Abi stirred restlessly. Bright sunlight was filtering through her eyelids, forcing her out of her deep sleep but she wasn’t ready to wake up yet. She threw an arm across her eyes to block it out and try to go back to sleep. But as she moved her arm, she became aware that she wasn’t lying in bed anymore. Bizarrely, it felt like she was outside, when the last thing she remembered was working on her computer in her study. She sat up hurriedly and opened her eyes, then gasped with shock. She was lying on grass, and as she looked around she realised that she was in a clearing, surrounded by trees. This couldn’t be right. She had definitely been in her own home the previous night, although she couldn’t actually remember going to bed. She hadn’t been out, hadn’t been drinking, so this couldn’t be some prank. It had to be a dream. Realistic, but a dream nonetheless. She decided to go for the old fail safe and pinch herself.
‘Ouch!’ Abi rubbed her arm where she had pinched it to ease the pain and red mark that was left. She was still sitting in the clearing, so it didn’t look like this was a dream. Unless it was an incredibly vivid one.
‘Hello.’ A male voice came from behind her. Abi jumped up and span round to find out who had issued the greeting, hoping they could make sense of where she was. An old man with long white hair and a long white beard was sitting on a log. He was leaning forward and holding a staff between his hands. ‘You took your time waking up’ he remarked. ‘I was beginning to wonder if you intended to sleep all day.’
‘Do I know you?’ Abi asked, fairly certain that she didn’t but it seemed a good place to start.
‘Unlikely’ the strange man replied. ‘As a short while ago you were happily leading a safe, if somewhat boring life, somewhere else. Welcome to Trelyssia.’ He rose as he said this and went over to Abi holding out his hand. ‘I believe it is a custom where you come from to shake hands when you meet someone.’
Abi backed off. Whilst he appeared to be sane, the fact that he seemed to think that she was somewhere that she had never heard of was indicating otherwise. ‘Where do you think that I am?’ she asked, frowning.
‘Trelyssia,’ he repeated. ‘That’s the name of the Kingdom that you are currently in.’
‘Um, no it’s not.’ Abi retorted. ‘This is just called the UK, as in the United Kingdom.’ The old man was clearly not in a correct state of mind.
‘I’m afraid not.’ The old man disagreed. ‘You’re no longer on your home world. You’ve been summoned from where you live to come here and assist the people who in Trelyssia here in our battle against the Baron.’
Knowing now that the old man had either been drinking or was insane, Abi decided that she had better be leaving here and finding her way home. ‘That’s nice,’ she said soothingly. ‘But I’m afraid that I have to be going now as I’ve got lots to do. Have a nice day.’ Abi turned away from him towards a path she had seen earlier but had taken no more than a few strides before the old man suddenly re-appeared in front of her. She stopped in her tracks. ‘How did you do that?’ Abi was amazed as she was fairly certain that he hadn’t been able to run that fast round her and besides, she hadn’t heard any footsteps.
‘I have certain skills,’ he replied, ‘that you are probably unfamiliar with. One of them is to be able to move myself instantaneously from one location to another. Though I can only do it for short distances.’
‘But that’s not possible.’ Abi was shaking her head trying to deny what she had just seen.
‘It might be were you come from, but here, as you just saw, it is very much possible. However, not everyone can do it. It takes certain skills to be able to practice magic.’
‘There’s no such thing as magic. That’s just for stories. I’m a grown woman now and I don’t believe in fairytales.’ Abi tried to go round Theldon, to reach the path but he blocked her way with his staff. ‘What?!’ she exclaimed.
‘I haven’t finished yet.’ The man fixed her with a stern gaze. ‘There are certain things that I must tell you before you go on your way. Firstly, my name is Theldon. My job is to guide you and give you assistance where I can.’
‘Well, Theldon, thanks for the offer, but I’m more than capable of following a path to a road and finding my way back home. So if you could just put your big stick down, I’ll be on my way.’ Abi tried to push past him, but for an old man he was surprisingly strong.
‘I get the point. You’re not prepared to listen to me yet. I’m sure that when you realise you’re not on your own planet anymore you’ll pay attention then. In the meantime I’ll give you one more piece of information. You weren’t the only one to come here from your world. You have companions to assist you. Your first task is to find them.’ With that he lowered his staff.
‘Fine, whatever.’ Abi was really exasperated now and before he could change his mind and prevent her from leaving the clearing, she ran down the path he had been blocking.
* * *
Meanwhile, in a similar clearing in a different part of the forest, three men were having an argument.
‘It’s all you fault!’ Randall, the tallest of the trio, was berating one of the two others he was with. ‘If you hadn’t had us drinking beer until the small hours of the morning I wouldn’t be standing in a forest now, wondering how the hell I got here.’
‘Excuse me’ Steve, who was the youngest of the three men interrupted. ‘You were quite happy to stay in the bar of the hotel drinking, even though you knew that we were meant to be attending a conference today.’
‘Steve's right,’ James, the third man of the group, replied. ‘You were just as happy to be drinking as the rest of us and as much as I’d like to argue with you, this isn’t getting us back to the hotel.’
‘Alright,’ Randall said. ‘How do we get back to the hotel then seeing as how none of the three of us know where we are?’
‘It’s simple. We pick a path, it’ll lead us to the road, and then we’ll flag down a passing car and get a lift.’ James gave a decisive nod of his head, sure that this was the right course of action to take.
‘I hate to burst your bubble,’ Steve interrupted. ‘But have either of you two actually heard the sound of a car recently?’
All three men paused to listen. All any of them could hear was birdsong and the occasional rustle of a bush as some small animal disturbed it.
‘That doesn’t matter,’ Randall broke the silence. ‘Just because we can’t hear any vehicles, doesn’t mean that we aren’t close to a road.’
‘Fair enough.’ James shrugged his shoulders. ‘Let’s take this path over here.’ He gestured to the track closest to him, leading out of the clearing. ‘I’m sure that the hotel is in this direction.’
‘James, don’t be ridiculous. It’s not that way, it’s this way,’ Randall selected a path going in a different direction.
James turned to Steve. ‘Back me up on this, mate. This is the correct path.’ James pointed to the one that he wanted to take.
‘Randall’s more likely to be right,’ Steve replied hesitantly. ‘Your sense of direction is awful, James. Randall is much more likely to find the hotel than you are.’
‘Thank you, Steve,’ Randall exclaimed. ‘That’s two against one James. We’re going this way.’ Randall turned to go down the path he had chosen, but stopped with a startled oath. Suddenly, standing before him where there had just been an empty space, was an old man with long white hair and a long white beard who was holding a staff. ‘How did you get there?’ Randall questioned him. ‘You weren’t there a second ago.’
‘I’m Theldon,’ the man answered Randall. ‘I’m here to …’
‘I don’t care who you are or what you’re here to do,’ Randall interrupted. ‘Can you tell us if this path will take us back to the hotel?’
Theldon sighed. These three appeared as though they were going to be just as difficult as the young woman had been. ‘No,’ he replied. ‘This path won’t lead you back to where you came from.’
‘Yes!’ James punched the air with a fist. ‘I’m right, you’re wrong Randall. You won’t be able to taunt me about my sense of direction again!’
‘Yes I will!’ Randall responded. ‘Just because you got it right this time, doesn’t mean you will again.’
James was about to reply when Theldon interrupted. ‘Actually, none of the paths will take you back.’
The three men turned to look at Theldon in amazement. ‘What do you mean?’ Steve asked. ‘Where on Earth are we?’
‘I don’t know about Earth,’ Theldon replied. ‘But you are currently in the Kingdom of Trelyssia.’
‘Excuse me? Where?’ James was frowning. ‘I’ve never heard of wherever it was you said.’
‘Neither have I,’ Randall and Steve said together.
‘That’s because Trelyssia isn’t on the same planet that you three are from.’ Theldon explained patiently. ‘You’ve been summoned here, from your world to mine, to help my people in their time of need.’
‘Right! That’s it,’ declared Randall. ‘I’m not taking directions from someone who lives in a complete fantasy world. I’m taking the path you’re standing on because James is never right, so get out of my way.’ He stared to walk towards Theldon menacingly.
‘I will in a moment.’ Theldon was standing his ground much to Randall’s amazement as he towered over the old man. ‘You need to know your first task. You were not the only ones brought here. You have another travelling companion and you must find her and get her to join you.’
‘Well that depends,’ Randall responded. ‘If she’s tall, blonde and with a great figure of course she can join us. And if she knows the way back to our hotel, that’ll be an added bonus. Now, are you getting out my way?’
Theldon regarded Randall for a moment, shook his head and then abruptly disappeared.
Randall, James and Steve stood there for a moment, too shocked by Theldon’s sudden vanishing act to say anything.
Steve was the first to recover. ‘Did you two see an old man here a minute ago and have a bizarre conversation with him about being on another planet?’
Randall and James turned to Steve and nodded.
‘Great,’ said Steve. ‘So it wasn’t just me then.’
‘Enough of this,’ said Randall. ‘He’s just a crazy old man, who wanders round these woods. I say we just ignore him and carry on with our plan to follow this path and find a road.’ He turned to the others to wait for their reply.
‘Well, as it was my idea to start with, I’m all for it. Steve?’ James turned towards his friend.
‘Yeah, why not,’ Steve replied. ‘Anything’s better than standing here waiting for that man to come back.’
So the three of them set off down Randall’s chosen path trying to forget about the strange old man they had met. All three of them were looking carefully around them as they walked but nothing appeared wrong. All the plants and trees looked familiar, as did the birds and insects they saw.
The path was a winding one and didn’t seem to be taking them in one particular direction. However, as they didn’t have any better ideas and all paths had to lead somewhere, they continued to follow it. It wasn’t doing anything for any of their already frayed tempers though.
