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~ Chapter One ~

Hunt for the
Wild White
Stallion

he full moon had already set and it was dark
Tand chilly. Ethan crouched on the broad branch
of a huge old tree, completely hidden by its leaves.
He shivered and wrapped his cloak tighter around
him for warmth. A slim streak of white hair at his
left temple glimmered softly against his light brown
hair. He peered through the darkness, ears
straining for any noise.

He heard only the sounds of the forest: owls
hooting across the valley, a crackle of twigs in the
distance as an animal moved through the forest.
Could that be the wild white stallion, the object of the
Royal Hunt? A rush of excitement surged through
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him, warming his body despite the chilly air.

‘Too-wit-to-wo0000,” came a bird call from
behind him.

Ethan listened closely. He couldn’t remember
ever hearing that bird call before.

An answering ‘too-wit-to-woo00’ came from the
other side of the clearing.

Ethan waited patiently high in the tree as the
horizon turned from dark grey to the pearly half
light just before dawn. At last he heard it.

In the distance a faint jingle of bits and the soft
thud of horses’ hooves broke the near silence. Down
below he saw a dim figure flit silently through the
trees and hide behind a fallen log. Probably another
of the villagers hoping to catch a glimpse of the royal
contingent, Ethan thought. He wondered if it might
be his best friend, Saxon.

He nearly cried out to him but paused as the
muffled sound of horses’ hooves grew closer. The
king and queen! Into the clearing below came a
double file of riders on horseback, following a tall
dark man on foot.

The leader was tall and handsome, with black
hair and green eyes, who emanated a quiet air of
strength. Compared with the finery of the courtiers,
his clothes were simple. Ethan shivered with pride
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and cold — that was Willem, his father, the Royal
Master of Horse.

Willem led a golden mare with a white mane and
tail. Sitting stiffly on her back was a young woman,
the priestess Ostara. Her hair flowed loosely down
her back and she wore unadorned robes of white.

Across her lap lay a huge sword, sheathed in a
gold scabbard that glowed eerily in the gloomy
light. She clutched it tightly with one hand while
she clung onto the pommel with the other.

Directly behind her rode the king himself — King
Radnor, a large man with a black beard, astride a
tall, high-stepping golden horse. King Radnor was
clothed in red velvet robes with a golden sun
emblazoned across his chest. His long red cloak was
clasped at the throat with a brooch of thin gold wire,
twisted into the motif of a rising sun.

By his side was Queen Ashana, riding a beautiful
snowy white mare. The queen had pale golden hair
carefully curled into long ringlets. She wore a long
dress of gold silk, trimmed with white lace, and a
crown of diamonds and pearls. Queen Ashana
gazed around her with interest, then turned to smile
at the girl behind her.

Ethan shivered with excitement at the pageantry
and mystery of the procession. This was the first
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time he had witnessed this sacred age-old ritual of
Tiregian royalty.

The next rider was a girl dressed completely in
white, mounted on a striking white pony with a
silver bow and quiver of arrows attached to her
saddle. Like her mother, Princess Roana had very
pale skin, and long golden ringlets, under a circlet
of jewelled silver. She wore a full-length cloak of
white velvet, its hood trimmed with white fur,
which partially hid her face. She sat ramrod straight,
her ice-blue eyes staring forward between her
horse’s ears, her head held high.

Both mother and daughter, like all of the ladies
of the court, rode sidesaddle, their silken skirts
cascading prettily over the horses’ flanks.

Beside his royal sister was a boy of about eight
summers — Prince Caspar, riding a smaller pony. He
was pale like his mother and sister, with curly blond
hair and sparkling blue eyes. Ethan wondered if this
was Prince Caspar’s first hunt, too. The prince held
a short jewelled sword, which he clutched tightly.
He whispered something to his sister. She tossed her
head impatiently and gestured to him to be quiet.

Trailing behind the royal family was a mounted
contingent of courtiers dressed in robes of
embroidered silk in rich crimsons, deep purples,
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gold, blue, silvers and greens, carrying golden
ceremonial bows and arrows for the hunt ahead.

Guards dressed in red livery with the golden sun
on their chests rode in the rear, carrying long
pointed spears and swords. Finally, on foot came
nine priestesses in white robes, their hair long
and flowing, carrying bouquets of fresh spring
wildflowers.

The procession wound its way into the centre of
the clearing then formed a large circle around the
young priestess Ostara, King Radnor and Queen
Ashana.

Horses stamped their hooves, fidgeting and
prancing, setting their jewel-encrusted harnesses
jingling. Steam billowed softly from their flaring
nostrils.

The light in the clearing was gradually growing.
Willem stepped to the side of Ostara’s horse and
gently lifted her down. All the priestesses began to
sing a soft otherworldy chant, their voices rising
and falling.

A golden glow suffused the sky above the treetops,
streaking the grey clouds with vivid pinks and reds.

Ethan noted the sky and the ancient saying
popped into his mind: ‘Red at night, shepherds’
delight; red in the morning, shepherds’ warning.’
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There might be a storm today, he thought idly.

Ostara slowly lifted the huge sword by the hilt,
with the blade pointing to the ground. In the
growing light Ethan could see the ornate gold
engravings on the hilt and scabbard.

