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Chapter 1
A Second Renewal
"NOT THAT way, Aunt Angela! Not that way! The cavern's flooded. You'll be trapped."
Peter's aunt took no notice. Dodging among the broken stone coffins that had once held the bodies of the Reborn, and scrambling over fallen debris, she made her way across the floor of the upper chamber in what had been the City of the Reborn.
"We must get to the statue—she'll drown!"
"It's only a statue!"
Peter stopped short as the full force of his words hit him. There was a time when he would never have described it as “only” a statue. Why did he no longer care what happened to the statue? Then he realised the reason: Sujad Cariotis, self-styled Lord of Obsidian, had already destroyed it. Besides, the safety of his headstrong aunt was his only concern at the moment.
"Come back, Aunt Angela! The statue's not there any more!"
Aunt Angela made no reply. Peter heard her slipping and sliding in the mud and water that had gathered in puddles everywhere. Clattering sounds followed, telling him she was descending the stairs carved into the stone. The footsteps paused.
"The staircase is intact."
"But the statue's not there any more!"
The only reply Peter received was the continuing sound of descending footsteps.
Stifling a dry sob, he made his own way towards the steps. His progress was not as unhindered as his aunt's: bits of the roof fell around him. He began to feel more angry with her than frightened for her safety. What on earth did she think she was doing? She knew the statue had been blasted to pieces by the Enemy. What was the point risking her life in this silly fashion?
He reached the stairs—only to find the water halfway up them. In the dim light of his torch broken pieces of vegetation from the destroyed grotto littered the dark and oily-looking surface.
Carefully he descended the steps not covered by water.
"Aunt Angela! Are you still there?"
His voice echoed in the underground space.
"That's funny,” he muttered. “I would've expected the roof to have fallen in.” He flashed the torch around, listening intently; but he heard nothing. He touched the water with his foot, surprised to find himself in such a place without shoes. It was icy cold. “Aunt Angela!"
Again he received only the echoes of his own voice in reply.
He flashed the torch around again—and the beam fell on something pale in the water just out of reach. It was a face. Long fair hair floated around it. His heart jumped into his throat before sinking to the pit of his stomach.
"Oh no!"
Moving carefully, he felt for the first submerged step, then the next and the next. Finally the water reached his waist. He gasped with the chill of it. But the face was within his grasp.
He reached out and grabbed trailing strands of hair. Bracing himself against the nearest wall, he pulled. But the expected resistance didn't come. The face seemed to come away on its own.
Peter staggered back. He stumbled on the step behind him and fell backwards into the water. At the same time he dropped the torch. Gasping again as the water closed around his chest, he felt for the wall. Using its rough surface for support, he pulled himself upright.
The torch was directly in front of him, about to sink. He took his hand from the wall and grabbed it. By its light he saw what he had hauled from the water—the face of the statue, as he had first seen it lying on the bottom of the boat in the grotto. There was no sign of any hair.
Then someone grabbed him from behind.
"Quick! It's breaking up!"
His heart jumped into his throat again. He turned to face his assailant—and looked straight into the eyes of his Uncle Paul.
"Peter—wake up! Wake up! You're having a nightmare!"
Blinking stupidly, Peter rubbed his fists into his eyes. “Oh, it's only you."
Slowly, his heart rate returned to normal as the dream faded and he realised where he was—in the bedroom he had occupied the previous summer when he stayed with Aunt Angela and Uncle Paul while his stepfather was abroad. The light filtering into the room from the hall outlined his uncle's head of unruly dark hair. He was wearing a heavy blue dressing-gown.
The second thing Peter realised was that he was cold—and finally that his teeth were chattering. His uncle bent to remove the duvet from around the German shepherd, Dreyfus, and ordered him to his basket. Dreyfus immediately obeyed. Uncle Paul tucked the duvet back around Peter and made a fuss of the dog.
"Judging from the sound of those teeth, your nightmare must have been set in Antarctica,” he said in his driest voice. “Next time someone attacks you, don't throw your bedclothes at him.” Peter gave his uncle a watery smile. “Better put your electric blanket on for a while.” Uncle Paul snapped on the switch.
He straightened up and stood surveying his nephew for a few seconds.
"Like to talk about it?” he asked, adding before Peter could answer negatively, “Cocoa and biscuits?"
Peter grinned—the wide grin that transformed his serious round face into that of a normal likable thirteen-year-old boy.
"Ra—ther!"
Uncle Paul gave him a swift, quizzical look before leaving. “I'll bring it down. You get yourself warm again."
By the time Uncle Paul returned with a tray holding two mugs of cocoa and a plate of chocolate biscuits, Peter had turned off the electric blanket. Uncle Paul placed the tray on the bedside table, gave Dreyfus a dog biscuit and pulled the chair to the bedside. They sat in the semi-darkness like a couple of conspirators, sipping cocoa made with milk and munching chocolate biscuits.
"One thing about your Aunt Angela being away is that we can have midnight feasts any time we want to—just like boys at boarding school."
There was a twinkle in Uncle Paul's eyes that was seldom present when he was what Peter had begun to think of as his “real self". For Peter had discovered that his Uncle Paul was in reality the powerful sorcerer Merlin from the court of the legendary King Arthur. As Merlin, Uncle Paul found little time for humor.
"Did you go to boarding school?” Peter asked over the rim of his mug.
Uncle Paul's bushy eyebrows rose.
"Goodness no! Children didn't go to school when I was a boy,” he said lightly. A faraway look entered his eyes. Then he became brisk again as he put his mug back on the tray. “But we're not here to discuss the sins of my youth. Let's hear about this nightmare of yours."
"You want that last biscuit?” Peter asked irrelevantly.
Uncle Paul shook his head impatiently.
"Nightmare,” he said sternly, leaning forward with a hand on each knee.
Peter munched steadily on the last chocolate sultana pasty before speaking.
"It wasn't anything special,” he mumbled, licking chocolate from his fingers.
"I'll decide that."
Peter held up a still-sticky hand, looking around for somewhere to wipe it. Uncle Paul dug a handkerchief from his dressing-gown pocket and thrust it into the boy's hand with a stern command, “Tell."
Wiping his hand with unnecessary attention, Peter outlined his dream and waited for his uncle to laugh and tell him to go back to sleep. But Uncle Paul remained silent. When Peter looked up he found his uncle sitting still and frowning. At Peter's movement, however, the frown disappeared as though deliberately wiped away.
"Well, the grotto and the City of the Reborn don't exist any more.” Peter heard relief in his voice. “They've served their purpose and they're completely buried. Forever. I've been back and there's no way in."
"It could be only the entrances that are blocked. The caves might be only partly buried."
Peter's suggestion earned him a look of severe reproof.
"Come now; you know me better than that.” Uncle Paul heaved a sigh. “Your nightmare was only the result of a vivid imagination. There can't be any significance to it, anyway, because your aunt's still overseas."
This brought their thoughts back to the reason they were able to sit together at midnight drinking cocoa and eating chocolate sultana pasties—the absence of Peter's aunt.
"Have you heard from Aunt Angela? Is she all right?"
Uncle Paul smiled—a rather wintry smile. “Yes. I've had several letters from her and she's fine. Who would've believed her experiences last summer could have had such an effect on her mind as to cause a breakdown? I always regarded her as a woman with a sturdy constitution, both mentally and physically."
"Yes. I thought she might be better for the school holidays.” Peter sighed. “I suppose I shouldn't have come until she was fully recovered. It's not the same without her."
Uncle Paul made an effort to be cheerful.
"Are my company and cooking that bad?” he quipped, and had the satisfaction of seeing Peter's face break into a wide, protesting grin.
"No—of course not. It's just—” The grin disappeared, to be replaced by the seriousness that had predominated during their first quest for Earthlight the previous summer. “It's just that—she's the nearest thing to a mother I've got."
Uncle Paul looked thoughtful and sympathetic.
"Well, I can understand that. But it was a father I lacked.” He stood up abruptly. “However, I didn't come down to talk about things like that. And it wasn't your nightmare that brought me—though I could hear the noises you were making as soon as I entered the stairwell.” As a sudden thought struck him he looked sharply at Peter. “You haven't by any chance had other similar nightmares?"
"I think I had one last year but I can't remember a thing about it—and we went through enough at Christmas to give me nightmares for the rest of my life.” Peter gave another weak grin. As his uncle merely stood looking at him thoughtfully, he added curiously, “Well, what did you come down for?"
Uncle Paul started.
"Oh, yes. I just thought tonight might be a good time for reassembling the Obsidian Orb.” His voice was as matter-of-fact as though reconstructing the Obsidian Orb was something he did often.
"Is that why you asked me to spend the holidays here? I know you better than to think you suddenly ´just thought’ it might be a good idea."
"Well, I'm afraid you'd be right. I hoped we might have scattered the Enemy for longer than four to five months. He's regrouped his forces remarkably quickly.” He sighed again. “But for Sujad's treachery there would probably be no need of another battle."
"There would have been no Reborn."
"Yes. But the Earthlight would have had total control over the Obsidian Orb—not to mention anything else we might have made from obsidian."
His uncle's words brought to the forefront of Peter's mind the beautiful but obscene weapon made by Sujad. “I've still got the dagger."
"Good. Keep it safe. We might need it."
"I wish you'd keep it for me,” Peter said miserably. “It was created for no other reason than to kill me. If Sujad was to get hold of it again—"
Uncle Paul turned on him. “That must never happen. We can't destroy the dagger because it's a Token of Power. So the sooner we put the pieces of the Obsidian Orb together again the better."
"Why can't we destroy it?” This was what Peter had wanted to do ever since Christmas. “If you could destroy the Obsidian Orb why can't you destroy the dagger?"
"The Obsidian Orb is so powerful that self-destruction was built into it as a protective device. When the witch Morgause got hold of it and was unable to use it for her own purposes, she put a spell of destruction on it in a fit of temper. Although it wasn't strictly her spell that destroyed it—it self-destructed—her spell ensured it couldn't be refashioned from the pieces left. Unfortunately, because the orb was being used for evil by one who was involved in its recreation, the spell of self-destruction became invalid. The Lady and I simply managed to validate it again."
"Oh dear! It's all so complicated."
"Life often is. But if we can remake the Obsidian Orb in readiness for the Enemy's next attack we stand a better chance of keeping the dagger from Sujad's clutches. So come on—up you get."
"Can't we do it here?” Peter asked in dismay. It was an unseasonably cold night for late April, with temperatures more appropriate for June or July.
"No. Even with your aunt away your bedroom is not a suitable place for such an undertaking. I'm not exactly anxious for you to be having nightmares all the time."
Peter slid his feet from underneath the feather-and-down duvet. He wriggled his toes in distaste at the cold air that bit into them. “We should've had our cocoa and biscuits afterwards."
"Put your slippers and dressing-gown on. We're not going out—just upstairs. It's nice and warm up there."
"Thank goodness.” Peter thrust his feet into his slippers and pulled on his dressing-gown. “You usually have a habit of choosing the most unpleasant places."
"They're not of my choosing—at least not entirely. In this case the only reason we can safely use the house is that your aunt's away and therefore we're the only ones who might be at risk."
"Is there any risk?” They were now ascending the stairs, Dreyfus padding after them.
"I don't know. I've put a spell of forbidding and protection around the house that the Enemy shouldn't be able to penetrate, but we can't be sure of the extent of Sujad's power over obsidian. I don't honestly know if someone not of the Earthlight but having certain rights would be able to claim complete control over the Obsidian Orb."
"He calls himself Lord and Master of Obsidian,” Peter reminded him. “And the Book of Obsidian says it's prophesied that one will come who because of his education and intelligence will have power over the Obsidian Orb equal to—or even greater than—that of the greatest of the Earthlight's Chosen throughout the ages. To me that sounds like a reference to Sujad and yourself."
"Yes. I'm aware of the prophecy. It's mentioned elsewhere, too.” Uncle Paul began quoting:
"An Obsidian Lord called the Great shall rise;

His powers will surpass even those of the wise. 
From the choices of the past a Lord in blue

will imperil the quest that will then ensue. 
And the favorite of the green-eyed witch from the north

Shall by her enchantment the Great carry forth."
Uncle Paul snapped out the stairwell light and made his way to the dining room. “I interpreted it the same as you did—unfortunately."
"I haven't heard that before. One of the two Lords of Corruption that Sujad had helping him on Christmas Eve was dressed in blue."
Uncle Paul gave Peter a swift, thoughtful look.
"Is that so?” He looked, if possible, grimmer than before but made no further comment. He switched on the chandelier over the dining table, leaving the dimmer on low. His uncle's bulk had been obscuring Peter's view of the table. As Uncle Paul moved to take a seat, however, Peter saw the pile of obsidian in the center of the cloth. “Oh! I didn't realise there would be so many pieces. It's going to take hours."
Uncle Paul laughed humorlessly. He took a seat facing the length of the room and placed something on the table beside him. Peter hadn't seen anything in his uncle's hand as they came upstairs and he blinked in surprise—for it was the Book of Obsidian.
"What would normally take time is learning from this book. Sujad managed to learn amazingly quickly but we don't know how. The Lady and I have worked out a quick way for you to learn, so don't worry.” He leafed through the book and gestured for Peter to take the chair opposite. “In the meantime, I need to know everything about repairing a broken Obsidian Orb."
Peter took the chair indicated and Dreyfus sat beside him. Peter's gaze was glued all the time on the Book of Obsidian. He felt the peculiar magnetic pull that the book had exerted on him in the grotto. Uncle Paul found the page he needed. As he started reading, the magnetism from the book decreased slowly.
Peter was feeling his normal self again when Uncle Paul put the book aside and extended his hands over the black fragments on the table. Uncle Paul's hands glowed. The dim light from the chandelier went dimmer—and it was no longer Uncle Paul sitting opposite Peter but Merlin. The change was subtle, yet Peter sensed it.
The light from Merlin's hands became brighter and brighter until it blotted out from Peter's view all traces of the obsidian fragments. A humming sound filled the air and the brightness from Merlin's palms gradually resolved into a ball of light. The ball spun madly and the humming sound increased in frequency until it was too high for human ears to hear.
Abruptly the ball of light also faded. In its place was the Obsidian Orb, looking as though it had never been broken. With a great sigh Merlin lowered his hands onto the table. He sagged in his chair.
"A draining spell, that one.” His dark eyes glittering as they did only when he was Merlin, Peter's uncle picked up the Obsidian Orb in both hands, handling it with the reverence due to the greatest of the Tokens of Power. He drew the orb towards him and, placing it on the table, lifted his hands and cupped them over the top of the orb without touching it. Slowly he drew his hands apart and lowered them until they rested on the table. Keeping his palms facing inwards, he gazed hungrily into the depths of the orb.
Peter leaned over the table. His eyes moved from the pitch-black surface of the orb to Merlin's face. He saw the surface of the globe cloud over. Merlin leaned forward. The expression in his eyes became increasingly compelling. After a few moments the cloud cleared.
"Ah!” Peter didn't need the exclamation to know that Merlin could see something; the expression in his eyes told all.
Peter leaned over the table until he was no longer sitting. He said nothing, however. To destroy the sorcerer's concentration could be fatal. At the least he would face Merlin's choleric temper.
Next moment Peter's heart leapt into his throat as Merlin started back, nearly upsetting his chair. A great cry issued from his throat. He grabbed the table to stop himself falling backwards and leapt to his feet, eyes wild.
"What is it? What's wrong?"
But Peter knew before his words were out. The light from the chandelier had dimmed so much it was almost dark. A menace filled the air, freezing Peter to the very core. He wondered how his heart could beat so fast and yet be so intensely cold.
Peter noticed that Merlin's eyes were riveted on something behind his shoulder. The fixed stare in them was terrifying. In the mirror behind Merlin Peter saw something moving. In the dim light it was difficult to tell what it was.
He whirled—and there stood Sujad Cariotis. The black cloud of the Enemy surrounded the traitor. It was the cloud that changed, moving protectively around its master. A wide, evil grin split Sujad's face. His teeth showed white against his dark olive skin.
Merlin found his voice, harsh with anger. “How did you get in? How did you get past my spells of forbidding and protection?"
Sujad sneered, his handsome face turning ugly. “They were pitiful spells. Can't you do better than that for the Earthlight? Is the Earthlight so weak and useless it can't provide you with better powers than you have at the moment? As for how I got through, don't forget I am Lord of Obsidian.” He swelled with his sense of self-importance. “Also, you can hardly expect me to tell you how I do things. That's for you to find out.” He approached the table, standing between Merlin and Peter, put his hands on the cloth and leaned towards Merlin, who was forced to step back to avoid the vile black cloud. “If you want to keep me out of your house, Great One, you'll have to do a lot better than you have so far. I must admit I was expecting a more worthy opponent. So far you haven't lived up to your reputation."
Sujad turned his eyes on Peter, who felt himself shrink inwardly. He pulled himself together. I mustn't show that I'm afraid of him. He's a bully and a coward. I must stand up to him. He drew himself up to his full height and returned his enemy's stare.
"Oh, so the small one thinks he can defeat me by the mere force of his gaze. I've got news for you, Pukling.” He looked from Peter to Merlin. “You don't realise it right now, but I have you more or less paralyzed. Oh, yes—you can move,” he taunted as Merlin jerked forward, only to be forced to retreat from the black cloud. “But you can't stop me doing what I came for. I've come to reclaim what's legally mine. You can keep the Book of Obsidian. As I've told you before I no longer need it. You'll find it's useless without the orb anyway. But as Lord of Obsidian I rightfully own the Obsidian Orb. I thank you for your courtesy in restoring it for me. Sujad the Great always shows his appreciation—and therefore, in gratitude for your assistance, he will leave you unharmed."
In one swift movement Sujad swept the Obsidian Orb under his black cloak. “And now—farewell!"
A high humming filled the air. The black cloud swirled. Then Peter and his uncle were alone, staring at the empty surface of the table.
 



Chapter 2
The Green-Eyed Witch
DREYFUS'S hysterical barking jerked Peter back to his senses.
"Quiet, Dreyfus! You'll wake the neighborhood."
The dog whined dejectedly and, nose to the carpet, started questing for his enemy. He went round in circles a few times before giving up, and sat in front of Peter, looking up at him expectantly.
Abstractedly, his attention fixed on Merlin, Peter pulled the dog's ears. “How did Sujad manage to get through your spell of forbidding?"
The sorcerer's face was as white as milk. His eyes were bleak. He shook his head. “I don't know, Peter. It shouldn't have been possible."
"His hold on the powers of obsidian must be very strong."
Merlin frowned. He shook his head again with a short, almost violent movement. “No. He couldn't have used the powers of the Obsidian Orb without possessing the orb itself—at least not as far as I'm aware—and I've studied the Book of Obsidian again to make sure I've forgotten nothing. The Evil One himself shouldn't have been able to break through the barrier I put around this house tonight.” The incident had visibly shaken him. “No. The Enemy—or perhaps Sujad himself—has developed a power of which we know nothing."
They looked at each other, the full horror of their situation sinking in as they realised what this meant.
Neither Peter nor his uncle slept much that night. They used the big bed in the master bedroom and brought Dreyfus's basket upstairs so they would be together if anything happened.
Next morning two bleary-eyed people faced each other over the breakfast table. Peter couldn't control his wide yawns.
Uncle Paul looked at him in concern. “Do you feel as bad as you look?"
"You don't look so wonderful yourself."
Uncle Paul's mouth twisted into a humorless grimace. “Smart aleck. Your wits are obviously more awake than they appear. If we have to face the Enemy feeling like this we'll be at a distinct disadvantage."
Peter blinked at him across the table.
"You got a spell for it?” he asked flippantly.
"Not exactly. But I've been thinking. You have to learn everything the Book of Obsidian can teach you. I think perhaps we'll take a little trip instead of having you learn it here."
"But if Sujad can get at us here, even with your spells of forbidding and protection, surely it'll be easier for him elsewhere?"
"Not necessarily. It depends on where you are."
Peter looked at him curiously. “Is there any point learning from the Book of Obsidian without the Obsidian Orb? We can't make any Tokens of Power without the orb."
"There's a lot more to the powers of obsidian than just the Obsidian Orb.” Uncle Paul looked ready to settle down for a lengthy explanation. “One who has handled a Token of Power made from obsidian can still use the powers of obsidian to a certain extent—especially if the Token of Power handled was the Obsidian Orb. Even without repossessing the Obsidian Orb Sujad would have been a powerful enemy. Now that he has it he is indeed Lord of Obsidian."
A chill went down Peter's spine on hearing Sujad's self-styled title given acknowledgment by his great adversary. “Did you have to say that?"
His uncle looked at him in surprise. “No sense trying to hide from the truth. Remember, Peter, only by facing an unpalatable truth and admitting it exists can it be changed.” He stood up. “Let's clear up this mess and be off."
* * * *
UNCLE PAUL drove in the rush-hour traffic in silence until Peter could stand it no longer. “Where are we going?"
"Horse riding.” Uncle Paul's tone brooked no questions.
"Oh,” Peter said, feeling deflated. He wasn't much use on a horse. Like most city boys, he was more at home riding a bicycle. But at least he now knew where they were going.
Bartholomew Brown was at home. They found him working in his forest, but he promptly dropped what he was doing and climbed into the back seat of the car. There he was greeted like a long-lost friend by Dreyfus while Uncle Paul drove them to the farmhouse.
"Going to be a rough winter,” Bart said as they clambered out at the back door. “Auckland'll be all right, I reckon—it'll be much the same as usual, if wetter. It's started a bit early for my liking, though."
Bart took off his working boots on the back porch and shepherded his visitors inside. The farmhouse kitchen was surprisingly modern, combining what a real estate agent would call a “family room” with the usual cooking functions. Susan Brown wasn't at home, having left in the car, according to her husband, “not five minutes ago". However, there was plenty of evidence of her presence in the form of home-made bread, scones and a casserole in the oven for their lunch.
When Uncle Paul declined the offer of scones and home-made jam with his cup of tea, Peter's face visibly fell. It was hours since breakfast and the aromas around him made his insides growl. However, Bart gave him a plate piled high with scones.
"Anyone would think I don't feed you,” Uncle Paul said as Peter downed his third scone.
Bart chuckled. “The trouble with you is you don't remember what it was like being a boy."
Peter looked at his uncle and suddenly realised the man's personality was even more submerged under that of Merlin than the night before. The faraway look in his eyes suggested his mind was many miles—or many years—away. No, Uncle Paul wasn't Uncle Paul any more. It was so confusing. He could visualize Uncle Paul as a boy, but certainly not Merlin.
"Perhaps he never was a boy,” he suggested cheekily.
"My trouble is I've got too many memories.” Merlin rose abruptly. “Come on. We've more important things to do than feed our faces."
Bart cleared away the mess and led the way to his riding stables. Dreyfus's ears drooped visibly on learning he was being left behind. Out in the stable yard two horses and a beautiful silvery-white pony waited patiently, saddled and bridled.
"How did you know we were coming?” Peter asked in astonishment, for they had been with Bart Brown since their arrival and he hadn't given any instructions for readying the horses.
Bart looked at Peter indulgently, his broad face creased in a wide grin. He stroked Obsidianus's head absently. “If you haven't learned how a Chosen One knows things you soon will."
"He knows,” Merlin said. “He's just a little new to mind-speech."
"Can you mind-talk over a long distance?” asked Peter in surprise.
"How else would you communicate with the Lady?"
The Lady....
Peter stood by the silvery pony, automatically copying Bart's action of stroking the animal's nose. His own thoughts drifted. He hadn't heard anything from the Lady since Christmas. He had occasionally found himself listening, yearning for the sound of her music—the eerie bell-like melody that had a strangely non-percussive and therefore unbell-like quality. He had always been unable to conjure it up. Her absence had left a painful void somewhere in his heart that he felt no boy should be expected to bear—especially as the ache hadn't lessened with the passing months. In spite of himself, his eyes stung and his throat choked up.
Something touched his mind, like soothing warmth flowing over frozen limbs. He glanced at Merlin, and caught Merlin's gaze on him, intense and sympathetic. The sorcerer spoke, and Peter realised he was using mind-speech only when he saw Merlin's lips weren't moving.
"Don't grieve, Peter. She isn't dead. You'll see her again, I promise. And eventually all will be revealed. That I also promise."
Peter blinked the unshed tears away. He swallowed to ease his aching throat. “Will everything be all right, Merlin—despite Sujad and the other Lords of Corruption?"
To Merlin the mind-voice sounded more like that of a trusting but anxious boy than a Chosen One of the Earthlight. Despite the pain in his own heart at Peter's mention of his erstwhile friend's name, his normally somber features broke into a tight smile. “Of course it will, Peter; of course it will. Haven't we always come through with the power of the Lady behind us?” He put all the conviction of which he was capable into his reply—for he knew that the confrontation that had ended on Christmas Eve had completely drained the Lady's strength and that even now she wasn't ready for the coming struggle. But how could he admit his misgivings to Peter, for wasn't he—Merlin the Great One of the Earthlight and the fabled sorcerer of King Arthur's court—supposed to be Peter's protector and guide?
At the reminder that the Lady was on their side—that she was part of the extraordinary power that constituted the Earthlight—Peter's face broke into the wide grin that made him so likable and his heart lightened. He felt again that rush of pride in the privilege of being chosen to take part in the Earthlight's mission.
It was Bart clearing his throat that brought both Merlin and Peter back to the present. Merlin helped Peter mount his pony, then he and Bart swung themselves into their own saddles. Bart led the way.
"Where are we going?” Peter ventured for the second time that day.
"To the forest,” Bart replied before Merlin could say anything. “You haven't ridden through it yet."
They rode in silence for some time until they came to the edge of a pine forest. There was an area where logging had begun, creating an unsightly scar on the landscape, and they avoided this. The next area they came to was a stand of young trees, conical in shape and planted in regimental rows.
"That's my Christmas tree plantation,” Bart said. “I've got my eye on one for the farm this year. It's a real beauty. I'll show it to you on the way back."
They skirted the Christmas trees and entered the forest along a bridle path. They rode in silence until Peter found the steady, if muffled, sound of the horses’ hooves mesmerizing and became aware of feeling sleepy. Then his sight blurred until he couldn't see much more than a gray mist. Frightened, he opened his mouth to warn the others.
"Merlin—” The name came out in a croak.
The reply came back in mind-speech. “You're all right, Peter. It's like that sometimes."
Merlin reined in his horse and turned it to face Peter. Peter heard the rustling of leaves under the horse's hooves and looked towards the sound—and could barely see Merlin's horse. He appeared to be looking into a heavy mist. Then he noticed the thick carpet of half-rotted brown leaves under the horses’ hooves. A glance around showed the bright green of new leaves looming through the fog. The patch of mist swirled aside and he saw newly-clothed trees stretching in every direction.
"Where are we?” he said in mind-speech.
"In one of England's great deciduous forests,” Merlin said. “It's spring as you can see. Are you warm enough?"
Peter looked down and found himself clothed in a heavy cloak similar to the one he had worn during their visit to the stone circle the previous year. No wonder he felt so warm!
"Yes."
"Good.” Merlin turned his horse and moved off.
There was no discernible path and the forest seemed never-ending, but Merlin appeared to have no trouble finding his way. A while later Peter realised they were moving steadily uphill. At the top of the hill they came to the edge of the forest. Before them was a castle the likes of which Peter had seen only on television—a veritable fortress.
Merlin, however, halted his horse at the forest's edge. He dismounted and the others followed suit. “You look after the horses, Bart. You should have enough cover here—and you know what to do if there's any sign of danger."
Bart nodded, grim-faced, but otherwise made no reply.
Merlin turned to Peter, his face also grim. “Give me your hand."
Peter placed his hand in Merlin's outstretched palm—and it was the last thing he saw for many long seconds. He experienced the weird spinning sensation that told him something was about to happen. The next thing he saw was a thick stone wall with a heavy door set into it. Merlin hammered on the door with a staff that hadn't been in his hand moments before. The door was opened by an ill-dressed girl who reminded Peter strongly of the portress at the convent where he had first met the Lady.
The pert insolence of her gaze vanished abruptly when she saw who had knocked. She made an awkward obeisance. “Yes, my lord? Can I help you?"
"I wish to see your mistress."
The girl licked her lips. Clearly she was terrified of Merlin.
"I won't harm you, girl!” But the sharpness of his voice did nothing to reassure her.
She licked her lips again. “The princess is—is asleep."
"Then wake her.” Merlin pushed the door from her grasp and swept past her with a swirl of his cloak.
"She—she—I'm much afraid she w-won't want to see you, my lord."
Merlin's gaze bored into her like gimlets. “That's beside the point. I want to see her."
A door opened partially to their right.
"Merlin the Enchanter actually wants to see me?” a musical voice asked in amusement. “I'm extremely flattered."
As they all turned, the door opened fully. Into the light from a tall, narrow window stepped the most beautiful woman Peter had ever seen. Pale red-gold hair shimmered over her shoulders and down her back like a fountain of melted-down sovereigns. The green of her gown set off the flawless ivory of her bare shoulders and the slender creamy pillar of her throat and intensified the color of her large, slanted eyes. The faintest hint of peach touched the silky down of her cheeks.
While Merlin's eyes admired the perfection of the picture King Uther's daughter created in the soft light of a spring sunbeam, they also expressed the distaste he could never hide from her. In Peter's eyes, however, Morgause saw the admiration she was accustomed to when ordinary mortals gazed upon her. Her catlike eyes narrowed.
"Ah! You have brought me a visitor,” she said with exaggerated pleasure. “He looks surprisingly like Prince Arthur."
"When did you last see Arthur?"
Morgause smiled broadly, showing two rows of perfect, white teeth. “That would be telling. I hope you had no intention of fooling me into thinking this boy is my half-brother, because you should know me by now."
"I had no such intention!"
Morgause walked slowly up to Peter, and the closer she came the more remarkable her flawless beauty became. With her gaze riveted to his, she made to place a hand under his chin.
"You're nothing startling to look at,” she told him, although her eyes appeared to say otherwise, “but I don't mind what you look like. I like bold, brave men, and I know you're bold and brave or you wouldn't be standing beside the likes of Merlin the Enchanter."
As her soft hand was about to touch him, Peter involuntarily stepped back. The emotions whirling inside him were oddly ambivalent. While his eyes couldn't get enough of her beauty, and he felt an unaccountable urge to worship at her feet, his flesh recoiled from her touch. This made him feel ashamed and remorseful and he wanted to apologize for being so uncouth to so charming a goddess.
However, the “charming goddess” merely tinkled with laughter at his retreat. Peter sensed she knew how he felt and the thought made him go hot and cold all over with inexplicable shame.
"I don't bite,” she said, pouting. “What on earth has he been telling you about me? I'm nowhere near as bad as he makes out."
"Leave the boy alone! I would rather have left him behind than bring him to a place like this, but unfortunately he's involved with the Earthlight."
Morgause's green eyes glittered. “Oh! So I guessed right. You've come about that wretched black ball.” She gave a small, dismissive shrug.
"The Obsidian Orb."
Morgause gave another, studiedly indifferent shrug. “I believe that's what you called it."
"You know that's what it's called. You handled it. You tried to use it."
Morgause looked at him with intense satisfaction. “I destroyed it."
"No you didn't. It self-destructed."
She eyed him maliciously. “Well, my spell of destruction might not have done the actual deed but I do know it ensured the thing couldn't be repaired."
"Quite. And what else did you do to it?"
She returned his glare with a chilly, composed gaze. “What else could I do? It was in pieces."
"But you did something—there was something else in your spell."
Morgause's gaze remained cool and impersonal. “What if there was?"
Merlin's mind bored into hers, searching, probing. He received nothing more than an impression of her hatred and fear of him before Morgause, every bit as adept as himself at this type of spell, threw up a wall of resistance. As he in his turn threw one around his own mind, her eyes dared him to try breaching the wall. But Merlin realised he would be wasting his time. He could also be endangering Peter, if not himself. How else could he get the information he wanted from her? he asked himself. She was surely the wiliest witch he had ever come across. As he thought that, Merlin mused how she would be extremely self-satisfied to know that the greatest sorcerer in the history of sorcery had such an opinion of her.
Morgause repeated her question. “Well, what if there was, Merlin the Enchanter—the sorcerer, the so-called seer? You're supposed to be good at predicting things for others—especially kings—so why can't you do the same for yourself? Whatever trouble you're in because of what I did to the Obsidian Orb, how come you couldn't foresee it?"
Merlin pounced. “So you did do something!"
She tossed her head. “I don't admit anything. What could I have done, anyway? The wretched thing was made for the Earthlight. It was safeguarded against responding to anyone not of the blasted Earthlight."
Her eyes dared him to contradict her.
"So far as I know it was. But it isn't always possible to foresee and plan for everything."
"Oh, so even Merlin the Enchanter, the Great One of the Earthlight, is fallible."
Merlin's reply was quiet but icily cold. “You've not learned so much that I couldn't freeze you where you stand, search your apartment and interrogate your servants. Believe me, they'd talk if they knew you couldn't hear a word they said."
The truth of this brought no immediate verbal response. Morgause merely threw Merlin a glance of hatred so intense it would have sent anyone else into a gibbering fit of terror. Then—as a sudden thought seemed to strike her—she smiled. This time the smile was far from ingratiating. It was as though a man-eating wild cat looked out of those beautiful green eyes.
"Oh, no doubt most of them would. But I'm not such an idiot as to involve people like that in my enchantments. The only one of my servants who might know anything about what I do is totally trustworthy, completely outside your influence. Would you like to meet him?” Before Merlin could reply she called over her shoulder, “Jadus, my love, are you awake?” She pronounced the name as Zyahdus. “Someone would like to meet you. Can you come out?"
"Just a minute.” The drowsy voice was muffled by the closed door.
Morgause turned back to Merlin. Triumph shone in her eyes as they waited for the servant who was obviously her lover to make his appearance.
Seconds later the door through which she herself had entered opened. A man stood there. He was only partly seen as he adjusted his clothes and smoothed down his hair. Then he opened the door fully and stepped out. He looked at the two visitors sleepily....
...and Merlin and Peter stared into the black eyes of Sujad Cariotis.
 



Chapter 3
The Witch's Favorite
"SUJAD THE Traitor!” Peter gasped. Merlin had enough presence of mind to remain quiet.
The handsome face of the newcomer instantly exchanged its sleepy expression for a scowl. The black eyes snapped.
"Who dares call me traitor? And I'm not Sujad. You heard her use my name. It's Jadus—Jadus Castirio.” He turned his scowl from Peter to Merlin. “You might teach your boy better manners, wizard. If he wasn't a mere stripling I'd challenge him to a fight to the death for that insult, and if you were younger I'd make you stand in for him. But I don't fight old men."
"Jadus Castirio—Sujad Cariotis—Judas Iscariot. It's all the same,” Merlin snapped, needled in spite of himself.
Jadus turned an assumed puzzled frown on Morgause.
"Who are these people that you allow them to insult me in your home?” His scowl deepened at the amused smile that flitted across the face of this woman for whom he would do almost anything—this woman who would soon be demanding his very soul of him without even asking permission.
"It's all right, my love.” She caressed the creases from his brow, at which Jadus pulled away in embarrassment and scowled even more petulantly. “This is Merlin the Enchanter, of whom I once told you. The other is his apprentice. The boy's likeness to Prince Arthur is no more than a piece of puerile and senseless trickery on Merlin's part."
"What do they want?"
"Nothing that we can help them with,” Morgause replied silkily, ignoring the rudeness of his tone. “They were inquiring about that shiny black ball that you found and brought to me—you remember?"
They exchanged glances and smiles full of hidden meaning.
"Oh, yes. You smashed it when we discovered it was an evil thing made for the Earthlight. We had some fun with it first, though.” Jadus gave an oily smile and rubbed his hands together with glee. The gesture looked vaguely familiar to Peter. Then he remembered it was a habit with Sujad Cariotis when feeling pleased with himself.
Morgause gave a self-satisfied smirk and turned back to Merlin and Peter. The smile widened as she turned to playing the part of someone greeting the people who were dearest in the world to her. “I'm so dreadfully sorry we can't help you, Merlin—and especially sorry to disappoint this charming young boy you've brought with you. You wouldn't consider leaving him by any chance would you?” she asked Merlin with mock pleading. “There's power behind that not very clever-looking face if someone would but mold it and steer it in the right direction. I could create in him a sorcerer such as the world has never seen."
She smiled beguilingly at Peter, showing the perfection of her white teeth. Peter caught the gleam of greed in the green eyes before she lowered her lashes. When she raised her lids again the gleam was gone. “What say you, boy? Would you like to be a great sorcerer—greater, even, than Merlin the Enchanter?” Her voice took on a yearning quality that reached out to Peter and all but ensnared him. Against his will he met the full stare of those alluring green eyes. “You could save the world from the corruption that eats into it. You could do it single-handed.” Her creamy-white hands reached out to engulf his. And Peter felt a strong desire to touch this paragon of beauty incarnate. This magnificent goddess was surely no witch, something in him reasoned. But the moment her hand touched his he jerked his own away. She laughed as though humoring an ill-mannered child.
With a swirl of her skirts she turned to give the sorcerer a brief glare. Her voice hardened. “Regrettably, Merlin is selfish with his powers. He once refused to hand them on to me and I could have been of great help to him. I have more knowledge of sorcery than anyone in all of history, though others have more command over it than I. I can teach you a lot more practical sorcery than I myself can accomplish—than Merlin himself can accomplish. What you ultimately do with your powers would be beyond my command, remember. No one else can dictate how you use them and you would certainly have more success than Merlin has had so far. You would be free of his rule. How say you, Simon Peter, son of Arthur?"
Shock prickled down Peter's spine at Morgause's use of the meaning of his surname. Morgause, however, had turned her eyes back to Merlin to see what effect her words were having on him. At the expression of searing hatred on Merlin's face she burst into ripples of laughter. Drawing Jadus close to her side, she touched Peter's cheek with her soft fingertips, and he stepped back, but too late. The strangely pleasant tingling sensation of her touch remained with him even after the alluring vision of her presence had gone.
"Well, how say you, young one? There's no need to recoil from me; I won't harm you. I'm completely loyal to my friends and I reward them well. Jadus will possess great power in return for what he is going to do for me."
Merlin made a sound of disgust deep in his throat. He grabbed Peter's hand and brandished his staff in the air with a loud cry that was unintelligible to everyone but Morgause. The fingertips of the hand with which Morgause had touched Peter's cheek brushed deliberately and slowly against Merlin's cloak and her beautiful cat's eyes stared into the angry dark ones of the sorcerer.
Her gloating glance was the last thing Peter saw as the room spun around the patch of green that centered on Morgause and her lover. Just before Peter felt his feet contact the earth again, he heard Morgause's laughter resounding around him. But it was no longer musical. Its mockery and vicious triumph hit Peter's ears like a death-knell. He put his hands over his ears to block it out. As his feet hit the earth with more of a jolt than he was prepared for, the laughter vanished and he was looking at Bartholomew Brown, standing in the copse stroking the noses of his horses.
Bart turned to them eagerly. “Are you all right?” he asked with concern—for the suddenness of their arrival had caused Merlin to stumble. “Did you see the witch?” he added as Merlin regained his balance and strove to recover his dignity.
"Yes,” Peter said breathlessly. “She's—she's beautiful!"
"She's repulsive,” Merlin said evenly, tonelessly.
Peter looked at him in surprise. Merlin's face was as expressionless as his voice. Suddenly a bubble seemed to burst in Peter's chest and the situation appeared incongruously funny to him. He started laughing fit to split his sides. Even Bart wore a wide grin.
But Merlin silenced them fiercely. “Shush! We must get out of here as quickly as possible."
"Why can't you perform the spell here?” Peter asked as the men mounted their horses and he swung himself onto the pony's back. “Why do we have to ride through the forest?"
"It's too close to the witch's castle. She's wilier than a fox, that one—and much more dangerous.” Merlin turned to Peter. “You found her beautiful, Peter—and so do all men of her day. Can you imagine what she must look like to those who aren't, like you, used to the illusions of beauty created by Hollywood and the television studios—to a world where the miracles of modern make-up and special lighting are unknown?"
"I've never seen a film star as beautiful as her,” Peter said, but the peculiar spell of the senses that she had cast over him was now waning.
"Her beauty is no more real than what you see on your television screen every day. The only difference is that her magic is performed with sorcery rather than cosmetics."
"I wish I'd been able to come with you,” Bart said with mock gloom. “I could do with a few goddesses or sorceresses to vary the routine of my life. I quite fancy myself as a knight in shining armor. What was she like? Give us a description."
"If you must talk, keep your voices down,” Merlin hissed as Peter embarked as accurately as he could on a description of Morgause.
Peter and Bart glanced at him in surprise, to find him looking over his shoulder and frowning. They had thought Merlin's outburst mere ill-temper but now realised he was tense and uneasy.
"What is it? What's the matter?” Bart asked in a loud whisper.
"It may be nothing.” Merlin reined in his horse and gestured to the others to do the same. “I thought I could hear hooves behind us. Unfortunately our own horses, in spite of the fallen leaves, are making so much noise it's hard to tell."
They all listened breathlessly, but could hear only the distant cawing of the rooks and the thumping of their hearts.
Then, impatiently, Merlin urged his horse into a smart canter. The others followed suit, stopping only when Merlin called to them—and they found themselves in the pine forest on Bart Brown's land. This time Peter experienced no dizziness or blurring of sight.
"Well, did you get whatever you were after?” Bart demanded, only to find Merlin, now dressed in normal twentieth-century clothing, was waving him to silence.
Again they strained their ears—and still they could hear nothing untoward.
"There's no one following us,” Bart said with slight impatience. Then, as his stomach rumbled audibly, “Susan won't be home for lunch—she's lunching with the Country Women's Institute and they'll probably spend hours nattering over their meal—but there's plenty of food for the three of us if you'd like to join me. Susan doesn't believe in catering just for two. Even when we're alone she makes enough for several meals and freezes whatever's left over."
"Thank you,” Merlin said with a sigh of anticipation. “It will be good to eat something I haven't had to cook myself."
The thought of a nice hot casserole for lunch also had Peter's mouth watering. They all hurried their horses back to the stable, where Bart instructed Peter in the care of the pony. They left the animals with their heads dipped into their nosebags and hurried back to the farmhouse. There they were greeted ecstatically by Dreyfus, who wolfed down his small portion of casserole before going back to sleep at Peter's feet.
* * * *
BART LEANED back in his chair with a replete sigh.
"I should be getting back to work. I'll have twice as much to do tomorrow, and the weather forecast isn't too good."
"I need your help,” Merlin said, swallowing the last of his coffee. “Tom—like everybody else—is at work and you're the only one within normal traveling distance who can be taken away from his work without drawing attention to the fact.” Bart nodded and Merlin helped himself to more coffee. “The Enemy has found some way of getting into my home despite the strongest spells of forbidding and protection that exist—spells that have served me well for some fifteen hundred years."
"He got in once before didn't he?"
"Twice. The first time was late at night when Angela was on her own. The second—which Angela fortunately doesn't know of—was later that same night after she'd gone to sleep next door. I could almost smell the evil that had touched the things in my study. But the house was unprotected then as I was only beginning to waken to my true identity."
Bart looked thoughtful. “It's possible that visit was his open sesame to your house. He could have created a spell allowing him to return whenever he wanted. It was the Evil One himself who came?” Bart gave Merlin a sharp look of enquiry.
"From what Angela told me it must have been. It beats me how she managed to stand up to him the way she did. Her pluck was one of the reasons I married her. But the Evil One strikes even me full of terror, accustomed though I am to him."
"I've yet to meet him,” Bart said dryly. “What you told me of the green-eyed witch froze the very life-force in me. It's hard to believe so much evil and corruption can exist in one human being."
"As Merlin said, she's repulsive,” Peter said with a chuckle.
Merlin glared at him over the rim of his cup. “You'll find those words are much more than a joke. You won't laugh then."
"Well at least I'm forewarned.” This time Peter spoke seriously. “Now that I've met her and know what to expect I'll be able to withstand her magnetic charm."
Merlin gave him one dark glance—apparently not sure if he was being teased—then pushed his empty cup aside and stood up. His host followed suit, leading the way from the kitchen to the living room where there was a fire blazing in the big old-fashioned fireplace. Dreyfus drooped with disappointment again as he tried following but was stopped by a curt command from Merlin ordering him to the kitchen, where he closed the door on the puzzled dog.
Bart set three armchairs around the hearth. Merlin motioned Peter into the center one and he and Bart sat on either side.
Merlin then produced the Book of Obsidian—seemingly out of thin air—and gravely handed it to Peter. “Bart and I will now teach you everything you can learn from this book. Some things you have already learned—anyone reading the book could have learned them, for they mostly consist of facts. What you will learn now are—well, skills—skills that were intended for both you and me.” Merlin smiled faintly at Peter's astonishment. “Oh, yes, Peter, there was never meant to be just one Lord of Obsidian. I think you have the impression that I was supposed to be Lord of Obsidian and that Sujad the Traitor usurped the title from me. The Earthlight always considered the powers of Obsidian were too great to be held by one person. My days as master of the Obsidian Orb were during the time of the first orb and the first reconstruction. This—the second renewal—is your time."
Peter looked at him in dismay. “But Sujad the Traitor owns the Obsidian Orb. The prophecy said—and it's in the Book of Obsidian—that a Lord of Obsidian called the Great shall come who will have powers surpassing even those of the wise."
"The Obsidian Orb does not belong to Sujad the Traitor.” Merlin's dark eyes flashed. “As I said, he has merely stolen it and usurped its powers. Believe me, he will pay dearly for the violation of a Token of Power made for the Earthlight."
Peter looked at the austerity of Merlin's rugged features and felt glad he wasn't one of the sorcerer's enemies. He flushed guiltily when Merlin added sharply, “Oh, don't worry—I won't punish him myself. He'll wreak his own destruction. Those of the Earthlight have no need to kill or destroy their enemies."
Merlin nodded at the Book of Obsidian resting on Peter's knees. “Open it. It's time for your testing. The Book of Obsidian will be your judge and jury."
Peter looked at the Book of Obsidian and his mind rebelled at the thought of undergoing such a trial. What if he was found wanting? he asked himself, and the book blurred in front of him as he considered how much depended on him and any choices he might make. He knew—for Merlin had admitted as much—that the Great One had made bad choices in the past that were influencing the present and would go on affecting the future. If Merlin could make mistakes, how much easier it would be for him to do so!
Peter blinked and the intricate, familiar design on the front cover of the book became clear again. Slowly, reluctantly, he turned the cover back—and, as he had more than half suspected, the contents were nothing like those of the book he had handled so briefly at Christmas. In fact, he was unable to read it for it was written in a foreign language. He lifted the book from his knees until it was nearly touching his nose, but its language remained obstinately unintelligible.
"Is it Latin?"
"I'm glad to hear your education is not totally barren,” Merlin said with heavy irony.
"But I don't know any Latin. Not many schools teach it these days. They say it's a dead language."
"They are the dead ones.” Merlin's features softened at the dismay in Peter's eyes. “Read it, Peter,” he said more kindly. “You only need to try to be able to do it. I know you'll pass the test with flying colors, otherwise I wouldn't subject you to it."
Still not convinced, Peter brought his gaze back down to the book, and this time found he was unable to tell what language was used because it became blurred again. He blinked, and suddenly everything was clear. Much to his surprise, this time he found he could understand every word.
But it didn't seem to be the same book he had sat reading beside the Lady's sepulcher in the City of the Reborn. He looked for the section on “Daggers, Swords, Knives or other Sharp Implements” in which he had read that anyone who tries to use a sharp-edged object of obsidian to kill someone automatically forfeits his life to the one he tried to kill. The longer the Obsidian Dagger was in his possession the more he hated the idea of killing anyone with it—even so vile an enemy as Sujad.
"Must I kill him with it?” he asked the Book of Obsidian. “Merlin says those of the Earthlight have no need to kill their enemies so why is Sujad's life forfeit to me? I don't want to kill him in order to defeat him. Is there no other way of winning the quest for Earthlight?"
"His life is indeed forfeit to you,” he read from the book, “but you will not need to kill him so do not concern yourself."
Peter sighed. “Why can't he repent and become Merlin's friend again?"
"Because it is so ordained,” the book replied with kind finality. Although Peter was only reading the words, their tone was as clear as though the book was speaking to him. “You feel the way you do because Sujad Cariotis is influencing your feelings through the weapon he created. He bewitched the dagger to stop it being used against him—especially by you. Anyone of the Earthlight who handles the Obsidian Dagger will have strong feelings against hurting another—and more specifically Sujad the Traitor—with it."
"Oh!” The terrible feeling that had been haunting him—a feeling of guilt for something he had not done—dropped away.
"Now stop asking questions and let us get on with our lessons,” the book suggested gently but firmly.
"I'm ready.” Peter's voice sounded husky to his ears and his heart began thumping painfully. Something—fear? apprehension?—tightened in his chest.
The pounding of his heart became steadily louder until it sounded as though the noise was coming at him from outside. The words written on the page were suddenly outlined by a circle. Within that circle they started to all but jump out at him. He drew back until he realised the circle was nothing of which to be afraid. It was merely a magnifying glass. The magnifying glass picked out one word on the page—Obsidianus. It came closer and closer to Peter's face until the circle surrounding it touched the sides of his face. Abruptly he felt that he was on the other side of the glass. At the same time the word Obsidianus was swallowed up somewhere behind his eyes. It felt as though it was burning itself into his brain. For a few moments it stood in the air outlined in red, then dissolved in a whirling ball of mist.
It wasn't on the other side of the magnifying glass that he had reached, though, Peter realised. He seemed to be inside something. He must, he thought with a sudden rush of panic, be inside the magnifying glass. The idea made him feel strangely vulnerable. Everyone would be able to observe him in close-up from either side. The thought made him go hot and cold all over. Then he realised—with relief—that the only witnesses were Merlin and Bart. Merlin was confident this time that the power of his spell of forbidding would keep the Evil One and his Lords of Corruption at bay.
Peter looked at the concave walls of the magnifying glass. They looked rounder than he would have imagined. He looked up, and realised, with shock, that he was encased in a globe. The ground under his feet was also concave. He tried to pierce the view behind the glass walls. But he could see nothing beyond the enclosure of his globular prison, for the wall appeared to be black. Then what little light there had been to show him a glimmering of his surroundings went out. He was in total darkness.
His heart thumped somewhere in his throat; his mouth went dry. A wave of terror washed over him—for he knew where he was. He was inside the Obsidian Orb. That could mean only one thing: Sujad had intercepted Peter's lessons from the Book of Obsidian. Even now Sujad could see him—had him trapped!
 