‘This isn’t getting us anywhere,’ James eventually said. ‘We’ve been following this path for some time now and there’s no sign of it leading us to anywhere remotely inhabited, or to any sign of civilisation.’
‘Give it a chance,’ Steve told him. ‘There was a large forest not far from our hotel. If it’s that forest that we’re lost in then it’s going to take us some time to get back. Who knows, we could even have been heading away from the hotel.’ Steve shrugged his shoulders.
James gave him a filthy look. ‘Thanks for that mate. I really needed to know right now that we could be heading in the wrong direction and we’re going to have to go back the way we came.’
‘Stop acting like children,’ interrupted Randall. As Steve and James’s boss he was used to stopping arguments between them. ‘Steve’s probably just trying to wind you up James, ignore him. This path will take us somewhere and then we’ll get back. Although I’m not sure getting back is going to be a good idea as I’m sure the conference organisers are going to be mad at us when we eventually return. We’re going to be way behind schedule.’
Steve looked a this watch, and then stopped. ‘What time do you make it?’ he asked curiously. ‘I just checked my watch but it appears to have stopped.’
Randall and James looked at their watches too, but theirs had also stopped. The three of them regarded one another uneasily. For one watch to stop was fine, two coincidence, but three?
‘It’s probably nothing,’ Randall tried to shrug it off. ‘We probably got too close to a strong electrical field or something.’
‘Yeah, that’ll be it!’ James replied sarcastically before walking on again. Randall and Steve exchanged looks, but followed on after James.
They carried on in silence for a while until they noticed that the trees around them were beginning to thin out. The further they went the thinner they got until, eventually, they reached a track that bisected the path that they were on. It wasn’t any wider than a single track lane but it did have wheel ruts running down either side of it.
‘Yes at last!’ exclaimed Steve thankfully. ‘Hotel here we come. Now all we have to decide is which way to go. Left or right?’ He instantly turned to look at Randall.
‘I don’t know,’ was Randall’s response. ‘I can’t see that there’s much either way.’
‘Well,’ said Steve starting to lose his patience. ‘Which way do you think? Since you were one who chose the path that we took to get here!’
‘Fine, I say we go left.’ Randall started heading off in that direction before James called after him.
‘What makes you so sure it’s that way?’
‘I’m using my sense of direction, which is something you don’t have,’ retorted Randall.
‘I just think, you’re making all the decisions at the moment and for all we know you could be wrong. Steve, back me up on this.’ James turned to look at Steve, expecting him to give the support he’d requested.
Steve looked at James. ‘Lets just try Randall’s way and if he’s wrong we get to hold it over him for the rest of his life.’
James was thoughtful. ‘Whilst I like the idea of being able to taunt Randall I don’t want to have to walk all the way back, if he is wrong. Still,’ James shrugged. ‘I guess he’s got a fifty, fifty chance of being right.’ James sighed and then went to join Randall.
Steve, glad that an argument had been diverted followed on after his two friends.
* * *
Abi had been trudging wearily through the forest for some time and was getting thoroughly fed up. The trees were growing so densely that she didn’t know if she was heading away from, or towards, any towns that might be in the area. However, she decided that she would get somewhere eventually and carried on. Thankfully, it seemed that Theldon had decided to leave her alone and she did wonder if he had just been part of her imagination. However, she knew that even her imagination wasn’t that vivid and guessed that he must be a hermit who lived in the forest and being alone all the time had driven him mad. Abi dismissed him from her mind and hurried on, anxious to put some distance between them, just in case he decided to follow her.
After a while, Abi noticed that it appeared to be getting lighter, and there seemed to be a break in the trees ahead. Hopeful that she was approaching a road she broke into a run. When she got there it was faintly disappointing. Whilst the track was better than the path she had been on it was still no better than a dirt track. It did have wheel tracks along it which meant that it was used, and regularly, so she was more hopeful that she was beginning to get somewhere.
Abi stood looking up and down the track trying to decide which way to go when she noticed a group of three men approaching. She remained where she was and let them come to her. They might be able to help, and there was always safety in numbers. If they seemed at all suspicious, she could always run.
The three men stopped when they saw Abi and seemed to have a discussion. She crossed her arms and waited for them to finish. Eventually they stopped talking and carried on towards her. As they got closer she saw that they appeared to be a better option than the crazy old man that she had run into. They were all well dressed and didn’t appear to be carrying anything with which they could harm her.
‘Hello,’ Abi said as they approached. ‘How’s it going?’ She decided a friendly approach couldn’t hurt.
‘Hi,’ answered James. ‘Look, we’re a little lost. I don’t suppose you could tell us where we are can you?’
Abi groaned. ‘I was hoping you were going to be able to tell me that.’
‘You mean, you don’t know where you are either?’ questioned James.
Abi shook her head. ‘It’s all rather bizarre really. I went to bed last night in my own home and then woke up in a clearing in this forest, with no idea how I got here or where I am.’ Abi stopped, realising that she sounded slightly deranged.
Randall, James and Steve exchanged looks with one another before Randall replied. ‘That is strange, because the same thing happened to us, apart from some weird old man appeared and tried to tell us that we were on another planet!’
Abi could only gaze at Randall in shock, her mouth slightly open.
‘I gather from the look on your face that you ran into this man as well,’ Randall continued. ‘He didn’t say anything about meeting anyone did he?’
Abi nodded. ‘Yes. Theldon, that was his name, said I’d been summoned and was here to help in the fight against the Baron. He also said that my first task was to find the companions I needed to assist me, who had also been brought here.’
‘It sounds like you met the same nutter that we did,’ said Steve. ‘He said something about getting a travelling companion and that they’d be female.’
They all stood in silence for a moment.
‘Well at least he’s consistent in his fantasies.’ Randall broke the silence before regarding Abi thoughtfully. ‘Listen, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be wandering around here alone. I think you should join us. My names Randall by the way,’ he belatedly introduced himself.
‘I’m Abi,’ she replied, offering Randall her hand.
‘Good to meet you, Abi.’ Randall shook the hand that she had offered him. ‘My two mates here are James and Steve.’ The two men nodded in acknowledgment. ‘Once we get back to our hotel, we can help you find your way back to wherever you need to go. It’s probably easier that way.’ Randall looked at Abi, waiting for her response.
She regarded him for a moment thinking about her options. Being with these guys did seem to be the lesser of two evils. ‘Alright,’ she replied. ‘It probably is better if I come along with you. That is if you guys don’t mind.’ She turned to look at James and Steve.
‘Of course we don’t mind,’ said James. ‘In this instance Randall is absolutely right. It’s not a good idea for you to be on your own round here. Besides which,’ James grinned. ‘I would never leave a damsel in distress!’
Abi smiled back at James and then turned to Steve. ‘I’m Ok with it too,’ he replied. ‘A word of warning though. Just please don’t start siding with Randall in any arguments as then we’ll be in a deadlock and he’ll automatically think that it means he’s won, It’s bad enough already that he’s our boss without making him feel even more superior.’
Abi laughed before she responded. ‘I can’t make any promises. But if I think you’re right Steve, of course I’ll side with you.’
They all started walking off in the direction that the three men had been originally going in, generally talking and laughing but thankfully not arguing. They spent most of the time trying to find out as much as they could about one another. Randall, Steve and James all worked in London for an advertising agency, working as a team, with Randall as their boss. They all had very different characters though.
Randall was the oldest of the three, being almost forty. He was also the tallest, standing well over six foot tall. As he was used to being in charge he had an authorities manner and used his height to emphasise it. His dark hair was tidy and cut short and was starting to grey at the temples. He was the only one of the three who was married and he also had two children.
James was a consummate bachelor. Slightly scruffy at the edges, his longer hair was in disarray, but that was probably down to a nervous habit of running his hand through his hair when he was thinking. He liked his single life and had no intention of changing it unless he met what he called the ‘perfect woman’ or though who she was or what would make her perfect, he didn’t seem sure. He was slow and steady and liked to think everything through before doing anything, often winding up Randall and Steve in the process.
Steve was the complete opposite. Still in his early thirties, he was a bit of a womaniser, and seemed to constantly live life on the edge. He seemed to radiate energy and didn’t enjoy standing still, he constantly wanted to be doing something and in his spare time enjoyed participating in any sport that he could. He was lean and athletic, but also self conscious. His mousy brown hair was cut in the latest style, and his clothes were from designer shops.
The three very different personalities of the men blended perfectly, enabling the three to work as a very successful team, always satisfying their clients. Whatever they wanted, one of the trio would be able to supply their needs. It also meant that they were very good friends outside of work.
Abi didn’t seem to fit in though. She lived in Devon, working as a receptionist in a family hotel on the South Devon coast. She loved her job, and delighted in making sure that the guests of the hotel didn’t want for anything. Most of the time she achieved this by charming what she wanted out of the rest of the staff at the hotel, but occasionally she would lose the temper that seemed to be the legacy of her being a redhead, to get what she wanted.
Her long copper curls were currently tumbling untidily down her back, catching the sunshine and the attention of both Steve and James. Like them, she was also single, and Steve had been quick to pick up on this, but had been rebuffed by Abi.
They had been walking for about half an hour when they realised that they were coming to the edge of the forest. The sight of clear sky had them all hurrying forward as they were all anxious to get their bearings and find out exactly where they were. As they reached the edge of the trees, they saw that they were standing on top of a small hill overlooking what appeared to be a little village.
‘Great! Civilisation at last’ was Randall’s response to the sight.
‘We’ll soon be back and I can have a shower and wash my hair,’ said Steve. ‘I feel absolutely filthy.’
‘Who cares about washing?’ James answered. ‘I want a decent hot meal and something to drink.’