Gleaming in the hilt, like a huge red eye, was a
round ruby. Golden carved rays leapt around the
jewel like the dancing flames of the sun. Below the
sun, the engravings and tiny coloured gems depicted
the earth unfurling with flowers and plants.

On the reverse side of the hilt was a large round
pearl, equal in size to the ruby, signitying the full
moon. The engravings under the moon pearl were
of waves and fish, while engraved stars studded
with diamonds twinkled around it.

The rim of the sun peeped over the treetops,
bathing the scene in a golden pink glow.

‘Like the fiery sun does our Lord King Radnor
shine his mighty light,” Ostara intoned.

‘Shine peace and warmth on us, mighty Radnor,’
chanted the nine acolytes.

‘Like the pale full moon Queen Ashana guides us
with her sight.’

‘Guide us well, Wise Moon Queen.’

‘In shadow, the wild White Stallion steals
through the night,” Ostara sang.
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‘Roam free, wild moon horse.’

‘Chase the night, seek the horse and bring the
light,” Ostara sang.

‘Chase the night, bring the light,” echoed the
acolytes.

‘Let the mighty Radnor set forth his ray, and
release the sun for a blessed new day.’

‘Bring the light, bring the day’

‘Peace be with us,” Ostara sang.

‘Peace be with us, sang the response.

‘Let the hunt begin,” breathed Ostara, exhaling
a misty puff of air.

The sun glinted off the golden scabbard as Ostara
slowly lifted the hilt above her head and stepped
gracefully across the clearing to pass the sword up
to King Radnor.

King Radnor would carry the fabled Sun Sword
with him during the hunt through the forest to
chase the white stallion. The sword signified the
natural power of the sun and moon, and the deep
rhythms of the earth and the seasons.

Every spring the Royal Hunt set out on the dawn
of the vernal equinox to hunt the wild white
stallion. The stallion needed to be captured by dusk,
so that he could be released with the royal mares, to
father the prized snowy moon horses. If the stallion
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was found, it was a good omen for a bountiful
season with many foals and good harvests.

The king reached down to grasp the Sun Sword
by the hilt and swung it above his head, the red ruby
flashing like fire and the moon pearl shimmering
like ice. A sigh of awe and expectation rippled
through the watching crowd.

All eyes were on the flashing Sun Sword of
Tiregian. No-one saw quite what happened next.

A zing whirred through the air. A dark lightning
streak, faster than thought. King Radnor gave a bellow
of surprise, pain and disbelief. The crowd seemed
frozen as they watched helplessly.

The king sat astride his horse, clutching the
golden sword, with a thick black arrow quivering in
his left arm. The Royal Guard surged forward to
save him. Too late.

Another arrow flew straight behind the first. This
time the aim was true. It hummed straight into the
king’s chest, the black feather fletches shivering in
the cold morning air.

King Radnor clutched at his heart, gasping in
shock. In slow, slow motion he slumped, crumpled
and slid from his startled horse to the ground.
Before anyone could reach him, a third arrow struck
the Priestess Ostara and she tumbled to the ground,
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like a crumpled white handkerchief stained with
crimson.

Screams filled the air. A cloud of black arrows
flew through the clearing, picking off the Royal
Guards in their bright scarlet uniforms. Horses
plunged, acolytes screamed, courtiers fled and red
soldiers ran hither and thither in confusion.

Princess Roana’s horse bucked and reared,
screaming in terror, then bolted into the forest,
straight under the tree where Ethan was hiding. A
shadow jumped from behind the log to the right
and tried to grab the reins as the horse bolted past.

‘Leave the brat, she won't get far,’ yelled a scornful
voice with a strange foreign accent. ‘We’ll find her
soon enough. Capture the queen and the prince.’

With a roar, a wave of hundreds of soldiers,
clothed in coal-black armour and helmets, leapt
from behind tree trunks and logs brandishing
cutlasses. They ran forward, slashing and thrusting
into the confusion of screaming, rearing bodies.

Ethan yelled in shock. His first impulse was to
leap from the tree branch to the aid of the party
below. He slithered down a couple of branches but
was stopped by the sound of his father’s shout.

‘Ethan, stay where you are,” Willem roared. ‘Your
highness, you must flee!’
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Willem leapt up into the saddle of the horse he had
been leading and galloped towards the queen and
prince, chasing them off towards the forest. He then
wheeled around towards the attackers and tried to
bar their way, brandishing only a short dagger.

Willem was soon wrestled to the ground, one
arrow in his shoulder and another in his thigh, while
a flood of black-clad soldiers streamed past him after
the remaining members of the royal family. One of
the soldiers struck him forcibly across the face and
Willem slumped, barely conscious.

Ethan froze in the tree, his heart pounding, his
mouth sticky and dry. His stomach heaved with
anxiety as he tried to grasp the reality of the terrifying
attack below him. The small group of Tiregians, in
their brightly coloured ceremonial clothes, were
completely surrounded by a surging sea of black
armour. They had no hope of fighting back.

Through the leaves he could see the leader of the
attackers, triumphantly grasping the queen’s horse
by the bridle. Prince Caspar huddled on his own
pony behind her, his eyes huge pools of fright.