Chapter 4
The Essence of Obsidian
"MERLIN! Merlin!” Peter's cry came out as a croak. Then, realizing that even Merlin couldn't be expected to hear him from inside the Obsidian Orb, he repeated his call in mind-speech. “I'm trapped inside the Obsidian Orb. I can't see out. And I don't know where the orb is."
"Shush!” came back the reply, a mere whisper inside his head. “If you don't stay quiet you won't learn, and you're likely to miss something."
Despite all the questions buzzing in his head, Peter felt the tension seep from him. Slowly his heart rate returned to normal. He crouched on the bottom of the orb and waited.
Gradually he became aware of a throbbing sensation—a sound felt rather than heard. He turned his head in the suffocating darkness and became conscious that he could see as well as feel and hear the pulsing. Its source was a dim light pulsing at him in all directions from the wall of the Obsidian Orb.
He crouched lower, head down and arms folded forward over his face to block out the all-seeing essence of the light. But the light beat at his mind rather than his eyes. Its brightness grew and he knew there was no escape from it. His ears felt as though they shrank in anticipation of Sujad's cackles of triumph. A sob rose to his throat. Then, visualizing the gloating triumph on Sujad's face, something stirred deep inside him—anger and abhorrence directed at the man who had betrayed his benefactor and friend.
Since there's no escape, I might as well go down fighting. I'll never let it be said I allowed Sujad the Traitor to win without a struggle. He uncoiled himself and stood up. He screwed up his eyes against the brightness and balled his fists in readiness to batter at the wall of the Obsidian Orb. Then he gasped and his heart gave another jump—for the nucleus within the light spoke to him.
"Do not be afraid. I mean you no harm.” Its voice was deep, slow and booming.
Peter dropped his hands to his sides, and suddenly the light was no longer dazzling. “Who-who are you?"
"I am the Power of Obsidian, the Essence of Obsidian, the Spirit of Obsidian. I am the Omniscient All-seeing Eye of the Obsidian Orb—the Quintessential Nucleus of All Sorcery."
"Am I inside the Obsidian Orb?"
"Oh indeed not.” The Power of Obsidian sounded shocked. “Trust me—or at least trust your master, Merlin—not to needlessly expose you to the malice of one who seeks to use the Obsidian Orb for his own evil purposes."
"Where am I then?"
Did he imagine it, or did he hear a faint, hollow chuckle?
"You are within the Essence of Obsidian or, if you prefer it, inside the Book of Obsidian. Just as you learn your school lessons from school books, so you learn your lessons on power from a book of power, and the Book of Obsidian is the most powerful book ever written about the most potent source of magic the world has ever known."
"Yes, I know. But why can't I learn from the Book of Obsidian the same way that I learn from other books? Why do you have to—well—swallow me?"
The Power of Obsidian definitely did chuckle now. “Ah! But I have not swallowed you. You are simply reading everything about me, and in doing so you are picturing in your mind what I am like and experiencing the very nature of my existence. However, whereas different people picture things differently although reading the same words in a book, anyone who is able to read the Book of Obsidian gets the same impression of me."
"Does Sujad Cariotis know what you're like then?” Peter's heart beat high with hope that Sujad had been refused knowledge of the Essence of Obsidian.
"Aah!” There was infinite sadness in the deep sigh. “I am afraid so. One so powerful—one with a birthright claim on the Obsidian Orb so to speak—cannot be denied knowledge of the Essence of Obsidian. But if you mean do I speak to him as I speak to you, then the answer is no."
Peter sighed with relief. “Can't you stop him? Can't you take the Obsidian Orb away from him? He's—he's defiling a sacred Token of Power made for the Earthlight."
The pulsing of the Essence of Obsidian was like a caress in Peter's brain. It was difficult for him to describe how it felt—a gentle caress was the nearest description he could think of—but something definitely reached out to soothe his troubled mind. “Don't worry about it, Peter. The Obsidian Orb cannot be defiled. I can only repeat what Merlin has told you: Sujad Cariotis will succeed only in befouling himself, and anyone else who cares to join him in his work for the Evil One. And now, farewell. I must leave you to learn your lessons."
The throbbing light slowly dimmed and gradually the pulsing died to nothing. As the last pulsation left him, Peter dreaded the return of the black hole in which he had been huddling. But it didn't come. Instead he was surely standing inside a ball of pure clear crystal. He could see outside. Though distorted by the curve of the ball, it was a strange but lovely view.
He seemed to be standing in an orchard, but an orchard nothing like those he was accustomed to seeing, with dwarfed trees in rows and—more often than not—bird-proof wire netting stretched over the tops of the trees. Instead, these trees weren't of one kind. There were several different varieties of apple trees as well as cherry, pear, apricot, peach and plum. Tall for fruit trees, they were all laden with spring blossom. Bees buzzed busily among the blossoms, whose fragrance Peter could smell along with the freshness of the air. Green grass, scattered here and there with fallen blossom, grew around and underneath the trees, and drifts of spring flowers, mostly bluebells and daffodils, spread themselves everywhere.
It was a perfect day, rather chilly but so fresh and fragrant that it compelled anyone who appreciated beauty to drop everything just to spend the daylight hours drinking in the glory of a day made for day-dreaming.
Peter heard a light quick step behind him and a voice singing melodiously in French. He couldn't understand a word but as the tuneful voice was definitely feminine he guessed she was singing a love song. Then the singer came into view. Peter blinked in astonishment; for surely this was a goddess or faerie creature—the spirit of spring incarnate—coming towards him. Cloaked in shimmering green that rivaled the color of the budding leaves on the oak trees beyond the orchard, she threw open her arms to embrace the brilliance of a day in a world that had surely been created expressly for her. She twirled and danced and the sunlight blazed in the swinging curtain of her long, unbound hair, changing it into rich unalloyed gold.
As she turned in his direction, Peter was abruptly aware that he was standing with his mouth open and felt ungainly and boorish in the presence of such perfection. He closed his mouth and straightened his shoulders. But the spirit of spring incarnate didn't see him. She looked straight through him. And as she did so he saw her face and eyes—and his blood ran cold. The eyes in the delicate ivory oval of her face were green and slanted, the eyes of a beautiful predatory cat: the witch Morgause.
Peter's first instinct was to run. But she must have seen him, he reasoned, and such an exit from her presence would be extremely undignified and—in view of her fiendish powers—useless. His heart began thumping as he steeled himself to stand his ground and face her. She moved in his direction and, finding his mouth had gone dry, he swallowed hard. The lovely face broke into a heart-stopping smile and Morgause stepped towards him with open arms. The green eyes shone like emeralds while the soft voice spoke a greeting, and the longing in her voice was very ardent. “My love! My love!"
Instinctively Peter stepped aside. Morgause walked right over where he had been standing into the arms of someone who had been coming towards her from behind Peter. It was Jadus Castirio. His arms went round her, crushing the fabric of her cloak.
"It's been so long,” Jadus whispered passionately—hoarsely—into the sweet-smelling gold of Morgause's hair. “Why have you not sent for me sooner, my dearest?"
Peter didn't hear her reply. Jadus spoke again, his voice eager with the desire to please his beloved. “I've brought what you asked for, dearest. I did as you said and the old fool tried to resist me but was powerless against that little spell you taught me. He wanted to know how I was aware that he'd been asked to create and look after this black ball for this thing you called the Earthlight. But I wouldn't tell him.” Jadus chuckled with enjoyment.
Peter saw what Jadus couldn't because Morgause—only an inch or so shorter than Jadus—had her chin resting on her lover's shoulder: the gleam of greed in the beautiful eyes and the avaricious smile that distorted her soft mouth. She disentangled herself from her lover's embrace and fixed him with her most disarming smile.
"Where is it, my love?” Her low-pitched voice was fierce with hunger for more power. “I must have it and we need to use it quickly or they'll destroy our love for each other."
Jadus picked up something at his feet that Peter hadn't noticed, whisking away the cloth in which he'd wrapped it. And there gleaming darkly in the spring sunshine was the Obsidian Orb. But Peter saw it for no more than a second, for Morgause covered it with her cloak as she took it. He caught the triumphant glitter in her eyes as she turned, clasping the orb against her with one arm while she linked the other into her lover's and led him through the orchard.
Peter was unaware that he'd followed until he saw them enter a small cottage at the edge of what he thought might be the same deciduous forest through which he had ridden so recently with Merlin and Bart. The cottage had started to fall into ruin. Peter reluctantly peered through the unglazed window.
They sat at either end of a rough table on two equally rough chairs. Between them—and right in front of Peter's eyes—lay the Obsidian Orb, on a small square of green cloth. While Jadus leaned eagerly over the table towards her, Morgause touched the tips of her spread fingers together in front of her face and slowly moved her hands towards the Obsidian Orb, drawing them apart as she did so until the palms, with fingers still spread, hovered over the top of the orb as though to protect whatever she might see there from others’ eyes.
She closed her eyes. Concentration stamped itself on the small ivory features. Her lips moved soundlessly. A vicious scowl twisted her face into ugliness and she swore violently. At least Peter assumed that she swore, for he was unable to understand the few words that she shrieked.
Jadus looked horrified at her outburst. But he was given no time to reproach her. She fixed her gaze on his with all the domination in her power. “Quick! Put your hands over mine! I need you to combine your command with mine to force the spirit of this wretched thing to yield. You have a birthright through your father that I don't possess."
"My father? I never knew my father. He walked out on my mother as soon as he heard I was on the way. As far as I'm concerned I have no father.” Jadus's expression clearly betrayed his scorn for his errant father
"What does that matter?” Morgause snapped.
This time there was reproach in the black eyes transfixed by the glare of green ones. However, he instantly placed his hands over hers. Morgause again closed her eyes and Peter could almost feel her concentration. This time little bolts of lightning sizzled from her hands, hitting the black globe and rebounding.
Finally Morgause sank back, pushing Jadus's hands away. She looked exhausted and her face was twisted with fury. “There's some power working from you, but not enough to allow me mastery. If I can't be master of this—this thing, then nobody else will have it!"
She leapt to her feet, grabbed the orb in both hands and held it aloft. A pulsing light blazed out at her from the entire surface of the orb, and from the widening horror in Morgause's eyes Peter divined that it was not of her making. But whatever it was in the Obsidian Orb that reached out to Morgause, it was too late to stop her. She gave one great cry and the Obsidian Orb flew into thousands of pieces. Morgause staggered back, and when she had recovered sufficiently to look around, there was no sign that the Obsidian Orb had existed.
Peter stood at the open window, his eyes riveted in horror on the scene that it framed. He couldn't see Jadus's face, but surely Morgause's features, twisted to chilling ugliness with rage and hatred, would be stamped in his mind forever. The air sizzled and crackled with the force of her emotions. The tight lips moved and Peter heard her vicious whisper. “There's still something I can do."
Abruptly her face turned all sweetness and light again. Tears sprang to the lovely eyes. She walked round the table and cradled Jadus's head against her. “Oh, forgive me, my love! My temper is dreadful when I know that evil sorcery is being used against me by those who are jealous of my power. I had to destroy the Obsidian Orb before it could be used for my destruction. But some of your power came through, and I know that my dearest Jadus will do what's necessary to save me when the time comes."
Peter could sense that her whole body began to tremble. Jadus himself obviously felt it because he stood up and put his arms around her protectively. Her voice quivered as she cried plaintively and fearfully into his shoulder, “They will try to kill me, Jadus. They will try to kill me."
"What is it you want me to do, my love? You know I'll do anything for you—anything to stop these people from harming one precious hair of your lovely head. Just tell me what you want me to do."
Jadus had his back to the window so Peter couldn't see his face. But as Morgause lifted her head to give her lover the full force of her beautiful eyes, Peter caught a gleam of vicious triumph under the lowered lashes as she raised her lids.
The vision started to fade. Sound was the first to go. Peter could see Morgause's lips moving but was unable to hear what she said. Then the globe in which he was encased spun in a whirl of blue, green and white. Only when the world stopped spinning did he realise he had been taken to another time and another place. It was, he thought later, as though a page had been turned in the Book of Obsidian and he was about to learn something else.
* * * *
THIS TIME, to Peter's surprise, the surroundings were familiar. It was a summer day and Peter recognized the house belonging to his Uncle Paul and Aunt Angela. His aunt was alone in the kitchen. He had no time to find out what she was doing before someone used the knocker on the front door with unnecessary force, causing Aunt Angela to start. He followed his aunt down the stairs to the front door without moving. When Aunt Angela opened the door and he saw who stood there, Peter screamed at her, “Shut the door! Shut the door!"
But Aunt Angela couldn't hear him. He was merely an unseen ghost. She looked inquiringly at the smiling, handsome stranger and suddenly appeared to recognize him as the friend her husband had brought home before he disappeared, for, before Peter realised what was happening, she had invited Sujad the Traitor into her home.
Peter watched as they mounted the stairs, making small-talk about Uncle Paul's disappearance. He found himself following them without any effort on his part.
"He left a note saying he'd been called away on business and was taking Peter with him for company,” Aunt Angela was saying. He had not heard what Sujad had said, and now found he was unable to hear the traitor's reply. However, it was obvious from Aunt Angela's words that he was watching something that had happened while he and Merlin were somewhere in the Southern Alps.
Again he tried to warn her not to listen to Sujad, although he knew she was unable to hear him. In his frustration he shouted, shaking his fists helplessly. “Let them hear me, Essence of Obsidian! She doesn't know Sujad is a traitor. She'll go with him, believing he'll take her to Uncle Paul."
The scene outside the globe disappeared and Peter felt, saw and heard the Essence of Obsidian pulsing down at him. The soothing sensation entered his brain again. “You will miss what they say if you do not keep quiet, Peter."
"I can't hear what he's saying anyway. He must have put some sort of spell around his voice."
"Ah! Very possibly. It is a measure of his power that he is able to do so. You will have to be content with listening to your aunt's replies."
"Okay.” Peter forced himself to calmness and turned his attention back to beyond the wall of his enclosure, which turned black as soon as the Power of Obsidian ceased pulsing.
He waited impatiently for the blackness to clear. By the time this happened, however, all he saw was Sujad summoning his cloud. He saw the dark shape swirl itself around Sujad and his aunt step back sharply as though to stop it from touching her.
Sujad extended his hand to her. Once again Peter couldn't hear what the traitor said, but he noted the anxious uncertain expression on his aunt's face. As she listened to whatever Sujad was saying, her face suffused with an angry flush. Her features twisted with fury and her gray eyes flashed as she spat something at him. Peter was able to hear the low sound of her voice but couldn't make out the words. Sujad obviously was able to convince her, however, for she took his hand and allowed herself to be drawn up into the traitor's protective cloud. Peter caught a glimpse of her face before she disappeared into the black cloud—and this time she was smiling at the traitor.
He fumed with frustration as the black cloud began rotating like the beginning of a tornado.
"I can't make her hear me!” Again he shouted in his desperation. “I can't stop her going with him! Because he was a friend of Uncle Paul's she doesn't understand how evil he is. Can't you do something to stop her?"
"I am afraid not.” The slow, deep voice was ineffably sad. Its pulsing light shut out Peter's vision of Sujad's evil cloud. “Humans make their own choices. I am not human, Peter. I am merely a power. Think of me as akin to the current of electricity that humans use to drive all the appliances of their everyday lives. I cannot force or persuade anyone from an unwise decision or course of action. If I could, there are actions and decisions I would perhaps have persuaded the Great One from taking. In doing so I might have upset the very foundation and cause of the Earthlight."
As the Power of Obsidian ceased speaking, Peter saw the last traces of Sujad's cloud vanish. The blackness closed in around him again; despair clutched his heart and tore an involuntary dry sob from him.
The Essence of Obsidian returned, pulsing gently. “Do not grieve, Peter. I may not be human but I have knowledge of emotion and I understand how you feel. All that you have seen was decreed and has therefore happened as prophesied. While those of the Earthlight always do their utmost to protect the world and everyone in it, there are some things over which they have no control. After all, if the Earthlight could control anything it wanted to, there would be no evil to fight against. What you have seen so far are things that have happened—things that are not strictly lessons but which the Earthlight felt you should know. In the absence of the Obsidian Orb—which of course is able to show things that have happened and to predict things that might happen in certain circumstances—I was the only one able to exercise such power."
"I can't bear to think of you talking to Sujad Cariotis and disclosing the secrets of your nature to him the way you have to me."
"Sujad Cariotis has made himself Lord of Obsidian; the Spirit of Obsidian cannot deny knowledge to one who exercises such supreme command over its substance. It is an innate part of the Absolute Law. But Sujad has never heard my voice. I communicate with him in mind-speech as briefly as possible.” The Power of Obsidian gave another sigh. “There is something else the Earthlight would like you to see before we get on with our lessons proper. The Earthlight would like you to warn the Great One."
Before Peter could ask questions the pulsing light of the Power of Obsidian died and he was looking through the wall of the crystal globe again. He saw Sujad—or was it Jadus?—strolling through a leafy English wood in summer. He saw a small cottage. Someone—a young girl—came through the front door, looking stealthily over her shoulder. She was neatly but poorly dressed. Having made sure she wasn't followed, the girl started running. Peter saw the man who was either Sujad or Jadus run to greet her with the same eagerness with which Jadus Castirio had greeted the witch Morgause. Peter caught a glimpse of the girl's face as she ran to her lover's embrace. She was very pretty but compared to Morgause would probably have been labeled plain.
The setting changed. This time Peter was in the cottage. It was apparent that those who lived there were poor. The girl was weeping copiously in the arms of a woman who was obviously her mother. Above the girl's sobs, as the scene began to fade, Peter heard the lusty cry of a baby. The next thing he saw was the girl sitting up in bed cradling a new-born infant. He hardly had time to digest this before he saw a child, barely five years old, toddling across the floor to his mother's waiting arms. Moments later the child was older and starting to look like a young version of Sujad or Jadus. Finally Peter saw the grown man. The story had obviously come full circle, for the young man was walking in a green wood again. This time, however, the girl was different. Richly dressed in the colors of spring with a breathtaking beauty that would have turned any man's head, she seemed to float into the arms of her lover. She looked like the essence of spring itself—a veritable goddess. But this was no goddess, no spring nymph. It was the witch Morgause.
The truth hit Peter like a blow from a sledge hammer. The first man had been Sujad Cariotis. This one was Jadus. Jadus Castirio was not Sujad's ancestor—he was the traitor's son.
 



Chapter 5
A New Lord of Corruption
I MUST warn Merlin! Peter's mind screamed at him as he tried to work out the implications of what he had discovered.
Then he saw Morgause's lips move and realised he could hear her voice.
"You know how you're always saying you'll do anything for me?” She looked at her lover sideways through lowered lashes as they walked. “Well, you're about to have that chance. I'll be getting two visitors today and I want you to go with them. One of them is that wretched man who calls himself a sorcerer, Merlin."
"But he is a sorcerer, my love. Even you can't deny that."
Morgause's eyes flashed. She tossed the liquid gold of her hair back over her shoulders. “You'll soon find out that, whatever he is, he's no match for me."
Like a fawning slave, Jadus hastened to soothe her. “Of course, dearest; I'm aware of that."
She gave him another sly, oblique glance and a smile that Peter would have found beguiling had he not known better. “You'll be more aware of it after you've followed them and found out what they're up to."
Jadus cleared his throat. The sound made Peter realise, with surprise, that the man was nervous. “It won't be easy to follow someone like Merlin without arousing his suspicions. He may not be as clever as you, but he's more cunning than the Devil himself."
Morgause gave him another bewitching smile. “You've forgotten, my precious, that I'll be helping you. It's a simple matter for someone with my powers to fashion a spell that will protect you from his nasty suspicious mind."
Peter watched in fascination as humility and awe lit the man's handsome features. “I can't believe my luck—that someone as beautiful and clever as you should prefer me to all the other men who dance attendance on you. You could have chosen the greatest lord in the land—a king, even—but you chose someone whose mother is a mere serf, and you've even had both of us released from serfdom."
"You do yourself a grave injustice, my sweet. You're a fine handsome man—as comely as any lord and comelier than most.” Her silvery laugh rang out on the clear spring air as she gave him her most coy look and touched his cheek in a feathery caress. “Also, your father was greater than any lord. Your father, you see, came from the future—which is why he couldn't stay, much as he would have liked to. But it was imperative for him to return to his own time. Somewhere in the future he is a powerful man—a dangerous enemy to Merlin the Enchanter and more than a match for him.” Her green eyes glittered. “Your father is Sujad the Great, Lord of Obsidian.” She spoke the traitor's name and title in a tone of deliberate awe and pomp. “I don't suppose you can imagine the power he exercises as Lord of Obsidian, but believe me his control over obsidian—and especially the Obsidian Orb—is far greater than any power Merlin's ever had. And you'll be sharing that power. He's there in the future waiting for you to help him overthrow my detestable enemy, and therefore yours, too."
Avarice shone in Jadus's eyes. Morgause's triumphant laughter trilled out again and Peter realised that he would hear no more of their conversation when the laugh started to fade. Then the scene blurred and spun in a whirlpool of spring colors—and Peter was back in the darkness that he had first thought was the inside of the Obsidian Orb.
"What next, Spirit of Obsidian?"
The pulsing light beat gently in at him again. But instead of the Essence of Obsidian's voice, the throbbing light died to nothing and Peter found himself back in the crystal-like ball. Then the ball vanished and during the next few minutes he wasn't sure where he was. One by one trees loomed up in front of him. He learned their shapes and the unique structure of each one's leaves, bark, flowers and fruit. The last tree made the biggest impression on his mind.
"Salix babylonica,” whispered the deep voice of the Essence of Obsidian. “This is the sorcerers’ tree. All wizards create their staffs from this tree. Powerless while in winter's grip. Break off only the greenest tip. That's the most important thing to remember about this tree."
"How do you make a staff from just a green tip?"
But he received no answer. Suddenly it was dark again, although he could see pinpoints of light piercing the blackness in the far distance.
He gasped and cringed away as something hurtled past with a roar. Only as he stared after it and his heartbeat slowed to normal did he realise that what he had seen was a shooting star. He was somewhere out in space hurtling around like a rocket. He automatically reached out for something to cling to, but there was nothing in his small time-and-space capsule. Then he saw the Milky Way stretching above him like a cloud of glow-worms and forgot his momentary terror.
Moments later he was amongst the celestial bodies that made up the Milky Way. One by one the Essence of Obsidian showed him the stars, the important planets and their moons, and he learned their secrets—their place in the cosmos of the Earthlight. They all greeted him by name and each one had its own function. Peter knew that everything was stored somewhere in his subconscious to emerge when needed. He also knew he could not have told anyone about the secrets of the stars even if he had wanted to—for the Earthlight would not allow him access to his knowledge until it was needed for the furtherance of the Earthlight Quest.
As he watched the last star disappear in the distance and came back to the black globe that encompassed the Essence of Obsidian he spoke aloud. “Does Sujad Cariotis know the secrets that I've just learned? Did you show him what you've shown me?"
He waited for the pulsing light to reappear. But nothing happened.
"Essence of Obsidian?” he called again in sudden anxiety.
"You are free to go,” the deep slow voice replied expressionlessly, but the pulsing light stayed away. “The lessons are over."
"But I've hardly learned anything! Besides, you haven't answered my question. I want an answer. Did you show the stars and planets to Sujad?"
"The answer is in your own heart, Peter."
Peter thought briefly. “My heart is opposed to Sujad knowing the secrets of the stars and planets, which are inseparable from the Earthlight because they are a part of it. It's against the very idea that the stars and planets should greet Sujad the Traitor by name when he would use their powers to destroy their very natures."
"Very well, then; you have your answer. If Sujad the Great, Lord of Obsidian, would learn the secrets of the stars and planets he will not do so from the stars and planets themselves, no matter how great his command over the Obsidian Orb. He may somehow contrive to learn them from the orb itself, however. Farewell for now; use your gifts well, Chosen One. Raise your head and you will be back in your own world."
Slowly Peter did so. He found himself staring into the flames in Bart Brown's fireplace. He blinked, feeling drowsy as though he had just woken from a deep sleep.
Then the sleepy whisper of the flames changed into a distant roar that grew and grew. For one brief moment Peter thought he was going to see another shooting star; but all he saw was the fire. It started burning higher and its heat became searingly hot. I'm sitting too close to the hearth, he thought stupidly. Panic gripped him as he tried to move and found he couldn't. All he could see was flames. The house must be on fire!
He opened his mouth to cry a warning to Merlin and Bart. But no sound emerged. A breeze abruptly sprang up from nowhere. As the flames dipped to one side Peter could see over the top of the inferno. Through billowing drifts of smoke he saw what his stupefied mind thought at first was a dark green sculpted carpet. A split second later he realised the dark green was the tops of trees. What he was seeing was a forest fire from above as though flying like a bird.
As fire and forest merged to a blur he thought he heard, very faintly, a few notes of the Lady's bell-like music. He strained towards the sound, his mind willing it to stay, but was unable to catch it again. Both music and fire slipped away, and he was sitting in Bart Brown's living room with Merlin and Bart on either side of him. Enquiry was written large on both their faces.
Petulantly Peter thumped his knee with his fist. “Oh! It's gone! It's gone!"
He grabbed the Book of Obsidian as it threatened to tumble to the floor.
Merlin's hand briefly touched his shoulder.
"The Lady will return,” he said, as though he had known all about Peter's vision.
Surprised, Peter looked up into Merlin's dark eyes and the understanding there made him draw in a deep breath and smile shakily.
The sorcerer's next remark, however, made him blink in astonishment. “Do we burn the book?"
"B-burn the book?” Peter looked down at the book in his lap. He clutched it tighter. “Must we?” Surely in burning the Book of Obsidian they would be burning the Essence of Obsidian itself?
"Did the Power of Obsidian tell you we must destroy the book?"
Peter frowned, trying to remember. “No."
"You're quite sure?"
Peter looked steadily into Merlin's probing eyes. “I'm positive. I'd remember something as important as that."
"In that case, we'd better put it somewhere safe.” And Merlin whisked the book from Peter's unresisting hands.
Peter watched regretfully as Merlin shut the book and held it out towards the flames with his left hand. He passed his right hand back and forth over the title on the cover and muttered a few words. The Book of Obsidian disappeared. Peter sat looking at the faint outline that remained in the air for a few seconds. Then his eyes returned to the fire, his mind willing the vision of the forest fire to return.
Failing, he sighed with frustration and turned to Merlin. “I saw a forest on fire. What does that mean?"
"Ah!” Merlin sat staring at the flames as though he had forgotten Peter's presence. Then he looked straight at Peter. “I've seen that vision myself—several times in fact. It always comes when I'm staring into flames, but I can't call it up at will and I never get a good look at the forest or its surroundings. Did you?"
"No.” Peter swallowed hard as he remembered what the Essence of Obsidian had asked him to tell Merlin. “There's something I was told to tell you. Sujad Cariotis went back into the past—some little time before the witch Morgause was born I think. He—he had a son. You've met him. He's Jadus Castirio, who we thought was Sujad's ancestor. I heard Morgause plotting with Jadus—it was just before we went to see them—and she was telling him that she wanted him to follow us to join his father in the battle against the Earthlight."
Merlin looked grim. “I was sure there was someone following us. I suspected it might be Jadus. I even figured out how Morgause could have sent him. You remember she drew him close to her side and deliberately brushed my cloak, timing her movements perfectly to coincide with the spell that took us back to Bart. Jadus could be out there right now. He could have heard everything we've said."
"I doubt that,” Bart said calmly. “For a start, you placed a spell of forbidding and protection around the house and, although you and I were responsible for enabling Peter to learn from the Book of Obsidian, we saw nothing more than a boy reading a book. Jadus Castirio is hardly likely to have seen or heard anything we didn't."
Merlin stood up. “Nevertheless we must find him and send him back where he came from.” He held out his hands. “Stand up, both of you. Now take my hand and face the fire.” Bart stood and took Merlin's left hand and Peter took the right. They all turned their eyes to the flames. “Concentrate hard. Do your utmost to picture the face of Jadus Castirio in the fire."
Having seen Jadus so recently, Peter had no trouble in doing as Merlin asked. He conjured up such a vivid picture in the flames that the son of Sujad the Great, Lord of Obsidian, might have been looking out of the fire at him. A shiver traveled along his spine as he heard Merlin's voice, resonating as though in an echo chamber.
"Jadus Castirio, I command you: show yourself. Through the power of the Earthlight the evil sorceress brought you here, so the power of the Earthlight commands that you be returned to your own time."
Peter saw the mouth of the face in the flames stretch into a shouted denial. He heard the vehement cry, “No! No! No! I won't go! I want to stay with my father. I've come to claim my birthright as heir to control over the Obsidian Orb."
Merlin's fierce reply rang out. “The Obsidian Orb belongs to the Earthlight. Your only chance of becoming Lord of Obsidian is by overthrowing and destroying your father—and even then you would probably find yourself denied. Your father gained his power because he assisted me to recreate the Obsidian Orb—which gave him a birthright claim. But he cannot hand the right on to his children. Do you understand?"
"You lie! You're every bit the smooth-tongued liar and hypocrite Morgause says you are! You want me out of the way so you yourself can overthrow and destroy my father. And you were supposed to be his friend. I'm here to see you don't succeed. I'll help him in any way I can."
"The Earthlight commands that you present yourself to the Great One this instant!” Merlin roared.
The face in the flames wavered like a desert mirage. Then, like an illusion, it vanished, and there in front of the hearth, facing them and almost touching Merlin, stood Jadus Castirio. Fury and hatred distorted his fine features to ugliness. He tried to back away from the sorcerer's powerful magnetic field but was stopped by the fire.
"What do you want?"
"You will go back where you came from,” Merlin said sternly, fiercely.
"No! No! No! You can't make me."
"Since you were brought here by mistake through the power of the Earthlight vested in me, I can make you."
Merlin thrust out his hands and grabbed Peter's left hand and Bart's right. Bart moved towards the fire, extending his hand to Peter behind Jadus's back. Obviously divining the trio's intention to surround him, Jadus threw back his head and yelled, “Father! Father!” At the same time he struck Bart's arm away.
To the dismay of the Earthlight trio the air started to darken and quiver. The spell of forbidding and protection that Merlin had placed around the house had been weakened by the sorcerer's command for Jadus to present himself. Having invited into the house one who served the cause of the Evil One—or was about to do so—he opened the way for the Evil One's more powerful servants, or even for the Evil One himself. From where the air was quivering a sound like someone twanging at a badly tuned stringed instrument issued. Instantly Merlin flung both arms in the direction of the noise. Bright rainbows of light shot from his fingertips. But the shaking air struck the twisting rainbows away and the gathering darkness of the Evil One's black cloud swallowed the light from them like a power-hungry monster.
Before Bart could lift his hand towards Peter's again, Sujad the Traitor hovered in the room in the black cloud. Despite the dimness his presence brought to the room, the Earthlight trio could see his features clearly. His eyes gleamed in a face flushed with triumph. His mouth was spread in the evil grin that showed the perfection of his white teeth.
"Greetings, Great One! Your evil conspiracies robbed me of my descendants—so I exercised the powers given to me by my master to use the Obsidian Orb for the purpose of getting myself a son. You see him before you. Is he not a fine specimen? A man could ask for nothing better than a son like himself."
Sujad's cackles filled Bart's living room. So dreadful was the racket he made that Merlin, Peter and Bart covered their ears. When he had finished laughing, Sujad ostentatiously wiped his eyes with the backs of his hands.
"Oh dear! I'm so sorry you don't appreciate the humor of my joke. I thought it was very clever of me. And I timed his meeting with Morgause perfectly. She's a divine creature and fortunately she has good sense when it comes to recognizing when the right man comes along."
"It says a lot for your fatherly affections that you should throw your son in the path of such a one as Morgause,” growled Merlin. “She is a snake of the first water—a veritable boa-constrictor. When she's finished with your son she'll crush the very life from him."
Sujad surveyed Merlin down the length of his fine, lordly nose. “So long as my son does what I ask of him no one will harm him. As for Morgause, since my son is fond of her, so long as she treats him right we shall leave her alone. Should she try to harm Jadus or work against me, however, it will be the worst for her.” He turned to Jadus, while still addressing Merlin. “I've come to claim my son and heir. He will repair the damage you've done in depriving me of my descendants."
"I want to marry Morgause, father,” Jadus said eagerly, moving towards the black cloud that enclosed the awesome figure of his father. “A woman with her power and knowledge of sorcery will be the perfect mother for your grandchildren."
"Not necessarily, my son; not necessarily. Knowledge of sorcery and skills in the making of spells could be detrimental to us should she perhaps decide she would like to be Lord of Obsidian herself. I would be obliged to destroy the mother of my own grandchildren."
"Morgause is clever enough to know she can never be Lord of Obsidian,” Jadus replied. “Besides, she loves me too much to want to harm my father."
"Enough! We don't discuss family matters in front of our most detestable enemies. Come!"
Sujad regally extended his hand to Jadus, who took it and immediately vanished into the black cloud. The cloud—mirroring the swing in mood of its owner—swirled violently and disappeared. The Earthlight trio were left looking at each other in dismay. It was Merlin who broke the silence.
"An Obsidian Lord called the Great shall rise;

His powers will surpass even those of the wise.

From the choices of the past a Lord in blue

Will imperil the quest that will then ensue.