Abi stood there smiling about to say what she wanted which was pretty much James’s and Steve’s responses combined, when she noticed that Randall had gone quiet and there was a slight frown on his face. ‘Randall, what’s up?’ she asked him.
He turned to look at her. ‘Look down at that village and tell me if you think anything’s wrong with what you see.’
Puzzled, Abi turned to look down the hillside. She looked for some time wondering what Randall meant but it gradually dawned on her that he was on to something. The village below wasn’t at all what she was expecting or even hoping to see.
Randall must have seen the dawning realisation on Abi’s face. ‘You can see it can’t you?’ Abi could only nod in response. ‘Well, at least you’re quicker than these two.’ He indicated James and Steve with a dismissive wave of his hand.
‘What?! It’s a village, with houses and people. Let’s just go down there and get some directions.’ Steve turned to James. ‘Come on. If we start going down there the other two will soon follow.’
They both started down the hill before Abi called out. ‘Wait!’
They turned to look at her and Steve responded. ‘Now look Abi, we did say not to side with Randall as it makes his head swell.’ Steve grinned and turned to James who was laughing.
‘But he’s right,’ Abi replied. ‘There might be houses and people down there but can’t you see what’s missing? Hasn’t the complete lack of any cars down there registered in your brains at all?’
James and Steve turned to look. ‘She’s right mate,’ James eventually said to Steve. ‘There aren’t any cars, and more than that, I can’t see any garages or driveways for any cars.’
Randall moved beside James and Steve. ‘It’s not just cars that are missing. There are no street lights, no TV aerials or satellite dishes on any of the houses. There also aren’t any electricity cables or phone lines. In fact’ Randall continued, ‘there are no signs at all down there of a civilisation that we would recognise.’
The four of them stood on the hill gazing down at the village. Where were they? Could it be true that they were no longer on their native planet?
The four of them stood on the hill looking at the village for some time. They all felt uncertain and weren’t sure if they wanted to go down the hill and find out what lay in wait for them.
‘Come on.’ Randall broke the silence. ‘There’s got to be a rational explanation for all of this so let’s go down there and find out what’s going on.’ He turned to look at the rest of the group. His gaze stopped on Abi’s face. He could see that she was afraid. ‘Hey, it’ll be alright. You’ve got the three of us to protect you now. Although,’ and here he paused thoughtfully. ‘I don’t know how much help I’ll be as I have a bad back, and James here isn’t renowned for the speed at which he does things, so he won’t be able to react fast enough. So that just leaves Steve, but because he’s so impulsive, I don’t know how much good he’ll be!’
Abi laughed at the images this presented in her head, whilst Steve impulsiveness wasn’t a bad thing and James was declaring that he wasn’t slow at everything. He just liked to take the time to think things through.
Randall smiled. ‘There, that’s better, you’re laughing now. Are you coming?’ Randall held out his to Abi and she stepped forward and took it, for although he had proclaimed that the three of them would be useless at protecting her, she felt strangely safe with them. As she took Randall’s hand the reassurance that his touch gave her was all that she needed to accompany him down the hill. James and Steve followed behind not wanting to be left on their own.
As they entered the village Abi’s nervousness returned. Randall had let her hand go by now and she was wishing that he was still holding it. The place was totally alien to her. Now that they were down amongst the houses they could all see that wherever they were it wasn’t like any lived in town back home. None of the houses were made of brick, it almost seemed liked the walls were made of mud. They all looked small with tiny windows, glazed with imperfect glass. The street that they were on, which appeared to be the main one, wasn’t paved, it was covered in cobbles. But this was better than the side streets that appeared to be no better than the dirt tracks they had all followed in the forest.
The people who were about stared at them or ran away. Mother’s took their children’s hands and dragged them away. Those that they did see where dressed very differently from current fashions. The women had full length dresses made of some very coarse looking material on, with rough cord belts round their waists. The men appeared to be wearing something similar to tunic and hose also in a rough looking material. None of the people that they saw looked too clean either. It was like they had stepped back in time into medieval England.
Abi was walking more and more slowly as she became afraid of what was around her. When she felt a hand on her arm she nearly screamed and jumped out of her skin. Then she realised that it was just James who had touched her.
‘Come on,’ he smiled at Abi. ‘If we all stick together it will all seem much better. Safety in numbers and all that.’ He kept his hand on her and as Abi took a step towards him, he lifted her arm and tucked it under his. ‘There, that feels better doesn’t it? Now neither one of us will get left behind.’ The reassuring touch was all she needed and she was soon striding on again beside James towards Steve and Randall who had stopped to wait for them.
‘Finally. You’ve made it here at last. You certainly took your time didn’t you? This isn’t a walk in the park you know. We do have a deadline.’
The four of them froze in their tracks as they all recognized the voice. They turned as one to the direction that the voice had come from. Standing in one of the side streets, was Theldon.
‘Are you stalking us now?’ Randall demanded. ‘If so, just go away and leave us alone. We don’t need your help. We got here on our own and now we’re going to get directions to our hotel.’
‘Who are you going to ask?’ queried Theldon. ‘I don’t see anyone that appears willing to assist you.’
Randall turned away from Theldon and went towards the person nearest him. As he took a few strides towards them, the man turned tail and fled. ‘Hey, come back’ Randall called after him. When the man took no notice, Randall looked back at Theldon. ‘I’ll try someone else.’ Randall walked towards a knot of people standing on the corner. As they realised that he was coming over to them, they all went off in different directions. This happened several times before Randall gave up and came back to where James, Steve and Abi were standing.
‘You tried, mate,’ Steve told him. ‘But I think they’re scared of us. I mean, look at us, we don’t exactly fit in with the locals do we?’ Steve gestured to himself and the clothes that he was wearing, which reflected the latest trends on the high street.
Randall looked around him and shook his head. ‘So, what? We trust this nutter do we?’ Randall indicated Theldon. ‘You think that he’s going to be able to give us directions?’
‘Well, so far he is the only person who appears willing to talk to us. We could give him a try and if we don’t like it we can carry on and find another town, where maybe the inhabitants will be friendlier.’ Steve shrugged his shoulders as if he wasn’t that bothered.
‘James, I suppose you’re going to side with Steve aren’t you? You usually do.’
‘I do think Steve has a valid point. Theldon does at least appear willing to assist us.’ James then turned to Abi. ‘It’ll be alright, I don’t think he wants to harm us.’ He still had Abi’s arm tucked into his and he gripped it slightly firmer as if to reassure her.
Abi turned to look at Theldon. ‘I think you’re right James, he won’t hurt us. I trust him.’
Randall looked at them in amazement. ‘Have you three lost every ounce of sense that you ever had? He’s delusional! He thinks that we’re on another planet! How on earth is he going to be able to help us?’
‘If you’d like to follow me I’ll take you to my home and you can freshen up and have something to eat and drink.’ Theldon turned around and went down the side street that he had been standing in. James, Steve and Abi immediately followed him.
‘Oh, come on now, this is ridiculous! You’re just going to go into his house? Who knows what he’s got in there, or what he’ll do when he’s got you inside.’ Randall stood on the main street yelling after his friends. ‘Guys, this is a really bad idea, now come back here and we can do something more sensible! Guys! Guys?’ Randall began to realise they had no intention of going back to him and were leaving him standing in the middle of the street on his own. ‘Oh for God’s sake!’ he sighed. ‘I suppose I’d better come too, you’ll only get into trouble otherwise.’ He swore and then walked after them to Theldon’s house.
Theldon’s house was no different in appearance to any other they had seen in the village. It was compact and Randall and James had to duck their heads as they went in. Inside it was just one large room with a ladder going up to a sleeping loft. There was a fire in the hearth with a bubbling pot over it from which came a tantalising aroma.
‘Sit, sit.’ Theldon urged them. ‘You’re probably starving and could do with some food. If you’ll just give me a moment I’ll dish the stew up and you can tuck in.’
The four of them went over to the wooden table in the centre of the room and sat down at one of the chairs. The table was just big enough for the five chairs that were arranged round it, almost as though Theldon had been expecting four visitors. He served up the stew deftly and poured water for them all. The food tasted great and even Randall seemed to lose his misgivings at this point, as he tucked in as heartily as the rest of them. However, once he had satisfied some of his hunger, Randall soon became his demanding self again.
‘Right,’ he declared. ‘I think an explanation is in order. That is if you can actually separate fantasy from reality.’
‘Randall! Give him a break, he has just fed us after all.’
Randall turned to look at James. ‘Typical! Just like you to think of nothing but your stomach. I suppose you’re looking for dessert now are you?’
James decided to ignore the sarcasm. ‘Well, something sweet right now would be nice, but I don’t want to impose on Theldon’s hospitality.’
Randall shook his head in disgust and turned back to Theldon. ‘Well?’
‘If you’re willing to listen, I’ll explain.’ Theldon settled himself more comfortably in his chair. ‘By the way congratulations on completing your first task. Although it wasn’t too hard.’
Steve frowned. ‘First task?’
‘I think Theldon is referring to the fact that we found one another and travelled here together. We are meant to be a party of four aren’t we?’ Abi turned to Theldon for confirmation.
‘Yes. It’s been written for some time that four strangers, three men and one woman would come here in the fight against evil. And now, here you are, just as it was foretold.’ Theldon grinned round at all of them.
‘Here we go,’ groaned Randall. ‘He’s plainly in a world of his own, so I think it’s time to go now. We gave him a chance like you wanted, now let’s get out of here.’ Randall rose to go, but forgot his height and the lowness of the ceiling and hit his head on a beam. ‘Ouch!’ Randall sat back down quickly, clutching his head and began cursing.