The queen was dragged from her horse. She tried
to beat her attackers off with her riding crop but was
quickly overwhelmed and thrown to her knees, her
arms bound behind her. Prince Caspar tried to fight
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the attackers off with his tiny sword but was
dragged from his horse by a dozen soldiers and
thrown contemptuously beside his mother.

Dragging himself up, Willem struggled with his
captors to reach the queen and her son but was
again beaten down into the churned mud.

The leader of the attackers picked up the huge
ceremonial Sun Sword from where it had fallen
under King Radnor’s body. Brandishing it in the air,
he strode over to Queen Ashana. He grasped her by
the hair and forced her head down between her
knees. He took off his black helmet to reveal his
gaunt face, pale waxy skin and black eyes, burning
with battle fervour.

‘Ashana, formerly known as Queen of Tiregian,’
he thundered in a guttural voice, ‘I, Lord Lazlac,
claim this land and all its riches in the name of my
lord and master, the Emperor Raef, ruler of Sedah
and the Nine Isles.’

He used the point of the huge sword to gently lift
her chin. A small bead of blood welled up under its
tip. Queen Ashana stared up at Lazlac defiantly.

‘As the new Governor of Tiregian, I declare you
and your son enemies of the people, your sentence
to be imprisoned for the remainder of your days in
the dungeons of the Royal Palace in Tira,” Lord
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Lazlac pronounced. ‘Your son will be taken to
the north to Bryn to be educated in the ways of the
chosen ones, before going to take his place in
the Emperor’s court in Sedah.’

Queen Ashana wailed in despair and grief. ‘No.
No, this is not possible!’

Lord Lazlac grimaced at her in a twisted parody
of a smile.

‘Oh, to the contrary, my lady. It is completely
possible.” Lord Lazlac bent down and gently cupped
Queen Ashana’s face in his hand. She violently
twisted away.

‘Very pretty, he murmured. ‘I believe 1 would
enjoy a fitting memento of this historic day.’

With that he carefully unclasped a fine gold
chain from around the queen’s neck. Dangling on
the chain was a heart-shaped locket set with a large,
pale purple amethyst surrounded by tiny seed
pearls. He held it up to the early morning sun.

‘Yes — a very pretty keepsake. It will please me to
keep this by me. Take the prisoners away,” ordered
Lord Lazlac coldly.

The queen stared wide-eyed in shock, as Caspar
sobbed beside her. She struggled and fought as the
guards dragged her to her feet, and tried to throw
herself on the body of her husband.
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‘Radnor!’ she screamed. ‘Radnor! Noooooo.’

The guards dragged her over to the other
surviving prisoners, who had all been bound tightly
and thrown in a pile together. The prisoners were
urged to their feet at cutlass point and hustled away,
back through the forest. The attackers must be taking
them towards the royal hunting lodge, Ethan thought.
He saw his father struggle to his feet and stumble,
blood gushing from a cut above his brow. Willem
looked dazed and unsteady on his feet.

Other guards moved among the fallen bodies in
the clearing, roughly searching them for gems and
valuables. They dragged the bodies into a pile then
set off after their comrades.

Ethan still crouched on his tree branch,
trembling with shock and fear. He was torn between
relief that his father was still alive and horror at the
carnage he had witnessed. When he was quite sure
the clearing was empty, he half fell, half scrambled
out of his hiding place and dropped to the ground.

‘Mama,” he murmured. ‘I must warn Mama.’

Eyes averted from the pile of bodies, he ran,
crouching and stumbling down the forest path
towards the village and home.
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~ Chapter Two ~

Princess Roana

than staggered in a daze along the path for many
minutes, until a sound pierced his tumultuous
thoughts.

‘Too-wit-to-w0000, too-wit-to-w0000.’

He stopped jogging blindly. Where had he heard
that noise before? That’s right, he thought, Its that
bird noise. The one I heard just before . . .

Panic surged through his body, making him
freeze momentarily. He listened very carefully. The
usual sounds of the forest, but then what was that?
A distant scuff. What could it be? Something
following him? Or someone?

Ethan ran on faster, energised by renewed fear.
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He came to a fork in the path — to the right
continued the wider track, just wide enough for a
horse and cart, which led out of the forest. To the
left ran a much narrower path, the shortcut to
the village of Kenley — his home. Ethan stopped
again to listen, straining to hear over the sound of
his pounding heart.

Again he heard a soft rthythmic thud — the noise
of many feet running swiftly and surely along the
track behind him, getting closer and closer. The
invaders!

Ethan paused as he saw the pile of stones
marking the fork in the path, with its marker sign
pointing left to the village. A flash of inspiration
came to him and he yanked up the sign and turned
it back to front to point down the other track. In his
pocket he found a stub of chalk and carefully wrote
‘Kenley’ on the back of the sign. It might just slow
them down long enough for me to warn the villagers,
Ethan thought.

The sound of running feet was very close now.

Ethan glanced around in dismay, then scuttled
off the path and burrowed into a thick cluster of
shrubs.

In a matter of moments they were upon him.

Through the leaves he saw a pack of at least thirty
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soldiers in black armour loping up the track,
cutlasses drawn and eyes scouring the forest on
either side for signs of life.

‘Halt, Sedahs,” barked the leader. Map!’

One of the soldiers pulled a grubby, torn piece
of parchment from his pocket and handed it to the
leader.

