.
He looked at the bedside clock. It was three hours since he came to bed. He climbed out of bed. He picked up the larger pieces of pine and placed them on the bedside table. Then he gathered up all the needles, dumped them on his spread-out t-shirt and shook them out the window. That left the pine branches. The best place for them, he reasoned, would seem to be with the firewood. That, however, was kept in a shed outside. With the grim evidence his dream hadn't been just a dream, Peter felt reluctant to go outside. He'd take them to the shed in the morning.
Five minutes later he was drifting back to sleep...
* * * *
WHAT ON earth's happened to the grass? Peter asked himself as he wandered across the lawn to the shed where Bart kept his firewood. He wasn't even halfway towards the shed when the crunching of his own footsteps brought him to a halt. He looked down. Snow?
It can't be. It doesn't snow in Auckland. He looked at the clouds of steam coming from his mouth. It was certainly cold enough. Then he glanced around, and panic instantly set in.
Wherever he was, it was certainly not on Bart's farm. A line of footprints—his own—stretched behind him into the distance. The snow-covered ground seemed to stretch for miles. There was nobody else around. He scanned the rise and fall of the land looking for smoke from a chimney. All he could see were hedges and bare trees, their branches weighted with snow; the sky was leaden and looked as though it would discharge more snow at any minute.
A long drawn-out howl sent his heart thumping. Wolves! He must be somewhere in England back in the Dark Ages! Then he realized it was only a dog. And where there was a dog, there would be at least one human. The howl sounded again and he set off in the general direction from which it came.
He seemed to trudge on for hours but didn't hear the dog again. Only then did he admit, with dismay, that he was totally lost. He shivered uncontrollably. His alarm turned to panic as he saw it was starting to snow again.
If I don't find what I'm here for immediately I'll freeze to death, Chosen One or not.
To make things worse, the light was starting to fade. Peter glanced at his watch, but it still showed home time—2.20 am. He calculated that if he was indeed in England it must be nearly four o'clock in the afternoon. He peered around him, breathing fast with the force of his emotions, but his breath made so much fog in front of his face that he tried not to breathe at all so he could see better. In the looming half-light he could now make out two pillars of red brick some distance ahead. Between them stood a pair of wrought-iron gates. They were closed. As he moved forward, the wall in which the gates were set came into view. It was about six feet high and also made of red brick, draped here and there with clinging ivy. Bare trees spread snow-laden branches over the top of the wall. Softly falling snowflakes shrouded the view beyond.
Peter ran forward and grabbed the gates in the center with the intention of shaking them to make enough noise to bring someone to his aid. At his touch, however, they swung noiselessly inwards. He stumbled onto a wide paved drive recently cleared of snow, which lay in piles on either side. As he moved away from the wide gates, they swung shut with a clang that made him jump. He looked back quickly to see who had closed them. There was no one there. For some unknown reason his scalp prickled, although he could sense no evil presence. He turned to see what was ahead on the wide driveway. However, the snow was falling so fast now that all he could see were a few bare trees. He broke into a run.
He seemed to have been running for ages when abruptly a pillar loomed in front of him. He looked more closely and saw the pillar was in fact part of the entrance to a house. He took in a quick image of a typical Georgian-style manor house with large, blank windows before he realized there were steps in front of him. He stumbled up the steps and ran to the imposing entrance door, intending to beat his fists on its thick panels; but as soon as his hands touched the wood the door swung noiselessly inwards and he almost fell inside. The door closed behind him with a soft click. He looked around for the person who had shut it, but the hall was empty. The only light came from a room some distance ahead behind the curve of the stairway. Peter's gaze traveled briefly up the staircase, but it was too dark for him to see if anyone was there. He could feel no presence, either good or evil.
Flickering light ahead gave promise of warmth. He was now shivering uncontrollably so he ran to the open door. His shoes made a tremendous, echoing noise on the tiled floor. On entering the room, he quickly shut the door before turning to survey his surroundings.
Long and wide, the room had perhaps been intended by the house's architect to serve as a ballroom. The ceiling, painted and leafed with gold, seemed an immense distance from Peter's head. However, Peter had no eyes for the ceiling. Like a pin to a magnet he ran straight to the huge fireplace with its leaping, enticing flames. He was aware only of a kaleidoscope of colored light filling the rest of the room before he reached the fire and crouched in front of it. For the space of less than a minute he saw only red and yellow flame that seemed to envelop his whole body, warming him instantly. Then he turned to examine the room, and gasped in wonder.
The tall, large windows were undraped and showed black against the now total darkness outside. Between the windows tall mirrors filled the walls. The walls without windows were all mirror. While the room was bare of furniture, every window and every mirrored surface reflected in a myriad of images an eight-foot Christmas tree in the center of the floor. A hundred tiny colored glass lanterns covered the tree, each lantern fitted with a glowing candle. Its branches were draped with silvery-white imitation snow and bright silvery ornaments reflected the candle glow in their surfaces. Peter thought it the most beautiful Christmas tree he had ever seen.
His footsteps now slowed by awe, Peter approached the tree. It stood in a large silver tub and looked too perfectly formed to be real. He lifted his arm to touch one of the branches, and deep in the shadows of the room countless dim reflections did the same. Peter, mesmerized by the tree, didn't even see the images of himself, but was very much aware of the other trees. Most of the mirrored trees, reflections of reflections, were faintly hazy; none was as bright and perfect as the tree in the center of the room. Entranced, he turned to the room and started counting the trees but soon gave up in despair.
"It—it's like a forest of Christmas trees!” he breathed aloud. An electric shock seemed to go through him as realization dawned. He turned and addressed the tree. “Is this the darkening forest flaming bright?” The empty room emphasized the clear bright treble of a boy. “Are you the One Tree that must be called by its proper name?” He felt faintly foolish standing addressing an ornamented tree growing in a tub and was very glad there was no one there to witness him making an idiot of himself.
He wasn't at all surprised that the tree didn't answer, but received another electric shock when a voice in his mind chuckled in a deep bass. “You'll be quite sure of the answers to your questions when the time comes, Chosen One. You won't need to ask."
Peter swung round, looking for the speaker; but the darkness was empty of moving things apart from his own reflections. Crestfallen and feeling more foolish than ever, he remembered the Chosen Ones could speak into each other's minds from very long distances.
"Uncle Paul?” he called silently into the night. “Merlin?"
"It is I—Merlin,” came the reply. “You are doing fine, Chosen One. Keep up the good work.” Then there came a deep audible chuckle, which seemed to fill the room before fading into silence.
Merlin's mirth was more reassuring than his words—the somewhat dour sorcerer wasn't usually given to merriment—so Peter turned back to the Christmas tree determined to enjoy it with the pleasure of any normal 14-year-old boy, or at least enjoy it as much as was possible on his own, he thought as he began to miss the presence of his stepfather and his uncle. There was little else to do but gaze at the Christmas tree and its myriad reflections and warm himself at the enormous fire.
"I do wish you could tell me what I'm doing here, Christmas tree,” he whispered into the tree's spreading branches. “I must be here for some purpose.” As an idea occurred to him, he walked slowly round the tree and scanned each branch. However, the tree bore no message for him.
Peter now found himself beginning to feel tired. He longed desperately for somewhere to curl up comfortably and sleep and wondered, not for the first time, why the room had no furniture. Puzzled, he looked around again—and this time he saw the room was splendidly furnished. Although most of the furniture was in keeping with the Georgian style of the house, it was over-furnished in typical Victorian style, looking crowded in spite of its size. To Peter's delight, however, there were two enormous chairs at each side of the fireplace and, even better, a large sofa directly facing it.
Past wondering by now why nothing made sense, he took one step towards the fire, only to freeze in his tracks as footsteps came from outside the room. The door opened. A large man wearing a dark voluminous coat appeared in the entrance. His face was invisible behind the stack of parcels in his arms.
"Here already?” a deep voiced asked cheerfully. “I didn't hear you arrive and Jameson said nothing when he let me in. Here, put these under the tree for me while he takes my coat."
The voice was familiar. Peter stepped forward to take the stack of enticingly wrapped boxes, but the new arrival, obviously realizing the pile would be too big for Peter to hold, dumped them unceremoniously on the nearest chair.
"Uncle Paul? Merlin?” Peter hesitated in mid-stride.
About to give his coat to the butler hovering at his elbow, the big man turned towards Peter, and it was indeed Uncle Paul's face, slightly older looking, and Uncle Paul's dark eyes regarding him with a sternness belonging more to Merlin than to Peter's uncle. Then Uncle Paul swept off his hat and placed it on top of the coat folded over his left arm.
The butler said deferentially as he took the proffered hat and coat, “Would your lordship like some tea and something hot to eat?"
"I'm sure our young guest must be hungry and thirsty after his long journey. Shall we say—"he turned to Peter as though seeking his approval “—hot buttered crumpets and cheese muffins with a large bowl of whatever soup Mrs. Watson has made today? When we've finished that I'll ring for tea and cake. Does that suit you, young one?"
"Thank you, sir,” Peter waited until the door closed behind the butler's stiff back before pouring out a string of questions. “Please, where am I? What am I doing here? Who are you?"
"I'm Lord Merrilyn, but Uncle Paul will do. It doesn't do to use the name of Merlin.” The big man brusquely answered his last question, ignoring the others. As though to stop more questions, he gestured at the pile of Christmas presents. “Help me put these under the tree, will you?"
Obediently, Peter picked up as many boxes as he could and placed them one by one under the tree. His Lordship silently arranged the rest, with Peter surreptitiously looking sideways at him. When Lord Merrilyn abruptly turned his head, Peter colored guiltily, as though caught in the middle of a misdeed. Lord Merrilyn's piercing dark gaze seemed to Peter to bore right into his mind.
But when he spoke His Lordship's words were inconsequential, if somewhat abrupt. “There's one there for you, young man. You may unwrap it if you like.” The tone of his voice was more commanding than inviting.
Peter looked at the pile of presents. He opened his mouth to ask which box it was, but Lord Merrilyn had turned his back and was about to warm his hands at the fire. Peter therefore turned back to the tree and knelt on the floor to read the labels on the presents.
The first few he examined, however, were still unlabeled and he was beginning to feel foolish when his eye lit on the smallest parcel of all, the only one with a label attached. He didn't remember seeing it amongst those he and Lord Merrilyn placed at the foot of the tree. He picked it up. The label read, rather quaintly, in old-fashioned copperplate handwriting, “Master Simon Peter FitzArthur.” Peter slid a finger under one of the folds in the wrapping and tore the paper off with one pull.
A small box emerged. Exquisitely made of something like crystal, it had a dragon cunningly fashioned into the surface of the lid. The dragon appeared to be of ruby-colored quartz and his eyes were a deeper red, cut like rubies. Every scale on his twisting body was cut and polished with breathtaking precision to a pearly luster. Peter stared long and hard at the box and it was as though it sang to him: a few notes in a strange voice, bell-like and yet not having the strictly percussive sound of bells. It was the same music Peter had heard many times before. Strange emotions engulfed him A spell wove itself over him and sent him yearning—yearning for the secret of the box's magic.
"Open it, Peter,” Lord Merrilyn said quietly, and there was sympathy in his voice, as though he knew Peter's torment. “Your gift is inside. The box is not intended for you and has to go back to its owner."
Peter dropped the wrapping paper on the floor and swiftly lifted the lid. Inside was not the Christmas gift he half expected but merely a folded piece of paper, yellowed and spotted with age. His first reactions were those of a typical 14-year-old boy. Bitter disappointment swept over him and his heart, previously fluttering with excitement, seemed to drop down to his boots. He swallowed hard, trying to hide his feelings from the dark eyes whose gaze bored into him.
Slowly he put his hand into the box to withdraw the paper. As soon as his fingers touched the crackly parchment his emotions changed and his heart started hammering again. He drew in a sharp breath and held it. His fingers shook and he almost dropped the paper. He let out his breath in a quick gasp as a corner of the paper crumbled off and dropped to the carpet. “Oh dear!"
Anxiously he looked at the man in front of the fire. His Lordship stood with his hands in his pockets, his back to the fire. On cursory observation he appeared to be relaxed. Peter, however, could feel the tension zinging in the air and as he looked Lord Merrilyn appeared to grow until he almost filled Peter's line of sight. Peter blinked to bring his vision back to normal. He walked towards the fireplace, holding the box out at arm's length. His Lordship gravely took the precious object and carefully put it in his pocket.
A sense of loss engulfed Peter and he stood for a moment staring at the pocket containing the box as though willing it to reappear.
"Well, open it, for goodness’ sake!” The words were almost testy.
Peter obediently unfolded the slip of paper. To forestall any more irascible commands, he read aloud:
"I, the first Christmas tree, do hereby assign

The role of the One Tree to a noble pine.

The One Tree stands in gathering gloom

On my location within this room."
He looked up, his forehead creasing in puzzlement. “It doesn't make sense."
"The first line does.” Lord Merrilyn gestured with a wide theatrical sweep of his arm towards the tree. “This is the first Christmas tree to appear this year in a private house in Britain. The only other tree is the Royal one, which I think has perhaps not even been brought into the palace yet, let alone decorated. We're a little early for our first year, because of your coming."