‘Oh do be quiet,’ Steve requested. ‘It’s your own fault you banged your head and whilst you get over it we’re going to listen to what Theldon has to tell us.’
Randall glowered at Steve but subsided.
Theldon resettled himself and then spoke. ‘It wasn’t always like this round here you know. People never used to be so afraid. There was a time when you would have been welcomed no matter what you looked like. However, the Baron’s ancestors changed all that. We used to have a Royal Family. King Raydon and Queen Alissandra were on the throne and they ruled well. They were very popular monarchs. Yes, there were taxes then and occasionally there was drought or the crops didn’t do that well but on the whole it was a very peaceful time.
But some people weren’t satisfied, didn’t think that our King and Queen were suitable to rule and thought that someone else could do better. It began quietly. A small rebellion here and there, hardly enough to take any notice of. Everyone failed to notice the one thing linking them all together. All the rebellions were lead by a Baron Hurlon. He had a large parcel of land on the edge of the Kingdom but it wasn’t enough to satisfy him. He was a hard and cruel master as well and if any of his staff did anything wrong, he had them whipped. If he was feeling particularly vindictive he would do the whipping himself!
Anyway, he thought the whole Kingdom should be run how he ran his land. Said there would be more profit to be gained if there was a harder taskmaster in charge and that the surrounding Kingdoms would then take more notice of Trelyssia. He gradually gained more and more support until he had enough people for a large army. When he realised he had the force that he needed he starting planning his conquest. He waited until the night of the Summer Festival knowing that because of the celebration there would be a minimum amount of guards on duty. He and his army attacked the castle, dragged the royal family from their beds and murdered the King and Queen and their children too.’
‘Did no one try to stop them?’ Abi was aghast at the ease with which the brutal murders had appeared to happen.
‘People loyal to the King and Queen tried to stop the attacking army but they weren’t ready. Everyone had been enjoying the festivities and were ill prepared for any attack. Those that tried to fight were killed. With no royal family left he declared himself the true ruler of Trelyssia. He was distantly related to Queen Alissandra so he did have a legal claim to the throne. However, to soften things and to be accepted, he never called himself King, he retained his title of Baron.’
‘But how did he retain his power?’ James asked. ‘Surely later, when everyone regained their senses they tried to stop him?’
‘A few did, but most of them realised that they were no match for Baron Hurlon and his army. Especially the way they went about things. The Baron was a vindictive and cruel man and encouraged his followers to be the same. Anyone who objected to the Baron’s rule was brutally murdered or else arrested, taken to the castle and tortured. Anyone suspected of treason against the Baron was publicly beheaded. Support for the old ways was soon quelled and the Baron’s family have been ruling ever since.’
‘But where do we come into all of this?’ Abi asked.
‘A good question! No-one knows how or when the legends started, but amongst those still loyal to the crown a rumour started that one day, help would come in the form of three men and one woman, and that they would be easy to recognise as they would be total strangers to this land. The legends gradually grew and became accepted by everyone, and now, here you are, just like the stories said.’
They sat in silence for a moment. Theldon’s tale had shocked all of them, even Randall, whose bang to the head seemed to have made him more accepting of what they had got into.
‘So, we’re just meant to overthrow the current Baron are we? Just the four of us. I take it that’s what you meant when you said we had been brought here to help?’ Steve questioned Theldon, raising one eyebrow derisively.
‘You are here to assist, but it doesn’t have to be just the four of you. You can get help.’
‘But you just said that support for the royal family had been thoroughly squashed. And even if we were to defeat the baron, who’s going to take his place? You?’ Whilst Randall seemed to accept Theldon’s tale, he clearly still had objections.
Theldon smiled at Randall. ‘There is more to what happened the night of the murders. You see, the King and Queen had four children, two boys and two girls. The rumour is that one of them escaped and only three of the children were killed. One of the boys managed to get out of the castle and despite the Baron’s men searching for him, he was never found! There are people that say he grew up, married and had a child, and his descendant is still alive now.’
‘So, all we have to do is find the last surviving relative of the royal family, defeat the Baron and put them on the throne in his place? Sounds simple. We’ll have it done before tea!’ Randall’s acerbic manner had reasserted itself and he was not accepting what Theldon had told them.
‘It will take you longer than that, but I can provide some assistance, for example transportation and supplies for your journey.’ Theldon rose from the table and started gathering various items of food from around the house.
‘Transportation?’ Steve looked eager. ‘You mean you’ve got a car?’
Theldon looked at him puzzled. ‘I’ve got a cart’ he said emphasising the t on the end. ‘I’ve also got a fairly decent horse to pull it.’
James interrupted before Steve could say anymore. ‘Before we go anywhere there is just one thing I’d like to know. Does the current Baron know that it’s been foretold that four strangers are going to come and usurp his power?’ James sat back and crossed his arms. It was quite clear he had no intention of going anywhere until Theldon replied.
‘Ah,’ Theldon sat back down. ‘The Baron has been very thorough about trying to quell any rebellion. People who are loyal to our side have been captured and regrettably, some of them have told everything they know under torture. The current Baron knows of the legends that foretell of your arrival as well as I do.’
‘Great. So even if your preposterous story is true, we don’t stand a chance because everyone knows we’re coming.’ Randall was getting very agitated.
‘Not everyone,’ Theldon countered. ‘There are people who don’t believe, including the Baron. But there are people who would inform him of anything like your presence, which is why, now that I’ve told you why you’re here you have to go before someone reports you.’ Theldon got back up and began hastily packing again.
‘I don’t care about that, I just want to get back to the hotel and go home!’ Randall was now standing over Theldon making his demands.
Theldon cowered slightly, but answered Randall. ‘I’m afraid that’s not possible. The only way that you can return to your own world is to complete the task that you have been given.’
‘And if we don’t?’ asked Steve.
‘Then I’m afraid that you’ll die here.’
The four of them were silent. Theldon took advantage of their stunned immobility to step around Randall and began grabbing various items whilst giving a running commentary. ‘I can let you have a tent to sleep in, as you’re going to be sleeping outside a lot and some blankets as well. I’ve got lots of dried travel rations, so you won’t go hungry. Oh, yes and I’ve got some savings, because you’re probably going to need money, to purchase various items that I don’t have. I can also give you water to take with you so you won’t go thirsty. I’ll also make sure that the horse has some oats and hay. Oh, and you four are going to need to change your clothes so that you blend in a bit better.’ Theldon finally stopped his rambling.
Randall took this opportunity to speak. ‘You’re serious aren’t you? You actually think that there’s no way back to the hotel other than finding this royal person and fighting the Baron?’
Theldon turned to Randall with a serious expression on his face. ‘Look around you. Does this really look like anywhere you would expect to see in your own country? From the way you look, talk and dress, you appear to come from somewhere with a much higher level of sophistication than here.’
‘This could be a poorer country than England that we’re now in.’ Randall was beginning to clutch at straws now.
‘Mate, we’re not in any third world country or one with a low economy. I think Theldon’s right.’ James moved over to Randall. ‘You need to begin to accept what’s happened.’
‘Your companions are right,’ Theldon tried to persuade Randall. ‘They have accepted that things are very different. Now you must too. Only when all of you are united will you be able to complete your quest here and return to your own world.’
Randall turned round and looked at Abi, James and Steve. ‘You three are going along with this?’
‘I don’t see that we have much choice’ Steve replied.
Randall turned to look at Abi. ‘You said that you trusted Theldon, so I’m guessing you’re going along with this too?’
Abi could only nod, unsure of what she could say to him to make him realise that he was a part of what was happening.
‘Alright. I’m in. For now! But if I see anything that makes me think that this all some giant hoax I’m backing out again. Is that understood?!’ Randall then turned to Theldon. ‘Well I guess you’d better help us on our way.’
Half an hour later they had changed into the non descript clothing that they had seen the villagers wearing. Steve was sitting on the drivers seat of the cart with James beside him. Randall was lounging in the back, waiting for Abi to get in and join him. She was saying her goodbyes to Theldon.
‘Are you sure that you’ll be alright? After all, about half the inhabitants of here saw you with us,’ Abi asked Theldon, seeking reassurance that he would be ok.
‘You are a dear, sweet girl,’ Theldon placed both of his hands upon her shoulders. ‘I’ll be fine. Everyone around here thinks that I’m just some batty old man half gone in senility. No one will think that I’ve assisted you in any way.’
‘But we’ve got your horse and cart!’ she protested.
‘I’ll just say that you tricked me and stole it. Don’t worry about me, you need to be thinking ahead and worrying about your friends here not me. I promise that nothing bad will happen to me over this and that you will see me again when the time is right.’
Abi sighed. ‘Well, if you’re sure …’
‘Abi! Stop gossiping and get in the back of the cart!’ Randall was impatient to leave.
‘Go on. You need to start on your journey. The best thing to do is to find the people who are still loyal to the old ways. The rumour is that a band of them live somewhere deep in the Great Forest. They’ll be able to assist you.’ Theldon gave Abi a nudge towards where the three men were waiting for her. ‘Just remember to follow your heart and you’ll never go wrong. Don’t let the three of them overwhelm you!’
Abi leaned forward, gave Theldon a kiss on the cheek and then jumped up into the back of the cart with Randall’s help. ‘Finally,’ he said. ‘Right, Steve, let’s go.’
Steve shook the reins and the horse started slowly off. Abi continued to look back at Theldon until they rounded a corner and he was lost to her sight. She settled down amongst their provisions to get herself comfortable and then turned to look ahead. She felt a tremor of fear run through her. They had no idea what was in front of them or what they were getting into. Would they be able to do as the stories had apparently foretold and overthrow the Baron? Or were they going to die here, miles from anywhere?