‘Map, Captain Malish,” he saluted smartly and
stepped back. Captain Malish lifted the visor of his
helmet to have a clear view.

‘Mortma was right about attacking the king all
the way out here in the forest. The surprise was total
and there were barely any soldiers to resist. But
some of Mortma’s other details are sketchy — like
this dreadful map.” Captain Malish wrinkled
his forehead in confusion as he examined the
parchment. ‘It shows here that the path to
the village is on the left, but it looks as though we
should actually go right. I wonder if Mortma’s ever
actually been to this pathetic little village that we
need to commandeer!” The men all sniggered softly
at the captain’s little joke.

‘But what of that blasted girl?’ Captain Malish
continued. ‘Sniffer?’

A small man scuttled forward, his mouth pursed
in excitement. He had a sun-beaten face, with
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darting eyes and a nose that seemed to drink
the air.

Sniffer crouched down carefully, running his
fingers over the pebbly track as if reading some-
thing there with his fingertips. He moved closer to
Ethan until he was only a body length from Ethan’s
scrubby hiding place. Ethan closed his eyes and
held his breath, willing himself to be invisible. He
could hear Sniffer snuffling and sniffing so close he
could almost feel his scent being torn from his
quivering body.

Finally Sniffer moved away, crawling down the
narrower path. He found something interesting
caught on the rough bark of a tree. He plucked it
and walked back to the others, holding it between
his thumb and forefinger, just under his nose.

‘The girl went this way.’ Sniffer jerked his thumb
down the narrow path. ‘Fresh hoofprints clear as
day, and look . . .” In between his fingers were three
fine white hairs. ‘Horsehair.’

Captain Malish swore. ‘We need to take that
village quickly to secure fresh supplies and slaves
for our ships. But Mortma wants that girl. We need
to find her.’

‘Sir?’ asked the map bearer. ‘Should I track down
the girl with Sniffer, while you capture the village?
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We should have her in less than an hour and we can
take her back to Lord Lazlac ourselves.’

‘No!’ barked Captain Malish, his black eyes
flashing dangerously. He caught himself. ‘The girl is
nothing — a weak, spoilt child. She won't get far in
this forest. No, I need you both to help us seize the
village. We will take the right-hand path and
capture Kenley, and then I will come back with
Sniffer. I think we will find her highness snivelling
in a ditch somewhere waiting for us to rescue her.
Lord Lazlac will be well pleased.” He turned towards
the wider path.

‘Formation! On the double!’

The soldiers sprang into their formation and
loped off down the right-hand cart track, cutlasses
drawn. In a moment the forest was once again still
and quiet. Ethan listened carefully before crawling
from his hiding spot, his heart still pounding and
the words he had overheard churning through
his head.

I must warn the village, he thought. Refreshed
from his enforced break, he sprinted on.

‘Only a few more minutes, he panted. He ran
until he thought his heart would burst from his
chest. He raced around a sharp twist in the path and
stopped short.

~‘]8~



© Belinda Murrell 2006

Head hanging desolately, mane matted with
twigs, sides splattered with mud, stood the once
proud royal pony. At her feet lay the crumpled body
of a girl dressed all in white — Princess Roana.

Ethan crept over to her, anxious.

‘Your highness,” he whispered. ‘Your highness, are
you all right?’

The girl stirred, moaning. Ethan crouched beside
her, torn by indecision. He had to warn the villagers
urgently, but he could not leave a princess lying in
the mud while that peculiar little man, Sniffer, was
tracking her down for some mysterious purpose. He
grabbed her shoulder and shook it roughly.

“Your highness, wake up!” he whispered fiercely.

The girl lifted her dirt-streaked face.

‘Where am I?’ she asked in a confused and sleepy
tone.

Ethan tried to help her up, but his sense of
urgency made him clumsy. Princess Roana glared
at him haughtily.

‘Take your hands away from me at once, you
filthy peasant. How dare you touch my royal
personage! Go at once and fetch my maid to escort
me back to the lodge.’

Ethan blushed deep crimson in mortification.

‘1...T'm so sorry, your highness, he stuttered. ‘1
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didn’t mean to frighten you. But you can’t go back to
the royal lodge. We’ve been invaded. Many have
been killed.” He paused. How could he tell her that
her own father, the king, was dead?

‘I must warn my village at once,” gabbled Ethan.
‘Are you hurt?’

‘Of course I am injured, you idiotic fool. I was
thrown from my mount while escaping from the
attack. I cracked my head horribly and was dragged
behind my horse.” She winced as she tried to sit up.
Tears welled into her eyes.

‘I cannot stand. You must return and fetch my
maid immediately!” demanded the princess.

‘No, I won’t,” Ethan snapped. ‘I must warn the
village. I can’t stand here arguing with you. There’s
no time.’

His tone softened slightly. ‘T will hide you in the
forest. You must be very quiet. The invaders are
probably right behind us. I will return as soon as
I can to help you.’

Princess Roana made to speak but held her
silence, rubbing the back of her head tenderly. Her
hand came away smeared with blood and mud. She
wiped her hand on the skirt of her white gown,
grimacing.