The favorite of the green-eyed witch from the north

Shall by her enchantment the Great carry forth."
Peter's blood ran cold as he heard Merlin reciting the prophecy that he had first heard the previous night when Sujad had entered his aunt and uncle's home, with the same ease with which he had entered Bart's, and taken away the Obsidian Orb.
Merlin slammed his right fist into the palm of his left hand. “Stupid! Stupid! Since Sujad made himself Lord of Obsidian and called himself Sujad the Great I thought the last line as well as the first referred to him. I've been working on the assumption that the green-eyed witch would ´enchant’ Sujad the Great and persuade him into carrying her favorite into the future for some reason of her own which would become involved with the Earthlight's quest. She has, after all, been involved in working against the cause of Earthlight in her own time. Instead I find that ´the Great’ is none other than myself."
Merlin turned anxious eyes on Peter and Bart. “My friends, I've made many terrible blunders. I have been responsible for Sujad turning traitor and making himself Lord of Obsidian. Had I recognized his weakness—the lust for power—sooner...” He paused. “Now I find I'm accountable for another part of the prophecy that damages the Earthlight's cause."
Merlin broke off as a scratching came at the door leading to the kitchen. He frowned at the door until Peter went over and opened it and Dreyfus walked through.
"Oh, it's only the dog; I'd all but forgotten him.” Merlin turned back to Bart. “Look, Bart, I've been thinking. I'm supposed to be giving Peter a holiday—I've left someone else in charge of my business so that we can get on with the job of getting back the Obsidian Orb. I need to be away for a time. Can I leave Peter and Dreyfus in your care? They must be with someone of the Earthlight."
Bart looked surprised. “Sure; no trouble. Susan will be glad of some company. She doesn't get much during the winter. She feels the lack of a family more than I do."
"Is someone planning to burden me with their company?” a woman's voice asked with a chuckle from the doorway through which Peter had admitted Dreyfus.
Nobody had heard Susan Brown return. Three pairs of eyes swiveled in her direction to meet a pair of lively blue eyes in a pleasant, slightly sallow face. The owner of the twinkling eyes stooped to greet Dreyfus, busy sniffing her skirt. “My, what a lovely dog! With all our land we could have a couple of large dogs, Bart."
"Well, he's yours for the next week or so, my love, so long as you don't mind putting up with his master here.” Bart gently pushed Peter forward. “This is Peter, Susan. Peter, meet my wife Susan. I'm sure you'll be good friends."
Peter again found himself shaking hands with an adult as though they were on equal terms. He took an instant liking to Susan Brown, while she seemed as taken with him as she had been with Dreyfus.
"I suppose you want a cup of tea after all that talking,” Bart teased her. He looked at the long-case clock as it started striking the hour. “By golly! I guess it's time we all had some tea. The afternoon's nearly gone. I've not got much work done today."
"That remains to be seen,” Merlin said enigmatically, with a passing twinkle momentarily masking the anxiety in his eyes. He sighed gustily. “At least I know I'm leaving Peter in good hands.” He bowed with stiff old-fashioned courtesy to Susan. “You have my grateful thanks, ma'am."
As he strode from the house and walked to his car, Susan looked after him with raised eyebrows. “What a strange man! When you introduced him to me last year he wasn't so ... well ... distant."
"Oh, you'll soon get used to his funny ways. He tends to have a dual personality.” Bart chuckled. “It certainly makes him interesting to have around."
 



Chapter 6
The Lord in Blue
THE NEXT day, Bart suggested Peter might like to explore the property on the back of the pony Argent—so-named because of her silvery-white coat.
"If you get lost you can rely on Argent to bring you home,” Bart said with a chuckle. “Just say, ´Home, girl'. She knows where she's well off, that one. She could probably do with a bit more exercise and I'm sure Dreyfus would appreciate some."
"If you want to stay out most of the day I can make you a picnic lunch,” Susan offered.
"Are you sure you don't mind, Mrs. Brown? I mean—well, shouldn't I be helping you or something?"
Susan Brown chuckled. “Sorry, lad. You might be able to help with some things, but today I'm catching up on the book work. And the cleaner comes today. It's easier for her when I'm out of the way in the office. I'm sure she'd appreciate not having you around as well. You can help me when I get back to the kitchen. In the meantime, I'll make you a lunch when I make Bart's."
"Just as well the day looks better than yesterday's weather promised it would,” Bart said, glancing outside.
When they had finished breakfast, Peter followed Bart to the stables and soon he was on Argent's back. She left the stable yard at a sedate trot, with Dreyfus running ahead and coming back when he found Argent failed to keep up.
Bart had given Peter a map of the property and he looked at it now to get his bearings. Argent, however, knew the normal tourist riding route by heart and seemed to need no guidance. In no time at all Peter found himself riding into the forest where they had entered the day before.
Was it really only yesterday? Peter thought as he pictured the scene. So much had happened it felt as though many days had passed. And he had even seen a change of season, he mused as he looked at the dark, towering pines while a vision of fruit trees in blossom and oak trees in young leaf flooded his mind's eye.
With the vision came a recollection of Morgause playing her role as the Goddess of Spring, and Peter shuddered. I'm afraid of her. Like a spider she weaves a beautiful web of enchantment around you and when you come to your senses the web is a nasty sticky trap and you're held fast. How long will it take Jadus Castirio to come to his senses and find he's caught in her snare? Will he help his father to strengthen his position as Lord of Obsidian or, when he discovers the truth of Merlin's statement that he can't be heir to either the title or the power, will he turn traitor like his father? If he turns traitor he'll have both Sujad and the witch to deal with. I almost feel sorry for him. After all, he didn't ask to be born—he certainly didn't ask to have a father like Sujad Cariotis. Morgause must have discovered the origins of his birth through her evil branch of sorcery and immediately set about weaving her web of enchantment around him. He didn't stand a chance because, as Merlin said, few men are immune to her beauty. I'm glad her type no longer exists.
"What makes you think that?” a husky voice hissed behind him.
Totally engrossed in his thoughts, Peter had failed to notice the darkening of the already dim light in the forest. He hadn't even noticed the uneasy flickering of Argent's ears. He turned in the saddle, at the same time bringing the pony to a halt.
Behind him, blocking the path and spilling over the trees on either side, was the black cloud of the Evil One. For a few moments Peter thought the cloud was empty. It didn't emit the usual strong sense of evil. Then he saw the fluttering of something blue inside it. Only then did the presence of evil exert itself. So this was the Lord in Blue of the prophecy—the Lord of Corruption who was obviously more dangerous than he seemed.
Argent—a pony not easily frightened—shied away. Peter had trouble keeping his seat while he tried calming her. It made him instantly furious. “What are you doing here? Merlin placed a spell of protection around this property. You have no right here. Get out!"
"I have as much right as you,” the husky voice replied, and Peter realised the Lord's hoarseness was caused by laryngitis. He felt a moment of satisfaction in knowing that the Evil One's servants were prey to normal human ailments. “Merlin was responsible for bringing Jadus Castirio from his own time to this through this very forest,” the Lord in Blue continued. “Therefore he can't stop Jadus's master and any of his servants coming here. The spell will no longer work. Merlin should know that."
Peter sensed rather than saw the smirk accompanying the Lord of Corruption's words. “What do you want?"
"Imitating the ill temper of your master are you?” the Lord replied, obviously nettled despite himself. “And you're normally such a polite boy. It'll pay you to keep a civil tongue in your head, youngling, when dealing with Sujad the Great and his Council of Lords."
Peter ignored the Blue Lord's snides. “What do you want?"
"Something that doesn't belong to you but which you stole from His Lordship Sujad the Great. He fashioned a dagger from obsidian. It belongs to him and he wants it back. Hand it over."
Peter sat erect in his saddle and looked the Lord of Corruption in the eyes—or where the eyes would have been had their owner been clearly visible. “No."
The Lord was visibly shaken. “But I know you have it on you. If you don't give it to me I'll have to take it by force. That wouldn't be pleasant for you."
"No, you shan't have it. Sujad the Traitor fashioned it for the purpose of killing me. He didn't succeed so his life is forfeit to me."
"Those of the Earthlight cannot kill!"
"I know. We have no need to.” Peter tried to look calm but his heart was thumping and his mouth was so dry he had to force himself not to betray his fear by swallowing.
The Lord of Corruption's next words seemed so irrelevant they made him stare in open-mouthed amazement. “You know your aunt is suffering from mental illness."
Peter swiftly gathered his scattered wits.
"She had a nervous breakdown,” he snapped.
"Ah well! If that's what you want to call it...” the Lord in Blue said, shrugging dismissively. “You know my master and his Council of Lords are responsible for her state. What you probably don't realise, however, is that we can restore her to normal health any time we choose. If you'll give me the Obsidian Dagger and cease this foolish quest for Earthlight, we'll return her to you right now."
"She's already getting better. She's gone abroad for a recuperating holiday."
"Where she is very vulnerable without the presence of someone of the Earthlight. If you want to see your aunt again..."
Peter sat thinking for a long time, unaware of the dignity of his bearing—of the glint of respect it brought to the cold eyes hidden deep in the blue hood. He was too busy sending out a frantic mind message. “Merlin? Earthlight? Can anyone hear me? I need help. I'm beset by one of the Lords of Corruption."
His heart skipped a beat when he was sure he heard, faint and faraway, a few bars of the Lady's music. He strove to keep his face as expressionless as possible. While every fiber of his being longed to look around for the source of the sound, he forced his gaze to stay on his enemy.
Then the Lady spoke into his mind, her voice so faint he had to strain to hear. “Let the Evil One have the dagger. It can no longer harm us. It is useless to the Enemy."
The bars of the Lady's music repeated themselves. Then silence. She was gone. He had been given no time to speak to her again. But even as he pushed his regret aside, Peter realised it was better that way; his enemy might have heard.
He fingered the dagger sheathed at his side. “Very well. Your master may have the dagger if he returns my aunt to normal health."
"It's a deal,” the Lord replied—rather too quickly, Peter thought in surprise.
He unsheathed the Obsidian Dagger. Reluctant to give it up, he looked down at its gleaming surface. Absently he stroked its highly polished planes. A stray shaft of light caught the blade, sending the beam straight into Peter's eyes. As Peter moved the dagger the shaft was deflected downward to touch Dreyfus's face. Peter's ears started ringing and the forest began spinning, with the Obsidian Dagger at its heart. Panic seized him.
The Lord in Blue has placed a spell on me. He'll seize the dagger and do what Sujad the Traitor failed to do on Christmas Eve! There's no one here to deflect his aim—and no Lady to heal the resulting hurt.
He blinked as he realised the world had stopped spinning and he was looking down on the forest, spread below like a dark green sculpted carpet. He scanned the horizon. What on earth am I looking for?
What am I doing up here, leaving Dreyfus and Argent to the mercy of a Lord of Corruption?
There was a flash of light in the distance. Peter saw what looked like the Obsidian Dagger hovering over the light source like a cross. The light leapt, enveloping the dagger, and Peter realised it was a flame. Briefly it burned with a blue light. Then it spread rapidly and thick smoke blotted out the forest before he could see the fire's origins. He heard a rushing sound, growing steadily louder. A moment later he saw the Obsidian Dagger speeding towards him, its blade pointing straight at him. His heart seemed to stop.
The Lord of Corruption has taken the dagger! He's going to kill me with it!
Then smoke enveloped the dagger. The smoke in its turn was swept away by the wind. The dagger had vanished. Peter could see the flames again. But surely they were different? Or was it something else that was different?
Moments later he saw it was the trees that were different. Instead of the dark green of pines, he was now looking at the softer, brighter green of deciduous trees—mostly oak. It was still a forest but even as he looked, smoke—or was it mist?—drifted over the scene. When it cleared he was looking at bare trees. There was still no sign of either the Obsidian Dagger or the fire. Mist curled and eddied in thick drifts and layers. Then it began snowing. A high wind whistled its way over the forest to the far horizon, scattering the snowflakes.
Peter's hair stood on end as the whistling wind changed to a bloodcurdling cry. The cry was taken up by other voices. Shapes moved in the distance along the forest floor. Peter steadily descended. He strove to rise again as he saw more dark shapes, this time right below.
But he couldn't stop his descent. He landed in a rustle of half-rotted leaves. However, he couldn't see much. It was getting dark. Eyes straining in the gathering gloom, heart pounding, he looked around. Nothing moved. But the bloodcurdling cries came again. Surely they couldn't be ... wolves?
Then something moved in the shadows to his right. Almost sobbing with terror, he whirled to face it. Three pairs of red eyes glared at him. Three sets of enormous fangs showed white against the dark background of the sloping forest floor.
"Cerberus!"
And suddenly behind Cerberus hundreds of pairs of pale greenish eyes shone. They stretched right up the slope behind the three-headed dog. A phrase came unbidden to Peter's mind: the horde of menacing eyes. Now where had that come from?
The three-headed dog moved forward—then it slowly dissolved into a patch of mist. The horde of eyes in its wake went out as though someone had thrown a switch.
At the same time a familiar voice spoke into Peter's mind. “As the Lady said, give the dagger to the Evil One, not to Sujad the Great or to his Lord of Corruption.” The voice was deep and slow.
"Essence of Obsidian!” Peter cried in delight, and discovered that he was crouched in the globe that held the Power of Obsidian, and the pulsing light was beating down on him. “Why should I give it up at all?"
"What did the Lady tell you when you invoked her help just now? She said the dagger can no longer harm us and that it is useless to the Enemy. But it will be useful to the Earthlight to have it in the hands of the Evil One. While you hold it and are still growing in power it is vulnerable to being stolen by one of the Lords of Corruption, because they know that Sujad the Great is afraid of it and they might wish to use it to usurp his power. Sujad himself would like it safe in his keeping despite his fear of it, but it could be stolen from him. The Evil One's servants, however, would never be able to take it from their master."
"Oh!” Then after a moment's thought, “Wouldn't it be best to destroy it if the Earthlight can't use it?"
"The Earthlight cannot destroy it,” the Power of Obsidian replied patiently. “I, the Omniscient All-seeing Eye of the Obsidian Orb—the Quintessential Nucleus of All Sorcery—will not permit it."
"Why not? It doesn't make sense to allow it to remain in existence."
"The Obsidian Dagger is part of the Power of Obsidian. I am the Power of Obsidian, Peter. The Earthlight has consulted me on the matter of the Obsidian Dagger and my advice is that it should go straight to the Evil One."
"Oh! I see.” This time Peter felt that he had been reproved—if very gently—by the Essence of Obsidian. “How do I by-pass the Lord in Blue and give it to the Evil One?"
Peter felt the light of the Power of Obsidian touch his brain with its strange soft caress. It was as though the Essence of Obsidian was apologizing to him for the unspoken reproof.
"Just tell the Lord in Blue to come and get it and throw the dagger into the air as high as you can. Don't let his evil cloud touch you or the pony. Its substance is not pleasant. Now I must go. Farewell, Peter."
"Wait! Wait!” Peter cried as questions crowded his mind.
"What is it?” The Essence of Obsidian's light pulsed agitatedly.
"How come I'm inside you when I'm not reading the Book of Obsidian?"
"Ah!” Peter expected another reproof but to his surprise the Essence of Obsidian chuckled. “Remember, I am more than just a book, Peter.” And the pulsing light vanished.
Peter found himself still sitting astride his pony, contemplating the Obsidian Dagger in the palm of his hand.
The Lord of Corruption shifted restlessly in his black cloud. “Well? Will you give it to me or do I have to come and take it?"
Peter looked at him with deliberate coldness. “Come and get it."
The Lord of Corruption surged forward in his evil black cloud. Peter caught a glimpse of the bright shimmer of the blue robe. Then he drew back his hand and tossed the dagger as high into the air as he could, aiming slightly at the Blue Lord to prevent the evil cloud touching Argent and panicking her.
The dagger sailed high—far higher than Peter knew he was capable of throwing it. Stray shafts of light filtering through the treetops winked off its surface as it turned and twisted. The Lord of Corruption gave a harsh cry of fury. His cloud swirled towards the soaring dagger. A blue-clad arm reached from the cloud to grab the weapon. But just as the Blue Lord was about to close his hand over the dagger's hilt the air turned dark. It was as though someone had plucked the sun from the sky. The Obsidian Dagger vanished.
The Lord's shriek of frustration and rage wreaked further damage on his voice. “Cheat! Liar and thief! What have you done with it?"
"Your master, the Evil One, has taken it. You'll probably recognize his presence better when you've served him longer. We agreed only a few moments ago that he could have it in exchange for my aunt's return to full health."
The Lord in Blue nearly choked so great was his wrath. “You cheat! You vile hypocrite! You knew very well I meant you to give it to me!"
"I preferred to give it straight into the hands of the Evil One himself. I see from your reaction that I was right. You had no intention of giving it to him.” His voice turned icy with that controlled anger that was so much older than his years. “Now who's the vile hypocrite and cheat? Get out of this forest. It belongs to the Earthlight.” As the Lord in Blue gathered his cloud about him again, Peter added with deliberate adult spite, “I wish you joy of your master's temper now that he knows you've deceived him."
The Lord of Corruption gave a snort of derision and vanished. Peter was left pondering his own words. “´Get out of this forest. It belongs to the Earthlight.’ What on earth made me say that, Argent? The forest belongs to your master, Bart and Susan Brown—doesn't it?"
Argent's ears twitched and she turned her head to look at him. Peter gently slapped her side, laughing ruefully. “You're just as glad to see the back of the Lord in Blue as I am, old girl. Now let's get on with our ride.” He looked around for Dreyfus, but there was no sign of him. “Dreyfus! Dreyfus! Here, boy!"
There was no answer.
"Oh, no! That's all we need, Argent. We don't even know what direction he took."
Now when did he last see Dreyfus? Was the dog with him when he came down in that forest and saw Cerberus and the horde of menacing eyes? And where on earth did that phrase come from?
He closed his eyes and concentrated. From the depths of his subconscious a voice that he would never forget spoke words he didn't even know he had heard before.
"The shepherd guards by night and day, 
His old antagonist to drive away. 
Only the shepherd can put to flight

The three-headed one of colossal might. 
But the horde of menacing eyes must cower

before he reaches his height of power."
That was one of the lessons I learned from the Book of Obsidian.
At the time I didn't understand it. The shepherd is obviously not a man but Dreyfus. Then the full force of the prophecy hit him like a hammer blow. Oh no! Don't tell me Dreyfus was with me in that forest and got left behind! How am I supposed to go back there and get him? I don't know where the forest is—although it must be somewhere in England—and I can only guess what century we might have been in. It was the Power of Obsidian working through the Obsidian Dagger that took me there in the first place, but I don't have the Obsidian Dagger any more and I don't know what Merlin did with the Book of Obsidian.
Unconsciously Peter's hand had strayed to his neck and fingered the silver chain on which hung his Token of Power. He dismounted and tethered Argent to the nearest branch.
"Sorry there's not a lot of grazing for you, old girl.” He took an apple from his lunch pack and put it on the ground. “Here, you can have this."
Argent lowered her head and nibbled at the apple. This was the last thing Peter saw as he drew the Token of Power from under his shirt. He looked at the red dragon set into the medallion like a crystalline jewel and gently touched the ruby eyes. “You've got to aid me again, dragon—help me find Dreyfus. Without both Merlin and Dreyfus I'm in danger until I reach full power."
The jeweled eye winked at him. But maybe it was just a trick of the light. Then, without warning, Peter's vision was obscured by a pinkish mist. It flowed over and past him until it enveloped even the pony.
Argent looked up—and found herself almost nose-to-nose with an enormous, red scaly creature. It had its mouth slightly open and through the pink mist issuing from this enormous cavern and its huge nostrils she saw two rows of horrendously sharp teeth. With the gentle breath of the dragon all around her, however, all she did was reach up and touch her nose to the dragon's before going back to the delights of the apple.
"Get up while she's still in a trance,” the dragon said softly.
Peter, remembering his last dragon-ride, put his hands to the scaly side and was instantly astride the dragon's back. Moments later they were airborne, with the dark-green forest spread below.
Peter turned his gaze back to the far horizon, and suddenly he was looking at a foreign scene. There was a forest, but it was a bare deciduous one. The dragon was flying quite low now, although Peter couldn't remember it descending. Smoke curled lazily into the air from chimneys that Peter couldn't yet see.
Then suddenly he knew where they were. Directly ahead was the castle where the witch Morgause lived.
"Is Dreyfus here, dragon? Has Morgause got him?"
"I don't know, but she is the key to finding him. Now I'll take you to her apartments. Then I must leave you."
Peter found himself standing near a huge fire in a dim room. The walls were hung with rich tapestries. There was a luxurious carpet of animal skins under his feet. He had no time to notice anything else, for there was someone already in the room. On the other side of the fire a shadow stirred. A figure clothed in the bright green of spring rose from the couch where she had been reclining ... and Peter was looking straight into the face of Morgause.
The green eyes glittered in the delicate ivory face. “Ah! It's the youngling himself; the Chosen One.” She looked at him critically and shook her head. The firelight caught her hair, turning it to shimmering gold. “I don't understand why the Earthlight chose you. The boy Jamie now—he looks and sings like an angel. He would have been a much more appropriate choice."
Peter flushed despite himself. But her taunts, he decided, were more endurable than her fawning and petting.
"I want my dog. You have no right to take Dreyfus. He belongs to the Earthlight.” In spite of himself his voice was heated.
Her smile was pure malice. “Why should I want your dog? Whatever would I want a dog for—especially one belonging to the Earthlight?” Her eyes appraised him coolly. “However, I now have something even better than your dog. I have you yourself, the Chosen One of the Earthlight."
She stepped forward and raised her hand, pointing at something over his shoulder. Peter heard the grinding of bolts on the door behind him.
"Don't bother to call your dragon, young greenhorn. He's gone. I've locked him out. By magic,” she added as Peter whirled to face the door.
He snatched at the chain around his neck, dragged out the medallion and gazed at it in disbelief. It was unadorned. The dragon was gone. The Token of Power was nothing but a blank silver disc.
 



Chapter 7
Nightmare Journey
MORGAUSE'S silvery laugh rippled out at the expression on Peter's face as he frantically rubbed at the polished silver disc.
"You're worse than Merlin. You find it impossible to believe I have the power to influence anything that belongs to or is connected with the Earthlight. According to Merlin I squander my potential on what he calls personal beautification. He's totally unable—or unwilling—to recognize that my power is every bit as potent as his, probably more so."
Peter thrust the Token of Power back under his shirt away from the taint of her gaze. “You'll find he's right when it's too late."
Morgause's eyes glinted. “Is that what he tells you?"
"No. It's what I'm telling you."
Slowly she crossed in front of the fire until she stood less than a meter from him. Oh great! Now he'd made her angry. What on earth made him say that anyway? There was no point crossing someone as evil as she was. Heaven knew what she might do if she considered him impertinent. Heart thumping, Peter forced himself not to retreat, and to return the gaze of her fierce green eyes with what he hoped was matching intensity. It took every ounce of determination he possessed not to lower his eyelids. When the ferocity in the green eyes turned to reluctant respect he couldn't have been more surprised if she'd suddenly turned into a tigress in front of him. She lifted her right hand and gently touched him under the chin. Caught unawares, he stepped back. She laughed softly again and the green eyes swept him from head to foot and back again.
"I don't bite,” she said evenly, showing her teeth in an almost contradictory smile. She looked him up and down again. “You know, I think maybe you're made of sterner stuff than you look. That's perhaps rather a two-edged compliment, but it was meant to be a compliment."
"And the Token of Power is a two-edged sword.” Again Peter was puzzled at his own words.
He had the satisfaction of seeing her look discomfited. She quickly recovered and laughed with unveiled scorn. “It isn't even a single-edged sword without its dragon, Peter. Remember—I have locked him out."
"But how long can you keep him out?"
The complacency of her smile broadened. “Oh, long enough. Certainly long enough for my purpose."
Peter's heart thumped even faster at this threat as he wondered what her purpose might be. It must have something to do with Dreyfus and Cerberus, and that huge pack of wolves. The prophecy says ´the horde of menacing eyes must cower before he reaches his height of power'. Is Dreyfus ready yet to force hundreds—thousands—of wolves to retreat? And what have wolves got to do with the Evil One?
His throat was so dry he had to swallow before repeating his first question.
"Where is Dreyfus? What have you done with him?"
Morgause's smile sweetened. Her voice dripped with honey. “Please believe me, sweet child, I haven't got your dog. I don't know where he is. I wouldn't dream of taking a boy's dog from him. But you yourself, now, well that's a different matter, because you are the Chosen One of the Earthlight. I just might have thought of kidnapping you if you hadn't saved me the trouble by so kindly dropping in."
Peter's heart dropped like a stone. He knew she could see the despair in his eyes. He hadn't the guile to veil them as Morgause would have done with the exquisite dark gold of her thick long lashes.
She moved a hard straight-backed chair to face him and gracefully seated herself. Her eyes surveyed him critically. “I really am sorry that I can't help you find your dog, but I'll tell you what I can do. I'm to be married shortly—"
"But Jadus is with his father!” Peter exclaimed before he could stop himself. Oh now I've done it. That will probably put her in a temper.
To his surprise, Morgause smiled with amusement. “Oh dear! You are very naive. What makes you think I would marry someone like Jadus Castirio? I am a princess, remember, daughter of King Uther no less. Jadus is handsome and amusing, but he's a serf, and the son of a serf, for all that I've given them their freedom. His father might be Lord of Obsidian where you come from, but what's that to me? I'm a great sorceress as well as a princess. You must surely agree that only a king is a suitable husband for someone like me? I'm to marry Lot, King of Lothian and Orkney."
"Oh!” For a moment Peter could think of nothing suitable to say. Then, very deliberately, “What will Sujad the Great, Lord of Obsidian, have to say about that? You've jilted his son."
Her eyes glittered. “Should he be foolish enough to come back I can deal with him. As for Jadus—well, I should like to see him again. In my own way I'm very fond of him."
"So fond of him you've sent him to his doom."
This time his shaft hit home. She flushed. “You're very insolent for a mere boy. If you're to be a page in my new court you'll have to learn better manners."
"Who said anything about being your page?"
"That's what I was about to tell you when you interrupted me with talk of the Lord of Obsidian and his ... base-born son."
Peter thought rapidly. “Thank you for the offer; I'm very appreciative of the honor, but would rather return to my own time,” he said with careful formality.
Morgause laughed with genuine amusement. “Ah! So you do have a modicum of manners. However, who said anything about giving you a choice?” She looked at him thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose you do have a choice, really—between being my page or my prisoner. As my page you will have a certain amount of ... shall we say freedom? As my prisoner, you'll be permanently locked up."
"What will King Lot say about that?"
The green eyes flashed. “King Lot will know nothing! It will be a simple matter to keep it from him. I could, for instance, turn you into a pet bird, or rabbit or tortoise, maybe even a frog."
Peter's thoughts raced. Not if I can help it, he thought. “In that case I think I'd rather be a page."
She beamed at him. “I knew you'd see sense.” She rose from her chair and pulled at a silken cord. A bell rang somewhere in the heart of the castle. “We'll get you fitted out right now. We leave for Orkney tomorrow and I'm to be married as soon as we arrive."
In no time at all Peter was dressed in the spring green and gold colors that Morgause favored. They looked dreadful on him, he mused. His hair appeared even mousier than he had thought and his pale skin looked almost sallow.
Morgause glanced over his shoulder at his reflection in the mirror and she seemed to know what he was thinking. “What a drab little cockbird you are, to be sure! I almost regret my decision to make you a page. I like to surround myself with people who have at least a modicum of good looks. You didn't even get your fair share, you poor mite. Goodness knows what King Lot will make of you."
* * * *
PETER QUICKLY found that life as a page to Morgause was little short of that of slave and prisoner anyway. He slept that night in her dressing room. The only door to and from this room was the one leading to her own bedroom. The window was too high to jump from and the castle walls were such as to allow no footholds. Morgause even made a great show of locking the door leading to the corridor and tucking the key into her nightshift before they retired.
The following morning he was roused from sleep before it was even light. A young man who he later discovered was one of Morgause's squires conducted him down to the kitchens, where he helped to prepare breakfast for Morgause. The squire accompanied him as he staggered back to Morgause's apartments under the weight of the laden tray. Morgause's personal maid took the tray from him at the door and conducted Peter down to the hall where he was to break his own fast.
The pages and squires with whom he breakfasted were all from wealthy and sometimes titled households. He gathered they were in the castle to learn the skills of knighthood. There were two pages wearing Morgause's colors. They were both extremely good-looking lads, although one, like himself, had unsuitable complexion and hair coloring for spring green and gold. He was a little older than Peter and the moment his eyes rested on the new page his expression turned suspicious.
"Where did you come from—and when did you arrive?” was his greeting.
"From Merlin,” Peter said, unable to think of anything else. When the other looked incredulous, he added quickly, “Mor—the princess spirited me away from him—yesterday it was."
"What would she want to do that for? You look more suited to becoming a mouse than a knight.” He laughed uproariously at his own joke. “You weren't in the pages’ dormitory last night. Where did you sleep?"
"In M—the princess's dressing room.” The older boy's mouth fell open. Several expressions chased themselves across his face. Peter recognized the uppermost as envy so he added quickly, “It's nothing to do with favoritism. She hates me almost as much as she does Merlin. I'm her prisoner."
The other boy's face split into a wide, spiteful grin. “Ooh! Then I'm sure that, as her loyal pages, Hughie here and I can be of great service to her.” He returned his attention to his breakfast. “You have a peculiar accent,” he said, just when Peter thought he was going to get some peace. “I haven't heard it before. Maybe it's just because you're obviously not high-born."
Peter refused to be baited. “I'm sure you'll hear many different accents once you become a knight and travel a bit more,” he said equably, tackling the food on his plate with surprisingly good appetite considering his predicament.
"Oh? And I suppose you have traveled a bit?"
"Wellll, I suppose I've traveled more than most. Wherever Merlin goes I go."
The older boy sniggered. “Not any more. Now my fine lady's got her claws into you she'll put a stop to that."
Peter swallowed his last mouthful of bread. He pushed back his chair.
"I have to help the princess with the last of her packing,” he said by way of excusing himself.
He turned to leave, only to find the squire at his elbow again. He was burly for his age and this time Peter noticed he wore Morgause's colors on his sleeve. “I'll take you up."
Peter suffered himself to be shepherded from the room and up to Morgause's apartments where her ladies were already scurrying around.
The squire looked down his nose at Peter as they stopped outside the door of Morgause's apartment. “Apprenticed to Merlin were you?"
"In a manner of speaking."
"Well, if my lady wants to keep you I reckon she'll have to put you under guard night and day. Whatever she might say, she knows her powers will never equal Merlin's. All I know is I'd rather not have the guarding of you, but I expect I'll have to do my bit."
He gave two loud knocks on the door. Almost instantly it was opened by a harassed-looking maidservant who said nothing but merely held the door while Peter went inside. She then locked it and took the key to her mistress. Morgause put it down the front of her gown.
It was barely light when Morgause and her retinue set out. By the standards of her time it was, Peter supposed, an impressive set-up. Great lumbering wagons pulled by heavily muscled horses carried all Morgause's household and personal goods. Morgause rode in the best wagon with the greater portion of her staff on horseback around her. Peter had the dubious honor of sharing her wagon along with her favorite servants. Whenever Morgause wanted anything done or brought to her it was nearly always Peter she called upon, so long as he was able to serve her without leaving the wagon.
For Peter, used to the comparative comfort of twentieth-century travel, it was a very arduous journey. He felt almost sorry for those who had nothing to do, for at least Morgause's demands broke the monotony of the slow journey and helped to take his mind off the fact that the jolting was beginning to make him feel sick.
Much to his discomfit, Morgause quickly divined how he felt. Her maids had made up a thickly cushioned feather bed for her, where she reclined in relative comfort, well wrapped against the cold. She smiled sweetly as she threw aside her wrappings and patted the feather mattress beside her. “Come and join me. Come!"
Peter stared, aghast, but had no option but to obey. She pulled the blankets around him and before he knew what was happening she had taken a small bottle hidden somewhere in her gown, unstoppered it and pressed it to his lips.
"Drink this. I use it myself for travel sickness. It will make you feel much better.” Peter stared helplessly into the green eyes laughing maliciously down at him. “It won't poison you.” And she forced the liquid into his mouth.
Peter swallowed reluctantly. The sugar and alcohol in the mixture made him think of the cough medicines used in his own century. There was obviously some lemon in the mixture as well and this, together with the sugar and alcohol, gave it a pleasant warming taste. He tired not to wonder what else might be in it. Instead, he lay back on the pillow that Morgause placed at his head and made himself as comfortable as possible. The queasiness quickly abated. In no time at all he was asleep.
Morgause smiled complacently. Now she too could get some rest.
* * * *
TO PETER'S surprise, he seemed to have fallen asleep on his pony. What am I doing sprawled across Argent's back? Then his heart started pounding as he remembered the last thing he had seen. The wolves! The wolves! I must wake up or they'll get us both! He tried to move, but something seemed to be weighing his limbs down. He dragged his eyelids open, but all he could see was a blur of ground and grass. He thought he saw human feet passing over the ground but was unable to turn his head to check. Like his limbs, his head felt extremely heavy.
All at once everything went dark. Then a great babble of voices hit his ears and light slowly returned. He heard the crackle of flames. It's the forest—the forest is on fire! Then the pony seemed to be climbing. He kept banging against her sides.
Suddenly he was falling—falling. It felt almost as though someone had thrown him from Argent's back. He tried to brace himself for the impact and stop his head hitting the ground but was unable even to protect his face. He hit the ground face down—and whatever he had fallen on was not only soft but also invitingly warm. Something came down on top of him. It was soft and warm; he snuggled into it.
Where was he? His heart jerked suddenly and he dragged his eyes open to make out his surroundings. A face was bending over him, so blurred he could only see that it was broad and must belong to a woman, for a cloud of untidy brown hair surrounded it.
The face bent closer and its owner spoke. As she did so Peter's vision cleared and he realised she must be a servant.
"You poor dear lad,” she said soothingly, smoothing his hair back from his face. “You's'll be better after a good night's sleep. You be lucky to have such a kind mistress. She'm most concerned about you."
Peter opened his mouth to speak, but no words would come. All he could get out was an inarticulate croaking sound. He groaned at his helplessness. He appeared unable to move either; even his thinking must be clouded, for he was having trouble working out what was happening and where he was. Involuntarily water sprang to his eyes and a strangled sob of frustration escaped his lips.
"There now. You'm goin’ to be all right. I be the landlady ´ere. My lady says as I's to take special care of you—you bein’ ´er favorite like. I got your medicines all ´andy. I's made you some chicken broth seein’ as you'm not up to eatin’ solids."
The woman's strength surprised Peter as she hauled him to a sitting position and propped a pile of pillows at his head. She then pulled the blankets as tightly around him as she could, for the room was very cold. He saw her pick up a bowl of steaming liquid and before he could protest she had pushed a spoon full of hot soup into his mouth. He swallowed. It was surprisingly good and he suddenly realised how hungry he was. How many meals have I missed? he wondered as he gulped at the soup like a starving baby.
The landlady beamed at him. “It be nice to see you's gettin’ some appetite back. Would you like some more or could you take sommat solid p'raps?"
Peter tried to speak but failed. All that came out was another croak. What's the matter with me? She might just as well have turned me into a frog. By now his mind was beginning to clear and he had untangled the mystery of what was happening to him. I think she must have put some sort of spell on me as well as drugged me. Surely there can't be any drug in the dark ages that can paralyze people and make them dumb as well as sending them to sleep.
"Oh dear.” The landlady now seemed to realise that she had phrased her question so that it was difficult for her patient to answer. “More soup?” This time Peter was able to give a small nod. “Like some bread sopped in it?"
"Please.” Even to his own ears his croak was unintelligible.
When she could get no more soup and bread into him, the landlady poured something into a small glass and thrust it into his mouth. Recognizing it as the same mixture Morgause had forced on him in the wagon, Peter tried to refuse it.
"My lady says as you was stubborn about takin’ t'medicine.” Such was the woman's strength and dexterity that Peter found himself again swallowing against his will. “There, m'dear. That be to make you sleep comf'table."
Tears welled into Peter's eyes again. If only he could make himself understood! If only he could make her see how evil the woman she kept referring to really was! As she took away the pillows that propped him up in bed and settled him down again, Peter realised that she was now aware of his intense frustration.
"Never mind, dearie. You is on the mend and ull be able to speak soon. It ull be all right in the mornin', you marks my words."
Peter didn't hear her leave the room. He sank into unconsciousness as though someone had thrown a switch in his brain.
When he awoke next morning it was to someone roughly shaking his shoulder. He opened his eyes and it was still dark. The light of a candle close to his eyes momentarily blocked out anything else. Then the candle was put on the table at the bedside and the light from its flame illuminated the figure bending over him. It was Morgause. The candlelight turned her hair into a halo of pure gold. Her eyes shone green in the dark like a cat's. She was fully dressed for traveling.
"How are you feeling? We have to leave now."
Peter sat up.
"All right,” he said in surprise. “No thanks to you, though."
"Good. We'll eat on the way. The landlady has made us up something to take with us. Come on, up you get.” Mercilessly she dragged the bedclothes from him.
Shivering violently and with chattering teeth, Peter climbed out of bed. He was still dressed in the hated page's uniform—nobody had bothered to undress him—and all he had to do was struggle into his boots and cloak. Morgause waited, impatiently tapping her foot on the floor.
That day was very much like the previous one, as were others that followed. Peter found that if he refused to take the drugged potion he had to suffer the indignity of being held down by one of the squires and the page who had taunted him at breakfast. No matter how hard he fought they managed to get it into him, even if they did spill some in the process—and no matter how much they spilled Morgause never ran out of it.
It filled his sleep—if such drugged unconsciousness could be called sleep—with dreams that were like waking nightmares, so real did they seem even in their confusion. In the short periods of lucidity that he was allowed, he called upon Merlin and the Lady with all his might. Several times he noticed Morgause watching him as he waited for the answer that did not come. Her mouth was twisted into a speculative half-smile while her green eyes mocked him. She always seemed to know exactly what he was thinking.
One day they were still on the road as dusk fell. One of the wagons had broken a shaft and the wagoners were busy mending it. Peter was unaware, however, that the convoy had even stopped. He was still lying in his drugged stupor.
Peter lifted his head as all sound and motion ceased.
"Why have we stopped?” he asked Merlin—and suddenly realised he was lying on a bank of snow and snowflakes were falling all around him. He tried struggling to a sitting position but found he was unable to move.
"My horse has gone lame,” he heard the sorcerer reply. “I'll have to ride with you on yours."
"Argent can't take both of us. She's too small.” Peter looked around, trying to find Merlin, but all he could see was a stretch of white ground no matter what direction he looked. It was getting dark, too. “Where are we?"
There was no reply. Peter struggled to rise again—and again failed.
Then he heard a sound in the distance that made his blood curdle. The howl of a wolf. Another answered. Then the sound was taken up by others. It drew closer and closer.
"Hurry up, man!” a voice snapped. “If we don't move now we'll be trapped in the snow."
The voice was that of Morgause and Peter was back in the wagon. There was no sign of Morgause, however, and much to his surprise he found he was wide awake and could actually move. He crept over to the nearest end of the wagon and lifted the flap. Snowflakes billowed in at him. Then he heard the voice of the wagoner.
"´Tis rather early for snow, m'lady."
"It probably won't last,” Morgause said, “but those wolves are getting too close for comfort. Unharness the horses and leave the wagon. You can come back for it tomorrow."
She turned to climb back into her own wagon. Hastily Peter lay back in the bed and pretended to be still unconscious. He breathed evenly and deeply. But his heart was pounding so hard he was sure she must hear it. Before the wagon train resumed its journey he heard the wolves again—and they were surely much closer this time.
"That sounds like an unusually large pack,” he heard Morgause say nervously to her lady-in-waiting.
"They won't bother us, my lady. No pack of wolves, however large, would challenge a traveling company as big as ours."
They arrived at their destination well after dark and Peter suffered himself to be slung over the shoulders of one of the men like a sack of potatoes. This time, however, he was fully conscious. He was thrown onto a bed and left to the ministrations of a servant. As he made sure she found it impossible to rouse him, however, he managed to escape having more of Morgause's drug poured into him.
"Oh, well, just leave him,” he heard Morgause say when she came to see how things were and the woman complained that the boy would not wake up. “If he does wake up make sure you give him his medicine because I'll hold you personally responsible if anything happens to him. He's very precious to me."
She swept from the room before the woman could reply.
Assuming I actually get to sleep, this will be my first real sleep since landing myself in Morgause's clutches, Peter thought as he heard the door close behind her and the key grate in the lock. From the creaking sound he then heard he concluded that the woman left to watch him had seated herself in the chair. Peter waited for what seemed an eternity. Then slowly he lifted his eyelids until he was able to peep from underneath his lashes. The candle on the bedside table still burned. The woman's chin already rested on her chest. Even as he watched she started snoring gently. He waited another ten minutes or so.
"Merlin! Merlin! Where are you?” he called—shouted—in mind-speech.
A great howling sounded somewhere in the near distance. Peter jerked up. He looked quickly at the sleeping woman. They'll wake her up!
Quick, Merlin! Hurry! The wolves howled again—closer. The woman, heavily wrapped against the cold, slept on. Peter jumped out of bed and ran to the window.
He opened the shutter a crack. There was very little light—just enough to show him the swirling snowflakes. The cold bit into his bare feet. He turned to put his boots on; the howl came again. It seemed to freeze the very blood in his veins. This time it was right at the doors of the inn. He threw on his cloak, rammed his feet into his boots and returned to the window. He pulled the shutter open again. Then he saw them—three pairs of red eyes glowing in the dark—and behind them the pale glitter of other eyes, hundreds of them. They had the inn surrounded. He made to draw back—too late. Cerberus had seen him. Three pairs of baleful red eyes glared at him.
 