For a while they travelled in silence. Each one of them lost in their own thoughts about what Theldon had said to them. Now that they were away from the village it almost seemed unreal. However the fact that now that they were on a much broader track and were now coming across other traffic made it real. Horses pulled carts like theirs and occasionally they saw a smart looking carriage. There were definitely no cars here.
‘Come on Steve, can’t we go any faster?’ Randall was used to travelling at speed and the walking pace of the horse was too slow for him.
Steve turned to look at him. ‘No, we can’t go any faster! I’ve only got one horsepower here, in case you hadn’t noticed. This is about as good as it gets.’
‘But it can go faster than a walk can’t it. Make it go at a different pace.’
‘Look Randall, I’m in charge of the driving here and I say we continue at this pace. If we push the horse too fast, it’ll get knackered and we won’t be able to go any further!’ Steve was starting to get angry.
Randall decided to give it a rest. ‘No wonder we invented the combustion engine back in our world. Travelling like this is a nightmare. We’re not going to get anywhere quickly.’
‘Well, as the only thing that we know is that we need to go into the depths of the Great Forest does it really matter at what speed we travel?’ Abi asked Randall.
‘Yes it does!’ he exclaimed. ‘The quicker all this is over, the quicker I can go home!’
James turned round to look at Abi. ‘You’ve got a lot to learn about our Randall, Abi. The more horsepower a car has, the better he feels that car is. Isn’t that right Randall?’
‘I enjoy the feeling of power that a sports car gives me. Also, if it has a lot of horsepower I know it can get me out of trouble quickly if I need it to. What do you think?’ Randall asked Abi.
‘Oh, I’m not the person to ask,’ she replied. ‘I drive a small car with a small amount of horses under the bonnet. I don’t even drive to work, so I only use the car a couple of times a week.’
Randall looked disgusted at Abi’s response. ‘So you’re not really interested in cars?’ he asked her.
‘Not really,’ she shrugged. ‘I just use the car to get where I need to. Living in the country it’s essential that I have a car, and that’s as far as it goes for me.’
Randall was clearly disappointed by Abi’s response and turned away from her.
James smiled at Abi. ‘Just ignore him,’ he told her. ‘If people don’t agree with his opinions he gets a bit stroppy. Give him time and he’ll come round.’ He then turned back round to face the front and started talking to Steve. Randall continued ignoring Abi, so she was left contemplating her own thoughts.
They drove on for some time before Steve turned to Randall and Abi. ‘It’s going to get dark soon. We need to find somewhere to stop and make a camp for the night.’
Randall made a face when Steve said camp.
‘Look Randall, we haven’t got any choice. There aren’t any towns with a handy pub to spend the night in. We’re in the middle of a forest and we need to stop!’ Steve had reined in the horse and had turned round to berate Randall. ‘I think I can see a clearing just up ahead, I say we pull in there. Yes?’
Randall shook his head. ‘The power of being in charge of the horse had really gone to your head hasn’t it. But, if you think we should stop, fine! I’m sure that you would anyway whether I wanted to or not.’
‘Look,’ Abi interrupted, anxious to head off an argument. ‘It does appear to be getting dark. Stopping for food and to settle for the night is a good idea. We can’t travel whilst it’s dark. After all, I don’t think this cart comes with headlights!’
Her feeble attempt at a joke raised a small smile from Steve and Randall. The decision was made and they stopped to set up a camp for the night.
Randall and James took charge of erecting the tent that Theldon had supplied whilst Steve and Abi gathered wood to make a fire. Abi had started to pick up wood close to the clearing but Steve made her put down what she had and took her deeper into the forest. She saw that he was also holding one of the water containers. Abi went willingly with him but gave him a questioning look. On seeing it he smiled and then told her why he had taken her away from the clearing.
‘It probably wasn’t the best of ideas to have Randall and James erect the tent, but as they both volunteered at the same time I thought that it was best to leave them to it.’ Seeing Abi’s blank look he went onto explain further. ‘Randall will just try and put the tent up without any thought. He’ll bang in the pegs and attach any old rope to it. How he became our boss is beyond me! James however will want to plan it all. He’ll lay everything out and go about everything in a logical manner. There’s a very good possibility that they’ll have killed one another before we get back! But I do suggest that we stay away for as long as we can possibly manage.’
Just then they heard raised voices in the distance and Steve turned to give Abi a look that was very much along the lines of I told you so. She grinned back at him. ‘So do you think that we should go deeper into the trees just to make sure that we get the best possible wood for our fire?’
Steve laughed and held up the canister he was carrying. ‘We need to find a stream too and I’m sure that it will be a long way into the forest before we find a suitable one.’ He gave her a conspiratorial wink and giggling like school children they ran off into the trees. It was some time later before they returned to the clearing and when they did, they stopped at the edge in surprise. The tent was perfectly erected, the horse un-tacked and tethered and there were logs arranged for them all to sit on around a ring of stones that had been put down to bracket where the fire would be.
‘You two took your time,’ said James as he relieved Abi of the wood she had been carrying. ‘Especially when you consider the fact that we’re surrounded by trees! Anyone would think that you’d had to go for miles before you found any wood.’
Abi was about to confess why they had taken so long when Steve nudged her and brandished the water he was carrying. ‘We didn’t just get wood you know, we went to get some water too, so we had to find a stream.’ He walked further into the clearing and put the container down near where James was starting to build a fire.
‘Funny. I’m sure that’s a stream I can hear just beyond the edge of this clearing. Sounds like it’s going over rocks and quite a lot of it too!’ Randall was regarding Steve with a faintly superior look on his face. Then before Steve could reply Randall turned to Abi. ‘Don’t believe everything that he says and don’t let him drag you into trouble.’
Abi flushed guiltily unable to meet Randall’s gaze so she went off to the cart and got out some of the rations that Theldon had given them to make their dinner with. Behind her, she could hear Randall and Steve having a low toned conversation. When she turned back round they broke off and Steve went to help James without looking at Abi. Feeling slightly angry she went up to Randall. ‘There’s no need to tell him off you know. I have a mind of my own and was perfectly happy to go off with him. We’re both adults!’
Randall sighed, took Abi by the arm and led her away to the edge of the clearing. ‘Relax! I wasn’t telling him off, I was just reminding him that we’re in unfamiliar territory and none of us know what’s out there. Anything could have happened to the pair of you. It’s best if we stick together. I wasn’t expecting you to go so far. If you had got into trouble, James and I wouldn’t have been there to assist you. I was just telling him not to wander so far off again.’
Abi could see the sense in what Randall was saying. ‘Fine. I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I guess that this just feels so like a forest close to where I live that I forgot for a moment where we actually are.’
Randall put a hand under her chin and tilted her head so that she was looking directly at him. ‘Abi, we can never forget that we aren’t at home any more. We were lucky that Theldon turned out to be friendly. Next time we might not be so lucky. I want you to promise me that you won’t wander off so far again.’
As Abi was looking directly into Randall’s eyes, she couldn’t help but see that he was genuinely afraid that she might have been hurt. ‘I promise’ she told him softly.
Randall smiled and then let Abi’s chin go so that he could hug her. ‘I’ll hold you to that you know. If anything happens to you I’ll never forgive myself!’ With that he gave her a quick tight squeeze before letting her go and rejoining James and Steve by the fire that they had now got going. She stared after him in disbelief. She had never expected him to be so caring. Apart from when he had taken her hand to lead her into the village he had come across as very abrupt and not at all empathetic. She quickly pulled herself together and went to join them all and help with the food.
Much later after they had eaten and cleared up and they had arranged the blankets in the tent, Abi went and sat on her own by the edge of the clearing. She was conscious of her promise to Randall which is why she didn’t go any further, but she needed to separate herself from the others to sort out the thoughts that were in her head. It had been a long and bewildering day and she wanted to get some perspective on everything that had happened. She had cheerfully accepted everything that Theldon had told them in the village but now doubts were beginning to creep in. Abi couldn’t help feeling that this was all some elaborate joke or even a very realistic dream.
She sighed. It was no use, she was tired and everything was just a turmoil in her mind. She looked up and saw that it was a perfectly clear night and she could see all the stars. She continued looking, searching for the constellations that she knew so well but it was a while before she realised that none of them were familiar. In vain Abi continued looking, desperately searching for stars that she knew, for something of home, but it was no good. This wasn’t the night sky of home and unbidden, tears came to her eyes.
‘May I join you?’ a voice softly enquired. Abi jumped. She had been so absorbed in star gazing that she hadn’t seen James cross the clearing and come over to her. ‘I’m sorry,’ James went on, ‘I didn’t mean to startle you. Can I sit with you?’
Unable to say anything Abi merely nodded. James sat next to her and then lifted his head to look at the stars like Abi had been. ‘Makes it all very real doesn’t it?’ James went on. ‘Not a single familiar star amongst them and that’s not something that can be faked. We really are a long way from home.’ He turned to look back at Abi and saw that she was crying. ‘Hey, come here.’ He held out an arm and gratefully she snuggled into his embrace and allowed her tears to flow. He sat and held her, not saying anything but just rocking her gently. Eventually the tears stopped and she lifted her head, but James still continued to hold her. ‘Feel better?’ he asked.
‘A little bit,’ Abi replied. ‘I don’t know what came over me. I’m sorry’
‘There’s no need to apologise. I think we’re all feeling a bit like that. Everything round here seems like it could be any old bit of home, then you look up and realise that we are really on another planet. You’re bound to feel homesick.’