‘Mighty Sun Lord,” Ethan swore. ‘I can’t hide you
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in the forest dressed in white. You'll be seen for
miles. Here, cover yourself with this.’

Ethan thrust his own green woollen cloak at her.
The princess wrinkled her nose in distaste as she
took the well-worn cloak, but she obediently
wrapped it around her, over her own muddy velvet
cloak.

‘We will go closer to the village and hide you
there,” Ethan whispered urgently. ‘You must be quiet
until I return. I will come as quickly as I can, but we
must hurry now.’

Princess Roana maintained a dignified silence as
Ethan caught the horse’s reins and hoisted her into
the saddle. He clambered up behind her and urged
the snowy mare into a slow trot. The princess
moaned a little through clenched lips.

Ethan soon found a suitable place to lay the
Princess Roana, at the base of a pile of rocks behind
a fallen log away from the path. He tethered the
horse to a tree, then carefully carried the princess
off the path.

He remembered Sniffer and stepped carefully,
trying not to disturb the deep leaf litter carpeting
the forest floor. Ethan lay her down gingerly,
struggling with the unfamiliar weight, and covered
her with his cloak, then heaped leaves and fallen
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branches around her. From a couple of metres away
she was almost invisible. As an afterthought he
pulled his dagger from its sheath and placed it in
her hand. She dropped it in revulsion.

‘Remember, don’t move and be silent — your life
depends upon it, he whispered, pressing the dagger
back into her hand. T will come back soon. I need to
take your horse — it will be quicker.’

The princess looked inclined to argue but
thought better of it, turning her head away. Ethan
turned to go.

‘Boy!’ called an imperious voice from behind him.
‘Her name is Moonbeam. Please look after her.’

Ethan nodded. ‘My name is Ethan, your high-
ness,” he replied.

As he carefully stepped back onto the path, he
used a broken branch to sweep over the slight
depression his feet had left in the leaf litter, to hide
the clues to the princess’s hiding place.

Ethan vaulted onto Moonbeam’s back and
galloped onwards. He saw a muddy puddle on the
path and deliberately rode through it to leave clear
hoofprints leading away from the princess.

Soon he was out of the forest, galloping through
the green-gold meadows and down to the small
village of stone cottages, nestled beside a burbling

~ ~



© Belinda Murrell 2006

stream. It looked the image of rural peace and
tranquillity in the early morning sunlight. The
pony’s hooves clattered on the cobbles as he
cantered over the arched stone bridge and onto
the main road of the village.

‘Run for your lives,” Ethan shouted as Moonbeam
skidded to a stop in the village square. ‘We’ve been
invaded. The king is dead. You must flee
immediately. There is no time. The invaders are on
their way here now.’

Villagers ran towards him, dropping their tasks
in bewilderment and confusion.

‘What joke is this, young Ethan? You musn’t
frighten the old women like this,” grunted George,
the village blacksmith, a big burly man with curly
black hair.

‘It’s no joke, George. I saw it with my own eyes.
I saw the king killed and my father and the others
taken,” Ethan sobbed. ‘You must hurry and go.’

The villagers screamed and ran in confusion,
searching for children and loved ones and precious
possessions. George ran and rang the bell on the
village green to warn the workers in the outlying
fields and forests.

Ethan slithered down from Moonbeam’s back
and tethered her at the gate to his own family’s dear
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cottage. The garden sprawled around the stone
cottage, filled with herbs and flowers, and buzzing
with bees. Pale blue forget-me-nevers, white
moonflowers, golden angels and pink gilly flowers
bloomed by the door.

Smoke curled from the chimney as it did on every
morning of every day that Ethan had lived. How
could his world be turned upside down while
everything still looked just the same — quiet and
wonderfully peaceful?

‘Mama . . . Mama, Lily!’ he bellowed as he burst
into the kitchen, warm and sweet with the scent of
drying herbs and good food.

There he found his mother stirring a pot of hot
porridge over the fire. Marnie was a tall, strong
woman with a head of honey blonde hair pulled
back into a knot at the nape of her neck. Wisps of
hair escaped in unruly strands and clung to her
damp skin. She wore the simple clothes of a hard-
working mother, but her face was soft and easily
creased with smiles.

Marnie was the village healer and herb woman.
She harvested plants from her garden, the fields and
forest to make ointments, tinctures and reviving
infusions. She kept hives of bees for their delicious
and healing honey. During birthing time she coaxed
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and cajoled the new babies, both human and
animal, into the world, and many a mother had
been grateful for her calm patience, sensible advice
and magical hands.

‘Ethan, what is it? Where have you been, you
wild boy? You should have been doing your chores
this morning, not peeking at the royal goings-on in
the forest,” she scolded softly, her eyes filled with
loving humour.

Ethan blurted out all his news — the attack,
Willem’s capture, overhearing the guards and
finding the princess.

‘How much time do you think we have?’ Marnie
asked, her face now set with determination.

‘T don’t know — ten or fifteen minutes?’

‘Ethan, you must find your sister and take her to
hide in the forest. She is feeding the animals;
Marnie ordered. ‘I must go to your father and treat
him, and any of the court who are injured.’

‘No, Mama, they will take you, interrupted
Ethan. ‘It is too dangerous.’