Peter frowned. “How can the One Tree be standing where your Christmas tree is? That doesn't make sense at all. Two trees can't stand in the same place, at least not at the same time."
Lord Merrilyn smiled wryly. “You're thinking like a boy. It will make sense when the time comes. The One Tree isn't likely to appear in this room, but then again you never know. Stranger things have happened and will continue to happen. We don't use pine trees as Christmas trees in Britain, Peter. The true Christmas tree is a fir. Its evergreen foliage represents eternal life. Its origins are, of course, pagan, but the Christians adopted it for their Christmas festival, just as they cleverly appropriated other things from pagan festivities to represent various Christian beliefs. For Christmas trees in your country in the twentieth century you use an exotic tree from California called pinus radiata, which is also an important timber export for your country."
Peter grinned. “Hey, stop it! You're beginning to sound like one of my school masters.” He forgot he was speaking to a total stranger and addressed His Lordship as though speaking to Merlin or Uncle Paul, both of whom had merged to represent one person in Peter's mind.
Lord Merrilyn's face split briefly into a schoolboy grin. Before he could say anything, however, there came a knock at the door, which then opened to admit Jameson wheeling a trolley, in the center of which stood a large soup tureen with a burner beneath it. At the delicious smells wafting to him from the laden trolley, Peter's stomach rumbled and he forgot all else in the sheer ecstasy of indulging in gluttony after what seemed like a long journey through the snow, and an even longer fast.
When Peter had crammed himself as full as possible, he and Lord Merrilyn sat on either side of the fire while Jameson sedately and silently cleared away the used dishes and majestically wheeled the trolley from the room. As he closed the door softly behind him, Peter sighed contentedly, staring musingly at the fire. It had been so good to be waited upon, especially by someone who made so little noise he might almost have not been there.
The ticking of the long-case clock standing in one corner and the rustle and murmur of the fire in the grate were the only sounds in the room for some time. Peter and Lord Merrilyn sat in companionable silence. Lord Merrilyn's mind seemed to be completely occupied with enjoying his generous glass of fine brandy.
As he sat staring at the blazing embers, almost mesmerized, Peter gradually became aware something was happening. The red and yellow of the flames almost imperceptibly began turning white. The white grew and shifted until the whole fire was a flickering white blaze. Taller and taller it rose until it started to resolve itself into something other than fire. It took Peter a few moments to realize the transformation was a figure—that of a white-clad woman.
Instantly he recognized the Lady and, as in a misty dream, saw her smile at Lord Merrilyn. She gave him a greeting which Peter jealously strove to hear but couldn't. He could only see her lips moving. And, while Lord Merrilyn's lips moved in answer, Peter couldn't hear what he said. With her lovely gentle smile, the Lady held out a long slender hand towards Lord Merrilyn and Peter saw His Lordship place the gleaming crystal box in the upturned palm. He caught the flash of many colors from the crystal. Then this was drowned by the glow from the dragon's eyes.
The glow grew into a dazzling beam of ruby light before the Lady closed her hand over the box and the glow disappeared. Gradually, then, the Lady herself dissolved until the last essence of her being seemed to vanish into the flames. Vainly Peter sought her in the red embers of the now-dying fire. But she wouldn't return. Peter used every power within his reach to bring her back. All he received in answer was a few scales of the music he had heard from the crystal box and a whisper, so faint he couldn't even be sure he really heard anything: “I shall return ... I shall return..."
The log in the fire, nearly spent, settled down with a sudden noise that made Peter jump. He realized, with contrition, he had fallen asleep.
"I think it's time you went to bed, young man. I'll take you up myself."
Peter looked around in confusion. “What time is it?"
Lord Merrilyn consulted a watch on a chain that he pulled from his pocket. “After ten o'clock. Past bedtime, I should think."
Peter started up in alarm. “But I must get back! They'll be missing me."
Lord Merrilyn smiled indulgently. “Come, come! You should've learned by now not to think like a boy when you're acting as a Chosen One. You know very well no one will miss you."
Peter ruffled the hair on his forehead. “Yes, of course. I'm too sleepy to think properly."
He meekly followed Lord Merrilyn from the room, up the curving flight of stairs he'd seen on his entry to the house, along many corridors and finally into a large bedroom with an enormous four-poster bed. A fire burned brightly in the grate. Peter felt no surprise to see his pajamas neatly laid out on the bed.
"Because we ate so much on your arrival we didn't bother with dinner tonight. Are you sure you're not hungry?” Lord Merrilyn asked solicitously.
Peter shook his head, too tired to even care about being hungry and only wanting to sleep.
"Good night then, Peter."
When Peter turned to answer, Lord Merrilyn was gone, and he hadn't even heard the door close.
Peter undressed, scrambled into his pajamas and climbed into the unfamiliar bed, which appeared to be stuffed with feathers and was surprisingly warm. He curled up and fell instantly asleep.
He awoke a bright summer morning to find himself back in his bedroom at Bart's place. Everything looked strangely small and unfamiliar. The clothes he took off the night before at Lord Merrilyn's—winter clothes, looking strange to him at this time of year—lay across the chair by the bed. They also looked unusually tidy. The summer clothing of tee-shirt and shorts that he had put on after arriving at Bart's house the day before was scattered on the floor. In a flash Peter remembered placing the piece of paper in his trouser pocket. He went to grab the trousers from the chair when his gaze rested on the pile of broken branches on the bedside table. His blood froze as he remembered his first dream. Then he saw, scattered over the floor and the bed, a few pine needles missed in his clean-up. With shaking fingers, he snatched up the trousers and plunged his hand into the pocket where he remembered putting the piece of paper.
And there it was, that cryptic little verse that was supposed to guide him to the One Tree. He read it through again, but it still made no sense At least, he thought, it proves I wasn't dreaming. I really did visit an English manor house in the nineteenth century. Somehow the thought brought him comfort from the horrors of the first dream.
 



Chapter 14
Piper in the Forest
WHEN PETER went downstairs that morning, he took the pine branches and the piece of dead wood with him. Dreyfus padded quietly at his heels. Susan and Mrs. Evans were cooking breakfast and discussing the wedding. Bart sat at the table in the dining room drinking a cup of tea and frowning over a logging ledger. He held the book in his hand instead of resting it on the tablecloth because the table had been set as though for overseas guests. In addition, piles of presents lay beside three of the place settings. The scene reminded Peter, with a sense of shock, that today was his birthday. Bart looked up as Peter and Dreyfus entered the room.
"Good heavens! What's all that? Have you been out logging while we've been asleep?” he joked. He shut the ledger with a slapping sound and frowned as Peter closed the door. “What's the matter?"
Peter described his dream as accurately as he could. Then, before Bart could comment, he plunged on: “After I left you when I pulled the rocklight from the wall, I spoke to Merlin about another dream I've had three times. I asked him if he'd been sending dreams to me. He said that he and the Lady are two of the Sleepers mentioned in the prophecy, but they aren't responsible for dispensing the dreams. The Lady said some of my dreams wouldn't be dreams at all, but I'd always know the difference.” He held out the twigs and the rifle-shaped branch. “My three dreams about looking for Aunt Angela were just dreams, while the one about the One Tree and the Blue Lord was obviously real—but was it woven by the Sleepers?"
"All the dreams are woven by the Sleepers, but they mightn't be distributed exactly as they were created. They'll sometimes be real rather than dreams. But the Earthlight would never have allowed a dream like that—which would probably have been intended as some type of warning—to become reality.” Bart looked extremely uncomfortable and his gaze was on the things in Peter's hand rather than Peter himself. “The Blue Lord must have been responsible for twisting the dream and turning it into reality—an act of vengeance. It shows how powerful he is—but I think you already know that—and it would seem his intentions aren't to stop you finding the One Tree but to take its power for himself once you've found it."
"The tree turning into the Lord in Blue was a sort of symbol of his grabbing the power of the One Tree for himself?"
"Something like that.” Bart now looked up at Peter. He sighed, and Peter wondered what he was holding back.
Knowing there was no point asking, Peter tried another approach. “Why are the Sleepers weaving dreams? What purpose does it serve? What good are dreams in the Quest for Earthlight?"
Bart shrugged, looking distinctly uncomfortable as he bent and absently scratched Dreyfus behind the ears. “Sometimes the purpose might be a warning, as I think this one was; sometimes a direction—an idea or clue to the next course of action. Most of them can't be explained by the conscious mind, which is why your dreams are puzzling you at the moment. Your subconscious will let you know when the time comes. Also, don't forget, Peter, the Sleepers aren't merely weaving dreams. They're also ‘invoking the revival of their power'. Dreams can be a very potent force.” As though suddenly remembering something, Bart looked at the brightly wrapped parcels on the table. “Today is a day of power for you three lads. The birthday of a Chosen One is his greatest day for harvesting power."
"It's your birthday too,” Peter said, abruptly realizing the implication of Bart's words.
"And Dreyfus's as well,” Bart said with a faint smile.
This was news to Peter, but when he thought about it he realized it was obvious. He grinned broadly. “And Thaddeus Carter's.” He couldn't keep the wistfulness from his voice as he remembered the previous summer holiday. Unconsciously he let Bart see what was in his mind—the image he sent out was of the City of Light rather than the Carter farm that his words suggested.
Bart looked at him sharply. “We're all supposed to be spending Christmas with Thad. Our flights are already booked but—"
Bart broke off as the door burst open and Jamie and John came in, followed by Susan, Sylvia and Mr. Edwards. All bore dishes piled high with bacon, eggs, kidneys, lamb's fry, tomatoes, enough toast to feed an army and freshly baked bran muffins.
To stop any questions about the pine branches, Peter dumped them on the floor by his chair. In the noise and excitement of the meal and unwrapping of presents that followed, he forgot them. In truth, he almost forgot everything in the novelty of a shared birthday that seemed almost like Christmas Day. It was only when he stood up to help clear the table and nearly tripped over the pieces of wood that the burden of his responsibilities came flooding back. He allowed the others to leave the room before putting the dishes he had picked up back on the table and bending to scoop up the branches.
Swiftly and quietly he left the house. With Dreyfus padding behind, he walked briskly towards the woodshed.
He was nearly there when Dreyfus stopped dead in his tracks. A low growl issued from the dog's throat. When Peter glanced down at him Dreyfus looked almost twice his size. Peter stopped and was about to ask what was wrong when the hairs on his own scalp prickled as from somewhere ahead, to his left, came the strange high singing sound of his nightmare. Only this time he realized it wasn't singing but rather a high piping sound. In his dream his brain had translated the sound into wordless song. It now seemed clearer and more recognizably non-vocal.
He was given no choice as to whether to investigate the sound. Dreyfus took off as though all the hounds of hell were after him. Peter followed as fast as he could. Dreyfus disappeared over the top of the rise and by the time Peter reached it there was no sign of his dog. He halted, scanning the slopes from left to right. A distant bark, short and sharp, from the direction of the forest sent him racing for the trees.
By the time he arrived on the outskirts of the forest he was hot and breathless. There was still no sign of Dreyfus. He could also no longer hear the high sweet piping. He stopped under the cool shade of the trees at the forest border to catch his breath. For a minute or so the only sound he could hear was that of his own heaving lungs and pounding heart. When he could breathe normally he stood a few moments listening intently. The forest seemed deserted; even the birds were quiet and there was no breeze soughing through the pines. Then the music came again—clear and sweet—sending little shivers up and down his spine, despite the warmth of the summer morning.
There was no path where Peter entered. He quickly noted the direction of the sun before venturing further under the trees. Pine needles provided a soft, noiseless carpet under his feet as he moved deeper and deeper into the forest.
When he had been walking for some time it seemed to him he was no nearer the source of the sound than at the beginning. In desperation he stood still and sent out a mind probe, but was gently denied.
That's strange. Whoever's making the music is unaware of my presence; the resistance is coming from outside not from within. I do wish whoever it is would stop moving around.
As though in answer to his thought, the music started to sound closer. Finally, just as it seemed he would stumble over the musician at any time, Peter's attention was caught by a slight movement in a patch of dappled sunlight. It was Dreyfus. The dog seemed oblivious to his approach. With ears pricked and tongue lolling, he was intently watching and listening to something still hidden from Peter by the trunk of a tree. And Peter realized the music came from behind the tree.
Concerned that the piping would stop and the piper vanish, Peter rushed forward. As he rounded the trunk of the large pine the music stopped. The first thing he saw was Dreyfus, who had been listening entranced to the music. Then he noticed the musician, a girl of about his own age. Sunglasses hid her eyes. Light brown hair curled around a small, round, rather pale face. Her cheeks flushed slightly as she looked up at him.
"Hello, Peter,” she said, lowering her instrument and taking off the sunglasses at the same time.
"Maria!” Peter gasped. Feeling foolish at being caught with bits of branches in his hand, he tossed them down on the other side of the tree. It took him a few moments to work out what was different about Maria. She had done something to her fine, straight hair. “What—whatever are you doing here?"