As James said that, Abi realised that he was right. All she wanted was to go home but that wasn’t possible. She was going to have to go on with whatever was being thrown at her and deal with it as best as she could, which at the moment wasn’t very well. James sat holding her for some time until Steve came over. ‘Come on it’s getting late, we’d better be going to sleep. Just think Abi, you get to sleep with three handsome men tonight!’ Steve grinned at Abi realising that she needed cheering up. She smiled weakly at him and moved to get up. James dropped his arms from round her and held out his hand to help her up. ‘Of course,’ Steve went on, ‘you’ll probably find that we all snore!’ At that Abi laughed and walked between James and Steve over to the tent. Randall was already inside sorting out how they were all going to sleep in such cramped quarters. Eventually they all settled down and surprisingly everyone went to sleep very quickly.
It seemed no time at all before Abi woke up again, but it was morning and she was feeling refreshed and more able to deal with the day. The others were stirring slightly and she was content to just lie there and wait for them all to wake up properly. She turned onto her back and lay listening to the various sounds that were coming from outside. It was a while before Abi realised what she was actually listening to. There were people outside their tent. She could hear their footsteps and the occasional chink of something metallic.
Abi reached out and nudged the person closest to her who turned out to be Randall. ‘Wake up!’ she hissed at him and nudged him again. He groaned and tried to turn over and go back to sleep so she poked him this time. His eyes flew open at first still groggy with sleep, but when he focused on Abi’s face she could see a dawning realisation in them.
‘So it wasn’t a dream?’ he asked. Abi shook her head and held a finger to her lips. He frowned at her seeking an explanation. She very quietly told him her suspicions, but she could see that he didn’t believe her. He got up, threw a blanket round him for warmth and went out of the tent. Randall’s startled yell as he exited the tent woke James and Steve. Abi motioned for them to remain quiet and inside the tent.
‘Guys, I think you all need to come out here,’ Randall called.
Abi hesitated but James and Steve quickly got up and went to join Randall. Not wanting to be left alone and not know what was going on outside, Abi decided to join them. What she saw made her gasp. They were surrounded by about a dozen people. All wearing chain mail or some other type of armour and every single one of them was armed with a sword or bow and arrow. The most frightening thing was that every single weapon that these people had was aimed at the four of them.
At Abi’s gasp James had turned round to face her. He looked as fearful as she felt and she wasn’t sure if it was for her benefit of for his own when he reached for her hand. Abi gratefully took it and then James pulled her towards him, but also slightly behind as if to provide some protection.
Randall slowly raised his hands up before speaking. ‘You can all put your weapons down. We don’t mean anyone any harm. We’re new to these parts and don’t really know where we are, or who you all are for that matter. Can you help us at all?’
Of the people surrounding them there was one man who appeared to be their leader as he was standing in front of the others and was in the centre of the group. He was wearing chain mail and was holding a sword as if ready to strike. It looked as though if he gave the command the other members of the group would attack. It was him that replied to Randall. ‘We don’t offer help. These are our woods and you have no right to be here. State your business and we might let you go.’
Abi and the guys gazed uneasily at one another. The man had offered no explanation as to who they were and they were uncertain of what they could say to them. If they were the Baron’s men then they couldn’t say who they really were. James stepped forward slightly and as he did so the group surrounding them tensed and raised their weapons a little more. Abi held her breath hoping that James wasn’t about to be hurt, but he did as Randall had and lifted his hands, palm outward to show them he was unarmed. ‘My friend here is right’ he said gesturing towards Randall. ‘We don’t mean anyone any harm. We’re travellers who needed to stop for the night and this looked like a good place to set up a temporary camp.’
‘Where are you travelling to?’ the leader asked.
James hesitated before he replied. ‘Well, I don’t really know, we just sort of travel all around the place. We’re of no fixed abode.’
‘I don’t believe you! No one in these parts is stupid enough to just wander around wherever they feel like. Not in these dangerous times.’ With that the leader sprang forward towards James, raising his sword and placing the tip of it against James’s chest. As he did this, the other people in the clearing drew in closer and Steve, Randall and Abi also had swords aimed right at them. ‘Give me just one reason why I shouldn’t kill you all now!’
‘Wait!’ Abi cried. A medallion had swung free of the chain mail the leader wore as he sprang forward and she had seen an elaborate design on it that looked like a crown intertwined with a plant of some sort. She stepped forward round James, ignoring the fact that one of the group had also come forward and was now brandishing a sword at her chest. ‘You can’t kill us, because we’re loyal to the crown.’ Behind her, she could feel James, Randall and Steve tense but she carried on. ‘You have already identified us as being outsiders and you are correct. We are the four strangers who have been sent to this place to fulfil the legends!’ At Abi’s declaration a ripple of consternation went through the people surrounding them and they drew back a fraction.
‘We dare not kill them if they are who she says that they are,’ said one of the men in the group.
The leader turned to face the man who had spoken. ‘I’m well aware of that, Brougan,’ he told him. ‘We must withdraw to consider this. However four of us need to stand guard over these people. We can’t have them escaping.’ With that he turned from the men and Abi and, with some of his group, withdrew to the other side of the clearing where an intense discussion began.
‘Do you think it was a good idea to say all that Abi?’ Randall asked her. ‘After all that might get us into more trouble.’
Abi opened her mouth to reply only to be jabbed lightly by a sword point. ‘Be quiet! There is to be no talking amongst the prisoners.’ Abi shrugged helplessly instead and Randall sighed. All they could do was to stand there and wait for the deliberations on the other side of the clearing to conclude and hope for the best.
Eventually, the armed group all came back over to where, Randall and the others were standing. ‘I am called Sasket,’ the man who had spoken to them earlier said. ‘Whilst I lead this group when we are abroad in the forest, we have a leader who commands us all. We will take you to her and let her decide your fate.’ Sasket paused and looked at the four people standing in front of him before continuing. ‘However, in case you are spies, we cannot let you see where our headquarters are. So you will travel in the back of your cart and you will be blindfolded and bound so that you will never be able to tell anyone where we live or be able to escape.’
At these words several members sprang forward and roughly grabbed Abi, and the three men. Sasket’s group were quick and before anyone could put up much of a struggle Abi, James, Randall and Steve had all had their hands tied behind their backs and were being led to the cart. As soon as they were in the back they were blindfolded and told to lie down. Abi lay there terrified of what was about to happen to them all. She had thought that by telling these people who they really were she could get the group out of trouble. Instead, it appeared that she had made things worse, as they were now prisoners of this gang.
Soon they felt the cart start to move and take them to their destination. At first Abi tried to sense the direction in which they were being taken. But trying to concentrate on that was making her feel sick so she had to give up. Abi could only take comfort in the fact that so far they were still alive and hope whoever the ultimate leader of this group was, she would have the sense not to kill them. But this was a strange land so anything could happen. Abi longed to speak to the others but didn’t dare as she was afraid of retribution and, gathering by the silence, they were too.
It seemed a very long time before all motion on the cart stopped, and they heard someone issue a challenge. Whatever the answer to it was, it must have been accepted because they went forward again but only for a short distance before stopping once more. They lay there waiting for what was to happen next.
Almost immediately they heard Sasket’s voice issuing orders. ‘Get the prisoners off the cart. You can remove their blindfolds but keep their hands bound.’
Someone got in the cart and removed the blindfolds. They quickly looked at each other silently reassuring themselves that everyone was alright. James raised one querying eyebrow at Abi and she silently nodded and gave him a small smile.
‘Come on, get up and out.’ One of the captors was roughly manhandling them all to their feet and practically pushing them off the cart in his haste to obey Sasket’s orders. Abi was the last off the back and by then the man was so anxious for them to be on the ground he gave her a very hard shove and instead of climbing off, Abi fell and, unable to break her fall as her hands were still bound, she landed heavily on her side.
‘Abi!’ Randall, James and Steve all tried to spring forward to assist her but were restrained by the people around them. Sasket heard the commotion and came over to find out what had happened. On seeing Abi lying on the ground he crouched down beside her.
‘Are you alright?’ Sasket asked. Abi had been winded as she fell and could only nod. Seeing that she was basically alright Sasket turned to look at the rest of his gang. ‘Just because these people are currently our prisoners it does not mean that we treat them roughly, especially not the woman!’ he roared at them. ‘Are we savages like the Baron’s men? No! We are not. We treat people with respect until we are sure which side they are on.’
‘But you had us tie them and blindfold them before we came here,’ Brougan protested.
‘That was a necessary precaution. It’s one we take with all people that we are unsure of that we bring here and you know that Brougan.’ Sasket looked away from him in disgust and turned his attention back to Abi. ‘Here let me help you,’ he said softly and untied her hands. He then assisted her into a sitting position. ‘How do you feel?’ he asked Abi.
‘A bit bruised and winded but other than that alright.’ She then smiled, but not at him, at Randall, James and Steve to try and reassure them.
Sasket helped Abi to her feet and then started to lead her away. Abi couldn’t help limping as she had taken the brunt of the fall on her hip. Sasket saw this and immediately slowed his pace and put an arm under her to support her on the side that she was limping. As he turned to look at Abi he could see the confusion in her eyes at his assistance. ‘It really is true you know. We only hurt the enemy, and as at the moment you are claiming you are on our side you shouldn’t come to any harm from us.’
Abi took his reassurance at face value but was worried that he was taking her away from James, Randall and Steve. But as she looked over her shoulder, she saw that they were being brought along as well.
Abi took the opportunity to have a good look around her. They appeared to be in a large cavern that had openings on various levels and stairs going up to the entrances. Sasket, however was leading them to the back of the cavern and towards a large entrance there. There were a lot more people here, and it seemed that every one of them had stopped whatever they had been doing to take a look at the group of four strangers. The entrance that Sasket took them through led to an even bigger cavern with more entrances in it. It seemed that they were in one vast cave network that a lot of people lived in.