Chapter 8
The Horde of Menacing Eyes
PETER'S MIND raced. Could the wolves get into the inn? Were they flesh-and-blood creatures or just specters? Specter or not, he told himself, Cerberus was capable of attacking Dreyfus. Therefore he can attack me. And if he's a specter he can probably enter the inn.
In desperation he turned to the sleeping woman. He shook her vigorously. “Wake up! Wake up!"
She slumped further in the chair. Oh no! Don't tell me she's dead! But even as he thought this the woman gave a loud snore. He shook her again—still to no avail. He grabbed the candle and raced to the door. Only as he turned the knob did he remember Morgause had locked him in. To his astonishment, however, the door opened. He raced out and hammered on Morgause's door.
"Wake up! Wake up!"
On receiving no answer, he turned the handle and pushed. To his surprise the door opened. He crossed the room and placed the candlestick on a chest at the bedside.
Morgause lay on her back, her unbound hair spread over the pillow. The candlelight turned it to liquid gold and warmed the ivory pallor of her cheeks. It touched the strawberry-red of her lips, folded in misleading innocence. Briefly Peter wondered what the scene reminded him of. It was only as he grabbed her shoulder and shook her that it came to him. The Sleeping Beauty, he thought foolishly. I should perhaps be kissing instead of shaking her. The idea was utterly repellent.
"Wake up!” He shook her again, but she flopped like a rag doll.
The incongruity of this powerful sorceress being so helpless in the hands of her captive—and him a mere boy—struck Peter. But he had no time to ponder it. He turned to run from the room. At the door he remembered the candle. He returned for it. Morgause no longer slept in carefully arranged pose. Peter's shaking had thrown her into such disarray that she looked like a doll whose owner had carelessly tossed her aside.
He grabbed the candle and returned to his room. All the while the dreadful howling rose and fell outside the inn.
Someone's put a sleeping spell on everybody in the inn but me. If it's the Evil One, why would he want to immobilize Morgause? The answer came readily enough. Because although she might be Merlin's enemy and therefore mine, she's not on the Evil One's side. She works only for herself. He frowned, puzzled. In that case,
why didn't the Evil One put the spell on me to make me easy prey for Cerberus and his pack of wolves? Perhaps he doesn't want me to be easy prey, but wishes to see me thoroughly terrorized before allowing Cerberus to get me.
Peter sat on the bed and put his head in his hands. I must keep calm and clear-headed! I must concentrate and bring the Lady to my assistance. He strove to block out the howling by plugging his ears with his fingers. He tried to picture the Lady, struggled to imagine the eerie strands of her music.
For a few seconds the howling receded. And he heard it—only a few notes. But it was definitely the Lady's music. Her voice followed—a mere whisper. “Merlin comes,” was all she said, the words dying on a thin strand of music.
Almost sobbing with relief, Peter cried out in mind-speech, “Merlin! Merlin! Hurry! I'm alone and beset by Cerberus and a pack of wolves."
"Where's Dreyfus?” The sorcerer sounded hard-pressed.
"I don't know.” Peter couldn't disguise his anguish at Dreyfus's disappearance.
"Don't worry; we'll find him. In the meantime stay away from the window. You'll only strengthen their determination. Give me a picture of what's been happening to you."
It took a matter of seconds for Peter to do this—mind-pictures were quicker than mind-speech—but it seemed like hours to him. Conjuring up the right images to give Merlin just enough information left him mentally exhausted.
"Okay; that's enough. I've got all I need."
Peter sat on the bed waiting. He longed for action but could think of nothing useful he could do. The howling rose again, getting louder. A strong, unaccountable urge to go to the window gripped him. I have to know what's going on out there. He resisted, hanging on grimly to the edge of the bed.
The strength of the compulsion grew with every passing second. The howls became increasingly insistent. They beat at Peter's mind like the force of the Evil One himself, threatening to break it. But they are the force of the Evil One, he reminded himself.
Involuntarily, his hand went to the chain holding the Token of Power. He heard his own voice saying, “The Token of Power is a two-edged sword.” With shaking fingers he drew the Token from under his shirt. He gazed at the empty, burnished surface in despair. “A two-edged sword—a two-edged sword!” his voice shouted at him from miles away.
"And a Token of Power is a two-faced symbol,” he muttered, and turned the disc over. The ruby eye of the red dragon winked at him from the other side.
He touched the dragon with a shaking finger. But the raised image was no illusion. Instantly there was a rushing sound like a huge flock of birds overhead. And there was the dragon, his tail sprawled across the bed in a most undignified fashion. The jeweled ruby of the eye nearest to Peter winked at him. Peter put his hands on the monster's scaly side. He felt himself jerked upwards. Then he was sitting astride its back and they were out in the snow-filled air looking down at the scene around the inn. The white ground was thick with dark shapes.
The wolves howled with redoubled rage at the sight of the dragon and the boy. Instantly they turned their attention from the inn. There was no longer any prey there. Peter didn't need to see Merlin to know he had arrived somewhere just outside the great pack.
"I had to leave my dragon with the Lady. Her need is greater than mine and a dragon is no use for carrying a dog. In fact, a dragon is of little use with the ground swarming in wolves."
"Have you found Dreyfus?” In his anxiety Peter failed to absorb the implications of what Merlin had said.
"Not yet. Can you come and pick me up please?"
Peter received a mind picture of Merlin's position. At any other time it would have made him laugh. To see the normally powerful sorcerer perched on a branch clinging for dear life to a tree trunk was quite a sight. It lost its amusing quality, however, at sight of the wolves below. Suddenly aware of the presence of their master's greatest enemy, they swarmed at the tree, snapping at Merlin's heels. One caught at the bottom of his cloak, falling back with a mouthful of cloth and fur.
Peter sent his dragon hurtling in Merlin's direction. “Can't you do something to get out of their way?"
"No.” Merlin's reply was terse with the unwonted helplessness of his position. “I've exhausted most of my power in helping the Lady.” He paused and when he spoke again his voice was caustic. “We haven't exactly been having a holiday in keeping the Evil One at bay!"
As Merlin snapped out his last sentence the dragon arrived at the tree. Fortunately it was on the edge of the stand. Hovering with surprising agility in the dark, the dragon lowered itself sufficiently for Merlin to be able to touch its sides. As the dragon hovered, it turned his head to face the wolves. Eyes glaring balefully, it belched flames in their direction.
"Stop wasting your energy!” Merlin snapped as he perched himself in front of Peter. “They're flesh and blood but they're immune to that sort of thing."
The dragon made no answer. It simply beat the air with its wings and rose into the night sky. As it accelerated, the wolves on the ground ran to match its speed. Their unnatural howls filled the air. The snow had now stopped and their bodies were a seething mass of black against the white ground.
"Can't we run them to exhaustion?” Peter asked.
"The dragon itself is not inexhaustible, for all its power. Flying is a tiring activity—especially with two passengers on one's back."
"When we find Dreyfus how do we save him?"
"We don't. It's the other way round. If we want to be rescued we have to find Dreyfus."
It was the wolves that found Dreyfus. A large section of the pack suddenly veered off at a tangent. From their perch on the dragon's back, Merlin and Peter caught a glimpse of Cerberus's red eyes at the head of the breakaway pack. Then they saw the reason for the change of direction. On top of a small round treeless hill stood Dreyfus—a dark shape looking much like another wolf against the snow.
The wind that had been blowing the snow around swept aside the last of the snow clouds. The moon emerged, eerily bright, throwing Dreyfus's shadow down the hill towards the wolves. The wolves, Peter reasoned, couldn't fail to see Dreyfus outlined against the sky's sudden brightness. He looked enormous. They checked their headlong rush and their howls died abruptly. Their pale eyes glared in the dog's direction.
The ones in front watched their leader. Peter sensed the three-headed dog stiffen as he recognized his old enemy and three brains remembered the brief pleasure of sinking their fangs into the dog's flesh. But the three heads, Peter realised with surprise, weren't in accord. In that earlier encounter one had received a wound. The brain within the head wasn't slow to recall this. It also remembered something else: the wound hadn't been ordinary, but had left that head with a distinct impression of having been attacked by something mightier than itself.
Cerberus's leading head turned in Dreyfus's direction. One of the others followed suit. They glared red defiance at the dog standing like a statue on the hill, and flung their snarls at him in challenge. The moon behind him made Dreyfus's shadow appear huge. It barely touched Cerberus's third head. The third head cowered, whimpering. Its whimpers were barely heard over the snarls of the other two.
Peter sensed Cerberus's message going right through the great pack of wolves. He watched helplessly as the pack readied itself for the charge.
Up on the hill Dreyfus stood rigidly. The horde of menacing eyes must cower before he reaches his height of power. The rhyme from the prophecy recited itself in Peter's mind. Was this Dreyfus's time to come into his power?
Come on, boy! he urged silently.
Then it was as though he saw through his dog's eyes, noting the cowering of one of Cerberus's heads, for there were only two pairs of red eyes glaring at Dreyfus. But behind those grisly orbs stretched a never-ending sea of pale, slitted eyes, eyes that remained uncowed.
The eyes, both red and green, stared fixedly in Dreyfus's direction, and to Peter it was as though they stared at him. He stared back at the red ones, trying desperately not to blink.
It took him a few moments to realise there were only two pairs of eyes; Cerberus was having problems with one of his heads.
He waited patiently, watching heads numbers one and two join forces to compel obedience from the one that cowered. Finally came just what Peter realised Dreyfus had been waiting for: the eyes of the third head finally turned in his direction.
Peter felt the hairs all over his body rise as the three-headed dog signaled the pack to attack. What could Dreyfus possibly do against all those wolves? And what could he do to help?
Suddenly Dreyfus moved. He threw back his head and sent his eerie howl resounding over hills and valleys.
Moonlight caught the Token of Power at his exposed throat.
Peter expected the dragon on the token to appear. What good will that do?
If my dragon can't do anything, neither can another. Dreyfus will be killed.
But the dragon stayed within the token. Very clearly in the moonlight, Peter saw what looked like pink mist issue from the area of his dog's throat. In a matter of seconds an eerie halo surrounded Dreyfus. At first it seemed that the reddish light came from the moon, but rapidly it took on a life of its own, flowing around Dreyfus and growing steadily larger. Then it surged outwards. Its power hit Cerberus full in the chest. Blood-curdling cries burst from three throats. The three-headed monster disappeared in a blaze of red fire.
With their leader gone, terror seized the wolves. They tried to flee in all directions, but none succeeded. Some received bites in their panic-stricken rush to get away from the creature that had apparently destroyed their mighty leader. But a force none of them understood held them captive. One by one they became calm. Peter felt almost mesmerized as every wolf turned its eyes fearfully towards the apparition on the hilltop—an apparition that was now just a dog. But, to Peter's astonishment, it was as though Dreyfus's commanding gaze bored into the eyes of each wolf. So quickly that it was hard to see which wolf surrendered first, the horde of eyes cowered before the dog. The menacing lights went out as though someone had thrown a switch. Then, in small groups and large, tails between their legs, the wolves slunk away.
The dragon descended to land on the hill at Dreyfus's side. When Peter and Merlin had slid off his back he simply disappeared. Peter drew his Token of Power out and glanced at it. The dragon's ruby eye winked at him from both sides. He breathed a relieved sigh, and next moment was enveloped in Dreyfus's overwhelming greetings.
Merlin's voice brought Peter back to sober reality. “Dreyfus is now leader of that pack of wolves—the biggest pack that has ever roamed the earth. He has claimed them from their master, the Evil One."
Peter looked up at him. In the moonlight Merlin's face was still white and strained from the ordeals of the past few days. “He's a dog, not a wolf."
"So is Cerberus."
"Is? He's still around then? I thought he'd been destroyed."
"He hasn't been killed, if that's what you mean. As you know, the Earthlight does not kill. I doubt that he'll be any further trouble, though."
Peter glanced nervously down at the quiet, moonlit valley where the vast area of dirty churned-up snow was the only sign that there had been anything there. “What about the wolves?"
"What about them?"
"Well, will they trouble us again?"
"Your wits must be addled, Peter. The wolves now follow Dreyfus. He is their leader."
Peter swallowed. “But they're evil."
"Not necessarily. They're just animals, but they're not immune to the powers of those above them—especially powers that are outside even human experience. Animals are perhaps the easiest creatures to use for ill purposes. Dragons are animals, remember—ancient members of the reptile family."
"But we don't use them for evil purposes!"
"No. In fact, we don't command the dragons. They are their own masters and help the Earthlight—or anyone for that matter—of their own accord. Morgause should have kept your dragon captive instead of merely shutting it out. Unfortunately for her, to capture and confine such a mighty creature in the short time at her disposal was beyond her powers. The dragon informed us of your plight but couldn't tell us if Dreyfus was with you, although he knew Dreyfus was caught in the same time and place."
"You took your time in coming. I'd almost given up hope.” A sudden thought occurred to Peter. “Was it you who put the sleeping spell on everybody except me?"
"Who else? I was also responsible for your decision to pretend to be still drugged. It surprises me that Morgause didn't tumble to that one. She ought to know how long the effects of her drugs should last."
"It couldn't have been just drugs, though, because I was paralyzed as well as unconscious. They wouldn't have had drugs as powerful as that in the dark ages, would they?"
Merlin shrugged. “Not that I know of. But then I wouldn't have much use for a drug that paralyzes. I've studied only herbs that heal. That's not to say Morgause hasn't discovered something that does paralyze, though. She's very knowledgeable in that direction."
By this time they had reached the bottom of the hill and now stood in the slush left by the wolves.
"Hadn't we better get out of here before the spell wears off at the inn?” Peter asked.
"Don't tell me you're afraid of that hag with me around."
Peter found it difficult to tell, even after looking at Merlin's face, whether or not the sorcerer was teasing him. He grinned as he conjured up Morgause's bedroom at the inn and remembered how easily he had destroyed her “sleeping beauty” image—and all through the power of Merlin. Yes, he thought, feeling all the tension of the past few days slip from him like a discarded cloak, it's great to have him around.
"I wish you could have seen her when I shook her. She flopped around like a rag doll.” He was rewarded by the brief, schoolboyish grin that lit Merlin's face all too seldom.
However, the grin disappeared, leaving Peter wondering if he'd imagined it, and the sorcerer's normal grim lines marched across his face. “We'd better get you and Dreyfus back to Bart's property. It's the best place for you, even though I opened the way for the Evil One and his servants by inadvertently taking Jadus Castirio from Morgause's side and bringing him here. With Dreyfus having come into full power you'll have more protection now. It's not ideal but it's the best I can do at the moment."
"What about the farm in the South Island where we spent Christmas?” Peter asked wistfully.
"Thaddeus Carter is with me when he's not tending to the business of his farm. In fact he's had to hire extra staff because both he and his chief farm hand, Simon Te Awa, are working with the Lady and myself."
"Oh!” was all Peter said, but was only too aware that to Merlin's keen ears the word would contain a wealth of information.
"There's no need to feel envious, Peter. Our work is tedious to say the least. Lying unmoving in those stone coffins was no picnic, and what we're doing at the moment is ... well, not much different. And you will see the Lady again, many times. In the meantime, all the Earthlight wants you to do while awaiting your cues is to enjoy your holiday."
Peter sighed. “I'll try. Only I wish we could all be together. If we could work as a team we'd have more power against the Enemy."
Merlin shook his head. “I'm afraid it doesn't work like that. If only it did things would be so much easier.” He was beginning to sound impatient. “Now let's go while we've still got the chance."
He grabbed Peter's hand with one of his own and Dreyfus's collar with the other. Before Peter could draw breath the moonlit stretch of slushy snow began to spin and fade. The muddy white turned green, and the spinning sensation suddenly stopped. Peter found himself standing in the middle of the forest that covered most of Bart Brown's land. Merlin was nowhere in sight. Argent stood tethered a short distance away, contentedly munching an apple. Dreyfus stood by her head, tentatively sniffing the pieces of apple.
Peter looked at his watch. “I guess it's time for lunch anyway, you two."
He gathered some fallen needles into a pile under a tree and sat down on it to eat. Dreyfus settled down beside him. Peter had chosen a tree where shafts of sunlight found their way to the forest floor and the warmth of the sun, although not great, was enough to relax his suddenly tired muscles. Having finished his lunch, he sat staring at the forest, daydreaming. Daydreaming soon turned to sleep. Sleep in turn became dreams.
Peter saw the serving woman left to guard his bedside wake suddenly the next morning. She muttered something about feeling strange and having dreamt most peculiar dreams that she couldn't remember.
She was standing still half-asleep by the empty pillow, feeling all over the bed as though trying to deny the evidence of her own eyes, when the key turned in the lock and Morgause entered. The witch took one look at the empty bed and obviously noted the absence of Peter's clothing. “Where is he?"
"I d-don't know, my lady."
Morgause went up to the woman and shook her. “Search the room, you stupid slut! He can't have gone through a locked door!"
The woman obediently searched everywhere. It took only a few moments as there were few places where Peter could have hidden. She even examined the window, but it was fastened on the inside. She stood at the window staring in apparent astonishment before opening the shutters wide. “Look, my lady."
It was no longer snowing, but the sun hadn't risen sufficiently to melt the snow on the ground. Peter ignored the scene outside the window and watched Morgause instead. She stared hard. Her ivory features blanched.
"It must have been the wolves. The wolves we heard yesterday evening must have followed us to the inn."
She went from room to room, with the servant following. They searched everywhere for Peter and looked out every window, and from every window they saw the same view of churned-up snow. Peter followed them, ignored as though he was just a ghost.
"You'll be punished for this!” Morgause shouted at the errant serving woman when they arrived back at Peter's room. “I made you responsible for his safety. I told you he was precious to me. You went to sleep and allowed Merlin the Enchanter to spirit him away."
"If he were spirited away, my lady, it weren't Merlin what did it,” the servant sniveled. “It must have been them wolves. There was ´undreds of them. You couldn't possibly expect me to protect him from being taken by wolves."
Morgause's eyes narrowed with hatred and suspicion.
"Wolves?” she snarled. “That's not Merlin's style. Why would anyone send out a pack of wolves for such a reason? If I sent wolves after you it would be to kill you, you stupid fool!"
The woman winced.
"Maybe Merlin sent the wolves to kill you,” she suggested with sly flattery. “You know how jealous he is of your skills."
Morgause remained unmollified. Her eyes continued to spit green fire. “I told you that's not Merlin's style.” Then: “Bring me my crystal ball, woman."
The woman's mouth fell open and she stared at Morgause foolishly. Then, as the glint in Morgause's eyes turned to sparking fury, she turned and left the room, returning with something in a black, heavily padded velvet pouch. Holding it as though it contained a poisonous snake, she handed the bag to Morgause. Morgause snatched it.
"Get out!"
The woman scuttled from the room, clearly glad to escape. Morgause slammed and locked the door. She then made sure the shutters were fully closed before drawing the crystal ball from its pouch and carefully setting it on the bedside table. Peter saw that it was still covered by a black cloth. Morgause then pulled a chair up to the table and sat down, blocking the crystal ball from Peter's gaze.
He moved quickly, just in time to see Morgause snatch the cloth from the ball. He saw the glint of greed in the green eyes before she lowered her lids to stare into the globe.
"I wish it was the Obsidian Orb,” she muttered aloud. “This thing's useless compared to the Obsidian Orb."
She leaned forward, her body tense with concentration, and spread her hands over the bright surface of the crystal ball.
"I want to know who sent the wolves,” she commanded in a low voice. “Who owns the wolves?” She stared into the ball for about thirty seconds. Her next words came out in almost a shout, such was her astonishment. “The dog owns the wolves!” She crouched forward and spoke through clenched teeth. “I command you to tell me the truth. Who sent the wolves?"
There was another pause.
"Ah! That makes more sense. The wolves were sent to destroy the Child of the Earthlight. They were led by Cerberus. The boy's dog challenged Cerberus and won, so the wolves now follow the Dog of the Earthlight.” She smashed her fist down on the table by the crystal ball, which jumped to one side. “That makes the dog very dangerous. We must destroy both dog and boy!” She leaned over the crystal ball. “How do I destroy dog and boy?"
A self-satisfied smile spread itself over the lovely features. “Ah! That's more like it! That's more my style."
She flung the black cloth back over the globe and bundled it back into the velvet pouch. Her next move surprised Peter. She went to the bed where he had slept and searched through the bedclothes, where she found a handkerchief that he had used. Finally she collected a few hairs from the pillow. “This should be enough."
Purposefully she unbolted the door and strode from the room. The door closed with a slam. Peter went hot and cold all over. With the slam of the door still ringing in his ears, he saw what Morgause was about to do. As though looking through her eyes, he saw the little wax doll with brown hair and gray eyes. Its features were amazingly complete. And it looked exactly like him.
 



Chapter 9
Lost in the Forest
PETER OPENED his eyes. The sunlight had gone and he was slumped against the tree-trunk. Dreyfus stood looking at him in puzzlement. Peter sat up, stretching and yawning to remove the last traces of sleep and the sensation of evil left by the dream. He rubbed away the pins and needles in his arm.
"Was that just a bad dream, Dreyfus, or did I see something that really happened?” In his mind's eye he saw the evil wax image again and shuddered. “It seemed too real to be just a dream. How come Morgause couldn't see me, though? I might as well have been a ghost. I must have been little more than a ghost."
He rose, brushed himself down and looked at Dreyfus, who gazed back, tongue lolling. Anything more to eat? the dog's eyes seemed to implore.
"It's hard to believe you made all those wolves cower, Dreyfus. They would have killed any other dog.” He sighed. “I think we'll go back to the house now. I'd like to see Merlin about that wax image, but Bart will have to do. I've a feeling it's something I have to sort out myself. Maybe Bart can advise me."
He untethered and mounted Argent. Remembering what Bart had told him, he said, “Home, girl.” Confident Argent would find the way without trouble, he let his thoughts wander freely.
Lost in these thoughts, Peter failed to notice the ominous darkening of the sky. By this time they were trotting along the path at the forest edge. He saw no lightning. The thunder simply exploded overhead on his right, while rain came sheeting down. He had no time to decide what to do. Dreyfus made the decision for him, instantly veering left back into the forest. Panic-stricken, Argent followed, gathering speed as she ran. Even before they reached the forest cover, however, they were drenched. Peter tried turning the pony's head back.
"Come on, Argent. What's the point in trying to shelter when we're already wet?"
Argent wasn't normally either easily frightened or disobedient, yet all Peter's efforts to pull her up were in vain. Stubbornly she followed the dog. By the time they entered the forest Peter had become really worried, for there was no path. Argent simply trailed Dreyfus through the trees as best she could. Peter blessed the fact that, because the trees were grown for timber, there were few low-hanging branches. The lack of a path, however, slowed both dog and pony, enabling Peter to finally bring Argent to a halt. Sternly he called Dreyfus back and the dog reluctantly returned to his side. He could feel Argent trembling violently and he spent some time soothing her before taking stock of his surroundings.
"Look what you two have done. You've got us lost. Fancy being afraid of thunder."
Peter glanced back the way they had come. But by now he couldn't see the edge of the forest and knew it would be impossible to find the way back. There was also a strong possibility he would only go round in circles.
Dreyfus, however, solved the problem of what to do next. Bursting into vociferous barking, he ran off again. Peter turned to command his return, only to find the dog had already stopped and was looking back at him. Dreyfus barked again and looked first in the direction he had been running and then back at Peter.
"Well, I suppose following you is no worse than trying to find my own way out. You've got a better sense of smell than I have anyway, although I'm not too sure about your sense of direction.” Peter turned the pony's head towards Dreyfus. The dog looked at him questioningly. “Okay, old boy. Off you go. We'll follow."
If Dreyfus had been a human being Peter would have said his face relaxed with relief before he turned and trotted off. After a short distance he stopped and looked back to make sure Peter and Argent were following. He repeated this performance until he was clearly confident Peter wasn't going to change his mind, and gave his full attention to nosing out the trail.
Nosing wasn't the word Peter would have used to describe Dreyfus's actions however, because the dog used only his sense of hearing. He continually raised his head and pricked his ears rather than dropping his head and questing with his nose. He looked supremely confident in the quality of his leadership. Not once did he look unsure of which route to take, but simply took the straightest path possible in his chosen direction.
Suddenly he stopped, whining. The pricked ears and alert expression disappeared. He flattened his ears and growled, his lips drawn back to show his teeth.
"What is it, old boy?” Peter tried to sound soothing, but all the nerves in his body felt as though they jangled like broken harp strings.
The rain had stopped as suddenly as it had begun. It was even dimmer in the forest than under the full force of the downpour. Now it was getting dark as well. Argent twitched nervously under Peter's hands, her ears flicking in all directions. Peter could see the whites of her eyes.
Then he saw something else, something that set his heart racing: the black cloud of the Enemy. Annoyance mingled with the terror the sight always instilled in him.
The black cloud advanced through the trees. It appeared to be empty, but Peter had learned by now. His hands firm on the pony's reins, he turned in the saddle to face the cloud. Argent responded to Peter's display of confidence by standing still when he knew she would have preferred flight.
"Whoever you are, get out. This forest is sacred to the cause of the Earthlight."
"Too bad your master invited us in, then, isn't it?” answered the sneering voice of Sujad the Great, Lord of Obsidian.
Peter sighed with apparent exasperation, but all the time his heart was thumping. He could feel it pulsing in his throat and was sure the traitor could see it. “What do you want?"
"You're getting as surly as your master,” Sujad replied, finally showing himself. The sneer on his face seemed by now to be permanent. “If you don't mind your manners, Pukling, you'll grow into a man nobody wants to know."
You've already grown into one, Peter thought. But he merely repeated, with raised voice, “What do you want?"
Sujad looked critically at the boy sitting astride the nervous-looking pony. He narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips to disguise the grudging respect he was beginning to feel for this very ordinary-looking boy. Peter sat quite well in the saddle for someone with few riding lessons to his credit, Sujad couldn't help thinking. There was almost a lordly bearing in the way the boy faced him.
Sujad's face hardened visibly. “I want the Book of Obsidian; as Lord and Master of Obsidian it belongs to me."
"You said you didn't want it—that you didn't need it."
Sujad gave what Peter guessed was meant to be an ingratiating smile. “I changed my mind. I decided it wasn't fitting for the Lord of Obsidian to grant such a privilege to his enemies."
His answer was almost too glib. Peter felt something tighten in his chest. He was sure that somehow Sujad had divined a way to make use of the Book of Obsidian for his own purposes. “You can't have it."
All the while his heart hammered. Thank goodness I don't know where Merlin placed it, so I can't give it to Sujad even if I wanted to. I can't bear to think of the Essence of Obsidian being tyrannized by this evil creature.
"Unfortunately you have no say in the matter. Hand it over."
"I haven't got it. I don't even know where it is."
"You lie! You've got it on you!"
"I have not. Merlin hid it and I don't know where."
"That's what you think. He hid it on you."
"In that case I can't help you. Even if I turned my pockets out I couldn't give it to you."
"You can help. All you have to do is command the Essence of Obsidian to make the book visible. Then you hand it to me."
"You're supposed to be the Lord of Obsidian. You command the Essence of Obsidian to give you the book."
"The Essence of Obsidian won't recognize my rights because I failed to claim the book in the beginning.” Sujad ground the words out.
"Well, it's not alone in that respect. I don't recognize your claim either."
As soon as he had spoken Peter knew he had gone too far and goaded his enemy beyond endurance. Sujad's hand shot out of the black cloud. A bolt of blue lightning streaked from his fingertips. It hit Peter full in the chest. The world turned black. The forest spun around him in a confusion of evil moving shapes. The pony bolted one way and he fell backwards the other. He heard Argent's shrill whinny as he went down into the dark vortex.
He felt himself hit the ground, but was sure that whatever he hit it wasn't the forest floor. He lay winded for a few moments and rolled to one side, feeling his right buttock. I'm going to have a lovely big bruise there by tomorrow morning. He lifted his head to see if Argent was still in sight.
Semi-darkness greeted him, and it seemed to be moving and changing. It took a few seconds for him to realise it wasn't the darkness itself that moved but a crowd of half-seen shapes. All of them emitted a sensation of evil. Peter's eyes fought to pierce the gloom. Where was he? The only thing that was clear was that he wasn't in the forest.
He struggled to sit up and flinched as his sore buttock felt the hardness of the ground. He scrambled to his feet. Nobody tried to stop him.
"Sujad the Traitor!” His challenge resounded strangely.
"No one uses that name in this domain!” a voice snarled from the darkness. “I am the Lord of Obsidian and shall be addressed as such. If you want to get out of here unharmed you will treat me with the respect due to my position. My servants know what to do with those who oppose me."
Unseen presences crowded up to Peter, evil and threatening. He shrank back, only to find them behind him as well. Then something seemed to touch his brain—something slimy and repellent. A whirling blackness filled with evil and despair seized him. He remembered the last time this technique had been used on him. It was the first Lord of Corruption—the man calling himself a retired scientist—who had subjected him to it. Again he felt painful pressure exerted inside his skull.
He gasped and shrieked, “What do you want?"
"That's no way to talk to my master!” a voice shrilled out of the darkness.
Something clawed at Peter's face, missing him by a hair's breadth as he dodged away. Briefly, now that his eyes were adjusted to the gloom, he saw the face of the speaker. It was the gremlin that had stood on the banks of the underground pool guarding the Book of Obsidian after Sujad had first taken it.
"Leave him be for the time being, Gromac. Your tactics are useful only as a last resort.” Sujad turned from the gremlin to Peter. “You know very well what I want. Give me the Book of Obsidian."
Peter took a deep breath to still his thumping heart. “I told you, I haven't got it.” He strove to keep his voice steady and reached up to touch the Token of Power around his neck. Before his hand even reached halfway, invisible fingers closed over his, crushing them. He yelped involuntarily.
"None of your tricks with dragons!” Sujad snapped. “And stop telling schoolboy lies!” He roared out the last command. At the same time Peter felt the pressure on his brain again. He steeled himself to endure. Sujad's voice continued with quiet menace, “You know very well you have the book. A Chosen One cannot have something hidden on him without his knowing about it."
"Well, tell me how to find out where it is then. And how am I supposed to think with you trying to squeeze the life out of my brain?” At the same time his mind screamed, “Dreyfus! Dreyfus!"
Someone replied, but it was certainly not Dreyfus. “You will have to give him the Book of Obsidian, Chosen One!” The slow, deep voice spoke into his mind.
Peter nearly sobbed aloud with both relief and dismay.
"Essence of Obsidian!” he cried in mind-speech. “Don't let him take the book—please! Surely you can do something to stop him!"
"Let Sujad the Great, Lord of Obsidian, have the book,” the Essence of Obsidian said gently but insistently.
"Why? Why?” Tears of frustration and anger pricked Peter's eyes.
"Because I want you to."
"There you are—even the Power of Obsidian finally recognizes me as its Lord and Master!"
Peter sensed that, while Sujad didn't actually hear its voice, the Essence of Obsidian had deliberately let the man know the gist of what it had said.
"How do I let him have the book?” he asked sadly. “I don't know where it is."
"Just give it to him. I will reverse Merlin's spell for you,” the Essence of Obsidian replied. And suddenly the Book of Obsidian was visible in Peter's hand.
The book glowed faintly in the dimness of its vile surroundings. Peter looked down at it but couldn't see it properly through the film of tears he tried to choke back. It seemed criminal to leave so great a jewel in such an ugly, foul-smelling setting with such a tyrant as its master. He was saved the humiliation of being forced to physically hand the book to Sujad, who leaned over and snatched it.
Peter's mind was suddenly released from the pressure Sujad had been exerting. Even through his anguish at the loss of the Book of Obsidian—and therefore the Essence of Obsidian itself—relief surged through him at the pain's disappearance. Sujad's cackles echoed around the ghoul-filled darkness.
"Okay, Gromac, you can do what you like with him now. But don't let him get away, whatever you do, or I'll take it out on your hide. He's our prisoner until we've won our final battle in the war against his masters."
Peter glimpsed the gremlin's evil grinning face as it moved forward. Others of its ilk followed. Sujad's cackles filled the darkness again, echoing and reechoing around him.
He felt something claw-like grab his arm. He tried wrenching himself away, but another set of claws closed around his other arm.
"Essence of Obsidian, help me!” he cried in mind-speech. “Don't let them take me prisoner as well as yourself!"
The gremlins’ cackles rose to join those of their master. Then, as the echoes died away to nothing, the vortex grabbed Peter again. As it whirled him into darkness he thought he heard the terrible laughter change to shrieks. What are they doing to me?
Where are they taking me? Why wasn't the Essence of Obsidian able to help me?
When he came to, Peter was lying on his back on the forest floor with Dreyfus anxiously licking his face. There was no sign of Argent. He sat up, and flinched as his right buttock touched the ground. He looked around fearfully for the gremlins. With the exception of Dreyfus, however, he was alone. He winced again as he tried to push the dog away.
"Ouch! That one was no dream, Dreyfus. Sujad the Traitor really did come and take the Book of Obsidian.” He stood up, dusted himself down and anxiously scanned the depths of the forest. He frowned, his heart beginning to beat uncomfortably. “We're lost, old boy, and now Argent's deserted us. She'll find her own way home all right, but Bart will be terribly worried about us. It's a long walk to the farmhouse. I hope you jolly well know your way.” He looked at the dog hopefully. “Home to dinner, Dreyfus!"
Dreyfus merely looked at him.
"Which way, Dreyfus old boy?"
Dreyfus's answer sent shock thrilling down Peter's spine. The dog jerked his head to one side, ears pricked and eyes wide. Then, after emitting one long howl, he loped off. He went a few yards and looked back to make sure Peter was following. Peter could think of nothing better himself, so he let Dreyfus have his head, his mind busy trying to work out how much damage had been done to the Earthlight's cause by the loss of the Essence of Obsidian.
Despite himself, tears pricked his eyes as he thought of the Essence of Obsidian at the mercy of Sujad Cariotis. Why did the Essence of Obsidian make Sujad release me but not itself?
Too engrossed in his thoughts to notice Dreyfus pick up speed, Peter realised he was alone only when he didn't know which direction to take. He stopped and peered around anxiously. The near-darkness that had engulfed the forest since the thunderclap and the arrival of Sujad had deepened. He opened his mouth to call for Dreyfus.
But his summons remained unuttered. Just ahead a light suddenly darted and flickered between the trees. It grew steadily larger. Although the tract of forest where Peter stood remained unlit, the fingers of light reached out to right and left ahead of him until a large area of the forest shimmered with silvery-white light.
He stood for a full minute watching in wonder before curiosity made him walk towards it. He had almost forgotten Dreyfus. Somewhere, vaguely, in the back of his mind he expected to find his dog at the heart of the light.
Suddenly a twig snapped under his feet, making him start. He hadn't realised how quiet the forest had become. The light pulsed constantly but stopped spreading. He sent his mind probing forward, searching. Incredibly, he could feel nothing tangible ahead. It was as though only a harmless light was there. I can't feel any ill will coming from it,
but I've had enough conflict with the Evil One and his Lords of Corruption to last me a lifetime. They get more and more powerful. It could be just another of their traps.
He pushed his way through the last of the trees surrounding the circle of light and stood on the perimeter for a few seconds probing with both mind and eyes. However, he could see nothing inside the light, while his questing mind encountered a blank.
But there must be something there. Lights don't appear without something or someone behind them. Even lightning has an explanation. There was only one explanation he could think of for the presence of the light in the forest. His heart jumped wildly. The Earthlight! he thought excitedly. It must be the Earthlight!
Without more ado, he stepped into the circle of light.
 