‘I must help your father. You said he was badly
wounded. You know I must. And you must help the
princess and keep safe. Hide until the soldiers leave.
Take a pack with food, medicine and supplies in
case you need to hide in the forest for a few days,
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and to treat the princess’s wounds. I will pack the
same for me.’

Marnie started quickly packing two satchels with
bread, cheese, jars of ointments, bottles of brown
herbal liquid, clean cloths and bandages.

‘Tell Lily to let all the animals go. They will
hopefully find shelter in the forest too. We can track
them down when it is safe again. Now hurry and
go,” Marnie said.

In the barn at the end of the garden, Ethan found
his younger sister, Lily, singing as she fed the hens. At
her feet lay the sleeping tawny red shadow of their
dog, Aisha. Ethan threw open the gate to the stalls as
he yelled instructions. Lily stood shocked and silent,
then started helping him to shoo the animals out into
the meadow. Aisha barked and chased the animals in
excitement at this unexpected change in routine.

‘Go, little ones,” Lily whispered, her voice catch-
ing as she patted the huge female pig on the back.
‘Be safe, we will come for you soon.’

Ethan was about to return to the kitchen when a
thought occurred to him. He grabbed a pitchfork
from the wall.

‘Go on, Lily. I'll come in just a moment. There is
something I need to do.’

Back in the kitchen, Marnie had a pile of cloaks
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and satchels ready for them. She had taken the pot
from the stove and filled two pails with the
steaming porridge, sealing them with tightly
wedged lids.

‘Take this, my darlings,” Marnie whispered. ‘Go to
the tree house and stay hidden. Go by the stream
and fields, and stay away from the paths. I will try to
come for you there. If I have not come in three days,
then you must go to your aunt’s and I will find you
there.” She paused and the children saw tears in
her eyes.

‘Remember that your father and I love you both
with all our hearts and we will always watch over
you.’

Ethan and Lily hugged their mother in a wordless,
hot, desperate embrace, thick tears choking their
throats and making it impossible to see or breathe.
Marnie looked carefully at each one of her children
in turn, branding their faces into her memory. She
dreaded that she might never see them again.

First Ethan — a strong, handsome boy of fourteen
summers, with a crooked left eyebrow like his
father, and light brown hair with a fine strand of
white hair growing at the temple. She touched the
pale white tuft with her fingertips and smiled. ‘My
blessed boy,’ she murmured.
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Next Marnie stroked her daughter’s face. Lily was
a year younger than her brother. She was a sunny,
happy girl, always singing and dancing about her
work. A pretty girl, as agile as a monkey, with long
unruly, honey blonde hair, just like Marnie’s own.
Both had the same chocolate brown eyes, now
clouded with strain and nerves. ‘My beautiful girl.’

‘l love you, Mama, whispered Lily into her
mother’s shoulder. Ethan bit his lip sharply. Finally
Marnie pushed them both away from her with a
shudder.

‘May the Moon Goddess bless you both and keep
you safe,” she whispered. ‘Now hurry’

Marnie shouldered her pack and set off to the
royal hunting lodge to find her wounded husband —
and the enemy.
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~ Chapter Three ~

The Tree House

utside the kitchen door, Ethan quickly
Ostrapped the packs across Moonbeam’s back.
Lily climbed up into the saddle, while Ethan
passed her the pails of thick hot porridge. Then
he scrambled up in front of her and they galloped
off with Aisha at their heels, through the garden,
thick with the scent of lavender and roses, past
the barn and into the meadow towards the forest.
At the edge of the meadow, they opened the
gate to the forest, hoping the animals would find
their way to freedom. Behind them they could hear
the bustle and shouts as the villagers planned
their escape.
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The village bell began to ring wildly again,
signalling greater danger. The Sedah must have
reached Kenley.

Ethan was about to turn Moonbeam’s head
straight into the welcoming darkness of the forest
when he remembered Sniffer and the hunt for the
princess. He and Lily were now riding the royal
horse and Sniffer would be tracking them instead.

He urged the reluctant pony across the meadow
again and down into the shallow stream. With
much kicking, clicking and encouragement
Moonbeam splashed her way slowly along the
stream, sliding and slipping on the smooth river
pebbles. They felt as if they were a very visible target
on the bright white horse, but at least they were not
leaving any tracks.

Lily and Ethan both heaved a sigh of relief when
the stream left the sunlit meadows and meandered
up into the dark, safe forest. They grinned weakly at
each other.

Ethan’s eyes scanned back across the meadows to
the village for any sign of the invaders. He could see
nothing, though he could hear faint screams now
and a distant clash of steel. He resolutely closed his

ears to the sound and turned his face forward to the
job ahead.
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‘First we should wend our way in a roundabout
route to the tree house and store our packs, then I
will go to get the princess while you stay at the tree;
Ethan instructed.

Tl come with you, Lily argued. ‘I should check
how badly she is injured before we move her. You
know how dangerous it can be to move someone if
they are badly hurt.” Ethan grunted at this and urged
Moonbeam on, further up the stream into the forest.

After a few more minutes, they left the stream
and climbed up the bank, out of the valley and up
the thickly wooded side of a hill. Aisha slipped
beside them as silent as a wraith, her legs and belly
dark with water. Willem had trained her to hunt
quickly and quietly.