Maria scrambled to her feet. She started making a fuss of Dreyfus as though to avoid looking at Peter. “Mum and I are going riding for the day. She's up at the stables choosing the horses."
Peter's mind whirled. “Well, why aren't you with her? You shouldn't wander in here alone, off the track. It's too easy to get lost."
Maria looked up with a sudden grin.
"Oh, I'm not lost,” she said with unusual self-confidence. “The Lady told me there would be marks to guide me."
Peter started in surprise at the way she said the word, as though it had a capital letter. “Lady? What Lady?"
"That's what she called herself. I thought it was rather strange. When I asked who she was, she just said ‘I am the Lady.’”
"When did you see her?"
"A few nights ago. I thought it was a dream at first. In fact, I'm sure I was dreaming to start with. Then I woke up, and she stood right by my bed, looking exactly as in my dream—all in white with a blue hooded cloak over her shoulders. There was a faint sort of glow coming from her. I thought she was a ghost until she touched me. She was holding a little box. It looked like crystal and there was a red dragon with a ruby eye on the lid."
Peter's eyes widened at the mention of the crystal box. His heart started thudding with excitement. However, his own nightmare that hadn't been a dream at all made him wary. The Enemy could, he knew, impersonate the Lady. He remembered what she once said to him—that the only thing no one, not even Merlin himself, could imitate was her music. She'd said nothing about the crystal box. He hadn't even known of its existence then. What if the Enemy could create a fake image of the box?
"Was there anything else?” he asked, trying not to give away the tension gripping his whole being. “Anything before she came or when she left?"
"Only a couple of bars of music. It was weird—like bells and yet not like bells, because of course bells are percussive instruments. I can't play all the notes, of course, but this is how the tune went.” Maria lifted her pipe and played a few bars. The hairs on the nape of Peter's neck seemed to stand on end with shock, for it was definitely the Lady's music, even if it did sound different on Maria's instrument.
"What did the Lady say? What did she tell you to do?” Despite his efforts to sound normal, to Peter's distress his voice came out as a croak.
Maria looked at him in surprise. “She said to ask my mother to take me riding here this morning. Fortunately, Mum's a good rider—or she said she used to be—and she'd already heard of the stables. The Lady told me to leave Mum at the stables and come down to the forest. She told me to count twenty trees from the main path where I would find a tree marked with a chalked arrow. I was to follow the arrows and play the music she gave me. Then I was to sit under the largest tree I saw and continue playing. She told me you were staying up at the farm and would follow the sound of the music.” Maria shrugged. “That's all."
Peter looked down at the pipe in her hand. “What is it?"
"A sopranino recorder,” Maria said, sounding surprised. She indicated an open case on the forest floor behind her. It contained several recorders of different sizes.
It was Peter's turn to look surprised. “Can you play them all?"
"Of course. There's no point owning instruments you can't play."
"I thought recorders were something only small children played, not real instruments."
Maria laughed. “Lots of people have that funny idea. While a recorder is easier for a beginner than other woodwind instruments, it's quite difficult in the more advanced stages. I've been playing since I was about five. My mother teaches it."
"Oh! You play very well.” As he could think of nothing else to say, Peter changed the subject. “Do you like riding?"
"I've never been on a horse,” Maria said calmly. “But it's my birthday and Mum usually lets me choose how we spend it."
"Your birthday?” Suddenly the forest seem to spin around Peter.
"Yes. You mean it's your birthday today as well?"
"Yes. It's also Jamie and John's."
Maria was given no time to reply; the sudden distant clopping of hooves made them both turn.
Maria bent and snatched up the box of instruments, hastily replaced the one she had been playing and closed the lid. “That's Mum. I'd better go."
Peter's head was still in a whirl as he and Dreyfus followed her. The sound of hooves stopped and a few seconds later Maria's mother called out, “Maria! Maria! Where are you?"
"I'm coming! I'm coming! I'm just talking to Peter."
They emerged from the forest to find Mrs. Fitzgibbon standing beside two of Bart's most placid mares.
Maria quickly forestalled any reproach her mother might make about wandering into the forest where there was no path. “Sorry, Mum. I met Peter—he's staying up at the farmhouse—and we forgot the time."
"Hello, Peter; it's nice to see you again. Now I know why Maria wanted to come riding.” Mrs. Fitzgibbon chuckled at her daughter's embarrassment. Then her gaze rested on the case of recorders. “I can't think what possessed you to bring those. Now we'll have to go back to the car."
"I'll look after them for you. You can pick them up at the house before you leave.” Peter found himself making the offer almost as though someone else willed him to do so.
Mrs. Fitzgibbon smiled at him. “Oh, thank you, Peter. That would be marvelous. We're booked to have lunch at the farmhouse anyway, so we can collect them then."
Peter took the case from a beaming Maria and watched unashamedly as her mother showed her how to mount the horse. Then, realizing how he would feel if their roles were reversed, he excused himself and left at a run with Dreyfus at his heels. By the time they arrived at the house the breakfast dishes had been cleared away and their absence noticed. He and Dreyfus burst into the kitchen where the others were discussing where else they could look for him.
"Sorry,” he gasped breathlessly before anyone could speak. He looked at Bart. “I went to throw those branches in the woodshed and met Maria and her mother.” He held up the case of recorders. “Mrs. Fitzgibbon said they were having lunch up here so I told Maria we'd look after this for her."
At a sound like a strangled gasp from his stepfather, Peter swung round to look at him. Mr. Edwards looked as though he had seen a ghost.
"May I see it, please.” He held out a slightly trembling hand.
Puzzled, Peter handed him the case. Mr. Edwards inspected its outside carefully before placing it on the kitchen table. He opened it and examined each instrument in turn.
"You don't happen to know who gave this to Maria, do you?” His voice was now under control and very quiet.
"Of course not. I didn't ask her. I suppose her mother bought it for her. She's a music teacher."
"Your mother had one exactly like this. In fact, I could swear this is the set she owned. It must have disappeared before she died because when—when I sorted through her things, I couldn't find it."
They all looked at each other. Bart voiced the half-formed thoughts of those of the Earthlight. “This is no coincidence. The Earthlight doesn't leave things to chance, and neither does the Enemy.” He gestured at the box of recorders. “These could be the instruments Peter's mother once owned, or they could be the work of the Enemy."
Peter remembered how the hairs on his neck and scalp had stood on end at the sound of the music. Had it been fear? Yes, he admitted, it probably had, but only because the music sounded so much like the high singing of the dream that turned into a nightmare. He walked over to the table, placed the palms of his hand over the instruments in the open case and closed his eyes. He sent his mind out to probe the history of the pipes. However, no matter how hard he concentrated, all he received were flashing images of Maria playing each instrument—sometimes alone, sometimes in duet with her mother.
"I can't find out anything,” he said in frustration, lifting his hands. “As far as I can gather, Maria and her mother are the only ones who've ever played them."
"Can anyone apart from Susan and myself play the recorder?” Bart asked suddenly.
"John and I both play, though John's better than I am,” Jamie said.
"Marian taught me a little on the bass recorder, but it's nearly nine years since I've played,” Peter's stepfather admitted, to Peter's surprise. Despite himself he felt a small stab of jealousy. He couldn't remember much about his mother at all.
"Then we have a ready-made quintet—a player for each instrument,” Bart said. “We've some books of music around somewhere. We occasionally play when we have overseas visitors who are interested in music."
"I know where they are,” Susan said. “I'll go and get them.” She left the room.
Bart picked up the case. “You know, these are genuine eighteenth-century instruments. Such sets are very rare. The recorder gradually went out of fashion in the eighteenth century in favor of the flute. This has five instruments instead of four and looks to be in perfect order. Therefore it's probably unique."
Susan returned within five minutes. “There's a book of Christmas carols here—just what we need. They shouldn't be too hard to play."
Peter felt slightly left out as everyone with the exception of himself and his future stepmother settled down to play. After a while Susan and Sylvia went to the kitchen to make some morning tea and start preparing the lunch. Jamie and John abandoned the Christmas carols for duets. Peter slowly became aware of an almost imperceptible change in the atmosphere. The air seemed to become heavy and charged as though a thunderstorm was brewing, except it felt eerily unreal. Then, so suddenly it was as though a switch had been thrown, the sun disappeared. Jamie and John abruptly stopped playing. Everyone in the room looked out of the window. By this time great rolling black clouds completely filled the sky.
Susan and Sylvia were about to bring in the trolley laden with tea and scones. At the sudden dimming of the light they, too, looked out the nearest window. Into the eerie silence a knock at the door sounded so loud it might as well have been thunder. It made everyone jump.
Peter recovered first.
"I'll go,” he said, and ran from the room before anyone could stop him.
No one was more surprised than Peter to find Maria and her mother on the doorstep.
"It started to look as though we might be in for a bad thunderstorm so we thought we'd better bring the horses back,” Mrs. Fitzgibbon explained.
Susan had hurried out after Peter. “Come along in and join us for morning tea. I've just made it."
"We thought we could hear music. It sounded like my recorders. Was someone playing them?” Maria asked Peter as she followed her mother inside.
Peter's stumbling explanation was lost in the hubbub of the introductions that followed. As Maria seemed pleased rather than upset to learn that strangers had handled the instruments, he let the matter drop and applied himself to helping serve the tea.
When Maria described herself as “a friend of Peter's", Susan instantly invited both her and her mother to stay for the boys’ birthday party.
"We were hoping to have it outside as it promised to be such a nice day,” Susan said with a grimace of disappointment at the windows as she handed the scones around. “Who would have believed this morning it would turn out like this?"
"Never mind. Now they're here we've got another two real musicians. We now have a proper quartet,” Bart said with a chuckle. “I couldn't think of a nicer birthday present than to be entertained by professional musicians."
"I'd better get my music from the car before the storm comes,” Maria said quickly.
Mrs. Fitzgibbon instantly handed her the car keys. Maria left, with Bart and the three boys looking at her departing back with strange expressions on their faces.
"She takes her instruments and music everywhere she goes lately,” Maria's mother said with a shrug that seemed to add an apologetic comment on the oddity of girls at Maria's age.
"Where did you get them?” Bart asked. “A set like that is very rare—probably unique."
Mrs. Fitzgibbon laughed. “Yes. Their value worries me sometimes—in case Maria shows them to someone who knows their worth and has no scruples about stealing them.” She paused, a faint frown creasing her brow. “It was just before Maria's fifth birthday. We were still living in England at the time. I was looking for an instrument suitable for her to use at school—I didn't want her taking my own instruments—when a woman entered the shop and came up behind me. I don't remember much about her except she was tall and had gray eyes. She wore a blue hooded cloak with the hood pulled well forward. I don't think I could see her hair. I'd never seen her in my life before but she knew my name and a lot about both myself and Maria. She had the instruments with her and said she had no further use for them and wanted them to be used by someone who would appreciate them and learn to play them well. She pressed the case into my hands and hurried from the shop. I followed her as quickly as I could but she had disappeared. I asked people in the streets if they saw her but nobody had, despite the fact that her hooded cloak would have made her very conspicuous. My husband tried to find out if anything like these instruments had been reported stolen, but drew a blank. So Maria has used them since I started teaching her."
Before anyone could comment on Mrs. Fitzgibbon's story, Maria burst into the room with her case of music. She went through it with Jamie and John and in no time the three of them, plus Maria's mother, were busy working on some chosen pieces. Mrs. Fitzgibbon automatically fell into the role of teacher, and the listeners were all surprised at the difference in the sound the quartet made once she had worked with them for a short while.
Finally Mrs. Fitzgibbon suggested they play some Christmas carols.
"Perhaps Jamie would like to sing for us instead of playing,” she said. “I've heard you singing with Cantus Firmus. In fact, I've played several times in concerts where you sang."
Peter was first aware of a strange sensation during the Christmas carols. He was enjoying the concert so much that when the sensation came it took him by surprise. With Jamie's clear, bright voice filling the air, Peter abruptly became aware of a sound that seemed to come from outside the room. At the same time it filled his whole mind, almost like an echo of the music accompanying Jamie's singing.
Quietly he left the room and crept outside through the now empty kitchen. The uncanny resonation was even more obvious just outside the house. It was almost as though something in Jamie's singing, or the accompaniment to it, matched in some strange way a sound from another source. The echo drawn by the music out of the air rang across the shallow valley with a compelling power that Peter couldn't resist.
Almost against his will, he felt himself drawn towards the sound. Softly he closed the back door and moved away from the house. The lowering black clouds completely covering the sky gave an eerie twilight cast to the day.
The waves of sound seemed to come from the direction of the forest. Peter scanned the trees that marked the forest boundary. There was nothing to be seen. Even as he stood staring into the distance, the Christmas carol came to an end. The resonation stopped. He heard a burst of spontaneous applause from the house. He stood still and reached out to the forest with his mind. At the same time, he heard the recorders start on the introduction to another carol. Jamie's voice rang out again. Peter waited for the echo, but the heavy, charged air remained silent. The only sound to be heard was the music from the house.