Chapter 10
The Little Wax Doll
PETER WAS instantly blinded by the brightness of the surrounding light. No matter where he looked, he could see nothing. His heart thumped painfully and a feeling of extreme vulnerability engulfed him. Whatever's out there must be able to see everything. It can see my fear, while I have no idea what it is—whether it's good or bad. Instinctively he made to retreat, and found that at least he could move. He managed only one step back, however. Somebody—or something—spoke from the brilliance.
"Well done, young Chosen One.” The voice ended in a deep chuckle.
For heart-stopping moments Peter couldn't identify the voice. Had the Essence of Obsidian sacrificed itself for his freedom, only for him to blunder into yet another of Sujad's traps? He looked directly ahead, trying not to flinch from the blinding brilliance. “Who is it?"
"What! Don't you recognize me? I thought we were friends."
The glaring light went out, and Peter was surrounded by darkness in which a throbbing sensation reached out to him, growing into a dim light that pulsed inwards at him. Instant recognition hit him as he realised concave walls surrounded him.
"Essence of Obsidian! But where are you? Where am I? Are we both in Sujad's evil domain?” The thought made his heart pound again. “Why did you allow him to take you prisoner?” He couldn't keep the accusation out of his voice.
The Essence of Obsidian chuckled richly. “Whatever I am, I'm not an idiot. Unfortunately, in order to fool Sujad I had to let you believe I was willing to allow myself to become his slave. What Sujad actually has is not the Book of Obsidian but just a shell. The book is empty without my presence. I'm still with you, hidden from all eyes by the power of Merlin's spell. Merlin's spell allowed me to separate myself from the book. We can only hope it will be a long time before Sujad discovers he's been tricked. As for where we are—well, we're in the Forest of the Earthlight. Where else should we be? I saw how Sujad frightened your pony and knew he meant to get you lost to make it easier for him to take you prisoner, too. I didn't wish to show myself so I tried to get Dreyfus to lead you to this part of the forest. But Sujad was smarter than I. I'm sorry your pony bolted when Sujad attacked you and I've brought her back for you. As you assumed, she was on her way home. Before I go, I'd like you to know that I have a window on Sujad's domain through the Book of Obsidian so I can keep an eye on him for you. As Lord of Obsidian his nature won't allow him to destroy the book. I'll leave you now. Just get Argent to follow Dreyfus and you'll reach home safely."
"Wait! Wait!"
"Yes?” The pulsing light that was the Essence of Obsidian flickered wildly before returning to its normal steady pulsing.
"Maybe you can help me with something else."
"I'll do my best. It's what I'm here for. What is it?"
"Because Merlin's not around—and anyway he and the Lady have their hands full—I was going to ask Bart. But maybe you'd be of more help."
"Rest assured I'll do what I can."
"You must have met Morgause. She tried to use the Obsidian Orb once."
"Ah, yes! A lady calculated to strike terror into the heart of the strongest and most heroic man. What about her?"
Peter snorted—a sound very much like what Merlin might have made. “Lady! She's an evil witch. She's made a wax image of me—it's very lifelike—using some strands of my hair and a handkerchief from my bed at the inn where she kept me a prisoner. I want to know what I should do about it."
"Ah!” The Essence of Obsidian sounded thoughtful. “How does she propose to use the doll? After all, you both live in different times, not to mention different lands. If someone sticks pins into an image of a person who hasn't been born yet it's not likely to work when the victim is finally born, because the image and the ill-wisher will no longer be in existence."
"That's no problem for Morgause. Her lover is Jadus Castirio, Sujad's son and a Lord of Corruption. Morgause might not be able to come to the twentieth-century herself, but the Evil One—or Sujad perhaps—can send Jadus back to her to pick up the wax image."
"Interesting,” the Essence of Obsidian reflected, dryly. “He will find his lady love, his enchanting goddess, has discarded him in favor of a crown and the title of Queen of Lothian and Orkney."
"That's Morgause's problem. The question is what can I do about the wax image?"
There was a short silence. “Don't worry about it. You'll be capable of dealing with it when the time comes."
Peter sighed. “Is that all you can say? I was hoping for more concrete help."
He waited hopefully. Then, just as he was about to apologize for what he abruptly realised sounded like rude ingratitude, the Power of Obsidian replied. But its answer was inaudible. Peter simply felt the nucleus of the light that was the Essence of Obsidian gently caress his mind, soothing away the anguish and worry, as it had done once previously.
Before he had a chance to thank the Essence of Obsidian and make his apology, the pulsing light went out. He was standing in what looked like a recently planted part of the forest. The trees were no more than eight feet tall—and most were considerably less. Of course, this must be what Bart calls his Christmas tree plantation.
Then he saw Argent and Dreyfus about a dozen paces away. Dreyfus ran to him, barking. Argent lifted her silvery head, gave a whinny of greeting and trotted over. More light reached into the grove of small pine trees than in the forest proper, and it turned Argent into a creature of wondrous beauty, making her look as though molded from pure silver.
"To think when Uncle Paul first offered to take me horse-riding last summer I would have preferred a bicycle.” Desperately he tried to protect his face from Dreyfus's tongue while attempting to keep Argent's nose from his jacket pocket, where he had placed the second of Susan's apples.
"Come on, you two, it's time we were getting home."
At the mention of the word home, Dreyfus pricked his ears and lifted his head, while a strange light entered his eyes. He looked inquiringly at Peter.
"Off you go.” Peter put his foot in the stirrup and swung his leg over Argent's back. “Home, girl,” he commanded, and they all moved off.
In no time at all they were back on the bridle track, arriving at the farmhouse with no one any the wiser as to their adventures.
Susan Brown was in the office working when Peter arrived, but a delicious aroma from the kitchen set his mouth watering and his insides rumbling. No one was there and the only appliance that seemed to be on was what looked to Peter like an electric casserole cooker. Curiosity getting the better of him, he lifted the lid. An aroma like a mixture of spiced ham and pea soup filled his nostrils. Apart from the meat and an onion spiked with cloves, at least half the space was taken up by something round tied in a white bag.
"Dinner will be a while yet. Are you so hungry you plan to raid the crock-pot before the meat's ready?” a soft voice chuckled behind him, and he turned to find Susan standing in the doorway, her eyes alight with amusement.
Peter flushed with embarrassment and hastily replaced the lid. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to pry."
Susan Brown smiled broadly “No need to apologize, lad. It's only natural you should want to know what's for dinner. Bart always does. We'd like you to consider this your home while you're here.” She chuckled again at Peter's puzzled expression. “It's boiled bacon and pease pudding—a favorite dish from the old country. Bart likes it served with a curry sauce. If you're hungry how about a cuppa and some chocolate biscuits?"
She was rewarded by Peter's sudden wide grin. Really, she thought, it's amazing the difference it makes when this kid smiles. He's one of those rare creatures whose face is transformed from plainness into beauty simply by the addition of a grin and, although he's a rather serious boy, it's easy to bring a smile to his face.
Peter himself was thinking similar thoughts about Susan Brown.
"Oh, thanks. That would be great. I'm thirsty after that ride."
Briskly Susan put the kettle on and brought out plates and mugs. “Do you like chocolate sultana pasties or would you prefer milk chocolate oaties?"
Peter couldn't help wincing as he recalled the last time he had sat munching chocolate sultana pasties. Gosh! It was only last night. It seems like ages ago. The recollection brought his thoughts back to the loss of the Obsidian Orb and everything it meant. Then determinedly he wrenched his mind back to his hostess. “Whichever one you've already opened."
Within a few minutes Peter was sitting opposite Susan Brown munching chocolate sultana pasties and sipping from a steaming mug of tea.
"What do you think of Argent?” Susan said, much to Peter's surprise.
The broad grin lit Peter's face again. “She's smashing. Much better than the pony I rode last time I was here."
"Ah yes. Bart told me how your uncle had brought you over for a ride as a birthday present. I thought at the time it was a strange present for a boy who'd never ridden before, but Bart said you'd expressed a wish to learn."
Peter, now aware that Susan was quizzing him, tried not to look surprised. I wonder why Bart told her that.
"Your uncle said not to tell you just yet, but I reckon you'll get so attached to Argent while you're here that you should know. He bought the pony specially for you and pays Bart board and lodging for her, as it were."
This time Peter couldn't hide his astonishment.
"Whatever for?” he said lightly, but his heart was hammering. Merlin wouldn't buy an obviously very expensive animal for no reason at all. “She must have cost a lot of money."
"Yes. She's more valuable than that magnificent black stallion Bart rides. Argent has set Bart thinking that maybe he should breed some decent horses for the stables. Most of them are only hacks, but not all our customers are indifferent riders. Good riders, for instance, don't like a horse whose mouth has been hardened by careless or inexperienced riders. Neither do they care for hacks. Argent should certainly have beautiful foals provided we can find a good mate for her."
"Oh!” was all Peter could say. There's more here than meets the eye. What are Merlin and Bart up to? However, he said nothing. “Can I have another biscuit, please?” he asked, just to steer the conversation from the pony.
It was Susan's turn to be surprised. There's more to this boy than meets the eye, she decided. He did that on purpose, to change the subject. Why would he not want to talk about the pony?
"Help yourself,” she answered lightly. “Only make sure you don't spoil your appetite."
Peter grinned. I suppose most other boys are always hearing that from their mothers, he thought. But it's a long time since I had a mother to keep on at me like that. At this thought the grin disappeared as abruptly as it had come, leaving Susan pondering what was so unusual about this boy who on the face of things seemed so ordinary. Perhaps, she decided, he just had a volatile personality.
* * * *
THE VOICES woke Peter that night.
"Father, why go back yourself when you have me to do it for you? You're the Lord of Obsidian. It isn't fitting you should do such work yourself."
"How do I know I can trust you? You only want to go back to persuade that witch not to marry King Lot. If I do send you back it'll be after she's married. She's not good enough for my son."
Peter sat up abruptly. He was no longer in his bed in Bart Brown's farmhouse. It was pitch black and for some few seconds he sat straining his eyes trying to resolve his whereabouts. His heart jumped as he became aware of a pulsing sensation, something felt rather than heard, like a sound too low for human hearing to pick up. Even before the pulsing light manifested itself his heart told him where he was.
"Essence of Obsidian!” Then, remembering what he had just heard, his joy changed to apprehension. “Is something wrong?"
The Essence of Obsidian made no verbal reply. Instead, Peter found himself inside the bubble of time that he thought of as the crystal ball. The scene outside the sphere was dark. He was looking at two men facing each other at a table. A dim lamp stood between them and slightly to one side. Something stood in front of the lamp, obscuring some of its light. Peter gasped involuntarily—for the thing outlined by the lamplight was the Obsidian Orb. He didn't even need to look at the two men to know who they were.
"Father, please! You know you can trust me. If you can't trust your own son, who can you trust? You certainly can't send any of the motley collection of servants you've gathered about you. And I could kill two birds with one stone by persuading Morgause not to marry that dreadful king. You don't seem to understand that a sorceress like her in the family could only add to our power."
Sujad the Great suddenly seemed to change his tactics. “Look, Jadus, I've no quarrel with you and Morgause being lovers. But she's a princess and must marry where her father dictates. You belong to her time so you should be able to see that clearer than I do. Women in her position just don't have a choice when it comes to husbands."
"Okay, okay. But give me time. It's been a bit of a shock because I thought she intended to marry me whatever I was. By the same token, you must realise that I'm the best person to get the image for you. I can talk to Morgause and persuade her that only by giving it to me and letting me bring it back here can she hope to accomplish her revenge."
"Very well. What you say does make sense. I can't go myself because I'm too busy here, and you're certainly the only one I can trust."
Peter blinked as Sujad whisked the Obsidian Orb from the table, causing the lamplight to hit Peter straight in the eyes. Sujad stared over the table at his son—and even Peter could see the coldness in the eyes of the Lord of Obsidian.
"Do exactly as I tell you or I won't hold myself responsible for the consequences to you."
Was that a threat or a warning? Peter wondered.
Suddenly everything went black and Peter felt the throbbing that told him the Essence of Obsidian was about to manifest itself again. But the pulsing light didn't appear. Instead, Peter felt the spinning sensation that he had experienced before. The Essence of Obsidian is going to show me something else. His heart thumped with expectation as he wondered what it might be. When the spinning stopped and the pulsing light came in at him again, the Essence of Obsidian spoke, its deep voice lowered to a whisper.
"We're now back in the domain of Sujad the Great. Sujad has just decided he should consult the Book of Obsidian to help him with the spells for sending Jadus back to his own time. He will notice my absence, so I thought it best to return. He must never know I am able to leave at will, though, because he may find a way to keep me prisoner. Seeing that you're closely involved in what he's doing, I thought you might like to be with me."
"Thank you,” Peter whispered. It was so good to know he had a friend and powerful protector, someone—or something—who wasn't afraid of Morgause. Nevertheless, his heart hammered as he waited for whatever was to happen next.
It seemed a long time in coming. In fact, Peter realised he had drifted back to sleep as, for the second time that night, voices woke him.
"Jadus! I've been expecting you. It's so nice to see you!"
The voice that answered was fierce and hoarse with jealousy. “Why did you have to marry that man? You don't need the title of queen to elevate you above all other women."
Morgause's voice was deceptively meek and plaintive. “A woman in my position with a king like Uther for a father must marry where she is commanded. Would you have the kingdoms of these islands all at war with each other?"
"Ah, my love! My dear love! I do understand. I forgive you—as long as our love may continue."
It was only as these words were spoken that Peter found himself in the crystal ball looking into another world.
The winter during which Morgause had married King Lot had passed. It was springtime—that time of the year in which Morgause seemed to thrive. The splendor of her clothing had increased with her status as queen. As was her wont, she wore a shade of green that challenged all the budding leaves to equal her in brightness and beauty. She walked through a woodland arm-in-arm with her lover. They came to what looked like a tumble-down old cottage.
"Oh dear! Must we meet in such squalid surroundings—and you a queen?"
Morgause gave a secret, self-satisfied smirk. “It is said to be haunted. I know better, of course. It's not what it looks, my love. Just wait till we get inside."
The inside was indeed splendid. It surpassed Morgause's apartments in her father's castle in the luxury of its appointments. Morgause had turned the interior of the cottage into one large room fitted out as a bedroom-cum-sitting room.
"Well? Is it not a fitting bower for my dear love?” Peter had only to look at Jadus's face to see that he was impressed. Morgause's smirk showed that she noticed it, too. “No one will disturb us here. The place looks too tumble-down for anyone to want to use it. Besides, they wouldn't be able to get in because I've put a spell around it."
Not strong enough to keep the Power of Obsidian away, though, Peter thought grimly as the crystal ball in which he floated followed them into the cottage.
He noticed that Jadus looked uneasy. Morgause also picked up the emotion.
"What is it, my love? Is something troubling you?” She gently touched his cheek.
Jadus cleared his throat. “My father says that he and you have an enemy in common.” Interest and enquiry lit Morgause's cat-like eyes. “As you know, my father is Lord of Obsidian, but there's a boy who's in league with Merlin the Enchanter and who is helping Merlin in his efforts to get the Obsidian Orb back for the Earthlight."
Morgause's lovely features hardened briefly. She turned away from her lover, affecting the pose of a wronged and wretched woman. “Ah yes.” Peter saw the familiar glitter in her eyes before she turned back to face Jadus, her face now full of entreaty. “Can your father help me, Jadus? He is so much more powerful than I am. I should be so grateful for his help."
Peter sensed the inward sigh of relief from Jadus. “That's why my father sent me back. Because he is Lord of Obsidian he knows that you've made a wax image of this—this boy."
Morgause raised her eyebrows as though surprised. “He must be very powerful to know that."
"Yes. The extent of his power can be almost frightening for someone like me. But you yourself could never be intimidated—"
"Why should I be?” Morgause interrupted coldly. “The Lord of Obsidian is not my enemy, and you must make sure he never becomes yours."
Jadus looked faintly shocked. “But he's my father, dearest!"
Morgause lifted her eyes to his. It was one of the rare times, Peter reflected, that he had seen genuine, serious concern showing in them. In her own way, Morgause did care for Jadus. “One's father can be the very worst enemy to have. Especially if that father is in a position of power.” Deliberately she led him to draw the wrong inference from her words.
Instantly contrite for reminding her of her supposedly forced marriage, Jadus put his arms around her comfortingly. “My poor love—"
But Morgause interrupted him, clearly trying not to show her impatience. “You said your father could help me."
"Yes. He said you have made a wax image of this wretched Earthlight child. Even you know that the type of spell you used can't be effective while you live in one age and the boy lives in another."
"Yes. But I'm not stupid, Jadus. I've been working on it. Why do you think you are here—apart from my pleasure in seeing you? Why do you think the Lord of Obsidian has sent you?"
Jadus held her away from him, looking at her in astonishment. “You? You allowed him to see in the Obsidian Orb what you were doing?"
She smiled sweetly at him. “Of course. You'll soon learn, Jadus, that I do nothing without a purpose."
"That includes getting herself involved with Jadus Castirio,” Peter muttered with biting irony.
A deep chuckle answered him. “You sound like the Great One himself.” The Essence of Obsidian chuckled again.
They turned their attention back to Morgause and Jadus. Morgause now had something in her hand. She held it out to Jadus. Jadus looked reluctant to touch it. She pressed it into his palm. Peter caught a glimpse of it before Jadus's fingers closed over it. It was the little wax doll. But it was different from when he had last seen it. Something black stabbed the image through the heart—something that looked like a replica of the Obsidian Dagger.
 



Chapter 11
The Obsidian Dungeons
THE WORLD reeled around Peter. He felt as though he was about to black out. Through the whirling darkness the thumping of his heart was like a drum beating out its own death sentence.
It isn't true! It can't be true! Sujad failed to kill me with the weapon he made for that purpose, and now his life is forfeit to me by virtue of the Absolute Law. Surely Morgause can't succeed where the Lord of Obsidian himself failed? Or is her sorcery designed to reverse the Absolute Law? Will her spell allow Sujad to use the Obsidian Dagger for my destruction?
"Calm down, Peter; calm down,” a slow deep voice exhorted, and Peter felt the Essence of Obsidian's soothing fingers of power reach into his mind.
He found he had closed his eyes against the turmoil enveloping him. He now opened them, breathed deeply, and instantly felt his heart return to normal. The familiar pulsing light of the Essence of Obsidian was with him once more.
"You're quite correct, Chosen One. Morgause's spell is indeed fashioned to reverse the Absolute Law that makes Sujad's life forfeit to you. Sujad couldn't do it on his own, and likewise neither could Morgause. But together they are a force to be reckoned with, even by the Absolute Law, which is normally unchangeable."
"What can we do?"
"At the moment nothing but wait. We'll know what to do when the time comes."
"What Morgause has done—isn't that voodoo?"
"Well, yes I suppose you could call it that. It's a very ancient and well-known form of black magic."
"Doesn't it rely on the victim actually believing in the curse?"
"Sometimes. If the perpetrator of the spell is very skillful it doesn't matter what the victim believes. The curse will still work. But don't worry, Peter. Everything will be all right—I promise you."
The throbbing light of the Essence of Obsidian went out and Peter felt the spinning sensation again. When it stopped he was in the familiar crystal ball, looking out at a changed scene. It was dark, but all around him he felt the presence of evil shifting shapes—the gremlins serving the Lord of Obsidian.
He appeared to be in a murky underground hall with black walls that were still rough-hewn in parts. They seemed to absorb most of the light from the torches set into them. Peter wondered where the hall was. Could it be somewhere in the terrain surrounding Bart Brown's farmland and the forest? Was it even on the earth at all but rather in some vacuum outside the universe? Then he noticed a huge black throne on a dais at one end of the hall. It was heavily carved with ugly snarling and writhing monsters. In it sat Sujad the Great.
A figure was approaching the throne. Only as it drew near could Peter see it was Jadus Castirio. He had something in his hand. Peter flinched as he sensed what it was.
Sujad, looking extremely pleased, he held out his hands for Jadus's gift. “Well done, my son!"
Obviously glad to be rid of it, Jadus dropped the thing into his father's hands. Sujad gloated over it.
"Ah!” He touched it thoughtfully. “The only thing amiss with this is that the replica of the Obsidian Dagger isn't made from obsidian. But we shall quickly change that.” Sujad flung out his right hand commandingly. “Jadus, bring me the Obsidian Orb. We must do this at once before anyone of the Earthlight divines our purpose."
Jadus hurried to obey, at the same time ordering one of the gremlins to bring a table, and within moments Sujad had the orb in front of him. Jadus turned to the hordes of Sujad's followers and servants swarming below the dais.
"Clear the hall! The Lord of Obsidian wishes to call upon his powers! Any caught in this hall while he does so will be destroyed by the forces of the power he unleashes.” When the hall was empty of all but himself and his father, Jadus strode to the door, made sure the last slave had disappeared, and closed it with a crash that made Peter's ears ring.
Sujad placed the thing Jadus had given him on the table between himself and the orb. His hands hovered over the orb's surface without touching it. Sujad commanded the Obsidian Orb with hands and eyes. Little bolts of blue lightning sprang from it and hit his palms before bouncing back to the black surface. Suddenly the light vanished and Sujad sat cupping something in both hands.
He held it out to Jadus without speaking. Peter caught a glint of satisfaction in Sujad's black eyes as Jadus moved forward to have a look. At the same time dim light from one of the smoking torches in the room fell on the thing in Sujad's hands. For the first time Peter saw the wax doll clearly. Its amazing likeness to himself made him feel sick. The light caught the sharp object sticking out of the image and its polished surface glittered. He was looking at a perfect miniature copy of the Obsidian Dagger.
Sujad withdrew his hand and the dagger disappeared into the murky shadows of his hall.
Peter saw Jadus's face twist into a contemptuous sneer. “I've met that boy. He came with Merlin to see Morgause. He was such a miserable-looking specimen I found it hard to believe what Morgause said. She called him Child of the Earthlight, Chosen One of the Earthlight, Son of Arthur and goodness knows how many other names, and said that he was as much her bane as Merlin the Enchanter."
Sujad snorted. “Miserable looking he might be, but Merlin himself is no oil painting. You would do well to remember the old cliché about not judging a book by its cover. The Earthlight delights in things that are other than what they seem."
Sound started to fade on Sujad's last sentence. Peter wasn't even aware of the change from Sujad's world to his own. The next thing he knew he was waking up in his bed to Dreyfus licking his face. The dog had clearly tired of waiting for him to waken and had jumped onto the bed.
Peter pushed Dreyfus away impatiently and hastily washed and dressed and went downstairs. To his dismay Bart had already had his breakfast and gone to work, but Susan was sitting at the table quietly enjoying a cup of tea.
She smiled broadly at him. “What would you like for breakfast, Peter? I haven't had mine yet. I like to be up and about a while before eating."
Peter settled for the porridge and scrambled eggs on toast that his hostess said she was having. Dreyfus was given some dog biscuits.
Peter didn't realise how preoccupied he was until Susan broke in on his thoughts. “Bart tells me you have two special friends who live not far from your uncle's place. He thought you might like to invite them over for a day."
Instantly the spectral visions that had been crowding Peter's mind vanished. “That would be great!"
"Good. We were sure you'd agree. Their mother is bringing them over after breakfast. Bart tells me you haven't met her yet. She says Jamie and John both like horse-riding."
Peter returned to his breakfast with renewed appetite. He could hardly wait to see his friends again. He had so much to tell them.
They cleared up the kitchen and Susan went back to her bookkeeping, leaving Peter to wait for his friends. The morning was well advanced before Jamie and John arrived with their mother. Her fair hair and blue eyes, together with her startling likeness to the twins, immediately declared her relationship to the boys. She and Susan seemed to take an instant liking to each other. The boys took the lunches Susan had prepared for them and left the women drinking tea in the kitchen while they raced out to the stables to saddle their horses. Dreyfus, catching the mood of excitement and expectation, ran barking at Peter's heels.
The stable hands had set aside two mares for Jamie and John, who could hardly hide their envy when Peter led Argent from her stall. While Peter saddled the silvery-white pony, one of the stable hands helped Jamie and John to prepare the mares and soon they were clopping their way across the stable yard to the forest, with Dreyfus running alongside Argent.
"We'll go to the Christmas tree plantation,” Peter said. “There could be other people riding, but the bridle path doesn't go through that part and we should be able to talk without being overheard."
They rode in impatient silence until Peter felt they were far enough into the Christmas tree plantation to be out of earshot of other riders. Peter brought Argent to a halt and the others followed suit. They all dismounted and tethered their mounts to one of the larger trees. Peter looked at his watch.
"We might as well have our lunch while we're talking, even though it's a bit early,” he said, handing each of the twins a generous-looking package. “We can always leave something to eat later if we get hungry."
Jamie and John helped Peter spread a tarpaulin on the damp ground and they settled down on either side of him and eagerly opened their lunches. They weren't disappointed. Susan Brown was a generous and imaginative hostess and the sandwiches were spread with unusual but delicious fillings. There was even a flask of hot soup as well as one of tea. Jamie and John tucked in while Peter told them what had happened to him during the previous two days. The twins were full of envy.
"It wasn't so great at the time,” Peter reminded them. “If you thought Sujad was nasty last Christmas you'll find he's even worse now."
"I think I'd rather not see him again,” said John fervently.
"You don't have any say in the matter,” Peter said with that adult-like grimness he had unconsciously copied from Merlin.
"What about this wax doll that looks like you?” Jamie asked. “Isn't the victim supposed to feel pain in the areas where the pins are jabbed?"
Peter chewed his pinwheel sandwich thoughtfully. “I don't think Sujad intended it to be like that—or Morgause for that matter. As you know, the Absolute Law decrees that Sujad's life is forfeit to me because he tried to kill me with something made from obsidian. The Essence of Obsidian says Morgause and Sujad may have reversed the Absolute Law so that the Obsidian Dagger can be used against me. But Sujad doesn't have the dagger. The Essence of Obsidian told me to give it to the Evil One himself. So if the dagger is used to destroy me it will be the Evil One himself who uses it—unless Sujad is able to persuade his master to give it to him."
"Why on earth did the Spirit of Obsidian tell you to give the dagger to the Evil One and not to Sujad?” John asked, looking very puzzled.
"Yes. What difference does it make?” Jamie said. “After all, the Evil One wants you destroyed just as much as Sujad does, so if he can't use the dagger himself he can always give it to Sujad to use. I can't understand why the Essence of Obsidian didn't do something to keep it safe for you."
"The Power of Obsidian knows best,” Peter said quietly. He stood up. “You two finished feeding your faces or are you going to stay here all day?"
Jamie and John leapt to their feet and helped him to pack up the remains of their picnic. Peter led the way back to the bridle track.
"I'd like to go back to the City of Light,” Jamie said wistfully. “I often think about it."
Peter laughed. “Yes. I suppose it's not quite so bad for me. I spent the rest of the summer holidays on Thaddeus Carter's farm. Merlin and I visited the City of Light while we were there."
Two pairs of eyes fixed themselves enviously on Peter. He laughed. There was, he reflected, a certain amount of boyish pleasure in being the object of your friends’ envy, especially when you weren't accustomed to it.
"Don't worry; you'll see it again,” he assured them with complete confidence. “We've a long way to go before our task is finished."
They ambled on until they reached a fork in the track. Argent came to an abrupt halt. “Come on, old girl, you should know the way by now,” Peter urged. But Argent refused to move. “She's not normally like this.” His face felt pink with embarrassment. Like most boys, he was very much averse to being made to feel a fool in front of his peers.
"Well, it doesn't matter which way we go, so let's go this way,” Jamie said decisively, urging his horse forward and passing Argent and Peter to take the right-hand path.
Peter urged Argent to follow and this time she meekly obeyed. Dreyfus ran happily alongside.
They went on for some time, laughing and chatting together like three normal boys out for a day's recreation. So engrossed did they become in their conversation that it was some time before Peter noticed his surroundings again. He abruptly brought Argent to a halt.
"Hey!” he said in apprehension. “This isn't the pine forest! Where on earth are we?"
The change had been so gradual Peter couldn't work out how long it was since the orderly planting of the pine forest had given way to natural bush. He looked around, now thoroughly alarmed.
"We'd better go back!” he said, pulling on Argent's rein to turn her head.
He and Argent were now back in the lead. As the pony turned, he saw something rushing towards them through the trees. Like a black tornado, the black cloud of the Evil One bore down on them. The twins’ horses took fright and bolted. As there was only one way for Argent to get out of their way, she too bolted.
Something black loomed up. It looked like the mouth of a vast natural tunnel. The path they were following went straight into it. Within a second of entering this tunnel-like opening they were plunged into darkness. The horses immediately came to a standstill. Peter tried to turn Argent's head back but she refused to move. He could feel her trembling right down the length of his legs. He turned his own head to look back at the daylight, but there was only pitch blackness all around.
"Has anyone got a light?” John's voice came from somewhere behind him. “I don't like the dark. This place is terrifying."
The quaver in John's voice sent Peter's mind back to their first entry into the City of the Reborn when John had said something similar. Peter himself had been afraid then. Now he was beset by sheer terror.
He groped in his saddlebag for the torch he knew was there. Relief surged through him when his hand closed over it. He snapped it on and flashed its beam around.
The light revealed two white-faced boys and one cringing dog. Dreyfus immediately perked up, but the twins remained shaken for some time.
Peter turned his attention to their surroundings. To his surprise, they weren't in a tunnel as he'd expected. It appeared to be a large almost cave-like room. The walls were black and still rough-hewn in parts. Here and there holes gaped, showing up only as the torch shone directly on them. The walls ruthlessly absorbed most of the light from the torch. Horror flooded Peter’ as he realised where they were.
"We're in the domain of Sujad the Great.” His throat felt so dry his voice came out hoarse. “This must be one of the rooms off his great hall. And I know now why the walls are black. They're made of obsidian."
"If the hall's anything like this it's not exactly a palace; more like a dungeon.” Jamie quipped nervously, trying hard to sound brave.
Peter dismounted and started leading Argent across the cave. The floor appeared to be relatively smooth.
"It's difficult to know which of these openings might lead outside,” he said.
"I don't think any of them do,” Jamie said quietly as he and Jamie also dismounted. “If Sujad the Great has lured us here you can be sure he's cut off all avenues of escape."
Peter sighed. “I'm afraid you're probably right. And there's something else you should know. It's the reason why the Essence of Obsidian didn't allow itself to be taken prisoner by Sujad when Sujad took the Book of Obsidian from me. Sujad has locked the Book of Obsidian in a box made of obsidian. The box doesn't need keys or combination locks. And only Sujad can open it. The Essence of Obsidian would have been Sujad's prisoner forever, with only Sujad able to set it free."
He drew a deep breath, his mind reeling under the impact of the knowledge he had obtained from the Book of Obsidian—things he was only now discovering he knew. He had to think hard before he could continue. Jamie and John waited patiently.
"This—” he swept their surroundings with the torch “—is a prison—a dungeon—made of obsidian. Sujad now has us all prisoner. Even the Lady herself can't rescue us. Both Merlin and the Lady at the height of their powers couldn't free us. Even Sujad's death wouldn't do so. Only Sujad, Lord of Obsidian, himself can set us free."
Almost as though on cue, Sujad's cackling laughter came out of the black void. It echoed obscenely around the obsidian dungeon. “Excellent, young Chosen One. You learnt your lessons from the Book of Obsidian very well."
Peter went hot and cold all over. How much did Sujad hear? If he heard what I said about the Essence of Obsidian ... I couldn't bear to be responsible for the destruction of the Spirit of Obsidian as well as myself and Jamie and John....
Sujad had brought some light with him. At the sound of his voice, torches had sprung into life on the walls. Peter had enough presence of mind to snap off the electric torch. No sense wasting power, he thought.
With Sujad's appearance the horses became more nervous and the boys had trouble keeping them still.
"I don't really want your horses,” Sujad said smoothly. “I'll be generous and set them free. They can return home without you and no one will ever find you."
As he spoke, all three horses disappeared. Peter's heart calmed on realizing Sujad couldn't have heard what he'd said about the Spirit of Obsidian. He wasn't the type to keep silent about it.
Peter forced himself to stare steadily into Sujad's black eyes, which glittered with triumph in a way that was becoming painfully familiar to Peter. The Lord of Obsidian was dressed in black as suited his title and—as Peter would have said—his nature. The costume seemed designed expressly to add to his bulk. He looked both broader and taller than Peter remembered him on their first meeting. The personality and character of the Lord of Obsidian had now fully submerged the pleasant, friendly man whose hand Peter had shaken.
Peter realised in dismay that Sujad could divine his thoughts merely by looking at his face. “Ah yes! Sujad the Great is indeed also Sujad the Magnificent. Sujad the Great will also be Sujad the Magnanimous and Sujad the Merciful, for he is going to leave the torches for you so that you may watch each other die."
His voice was no more merciful than his words; its tone was harder than the obsidian surrounding them. He looked from one boy to another and chuckled as though he had just made an amusing joke. Then abruptly he turned on his heel, and the swirl of his cloak seemed to summon the black cloud that attended him everywhere. It swallowed him up and then slowly dispersed.
Jamie broke the brief silence. “What are we going to do now? We've got no food and water—it's still with the horses. Sujad obviously doesn't intend to feed us."
"Well, I'm not just sitting down and waiting for death,” Peter said. “If we must die let's go down fighting."
"What with?” said John bitterly.
"He's left us light. We can at least explore.” Peter dug into his pockets. He pulled out a piece of chalk.
As neither Jamie nor John could think of anything better, they followed their leader. Peter chose one of the gaping holes in the wall and made a mark in the obsidian close to one of the torches. The opening led into a corridor. This in turn twisted at right angles to left and right until they began to feel lost. There were no flares on the walls here. Peter was obliged to use his torch.
Suddenly the corridor branched to the left. But Peter didn't need to decide which way to go. Something reached out of the branching corridor to him, beckoning. His heart seemed to stop still for a moment. He probed ahead. The magnetism streaming out at him felt neither good nor bad. Whether good or bad, he was unable to resist its pull. It drew him down the new corridor. He even forgot to mark the wall at the turning point. Jamie and John followed, unquestioning.
Ahead another hole yawned. Light poured through it, but not the light of Sujad's smoking torches.
Peter's heart started hammering, not just with trepidation. What was in there that made him so afraid and yet gave him hope? He switched off his torch and ran the last few yards, stopping on the threshold, momentarily blinded. Then something moved in the cave beyond. Two figures seated on a crude bench rose to face him: Merlin and the Lady.
Apprehension swamped the hope in Peter's heart. “Are—are you Sujad's prisoners too?"
"Yes, Peter,” the Lady answered. “It has taken Sujad some time to make these dungeons. We've been working hard to garner enough power to thwart his plans but have failed. He still managed to complete his building."
Peter stared, aghast. Sujad has five of the People of Earthlight—six counting Dreyfus—imprisoned in obsidian. And only he can set us free.
 



Chapter 12
Power from Obsidian
AS JAMIE, John and Dreyfus entered the cave, Merlin and the Lady moved to meet them. Such was their bearing they might have been king and queen greeting honored guests. In the soft light, whose source Peter couldn't trace, their faces looked to have aged. The upright, royal bearing of their figures failed to hide their physical exhaustion. To Peter's anguished eyes, defeat was stamped heavily on the faces of two of the three people dearest in the world to him.
"Do you mind if we sit down?” the Lady asked. Peter could only shake his head. The Lady seated herself at one end of the bench like a queen taking her throne. Merlin took the other end. Dreyfus sat beside him and he absently stroked the dog's head.
The Lady beckoned Peter to sit between them. “I'm sorry there's not room for everyone,” she apologized to the others.
Jamie and John stood and stared, tongue-tied. This was the first time they had seen the Lady, except when she lay, apparently dead, in her stone coffin in the City of the Dead. To both it was like seeing the statue in the sacred grotto come to life. She smiled and, sensing their discomfort, beckoned them to her side.
Peter, busy thinking, hadn't even noticed the twins’ confusion.
"The Spirit of Obsidian hasn't been taken prisoner by Sujad, although Sujad thinks it's locked up with the Book of Obsidian. Maybe it can help us?"
This idea seemed to do nothing to improve Merlin's bearing. If anything, his face fell into more lines of exhaustion; his tall upright figure sagged. “Sujad has taken the Book of Obsidian?"
Peter nodded, taken aback by Merlin's ignorance of Sujad's invasion of the forest to demand the book from Peter. Somehow Peter had expected Bart would have informed him. Only later did he realise both Merlin and the Lady had been preoccupied in garnering power that they had been forced to spend as fast as they gathered it for their fight against the Evil One.
"Is there no end to his powers?” Merlin said bitterly. He turned to Peter. “You said he didn't manage to imprison the Power of Obsidian. How come? The Power of Obsidian is the Book of Obsidian."
"Well the Power of Obsidian actually told me it wanted Sujad to have the book. Obviously the Spirit of Obsidian must have known Sujad intended to put the book in a box made of obsidian so it made sure Sujad didn't take it prisoner as well. I don't know how."
Merlin looked thoughtful. “Where is the Power of Obsidian then?"
"Here, oh Great One,” said that familiar slow, deep voice that Peter instantly recognized. The sound echoed back from the hard walls of the dungeon.
Peter looked around anxiously, acutely aware of Jamie and John's excitement. “Spirit of Obsidian! Are you also a prisoner now?"
The Power of Obsidian laughed—a big, booming sound. Peter collapsed with relief. He needed no verbal answer. “Oh, thank goodness! I feared that when Sujad took me prisoner he also trapped you."
The Essence of Obsidian chuckled. “He would have been able to if he'd known I was with you."
"Can you help us escape?"
The Essence of Obsidian made no immediate answer. Peter waited with thumping heart as the Power of Obsidian pondered the question.
"Hmm!” The bass sound echoed around the walls. “You could all help yourselves if you weren't so drained, you know. The three great figures of the Earthlight are all here. Two of you would stand no chance, no matter how strong your power, but three powerful people cannot be imprisoned together, simply because they have too much power. Sujad must have been quite sure of your helplessness before placing you together. In his place I would have separated you."
Merlin interrupted wearily. “Originally the Lady and I were sealed off in this room. We knew Sujad had succeeded in lulling Peter through his friends and had managed to capture him, because we were instrumental in the capture. We knew Peter's presence here was our only hope of escape, so we made it easy for Sujad. Since we knew where Sujad had taken him, we spent what power we had left in demolishing the sealed doorway of our prison. That meant Peter stood a good chance of finding us, and we would then be three. Unfortunately, it's possible we will all die of thirst and starvation before we manage to garner enough power to get out."
Peter addressed the Spirit of Obsidian. “Why can't we see you?” He sorely missed the pulsing light that made him feel one with the Power of Obsidian. He might as well be talking to it over the telephone.
The Power of Obsidian chuckled. “Because only my voice is here. Yes, it is something like talking over the telephone, Peter. It's not a good idea for me to join you until it's necessary. My presence may be detected by Sujad the Great. He can't hear my voice, but if he wasn't so preoccupied at the moment he might detect that something is communicating with you."
"Can you help us?” Peter asked again.
"Only if I can help you gather enough power to free yourselves. It's up to the young Chosen One as the only one with any significant power at the moment to use the knowledge he gained from the Book of Obsidian. Obviously I'll do whatever I can for you. When Peter has restored sufficient power to the Lady and the Great One, the rest will be easy—just a matter of time."
Merlin muttered something that sounded like, “I'll believe that when I see it."
"Hadn't we better start straight away then?” Peter said impatiently.
Merlin looked at them all one by one. “Before you allow your hopes to rise too high, I'd like to know how much time we'll need to gather sufficient power. Do you have any idea, Power of Obsidian?"
"No. It depends on whether Peter and I can—well—pull a few tricks. I have an idea, but it may not be practicable."
"It won't be if it takes so long we all die of thirst and starvation,” Merlin said dryly.
"Sujad won't allow that to happen. He wishes you to witness his final triumph first. He has developed a sadistic streak that will help bring about his downfall."
Merlin grunted. “He certainly isn't the person I used to know who had almost unlimited potential and whose company I enjoyed so much."
"Power can change people tremendously,” the Essence of Obsidian agreed. “There was obviously a weakness in his character. As his supposed slave, I'm forced to do many things for Sujad the Great.” The Power of Obsidian sighed. “In that respect I am truly his slave because the Power of Obsidian can deny the Lord of Obsidian nothing—no matter who he is. It was I who built this dungeon to be your prison. One of my next jobs will probably be to finish the halls above it. They are a bit rough at the moment Unfortunately, the same laws that force me to do whatever the Lord of Obsidian demands also compel me to silence. I'm unable to warn his victims of what's about to happen to them. However, he doesn't know that I'm a living entity. I've never used the spoken word to communicate with him and he doesn't know I can divorce myself from the Book of Obsidian. It's important to the idea I have for helping you acquire the necessary power to free yourselves that things remain that way. Therefore, while I'm working to help you, if Sujad calls I must leave. Also, if someone is about to come in I must be warned."
Merlin sighed. He was unaccustomed to being helpless and dependent on someone else's power. “Let's get started straight away then,” he said heavily.
"This will demand a great effort from you, Peter,” the Essence of Obsidian said. At the same time, Peter felt the fingers of comfort that seemed to caress his brain. Then the familiar pulsing light surrounded him. “We are going to drain power off the obsidian that surrounds us, Peter. In making his hall and dungeons so massive, Sujad overlooked the fact that so much obsidian can be dangerous to him. He should have made a cage of simple bars to hold you all. It would have been enough. But we have around us literally tons of obsidian, and its very bulk can work in our favor. His grandiose ideas may be his undoing.” The Essence of Obsidian paused. “Now concentrate, Peter. Everything around you is black, although my light will be pulsing in at you all the time. Focus hard on the nature of the walls around you."
Peter strove to do as the Spirit of Obsidian requested. But concentrating was difficult with so many people around—especially with the Lady and Merlin seated either side of him. He tried pretending he was alone. Gradually, all he could see in his internal eye was the black substance that was obsidian. It stretched itself up and down and to both sides of him. Mentally he turned his head. He still could see nothing but black, glassy obsidian. He imagined the walls coming closer and closer. Then it seemed they were about to swallow him up. He cried out—an exclamation of both fear and triumph—as the black matter enveloped him.
Then the process seemed to reverse itself. It felt as though he was sucking the very heart and soul out of the obsidian into himself. It was one of the weirdest experiences Peter could remember having. He later tried to explain it to himself. The only parallel he could think of was that it was as though he had become some type of vampire and was draining the very lifeblood out of the obsidian walls of their prison.
"I think it might be working, Peter!” he heard the Essence of Obsidian say. Its deep, slow voice sounded almost excited.
Peter gave a great gasp, and crumbled in a heap at the Lady's feet. As she bent over him, concerned, to see if he was all right, he looked around wildly.
"Did I get enough power, Spirit of Obsidian?” he cried, using mind-speech. “I didn't mean to let go like that."
A deep chuckle came out of the gloom. “You were getting rather greedy. We don't want Sujad's fortress collapsing around him—at least not yet."
As the Lady helped Peter to his feet, the Essence of Obsidian said quickly, “Someone's coming!” And Peter knew the Earthlight six were alone.
When Sujad's gremlin entered the cave-like room, six pairs of eyes were already fixed on the broken doorway. The experience so unnerved the creature that he failed to notice, to one side of the opening the heap, of obsidian that was once a door, and the tray in his hand shook, causing everything on it to rattle loudly. His eyes remained riveted on Merlin as he bent to place the tray on the floor well away from the group of prisoners. He found it impossible to believe that five people of the Earthlight—six if he counted that wolf-like creature that Sujad called a dog—were no longer a match for his master, especially when the Earthlight's two most powerful people were included in that group. Having placed the tray hastily on the floor, spilling water over most of the food, the gremlin quickly backed into the passageway, where he turned and bolted back to his drudgery in the kitchens of Sujad the Great.
Shortly after returning he was summoned by Sujad to give an account of how he found the prisoners and asked if he thought they needed careful guarding.
"My lord, they were all huddled together in the cell where you placed the sorcerer and the sorceress. They did nothing but stare at me, although, now I come to think of it, they had already demolished the door."
Sujad showed his teeth in a smile that made the gremlin slowly let out his breath in a relieved sigh.
"Good. I knew they had used up the last of their power in breaking down the door. They must have badly wanted the company of those useless children. Very good, Gromac.” Sujad curtly dismissed the gremlin.
* * * *
THE EARTHLIGHT quintet looked at the tray of food with distaste and left it untouched. The voice of the Essence of Obsidian suddenly cut through the air.
"Things could not be better. We have just been checked up on, which means they'll probably give us half an hour or so before they come to collect the tray. That should be plenty of time.” Peter found himself looking around for the owner of the voice, and his heart gave a joyful bound as he felt the throbbing sensation and then saw the light pulsing in at him. “Are you all right, Peter?"
In spite of his predicament, Peter couldn't help grinning broadly.
"I'm fine,” he said cheerfully. But his heart thumped wildly.
"All right then. Unleash the power."
Peter felt Merlin take one of his hands and the Lady the other. In a matter of seconds they had all joined hands, with the twins each holding on to Dreyfus's collar. Then Peter felt the minds of Merlin and the Lady reaching out into his. It was as though the three minds momentarily melded into one. All the while the Power of Obsidian's light pulsed in at him.
Suddenly the pulsing light seemed to explode all around him like colorless, silent fireworks. There was no noise, just the blinding white light. He squinted against it. As he did so, sound returned. But it wasn't the noise of an explosion. Rather, it seemed to be a commotion of voices. One voice rose above the others—amplified by its sheer fury—but Peter was still unable to hear what it shouted. The commotion ceased as suddenly as it had begun. Peter opened his eyes to find himself standing under pine trees in the rain. His hands were still clasped in those of the Lady and Merlin.
"All right, Peter?” Merlin asked gruffly.
Temporarily speechless, Peter nodded. Merlin smiled briefly, reassuringly, and immediately dropped his hand. Peter turned anxiously to the Lady. She smiled in reply to his unspoken question and gently let go of his other hand. He experienced a passing pang of bereavement.
Merlin raised his arm in a triumphant flourish.
"There—I've called your horses for you.” And, following the line of his arm, they saw the shimmering form of Argent trotting towards them, her head held high and her mane tossing freely, spraying silvery drops of rain around her. For a few moments she looked as ethereal as a silver unicorn. The two mares, undoubtedly real, followed in her wake. “I suggest you take yourselves straight back to the house. By the time you get there you'll be soaked anyway."
Peter had just taken Argent's halter. He turned back to Merlin in dismay. “Aren't you coming too? You're every bit as wet as we are."
Merlin and the Lady exchanged brief glances.
"Very well, then,” Merlin agreed. “I suppose it might be a good idea for you to return escorted. You're less likely to fall back into the clutches of Sujad the Great.” He turned to Jamie and John. “I think it's best if you two take one of the horses while I take the other. As twins, you're probably used to riding on the same horse."
While Merlin was busy getting Jamie and John onto the back of one of the mares, Peter turned back to the Lady, but she had gone. Irrationally, disappointment filled his heart. You didn't even say goodbye, he thought accusingly, and was instantly rewarded by the faint sound of her voice. “Farewell, Peter—until we meet again.” A few bars of her eerie music followed.
Peter was standing in the rain staring into the distance with a slight, faraway smile on his face when Merlin, now mounted on one of the mares, turned back to him.
"Come on, Peter. This is no time to be daydreaming."
"Sorry,” Peter said, grinning broadly.
He swung himself quickly into the saddle and the three horses moved off at a smart trot. All were as eager to get back to warmth and dryness as their riders.
On arriving back at the stables, one of the stable hands came to meet them. By this time it had stopped raining. He looked surprised to see Merlin riding one of the mares.
"Anything wrong, sir?"
"No. But we're soaked through. Do you think you can deal with the horses while we get ourselves dried and changed? We're all rather cold."
"No trouble."
Merlin dismounted and strode off purposefully towards the house. The boys had to run to catch up with him. To their surprise they found Merlin's Mercedes standing at the front door. Merlin walked past it without so much as a glance. He walked round the house to the back. The crunch of their footsteps on the drive brought Susan to the kitchen door to meet them.
"Good heavens! You're all drenched! Get yourselves upstairs to change and I'll heat you some soup. There are towels in the cupboard in the bathroom."
"Thank you, ma'am,” Merlin said with formality, leaving the room as quickly as he had entered it.
The boys all followed. Merlin grabbed towels for them all and hurried to the room set aside for him, while the boys went to Peter's room. Peter's clothing was a little loose on them, but they were soon kitted out in warm dry clothes. They rushed to the kitchen where, to their surprise, they found Merlin already seated at the table accepting a large bowl of soup with an almost boyish look of anticipation on his face. There were crusty rolls and the inevitable batch of scones.
"You can't beat a farmhouse for food,” Merlin remarked as he tucked in.
Susan chuckled. “Anyone would think your wife couldn't cook."
"As Peter would say, she's a smashing cook—nearly as good as you,” Merlin said gallantly. “The problem is I haven't had any of her cooking for quite a while."
His voice was even and his face expressionless, but Susan obviously caught the pathos behind his words, for her smile faded. “Yes. I heard all about that. I do hope she'll be better soon."
"Oh, she's already well on the way."
Peter looked at him sharply. Somehow he found himself unable to share Merlin's confidence. He was remembering the words of the blue-robed Lord of Corruption. He could hear the rasping voice right now. “...we can restore her to normal health any time we choose. If you will give me the Obsidian Dagger and cease this foolish quest for Earthlight we will return her to you right now." Was the Blue Lord telling the truth? Peter wondered. Was the Evil One really responsible for Aunt Angela's condition? Would she have been restored to health if I had given my promise to abandon the quest for Earthlight?
He began to feel irrationally guilty—as though he himself had been the cause of Aunt Angela's nervous breakdown. I expect I'll have to tell Merlin about it, he told himself uneasily.
"Don't worry about it, Peter,” a voice spoke into his mind—and he nearly choked on his soup as he realised it was Merlin's. “Blackmailers are seldom honorable, and the Evil One wouldn't know the meaning of the word honor."
"Oh! You already know,” he replied with considerable relief.
Merlin made no reply to this; he was already talking to Jamie. “I understand from your mother, Jamie, that you've had quite a bit of time off school for public performances.” Peter wondered when the sorcerer had managed to talk to Mrs. Evans.
"Oh, yes,” Jamie replied. “I've been singing with Cantus Firmus and quite a few of our concerts have been recorded by Radio New Zealand. As for time off school, I wouldn't call it that as I've always had to work twice as hard to catch up."
"That's the price of making the most of your talents, Jamie. It's worth it, though—believe me."
Jamie sighed and pulled a face. “The trouble is I love singing more than anything else in the world and I want to sing everything—not just opera—but once my voice breaks there's no guarantee I'll have a voice at all. That could happen at any time."
Although he had always known Jamie's wish to make singing a career, John had obviously never heard his twin so carried away by enthusiasm; he couldn't help looking more than a little surprised.
"If you mean you could suddenly start croaking in the middle of a solo, don't worry about it—it won't happen. You'll gradually slide down to lyric tenor."
Jamie gaped at Merlin in astonishment.
"How do you know?” He stopped suddenly. “Sorry,” he muttered, giving Susan a swift, almost furtive, sideways glance. “I forgot."
Susan looked puzzled. “Forgot what?"
"Jamie forgot I have considerable knowledge of voices, both singing and speaking, and that I would therefore know his isn't the type of voice to break suddenly,” Merlin said smoothly.
"Oh! Do you teach singing?” Susan asked. Peter could almost hearing her thinking, He doesn't look at all like a singing teacher.
Merlin laughed.
"Heaven forbid!” he exclaimed fervently with a mock shudder, a light laugh and a wide grin.
Jamie took this personally.
"Oy! We're not that bad!” he objected but, at sight of Merlin's unusually cheerful face, his own split into a grin.
* * * *
AFTER DINNER Mrs. Evans arrived to take the twins back home.
"I hope they've been behaving themselves."
Susan laughed. “They've been no trouble. They're welcome back any time they like."
Once the car had driven off Susan went back inside. As Peter kicked aimlessly at a stone on his way back inside, he suddenly became aware that she was watching from the kitchen window and straightened his dropping shoulders with a sheepish smile.
He was hardly inside the kitchen when Susan asked, “Would you like your friends to come and stay for the rest of the holidays?"
Peter's spirits lifted, only to plunge instantly as he realised he couldn't possibly put her to so much trouble.
"Oh, that would make far too much work for you."
Susan laughed. “Bless you for your kind thought! If you think I've got too much work to do the three of you can always lend a hand! They'd be very welcome if they'd like to stay. There's another bedroom with two beds in it that's used for when we have paying guests during the summer. I'll ring Sylvia in the morning."
When Peter went to bed that night he was feeling much happier about things. Merlin was back, for a start, and now he had Jamie and John coming to stay. He sat up in bed reading for a while, trying to take his mind off the struggle ahead of him and his friends. Just as he turned out the light to settle down there was a soft knock on the door. The handle turned and someone entered before Peter had time to speak. A mop of unruly hair outlined against the hall light told Peter who it was. A little thrill of anticipation went through him.
Merlin put his finger to his lips and quietly closed the door. Peter sat up quickly, his heart beginning to pound.
"Has something happened?” he whispered.
"No, not yet. But we're expecting all hell to break loose soon. Sujad was aware of our escape as soon as it was accomplished. It's only a matter of time before he discovers how it was done."
"So?” Peter prompted when Merlin paused.
"So I have to leave you again. I must be with the Lady when it happens. She needs my help."
"Right now?” Disappointment was strong in his voice.
Merlin nodded grimly. He patted Peter's shoulder. “I feel bad about leaving you where the Evil One and his Lords of Corruption can get at you so easily, but I have no choice. This is where you're needed."
Peter looked up at the craggy features, deeply shadowed in the moonlight filtering through the bedroom window. Dozens of questions hovered on his tongue, but he asked none of them. Instead, he said contritely, “I haven't thanked you for the gift of Argent. She's beautiful. I haven't had such a lovely present—nor such a precious one—since Dreyfus arrived."
Merlin's mouth relaxed into a brief smile. “Like Dreyfus, she's a gift of the Earthlight, young one. Farewell for now. Sleep well."
Then he was gone. Peter didn't even hear the door close.
 