Sasket stopped before a large wooden door which had a small iron grill in the front of it and a large heavy lock. He unlocked the door and led Abi in. The people who had been escorting James, Randall and Steve gestured for them to enter as well, but waited outside.
‘Zaria, our leader, isn’t currently here,’ Sasket told them. ‘So I’m afraid that you’re going to have to wait in here until she returns. I’ll see that you get food and water, but you cannot be allowed to wander freely around here. However, instead of separating you, and putting you in individual cells, I thought that you might prefer to stay together.’ Sasket then turned to Randall and gestured for him to turn around. When after a slight hesitation Randall did as he was asked, Sasket untied his hands and then quickly did the same for James and Steve. He then exited the room and they heard him lock the door behind him.
James was the first to speak. ‘Abi, are you sure that you’re alright? You were limping as we came along here.’
She was quick to reassure him. ‘Yes, James, I’m fine, honestly. I fell on my hip and bruised it that’s all. A stone floor isn’t exactly pleasant to fall on.’
‘You’d better sit down and take your weight of that leg. It looks painful and you’ll be more comfortable sitting.’ Without waiting for a response, James led Abi to a bench that ran along one wall and got her to sit down, before sitting beside her. ‘Right,’ he said turning to Steve and Randall. ‘What do we do now?’
Randall shrugged. ‘I don’t see that there’s a lot that we can do. We’re stuck here until this Zaria person returns. There’s no way we can break out of here and even if we could, did you lot see how many people are out there? There’s no way the four of us could take on that many people!’
Abi sighed and rested her head on James’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
‘What on earth for?’ asked James.
‘If I hadn’t told Sasket about us and that we were here as these stupid legends said we would be, we wouldn’t be stuck here now!’
‘Hey easy.’ James put a comforting arm around her. ‘It’s not your fault, is it guys?’ James asked Randall and Steve, who were quick to add their denials to his. ‘If it hadn’t have been for you I think that they would have killed us on the spot and asked questions later! What made you say what you did anyway?’
Abi raised her head. ‘Sasket was wearing a medallion with a strange symbol on it. It looked like part of it was a crown and after what Theldon said, I figured that only someone against the Baron would dare to wear something like it.’
The four of them were interrupted by the arrival of food and drink and they gratefully tucked in. None of them had realised how hungry and thirsty they were. After that there was little to do apart from sit and wait. They weren’t going to get any answers until Zaria, the leader of the group, returned. All of them hoped that she wouldn’t be long.
Their wish was granted for it seemed only a few hours later when the door to their cell was unlocked and Sasket came in. ‘Zaria has returned and you have been granted an audience with her. If you’d like to follow me.’ He stood by the door and gestured for them to leave.
They exited the cell and then grouped themselves behind Sasket. An armed guard fell into step behind them as they walked along the corridor. Abi’s hip was incredibly sore by now and she was still limping. She was walking beside James and as they went along, he offered her his arm and support which she gratefully accepted.
Sasket led them through a maze of tunnels and took so many turns that they were soon confused as to what direction they were heading in. Eventually he stopped outside a set of double wooden doors that had been engraved with the same symbol that Abi had seen on Sasket’s medallion. He pounded three times and slowly the doors opened in response and they were led into the chamber within.
‘So, these are the people who claim to be the ones to fulfil the legends.’ The voice came from a woman sat at the end of the room on a carved stone chair that was little short of a throne upon a dais. She had long dark hair, and instead of wearing the rough armour or chain mail that everyone around her wore, she was dressed in a crimson robe which accentuated her raven black hair which fell loose around her shoulders. She had hardly glanced up as they had entered, but as Sasket and the armed guard fell back from round the foursome, she took a closer look and rose swiftly from the throne. ‘Leave us!’ she cried. ‘But not you, Sasket.’
‘But Zaria,’ Brougan protested. ‘We have no idea if these people can be trusted. They could do you harm with just Sasket here to protect you.’
‘They will not hurt me,’ Zaria said softly looking at the four people standing in front of her. She then turned back to Brougan. ‘Do as I say and leave us! I gave you an order and I do not expect to be disobeyed!’ She was glaring fiercely around her as she said this and the guard that had come in with the prisoners bowed and exited the room, Brougan last of all with a disgruntled expression on his face.
‘I’m sorry about how you were brought here’ continued Zaria once the room was empty. ‘We have to be so careful about who enters this place. I hope you weren’t treated too roughly.’
‘We weren’t treated too badly, but because of some oaf, Abi is hurt,’ James replied before any of the others could reply. ‘I think she could do with some pain relief, if you have any.’
Abi glared at James. She hadn’t wanted to draw any attention to the fact that she had been hurt, just intending to grit her teeth and bare it. ‘It’s nothing,’ Abi said turning to Zaria. ‘James is being over protective, ignore him.’
Zaria regarded Abi for a moment, gesturing James to silence when he would have protested Abi’s statement. ‘You are hurt, I can see it in your eyes. I can get some pain relief for you, but if you think that you’re fine without it, then that’s up to you.’
‘I’m fine,’ Abi reiterated. ‘How about we get down to business and you tell us how come you seem to accept that we are who we say we are?’
Zaria smiled enigmatically at the four of them and gestured them towards some seating at the side of the hall. She frowned slightly as she saw James supporting Abi over the few strides towards the seating. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but then changed her mind and closed it again. She waited until they were settled before replying to Abi’s question. ‘I accept who you are because I can see as plain as day that you are the strangers that the stories tell will come here and aid us. You are exactly as they describe you.’
‘Wait a minute,’ Randall interrupted. ‘Theldon only said that these tales mentioned that four strangers would come. He didn’t say anything about us being described in them!’
‘Ah, Theldon. I thought that you would have met him already and that was how you came to be here.’ Zaria paused before going on. ‘Theldon is very old and wise, and one of the greatest assets that our cause has. He knows the legends better than any of us, and would know that they mention all of you in far more detail than he appears to have told you.’
‘So why did he not tell us more? Everything that the legends say?’ questioned Steve.
‘Like I said, Theldon is very wise and he probably only told you what he thought you would be prepared to hear at the time. Also, I expect he didn’t have much time to tell you more. Living on the outside like he does puts him in a very risky position and being seen with the four of you could have put him in jeopardy.’
‘But he said that he would be alright,’ Abi protested. ‘He said that I would see him again.’
‘Then you will, my dear. Theldon would know if you were never going to see him again and he would never give you false hope.’
‘Enough of that,’ interrupted Randall. ‘What exactly do these tales say about us?’
‘They are a little vague,’ admitted Zaria, ‘but they do give your descriptive names. You,’ she said gesturing towards Randall, ‘are The Giant.’ Randall looked pleased at this and it was true, amongst the people that they had met, Randall towered above them being over six foot in height. ‘You are the Strategist,’ she said turning towards James. She ignored the sniggers coming from Randall and Steve at her words and turned to Abi. ‘You are known as the Fiery Woman.’ Abi rolled her eyes, hating the reference to the fact that she was a redhead and all that supposedly went with it. ‘Lastly,’ Zaria went on, her gaze resting on Steve. ‘You are called The Rodent. Although I must admit that one puzzles me.’
Randall and James burst into gales of laughter as Zaria told Steve how the tales referred to him. ‘A rodent!’ Randall said through his laughter. ‘I’ve heard him called a lot of things but never that!’
Steve glowered over at Randall, obviously annoyed over the name he had been given and the fact that Randall and James seemed to think it so funny.
James then nudged Randall to get his attention. ‘Hey, I know why Steve’s called a rodent. It’s because he’s a love rat!’
At this, Randall laughed even harder, and even Abi’s lips twitched in a smile. Having already had to rebuff Steve’s attentions, she could see him being called that.
‘Leave it out!’ Steve protested. ‘Just because I’ve loved a lot of women, and occasionally not called them back, there’s no need to call me a love rat.’
James and Randall slowly got themselves back under control aware that Zaria and Sasket thought their behaviour slightly odd. They couldn’t help the occasional snigger though.
Abi decided to see if she could restore some peace and distract them all. ‘So what else do the legends say? Do they tell us what we do next?’ she asked.
‘They aren’t a list of instructions for you to follow. It’s more vague guidelines. The basis of it is that the four of you will come here, join forces with us and help us to fight the Baron and put the rightful heir to the throne back in their place.’ Zaria hadn’t met their eyes whilst telling them this and Abi had the feeling that Zaria was withholding something. But before she could say anything, Zaria turned to Sasket who all this time had been standing to the right of Zaria, as if on guard and asked him to fetch some refreshment. Sasket immediately went to obey but just as he got to the door she called out to him. ‘Sasket, don’t forget to stop by Abraya and see if she has something special for our guests.’ Sasket smiled, nodded and went on his way.
After watching Sasket depart Randall turned to Zaria. ‘So, if the legends don’t tell us what we should do next, how about you tell us what you are currently doing in your fight against the Baron and what we can do to help.’
Zaria sighed softly. ‘We aren’t able to do much. The Baron’s men are fierce and we cannot have a direct confrontation with them. They are ruthless and battle hardened and never leave any survivors. We have amassed a sizeable army here but it’s getting that army to somewhere it can be effective.’
‘Why can’t you do a direct attack on the Baron?’ asked Steve.
‘We’d like to, but he very rarely leaves the Citadel and when he does he takes a very large armed guard with him. If we tried to go up against him directly, every last one of us would be killed. I’m hoping that you will be able to assist in coming up with a way to defeat him. After all, that is the main reason that you are here.’
‘So, we need a diversion of some sorts to distract the guards and leave the Baron isolated,’ Steve said thoughtfully. ‘How about sending in a load of strippers!’
‘Steve! I don’t think is this is the time for jokes!’ Abi glared at him.