But his probing mind could still feel the power. While he sought to divine its nature, the power reached out to him. Like a magnet it drew him towards it. Under its compulsion, Peter started running in the direction of the forest.
 



Chapter 15
The Darkening Forest
"THAT'S MY last one,” Jamie insisted as his audience of seven broke into applause and someone—he thought it was Maria—still called for more.
"I think it's time for lunch anyway,” Susan suggested. She had spent a good deal of the time listening to the concert from the kitchen, glad of Sylvia Evans's help.
With their attention split between the past pleasures of the music and anticipation of a good lunch, it wasn't until they were taking their seats in the dining room that they noticed Peter's absence.
"Where's Peter?” said several voices in chorus as Bart switched on the lights over the table.
There was a short silence while they looked at one another inquiringly.
"Dreyfus isn't here either,” Mr. Edwards said, looking around for the dog. “Peter must have got bored and taken him for a walk.” He turned apologetically to his hosts. “I'm afraid Peter's musical education is non-existent. I've been neglectful in that respect and Mrs. Jackson—our daily help in Wellington—used to work to the noise of some dreadful commercial radio station, so that was all Peter heard."
"Surely he wouldn't have walked out without telling anyone,” Sylvia Evans protested. “He struck me as being a very responsible sort of boy, not the type to just disappear leaving us to worry about him."
Bart looked at Simon Edwards uneasily. “I don't feel at all happy about this. I think perhaps I should go and look for him.” He went to one of the windows and peered out. “It's become awfully dark, especially for the middle of a summer's day. It's not just a threat of thunder either. There's something unnatural about it."
"What else could it be? Earthquake?” Mrs. Fitzgibbon asked in nervous, if somewhat flippant, surprise. “And why should we worry about the boy if he just got bored and took his dog for a walk? He can't come to any harm unless he's silly enough to get himself lost in the forest. Obviously he didn't tell anyone because he didn't want to seem rude by interrupting the concert, and he certainly wouldn't have wanted us to know he was bored because he wouldn't have wanted to spoil our fun.” The other adults looked at each other significantly. Mrs. Fitzgibbon's sharp eyes missed nothing. “Is there something I should know?"
Bart hesitated. It seemed to him too many people outside of the Chosen Ones already knew of their quest for Earthlight. His wife, Peter's stepfather and the twins’ mother were one thing—all trusted people closely connected with members of the ring of Chosen Ones—but someone whom most of them had just met that day was another matter.
Peter's stepfather spoke before Bart could come to a decision. “There's no doubt someone acting on Marian's behalf gave Mrs. Fitzgibbon the set of recorders. I recognized them straight away. Sets of recorders are too rare for there to be another one exactly like Marian's. If Peter's mother trusted her instruments to Mrs. Fitzgibbon, I think we can trust her, too."
Mrs. Fitzgibbon looked from Bart to Mr. Edwards. “In that case you'd better start by calling me Ria—it's short for Maria. And if that poor boy and his dog are in some sort of danger someone should start looking for them right away."
"That had better be me. I know this property better than anyone else.” Bart looked at Sylvia Evans apologetically. “I'll need Jamie and John, too. They'll be of more use than anyone else. Simon will explain everything to you, Ria."
"You'll need me, too,” Maria said from behind Jamie and John. Her face was flushed and her jaw squared as all eyes swiveled in her direction. “I think I know when Peter left. While Jamie was singing I heard a sound which seemed to be coming from outside—like something out there was echoing what Jamie was singing. I think Peter must have gone then. I didn't see him go because I was too busy listening to the sound, trying to work out what it was and where it was coming from."
Bart looked at her thoughtfully. “I think it's your recorders we need rather than you, Maria. Jamie and John are able to play them if necessary so there's no reason to needlessly expose anyone else to possible danger."
"Did Jamie and John hear the sound though?” Maria said stubbornly.
"Well how could we have? I was singing and John was playing. When I'm singing I hear only the music."
Maria glared at Jamie as though he had made an unpardonable accusation.
"So do I when I'm playing,” she said tersely. “My part had a few bars of rest—and besides the sound from outside was too loud to miss."
"I thought I heard something when my part had a rest,” John ventured before Jamie could voice his indignation, “but when I tried listening for it the sound stopped so I forgot about it."
Bart looked from one indignant young face to the other. “Okay—okay. This is no time for quarreling.” His voice brooked no argument. “Jamie and John will come with me and Simon will explain as much as he knows to Maria and her mother while you all have lunch.” Bart turned and left the room. When he returned only moments later he was carrying the case of recorders. “Come on,” he said shortly to the twins.
As the Earthlight trio turned to go through the kitchen to the back door, Jamie felt something prickle at the back of his mind. He turned back in surprise, to see Maria looking after them hesitantly.
"Do you know something about Peter's disappearance you haven't told us?"
"No, but I wondered if it might be connected to the reason Mum brought me here.” She related her story exactly as she told it to Peter.
They all listened in silence. Bart frowned. “Count twenty trees from the main path? I take it that means along the edge of the forest, away from the house and stables?"
"Well, that's what I thought, and I had no trouble finding the first marked tree."
"Trouble is, the marks might not be there now. But at least we've got something to work on.” Bart turned abruptly. “Come on."
Once outside, Bart and the twins broke into a run.
"We'll take the horses,” Bart said over his shoulder. “If Peter's gone into the forest he could be anywhere by now."
When they arrived at the stables most of the stable hands were in the middle of their lunch. The sight of young Bernie munching on thick beef sandwiches reminded Jamie and John of their own hollow stomachs and the delicious meal they were missing.
"It's okay, Bernie, we'll ready the horses ourselves,” Bart said as young Bernie put down his sandwich and scrambled to his feet. “We're taking Obsidianus, Silvera and Crystalline."
His mouth full of sandwich, young Bernie grinned and nodded his thanks and acknowledgement. As they turned away from the office block towards the stables they heard him filling the kettle to make a pot of tea. The sound reinforced the rumbling in the twins’ empty bellies. However, as soon as they were on the mares and cantering from the stable yard, they forgot their hunger in their anxiety for Peter and the urgency of their need to find him.
Bart invariably took Obsidianus into the forest when exercising the great stallion. It allowed him to check on things that needed doing there even while enjoying the exercise and the company of his favorite horse. The stallion knew the way without any guidance by now so Bart had fallen into the habit of letting him have his head, at least until they were within the forest. Now, however, Obsidianus trotted off in almost the opposite direction. Bart tried pulling his head around but he obstinately refused to change direction.
"I thought we were going into the forest,” Jamie said.
"I can't get him to go that way."
Jamie tried turning Silvera's head. She, too, ignored his directions. “Silvera doesn't want to go either."
"Then we'd better let them have their heads. The Earthlight is obviously guiding them."
They cantered on in silence. None of the horses seemed to be in a hurry. Ahead loomed the new barn-cum-boathouse. The horses passed the building and carried on until only the lake was ahead. They stopped on the shore where Peter and Bart had dived into the lake in the last holidays, a time that seemed to the twins only a few weeks in the past.
Before anyone could say anything, Obsidianus moved to the nearest weeping willow. Some of its branches drooped so low the tips almost touched the water. To the boys’ surprise, the stallion reached out and plucked at the foliage with his teeth. The mares copied his actions. Then he turned his head and looked over his shoulder at Bart. He gestured with his head as though telling Bart to take the twig he had broken off. Bart leaned forward in the saddle and took it. All three horses repeated the performance until each rider was holding four pieces of willow. Then, without more ado, the horses turned and headed for the forest.
It was almost with relief that Bart saw the beginning of the path ahead. Before they reached it he turned right and started counting the trees.
Jamie saw the chalked arrow first. “There it is!"
Obsidianus made straight for the tree. It was as though he, too, knew the marked trees meant something. The mares followed unhesitatingly. As the horses rode underneath the edge of the forest canopy, seven figures seemed to spring from nowhere. In a matter of moments the three horses were surrounded.
* * * *
PETER FOUND the chalk-marked tree at the edge of the forest without any trouble. By this time he wasn't really aware of where he was going, what he was doing or even what he was seeking. He wasn't even aware Dreyfus had been at his heels since he left the house. The dog now pressed himself close to his master's side. Dreyfus seemed aware something wasn't right with Peter, whose movements were mechanical. He completely ignored his dog.
Peter followed the path made by the trees whose trunks were marked with the white chalk until he came to the great pine—larger than all its fellows—under which Maria had sat. He touched its bark—and the power that shot through his hand hurled him right across the small clearing
He felt himself sailing through the air. He was aware of falling, but not of hitting the ground. The fall seemed to last forever. It was as though he went down, down, down into a bottomless pit. Desperately his mind reached out to slow himself—to stop his fall—for he saw what was waiting below: the Domain of the Evil One. He saw a blue-robed figure, flanked by others in black, reach out for him. He fancied he caught a steely glitter from within the folds of the blue hood. The darkness in the pit below the Lord in Blue seethed and changed. One moment it was a cauldron of boiling black tar; the next a den of writhing, hissing snakes.
No! Peter's mind screamed at him. The Earthlight—the Lady—put the marks there. They wouldn't lead me into danger ... Then the darkness claimed him.
Dreyfus rushed over to the fallen boy, whining. Peter lay unmoving. His eyes were wide, staring out of his ashen face at the forest canopy. Frantically the dog licked his face. But Peter remained unmoving.
* * * *
AT ONE OF the dining room windows, Maria resentfully watched Bart and the twins running across the yard towards the stables. Then, as she turned to join the others, she realized she still clutched the sopranino recorder in her right hand. Strange Bart didn't notice it was missing, she thought. A sudden idea occurred to her.
"I need to go to the toilet,” she said and left the room as casually as she could.
Instead of going upstairs, however, she ran on tiptoe through the kitchen and let herself out the back door, closing it quietly behind her. Carefully she crossed the gravel of the yard. Once on the grass, she raced after the now distant figures of Bart and the twins. Instead of making for the stables, however, she veered left towards the forest. She felt sure she knew where Peter went. But what possible danger could he be in?
she asked herself. The Lady wouldn't harm him. And even though he didn't explain anything about her, he was far from afraid of her.
When she reached the first chalk-marked pine Maria paused, listening intently. She could hear nothing—no soughing of wind in the pines, not even the sound of distant bird song. The very stillness of the forest made her spine crawl. She peered past the marked tree. From where she stood she could see the second chalked arrow clearly. It seemed to almost glow against the background of the forest. The forest interior was so dark it might have been dusk instead of not long after midday.
Maria entered the forest—and black shadows closed in on her. Murky shapes moved in all directions. Through the corner of her eye she saw one loom at her right. When she whirled that way there was nothing there, but another loomed on her left. Silently they mocked her helplessness and terror. It took her a full minute to realize their game as she turned first this way and then that.
They want to confuse me so I'll lose my way. I must ignore them. They're not real, anyway.
She turned to look for the marked tree, but saw she no longer stood at the edge of the forest. By this time her breath was coming in painful gasps, her heart ramming against her ribcage. Her gasps turned to little whimpers of fear when she realized she was lost. The shifting shades disappeared as soon as she became aware of this fact. They had apparently fulfilled their purpose. With their disappearance, Maria stood still and forced herself to calm down. Her thoughts raced. What on earth was she supposed to do now? There was only one thing she could think of.
"Peter! Peter! Peter!” She yelled the name with all her lung power.
From somewhere far away the hills bounced her shout back and forth. It was the only answer she received. She waited for the echoes to die and listened intently for a moment, eyes straining in the gloom. Then she drew in another deep breath to try again. But she let it out in a strangled gasp as faint rustles came to her ears. Someone—or something—was moving over the carpet of dead pine needles. The footsteps were light but quick. Whatever was coming towards her was moving very fast. She peered in the direction from which they seemed to come, her heart pounding anew.
"Peter?” This time she pitched her voice very low. To her horror, she couldn't stop it quavering.
From out of the gloom something sprang at her. A wolf! Maria's mind screamed. It grabbed her by one of the legs of her jeans. Even as she realized it had to be a dog, she stumbled backwards under the impact and tripped over a tree root. The dog released its grip on her jeans and took a mouthful of her tee-shirt. When she looked up she found herself looking into the compelling eyes of a German shepherd.
"Dreyfus!” Maria's relief was so great that tears pricked her eyes. She gave the dog a quick hug and scrambled to her feet. “Where's Peter, Dreyfus?"
Dreyfus ran a few yards and stopped to make sure she was following. When he was satisfied she understood he wanted her to follow, he carried on at a steady lope. Maria had to run to keep up with him.
They found Peter lying where Dreyfus left him. His eyes still stared with apparent sightlessness at the treetops. Maria's heart jumped in horror. A tight band seemed to close around it.
"Oh no! No! No!” She dropped on her knees at Peter's side, unwilling to believe what her eyes told her. Her shaking fingers dropped the recorder onto his chest. She fumbled for the pulse in the wrist lying across his body. As she lifted the flaccid hand the tips of Peter's fingers touched the instrument. Instantly the fingers moved. Relief flooded Maria's fast-beating heart. She looked at Peter's face. His eyes still stared upwards like those of a statue. The fingers of the hand whose wrist she held moved again, more feebly than before.