Chapter 13
The Willow Wand
PETER LOOKED across the water. It was an unusually warm day for May, he mused—almost summery. The warmth of a summer day in the fresh air can make you feel quite lazy, he decided, stretching out on the grassy bank at the water's edge. Somewhere behind him bees buzzed in the clover. The breeze barely rippled the lake's surface.
He was sure he had never been there before. He looked at the ducks crowding expectantly near him—obviously used to being fed. However, he had nothing for them. How did I get here? he puzzled. And where am I anyway? Absently he dabbled his hand in the water. Drowsiness fled as he recalled the previous day's events and remembered the cool weather and the chill of being soaked through. He jerked upright, startling into flight the boldest ducks, which had come almost up to his dabbling hand.
He lifted his face and looked critically at the trees. Most were weeping willows still in the full foliage of early summer. Surely they should have turned by now? Had he lost time somewhere? Was he perhaps not even in New Zealand but over the other side of the world again?
He looked at the clover-strewn grass behind. It was much like the pasture on Bart's smallholding. His gaze strayed further afield. And surely that's the forest, he mused as his glance fell on a stretch of pines on the horizon. So I must be on Bart's property. How come it seems to be summer?
He stood up and reached for the nearest willow branch. Salix babylonica, he said to himself as his hand closed over the cool green leaves, and wondered how he knew the tree's botanical name. The answer came instantly: knowledge from the Book of Obsidian. The willow leaves tickled his face as he breathed in the smell of summer foliage. Carefully choosing the lightest green leaves, he broke off a small twig.
"Powerless while in winter's grip. Break off only the greenest tip,” he muttered.
He reached for two more twigs. The sound of a voice from the water made him jerk his head round. While he had been wrapped in contemplation of the willow trees someone had started rowing across the lake towards him. The boat held two people. When he realised who they were his blood ran cold. The Lord of Corruption rowing was robed in black and wore a hooded cloak. The other was in blue. Both had their hoods pulled well forward, shadowing their faces.
Had they seen him? Peter felt his mouth go dry, while his heart started racing in a way that was becoming too familiar. Should he hide? No—what good will that do? They must have seen him.
The boat had now reached the middle of the lake. Peter shaded his eyes against the glare then blinked as the clear air turned suddenly hazy. The bright light of summer faded, replaced by a mysterious half-light, and patches of mist drifted over the water. The sun, previously riding high, was now somewhere below the skyline. A faint flush lightened the horizon. Peter glanced behind. The pasture was heavy with dew. There was even a light scattering of frost. It's certainly cold enough, he thought with a shiver. It's obviously around sunrise. I must be shifting about in time, and I seem to have no control over it.
He looked up at the willow from which he had just broken the twig. The tree was a rich warm yellow. Some leaves had already fallen. Then he looked down at what he held in his hand. His heart jumped when he saw that the willow wand still bore leaves as fresh and green as they were when he'd broken the twig from the tree.
Peter turned his attention back to the boat. He saw the Blue Lord raise his arm and point. Peter fancied he heard the Lord's raspy voice but couldn't make out what he said. The Black Lord—who had to be Le Grud—started rowing in the direction pointed out by his colleague.
It's a change to see them without their foul black clouds. But what on earth are they up to? Whatever it is I can be sure it's evil so I must find out. The only way to do that seems to be to swim to the boat. How can I do that without being seen?
He bent and dipped his hand in the lake. The water that had been so warm moments before was icy cold. I'd never make it, he thought and looked around for some sort of boat. But there was nothing. However, the urge to find out what his enemies were up to had become stronger than his sense of self-preservation.
He took off his shoes and socks and left them on the bank. Allowing no time for second thoughts, he took a deep breath and entered the lake. He heard the splash of his dive and felt the icy water close over his body. It almost drove the breath from his lungs. Then everything went black....
...and Peter opened his eyes to find himself lying in bed with nothing covering him. Shivering violently, he groped on the carpet for the duvet. Dreyfus was about to make a nest in it.
Peter tugged at it. “Come on, Dreyfus, off you get! I'm cold."
Dreyfus, sensing his master's unreceptive mood, went straight back to his basket. Having wrapped himself up again, Peter lay thinking about his dream. He remembered the nightmare of a few days ago when he had, as now, woken to find the bedclothes on the floor. Merlin had dismissed it as unimportant. Peter was sure this dream was important.
He looked at the window. The first fingers of a cold misty dawn filtered through the crack where the curtains hadn't been properly closed. He leaned out of bed and lifted the curtain. Impatiently he swept the sleeve of his pajama jacket over the misty glass and peered out. It looked just the sort of day that had featured in the last half of his dream—a day that seemed much later in the year than May.
Where is that lake, I wonder? I'm sure it's on Bart's property, but I suppose it could be on an adjoining farm. Somehow I feel I've seen something that's about to happen this morning. After all, there's nothing to keep the Lords of Corruption from the land now.
Peter swung his feet onto the floor. As he stood up, something fell to the carpet. He bent to retrieve it. His heart seemed to stand still as he saw what it was—a green twig from a weeping willow.
With a growing sense of urgency he dressed and thrust the end of the willow twig into his trouser pocket before stealing from the house. Once out in the open he took to his heels. The air was chill with the bite of a light early frost. The sunrise when it came was going to be impressive, he reflected, glancing at the flush on the eastern horizon.
The red in the sky down by the lake was on my right and the forest was over there, he reasoned as he ran, so if I keep the dawn on the right now I stand a better chance of finding the lake. It was big enough and there were plenty of willows. They're a very distinctive tree....
His thoughts broke off as he spied a group of trees on the horizon ahead slightly to his left. With their drooping boughs, they had to be weeping willows. Unfortunately, they were still some distance ahead and his sense of urgency was getting stronger. He strove to lengthen his stride.
When he arrived at the willows he was breathing fast. But relief was strong in his heart. There was the lake. And he was in time. There was no one on the water.
Everything was just as he remembered it in the later part of his dream. He bent and dipped his fingers into the water. It was as icy as it had been in his dream. And again there was no boat. He'd have to swim out as he did in the dream.
He knelt on the dew-wet grass and took off his shoes and socks, and then his heavy knitted sweater, shivering as the cold bit into his flesh.
It was then he saw the boat. Only, unlike in his dream, it was still on the other side of the lake. Two shadowy figures, unidentifiable in the shifting strands of mist, were pushing it into the water. Remembering the loud splash his dive had made, Peter sat down on the bank. He fixed his gaze on a particular tree on the other side. If I can keep the top of that in sight, I should steer a reasonably straight course. Taking a deep breath and bracing himself against the expected cold, he lowered himself into the water.
Much to his surprise, the water seemed neither cold nor warm. But he wasted no time pondering this riddle. Using breast stroke like a frog moving towards its unsuspecting prey, he made for the middle of the lake, all the time fastening his gaze on the tree that he had chosen as a marker. He wasn't always able to see it. Sometimes it was obscured by the drifts of mist.
The rosy glow on the horizon had taken on a tinge of gold and spread itself above the lake, and the water now mirrored a changing palette of blue, silver, pink and gold. Determinedly ignoring the glory around him, Peter kept his gaze on the tree on the far bank.
Suddenly the boat itself loomed into his line of vision. He saw the Blue Lord raise his arm, and this time he heard the speaker's rasping words. Watching a replay from a new angle of a scene viewed so recently was uncanny—almost frightening.
"This is approximately the center of the lake,” the Blue Lord's voice grated. “It's very deep here. In fact, I don't think anyone realises just how deep this lake is. Sujad said if we toss it in here it'll be safe enough. The idiots wouldn't think to look on their own doorstep."
"It's a pity we can't destroy the wretched thing,” the Black Lord grumbled, and Peter recognized Le Grud's voice. “Sujad the Great did it once. I don't know why he can't do it again. But if he wants it in the center of this lake, that's where we'll put it."
"He'll probably destroy it when he's repaired the devastation caused by that detestable boy when he drained power from the Obsidian Dungeons” Hatred was strong in the Blue Lord's voice. “Sujad's castle has suffered extensive damage and he must channel all his efforts into its restoration.” Peter realised that the boat was towing something covered in a black tarpaulin. The Blue Lord whipped the cover off, but all Peter could see was another boat—some type of canoe. “Look at it will you. Have you ever seen anything so repulsive?"
Le Grud had now stopped rowing. He glanced carelessly at what the Blue Lord had uncovered. “Oh, I don't know. I wouldn't call it ugly just because it's evil.” He leaned out and unhooked the canoe from the boat. “Help me get rid of it will you?"
As the Lords of Corruption appeared too engrossed in what they were doing to notice Peter, he silently swam closer. Le Grud maneuvered the boat so that the two crafts bobbed side-by-side. He and the Blue Lord each took hold of the canoe and forced it to tip over. As the canoe tilted, Peter saw what it contained before it hit the water. Cold icicles seemed to tingle through him. It was the statue from the grotto in the City of Light.
Peter's bitten-off cry was masked by the noise made by the statue and the canoe as they sank. But he was still staring in horror as the Lords of Corruption fought to steady their rocking boat. Ducks swimming nearby took to the air.
"Are you sure they won't discover it?” The Blue Lord stared into the depths of the water.
"Quite sure. Sujad's spell will ensure no one will ever find it. When Merlin brought the Lord of Obsidian's son from the dark ages into that damned forest he opened up this land to all the enemies of the Earthlight. We can do what we like both on the land and in the forest."
The Blue Lord snorted. “The best thing would be to put a torch to it all."
Peter was now recovering from his shock. They'll see me in a minute. There's nowhere to hide. As quietly as possible, he dived.
"What was that?” said the Blue Lord sharply.
"Don't be so jumpy. We just disturbed those damned ducks. Look—they're all over the place. I suppose the shooting season's still on. They always seem to congregate in places like this during the shooting season."
He took up the oars again and started rowing back the way they had come. Slowly Peter rose again, breaking the surface away from areas of dabbling webbed feet. The Lord in Blue now had his back turned and Le Grud was too busy looking over his shoulder at the far bank to notice the head bobbing on the water. Peter stayed, treading water, until the robed figures had reached the other side. He watched them hide the boat among the reeds before walking off. The moment they were out of sight he struck out for his own shore.
He reached it, panting and spluttering, to find Jamie and John standing waiting for him. They each held out a hand to help him from the water.
"What are you two doing here?"
"We thought we heard something and we found your room empty,” Jamie said. “We went looking for Merlin and found him gone. His bed hadn't even been slept in. You weren't in the kitchen and Bart said you must have gone out because the back door was unlocked. When we came outside we saw a number of ducks take to the air so we ran to find out if it was you who disturbed them."
Peter shook his head. His face was grim as he put on his shoes and socks and grabbed his pullover. “It wasn't. It was two Lords of Corruption.” He started running back to the house. “If Bart's still having breakfast I'd like to talk to him."
Jamie and John wasted no more words but also broke into a run. On reaching the house they slowed to a walk and entered as quietly as they could. Bart and Susan were sitting at breakfast. Peter looked at Susan in dismay. I can hardly talk to Bart with her there.
While Susan stared at them in astonishment—especially at Peter, who was still wet and was beginning to realise how cold he was—Bart looked up from his breakfast calmly and said, “I'll be with you in a minute."
Peter looked at Susan apologetically. “I fell into the lake. I'm afraid we were larking around."
"You'd better have a hot shower and change into something dry right away, lad,” Susan said with a glance at her husband.
Peter turned to leave. “I won't be long.” He threw the words at Bart as he ran from the room. Larking around, he thought bitterly as he raced up the stairs to the bathroom. I wish we had been. It's awful having to lie to someone as nice as Susan.
Back at the table Susan eyed the twins, who looked distinctly uncomfortable.
"You must be cold too,” she said, trying to put them at their ease. “Sit yourselves down and I'll start the breakfast."
By the time the porridge was ready Peter had joined them. He and the twins attacked the food with hearty appetites. To Susan it must have seemed a quiet meal. Peter tried to look as preoccupied with his breakfast as Bart looked.
"What is it?” Bart's voice said sharply into his mind.
Keeping his eyes on his bowl and eating steadily, Peter explained as briefly as he could about his dream and what had happened at the lake.
"Right. When I leave as though to go to work I want you to follow me after about ten minutes. Make your way back to the lake. I'll meet you there."
Bart unhurriedly finished his breakfast, gave his wife his usual cheerful farewell and left. After ten minutes, during which they made small talk with Susan, Peter and the twins excused themselves and made their way back to the lake. Dreyfus, forced to stay in the kitchen with Susan, stared disconsolately after them.
Bart was waiting at the lake, crouched on the bank where Peter had sat a few hours before.
"Peter and I are going in again,” Bart said by way of greeting, addressing Jamie and John. “So that Susan won't ask questions about wet clothes I've brought along two wetsuits and some towels.” He picked up the smaller of the wetsuits and handed it to Peter. “It might not fit you properly. It belonged to me when I was about your age. It's been well looked after so it's in good condition."
Peter held out to Bart the willow twig that he had snapped from the tree in his dream. As Bart took it and gently stroked the green leaves, neither said anything. Bart silently handed it back.
Peter struggled into the wetsuit and strapped the pair of flippers around his feet. He thrust the willow twig into his belt and tied it firmly with some string from his trouser pocket. After giving Jamie and John a watery smile that was meant to convey confidence, he plunged into the water after Bart.
"I'll follow you. You know more or less where the fiends sank it,” Bart said as Peter's head broke the surface beside him.
Peter nodded and struck out for the lake's center. He discovered it wasn't as easy to pinpoint as he had thought.
"We'll have to dive,” Bart said grimly. “We'll need to breathe and I haven't got an aqualung with me, so you'll have to use your knowledge from the Book of Obsidian for both of us."
Peter nodded. With one swift kick he went down. Concentrating hard and remembering his dive in the original grotto in the City of the Reborn, he strove to breathe naturally. When he felt comfortable he reached out to Bart with his mind.
"Okay, Young One. Well done,” Bart's voice replied in mind-speech.
Like a couple of fish they moved towards the bottom of the lake. Peter was surprised at the amount of fresh-water plant life. I suppose I didn't really know what to expect, he thought. “You've got trout!” he said in surprise as he caught sight of a retreating fish.
"Don't let everyone else know,” Bart replied with a chuckle. “This is private land and I don't want poachers, thank you."
They swam for some time before Peter spotted something among the plant life—the canoe used by the Lords of Corruption. It was leaning drunkenly against a large rocky outcrop. Therefore, Peter reasoned, the statue must be close. They circled the canoe but found nothing apart from crushed and broken plants. They even looked inside the canoe itself. It held only lake water.
Bart grabbed the canoe's side and peered around looking for a hidden crevice in which the statue might have fallen. Suddenly the canoe dislodged itself from the rocky outcrop. Bart's shoulder received a glancing blow as he dodged out of the way. The flimsy craft struck a jagged rock, tearing a small hole in its side. It was Peter who saw what the canoe had cunningly concealed: a great chasm in the middle of the rocky outcrop. Now it was uncovered it seemed impossible to believe they could have missed seeing it. His heart hammering with excitement, he swam towards it.
Just as he was about to enter the gap Bart called in sharp mind-speech, “Peter! Wait!"
Peter grasped the rocky edge of the chasm to stop himself going down into the darkness. “What's wrong?"
"It's too dark in there. I brought an underwater torch with me. Hang on while I switch it on.” After some seconds’ wait a dim light flickered in Peter's direction. Bart swam towards him. He thrust the beam of light down the hole. “Sorry, Peter, it looks pretty deep in there, and it's very dark. I think we should come back better equipped."
"How will we get the statue out anyway?” Peter looked at the jagged edge of the opening and a terrible thought struck him. “What if it's damaged?"
Anxiously he peered into the darkness. He could see nothing. He sent his mind probing the depths. As he did so Bart called out sharply, “Come away!” Even as Bart spoke, Peter's mind-probe found something. He ignored Bart's repeated cry but strove to identify the presence. Fierce denial rushed up at him. At the same time he received an impression of intense malevolence directed at himself. He sensed, rather than saw, something move. Then the water beyond the yawning mouth of the underground cave burst into violent movement. Peter backed quickly. Too late—something lunged out of the hole. It grabbed his leg. Before he could react it dragged him into the cave. He saw the hole above his head as he went down. Then something reached out and closed over his face, stifling his breathing.
 



Chapter 14
Battle in the Lake
PETER FOUGHT to breathe. He thrashed out with both hands and flippers; but the thing encircling him held him fast. He strove to release his face from the pressure on his nose and mouth. It merely pressed down harder.
The creature embracing him wasn't after prey. The swamping waves of malevolence and evil coming from it were enough to tell Peter that. All the same, its intention was to kill him.
He tried delving into the knowledge gained from the Book of Obsidian. There must be something there to deal with such things, his mind cried as it floundered around, almost paralyzed by the evil pouring over it. Moments later he received flashing pictures like the fluttering of autumn leaves. So there was something he could do. But his relief was short-lived—for his brain was too stupefied to make anything of the images.
He started to see flashing lights and knew he was about to black out. Despair swamped him. Then something nudged his mind, barely felt. Between the flashing lights of near-blackout his eyes caught a soft glow. Bart's torch!
"Bart—help!” But his mind-voice sounded to him more a whisper than a scream. Anyway, Bart couldn't help. All he had was a torch—useless as a weapon against a creature like this.
"The willow! The willow twig!"
Peter's senses barely caught Bart's mind-shout. The creature had already pinioned one of his arms. He reached down with the other hand to the belt at his waist. In doing so he touched some part of the foulness enveloping him What if it's got a hold around my waist and I can't get at the twig?
Relief flooded through him as he felt the buckle. He moved his hand along—and there was the willow twig. Frantically he tugged until it came away in his hand. Not sure what he was supposed to do with it, he held it up in the water. With his consciousness all but leaving him, Peter didn't see what happened next. He later learned that the leaves, ripped off in his desperate tugging, floated out into the water and drifted away from each other before beginning to circle the creature.
Then, like homing missiles, they rushed in. As they touched the creature's bulk Peter's befogged mind thought he could hear a loud, high scream of terror. It tore right through his body, jangling every numbed nerve. Then, in a great swirl of water, the monster released him and sped into the depths. A roar of malevolence and rage followed in its path.
But it was too late. Bart would never reach him in time. And when he lost consciousness he would stop being able to take oxygen from the water. So would Bart. They'd both drown!
Then he felt Bart's mind reaching for his, sensed Bart taking from the water as much oxygen as he could, knowing it would be his last chance until he reached air again.
"Peter, can you hear me?” Bart's mind voice was so faint Peter knew he was too far away. He tried to urge Bart to get up to the surface so they wouldn't both drown. But all he managed was Bart's name.
* * * *
"BAR—” WHEN Peter's call of his name was abruptly cut off, Bart knew he had a bare few minutes to get Peter to safety. And now he himself had only the air in his lungs.
Thank goodness for all those times he'd pestered his parents for scuba diving lessons, lessons that had also included training in saving divers in trouble. He grabbed Peter's limp form and propelled them both upwards.
Somewhat to his surprise, as Bart broke the surface he saw Jamie and John, stark naked, swimming towards them. In no time at all they brought Peter to shore.
"You two get dressed,” Bart said curtly as he laid Peter on the grass and prepared to do some resuscitation.
To everybody's intense relief and joy, Peter immediately coughed up the water he had taken in and struggled into a sitting position. “What—what was that?"
"I don't know. But whatever it was, it nearly killed you."
Peter heard the unintentional reproof in Bart's voice and had the grace to look abashed. “Yes. I'm sorry, Bart. I should have come away when you said. But for your quick wits and prompt action I'd have drowned—or been suffocated. I can't thank you enough."
The stricken look on Peter's face went straight to Bart's heart. He remembered his own feelings as his senses became aware of the vast evil bulk lurking in the darkness. I didn't even want to know what it was. All I wanted was to get away as fast as I could. But this boy immediately used his gifts to try to find out what was there, regardless of the danger. He thought if he could only find out what it was he might be able to do something about it. And he was right. In order to defeat an enemy you need to know what you're fighting.
Bart sighed. He thrust one of the towels at Peter.
"Better get dressed, lad,” he said heavily and started peeling off his own wetsuit and drying himself. “I'll tell Merlin what's happened. He'll know what to do."
As Peter took the towel, he noticed he was still clutching the willow twig. Funny, he thought in surprise. I wonder how come I didn't let that go when I lost consciousness. He held it out to Bart in silent enquiry.
Bar looked surprised. “Oh, yes. I'd keep that if I were you, but I don't know whether it's of any use without its leaves. As far as I could tell it was the leaves that saved you from the monster. They sort of homed in on it like a lot of little missiles. I don't know whether they hurt it or just frightened it into letting go."
Peter looked thoughtfully at the twig.
"Powerless while in winter's grip. Break off only the greenest tip,” he said to no one in particular.
Bart looked up from buckling his belt. “Because it's now leafless doesn't mean to say it's useless. It wasn't in winter's grip when you broke it off."
"No,” Peter thrust the twig into his trouser pocket and continued drying himself.
Jamie and John waited until Bart had gone, taking the wetsuits and damp towels with him, before bombarding Peter with questions. As accurately as possible Peter related what had happened.
"What did the monster look like?” Jamie asked. By this time they were well on their way to the farmhouse. The sun had risen and the air already felt warmer. They were still cold but too engrossed in Peter's experience to notice.
"I didn't really see it. But it was like being held by a giant squid or octopus. It definitely wasn't a natural creature—I mean, you don't get things like that in the open sea let alone in a small lake. Also, it didn't just drag me down to drown. It deliberately blocked off my nose and mouth, which suggests a certain amount of intelligence. And besides, it gave off the most horrifying aura of evil. It must have been placed there expressly to stop the Earthlight regaining the statue."
"Why would the Evil One—or more probably Sujad the Great—want to remove the statue and go to so much pains to stop the Earthlight getting it back?” Jamie pondered, frowning. “I mean, I know the first statue was special because the Book of Obsidian was hidden in its base, but I sort of took it for granted the new one was—well, just a statue."
"It could never be ´just a statue'. To begin with, it had the same face as the original one. Don't you remember, I placed the face from the broken statue on the empty plinth in the new cavern and suddenly the statue was there as though it had never been broken?"
There was a short silence as the twins remembered with envy Peter's account of the renewal of the statue. Peter had been on his own at the time, but the fact that a statue identical to the one in the original grotto had suddenly appeared in the second grotto was undeniable.
Peter spoke his thoughts aloud. “I'm wondering if there wasn't something in that dream I had after all."
The others looked at him in blank enquiry. They spoke together. “What dream?"
Peter related his dream about Aunt Angela on his first night in Auckland.
"Well, it doesn't tell us anything,” Jamie grumbled. “If Merlin says the grotto and the caverns of the City of the Reborn are inaccessible, then they must be. He should know."
"Yes. When I suggested maybe only the entrances were blocked and the caves might have been just partially buried, he said something like, ´Come now; you know me better than that', as though he had investigated further and had been convinced of their total ruin."
Until now John had said little, apparently listening to what the others had to say. When he spoke, however, it was obvious his thoughts had been moving along different lines. “That—that thing can't come out of the lake can it?"
Peter and Jamie stopped in mid-stride and looked at him, aghast. Peter could feel the blood draining from his face. “I never thought of that. If it was some type of ordinary creature that lives in fresh water I would say no. But that's not an ordinary creature by any stretch of the imagination."
They looked back at the line of willows on the skyline that marked the edge of the lake. Peter almost expected a huge dark shape to lurch over the horizon and come lunging towards them. It can't reach me from here, surely. He sent his mind probing out past the willows, across the water and down into the depths. Something was still down there, for his mind came up against a violent barrier. Whatever it was resisted his probing with all its considerable might. He could feel its malice—like an almost tangible force—from where he stood.
When they arrived back at the house Susan was busy in the kitchen. She looked around as they entered. Dreyfus rushed forward to greet Peter.
"Oh, I thought—” Susan broke off. “Is anything wrong?” She was looking with concern at Peter.
Peter started guiltily and felt himself redden. He kept his face down, accepting Dreyfus's ecstatic licking. Was the terror of his recent experience really so obvious? he wondered.
"Oh, no—no,” he hastened to assure her. “We were just wondering about going riding after lunch and I thought it might make a change if we went for a walk this morning instead of spending the whole day riding. It'll save you having to make us a picnic lunch."
Susan frowned. For some reason Peter sensed she had been expecting him to say he had been involved in another accident.
"Oh!” She looked at him critically again. “Well, don't overdo things. You still look a bit pale from your fall into the lake. Are you sure you're all right? Why don't you go and lie down for a bit? Someone will bring you up a cup of tea when I've made a pot, and the others can go for a walk on their own if they want to."
Peter felt himself flush again under her scrutiny. “I do have a bit of a headache. A lie-down might be a good idea."
He went upstairs. Jamie and John both commanded Dreyfus to stay. The dog's ears and tail drooped, but he turned back to the kitchen.
Peter hadn't told a lie. His head had started thumping painfully when he was greeting Dreyfus.
He took off his shoes, pulled the duvet down and scrambled between the sheets. Lying down seemed to make his head feel no better, but at least he felt warmer. When Susan entered the room with tea and a painkiller, she said worriedly, “You look even whiter than you did downstairs. If you're not better by dinner-time I'm getting the doctor in to look at you."
"Thanks, Susan; you're a real brick.” Peter gave her a watery smile and sat up to swallow the water in which she had mixed the painkiller. “Yuk! Why is it medicines always taste so foul?"
Susan chuckled and took the glass from him. “My mother always told me the nastier it tasted the better it worked. The tea will help take the taste away. If you want anything give us a shout. I'll pop in later to see if you're feeling better.” And she left, gently closing the door behind her.
Peter pulled the duvet up to his chin and snuggled down. I don't think I've ever had a headache before. I wonder what could have brought it on. He sat up abruptly, climbed out of bed again and went to the mirror. He looked at his whey-faced reflection. Oh dear, I do look awful,
I don't feel too good, either—sort of dizzy.
As he gazed at himself in the glass, the image seemed to waver as though he saw it through a heat haze. A strange humming filled his ears. Puzzled, he looked around and moved across the room, trying to work out the location of the sound. It seems to be coming from my head.
Then suddenly the humming stopped and a voice shouted, “Pukling!"
Peter started and winced. “There's no need to shout! I can hear you."
"And there's no need to talk out loud!” the voice shouted in his head. “I can hear you quite clearly if you just think your answers. Now get back to the mirror, Pukling!"
"Only if you stop shouting, Sujad the Traitor."
Sujad's voice lowered itself to a hiss. “Just do as you're told and get to that mirror—or I'll make your head hurt even more!"
"Oh, so you're responsible for that. I might have known—I thought there was something odd about it."
"Pukling!"
Peter put his hands to his worsening head. “All right—all right!” Unwillingly he turned back to the mirror. He had moved some way from it by now and the pain in his head made the reflection look shaky. Reluctantly he approached the glass.
"What do you want?” Deliberately he looked everywhere but at his reflected image.
"Look in the mirror."
"What for?"
"Do as I say!"
"I won't if you insist on shouting."
Sujad's answer was to make the pain in Peter's head so bad he thought he was going to be sick. He put his hands up to his face and peered into the mirror through his fingers. He expected to see this in the mirror but received his first shock—for standing where his own reflection should have been was the figure of Sujad the Great, surrounded by his evil black cloud.
"What do you want?"
"For a start, you stole some power from me. All power obtained from obsidian belongs to the Lord of Obsidian. The Monster of the Lake failed to get retribution for me so I'm taking it for myself. You're becoming too much of a nuisance and I want to get rid of you. Look at yourself in the mirror!"
Peter winced as Sujad's voice rang distortedly in his head. He put his hands down to his side. The image of Sujad started to fade and he found himself looking at the reflection of himself.
For the first time in his life Peter seemed to find his own face fascinating. He was unable to drag his gaze away from it.
"That's better!” Sujad hissed.
Peter suddenly felt as though his brain was being manipulated from outside. The feeling was extremely weird. He gazed at himself in the mirror and his mind told him how dull and uninteresting he looked. Gray eyes and mousy hair. How colorlessly dreary. A round face like a baby's. With all the power I've got surely there's something I can do to make myself better looking. After all, what's the point of being an important member of the Earthlight's cause if I don't look the part? Even Sujad the Great looks like what you'd expect the Lord of Obsidian to look like. I should make myself look more like Sujad the Great.
Peter's gaze bored into the eyes in the mirror. Change, he commanded. And the reflected eyes started to darken until intense black orbs looked at him from the glass. The pallor of his skin disappeared. He was looking at a dark olive complexion. The drabness of his brown hair began to look like a raven's glossy wing. The roundness of the face slowly turned to a high cheek-boned oval. Surely he had seen that face before? Whose was it? That can't be me surely? Sudden panic swept over him. I look like somebody else, but I can't seem to remember who.
He stared hard at the reflection. The black-haired boy in the mirror stared back. Suddenly he began to feel uneasy. He wasn't really sure that he wanted to look like someone else. It was much better to look uniquely oneself. Ah, yes, of course, he suddenly remembered. Jadus looked like that when he was about my age. Jadus, son of Sujad the Great himself. Who wouldn't want to be the son of the Lord of Obsidian—to be heir to all that power?
He blinked at the image in the mirror—and black-lashed eyes blinked back at him. What am I talking about? I don't want anything to do with the Lord of Obsidian. Why would I want to look like Sujad or Jadus? What's the matter with looking like myself?
The image in the mirror opened its mouth and spoke with what sounded to him like his own voice. “Aren't you tired of looking and being so ordinary? You just called yourself dull and uninteresting. Maybe you are. You must be, because you've never had many friends, have you? Aren't Jamie and John the first real friends you've had?"
"What would you know about it? Who are you anyway?"
"I'm you, Peter,” his own voice replied insistently.
"No!” Peter shouted his denial, but it came out in a croak.
The band of pain around his head tightened. He cringed, putting his head in his hands.
"Keep quiet! And get back to that mirror."
Reluctantly Peter took his hands from his head and turned his eyes back to the mirror. The pain instantly subsided and he found himself looking into the eyes of the boy. The reflected eyes looked back at him with compassion and sorrow.
"I'm not so bad,” the image said sadly in his own voice. “I'm just an ordinary boy like yourself. Can't you learn to like me? Can't I be your friend?"
"I've already got friends."
"But they won't be with you after the holidays when you get back to school. They'll be in Auckland while you're in Wellington. I'll be with you any time you need a friend because I'll literally be you."
"Go away."
"Please! Please!” The eyes in the mirror overflowed with misery.
Peter felt himself relenting as he examined the face. Apart from the head, he seemed to be looking at himself, for the boy was dressed exactly as he was—even down to the slightly rumpled look from getting into bed fully clothed. All the gestures Peter made were also copied by the boy in the mirror.
"Where are you?"
"Right here with you."
"What about Jamie and John?"
"You can still be friends with them. We can both be friends with them."
Peter sighed. With all the force of a lone child—a boy who but for his stepfather would be an orphan—part of him yearned to be the boy in the mirror. He certainly looks the part. No one knowing of the war between the Earthlight and the Evil One could possibly doubt that a boy looking like that is the First Chosen of the Earthlight and the ´Son’ of Arthur.
He tried to reason things through logically. There was something not quite right in all this, he decided. But no matter how hard he tried he couldn't put his finger on whatever it was. He looked at the boy in the mirror again, and the boy looked back at him with his own earnestness and open honesty. He sent out a mind probe, and received back only his own thoughts and emotions. It was as though the boy in the mirror already was him. He went back to his logical thinking.
But his mind seemed to be floundering around like a fly in treacle. Was there any logic to the proposal anyway? Did it really matter whether he accepted it or not? Wasn't it just ... Peter's fumbling mind suddenly seemed to come up against a wall that stopped him from thinking at all. Although he managed to keep himself standing, he started to feel unaccountably sleepy.
Oh dear! I'll think about it when I'm more awake. I just want to go to sleep.
And suddenly the sleepiness went as the boy in the mirror became agitated. “No, no! This is important, although it might seem trivial."
"You won't always be talking to me like this as though we're two different people? I don't think I could live with that."
"No, of course not. It's just that at the moment we're sort of like the two separated halves of a whole. Once we're joined we'll simply be one person."
Peter had forgotten that Sujad the Great had been responsible for the change in his reflected image. He had forgotten that the reflection was so much like that of Jadus as a boy. He saw merely a likable, good-looking lad.
As though to help him make up his mind, Sujad now gently allowed the black-eyed boy to fade, and Peter saw his own real reflection staring back at him, solemn and white-faced. Then it too faded and the dark-eyed boy returned.
A big friendly smile—Peter's own smile, did he but know it—split the reflected face almost in two and lit up the eyes the same way that other people saw it light up Peter's. Peter's mind seemed to clear. It was suddenly obvious what he should do.
He drew a deep breath. “Well—why not?” he said.
...and the mirror turned suddenly dark. The reflection of the black-eyed boy vanished like a puff of smoke. In its place was the sneering countenance of Sujad the Great.
And the face of the Lord of Obsidian was part of Peter's own reflected figure.
 