The first flowers of spring thrust their blooms up
through the dark mulch of rotting leaves and moss.
Birds twittered from the branches of the trees
surrounding them. Their nostrils filled with the
deep, warm scent of rich earth, pungent mulch,
tangy leaves and fresh air.

On the ridge was a huge ancient tree, its branches
spreading up to the sky. Here Ethan and Lily had
built a tree house to play with their friends. The tree
was easy to climb with plenty of footholds.

High in its branches was a platform of rough
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hewn planks. A patched roof and walls sheltered it
from the rain and wind. Here Ethan and Lily had
hidden in their free time to play knuckles or cards
with their friends, read books or daydream about
faraway adventures.

They tethered Moonbeam at the base of the tree.
Aisha flopped down into the soft mulch at the
bottom of the tree, while Ethan and Lily nimbly
climbed up one-handed, carrying their packs and
pails.

They dumped their bundles and spread out the
cloaks. The smell of the warm porridge made their
stomachs rumble.

‘So now for the princess,’ Lily exclaimed. ‘I hope
she’s still there. We can eat when we get back.’
Ethan stared longingly at the pails but simply
nodded and swung his legs over the side of the
platform for the climb down.

‘We will need to be careful,” Ethan said. ‘There
may be soldiers travelling back and forth along the
track between Kenley and the hunting lodge. And
we need to try to hide our tracks. I don’t like the
idea of that Sniffer breathing down our necks. He
gives me the creeps!’
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At that moment Sniffer was outside the gate of Lily
and Ethan’s cottage. Around him Sedah soldiers
rampaged, searching houses, barns and chicken
coops for hidden people, animals and valuables.
Any villagers found — though the Sedahs found
fewer people than they expected — were rounded
up ignominiously and herded into the largest
storehouse for guarding.

Sniffer ignored the chaos and screams around
him. He fingered Moonbeam’s hoofprints in the
soft earth outside the fence, quietly snuffling to
himself. He picked up and sniffed a tiny tuft of
white hair that had caught on the rough timber
of the fence, where Moonbeam had rubbed her
itchy cheek.

Sniffer opened the gate and, crouching, almost
on hands and knees, crawled down the front path.
Moonbeam’s hoof had dislodged a fresh wedge of
moss from a crack, and the metal horseshoe had left
a white scratch on the red brick path. Sniffer
carefully followed the clues — a broken twig of
lavender, a crushed sprig of thyme, a hoofprint in
a moist patch of earth.

The trail led around the back of the pretty stone
cottage, pausing at the kitchen door, then down
through the back garden past the vegetable garden,
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beehives, chicken pen, barn and orchard, down to
the back gate and into the meadow.

Here the hoofprints were deeper and further
apart. The horse had been galloping. Sniffer smiled
to himself and started to lope across the meadow,
easily following the swathe of bent and trodden
grass the horse had left as it galloped through the
fresh spring growth. This would be easy — like
taking candy from a babe. The infidel princess
would soon be in his hands, and Governor Lazlac
would be pleased with him — very pleased.

Moonbeam’s hoofprints were easily seen on the
bank of the stream. Sniffer smiled again. He
squatted beside the trail. There, clearly marked in
the mud, was the pawprint of a dog. A large dog.
Sniffer ran his hand lovingly over his knife. He
would make short work of that dog, no matter how
big it was. He snuffled in pleasure.

He stood up and moved down the bank. He
carefully forded the stream and searched the
bank on the other side. Nothing. He frowned
momentarily. He looked upstream. Nothing. He
looked downstream. Nothing. His experienced
eyes scanned the stream floor. Wait. A small
boulder upstream looked like it may have been

dislodged.
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Sniffer set off upstream towards the forest, wading
slowly and carefully through the gurgling water, his
eyes peeled for the tiniest sign of his quarry.

Princess Roana was still lying under Ethan’s cloak
and a coverlet of leaves and branches, the dagger
beside her. She was dozing fitfully, shivering with
cold and shock. The sour smell of vomit emanated
from beside her. Blood still oozed from a wound on
the side of her head, matting the golden ringlets
into brownish clumps. Her face was streaked with
tears.

Lily wrinkled her nose.

‘She’s vomiting, perhaps she is concussed,’ Lily
murmured, running her hands over the princess’s
head, neck, back and legs. Lily had helped her
mother tend to the sick and injured, and had been
learning the skills of the healer since she could
toddle behind Marnie’s skirts.

‘She has a nasty gash on the back of her head and
quite a deep cut on her arm,’ Lily listed. ‘Lots of
scratches and bruises, and the ankle is very swollen.
But nothing seems to be broken.’

Princess Roana moaned and her eyelids fluttered
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open, blue eyes staring around her in bewilderment.

Ethan and Lily hoisted the barely conscious
princess up into Moonbeam’s saddle. Lily climbed
up behind her to hold her in the saddle. Ethan
and Aisha padded along behind. Ethan walked
backwards, gently ruffling the leaves with a fallen
branch to disguise their tracks.

At the tree house, Ethan and Lily worked
together to pull Princess Roana up the tree. The
princess did little to help them and she did not
speak, crying out only when she was unexpectedly
jarred.