Maria's gaze flew back to Peter's hand. She had time only to register that the fingers were feeling for something. A great clap of thunder ripped the silence apart; blue lightning streaked overhead. Maria screamed. She crouched over Peter with her hands covering her ears. In her terror she didn't see Peter's fingers close over the instrument lying on his chest. She didn't see Dreyfus take a stand over Peter and turn outwards as though facing a threat to his fallen master. She didn't even hear the dog's growls and snarls.
"Out of my way, girl! He belongs to me."
The ugly, rasping voice was the first indication to Maria that they weren't alone. She whirled in the direction of the voice. She gave a strangled gasp at the sight that met her terrified eyes. The Lord in Blue towered over them, filling the small clearing with his evil presence. He glowed eerily in the murk of the forest—a blue light that gave no illumination.
Maria's first instinct was instant, blind obedience. Then Peter's hand, now holding the recorder, touched hers. As she felt the hardness of the recorder against her hand, anger flooded her. Firmly she clasped her hand around Peter's fingers, pressing the instrument into them. And she felt strength flow back into Peter's hand. When she answered the command of the dreadful apparition, her words surprised her. It was as though someone else put them in her mouth. And the voice—strong and clear—surely didn't belong to the quiet, timid Maria she thought she was.
"No he doesn't. He belongs to the Earthlight—and to me."
"Stand aside, I tell you! He came at my bidding. He is mine!"
the Blue Lord thundered. The very air quivered around him.
"No.” Maria's heart quaked at her own audacity. What did she imagine she could she do against such a powerful being? She didn't even know what this was all about. Vague memories stirred within her. She remembered scraps of the incident in the bicycle shed—the black, evil cloud; the force with which Peter jerked her outside and slammed the door; the anxiety in his face and voice. How could she have forgotten it all so completely—until now?
"You don't know who I am, girl.” The blue light sizzled and crackled around him. “I warn you, I show no mercy to those who stand between me and mine. He came at my bidding. By the laws of your world—which are denied me—I already have claim on his physical being. Now by the Absolute Law—because he came at my bidding—I lay claim to both body and soul."
Still holding Maria's hand, Peter leapt to his feet. He moved to stand between Maria and the Blue Lord. “I am here on behalf of the Earthlight, not at your bidding!"
The Lord in Blue sneered. “Looking for the One Tree? This isn't it. This is the largest tree in the forest. Don't you know your prophecy? ‘Though all the trees may look the same ... ‘Does this tree look the same as its fellows? It's not even part of the forest but a much older tree. As the largest tree in the forest it has immense power, and I've harnessed that power for you to help you find the One Tree."
"I don't want—or need—your help,” Peter said through clenched teeth. He turned to Maria. “Play the music the Lady gave you.” He touched his finger to the instrument as Maria raised it to her lips and kept it there until she started playing. Then, completely ignoring the Lord in Blue, he walked round the tree. There, touching some of the roots, lay the piece of dead wood shaped like a rifle. Shaking with fury, he picked it up and broke it over his knee several times. He looked at the shadow lying within the Blue Lord's hood and scattered the broken pieces in all directions. “There. Now you won't be able to harm anyone else through this tree."
The Lord in Blue gave a strangled cry of frustration. He tried to raise his arms to blast them with blue fire, but the music pouring from Maria held him fast. He vented his rage in the only way left to him. With a powerful sweep of his arms he summoned a black cloud so huge and dense that Maria, Peter and Dreyfus couldn't dodge it. The nauseating, gaseous substance set them all coughing violently, forcing Maria to stop playing. Unfortunately for the Blue Lord, the black cloud had been summoned to bear him away and he disappeared before he could take advantage of Maria's disablement. The black cloud went with him and Peter and Maria immediately stopped coughing.
In hopes of stopping the Lord in Blue returning, Maria started playing again. It was then they heard the steady, muffled clopping of horses’ hooves. Seconds later Obsidianus, Silvera and Crystalline, ridden by Bart and the twins, came into view. They were followed by a band of seven men on foot. Peter recognized the rest of the circle of the Earthlight's Chosen. His heart leapt with joy and new hope. Now all twelve of them were together everything would be all right.
He rushed forward. Bart, Jamie and John dismounted quickly. Everyone seemed to be talking at once. Maria's music was drowned in the hubbub.
"Maria's the one spoken of in the prophecy,” Peter cried. Then he pulled Maria forward to introduce her, forcing her to stop playing. She gaped at him in surprise as he went on to quote, “The friend of the One through willow shower, with silver concord protects his power."
The meaning of Peter's words seemed to strike Maria with the force of a physical blow. Eyes wide with terror, she lifted the recorder to her lips again. But it never reached them. There was another almighty clap of thunder. At the same time blue lightning streaked through the forest. Black cloud swirled angrily around them. The noxious fumes and gases took instant effect; they all started coughing violently. From within the cloud the Lord in Blue reached out. A strong hand grabbed Peter's forearm. Helpless to resist, he was dragged into the black cloud. The cloud eddied in furious triumph as the Lord in Blue departed with his captive.
 



Chapter 16
Revelation
"THAT'S THE last your silver-tongued friend will see of you,” the Lord in Blue said in raspy satisfaction as the black cloud soared over the forest. His laugh made Peter's nerves feel like a nutmeg being passed over a grater. “As for you, you'll stay with me until you've found the One Tree for me. You'll stop them finding out its name and you'll force it to reveal itself to no one but myself. If you refuse to do as I say I'll allow the black cloud to fill your lungs with its poison. Your friends below will suffer even worse."
Peter looked sideways at the robed lord with his hood pulled forward to shadow his face. He was close enough now to peer into the face within the hood, but it was almost as though the Blue Lord wore a mask conferring invisibility on his face. There seemed to be nothing but a black hole where his face should have been.
The Lord in Blue once said to him, “Before I am finished with you I will break your mind. And by my Power you shall know Who I am.” Peter took this to mean the Lord in Blue was somehow part of the Evil One himself, just as surely as the monstrous, vile-smelling spider had been. However, the spider, thought terrifying in both its form and its essence, had never possessed the reined-in menace of the Lord in Blue.
"It will reveal itself only to the One who calls upon it by name,” Peter said.
"That's why I need you—unfortunately. In the search for the One Tree you and I are like the two sides of a coin. I, the Commander of Darkness, am the head and you—though but a puny ambassador of the Earthlight—are the tail. We will patrol this forest together until we find the One Tree."
"How do you know the One Tree is in the Forest of the Earthlight?” Peter said, but his heart quaked as he remembered that the beginning of the prophecy given to Bart and Jamie by the Great Oak had mentioned “the darkening forest"—a good description of the Forest of the Earthlight at the moment, he thought. And Peter knew something the Lord in Blue surely didn't—that the One Tree would be “a noble pine". The only tree he had seen answering such a description was the very tree that violently rejected his touch.
Peter's ponderings were abruptly interrupted.
"Peter.” It was a deep, slow voice, barely above a whisper, speaking into his mind.
"Essence of Obsidian!” he cried in like manner.
"Careful,” the voice of the Power of Obsidian warned. “The Evil One—the Lord in Blue—cannot hear in the face of the spell around us, but he may yet suspect something and find a way to listen. There isn't time to let you discover for yourself, but your friends below need immediate protection against the Evil One's black cloud which, as you've just seen, has become extremely potent. The Lord in Blue plans to use it to cripple them—possibly kill them—when you have found the One Tree for him."
"Yes, of course.” Why didn't I think of a protective spell straight away?
Then I wouldn't be in this dilemma.
"It's all right, Peter, don't reproach yourself. The Earthlight needs the power of the Evil One to help you find the One Tree. You must stay with the Lord in Blue and do whatever he asks. When the One Tree is called upon by name you will turn the Blue Lord's own power upon him to his ruin."
"I see.” But his heart quaked. How was he supposed to accomplish such an impossible task?
Before he could ask this question, however, the Power of Obsidian said quickly, in alarm, “The spell! Hurry!"
Peter reached immediately into his mind, searching for the spell. The stars wheeled around him in the darkness behind his closed eyelids. Mentally he reached out to them, until his mind touched the right one. The star seemed to explode behind his eyelids, its light flooding his brain. He found himself muttering a few words—words he forgot as soon as he uttered them—and the stars instantly vanished.
The Lord in Blue whirled on him, gripping his arm painfully. “What was that? What did you say?"
Peter blinked up at him vacantly. He pulled his arm away. “I don't know."
Steely eyes glittered within the faceless hood. “What did you do, then?"
"N-nothing. What—what can I do with the power of the Evil One's black cloud surrounding me?” How annoying to find himself stammering.
The steely eyes narrowed. “Just remember I don't trust you, I'm watching you all the time and I'll show no mercy to your friends down there should you do anything stupid. I know you're not the innocent you try to make out you are. And I'm not too sure you're as helpless as you ought to be. You're not who you are for nothing."
"As long as you don't harm my friends I'll do whatever you ask.” Just when he felt that stammering might have been useful, Peter's voice was steady and calm.
"Good.” The Blue Lord parted the black cloud sufficiently to allow them a view of the forest. He pointed. “Look—they're spreading out. If they think they can surround a forest—even a small one—with eleven people and one dog they're stupider than I thought. With the exception of the forester and perhaps the dog, they'll simply get themselves lost, especially that foolish girl who seems to think so highly of you. On their own they'll simply be easier targets for me."
Peter rounded on him. In his concern for his friends he almost forgot his own terror. “You promised not to harm them if I did as you asked!"
The Blue Lord's eyes narrowed to glittering slits. “I promised no such thing. My promise was that I will harm them—kill them, even—if you don't do as I say."
"But it's the same thing!"
"Not quite.” The Blue Lord's voice was oily with sadistic pleasure at Peter's indignant alarm. “While you do as I say I won't harm them. When I've got what I want—when the power of the One Tree is unreservedly mine—it's altogether another matter. I'll review the situation then."
Peter stared at him, his face a picture of dismay. Then, as he remembered what the Power of Obsidian had said, he turned away to hide any flicker of hope that may have shown in his eyes. But the Lord in Blue's attention was back on the Chosen Ones below. By this time most of them had disappeared into the forest's interior.
"I think we'll follow the forester. As the owner of the forest he knows it better than anyone else and is likely to be the most dangerous. I'll leave the rest to the other Lords."
The black cloud moved off. From the small hole in its vile substance Peter couldn't see more than the tops of the trees. But his heightened senses knew, with the accuracy of a radar system, that Bart, Jamie and John were all riding to the far side of the forest, while those on foot took up stances on the other three sides of the forest, closer to the house and stables.
The Lord in Blue raised his arms and sent a bloodcurdling ululation ringing over the hills and valleys of the forest. Peter felt his eardrums shrinking from the noise. Then he became aware of other black clouds moving around them, scarcely visible against the lowering sky. And he knew, with sinking heart, that the other Lords of Corruption had joined the Lord in Blue to keep watch on all movement in the forest.
* * * *
"MARIA'S A long time,” Mrs. Fitzgibbon said with a frown, looking towards the dining room door. The four adults had started eating but were waiting for Maria to return before Peter's stepfather explained what little he knew of the Quest for Earthlight and Peter's involvement in it. Mrs. Fitzgibbon pushed back her chair and rose. “If you don't mind, I'd like to make sure she's all right."
No one made any objection as she left the room. They were all feeling so edgy it didn't seem strange that Maria's mother thought something evil might have happened to her daughter on the way from dining room to bathroom.
It was some minutes before Mrs. Fitzgibbon returned, decidedly agitated. “I can't find her anywhere. I've searched all the bedrooms. She hasn't even left a message."
Mr. Edwards rose abruptly. “She's obviously gone after the others. I'll go and bring her back.” Aware of the sudden tension in the room, he turned as he reached the door. “Don't worry. They can't harm her. She's not of the Earthlight."
Mrs. Evans looked at him in alarm. “What do you mean—harm her? Are they likely to harm the boys?” She, too, jumped to her feet.
"Calm down; calm down! There's no point panicking. They might try to harm the boys—may even try to harm Maria—but they won't succeed. And there's no need for us all to go. Someone should stay to look after the house and await the others’ return."
Mr. Edwards wasted no more time. In a matter of seconds he was outside the house and running towards the forest. On reaching the path that marked the beginning of the bridle track, he stopped just inside the forest and peered among the trees. But there was no one around. The very silence of the forest was sinister. As he could think of nothing else to do, he started striding along the track.
* * * *
"YOUR STEPFATHER has now entered the forest.” The Lord in Blue's statement was unnecessary. Peter could see for himself. He breathed a small sigh, glad he had thought to weave the spell so that anyone who entered was automatically protected from the Evil One's powers. The Lord turned his cold eyes from the forest back to Peter. “That contemptible creature is very dear to you. You value him higher than those of your own blood—higher than the hypocrite Merlin himself, perhaps?"
"Apart from my Aunt Angela I have no blood relatives.” Peter's heart began beating faster with fear for his stepfather.