Chapter 15
The Possession
THE DREADFUL laughter of Sujad the Great echoed around inside Peter's head, creating a tight band around his brain. He put his hands to his forehead. But it made no difference. He blocked his ears with his fingers. But that only made it worse because he wasn't hearing the noise through his ears. He forced himself to look in the mirror, which gave him a full-length view of himself. But it wasn't himself that he saw. It was the stocky figure of a boy about his own age with a man's head on his shoulders. The face was that of the boy whom he had first seen in the mirror as he would appear in adult life. The figure had its fingers in its ears and its mouth was wide open in terrible shouting laughter.
Part of himself felt Sujad's monstrous triumph. It charged over him in a tremendous surge—awesome and exhilarating. Suddenly he knew what it was like to have almost unlimited power—to have power far outweighing that of one's mightiest enemies. He knew with shattering certainty that as Sujad the Great he was the most powerful being in the world at that moment—with power enough to conquer the earth.
At the same time he saw himself through Sujad's eyes—and ´Pukling’ wasn't an exaggerated expression of Sujad's view of Simon Peter FitzArthur. Peter now discovered that “weakling who makes me sick” was a very mild description of the Lord of Obsidian's feelings towards him.
But Sujad's abhorrence of Peter seemed to be out of all proportion to such a low opinion. The deadly emotion of hatred rushed over and through Peter with the force of a hurricane. And he knew with grim clarity that it would have the same destructive effect. The part of Peter that was still himself knew it would be the downfall of the Lord of Obsidian. He strove to convey this to the part of him that was Sujad the Great. It was worse than past battles between the part of himself that wanted to do something difficult and the part that insisted it was beyond his capabilities. The personality of Sujad the Great forcefully rejected the idea that anything on earth could be powerful enough to destroy him.
I don't like feeling this way! the part of him that was still Peter cried silently. He knew he had never experienced such overpowering hatred before—even for the boys whose bullying he had endured at school before Dreyfus had come into his life. “Get out of my body and out of my head, Sujad!” he shouted in mind-speech. “I don't want to be Lord of Obsidian! I just want to be myself!"
"A puny, whey-faced, sniveling boy so powerless he always needs to call on the Lady or Merlin to rescue him?” sneered the part of him that was Sujad.
The shaft hit home—like a bullet in the heart. No! I'm not like that! the part of Peter's mind that was still his insisted. Oh, but you are, the other part asserted. How many times have you called upon the Lady—listened for her music?
It was I who rescued her and Merlin last time from the Obsidian Dungeons! It was I who took the power from the walls of the Obsidian Dungeons! the first half cried. And of course I listen for her music—simply because I want to be near her. Her presence brings happiness and peace....
"Maudlin fool!” sneered the part of him that was Sujad. “You will learn to be self-sufficient! Sujad the Great will not tolerate any sentimentality or emotional attachment to another being. You have agreed to become Sujad the Great, Lord of Obsidian—and you will feel, think and act as the Lord of Obsidian dictates!"
"But I don't want to be Lord of Obsidian!” Peter whispered softly but vehemently. “I just want to be myself."
As he spoke, Peter saw the lips of the face in the mirror form the words he was uttering. Then the face distorted hideously and Peter received Sujad's seething thoughts in a blast of mind-reading—thoughts Sujad didn't intend him to sense. “This boy is not as weak as he seems. Nothing belonging to the Earthlight is what it appears to be. But I will conquer!"
Peter heard his own voice say to him, “You're too late, Pukling. Whether you want it or not, you are now Sujad the Great, Lord of Obsidian."
He looked at himself in the mirror. He was still looking at Sujad's face. Suddenly it was as though someone took away his ability to feel any emotion and he found himself eying the reflected face with detachment. After all, did it really matter who he was or what he looked like?
He opened his mouth to say, “All right; I will become Sujad the Great,” but a noise at his back and a movement behind the figure in the glass distracted his attention. He looked towards the movement in the mirror. The door had opened and Jamie stood in the doorway behind him, gazing open-mouthed at Peter and his reflection.
What Jamie saw horrified him. The figure that he thought at first was Peter because it was wearing Peter's clothes didn't have Peter's face or hair. Only as Jamie met the coldly blazing hostility of the black eyes in the mirror did he realise the face belonged to Sujad the Great. It was Sujad, not Peter, who turned from the glass and bent his icy gaze on Jamie. Peter, now nearly submerged in the personality of the Lord of Obsidian, looked at Jamie through Sujad's eyes. But there was still enough of himself within him to feel dismay at the sudden cold abhorrence in Jamie's eyes.
But Jamie understood the situation in a flash. “Peter, are you still there?"
Peter's voice called to him desperately in mind-speech, “Jamie!” It was all he was able to say. It reached Jamie like the last gasped cry of someone drowning.
Jamie extended his hand towards the mirror. His index finger pointed straight at the face of Sujad the Great. “Get out of here, you evil fiend!"
"I am here by invitation,” Sujad answered coldly in Peter's voice.
Jamie's eyes blazed. “Peter, do you want this vile creature to possess you?"
"No! No! I want to be myself!” The voice was faint and heard only in Jamie's mind.
"Then tell him to go!"
Peter was now breathing fast, like someone who had been running hard. Sweat broke out on his brow as he strove for the words of the spell to banish Sujad. Just as vigorously, Sujad strove to prevent him discovering them. The image of fluttering leaves that had come to Peter in the lake now superimposed itself over Sujad's face in the mirror. He delved into his trouser pocket and brought out the willow twig. The image in the mirror did the same, but the mirrored face looked at the twig with horror. But it's got no leaves! Peter thought with dismay. He turned to the mirror and extended his arm, pointing the twig at the reflection, which copied his every move.
"Depart this instant, Sujad the Traitor!” both Peter and Jamie cried in ringing voices that sounded almost as one.
Sujad's snarling face wavered in the mirror. The image, no longer reflecting the twig that Peter still held, hurled its right hand at the two boys, with index finger pointing. Peter thought he saw something inside the hand. There was an almighty crash. The mirror shattered as though a bullet had hit it. To Jamie's horror, Peter sank to the floor amongst the shards with a loud cry, covering his head with his arms.
Oh no! Sujad's shot him! Jamie rush to Peter, knelt over him and pulled his hands from his head. To Jamie's relief the wan face looking up at him was Peter's.
"Are you all right?"
"Am I myself?” Peter croaked, and saw by Jamie's expression that he was.
"You aren't hurt?"
Peter sat up. He checked himself all over, even running his hands over his hair and face. “No, I don't think so."
They turned their attention to the mirror. But before they could work out how Sujad had shattered it, the door opened and Susan's voice broke in. “What on earth's going on?” She looked in disbelief at the smashed mirror. “Oh no! How did that happen? Are you both all right?"
Peter and Jamie scrambled to their feet, carefully avoiding the pieces of glass.
"Yes, thank you; we're fine,” Peter gasped and stooped to look among the fragments. He picked something up. It was round, black and shiny—like a marble but slightly bigger. Peter felt the power surging within it as soon as he touched it. He held it up.
"What on earth are you throwing marbles around for?” Susan demanded, puzzled and annoyed.
Peter ignored her. Spirit of Obsidian! he called silently, and felt the throbbing on every side. Then the light of the Essence of Obsidian pulsed around him. Jamie watched with bated breath. Through the corner of his eye he saw Susan's eyes widen. Peter held the black marble between finger and thumb at eye level and extended his arm towards her. Behind his hand his face was stern, his mouth set in a grim line. “You will forget."
Susan immediately relaxed and turned back to the door. “Well, come down when you're ready,” she said over her shoulder as though they had just had an ordinary conversation. She went out and closed the door.
Jamie turned to Peter and opened his mouth. Still with the light pulsing around him, Peter brusquely waved his friend to silence. He turned to the broken mirror and extended the black marble towards it. Jamie heard him mutter a few words but was unable to catch what they were. And the mirror was whole again. The shards on the carpet disappeared. Peter went to put the black marble into his pocket but it suddenly vanished. He gave an exclamation of annoyance, glanced at himself in the restored mirror and shrugged resignedly. He grinned broadly at Jamie's reflection. “Oh well, we can't win them all!"
He turned to face Jamie and the grin abruptly disappeared. “Thanks, Jamie. If you hadn't come in just then I'd no longer exist. I'd be Sujad the Great, the most powerful man in the world.” He shuddered.
Jamie looked from Peter to the mirror, his face full of awe. “I can't believe what I've just seen. And if Sujad is the most powerful man in the world your own powers must be pretty strong. You managed to fight him off."
"No, Jamie. He was just about to win. It was your interruption that saved me. Our two powers combined fought him off."
"Where's that marble thing gone?"
"That was a piece of obsidian. Sujad threw it at the mirror—or, more precisely, at me—in a fit of temper; a serious mistake. You don't hurl obsidian at an enemy who has the right to control it before performing some sort of spell to make it return. I used it to repair the mirror and help with my spell of forgetting before he realised his error and took it back. He doesn't know I was able to call upon the Essence of Obsidian for the working of my spell.” He made a wry face. “I guess I made a mistake, too. I should have tried claiming the marble before fixing the mirror."
"Can you claim something made of obsidian from Sujad while he's got the Obsidian Orb and calls himself Lord of Obsidian?"
"I'm the only one of the Earthlight's Chosen who can—now that I'm coming into my power. Unfortunately Sujad knows that now. He'll do his best to make sure I don't get another chance."
"Will he try to take you over again?"
"I certainly hope not.” Peter shuddered and drew a deep, steadying breath. “My goodness, Jamie, I would hate to feel as he does! His loathing of anyone and anything concerned with the Earthlight is eating at him like a cancer.” Determinedly he dragged his mind back to the present and looked from the mirror to his rumpled bed. “By the way, what brought you upstairs?"
"I thought I heard something. I don't know what it was but somehow I knew you were in trouble."
Peter gulped down his tepid tea and they remade the bed before going downstairs to the kitchen. Susan looked at Peter inquiringly. Her face instantly registered relief. “Oh, you look much better."
John looked from his brother to Peter and, apparently realizing something crucial had happened upstairs, instantly demanded, “Are we going for this walk?"
Peter grinned at him. You just want to quiz us about what's happened, he thought with a mental chuckle.
In no time at all they had donned their coats and hurried outside. Frowning in puzzlement, Susan watched them running across the yard. What a funny lot they are. They look excited about something but they're not saying a word. Most boys would be talking at the tops of their voices.
The boys, however, ran until they were well out of earshot. Even Dreyfus loped along with a purposeful stride, resisting all distractions. Peter took them into a field next to one where Bart's sheep were grazing. There was nobody around and he led the way to a stand of poplars. “These will give us a bit of shelter from prying eyes, but nobody can come upon us without being seen."
He then told the others the full story of the drama in his bedroom.
John looked aghast. “This means we're not safe from Sujad anywhere. And he's much more powerful than the three of us put together."
"At the moment he's more powerful than all the twelve Chosen combined, plus Merlin and the Lady,” Peter said with adult bitterness. “Merlin must be desperate to have left us on our own. He said he had no choice. This is where we're needed. I just don't know what to do next."
"How come Sujad was able to try taking you over?” Jamie asked.
"I think he found a way to use the wax image that Morgause made and which she gave to Jadus to bring to his father.” Peter frowned and sighed heavily. “As I see it, there are four things we have to do before we can say we're ready to defeat Sujad the Great and the Evil One: we need to get back the Obsidian Orb, the Book of Obsidian and the wax doll, and we need to get rid of the monster in the lake so we can return the statue to the City of Light."
"That's five things,” Jamie said gloomily; “each one of them a tall order on its own."
"I'd like to hear any ideas you might have."
Peter had seated himself on a small hummock, from where he was able to see anyone who approached long before they came within hearing range. He now rose and walked slowly away. The others followed. There was a long silence. They wandered along looking like bored youngsters wondering what to do to amuse themselves, now and then aimlessly kicking stones found in their way.
"Where are we going?” Jamie asked, looking around for the first time when the stone he had been kicking landed on the other side of a barbed-wire fence.
Peter looked up—to find himself staring straight at a line of weeping willow trees along the horizon. It was only then he became aware of something on the other side of the willows, something beckoning to him. Unexpectedly a picture of the Lords of Corruption hiding their boat sprang before his mind's eye.
"Come on!” he cried with sudden decision and started running.
"Where are we going?” Jamie demanded again as he and John also began running.
"I've just remembered I saw the Lords of Corruption hiding their boat in some reeds on the other side of the lake. Let's see if we can find it."
"Great idea! Maybe we can hide it somewhere to stop them from using it again."
"I doubt it."
They ran on in silence. When they reached the bank where Peter had caught his first sight of the Lords of Corruption, he pointed at the spot where he had seen them hiding the boat. “I'm sure it was over there."
"Can't see anything from here,” muttered Jamie, shading his eyes against the glare. Peter led the way along the banks of the lake. It was further than he had thought and they had to make a detour to cross a bridge over the stream that fed the lake. They were all panting by the time they reached the other side.
Peter stopped suddenly. “It should be somewhere here. This is the only reedy stretch along this side. Oh look—there it is! It's easy to spot if you're looking for it, but a casual passer-by wouldn't see it."
"Someone will have to wade in to reach it,” Jamie said with distaste. “And if we get wet again Susan will think we're nothing but a bunch of irresponsible nuisances."
Peter bent down to take off his shoes and socks. “I'll get it."
He rolled up the legs of his tracksuit trousers and waded in carefully, his toes involuntarily curling at the water's chill. Oh no! he thought as the water rose higher over his legs with every step, I do hope it's not deep enough to get my trousers wet. I don't want Susan to think I'm unruly and stupid. If I get wet twice in one morning she'll have good reason to think badly of me. He hitched the legs up as high as he could. However, the water was just below his knees by the time he reached the boat and pulled it from the reeds.
Within minutes they were in the boat, with Peter rowing as though he had done it all his life. It brought back memories of the previous summer when he had rowed them across the pool in the grotto after Sujad had destroyed the magic that had dwelt there—the magic that had made the boat belonging to the grotto move without help across the cavern. A sudden thought struck chill into his heart. I do hope the Lords of Corruption—especially Sujad—can't see what we're doing, that they haven't put some sort of spell on the boat that will let them know we're using it.
He glanced at the banks of the lake, particularly the one they had just left. But everything lay peaceful under the bright winter sunshine. The ducks on the lake ignored them and continued questing for food. Peter looked over his shoulder towards the center of the lake. And something reached out to him.
It was Jamie who put his awareness into words. “There's something out there singing to us—like Mount Cook when we stood in that valley getting ready for walking to the City of the Reborn."
Peter looked at the twins sharply. “You can hear it too, then? To me it feels a bit different from then. I can't work out whether it's good or evil. I seem to be getting a mixture of both. Sometimes it's evil and sometimes it's—it's like the Earthlight."
"That's probably because the statue's down there as well as the monster,” said Jamie logically.
"Why should they both send out the same type of message?” John said, squinting towards the center of the lake. “Why is the Earthlight—or whatever it is—calling to us while that—that thing is down there?"
"The Earthlight never does anything without good reason. I'm going down there,” Peter said resolutely, pulling harder on the oars.
"But the monster—?” John, always more timid than Jamie, was aghast.
Peter glanced at the willow twig sticking out of his trouser pocket. “I've still got that. Although it's now leafless, somehow I believe it still retains its power.” He thrust the oars into Jamie's hands. “Here. Give me ten minutes. If I'm not back by then—or you haven't had a message from me—go and fetch Bart."
"Shouldn't you have a rope tied around you or something?” Jamie said uneasily. “If you get into trouble we can pull you up."
Peter shook his head. “I'll be all right.” He again took off his shoes and socks and heavy outer clothing and left them in John's care. As he plunged over the side, the twins watched with worried frowns and hearts full of misgiving.
Once below the surface, Peter found the water neither warm nor cold. Quickly adjusting his breathing to take oxygen from the water, he dived. I hope I can get down there without the help of flippers. He saw the holed canoe almost instantly and made for it. The rocky outcrop loomed beside it. The hole at its center yawned like the open mouth of a hideous malformed monster. What am I doing down here without a light? Peter asked himself as he swam towards it, his heart pounding.
He reached the opening and held onto the rocky sides, anxiously scanning the darkness below. He sent his mind reaching out to the monster, and received in return the full malevolence of the Evil One.
"Come out!” Peter commanded.
The monster resisted. Peter sensed it remembering the terror and pain of the willow leaves touching it. Oh, so it's afraid of me. Good. That's what I was hoping. He sent his command out again. “Come out. I won't hurt you so long as you do what I say."
Peter received a wordless reply. The water beyond the hole in the rocks churned violently; great swirls of bubbles rushed out at him. And the creature let him know it was coming to kill him. He braced himself against the rock with his left hand and plunged his right into his pocket. His heartbeats pounded in his head like drums. The metallic taste of fear filled his mouth as he gripped the willow twig and held it in front of him.
The monster of the lake charged from its dark den. Peter instantly lost his hold on the rocks. The force of the creature's exit blasted him backwards. But he still held the willow twig firmly before him. The monster stopped just outside its lair. In the light from above, Peter could now see its shape. It was a malformed and grossly outsized giant squid—or at least it looked like one. But it seemed to have more than a dozen tentacles. The tentacles waved wildly in the water as the creature took stock of Peter. Then Peter realised what the monster's deformity was.
Siamese twins!
And what on earth is a giant squid doing in a freshwater lake?
Peter's mind reached out to that of the monster. The creature seemed to have two brains. I don't remember being aware of that before. One of the brute's minds was totally evil—wholly given up to the cause of Evil. Peter felt the second mind wavering. He moved towards the monster, holding out the twig.
The creature only then became aware of the willow wand. The mind that was wholly evil screamed in terror and the tentacles controlled by it thrashed the water.
Through the corner of his eye Peter saw something moving towards him. He glanced at it. To his surprise, it was a group of long, slender leaves, floating towards him. Then the creature seemed to become aware of them and shot back into its lair, screaming with terror. The leaves, however, went straight to the willow wand in Peter's hand. Within moments the piece of willow looked exactly as it had when Peter broke it off the tree.
But it wasn't quite the same, for it gave off a faint glow. And beyond the cave something sang to Peter—calling him. It wasn't the monster. Peter could hear that quietly blubbering to itself. For the moment at least he was safe from its vicious tentacles. Confidently he plunged into the darkness of the creature's lair.
 



Chapter 16
Guardian of the Lake
AS HE descended effortlessly into the inky depths Peter glanced back at the entrance. Light filtering from the surface filled the hole with a murky gray glow, showing rocky walls all around. He appeared to be entering a tunnel but was unable to see the end of it, even with the help of the willow light. Holding the wand before him, he kicked downwards. The walls gradually receded, making the tunnel wider and wider, until only black water surrounded him. He turned to glance back up the tunnel and saw only the faintest glimmer of light at the end. I'd hate to think what it would look like on an overcast day. I hope I'll be able to find it again.
He turned back to the depths. On his left he heard the noises of the cowering monster. The knowledge that it seemed afraid of him did much to calm his thumping heart. He moved towards the sounds and held out the twig so he could gain some idea of where the creature lurked. It gave a strangled gasp that turned to gibbering cries as Peter continued holding out the wand while he tried to pierce the murk. He couldn't see where it was hiding, however, because it was well outside the circle of the willow twig's light. Maybe it was simply retreating as he advanced. Or—and his heart leapt painfully—it might be deliberately leading him into a trap.
As he hesitated, wondering if he should continue moving towards the creature's noises, the strange singing came up at him. This was the first time he had heard it since entering the water and its magnetic pull was even stronger than it had been on the surface. Finding he had no more hope of resisting its magnetism than of defying the force of gravity, he turned from the monster towards the high humming sound. He sent out a mind-probe, but came up against a gentle wall of resistance.
I suppose that's because of the monster, he thought.
"Yes,” a voice answered tonelessly into his mind, making him start.
"Who are you?” Peter moved the willow twig to left and right, straining his eyes to see beyond its light. His heart renewed its thumping. If whatever is calling to me is evil, surely it wouldn't worry about the monster but would probably join forces with it—if both aren't already part of the Forces of Evil. If it's not evil, why won't it disclose its nature to me?
"Are you of the Earthlight?” he asked boldly as the presence made no answer to his first question. He wondered—too late—if he shouldn't have mentioned the Earthlight. The unknown being could be a potential enemy of the Earthlight. Perhaps I should be more careful. The thought made his heart jerk before returning to its steady thumping.
A peculiar fluttering sensation came at him from the depths. The mysterious entity that had spoken only one word to him so far seemed to be trying to communicate wordlessly with him. He could make nothing of the communication except that the sender of the message was agitated. “Are you afraid the monster will understand us?"
"Yes.” The answer was terse and nervous. Was he just imagining it was reluctant as well?
He had been moving all the time in the direction of the mysterious entity and now bent all his concentration upon the willow light to make it focus in one area, like a torch, but it obstinately refused to change from its unwavering circular glow.
He carried on moving steadily downwards. The light continued to show nothing but water around him. When am I going to stop descending? At this rate I'll never find my way back. Panic started rising like a bubble inside him. His certainty that obeying the original summons was important to the cause of the Earthlight wavered.
Then his steady movement through the water calmed the panic. The constant glow of the light from the willow twig seemed to hypnotize him and he let himself relax. His mind focused on the light, agreeing to accept whatever was required of him. Then he started feeling confused as it appeared that two different beings were asking entirely different things of him.
He heard someone say slowly, “Sleeeep ... sleeeep ... sleeeep.” The voice was deep and hypnotic. It sounded like Merlin's. Or could it have been the Essence of Obsidian? All he knew was that the voice was not that of the entity gently drawing him downwards. His mind was too befuddled to work out the voice's direction—whether from ahead or behind. Is that all I have to do? he thought in bewilderment.
Before he could question the purpose he would serve by going to sleep, his eyes grew heavy. The light ahead blurred. His hand released its hold on the willow wand. The light went out. The twig drifted into the darkness. He stopped his downward movement and began drifting upwards, moving like a discarded rag doll. The creator of the magnetic field suddenly found Peter's mind closed. It lost contact with him.
Then a roar of triumphant rage filled the cavern. The water surged turbulently as the monster dived for Peter. It knew its victim no longer held the wand of power. And it knew that at this moment the wand was useless without a hand of power to wield it.
Peter heard nothing—was totally unaware of the creature's nearness, of the hatred that lusted to wind tentacles around his neck. For it seemed to Peter that he floated on a beautiful pink-tinged cloud. The sky was clear and rosy with sunrise. A magnificent city spread itself in the valley below him, shining pearly white in the dawn glow. He strained forward to identify the city.
How did I get here? Wasn't there something I had to do for the Earthlight—some danger I had to face? He scanned the land below from horizon to horizon. He saw forests, streams and rivers and flame-tinted, snow-capped mountains. He caught the distant glitter of the sea, its silvery-blue surface awash with the sky's rose and gold. The uneasiness inside him melted. It must be the City of Light! How can there be any danger in the City of Light? Joy flooded through him. Longing to see Giddeon and the people of the city filled his heart. But how do I get down there? He groped in his mind for the words of the spell to descend. But his brain seemed unable to work.
"Wake up! Wake up!” The whispered shout rudely intruded on the peaceful scene. It jarred him to instant action. He spun round, and found himself in swirling black water. He could see nothing but knew instantly that the monster was nearly upon him.
The twig! The twig! Where's the twig? his mind yelled as he realised his hand was empty.
He heard something behind him—a sensation like the wind humming in telegraph wires. The sound had an agitated quality. But he had no time to investigate. The monster was upon him. Fear numbed his mind too much for his body to feel the creature's first touch, but he felt the full force his enemy's hatred. Its malevolence was as paralyzing as a sharp physical blow.
Then the monster wrapped one of its tentacles around his neck. Others reached for his face. He felt the creature's foulness brush his cheek as it sought to block his nose and mouth. One of the searching tentacles found them. For the second time that morning, Peter knew the terror of being unable to breathe. Only this time it was worse. The creature was also blocking his windpipe.
Instinctively he put his hands up to loosen the creature's hold. As he did so he felt something thrust against the palm of his right hand. His racing heart gave a lurch—whether of fear or hope he was too benumbed to know. Before he could pull his hand away, something forced his fingers to close, and he found himself clutching what felt like the willow twig. This time it was definitely hope that jerked at his heart.
With all his strength he moved his hand in to strike the monster with the twig. The creature was wholly consumed by its hatred of the Earthlight's First Chosen. Its desire to destroy Peter now filled both of its distorted brains. It became aware of the presence of the dreaded sprig of willow only when the first leaf brushed one of its tentacles. Although it feared the power of the Earthlight at its height above everything else, nothing hurt its flesh like the touch of green leaves or wood from the willow—even the thin, soft tips.
Its first contact earlier that morning had been with leaves. But they hadn't had the force of a hand behind them. This time both leaves and wood touched its body, with the impact of Peter's driving hand and arm behind them. The agony was unbearable. The rage and terror caused by the pain displaced its hatred of Peter. It instantly released him with a piercing, high scream. Its tentacles thrashed out as it tried to dislodge the twig where, despite its softness, it had pierced the flesh. Peter felt the twig being wrenched from his hand. At the same time the thrashing tentacles beat at him. Desperately he sought to evade their loathsome touch.
Then, finally free of the willow twig, the creature sped upwards. It sought the tunnel to the lake above and disappeared along it. When it reached the rocky opening leading up to the lake bed, its quivering senses became aware of others of the Earthlight above. Then it saw the bottom of the boat where Jamie and John waited. It recognized the boat as belonging to its master, but the aura around the boat was that of the Earthlight. The aura reached out to the hole in the center of the lake, and the creature knew that this circle of protection was what had stopped its master from realizing what was happening below. With a small whimper of terror, the monster quietly moved along the bottom of the lake to the far end. There it nursed its wounds in solitude.
Down in the cavern Peter drifted aimlessly in the black water, totally disoriented.
"It's gone,” he called out in mind-speech. “Where are you? I've lost the willow twig and I can't see a thing."
"Hold on. I'm getting it back for you,” the presence below replied. Peter turned in the direction of the voice. Within a matter of seconds he felt something touch the palm of his hand.
"Oh, so it was you who saved me from the monster by finding the twig for me,” he cried with a mixture of pleasure and relief as his fingers closed over the precious wand and the circle of light returned.
"It was the least I could do."
As the presence below spoke, Peter felt its magnetic pull again, and heard briefly the singing sound like the wind in telegraph wires. Slowly he began descending.
Suddenly something grayish showed up at the edge of the circle of light. Peter's heart gave an uncomfortable jerk.
"It's all right,” the entity's voice assured him, as though the mysterious being had heard the thudding in his chest. “Here—take my hand."
A hand stretched out to him, a strangely small and slender hand. The sight of it made his heart thump again. But as his own hand touched it, disappointment swept through him.
"I'm sorry I'm not who you hoped to see,” the entity said as it drew Peter down so that he stood in the water on the cavern's rocky floor. Peter thought he could hear a smile in the voice.
He held out the willow twig towards the speaker's face. No—it wasn't the Lady who stood smiling at him, her long dark hair floating away from her face. The woman was clad in a simple white robe like those of the Reborn.
"I know you!” Peter cried joyfully. “You're Giddeon's daughter Judita!” He pronounced it Yudeeta.
Her smile widened. “Yes."
"You and your father would have been Sujad's descendants if he hadn't joined the Evil One and made himself Lord of Obsidian.” Peter's voice was full of wonder.
"Yes.” She chuckled. “It's a sobering thought—to think one only just escaped having Sujad the Great as an ancestor.” She paused and glanced upwards, suddenly seeming nervous. “Where's the monster?"
Peter's thoughts jerked back to his reason for being in the depths of the lake. He sent his mind probing upwards. It took him some time to find the creature. It was so wrapped in its injuries it was totally unaware of Peter's questing mind. “It's at the far end of the lake, skulking on the bottom. I don't think it sensed me."
"Good. Then I think we can talk in safety. I've had my work cut out down here simply avoiding that thing."
Peter was consumed by curiosity. “What on earth are you doing down here? Why aren't you with Giddeon?"
"I am the Guardian of the Lake. As you already know, the Lords of Corruption stole the statue from the grove just outside the City of Light. You saw them cast it into this lake, putting the spells of Sujad the Great on it and setting the monster to frighten anyone away."
"Yes. But why?"
Judita seemed not to hear. Her eyes had a faraway expression in them.
"They killed the man who reassembled the statue, you know,” she said softly, her face twisting with pain and bitter anger. “Sujad the Great's power must be very potent to have enabled him to kill one of the Reborn—and such an important one. He was a descendant of the wise man who made the first Obsidian Orb and wrote the Book of Obsidian for the Earthlight. That was in the days just before King Arthur's reign. The same wise man made the first statue and placed the Book of Obsidian in its base to protect it for the Earthlight."
"Gosh! The statue didn't look that old! So it wasn't my action of putting the face on the plinth that restored the statue?"
"Well, without the face the statue couldn't be reassembled, could it? The Lady told us you had the face, though, so nobody was worried."
Peter peered into the darkness, holding out the glowing twig, impatient at its inadequate light. “Where is it?"
"Safe.” Peter waited for her to answer his question. When she said no more his face fell so much that she laughed gently. “I'll show you when you have sent the demon of the lake back where it belongs."
Peter stared at her, aghast. “But doesn't it belong to the Evil One?"
"Sending it back to the sea and returning it to its normal size, nature and appearance will be best,” Judita suggested gently. “The Lord of Obsidian is not kind to his slaves and servants—whether they be man or beast. If you send the giant squid back to the sea it should be safe. Sujad's hardly likely to waste power trying to distinguish it from the rest of its kind or destroying every giant squid in the sea."
Peter swallowed. He was about to ask, “How on earth am I expected to send it back?” when the willow twig jerked in his hand. He looked down at it and lifted it to his face. With the twig only inches from his nose, Peter focused both mind and eyes on the nucleus of the light. The light appeared to split itself—first into two and then into several dozen long, small lights. The lights drifted from the twig and started rising.
Peter tore his gaze away from the twig to watch the lights as they drifted together and converged into one. He looked back at the twig and found that it was now leafless; but the light from it continued glowing with its original strength.
The light from the combined leaves rose steadily. Peter and the Guardian of the Lake silently watched as it disappeared up the tunnel to the bed of the lake. They waited, eyes and ears straining upwards. There was little else they could do.
* * * *
"OH DEAR!” Jamie sighed and shifted his gaze from the water to scan the banks of the lake. There was no one around. “I don't know which is worse—facing danger myself or having to wait while someone else does."
Before John could answer, the water around the lake's center started churning. The boat rocked wildly. Bubbles broke the surface as the churning subsided.
The twins gaped in horror at the rising bubbles.
"I think we should fetch Bart,” John suggested nervously.
This time it was Jamie who was given no time to answer. From the depths of the lake came the strange singing sensation, and they knew everything was all right. They waited again for what seemed ages.
All this waiting is making me sleepy, Jamie told himself. Then he thought he heard a voice—deep, slow and hypnotic—saying, “Sleeeep ... sleeeep ... sleeeep.” His eyes started closing. It was only John slumping against him that brought him back to consciousness. Fighting the urge to close his eyes again, he grabbed his twin and shook him. “Wake up, John! Wake up!"
John jerked up. “What's the matter?"
"Something's trying to put us to sleep."
John blinked, looking around dazedly. “I'm sorry. It must have succeeded with me."
They hunched forward, elbows on knees, determinedly gazing at the middle of the lake. Their uneasiness deepened as they sensed that all wasn't well below. Before they could decide what to do, they heard a high, piercing scream, seeming to come from far below. They knew, with relief, that the cry wasn't from Peter. With all their senses concentrated on the center of the lake, they waited. They didn't have to wait long. Every nerve in their bodies quivered as they became aware of something evil rising from the lake's center.
Jamie and John sensed when the creature emerged from the tunnel into the lake, although it swam through the tunnel so quietly that it didn't disturb the water. They traced its path to the end of the lake and were aware of its frustration and pain.
"Peter must have wounded it with the willow twig,” Jamie said in relief.
"But it's still there,” John countered nervously. “It's not badly hurt. It'll recover."
By tacit consent John fixed his gaze on where the monster settled to nurse its wounds and Jamie kept his on the center of the lake. It was therefore Jamie who first became aware of the glimmering light moving across the surface. He nudged John and pointed. As John turned to look, the light split into several dozen smaller lights. They moved silently to the end of the lake where the monster skulked. Jamie and John waited with tense expectation.
The second high, piercing shriek when it came was ear-splitting. They clamped their hands over their ears. Something shot out of the lake in a huge fountain of water, and the shriek became louder. Jamie and John strove see what was inside. But the fountain appeared to be empty. It gushed high in the air, making them tilt their heads back to see its top.
Moments later it collapsed with an almighty crash. Great waves surged thundering towards them. The first one struck the boat and capsized it. Jamie and John hit the water before they knew what was happening. They both expected the boat to come down on top of them but, tossed around like corks, were helpless to do anything about it. Then they felt something reach out to them. Neither saw anything, but were both aware of being propelled out of the boat's way as it turned over and was swamped. Jamie just managed to grab Peter's clothing. Then from a safe distance he and John watched in disbelief as the boat sank.
* * * *
PETER AND Judita, acutely aware of the commotion above, hardly felt the violence as they stood swaying at the bottom of the cavern with all their senses craning upwards. Both received a mental picture of the great fountain that shot from the end of the lake, and saw the giant squid, now its normal size and no longer deformed, swimming rapidly from the area where Sujad had captured it. They looked at each other and smiled with quiet complacency.
Peter's grin was short-lived, however, for he suddenly realised the consequences the waterspout could have for Jamie and John. Horror-stricken, he instinctively flexed his knees to propel himself to the surface.
Judita gently pulled him back. “It's all right. They're quite safe. While you concentrated on doing your part I helped them get out of the way. They'll tell you something pushed or pulled them."
"They'll be anxious about me."
"They know you're all right. Unfortunately Susan Brown is already suspicious that you three are involved in something unusual with her husband, so we'll have to make sure the boys don't go back to the farmhouse until they're dry."
"But that'll take ages, and they must be frozen!"
"It won't—and they won't be—if you will it, Peter.” Judita's voice was full of confidence. He looked at her in astonishment. “Have you forgotten your struggle with Sujad in front of the mirror?"
His surprise deepened. He was about to ask how she knew when he realised that of course the Earthlight would know his every action and everything that happened to him. He felt himself flushing. “But that was all Sujad's doing—his power. He was too strong for me."
Judita slowly shook her head. “Not really. While his power is indeed stronger than yours, all he did then was manipulate your mind—play on your common human emotion of dissatisfaction with yourself—to get you to use your own power to unwittingly become one with him."
Peter looked aghast. “You mean he used my own power against me—that I nearly turned myself into Sujad the Great?"
Judita nodded. Her eyes reflected only sympathy. There was no reproach in them. The depth of Peter's distress and horror at what he had so nearly done surprised her. What a sensitive boy he is!
Perhaps he's a little too sensitive. He's certainly old beyond his years and undoubtedly a perfect choice for the Earthlight's First Chosen One.
"You must think I'm dreadfully immature—an awful idiot."
Judita's silvery laugh echoed in his mind. It was, he realised with shock, something like Morgause's laughter, but it filled him with delight rather than sending shivers of repugnance down his spine. “Certainly not! You're actually a very mature thirteen. As for being an idiot, if making mistakes makes one an idiot everyone in the world is an idiot!"
Her laugh turned to a throaty chuckle, and Peter treated Judita to his wide smile. When she had recovered from its impact, Judita suddenly remembered why Peter was with her in the depths of the lake. “Thank you for ridding the lake of Sujad's hideous creation. You've done the Earthlight a tremendous service. I don't think I could have kept the secret of the lake from Sujad the Great much longer."
Peter's heart jumped. “Secret? What's so secret about the statue? Even Sujad knows about it. He placed it here."
She smiled mysteriously. “Come. I'll show you."
She turned and moved off. His heart thumping high with excitement and hope, Peter followed.
 



Chapter 17
The Secret of the Lake
JUDITA SEEMED able to move through the water without any light, but Peter kept close to her side to light the way. To his surprise, however, she didn't go very far, and he found himself facing a rocky wall.
Suddenly, Judita started glowing, the faint light seeming to come from her white robe. I've been through all this before, Peter thought with a sense of shock. Then it came to him. Giddeon's ghost in the City of the Reborn had glowed in almost the same way. But whereas Giddeon's form had been insubstantial and fragile-looking, Judita's was distinctly solid and vibrant with life. She was no ghost.
The Guardian of the Lake stretched her arms above her head and placed the palms of her hands on the stone wall ... and the wall disappeared. Peter gasped involuntarily as he found himself standing on damp but solid ground. In a split-second his eyes registered that the cave's confines were too vast for his light to reach either walls or ceiling.
"The river used to run underground here,” Judita explained. “But that must have been a long time ago, for this cave's very old. Nobody knows it's here—they'd probably open it up and bring tourists down. It's very damp, though, so watch your step."
Judita had stopped glowing as soon as they entered the cave. As she led Peter forward he became aware of the steady dripping of water, the vastness of the cavern magnifying the sounds a hundredfold. Then he saw what the sounds had led him to expect: stalactites hanging from the unseen ceiling, straining to join up with the stalagmites growing from the floor. He craned his neck upwards, holding the light as high as possible. Then abruptly he dropped his hand.
"Glow-worms!” he breathed in delight. Is this the secret of the lake? Marvelous though they were—and undoubtedly still a secret from most people living above—he had been expecting something more momentous.
Judita chuckled. Her senses were clearly alive to his every emotion. “Haven't you seen glow-worms before?"
"Yes—in the Waitomo Caves. But it's not the same when you're with a crowd."
There was a brief pause. “I was glad of the crowd last time.” The grave, quiet tone of Judita's voice spoke volumes. Peter instantly understood to what she was referring. He jerked his face down to look at her in swift sympathy. It was hard to imagine what it must have been like to be one of the Reborn. The grave expression on the face lifted towards the glow-worms showed that Judita was reliving the experience. Quickly sensing Peter's empathy, she turned back to him with a bright smile. “Well, we haven't come to admire the glow-worms.” And she moved towards some of the larger stalagmites.
Peter followed, his heart beating fast with excitement and hope. They were almost abreast of the nearest stalagmite now. The stalactites stretching down from the arched ceiling had managed to join the stalagmites here, forming great sweeping pillars and arches that gleamed pearly white in the light from Peter's willow torch. As they drew level with the nearest pillar, Peter suddenly experienced the yearning that he felt only when something drew his thoughts to the Lady, or when he heard her music. But his keenly attuned ears could hear nothing but the amplified dripping of water.
They rounded the pillar, and there lay the statue. With columns on both sides arching up to the ceiling, the scene looked like the tomb of someone's long-dead ancestor in a cathedral. At first Peter saw little more than the bottom of the plinth. He moved forward, and suddenly the sightless eyes seemed to be looking straight at him. His heart plummeted with disappointment. Well, it was what I expected, he told himself. In a reclining state, the statue's outstretched hand looked incongruous. Peter's eyes darted anxiously over the marble surface.
"She's not damaged. I told you she was safe.” Judita spoke aloud this time and her musical voice had a smile in it again. The walls of the cave whispered her words back to them.
Peter moved slowly to stand by the outstretched hand, which now looked as though it might be reaching towards the arched roof. Although the statue was larger than life, the hand was still below Peter's eye level. He looked straight into the serenely impassive face. And suddenly the eyes were no longer blank and sightless.
A few bars of the Lady's eerie music drowned the sound of dripping water. The peculiarly plaintive melody echoed strangely in the vast spaces of the cavern. Peter's spine tingled—both with the shock of seeing the statue's eyes come alive and the thrill of hearing the sounds that told of the Lady's nearness. It took him back to Christmas Eve of the previous year when the statue had suddenly appeared on the empty plinth and the eyes had seemed to look at him for a split second with life in them. Until now he had thought it just his imagination, for his own sight had been blurred.
He put out his hand to clasp the upraised fingers. As he did so, the light in the eyes faded. The hand was as cold as the marble from which it was made. He was about to drop his arm back to his side when he felt something—a mind—reach out to his.
"Please—leave your hand there, Peter; it makes it easier to talk to you,” the Lady's voice said faintly into his mind.
Peter replaced his hand on the cold marble fingers. “Where are you?” he asked, also using mind-speech. “Are you inside the statue?"
"Yes. Although he doesn't know it, Sujad has done what the Earthlight wanted. By bringing the statue to this place of power—which Sujad knows nothing about—he has given me the opportunity to renew my own power quicker than I would otherwise have been able to. The monster that he placed in the cavern that is our only safe entry to this sanctuary was the one threat to our plans. Thank you, Peter, for getting rid of it for us."
"How long have we got?"
"Still not long enough.” The Lady's voice seemed to get fainter. “But we will win, Peter—we will win. And now, farewell...” Peter couldn't hear the last syllable, so he knew she had gone even before the few fluttering, barely heard notes of her music drifted to his ears.
He dropped his hand from the icy fingers and stood for a few seconds looking down at the statue with blurred vision, totally oblivious to Judita's presence. As awareness of his surroundings returned, he sighed—a heavy, unsteady sound that the cavern mockingly echoed back to him. He blinked and looked over his shoulder at Judita. The Lady's last words kept repeating themselves in his mind. “We will win; we will win."
He tightened is jaw in determination.
"What do we do now?” he asked.
"I'll take you back to your friends. They need you now.” Judita glanced at the statue. “The Lady is safe here, and so is the statue—I promise you."
"But Sujad will know we've sent his monster back to the sea. He'll soon discover that the statue is no longer where he placed it."
"He won't find out where it is though.” Judita's voice was soft, but strong with confidence
Peter gave a watery smile. Briefly again he thought he heard the Lady's last words whisper repeatedly around the cavern. He turned his face towards the roof. The magnified sound of dripping water receded and for several moments it seemed that a starry sky stretched above him and he could hear the stars and planets murmuring to him. They are all on our side, part of the Earthlight itself. The thought made his heart flutter with hope. The sky seemed to wheel above him. One by one each star and planet called to him by name. From each he received a gift of light as it came close to him before moving on.
Then suddenly he found himself back in the cavern. The arching darkness starred with magic lanterns became a glow-worm grotto again. He strove to recall the vision of wheeling stars, but they refused to return. He thought he heard their murmuring song briefly before the reverberating sound of dripping water returned.
Peter now became aware of the cold and dampness. He shivered and turned to Judita. She smiled sympathetically and stretched out her hand for his. As he gave it to her, he made to turn and call a silent farewell to the Lady, only to find himself back in the black water below the lake. Judita no longer had hold of his hand and when he turned to say good-bye she wasn't there. He was left with only the piece of willow and its light.
Resolutely pushing aside his disappointment, Peter held the willow wand up and was about to propel himself to the surface when he became aware of another light far above his head. His heart jumped in relief. It's the leaves from the twig. They've come to guide me back. Keeping his eyes on the distant light, he kicked upwards vigorously. As he rose in the water, the light above moved away, guiding him into the tunnel that led to the lake, and then split itself into over thirty long leaf shapes. The leaves homed in on the twig and abruptly became one with it. When Peter reached the bed of the lake the light from the willow twig went out. He carefully placed it back in his trouser pocket before making for the surface as fast as he could.
As soon as he surfaced he saw Jamie and John. They had reached the bank and were doing on-the-spot exercises to try to get warm. Quickly Peter struck out for the shore. I'd better get Jamie and John warm and dry quickly, he thought, reaching out in his memory for the spell. Then he heard the voice of one of the stars telling him the words. He stopped swimming and trod water, gasping out the spell and stretching out the tips of his fingers towards his friends.
Back on shore, Jamie and John could hardly believe it when their clothes—even their pullovers—suddenly became dry and they started glowing with the warmth generated by their exercising. Impatiently they waited for Peter.
Peter flung himself on the bank, gasping and panting. Jamie and John rushed to help him and were astonished to see that he was already dry.
"What happened?” Jamie demanded. “Was it you who banished the monster in that great spout of water?"
"Let me get my breath back!” Peter pleaded as Jamie impatiently helped him on with the clothes he had discarded. By the time Peter had donned the short padded jacket that he usually referred to as a coat the three of them looked as though they had never been in the water.
As Peter sat down on the bank to pull on his shoes and socks, he gave his friends a brief outline of what had happened.
"I'm sorry the boat overturned. It couldn't be helped.” He stood up. “Do I look all right?” And he examined the twins critically.
Jamie looked him over briefly. “You'll do."
"I don't look pale or anything?"
Jamie laughed. “No one who doesn't know will guess what you've been through."
This gave Peter pause for thought. His face turned grim. “I've nearly been killed twice this morning. Some people say disasters happen in threes. Is Sujad the Great planning some other way to kill me?” At the look of horror on the twins’ faces, Peter bit his tongue. He shrugged with studied casualness. “Oh, come off it. That's all superstition. You don't really believe it do you?"
"No,” said Jamie seriously. “But I do believe Sujad intends to kill you. And if he doesn't succeed he'll just keep trying."
"You've forgotten: in putting the statue in the lake Sujad unwittingly did what the Earthlight wanted. The Lady's power will be equal to the struggle this time—and so will Merlin's—and the Earthlight will win.” Then abruptly he changed the subject. “Are we going riding this afternoon?"
"Well, why not?” quiet John said with a small shrug. “We can't stay in the house under Susan's feet. She's too sharp by half. You and Jamie are having enough trouble lulling her into believing you're just ordinary boys, but I'm the worst liar in the world."
"Hey! Are you calling me a liar?” Jamie demanded with assumed indignation, feigning a punch at John's jaw.
John grinned and ducked, throwing a punch into the air in return. “You've always been better at thinking up stories to get us out of trouble."
"Well, I have to admit I've saved you a few times from mum's wrath,” Jamie said with a slight air of smugness. He assumed a hurt attitude. “Fat lot of thanks I get, though—calling me a liar."
By this time they had reached the back of the house. Peter was about to suggest rechecking their appearances when he saw Susan looking through the kitchen windows. She might think it odd if she saw them suddenly switch from larking around to examining the state of their clothing. Well, I suppose it's best if she sees us fooling around like ordinary kids. She won't have the foggiest idea what we've been up to.
"Lunch is almost ready,” Susan greeted them as they trudged inside, all feeling self-conscious. “I expect you're hungry again. It'll be on the table by the time you've washed your hands. Bart will be in for his later—it's a bit early for him yet.” She paused a moment for breath. “Did you have a nice walk?"
"Yes, thanks,” Jamie and John replied in breathless chorus. Peter just smiled at her, all too aware of her critical gaze.
He was disappointed to learn Bart wouldn't be joining them. As he led the way upstairs to the bathroom, he reached out with his mind over the fields and forest to find Bart, using the Earthlight's form of telepathy. “I wish you'd come in early for lunch, Bart. I've got so much to tell you."
"I'm coming as fast as I can,” Bart's voice spoke into his mind after a few moments. “I've been just as busy as you, you know, but without all the excitement you've had."
"Excitement I can well do without!"
Bart chuckled “You sound just like Merlin when he's completed an arduous and dangerous task."
"That's probably because I have. I'll tell you about it when you come."
"No need. I already know.” There was pause, during which Peter, Jamie and John finished washing their hands and trooped back downstairs. As they took their places at the table, Bart spoke to Peter again. “You probably think now and then that the Earthlight has been rather callous in allowing you to face the type of danger you've been in."
"No,” Peter said, genuinely surprised. “I've always expected to do my share of the dangerous work."
"You're actually getting more than we bargained for. The Earthlight and all the older Chosen Ones are very concerned at the amount of danger you three—and especially you, Peter—have been exposed to—and the fact that we've not been able to afford you the protection intended."
Peter shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He took another spoonful of soup and said the first thing that came into his head, to close the conversation. “This is delicious. It's different from the one we had yesterday."
It was only when Susan beamed at him from across the table that he realised he had spoken aloud. “I'm glad you like it. There's plenty of yesterday's left but we'll have that another day. Bart's very fond of soup, but he doesn't like the same one every day."
"He'll be here in a minute,” Peter said without thinking and added hastily to cover his slip, “We saw him on our way back. He said he'd be about ten minutes."
Within the minute they heard footsteps approaching the door and Bart grunting as he pulled off his boots before coming inside, bringing a brief gust of cool air with him.
"Something smells good,” he said by way of greeting before washing his hands at the sink and taking his seat. “I have to admit, much as I love the smell of a pine forest, there's still nothing like the smell from a farmhouse kitchen—especially Susan's."
"It makes a change having others to cook for in winter,” Susan said. She looked at the three boys, all busy drinking their soup and munching on fresh crusty bread. “Most of our guests come in the summertime so I get a bit bored in the winter with only myself and Bart to cook for."
"Any room for a guest right now?” a voice said with a chuckle.
Five heads jerked in the direction of the door that had admitted Bart barely a minute ago. No one had heard either the crunch of approaching footsteps or the opening of the door, and no one had felt the draught as they had with Bart's entry.
"Merlin!” Peter cried—fortunately in mind-speech. “Boy! Am I glad to see you!"
Merlin's face was all smiles as Susan hastened to prepare a place for him at the table. While Susan clearly noticed only her visitor's genuine pleasure in being with her and her young guests, Peter saw behind the smile to the lines of fatigue stamped on his uncle's face, making him appear older than he was. And the voice that answered Peter made his spirits plummet. It was grim and exhausted.
"I wish I could return the compliment, Peter. I would rather be with the Lady. gathering as much power as we can for the next onslaught. Now that we've tricked Sujad into throwing the statue into the lake so that we could put it in a place of power and use its power to help us, we stand a chance of winning. But Sujad the Great is gathering all his forces and will strike at any time now, but when and where I don't know."
"Is there anything I can do?"
"We haven't been able to find out what he's planning,” Merlin said tersely as he took his place at the table, briefly smiling his thanks to Susan. “Unless we can find out quickly..."
He left the sentence unfinished and tackled his meal with gusto.
My goodness—he's famished! He probably hasn't eaten since the last time he was here, Peter thought as he watched the sorcerer tearing into a generously buttered hunk of crusty bread.
"Is it all right to go riding this afternoon or should we stay around in case we're needed?” he asked after Merlin seemed to have satisfied the worst of his hunger pangs.
"I think you should act normally. I don't see what good it can do for you to hang around the house—especially on such a nice afternoon."
Merlin's ravenous appetite hadn't escaped Susan's notice. “Would you like some more soup?"
Merlin gave her a fleeting smile. “Please. But I'll serve myself if that's all right—I've disturbed your lunch enough as it is.” He picked up his bowl and rose before Susan could protest. “I haven't enjoyed a meal so much for a long time. I had a rather scrappy dinner yesterday and no breakfast at all this morning."
Peter found himself thinking involuntarily, And it was probably the same yesterday.
"It'll need heating up,” Susan warned him.
"I think I can just about manage that,” Merlin said with his brief dry chuckle. “Anyone else want more?” One by one they all decided to join him, so he switched on the element and watched the cauldron come to the boil, stirring it occasionally to stop the thick soup burning.
While Merlin filled all their bowls from the big cauldron, Susan turned back to the others. Her gaze went from her husband to the three boys. They're all trying to look as though they've got nothing more on their minds than enjoying a good lunch, but there's a tension in the air. They're like people waiting for a particularly nasty thunderstorm; only it's worse—as though something dreadful is going to happen and they're all part of it.
Bart, in the meantime, was very much aware of what Susan was thinking. He chuckled inwardly. Well, I can't have it both ways. I married her partly because she's sensitive, sharp-eyed and quick-witted so I must put up with it even when it's not convenient. He watched Merlin filling his soup bowl as though it was the only thing that interested him at the moment, aware that the sorcerer's mind was firmly fixed on his.
"Shall I put her out of her misery?” The dry chuckle was evident even in Merlin's mind-voice.
Bart looked at him quickly. “Can you? How?"
Merlin placed the bowl in front of Bart with exaggerated care. Then he turned abruptly to Susan, extending his hand towards her with forefinger pointing. He looked down the length of his arm at her astonished face and said, “You will forget any uneasiness you have detected in this room and will cease to be conscious of any underlying tensions on this property."
"Will you boys be riding this afternoon?” Susan asked brightly as Merlin dropped his arm and returned to the stove, where he filled his own bowl.
Merlin spoke before the boys could answer. “It's a nice afternoon and I think the horses would appreciate it. Leave Dreyfus with me. I fancy a long walk in the sort of company that doesn't want me to talk."
"I'm sorry there's not a lot to do in the winter,” Susan said apologetically. “In the summer our guests are able to go swimming, rowing, sailing—and even fishing—on the lake. With the exception of the birds, they have the lake to themselves."
"I wouldn't mind doing some fishing some time,” Peter said eagerly, “but I haven't seen any boats."
"They get put away for the winter,” Bart said. “But when I've got a bit of time I'll teach you trout fishing."
"Where are the boats?” Peter asked curiously.
"In the barn with the hay for the horses.” Bart chuckled. “Don't get ideas. They're all very modest. There's a sort of sailing dinghy, a dinghy with oars, a canoe and a few sailboards. We prefer not to have any motorboats. We'd like to build a proper boathouse but somehow we never seem to get the time. If we expand the stables, however, we'll have to build one because we won't have enough room for all the hay we'll need."
* * * *
"I DON'T know about you, but I feel guilty spending the afternoon enjoying myself, leaving Merlin and Bart to hold the fort by themselves as it were. Merlin talked of going for a walk, but whatever he's up to it isn't for pleasure.” As he spoke Peter crested the top of the hill and brought Argent to a halt. Then he forgot everything in the delights of the scene spread out below. “Oh, look! There's the lake. It's really quite big considering the size of the property. And that must be the barn Bart mentioned—right next to the stables.” He pointed to a large building not far from the lake but well hidden from it by evergreen trees.
"It's probably crammed so full with hay we couldn't get the boats out even if we wanted to,” Jamie said.
Peter hardly heard him. He was staring into space and his next words indicated how removed from boats his mind had suddenly become. “I wonder how far away from the lake the limestone cave is.” He spoke softly, as though thinking aloud. “It must be somewhere under Bart's land to have the power it possesses."
Jamie looked around uneasily, peering suspiciously at any place likely to afford cover to an eavesdropper. “Should we be talking about it?"
"Probably not. It must remain a secret from everybody. Such a find so close to Auckland is bound to cause a big stir. The last thing the Earthlight wants is tourists tramping through what's obviously a sacred place.” Peter sighed. “I have an uneasy feeling we shouldn't have come out riding—that it would have been best if we'd stayed at the house."
"But Merlin was right. It would have looked awfully suspicious,” Jamie said.
An idea came to John out of the blue. “It's going to look just as suspicious if we don't behave like normal boys. Why don't we pretend to be jockeys? I'm sure we could find a suitable field or paddock to race on."
Peter and Jamie looked at him in surprise.
"What a good idea!” Jamie exclaimed. “There's gray matter in that head after all!"
"Is it fair to pit a pony against two horses?” Peter objected mildly.
"They're mares, not strapping great stallions,” Jamie scoffed. “And they're both quite small. I think we're fairly evenly matched. We're more experienced riders than you, but you've got a better mount."
"That's true. Okay, then, let's find somewhere to race.” Peter turned in the saddle and pointed. “There are some empty fields over there. Let's go and have a look."
They turned their horses in the direction Peter had been pointing and cantered down the hill. One of the fields—fortunately the longest—was perfect for their purpose for it had recently been grazed. The boys mapped out the course as best they could and remounted their horses.
"One—two—three—go!” Peter cried.
Peter easily won the initial race. It was the first time he had voluntarily ridden faster than an easy canter.
"Told you, you had a better mount,” Jamie said triumphantly. Neither he nor John was in the least put out by Peter's win.
Jamie called “go” for the second race and the horses shot away. The mares were now getting into their stride. Manes flying, they ran as fast as they could. Three sets of hooves thudded rhythmically on the turf. This is great, Peter thought. We should do it more often.
"Come on, old girl!” He felt Argent's muscles straining to obey.
The horses were running neck and neck now. All three boys urged them on to greater speed.
That was when the Lord of Obsidian struck, and Peter realised Sujad had somehow distracted them by implanting in John's mind the idea of having a race.
With perfect timing, Sujad threw up a hedge in front of the horses. Both horses and riders saw the hedge too late. All three animals crashed into it. The neighing of terrified horses rent the air. In a flailing of hooves they all went down. The boys were flung onto the grass. Fortunately unhurt, the horses struggled to their feet and bolted.
When Peter recovered sufficiently he sat up. There was no sign of any hedge. But he was surrounded by blue flames. He could see neither Jamie nor John. His heart leapt into his mouth as he recognized the fire of the Evil One. He struggled to his feet. Over the top of the flames he caught sight of two more circles of fire. Then the black cloud of Sujad the Great blotted out everything as the Lord of Obsidian descended on his enemies.
 