By the time they reached the top and all three had
collapsed on the tree house floor, the princess’s lips
and teeth were smeared with blood from biting
against the pain. Ethan made a bed for Princess
Roana from the cloaks, with some spare clothes
rolled into a pillow, while Lily bathed the princess’s
wounds and scratches in water scented with
lavender oil.

Lily then carefully removed the princess’s high-
heeled white leather boots. The princess winced as
the leather peeled away from the swollen, angry
ankle. Lily bathed it in icy cold stream water, then
bound it tightly in bandages and propped it up on
one of the satchels as a pillow.
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Lily spooned some white willow bark decoction
into Princess Roana’s mouth, then bathed her brow
and neck in lavender-scented water.

‘This will help you sleep,’ Lily murmured.

Princess Roana bore all this silently, but at the
mention of sleep she suddenly pushed Lily’s hand
away with a peremptory gesture.

‘I cannot rest now! Tell me, girl, what is the news
of my father, the king?’ she commanded.

Lily froze, her cheeks blanching. ‘My brother said
your father died in the attack this morning. I'm sorry’

Roana bit her lip sharply, struggling with her
emotions.

‘And the queen and Prince Caspar?’ she
demanded coldly.

‘They have been taken prisoner by the Sedahs
with the others who were at the ceremony, Lily
replied in a low voice.

3

‘1 see. And you should address me as “your
highness” when you speak to me. That will be all.’
Roana turned her face away to the wall, only her
trembling hands giving away any sign of emotion.
Lily blushed furiously at this rebuke and busied
herself stirring the porridge.
“Your highness, would you like something to eat?

It might make you feel better.’
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The princess took a mouthful of warm porridge,
then gagged and spat it out in disgust.

‘What is that foul gruel?’ she snapped peevishly. ‘1
cannot eat food that is fit only for pigs. Take it away.’
She turned her back on them and grumbled as she
tried to make herself comfortable on her rough bed.

‘Sorry, your highness, but we are all out of roast
peacock today, retorted Ethan softly. The princess
deigned not to hear him.

Lily laughed silently and pulled a face at Ethan.
Together they sat cross-legged on the floor to eat
their own porridge.

‘A hot cup of tea would be lovely with this but we
daren’t light a fire,” Lily whispered.

‘I wish I knew what was going on, replied Ethan.
‘I wonder if Mama and Dadda are all right. What are
we going to do? We can't just sit here and wait. We
must do something!’

‘Mama said we were to stay here, hiding, until she
came for us. Besides, we have to look after her.’ Lily
shrugged over her shoulder at the silent princess.

Ethan scowled, shoulders hunched as he dug
into the platform with the blade of his dagger.
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Back in Kenley, a soldier in black armour reported
to Captain Malish that a group of villagers had been
seen skulking off into the forest following a huge
man with a black beard.

‘Get me Sniffer,’ bellowed Captain Malish. ‘I want
him to track those villagers and bring them back to
me — on the double!”

‘Sniffer’s gone, sir, murmured the unfortunate
soldier. ‘He was seen splashing down the stream
following some scent or other.’

‘Well, get after him and get him back here
immediately. 1 want those villagers caught.
Understand?’

Yes, sir,” saluted the soldier, racing after the
mysterious Sniffer as fast as he could.

The day crawled by listlessly. The princess dozed
and whimpered in her sleep. Lily bathed her
wounds again in the evening. They finished the
porridge, sharing it with the princess, who this time
reluctantly swallowed some. Princess Roana sipped
on water from the flask, grimacing at its unfamiliar
taste.

Ethan had been right about the impending storm —
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it broke as night fell. Thunder crashed and lightning
streaked the sky. The rain poured down, trickling
through the rough roof and walls and puddling on
the floor. Lily and Ethan slept fitfully, huddled
together under their cloaks, trying in vain to keep
dry and warm. When the sun rose, they woke stiff
and cramped.

T feel disgusting,’ Lily complained. T hurt all over
and my clothes are damp!’

‘At least all that rain will make it harder for our
friend Sniffer to track us,” Ethan said cheerily.

The princess tossed and turned deliriously at the
sound of their voices.

‘She has a fever,’ Lily whispered, as she bathed the
princess’s face, neck and ankle in cool stream water.
T think there must be an infection.’

The princess took nothing all day except tiny sips
of water from the flask and Marnie’s willow bark
decoction.

Ethan sat out on a branch gazing over the forest,
his mind ticking furiously, while Lily tried to busy
herself tending her patient. They ate bread and
cheese, saying little. Both their faces were furrowed
with frowns of anxiety as the day dragged by.

The next night and day were equally torturous.
The princess’s fever abated and she slept better.
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Ethan busied himself fetching water from the
stream with Aisha, all the while watching the forest
anxiously for signs of the invaders. For the
moment, the forest was quiet.

Aisha slipped off a couple of times to hunt for
food. Lily watched over her patient, bathing her
and offering frequent sips of water, and dozing
whenever the princess was asleep.

As dusk fell again, Ethan jumped to his feet,
swinging his arms. ‘That’s it. I can’t stand this any
more. We have waited for three days as Mama asked
us to. I have to go and try to find out what is
happening. I just can’t sit here any longer while
Mama and Dadda . . " He trailed off.

Lily compressed her lips and nodded anxiously.
‘T know. Ethan, please be careful.’
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