"Oh yes—your aunt. Thanks to the Great Being whom you call the Evil One you'll never see her again. Her life on earth has finished. He ended it."
An icy hand gripped Peter's heart at this confirmation of his worst fears. He felt as though he was going to choke. “He killed her? When she had nothing to do with the Earthlight—she knew nothing about it?"
"He merely exercised his right. You have no grounds for objection. Remember, she married Merlin. But to get back to that creature below. He has meddled where he had no right, and by the Absolute Law, he is therefore Our Enemy."
"And what about Maria? She's down there, too, and she knows nothing about the Earthlight or the Evil One—"
"Ah, yes. The girl—that meddlesome little witch. Don't worry. She'll get her comeuppance, too.” The Lord in Blue chuckled richly.
"In that case there's no point doing whatever you ask."
"Oh, you'll do as I say because you've no choice.” The Lord in Blue's voice no longer jeered; his tone was simply that of complete conviction. He glanced down at the forest again. “It will take the stupid forester and the idiot boys some time to reach the far end of the forest. Besides, without you the One Tree can't reveal itself. And it will do them all good to wait, leaving me plenty of time to show you a few things. You'll remember I promised to break your mind before I'd finished with you? Well, what I'm going to show you now will go a long way towards doing just that."
As the black cloud swirled around them, Peter glanced down longingly at the forest. His mind reached out wordlessly to the Power of Obsidian. Fluttering fingers of comfort went a long way to smoothing away the distress filling his mind. He thought he heard the Power of Obsidian whisper to him, “Don't be afraid. And don't worry. You'll be up to whatever he throws at you.” Then the black cloud seemed to invade his head. It took control of him—body and mind—and he felt himself being sucked helplessly into a whirling black void.
Out of the spiraling darkness the Lord in Blue's voice came in a sinister whisper. “You remember your aunt had a mental breakdown. Shall I show you what I did to her—what I'll be doing to you?"
Peter's mind screamed, “No! No!” His brain heard the scream but his ears caught only the tornado-like shriek of the black vortex.
"I've only to keep you spinning like this long enough. It'll do the trick,” the raspy whisper continued with a chuckle.
Peter could well believe the truth of this statement. His head felt as though it was about to burst. The spinning seemed to stop just in time, but darkness still surrounded him. He couldn't even see the Lord in Blue; neither could he feel anything with either hands or feet. He appeared to be suspended in mid-air, like an astronaut in deep space. But deep space, he reasoned, neither confuses nor terrorizes an astronaut.
Now he was no longer spinning, he became aware of faint noises—indistinct grunts, hisses and other more horrible sounds. They came from all around. Unseen things lightly touched his clothing, hair and face on all sides. However, whenever he put out a hand to grab his tormentors there was nothing there. Occasionally hot fetid breath fanned his face. At other times the exhalations were icy cold, but just as malodorous. The experience was reminiscent of being in a ghost train. But in a ghost train, Peter reflected wryly, one always knows it's all illusion—and besides there is always at least a glimmering of light.
He tried reaching out with his mind to the things that touched him, and encountered a vacuum. He couldn't even detect the presence of the Lord in Blue. He tried moving away, but only succeeded in thrashing empty air. He then attempted to reach the Power of Obsidian, but something clamped down, paralyzing his mind.
The Blue Lord's hoarse chuckle came at him out of the darkness. “I know you've been communicating mentally with something out there, though I can't find out what it is. So I've just blocked the channel of your mind that you use for this exercise. Slowly but surely, Chosen One, I'm gaining control of your mind in preparation for the final act of destroying it. Soon I will be able to read all your thoughts. Eventually I will have enough control to force you to call upon the One Tree by name. After that I will break your mind as I promised—then I'll think about whether or not to let your friends go."
A brief pause followed. I'm going to have to make my mind a complete blank. Either that or deliberately conjure up misleading thoughts. If I can do that and make them seem genuine perhaps I can gain time for the Earthlight.
Before he could try working out what thoughts might serve the purpose, the Blue Lord continued, “Perhaps you'd like to see the Lady and Merlin? I can show them to you. I've discovered the ‘fortifying bower’ within the Great Halls of Draining Light where they've been two of the Sleepers for too long. They somehow manipulated time but became too greedy and I found them. I've paralyzed them all. They'll sleep until it's too late."
Peter made no answer. His thoughts raced. Is he telling the truth? Or is he merely bluffing to break my spirit? I've got to believe he's bluffing. If he's telling the truth how will the Earthlight be able to win? How can I possibly stop the Evil One claiming the powers of the One Tree for himself?
"Come now. It feels as though you don't believe me. I'll show you I'm not bluffing."
Peter hated the thought of the Blue Lord invading the sanctuary where Merlin and the Lady lay “invoking the revival of their power"—a place where he himself had been forbidden entry. As the picture summoned by this thought filled his mind's eye it brought with it realization of what the Blue Lord's words could mean. Horror flooded his being. His very spine seemed to turn to ice. If the Blue Lord has paralyzed the Sleepers he must also have disabled the power they were summoning.
"I don't believe you!” he screamed in defiance.
"Come, I'll show you."
Before Peter could answer, the black vortex claimed him again. When the sickening whirling stopped and the pain it brought to his head abated to a dull ache, he found himself again in total darkness. But his feet no longer dangled in mid-air. He stood on something solid. He heard small sounds of protest and realized they came from himself. The faint echoes in their wake told him he now had walls around him.
"Where am I?” Where am I? Where am I? the unseen walls threw back at him, each derisive whisper growing fainter until they died altogether.
The Lord in Blue's answer must have been in mind-speech; there were no echoes. “In the fortifying bower of course. Give me a moment and I'll make a light for you."
Slowly the darkness lessened, taking on the blue tinge of the Evil One's light. The blue light filled the chamber, seeming to have no source, but it gave little illumination. There was enough, however, for Peter to see the two forms stretched out on blocks of obsidian like the one on which he himself had lain. There was no doubting who they were.
He stepped up to the first slab. Merlin lay like the effigy on the tomb of an ancient uncrowned king. The light turned his white robe to blue. His blue cloak looked almost black. Even his face and the hands folded on his breast were blue. Peter put out his hand to touch the curving fingers. The Lord in Blue moved too late to stop him. For less than a second Peter's hand touched Merlin's. It felt as cold and hard as stone. Then a bolt of blue lightning from the Blue Lord hit his hand. With an involuntary cry he sprang back. The echoes returned his cry as though taunting him.
"What have you done to them?” Instead of ringing out as he expected, his voice reached his ears as a hoarse whisper.
"Only immobilized them. They feel and look like stone but they're not—unfortunately. Only when I claim the power of the One Tree for myself will I be able to really turn them to stone. Then I shall do so.” The Lord in Blue lifted both hands in front of his face, palms outwards. “That's all you may see."
The blue light went out abruptly. For a few seconds Peter stared into the darkness, the imprint of Merlin's form outlined like a negative in the air. With wildly thumping heart he sent his mind out to the form lying on that cold black slab. However, there seemed to be no mind there to receive his wordless entreaty. The Blue Lord's chuckle came out of the darkness, the echoes replicating it with savage joy.
Then the black vortex grabbed Peter. It spun him even faster than before. Desperately he tried to scream at the Lord in Blue, “Stop! Stop!” He couldn't hear his own voice, but the speed of the spinning sensation seemed to lessen.
"You're made of feebler stuff than I thought,” the Blue Lord's voice taunted. “But since I don't want to damage you for the calling of the One Tree, I'll be merciful. Now I've shown you that you'll get no help from Merlin and the Lady, or from whatever power you were communicating with earlier, we can return to the forest. Your friends down there are your only hope—and I can blast them out of existence any time I choose."
When they arrived on the forest boundaries Peter saw that Bart, Jamie and John had reached the other side of the forest and were sitting astride their horses, facing the trees, patiently waiting. The Lords of Corruption were at their stations, but the Earthlight's Chosen seemed oblivious of their presence.
The black cloud of the Lord in Blue passed over the forest. It moved backwards and forwards so that its occupants could examine every tree.
They all look the same, while also looking different from each other,
Peter thought in despair. He saw an area of recently replanted forest. That, of course, looked very different from the rest. But the tiny plants—mere blobs on the landscape—still looked much the same as each other. And that must be the Christmas tree plantation, he thought as an area of larger saplings, all looking like cones from the air, came into view. The plantation was a uniform rectangle in shape. From where Peter viewed it the regularity of the rows of trees was very striking. He noticed no trees had been taken that year.
Then something nudged the back of his mind. He saw a bare room with a Christmas tree standing in the center. The vision was almost as clear as if it had materialized in front of him. He saw the reflections in the mirrors and in the black window panes. A voice seemed to speak into his mind, repeating part of the message the Christmas tree had written down for him:
"The One Tree stands in gathering gloom On my location within this room."
And the truth hit Peter like the proverbial bolt from the blue. Of course! It's so obvious. Why didn't it occur to me before?
The Lord in Blue interrupted his thoughts. “Ha! And we're right on top of it, while your Earthlight friends are miles away."
The Lord spoke without his rasping tone. Peter hardly heard what he said. At the sound of the Lord's voice he felt his blood turn to ice. His heart started thumping with an emotion he only partly understood. He turned, aghast, to face his Enemy. But the Lord in Blue looked no different; steely eyes were the only visible parts of his face.
"I've been waiting for this moment for a long time. It can wait no longer. Before I break your mind I must have the satisfaction of showing you who I am in your eyes. Then I shall take the power of the One Tree; by that power you shall know I am Who I claim to be."
He lifted his hands to his hood—a triumphant but graceful gesture. Peter watched like a bird mesmerized by a snake. The Lord in Blue grasped the sides of his hood. Slowly he pushed it back. The whole of his face abruptly became visible. Peter knew the face well. But it was changed in some way, appearing twisted by the evil of its owner. Sky and trees spun around him. They all shrieked his refusal to believe the evidence of his own eyes. For a moment he thought he would black out.
"Aunt Angela!” he croaked.
Peter had no time to do anything. Before he could recover, the Lord in Blue raised her arms in violent summons. The black vortex clamped down on Peter. He heard an earth-shaking roll of thunder directly overhead. His whole body shook with the force of the sound. At the same time two bolts of blue lightning from the Blue Lord's fingertips split the darkness.
"Now is the time. The forest is aflame. The One Tree is directly below. Call upon it, Chosen One!"
 



Chapter 17
Song of the One Tree
PETER OPENED his eyes and looked down. In that split second he seemed to see everything below. At the forest edges he saw the Chosen: three to each compass point—Maria with the group that included Dreyfus; his stepfather with Thaddeus Carter and Simon Te Awa. All twelve humans had their right hands outstretched towards the forest. He even saw the willow twigs they held out. The only thing he couldn't see clearly was the forest itself. Great sheets of yellow flame leapt from the four compass points, noiselessly rushing to consume the heart of the forest.
"Move!” the Lord in Blue shrieked into Peter's ear before the flames met just below them. She gave him a vicious jab between the shoulder blades.
Peter tumbled headlong from the black cloud. The tips of the flames converging below curled upwards as though reaching out for him. However, they didn't touch him and he felt no heat from them. It seemed to him they recognized and acknowledged him. Then they turned back to their purpose of enveloping the forest.
Peter's fall seemed to last forever. He saw the flames settle down to a strange, pale glow before he reached them. His brain was still numb with the shock of the Blue Lord's revelation. With mind and emotions both paralyzed, he found himself unable to use his powers to halt his descent. It was the flames that stopped him, that caught him like a trapezist in a safety net. And like a safety net they bounced him up again. Something flowed through him like an electrical current, a power both agonizing and exhilarating. And he knew what it was. For a thousandth of a second he saw the gaping mouth of the Lightwell, the blinding light surging from the huge hole. It was the contents of the Lightwell itself flowing into him.
He saw them rush towards him like pins to a magnet: the Lords of Corruption from above and the Earthlight Chosen from the four compass points. The Lords of Corruption dived towards him like birds of prey on a dove. However, despite their distance from him, the Chosen arrived first. They all touched him with their willow wands. Someone—he thought it was Bart—pushed one into his hand and closed his fingers around it. The light below began to shrink. He had taken most of it into himself. It now covered only a small section of the forest—a rectangular shape on the far side. Peter recognized the rectangle as the Christmas tree plantation.
"The Christmas trees—the Christmas trees,” he called to the Chosen in mind-speech. “The One Tree is a Christmas tree."
With Peter leading the way, the Chosen dived into the center of the paling light. Bart grabbed Maria's hand and Peter heard her stifled scream as he dragged her through the air with him. Thaddeus Carter and Simon Te Awa had hold of Mr. Edwards's hands. Peter heard a bloodcurdling cry of fury from above and sensed the Lords of Corruption at their backs. Then he felt solid ground under his feet. Even as he landed, the light dimmed until it died altogether. He stood among the Christmas trees in the unnatural dark created by the Evil One. The Chosen gathered in a tight circle and raised their willow twigs towards the mass of black cloud that nearly touched the treetops.