Chapter 18
The Dagger is Thrown
PETER WATCHED the approach of Sujad's black cloud in silence, his jaw set in deliberate obstinacy. He noted with some satisfaction the brief flash of anger that lit the Lord of Obsidian's dark eyes.
"Well, Pukling, that's the last you'll see of your wretched pony and those two broken-winded mares—they're on their way back to their stables, where a very pleasant surprise awaits them."
Peter stared at Sujad, the metallic taste of fear filling his mouth. There's no point in arguing with him. That's just what he wants. But if he harms Argent ... The thought made his heart leap into his throat.
"You might as well say goodbye to your pony, Pukling,” Sujad said continued after a pause. “And that miserable dog of yours. Even now Cerberus is ready to attack and reinstate himself as leader of the wolves."
Peter fixed his eyes unwaveringly on Sujad's. The thumping of his heart quickened in spite of himself. “You lie! Dreyfus is with Merlin. You can't harm Dreyfus with Merlin around.” Even as he spoke he remembered the last meeting between Cerberus and Dreyfus. Then it had been the other way around, with Merlin perched in a tree helplessly clinging to the trunk. Was Merlin now strong enough to save Dreyfus from another attack by Cerberus?
Sujad's eyes narrowed as he examined Peter's face. Peter had no doubt that his momentary doubt had been noticed as Sujad's sneer widened. “Watch, Pukling."
He swept his black-clad arm in a wide arc. A sunny hillside superimposed itself over the green paddock. On the gold-green grass lay Merlin, arms sprawled. He could have been either unconscious or asleep. Or—Peter's heart leapt painfully—even dead. He wore a lightweight tunic and leather sandals. A mere few feet away—apparently trying to protect the fallen wizard—Dreyfus faced his much larger, three-headed enemy. Vague shadowy shapes lurked in the background, circling the hill. Peter glimpsed the pale gleam of narrowed eyes. Then he caught the flash of three sets of enormous yellow fangs. Three pairs of red eyes glared above them before the vision dissolved and the green field with its three circles of flames returned.
Peter blinked, staring briefly in amazement at the sky. He had been totally unaware of any gathering of cloud. Only the contrast between the brightness of Sujad's demonstration and the present dimness made him realise how black the sky had become.
"Now don't tell me I've shown you a lie, Pukling!” Sujad snapped, bringing Peter's attention back to him. “I'm not stupid. I wouldn't show you mere illusion. You'd see straight through it."
Peter frowned. No, it wasn't just a vision, but something's not quite right. I wish I could put my finger on it. That looked like an English scene and it was obviously summer. It might have been back in Arthur's time, too. Why should Merlin have taken Dreyfus back to his own time?
"No, you're not lying.” Then suddenly Peter realised that he had neither heard nor seen Jamie and John since the horses had bolted and he swung to face the other circles of flame. “Jamie! John!” Sujad's sneer widened even more.
"We're all right, Peter. But it's getting awfully hot. I don't know how much more I can take.” Strain showed in Jamie's panting voice.
Why am I wasting time arguing with Sujad? Peter asked himself. If I don't get Jamie and John out of the blue fire right now it may be too late. He closed his eyes and strove to recollect the stars and planets wheeling in the blackness of their vast universe. And suddenly they were there behind the darkness of his lids. The murmur of their music was all around him. And, as before, the right one whispered the necessary spell to him.
Peter opened his eyes and shot out his hands, fingers rigid. He shouted one word—a word he instantly forgot. Bolts of rainbow-colored light blazed from his fingertips. One hit the blue fire around Jamie and the other the flames encircling John. The blue fire went out and the kaleidoscopic light enclosed both boys, pulsing rapidly.
A furious cry broke from the Lord of Obsidian. In a frenzied burst of rage he sent charges of blue light in Peter's direction. Peter instinctively doused the blue flames with his own stream of light. But eventually he began to feel his power lessening. Exhaustion started to set in. Panic rose within him. Sujad's blue flames became increasingly larger. And Peter could now feel their heat. The colors of the Earthlight's powers were slowly being smothered by them. The Lord of Obsidian grew before Peter's eyes. The black cloud around him now encompassed nearly half the field.
It was only when Sujad burst into his cackling laughter that Peter saw the man held the Obsidian Orb. In a rush Peter realised that Sujad was using the orb to steal his growing powers. And it was now too late to check him. “Spirit of Obsidian, can't you stop him?” he cried in silent despair.
Briefly he felt around him the pulsing of the Power of Obsidian. But it disappeared almost as soon as he sensed it. Peter instantly realised why: the Essence of Obsidian didn't want Sujad to discover its true nature. It stayed barely long enough to let Peter know it would help.
Sujad saw merely Jamie and John, still iridescent from the energy that Peter had poured over them, both raise their arms towards him. Just as he was about to turn his attention from Peter to the twins, great shafts of colored light shot from their fingertips. Their timing was perfect. The prismatic bolts of lightning struck Sujad while he was unprotected by his own blue fire. They forced him to retreat. The black cloud swirled around him angrily. Before either Sujad or his cloud could recover, Peter spent the last of his powers in throwing a protective shield around himself and the twins.
"Run!” he shouted, not too sure how long the spell of protection would last.
The three boys took the quickest route back to the house and stables—across the fields, scrambling through barbed-wire fences and climbing over gates. The barbs tore their clothing and gouged their flesh. But none of them felt the pain until later. Trust us to choose a field as far from the house as possible, Peter reflected wryly. Some startled cows looked up and ambled out of the way as the boys raced across their pasture. Thank goodness Bart doesn't keep a bull!
They were now racing up a long incline. When we get to the top we should be able to see the house and the stables with the lake and the forest behind.
It seemed to Peter that they would never reach the top—that the horizon, like a mirage, retreated as they advanced. And the ascent was getting steeper. Peter's breath now came hard and fast, as though he had run a marathon. His heart thumped as much with fear as from exertion. His thoughts raced ahead of his feet. What's happening at the stables? What's Sujad planning to do to Argent and the mares? And where are Merlin and Dreyfus? He had a grim feeling that when he crested the hill he would find himself instantly plunged into the second battle with the Evil One and his Lords of Corruption—perhaps without Merlin and Dreyfus. And Sujad has sapped most of my power, making him even stronger than he was. I should have called upon the Spirit of Obsidian straight away. If we fail in this second battle it will be my fault.
As Peter panted up the last, and steepest, part of the slope, he heard frantic shouts. Then, with terrible clarity, he saw why. The window in the loft of the barn exploded. Flames shot out. They reached an incredible height in mere seconds. Sparks flew in all directions, several falling into scatterings of hay near the stables.
Even before the sparks flew, however, Peter's incredulous eyes saw something else: Argent's silvery form going from stall to stall. She dipped her head at the door of each stall—and as she passed, Peter saw that each door opened. The horse inside instantly rushed out to join the pony. Argent followed the last horse. They stampeded across the yard, the thunder of their hooves joining the roar of the flames.
Before they disappeared, Peter saw the other horses slow down to allow Argent to take the lead. Then trees blocked his view and the sound of hooves abruptly stopped. The horses didn't reappear on the other side of the trees. It was as though the ground had opened up and swallowed them. The roar of the fire suddenly increased. And before the boys’ horrified gaze the stables went up as if someone had soaked them in petrol.
Yelling incoherently, Peter, Jamie and John tore down the hill as though devils were after them. In seconds they reached the stable yard, where people milled everywhere. In the thick of the action, Bart shouted orders over the roar of the flames. Stable hands passed buckets filled from the tap in the yard. But the fire seemed almost to feed on the water. The heat was already tremendous.
Bart caught sight of the boys as soon as they entered the yard. He rushed over to them. “Thank goodness you're back!” His broad face was flushed and lined with anxiety. Sweat and soot streaked his skin. “The horses are all right. Goodness knows how they got out. But they've bolted. Young Bernie's gone after them on his bicycle so they shouldn't get far. You three come to the lake and help me get the pump going."
Peter and the twins wasted no breath replying. They turned and followed Bart as he raced from the yard towards the lake.
"Has someone called the fire brigade?” Peter yelled as they pelted through the trees hiding the barn and the stables from the lake.
"Susan has. But they'll be too late. The lake's our only chance. If you boys can take the hose up to the fire I'll get the engine working."
The pump house was an ugly concrete-block building with a thick wooden door. Surrounded on all sides by trees, it was well screened from view. There was no pathway leading to the door, which was securely padlocked. Bart unlocked it with a key from the heavy bunch he always carried.
"There's the hose.” He jabbed his finger at a large pile of carefully coiled fire hose. “It might be rather heavy. There's a clear area through the trees leading from the pump house to minimize damaging the hose. You can't miss it. Get the hose up to the part of the forest that's in danger of catching fire."
Bart's words brought Peter up short. He remembered the vision he had seen in the flames in Bart's own hearth. The forest fire I saw was right here. Briefly he recalled his other vision of a forest on fire when the Obsidian Dagger had hurtled towards him. Was that vision also of the same forest fire? If it was, they were already too late to stop it."This is all Sujad's doing!” his mind screamed at Bart as he and the twins grappled with the coils of hose.
"I know,” Bart called silently but calmly as he went about the business of getting the pump working. “It's the beginning of the second big assault on the Earthlight."
Peter, Jamie and John heaved at the hose. It seemed to take ages to get it outside.
Peter snatched up the loose end and set off through the trees. “Oof! Who'd be a fireman?"
John grabbed the length of hose behind Peter and followed. Together they managed to move the hose in the direction of the fire. Jamie stayed at the coiled end serving the hose out. Before he came to the end of the coil the engine throbbed into life. The noise increased as the pump sprang into action. Bart made his way to the door and he and Jamie ran to join the others. When they reached the burning buildings they found the men already playing the hose onto the trees at the forest's edge.
"Thank goodness the house is far enough away to be safe,” Bart gasped as he joined the line of workers passing buckets of water. Others were busy beating out sparks before they could find anything to burn. Bart looked at the infernos engulfing his barn and stables. It's really a waste of time and effort, he told Peter in bitter mind-speech. Even the fire brigade won't be able to put this out. But I can't just watch while my life's work burns around me. The flames carried on consuming. Bart ground his teeth. I can't stand this any longer. He left the men passing the buckets and ran over to the two grappling with the hose. “Turn it onto the fire!"
They looked at him in surprise.
"We've hardly started here, Mr. Brown,” one man protested. “I don't think the forest's safe yet."
At the grim expression on Bart's face, however, they turned to play the hose onto the nearest building. But the water never reached the fire. The engine in the pump house spluttered and died.
Before anyone could move or say anything, Bernie came tearing across the yard on his bicycle, panting. “I can't find the horses! They've vanished into thin air!"
But Bart clearly didn't hear. He was already running back to the pump house. Peter heard Bernie's cry and his heart tightened. Sujad must have them. He didn't succeed in burning them alive so he's trying something else.
Bernie took one look at the flames, saw the futility of trying to put them out, and turned his bicycle.
"I'm going to look for the horses,” he told Peter, who knew the horses meant more to Bernie than just that without them he would have no job.
Peter turned back to the scene of the fire. But in the few seconds between Bernie's arrival and departure it had changed. With the exception of the roaring flames it might have been a tableau he was looking at—or a photograph in three dimensions. Even Jamie and John, now helping to fill the buckets, had been frozen where they stood. Peter and the fire seemed to be the only moving things there.
Even as he stood gaping foolishly, the cackles of Sujad the Great filled the air. Peter looked up. Sujad's black cloud swooped towards him over the top of the flames. It was as though both cloud and master were showing their contempt for fire, and their power over it. The Lord of Obsidian was clearly visible within the cloud. He stayed hovering over the flames. They seemed to make no difference to either him or his black cloud.
Peter's chest tightened. As he could think of nothing to say, he remained silent.
"Well, Pukling? I've done a really good job this time haven't I? Two fire appliances have just arrived at the gate, incidentally. They're all in the same predicament as this lot.” He chuckled and waved his hand contemptuously at the immobile fire-fighters. “They might just get here when the flames have burnt themselves out."
"By that time you will have burnt yourself out,” Peter said involuntarily, and then wondered what made him say something so obviously foolish.
Sujad laughed again. “Are you going to set fire to me, Pukling?"
"I don't need to—you've already done that yourself."
Sujad laughed uproariously. Why am I saying such silly things? Peter wondered.
Then Sujad's laugh changed to a vicious scowl. “I've had enough of you, Pukling. And you're not provoking me into playing cat-and-mouse games with you while you wait for Merlin or your precious Lady to rescue you. I'm getting rid of you NOW!"
His last word came out in a shout. It would have reached Bart over the roar of the flames, but Bart was standing motionless looking down at the silent engine in the pump house.
Sujad raised both hands in the air. His voice resounded over the valley, and his words sent a chill down Peter's spine. He looked over the Lord of Obsidian's shoulder. Racing towards them was the black cloud of the Evil One himself. It hovered in the distance, as though merely there to keep an eye on things. Its master neither spoke nor showed himself. But his malevolence poured down on Peter like a physical force. It was so tangible that Peter unwittingly stepped back. His legs buckled under him and he went down on his knees, unable to get back to his feet. It must look as though I'm submitting to him. I might almost be worshiping him, he thought.
The Evil One made no further move. Sujad looked from his master to Peter. Peter felt—almost like a physical force—the surge of Sujad's exultation as he saw that his master intended to leave Peter's destruction to him. To Peter's horrified eyes he seemed to grow and swell as he raised his arm. The finger he pointed at Peter looked enormous. Peter waited for the blue fire to strike. He knew he had no power left—not even enough to summon the Lady to his assistance. He closed his eyes in despair.
* * * *
DREYFUS WATCHED the three boys ride from the stable yard, his dejection all too apparent.
Merlin smiled down at him grimly. “Sorry, old boy, but you and I have other work to do. You're coming with me."
"Can I get a horse ready for you, sir?” a voice behind him asked.
Merlin turned to see Bernie standing at the door of one of the stalls. His grim face relaxed into a polite smile.
"Thank you, Bernie—no. I'll not be riding today. If your boss wants to know where I am, tell him I've taken the shepherd to gather the flock. He'll know what I mean."
Bernie looked bewildered. “But the sheep don't need gathering, sir. They're on fenced pasture."
"I wasn't referring to Mr. Brown's sheep, Bernie. If you give him the message he'll know what I mean."
"Yes, sir.” Still looking perplexed, Bernie returned to his duties.
Merlin turned back to Dreyfus. “Come, boy!” He clicked his fingers and Dreyfus's stance immediately changed to that of an eager, alert dog. He trotted after Merlin as though accepting the sorcerer as his master. Merlin was all too aware that Bernie was surreptitiously watching them leave as he rubbed dressing into a saddle.
Merlin walked with long-legged strides, his partly buttoned coat swinging out behind him. The dog trotted briskly at his heels, his tail waving. They went only as far as the nearest stand of evergreen trees. There was no one around to notice that—like the horses after them—he and Dreyfus failed to emerge at the other side.
* * * *
FROM THE hilltop, Merlin looked down on the peaceful valley basking under the warm summer sunshine. In the far distance to his right and slightly behind him he could see the circle of stones that he had been responsible for restoring. On his left and slightly in front of him sheep grazed in golden-green meadows. He stood up and moved to face the distant view of Stonehenge. Then, holding his arms out before him, he started descending the hill. A dog trotted at his heels. A warm breeze sprang from nowhere and blew the folds of his robe around his legs. As he walked, Merlin started to chant. Halfway down the hill he stopped. He lifted his head and emitted the weirdest sound Dreyfus had ever heard from a human throat. It was like the howl of a wolf. Dreyfus instantly threw back his own head and his howl almost made Merlin's hair stand on end. Then, as the plains came alive with dark, moving shapes, Dreyfus stopped howling. He moved down to join the wolves. He felt suddenly more affinity with them than with the sorcerer.
The wolves received the message: it's time to hunt. Their instincts told them there had never been a hunt like the one they were about to undertake.
But Merlin remained on the hillside a split second too long, was too slow in closing the gap between himself and the dog. He took one step towards the wolves. But the Lord of Obsidian divined his purpose. Sujad the Great sent one great bolt of blue lightning across the plains. It struck Merlin full on and he fell heavily backwards. Dreyfus, however, was impervious to Sujad's blue fire. So yet again he found himself facing his formidable three-headed enemy.
Warily they circled each other. The wolves were unable to assist either of them. The Absolute Law held them fast.
Dreyfus knew by instinct he had no time to dally. He threw back his head and howled. Cerberus stood frozen, taken aback by Dreyfus's strange behavior. He realised too late the reason for it. A stream of red mist issued from the area of the dog's throat. Before Cerberus had time to dodge, he was enveloped in it. With a nerve-racking cry the three-headed dog disappeared.
The red mist began dispersing, becoming more pink than red. Dreyfus rushed back to where Merlin lay. Frantically he licked the sorcerer's face. But Merlin wouldn't stir. Dreyfus pawed at his chest and whined. Gradually some of the pink mist drifted in their direction. As soon as it reached Merlin's face, the sorcerer opened his eyes.
And he saw flames leaping in the air and Peter standing staring upwards. He saw the boy fall to his knees. He saw Peter close his eyes and knew his despair. He saw the Lord of Obsidian expand until he blotted out everything else. And he saw Sujad the Great point his finger to blast Peter with blue fire.
Merlin threw his hands in the air, clawing at it as though to bring down the very heavens. He shouted a few brief words to the sky. The sun instantly darkened. Day became night. And it seemed as though Merlin had indeed clawed the skies down to the earth. Between his outstretched hands, stars and planets spun in a whirl of fury—and Merlin stood beside Peter in the stable yard.
Sujad the Great froze. Under the implacable force of Merlin's gaze the Lord of Obsidian slowly returned to normal size. Reluctantly he lowered his arm. The snarl that burst from him made Peter open his eyes. Peter took in Merlin's presence in one joyous second. He scrambled to his feet but had no time to say anything. Following the direction of Merlin's gaze, he saw a shadowy figure take shape within the Evil One's cloud. Then Merlin reached out and took his hand. Before he knew what was happening, Peter found himself hovering in the air. He was now staring over the flames towards the forest. His eyes sought the Evil One.
A light sprang up in the middle of the forest. His blood ran cold. For he had seen this view before. The Obsidian Dagger appeared above the light like a cross. The light turned into a blue flame. The Obsidian Dagger rose slowly out of it. Then the wind caught the fire consuming the stables and barn. Flames and smoke momentarily blocked out Peter's view. Through the smoke he thought he saw the Evil One reach out a black-clad arm. Then the flame died down and the smoke dispersed. Peter saw the Evil One draw back his arm to hurl the dagger.
But it wasn't at Peter he threw it. The Obsidian Dagger sped straight for Merlin. Peter shouted “No!” With all his strength he launched himself forward, blocking Merlin's body with his own.
And so the Obsidian Dagger hurtled towards Peter just as it had in his vision.
 



Chapter 19
The Dagger Hits Home
AS PETER braced himself for the dagger's impact, the clouds briefly parted. A stray sunbeam caught the dagger's blade. The light blinded everybody—even Sujad and the Evil One himself.
Peter heard a great cry just as he felt the dagger strike his chest. But it seemed to come from many throats. He heard pain, frenzied rage and an overwhelming anguish that was almost palpable. As he fell down into agony-ridden darkness he was aware of gentle hands catching him—hands that conveyed their owner's grief to him. He felt himself being lowered slowly and lovingly to the ground more than six meters below. He tried to speak, to tell the owner of the hands that he was all right, but no words would come. Then merciful oblivion claimed him.
Merlin looked up from Peter's ashen face. Through suddenly blurred vision he saw several figures running towards him. Only when the twins fell to their knees beside Peter did he realise that Sujad's spell had broken. He looked towards where he had last seen the Lord of Obsidian in his vile cloud. The cloud was no longer there. Instead, a black heap lay on the ground.
It wasn't until Merlin saw a blue-robed figure appear by the black mound that he realised the bundle was Sujad. The Lord in Blue stooped and grabbed something. The fallen Lord of Obsidian raised a feeble hand in protest. But the Blue Lord dodged away. As he moved, Merlin saw with startling clarity that he had taken the little wax doll, and that the replica of the Obsidian Dagger no longer pierced it.
As Merlin tried to work out the meaning of what he had seen, the Lord in Blue returned to Sujad's side. He was about to bend and grab something else when Merlin's stupefied mind burst back to life. Instant fury seized him. He lifted his right hand and shot a bolt of rainbow light at the blue figure. With a startled cry the Blue Lord retreated to his cloud, which went to join that of the Evil One. Master and servant hissed and gestured at each other within the safety of their clouds. The Evil One seemed furious with the Blue Lord, who appeared equally angry with his master.
Merlin saw the black mound move slightly.
"Merlin! Merlin!” Sujad's voice reached his ears in a desperate croak. “Please! Hurry!” It was the cry of a man in extremis.
Merlin looked down at Peter and then across at Sujad. His mind told him to go to Sujad; his heart demanded he stay with Peter.
Jamie looked up quickly. He instantly understood the situation. It's time for some of the burden of decision-making to be lifted from his shoulders, he thought with pity. “Go to him. We'll look after Peter."
Merlin stumbled to his feet. He went to the crumpled black form, walking like an old man. He looked down at the defeated Lord of Obsidian. The first thing he saw was a pile of shattered obsidian. His eyes flew to the Obsidian Orb under one of Sujad's hands. It was undamaged. Then the truth hit him.
The Obsidian Dagger changed its course when Peter threw himself into its path. In striking Sujad it also hit the replica in the wax doll and shattered it. Pieces of the replica recoiled and struck Peter.
Even as Merlin grasped this, he received a further shock. For Sujad was trying to hold out the Obsidian Orb to him. At the same time, the fallen man strove to speak. Merlin dropped to his knees and bent over him. Sujad's face was twisted with pain and remorse. His voice was now only a whisper.
"Merlin—old friend—can you ever forgive me?” The black eyes anxiously searched Merlin's. “Will you ... at least try? Take the orb—please.” Merlin gently lifted the Obsidian Orb from the enervated hand. “Will you ... do something for me—as soon as ... you can? Gather all the ... pieces of the Obsidian ... Dagger. Give them ... to those who ... would have been my ... descendants. Win your ... battle,” Sujad continued, gasping with pain. “And when you do ... will you also ... save me ... from...?” His eyes swiveled in the direction of the two black clouds and then back to Merlin's. Terror filled them. “My fate is ... terrible ... brought it on ... myself.” Sujad closed his eyes. His breathing was now shallow and fast. Pain and effort brought sweat to his brow. He opened his eyes again and clutched Merlin's sleeve with a feeble hand. “Must warn you ... the Blue Lord..."
Sujad never finished his warning. A bolt of blue lightning blasted across the sky. It hit Sujad and he fell back. His sightless eyes stared up at Merlin. Gently—almost reverently—Merlin closed the lids over them. He then hurried to gather up all the pieces of the Obsidian Dagger. Holding them in his cupped hands, he whispered a brief spell over them. They disappeared. He stood up and looked down on Sujad's distorted features. He had no time to cover the dead face—only a brief moment to mourn the wasted life of the man for whom he had entertained such high hopes, for whom he had once felt great affection. Barely had he risen than pandemonium broke out behind him. The fire appliances had finally arrived. Like a man in a dream, Merlin turned away from the crumpled black form.
He hardly heard the firemen's shouts, though some were directed at him. He seemed to be in severe shock. In reality, he was thinking hard.
Bart had just managed to get the pump engine going again. His men now played the hose onto the fires. At the suggestion of a fireman, Bart's men returned to drenching the trees while the firemen tackled the flames.
As Bart raced into the yard, Merlin suddenly came to life. Remorse flooded him at having momentarily forgotten Peter. Jamie and John still knelt by their friend, trying to revive him. Merlin and Bart reached the boy's side at the same time as a fireman with a first-aid kit. No one went to Sujad.
"It's all right, we can deal with this. We know what to do,” Merlin told the fireman.
The man scanned Merlin's face. Even though his eyes were wild with grief, the sorcerer retained his air of confidence and authority. The fireman handed him the kit and turned away. Merlin dropped to his knees at Peter's side.
"He seems to be breathing all right, but we can't wake him up,” Jamie said in anguish as Merlin went to examine Peter. “He's not wounded,"
"No—I didn't think he would be."
Merlin placed the Obsidian Orb on Peter's chest and gently raised the boy's hands until they rested on top of it. Peter shuddered and slowly opened his eyes. His gaze moved dully from one to another of the four people anxiously bending over him. I'm alive! And I'm not even bleeding! He breathed a relieved sigh, and the pain in his chest caused his face to contort. He became aware of the Obsidian Orb only when he felt its power under his hands. The orb throbbed against his fingers and palms. Light suddenly pulsed from it. He felt it envelop him. Suddenly he was in the familiar sphere of light that was the Power of Obsidian. Exultation rushed over him. The Earthlight now has the orb! And that means....
"You're free, Essence of Obsidian!"
The light pulsed in at him, stronger than it had ever been. The Spirit of Obsidian seemed almost to be dancing with delight. Peter could hear the low throbbing sensation as strongly as he could feel it. The pain in his chest disappeared.
"We've no time to waste, Peter,” the Essence of Obsidian's deep voice said, and it was no longer slow. “You must all fly to the forest—at once!"
Abruptly the light went out and Peter found himself looking into Merlin's anxious dark eyes. Clasping the Obsidian Orb tightly against himself, Peter sat up. Merlin helped him to his feet.
"The Power of Obsidian says we must fly to the forest!"
The others wasted no time. They joined hands, with Merlin placing one of his on the Obsidian Orb clasped against Peter's chest. They rose as one into the air and soared over the fire towards the forest. No one saw them. The firemen went on fighting the fire as though nothing untoward was happening.
As Peter soared over the treetops, his free hand enveloped in Bart's callused palm, his heart hammered with the strange mixture of hope and fear that was becoming almost second nature to him. This is it—the beginning of the Third Age of the Obsidian Orb, he told himself. His heart skipped a beat. Behind them he could hear the roar of the flames beginning to subside. The shouts of the firemen suddenly seemed louder and clearer. He could even hear the breeze in the trees below. Why did the sound of the wind in pines always remind him of the beach? Somehow the sighing effect was very much like the washing of waves on a calm shore.
Suddenly the soughing of the wind was drowned by another noise. It sounded like the drumming of hooves. It faded briefly and he thought he heard the chilling cry of wolves calling the pack to the hunt. Then a rumble of thunder submerged all other sounds. Blue lightning sizzled all around them. Peter felt the force of the Evil One trying to push him back. When he looked up he saw the Evil One with three Lords of Corruption—two beside him and one in front. Their black clouds overlapped each other. They had taken possession of a hill on the edge and clear of the forest. Against the strength of the Powers of Darkness, the Earthlight quintet made slow progress towards the hill. It seemed to be getting very dark. Peter had never seen the sky so black. The Evil One can't stop the sun from rising, but he can easily put up obstacles to stop its light reaching the Earth.
"Quite right, young Chosen One,” a voice rang out from the center of the black cloud above the hill. “These clouds are nothing compared to what I could block the sun with. A strategic nuclear blast would bring deep eternal winter to the whole world. Simply by taking possession of the right minds, I can achieve such a condition."
"What would be the point in ruling a barren and unpopulated world?” Merlin growled.
"True, true. But I came to bargain with you, Great One, not to threaten you with instant annihilation."
"I'll have no truck with any of your bargains."
"Wait till you hear what it is. I'll give you back Sujad Cariotis as he was before I claimed him—your trusted and most valued friend—if you'll hand over the Obsidian Orb."
"That's no bargain! You offer to give me a one-time traitor who will then turn traitor a second time."
Peter felt the Obsidian Orb tremble under his hand. Great waves of grief surged from it and pulsed through his body. The treachery of a loved and trusted friend is a greater bereavement than death. Oh, I wish I could lessen the grief for him!
"You are about to do so,” Merlin's voice spoke calmly into his mind. “Hold up the Obsidian Orb."
As he spoke, Merlin slowly took his hand away from the orb. He placed his fingertips on Peter's shoulder. Bart also dropped Peter's hand and touched his other shoulder. Peter extended the Obsidian Orb towards the Evil One, letting loose pandemonium upon the Enemy. The thundering of hooves swept right over them as horses burst out of the trees below. Each one carried a rider—a rider in white. And the horses were led by the smallest—a silvery-white pony. Peter recognized Argent and her rider in the same instant. Judita's hair streamed behind her like a black banner. The horses—hundreds; no, thousands of them—galloped in a never-ending stream.
And behind them came a howling of wolves such as the world had never heard before. Leaving the ground to the horses, the wolves leapt from the forest and poured into the sky. The animal leading them stood out from the rest. Smaller than many of the wolves, Dreyfus howled louder than even the largest.
The tide of horses, riders and wolves coursed towards the Evil One. The power of the Earthlight pulsed from all. Peter squinted against the brilliance. The Evil One and his Lords of Corruption gave one long scream of terror and fled. Their black clouds swirled madly around them. With the wolves snapping at their heels, they rushed across the sky. The horses crested the hill and soared into the air to join the wolves. The howls gradually diminished, and then ceased altogether.
The five of the Earthlight found themselves back in the stable yard. The fire was out and the blackened ruins of the stable and barn gaped at them. The fire appliances had gone. Bart looked at the mess and groaned aloud.
Merlin placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Your horses will return unharmed and your new barn and stables will be even better. I'll arrange shelter for the horses and make sure you don't lose by Sujad's actions. In the meantime—” He stopped short as he suddenly remembered Sujad's death at the hands of his master. “Sujad didn't belong to this century. There's no record of his birth or anything connected with him. That might pose problems. But I must see that he's decently—secretly—buried."
Peter looked at him in dismay. Remembering how he had briefly experienced Merlin's grief, Peter knew that the only way he could allay the sorcerer's grief would be to help with this grisly undertaking.
"How are we going to do that? For a start, the firemen will report the presence of a dead man to the police—"
Merlin interrupted. “No they won't. They didn't see what happened. They don't know anyone was killed.” This took his mind back to when Sujad had called him over, and he suddenly realised he had left the traitor lying on the ground without even a handkerchief to cover his face. Horror out of all proportion to the omission of this courtesy seized Merlin. I should have given him a protective spell of some sort. I left him for the crows to peck out his eyes. He mentally shook himself as he realised there were no crows and this wasn't dark-age Britain.
A sense of urgency rushed over him. He remembered the words of the dying Lord of Obsidian. “We must bury him right now."
"Where?” Bart asked. “We can't use my land or the forest. It belongs to the Earthlight, and we wouldn't be allowed to use consecrated ground."
"Well, help me get him into the car. We'll have to take him out after dark."
"Okay."
They turned to the black mound, and it was no longer there. Bart and the three boys were startled, but Peter sensed that their astonishment was nothing compared to the shock tingling through Merlin. Such was the sorcerer's state of mind that Peter clearly caught his thoughts. Another mistake. We're lucky to have won this battle. It won't be the last. But because of my incompetence the next one will be grimmer, and will be upon us again before we're prepared.
The five of the Earthlight stood with bent heads, each thinking his own agonized thoughts. The rising wind blew unheeded around them, scattering wet ashes everywhere. Peter's mind was about to reach out to Merlin in clumsy comfort when he thought he heard a few notes of the Lady's music. His head went up like that of a startled colt. The others raised theirs more slowly.
Suddenly the Lady stood on the spot from which Sujad's body had vanished. Underneath her blue cloak she was robed in white similar to the Reborn and Dreyfus was at her side. She smiled at them.
"Well done,” she said softly. She looked at Merlin with grave sympathy. “Don't condemn yourself, Great One. You will realise later that you didn't have enough spare power to stop the Evil One claiming the remains of the Lord of Obsidian. What power you had was needed by the Reborn. When their task is done they'll return the horses and Dreyfus. I must go now to replace the statue in the grotto.” She smiled at each in turn. Her gaze rested lastly on Peter and stayed a moment longer. “Farewell.” Her voice on the parting word was like the sighing of the wind and her departure that of a ghost. But her music soared over the forest, becoming louder and clearer than Peter had ever heard it. He held out the Obsidian Orb to try holding onto the melody, but it gradually faded to nothing.
Jamie broke the silence. “It's like—like a choir of angels singing softly without words to an accompaniment of little bells."
Much to the boys’ surprise, a deep chuckle came from Merlin. “Very good, Jamie. Gray was more succinct and poetic, if not quite as explicit. But then he wasn't a musician. ´A cherubim in a box’ was his description."
They all gaped at him.
"Thomas Gray, eighteenth-century English poet,” Merlin explained patiently.
As the boys continued staring, all wondering what connection an English poet could possibly have with the Lady, he chuckled at their open-mouthed puzzlement.
"Get educated,” he suggested with playful mockery. A mischievous glint entered his eyes as he threw back his head and, adopting an exaggerated pose, began quoting:
"The curfew tolls the knell of parting day,

The lowing herd winds slowly o'er the lea,

The plowman homeward plods his weary way,

And leaves the world to darkness and to me."
"Aw, shut up!” the boys chorused in unison.
"Boys! They've got no poetry in their souls these days.” Merlin shook his head and sighed heavily in mock-despair. But he was grinning from ear to ear. Even Peter couldn't sense that his camaraderie might be a face put on for the boys’ benefit.
As they drew near to the welcome warmth promised by the smoke from the chimney, and the comfort of tea and hot food prepared by Susan for the fire-fighters, Peter stole a stealthy look at the sorcerer's profile.
Yes, the sternness had melted away. Uncle Paul had returned.
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