At this the Lords of Corruption drew back slightly. However, Peter knew it would be a matter of mere seconds before the Blue Lord discovered how to break through the willow spell.
Maria was the only one in the circle with no knowledge of the Earthlight. Like older and wiser people than herself, she feared anything that felt threatening and which she couldn't understand. Her fear rushed over and through Peter with the force of a tsunami. She's only human.
The fear will break her, send her mad. His mind reached out to her with fingers of comfort. He sensed no diminishing of her terror, but was instantly aware of a clearing of her thoughts as she remembered what Peter had said about her: “the friend of the One through willow shower, with silver concord protects his power.” She had seen the truth of this demonstrated. She lowered her piece of willow twig and rammed it into her pocket. Then she lifted the sopranino recorder to her lips. Her actions were so swift none of the Lords of Corruption saw until it was too late. Their eyes were all fastened on Peter—all their concentration bent upon getting through the circle of protection created by the twelve pieces of willow.
And with Maria's breaking of that circle, they managed to penetrate the spell. Left and right of Peter, they shoved the Earthlight's Chosen aside. All except Maria and the twins went sprawling. The Lords of Corruption surrounded Peter in a tight circle.
Peter again found himself mesmerized by the cold gray eyes of the Lord in Blue. The Lord's mind beat upon Peter. An iron will grappled with his, bending his mind to the Evil One's wishes.
"Call! Command the One Tree to declare itself!” The Lord's silent coercion filled Peter's head.
"I can't,” he whispered.
The power of the Evil One held him fast. He could scarcely blink. Wide gray eyes stared unwillingly into insanely blazing ones.
"Call! You are the Chosen One; none other can do it."
"I don't know the spell. The calling isn't mine to make.” Peter still whispered aloud. His powers were too completely paralyzed for him to use mind-speech.
Desperately he longed for release from the hypnotizing power of the Blue Lord's cold gaze. The longing to close his eyes became so intense that a small sob escaped his lips. With great effort he managed to lower his lids, but felt no relief and instantly raised them again. His gaze fell upon the recorder lifted to Maria's lips.
Into the sudden silence that descended came the first sweet note of music. Almost instantly, John joined Maria on the treble recorder. The Lords of Corruption turned in astonishment. They hardly noticed as Bart and the rest of the Chosen scrambled to their feet. Their astonishment turned to fury and sudden understanding as Jamie opened his mouth and began singing, “O Tannenbaum, O Tannenbaum..."
The Blue Lord lifted her right hand and pointed at Peter. Although Jamie continued singing, the rush of wind that screamed from the Blue Lord's fingertips and tore through the forest all but drowned the music. Peter staggered under the impact.
It will uproot all the Christmas trees!
Hardly had the thought formed itself in his mind than the Chosen heard the One Tree's reply to Jamie's call. Jamie stopped singing; Maria and John stopped playing. And the music Peter had heard in his dream soared over the forest. The wind instantly died. Unlike in Peter's dream, the One Tree's song was loud and close at hand. The Chosen Ones moved to surround the tree against whose roots most of them had fallen. At the same time the Lords of Corruption swooped from above. The power of the Evil One rained down in dreadful fury. The circle of the Chosen swayed back and forth against its force. Each one reached out, straining to grasp the nearest one's hand.
The black cloud swirled. It, too, swayed under the force of the Earthlight's resistance. A blue-clad arm reached down in desperation to grab the top of the eight-foot sapling.
And Peter saw the One Tree would be torn from the ground before it could be encircled by the Earthlight's protection. Somehow he had to stop it happening, had to claim the One Tree's power before the Evil One seized both the tree and its power. He opened his mouth. The words he cried seemed to come not from his own mind but from without. “I claim the power of the One Tree on behalf of the Earthlight. I hereby denounce all enemies of the Earthlight. Depart forever or be destroyed!"
Peter's voice rose loud and clear over the forest—too late to stay the Evil One's hand. The Blue Lord had grasped the tree's top. Even Peter's fulfillment of the prophecy in claiming rights for the Earthlight couldn't stop what followed. With a terrible rending sound the One Tree rose out of the earth, as if yielding to the force of a gale. Roots and branches shrieked their agonized protest. Huge clods of clay and soil sent the Chosen stumbling back. Somehow they all managed to retain their feet. However, it seemed Peter had been a split-second too late. The shock of the Blue Lord's revelation of her identity had fulfilled its purpose in delaying the making of his claim.
They watched in horror as the young pine's roots rose above their heads. All they could do was dodge both the roots and the clods of earth, some of which were large. They had been given no guidance on what to do in the face of what now happened.
Peter's view of the rising tree was now just a mass of dark damp roots that seemed to reach out to him, crying to him for help. Despair gripped him. He felt tears stinging his eyes. As the roots became a misted mass above his head, he knew he wasn't the only one with blurred vision. He tried to blink the tears away, and when his vision cleared the dark mass of tree roots had gone. The hole in the ground was no longer there. No sign remained, even, that a tree had been violently uprooted.
A tree in a silver tub stood where the One Tree had grown. Small colored lanterns hung from all its imitation-snow-laden branches. With the exception of the fact that it was a pine rather than a fir, it looked exactly like the Victorian Christmas tree of Peter's dream that had not been a dream.
However, the Blue Lord still had one last chance. Peter had claimed the rights of the One Tree, but until it received the Earthlight's protection it would refuse to yield its power. The Blue Lord had uprooted it but merely succeeded in changing its nature. While the Forces of Evil couldn't take the power of the One Tree because Peter had claimed it for the Earthlight, the Blue Lord could still destroy the power for all time as long as the One Tree remained unprotected. This was her only hope for victory over the Earthlight.
She gave an alien-sounding cry of frustration and fury and withdrew briefly into the black cloud. Even as the echoes of her cry drifted over the forest, they were overlaid by another sound: the spine-chilling howling of a pack of wolves. It started in the distance and grew within seconds. The Lords of Corruption in their black cloud swooped down to envelop the One Tree and the Twelve Chosen. But Dreyfus's wolves were quicker. It was as though they poured from the sky itself. They knocked the black cloud and its occupants aside and then disappeared as suddenly as they had arrived. By the time the Lords of Corruption gathered themselves together again, the Chosen had Peter and the One Tree surrounded. For her own protection Maria was included in the circle.
All Peter's attention was now on the One Tree. He put out his hand to touch one of the branches. Sorrow swamped him at having to do so, for he knew with certainty his touch would mean the end of the One Tree. But he didn't hesitate—and the One Tree rewarded him by leaving an impression of itself in front of his eyes for a few seconds even though its substance was no longer there.
In those few seconds the rest of the Earthlight people saw only the darkness created by the Evil One. Then, with the fading of the vision, Peter knew his big moment had arrived. When he turned back to the Earthlight circle he saw it now contained both Merlin and the Lady and his elation knew no bounds. He raised his arms towards the black cloud, from which he could hear the gibbering of the Lords of Corruption as they saw their fate in Peter's eyes. Peter's fingers touched above his head. All the power of the Earthlight and the One Tree surged through his body and poured out from his fingertips. Bolts of white lightning hit the black cloud. The cloud swirled itself around the Lords of Corruption, fighting madly. However, it was no longer a match for Peter. Within seconds he reduced it to nothing. With the removal of their black cloud, the Lords of Corruption had no more power. With one exception, they vanished almost as though Peter had dissolved them, too. Their cries of despair ripped through the forest and across the sky. The echoes sounding in their wake faded into silence. The Lord who hadn't disappeared plummeted to the forest floor like a pheasant winged by the hunter's rifle.
Even before the echoes died, Peter saw Merlin rush to the fallen Lord and kneel at his side. The sorcerer's face was filled with the same pain Peter saw when he had knelt at the side of the dying Lord of Obsidian. Peter then realized who the fallen Lord was. He quietly walked over to join Merlin and looked down into the black eyes of Sujad Cariotis.
"Are you in pain?” he heard Merlin ask quietly.
"Not now. I can't feel a thing.” Sujad's voice was barely above a whisper. The black eyes swiveled in Peter's direction. “Well done, Youngling. Thank you for your tremendous effort. Merlin should be very proud of you.” Sujad turned his gaze back to Merlin. “Thank you, old friend. I feel as though I've had a ten-ton load lifted from me. I know I don't deserve your clemency, and I'm all the more grateful for it. Mere words can't express my gratitude but they're all that's left to me."
"You're free now. Go in peace."
As Merlin finished speaking, the light went out behind the black eyes as though Merlin had thrown a switch. For the second time Merlin gently closed the lids over them. He took off his blue cloak and spread it over the dead man, carefully covering his face. For a few moments he stood looking down at the broken, huddled form.
The fast clopping of hooves filling the forest jerked Peter's attention from Merlin. Obsidianus burst through the trees, closely followed by the two silver mares. Bart and the twins rushed to meet them. After the first few seconds Peter paid no attention to the horses. Instead, he found himself looking for the Lady. Tears stung his eyes when he saw she was no longer there. How can you do this to me again? his mind cried in distraught protest. You haven't said hello let alone good-bye.
A few notes of the Lady's music drifted across the plantation. Peter looked around in wild hope. However, when he felt her presence only in his mind he knew it would be all that he would see of her. She spoke in mind-speech. “I still have things to do. Those of the Reborn who are among the Sleepers now need me. I shall see you later, I promise. Till then, farewell and happy birthday."
As the music drifted away and faded Peter felt his heart lift for no apparent reason.
"Hey!” he said to the twins. “It's still our birthday. We haven't had any lunch and it must be time for dinner. I'm starving!"
Merlin's seldom-heard laugh came from behind him, making him whirl back to where he had left the sorcerer standing by Sujad's body. Merlin now stood with his back to the dead man and his face looked considerably lighter. Rose and gold light from the setting sun found its way between the pine saplings and fell upon his white robe. For a few moments he looked unreal and insubstantial, almost like a ghost. Momentary panic that he, too, would disappear gripped Peter's heart, but Merlin moved towards him and the realization that he didn't intend following the Lady lifted Peter's spirits again. His stepfather came over to him and put a hand on his shoulder and he grinned happily up at him. Merlin briefly put his hand on Peter's other shoulder.
"I think you'll find your birthday party is waiting for you right now,” was all the sorcerer said, but his eyes gave Peter all the thanks and praise he could possibly want. “I'll be with you shortly and we can all celebrate together.” Then, as though he read Peter's mind, Merlin glanced back at the form huddled underneath his cloak and answered Peter's unspoken question. “Before I join you I have one last important task to do. I think you would agree that the spot where the One Tree once grew would make a good burial site for anyone, even a king."
"And you must have your time—your proper time—for mourning,” Peter said with sudden, mature understanding.
As if by mutual consent, they all took one last look at the site where the One Tree had grown. Now that the Christmas tree in its silver tub had gone, the area looked just as it should have looked after the sapling's uprooting. Then silently, shepherded by Bart leading Obsidianus, they filed out of the forest into the last rays of the setting sun, leaving Merlin to his lonely grief.
 



Epilogue
Farewells
BEFORE THEY sat down to dinner Maria's mother phoned home to say they would be staying the night. Merlin joined them in a surprisingly short time for the dinner-party and was in unusually high spirits.
Towards the end of the evening all four young people enjoyed their first taste of champagne and were allowed to empty the bottle because, as Bart teasingly pointed out, its content was far too sweet to be deserving of the name and the rest would only be thrown out. With midnight approaching and the wine beginning to take its toll, Maria and the three boys made no protest when sent off to bed.
As Peter entered his room he heard the long-case clock in the hall downstairs begin chiming. He settled Dreyfus into his makeshift basket, sat on the edge of his bed and, yawning widely, kicked off his shoes. It was the last thing he remembered doing. He was too sleepy to realize the Lady's promise that she would see him later hadn't yet been kept. Before the clock even started striking the hour sleep claimed him and he fell across the bed.
It was nearing dawn when he awoke, surprised to find his legs dangling over the edge of the bed and that he was still fully dressed. He jerked upright. Something had woken him. What was it? He listened intently. All he could hear was the beginning of the dawn chorus. Even as he sat there, feeling slightly disoriented, more birds joined the choir. Dreyfus remained in his basket sound asleep as though he had been drugged.
Then suddenly Peter knew what woke him. He could feel the throbbing light of the Power of Obsidian all around him. And he knew this was his farewell to the Essence of Obsidian, the first, he suspected, of many farewells.
"You're leaving me. I'll never see you again,” he said unhappily, accusingly.
"You no longer need me. Also, the Absolute Law must be obeyed.” The slow, deep voice of the Power of Obsidian sounded sad in Peter's mind. Peter felt the strong fingers of comfort in his brain, soothing away his distress at parting with the being who had been one of his greatest friends during his role in the Earthlight's struggle against evil. “Farewell, Peter. I must go, and I must take the Obsidian Orb with me. I leave the rocklight with you. It has no more power so there's no reason to reclaim it. Farewell."
Then Peter saw the Obsidian Orb hovering in the air at eye-level. Its shiny black surface took on a strange glow. Slowly it faded into nothing. He blinked and saw its outline against his closed eyelids for a moment; then the image was gone. His gaze rested, instead, on the rocklight on his bedside table. It was now only a piece of rock.
Before he could move to pick it up he became aware of a scratching sound on his door. As he sat staring at the door, his heart leaping with a mixture of alarm and excited anticipation, the handle slowly turned. The door opened just wide enough to admit the intruder. It was Merlin, as Peter realized he had hoped it would be.
Merlin put his finger to his lips and spoke into Peter's mind, closing the door softly behind him. “You look as though you haven't even been to bed, which is good because I won't have to wait for you to get dressed. We're going out."
Peter was too wide awake and excited by now to ask—as he did once before—why it couldn't wait until morning. He knew the Lady's “later” had finally come. If he needed to stay awake all night, he told himself, it wouldn't be too high a price to pay to see her again. He grinned broadly at Merlin and strode across to join him.
"You look as though you've been dragged through the bush backwards. How about pulling a comb through your hair?"
At this criticism Peter turned to look at himself in the mirror. There was just enough light to show his hair was indeed standing on end. He grinned again, snatched up his comb from the dressing-table and flattened the unruly locks as best he could. “That do?"
"Okay. Now you'll have to take my hand. Apart from your mind-speaking ability, which will soon disappear, your own power is spent."
In the dawn light Peter caught a strange expression on Merlin's face. Was it sympathy? “I've just said good-bye to the Essence of Obsidian. Soon I won't even be able to talk to you like this."
At the tone of Peter's mind-voice, Merlin's face definitely registered sympathy. “You'll hold on to that power a little longer. I promise you won't miss it."
Merlin held out his hand. Peter hesitated. “Before we go, there are some things I don't understand about—about Aunt Angela—” Merlin's face seemed to close up and instant remorse filled Peter. “I'm sorry. If you don't want to talk—"
"No, no. You need to know anyway. Why, for instance, did I marry Angela when she was the Commander of Darkness mentioned in the prophecy? Well, that was part of the Earthlight's plan, and as your Uncle Paul I was as much unaware of her true identity as she was of mine. We were even unaware of our own identities. She became her true self when Sujad visited her and she went with him in his black cloud. Her basic nature tried to assert itself several times, but only succeeded in giving her headaches. The vision you received of her in that dungeon was false and when you ‘rescued’ her she had just left the other Lords of Corruption to cope as best they could. She wanted to get you away from the chase. Anything else you want to know you'll have to ask the Lady."
Peter had to be content with this. Merlin held out his hand again and Peter immediately clasped it. There was no dizziness or tornado-like spinning, no feeling of being about to black out. Instead, one moment he stood in his room at the Browns’ farmhouse and the next he was in what he instantly recognized as the town square of the City of Light. And everyone seemed to be there to greet him, including the Mayor in his robes and chain of office.
The figures of the Reborn filled the square and flowed over into the adjoining streets. The rising sun stained their white robes with hues of pink, gold and orange. From somewhere behind the Mayor, his councilors and the special guest at his side, Peter heard above the noise of the crowd the voice of the town-crier. “Oyez! Oyez!” He caught his own name but heard nothing of what was said about him, his attention being riveted on the figure at the Mayor's side—the Lady with a blue cloak of gleaming silk covering her white robe and with her hood thrown back. At the very moment that she stepped clear of the party of dignitaries to greet him and Merlin, the rising sun touched the top of her head and created the illusion of a circlet of filigree gold in the silver-gilt of her hair. The crowd fell silent.
And so it was that a Queen greeted Peter on his last visit to the City of Light.
He rode by her side in the mayoral coach to the Mayor's palace, the palace for whose design he himself was responsible. He spent most of the morning in her company, his only disappointment being that he didn't have her to himself. Unable to get any time alone with her, in desperation he used mind-talk to tell her how he felt.
"Patience, Peter, patience!” her voice sang into his mind with the edge of a laugh in it. “I have arranged for us to spend some of the afternoon together. Afterwards we'll be joined by Merlin, Jamie and John and the rest of the Chosen for a celebratory banquet."
He thought the morning would never end but eventually found himself alone in a beautiful private garden leading to a small lake.
"Where are you?” he asked in mind-speech, his eyes greedily scanning the distance for a glimpse of her.
The low-hanging branches of one of the weeping willows by the lake parted gently and she came towards him across the grass, smiling radiantly and walking as though she floated on air. She led him to a seat flanked by the willows where they could watch the swans, ducks and other waterfowl as they talked. The sound of a small, hidden waterfall tinkled somewhere on their left. The trilling of a gray warbler came from somewhere nearby and in the distance the high sweet notes of a tui floated on the still, balmy air.
As soon as Peter settled himself on the seat beside her, the Lady's face became grave. “Something still troubles you. The only solution that seems possible is unpalatable to you—therefore your subconscious has blocked your mind from thinking about it."
At her words, a dam seemed to burst in Peter. Questions poured from him almost as though somebody else asked them. “The Commander of Light—that's you isn't it? And the Commander of Darkness is the Evil One? And Merlin said the Lord in Blue is the feminine side of the Evil One—so the Evil One is two persons in one being?"
"Yes.” Her voice was soft and almost toneless.
"If—if ‘the Commanders of Light and Darkness waged war within the womb'—then—then doesn't that make you the Evil One's twin?"
"Only by the laws of this world, Peter. Both of us—that is the Lord in Blue and myself—were born of the same woman. But the Lord in Blue—the woman you knew as your Aunt Angela—didn't share my parental genes. There are therefore no blood ties between us at all. She's no more your aunt than the Evil One himself is."
"She seemed so normal—kind and caring."
"Until the Evil One caused her to revert to her true nature—to wake up as it were—she was a normal human being subject to normal human emotions. The Evil One's male side was late in waking her, was jealous because only his feminine side could assume the role of my ‘twin'—a delay that only served to help the Earthlight's cause by giving us more time. There was one period eight years ago when Angela's true nature asserted itself and she caused the car accident that killed me, thus fulfilling the second line of that prophecy. When she returned to being Angela she felt like any woman who'd been responsible for the death of a sister, even a much disliked sister."
Peter pondered this for a moment, his predominant feeling one of relief. He should, he realized, have taken more notice of the prophecy's words concerning the Blue Lord's claims of kinship with him. Then his mind raced back to all the questions still unanswered. “What about Uncle Paul? I realize I won't be seeing Merlin again, but..."
The Lady gently shook her head. “I'm sorry, Peter. The same law that applies to—to Angela applies to your Uncle Paul. Neither may return to the Earth in their former guises."
Peter thought about this briefly. However, with so many questions needing answers he feared he might forget something so he plunged on. “When the Lord in Blue showed me you and Merlin in the fortifying bower, he had turned you both to stone..."
"That was all illusion. The Evil One eventually discovered the fortifying bower and the Great Halls of Draining Light, but couldn't penetrate them. The Blue Lord's power had grown so great that you couldn't see through the trickery."
Now Peter came to what he felt was the most important question. “What about my father? Who was he? What happened to him?"
"Your father was who you think him to be. You never saw each other. Once you were born and he knew everything would be all right he went back to his own time for good. I knew somehow I wouldn't always be with you either. I found a father for you. He bore part of your name so I knew almost instantly he was the right one."
Peter smiled at her through a mist of tears. There was an enormous lump in his throat. “And you found a mother for me to soften the blow of Aunt Angela's betrayal."
The Lady's only answer to that sent strange echoes running through Peter's mind; he seemed to recall her saying the same thing before. “The Earthlight isn't without mercy."
The rest of the day—even the arrival of Bart and the twins and the banquet that followed—went by in a blur for Peter. After the banquet they were all so exhausted they slept in the following morning.
When the Lady called them into the private garden where she and Peter talked the day before, they all knew the time of parting had come. On his arrival Peter found, to his surprise, that there were five people not of the Chosen present: his stepfather, Jamie and John's mother, Maria and her mother, and Susan Brown.
"You will all forget everything that has happened,” the Lady said. “It is too much for mortal minds to carry around for a lifetime.” She turned to Peter. “But for you, Peter, I shall leave this..."
With both hands the Lady held the crystal box out at face level towards Peter. Over its lid her eyes held his, and the eyes were those of a mother. Their gaze penetrated his heart, excluding everyone else. Then they smiled at him, the love in them flooding his whole being. “Remember always, my son, I'm very proud of you and will always love you dearly."
The soft words repeated themselves in his mind as she slowly raised the lid of the box. A gentle light poured out, growing increasingly stronger until it became almost blinding. The light gradually faded and in its place a scene unfolded.
Peter saw a young woman, dressed in formal late eighteenth-century costume. Her hair was elaborately arranged and Peter found himself wondering, incongruously, how long it had taken to do. She had her back to him and was seated at what he at first thought was a small square piano or harpsichord. A voice whispered a name: “Marianne! Marianne!” pronouncing it in the German manner. The girl turned her head and Peter received a short sharp shock as he realized she was blind. A lovely, slow smile lit up her face, as though she received an inner vision unseen by other eyes. She turned back to her instrument and reached out her hands to play.
Then came the eerie magic music—not this time a mere arpeggio or even a long lovely phrase but a complete melody. Without being particularly sad, its simplicity had a strange yearning quality.
The vision seemed to come closer to Peter—or was he moving closer to it? Over the musician's shoulder, he received a close-up view of the instrument. There was no keyboard. The instrument consisted of a hollow, polished mahogany box on cabriolet legs. And in the box, on their sides, lay the bells. In graded sizes, each bell sat inside a larger one on its left with its rim protruding. They were shaped more like bowls than bells and were made of glass. By means of a treadle that worked similar to those on old sewing machines he had seen in museums, Marianne made the glasses rotate while she caressed their rims with wetted fingertips.
Then the vision faded and Peter was again looking at the crystal box with the now softened light pouring from its open lid.
Behind the light the Lady finished speaking. “Good-bye, Peter. Good-bye."
When the last note died on the air, the Lady was gone, taking Merlin with her, and the Chosen were alone in the garden, not sure what they were doing there. Then the garden faded and Peter found himself back in his own home.
* * * *
IT WAS THE day before Christmas Eve. Slightly disoriented, Peter was in his bedroom packing to spend Christmas in the South Island on the farm of an old friend, Thaddeus Carter. He was about to close the zipper on his bag when something—two things—on his bedside table drew his attention. One looked simply like a rock and the other was an exquisite little crystal box with a red dragon on its lid.
Puzzled, he picked up the rock and strange, frightening images of dark tunnels flashed into his mind. Hastily he dropped it and gingerly picked up the crystal box. This time there were no frightening images. Instead, he saw a lovely woman dressed in flowing blue and white with silver-gilt hair and the hint of a crown or coronet on her head. Eerie bell-like music filled the air and he saw again the glass bells lying on their sides. However, although he kept the lid of the box open, everything faded, returning only when he closed the box and reopened it.
He went to his bedside drawer, took out the small album in which he had placed the photograph of his mother and himself as a baby, and peered at the slightly fuzzy image in frustration. Then, returning to the crystal box, he held it near his face at eye level. The eye of the little red dragon on the lid seemed to wink at him. The creature was so tiny and yet so beautifully detailed that Peter knew if he had a magnifying glass he would be able to see every scale on its body. He touched the strange, webbed wings and could almost see them spread in flight, creating a noise like a drum. Slowly he lifted the lid of the box with his thumb. The first note of the eerie music floated out...
A knock at the door sent all the images in his mind fleeing. Peter started violently and nearly dropped the box. His future stepmother's voice, sounding anxious, came through the closed door. “Peter, are you ready? Maria's mother has just dropped her off and your father wants to finish packing the car. If you don't hurry you'll have to go without breakfast. We don't want to miss our flight."
"Coming!” Quickly Peter pushed the crystal box into his bag among the folds of his clothing. Cautiously he picked up the rock. The frightening images returned. Well, he didn't have time to investigate further. He'd better take that, too.
He shoved it in the bag beside the crystal box and the images faded. With fingers that trembled slightly he closed the zipper, swung the bag over his shoulder and opened the door. “Ready, Dreyfus?” he said to the dog, who immediately bounded out.
At sight of the grin on her future stepson's face, Sylvia Evans's own face dissolved into an affectionate smile. She raised an eyebrow as she looked at his cabin bag, which bulged everywhere in untidy lumps. She was clearly unprepared, however, for Peter's next move. He ran up and threw his arms around her, knocking the back of her legs with the soft bag and almost sending her off-balance.
"I'm so glad you're going to be my mother."
Sylvia hugged him back. When Peter gently freed himself she looked at him with eyes that shone like sapphires. When she spoke her voice was soft and low. “I'm glad, too, Peter—and very proud."
Peter's grin widened and the pink in his cheeks deepened as he saw that Maria had come up behind Sylvia. He included her in his grin and moved to join her.
"Are you sure you've got everything?” Sylvia said from behind, eying the misshapen bag doubtfully.
Peter turned back briefly. “Everything that matters,” he said with confidence.
End Of Quest For Earthlight
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