‘Why not, and who said I was joking?’
Before Abi could open her mouth and argue with him Sasket returned bearing a tray of drinks. He handed them around, but gave Abi a drink that was different from the others. Upon seeing her puzzled glance Sasket explained. ‘It’s a mixed fruit juice that is a speciality of Abraya who lives here. I thought you might prefer it to the drinks that I have fixed for the others.’
Abi shrugged her shoulders and took a sip. It was delicious, a very subtle and sweet blend of fruits that left Abi wanting more. She very quickly drank it down and then turned her attention to the discussion that the others were having on how best to fight the Baron. However, Abi found she couldn’t concentrate and her eyelids were growing heavy. Every fibre of her being was becoming very relaxed and as she began to slump forwards into sleep the glass fell from her now open hand.
As the glass fell James turned to Abi and seeing that she was unconscious he leapt up towards Sasket. ‘What have you done to her! What was in the drink you gave her!’
‘Relax!’ Zaria had also jumped up and laid a restraining hand on James’s arm. ‘Sasket did only what I asked him to.’ James turned to her questioningly. ‘You asked for pain relief for Abi and that’s what we gave to her.’
‘But she’s unconscious,’ protested James.
‘Our methods are somewhat rudimentary, but believe me, she will wake and when she does she will be a lot better.’ Zaria then turned to Sasket. ‘Settle her in my quarters and then get Abraya to come and see her.’ Turning back to James she explained ‘Abraya is our healer, and she will do everything she can to help Abi.’
Sasket took Abi up in his arms and carried her across the room to a door no one had noticed until now. James, not quite trusting Zaria, followed. Zaria stood watching after them and then she turned back to Steve and Randall.
‘He’s quite keen to see that Abi’s alright isn’t he?’ Steve nudged Randall suggestively. ‘Do you think there’s a little bit more going on there.’
Zaria interrupted before Randall could reply. ‘Leave it! According to the legends one of his tasks is to look out for Abi.’ Then, to the astonishment of Steve and Randall, a tear rolled down her cheek.
Randall was quicker to pick up on the reason for this than Steve. ‘What’s going to happen to them?’ he demanded. ‘Something bad isn’t it? Is it to both or just one of them?’
Zaria shook her head sadly. ‘I cannot tell you. There is more in the tales about what happens to all of you, but especially the Fiery Woman and the Strategist. But now is not the time for you to know. In fact, you won’t know until it happens.’
Randall refused to accept this. ‘I’ll read everything that you’ve got here in these caves until I find the stories and find out what it is. And when I do know, I’ll prevent it!’
‘That won’t do you any good,’ Zaria told Randall. ‘They aren’t written down anywhere. They are just passed on from generation to generation by word of mouth. Meaning that some know more of them than others do Even if you did know, you won’t be able to prevent it. What is in the legends will come to pass!’ With that Zaria swiftly exited the room leaving Randall and Steve staring after, wondering what terrible fate could possibly be awaiting Abi and James.
Abi rolled over debating whether to wake up or try to go back to sleep again. The bed she was in was so soft and warm that she felt that she could stay in it forever. She was just deciding to stay in bed and go back to sleep, when a voice shattered any idea of a lie in.
‘Morning, sleepy head.’ The cheerfulness of the voice made her groan and try to resolutely screw her eyes up and go back to sleep. She was so comfortable. ‘Oh no you don’t!’ the voice went on and before she could protest any further, the covers were briskly whisked off of her.
‘Hey!’ Abi protested and grudgingly opened her eyes. At first she couldn’t see a lot, just the wall of the room she was in. She rolled onto her back and lifted her head and saw James standing by the side of the bed holding the covers in one hand. ‘You took a risk didn’t you?’ Abi questioned him, feeling a little grumpy at being woken up. ‘I could have been naked for all you know!’
James laughed, a rich deep sound before replying. ‘Actually, I knew you weren’t as I was with you when you were put to bed, so I knew you were clothed! Anyway, it’s late morning now, more than time for you to get up and join us for something to eat.’
‘Late morning?’ Abi frowned sitting up in the bed. ‘But the last I knew it was some time in the afternoon. I can’t have slept for that long.’ She looked up at James seeking his answer but suddenly her memory of events the previous day returned. ‘Sasket!’ she cried leaping out of the bed and towards the door. ‘He put something in my drink! Fruit juice indeed. He’ll answer for this!’
Before Abi could take many more strides James gently grabbed Abi and restrained her. ‘Whoa there. It wasn’t Sasket, he just did it at Zaria’s request. Slow down and think about it.’ James wasn’t holding Abi tightly but he didn’t need to as she pondered his words. ‘How do you feel today?’ he questioned.
‘Fine,’ Abi shrugged. ‘Shouldn’t I be?’ She shook her head in confusion.
‘If you’ll just stop to consider things for a moment, you’ve just charged across the room without even thinking about it haven’t you?’ James patiently questioned Abi.
Realisation suddenly dawned. ‘I’m not limping any more!’ Abi cried. ‘In fact, there’s no soreness there whatsoever!’ She tested it a bit by jumping up and down on the leg that had been sore the previous day and felt not the slightest pain or stiffness. ‘Wow, that’s amazing. Just from that fruit juice?’ Abi glanced up at James slightly puzzled.
‘No, it wasn’t the fruit juice. Apparently Abraya put something in it that sent you to sleep, as she believes that the body can heal itself better when people are asleep. Then she used some sort of poultice on your hip whilst you slept to help. I wasn’t sure at first but it seems to have helped.’ James smiled at Abi and tucked an errant curl back behind her ear. ‘Now that you’re not going to kill Sasket, I suggest that you freshen up and then come out and join us for something to eat.’ With that James turned and left the room.
Abi had a look round the room as she hadn’t really paid much attention whilst talking to James. She had been sleeping in a four poster bed, which had a thick cover on it and a mountain of pillows. No wonder she had felt so comfortable. There was a chest of drawers to one side and on it she noticed a jug and bowl, with steam coming from the jug. There were also a couple of towels by the side of them. A mirror above the drawers revealed her reflection and Abi realised that James had been correct and she did need to freshen up. She quickly poured the hot water into the bowl and washed. There was a brush on the top of the chest and she ran it through her curls, before securing them back in a pony tail to keep her hair out of her face. There were also clean clothes laid out and she quickly changed into them. Abi placed the rumpled clothes that she had obviously slept in on top of the chest of drawers.
She was just about to leave and rejoin the others when the carving on the posts of the bed caught her attention. They were elaborately carved with the details of a flowering plant and as she took a closer look she thought that they were familiar. It took a moment for her to realise that this was the same plant that was intertwined with the crown that she had seen on Sasket’s medallion, and again on the doors to the great hall. It must be significant to these people and Abi made a mental note to ask Zaria about it. She then turned and left the bedroom and found herself in a fairly large room with a table and chairs in the middle. The table was laden with food and the men were sitting round it with Sasket and Zaria.
‘Here she is. Finally!’ Steve greeted Abi. ‘I was beginning to wonder what you were getting up to in there. Especially as James was in there with you for a lot of the time, on his own!’ He grinned suggestively at Abi and then James.
‘Stop it, Steve,’ retaliated James. ‘Your mind is like a sewer. I just didn’t want Abi waking up on her own and wondering where she was.’ James was now on the defensive. ‘There’s nothing wrong with that.’
‘No, of course not,’ Steve said mildly. ‘There’s absolutely nothing wrong with a man being in the bedroom of a woman. I’m sure no one thinks anything of it!’
‘Just leave off, Steve!’ James raised his voice. ‘Just because there’s only one reason that you would ever be in the bedroom of a woman, it doesn’t mean that you can apply those some attitudes to me. I was just showing concern. Something you would never do’
‘Enough!’ Abi cried. ‘What on Earth are Sasket and Zaria going to think of us the way you two are carrying on! Just back off and leave James alone,’ she told Steve, ‘and you,’ Abi turned to James, ‘need to just ignore him and not rise to the bait.’ She then turned to Randall. ‘You’re not innocent either. You could have headed the argument off instead of just sitting there.’
Randall stopped laughing and looked at Abi, startled by her telling him off, but quickly replied. ‘So could you!’
‘I just did!’ Abi reminded him. ‘What I was referring to was the fact that as you know these two a lot better than I do, you could have stopped things quicker. Especially as you’re meant to be their boss.’
Zaria decided to interject at this point before the discussion got out of hand. ‘Abi, why don’t you sit down and have something to eat. You must be very hungry by now.’
Abi turned to Zaria and smiled. ‘You’re right, I’m starving! By the way thank you for what you did, about my hip I mean’ Abi told Zaria as she sat down between Sasket and Randall.
‘Think nothing of it,’ she replied. ‘I know it was a slightly underhand way to go about it, but you did need help. We want you in one piece, not several!’
Abi ruefully had to admit that Zaria was right and to try and avoid her embarrassment she turned her attention to the food before her. There was a selection of various fruits, breads and pastries and Abi was soon tucking in. When she had taken the edge off her hunger she looked around the table. ‘So, where do we go from here?’
‘We’ve been trying to decide that whilst you’ve been sleeping but we can’t seem to get anywhere.’ Steve replied. ‘None of us really know anything about fighting or making war so it does begin to make us wonder why we were brought here.’
‘There’s got to be something we can do,’ Abi protested.
Randall shrugged. ‘Got any suggestions?’ he asked.
‘Maybe we aren’t here to fight. We could have another purpose.’ Abi turned to Zaria. ‘What about the member of the Royal Family that is meant to be on the throne. Maybe we’re here to find them. After all, there’s no point in defeating the Baron if there’s no one to take his place.’
Zaria replied abruptly. ‘That is not your concern. If the time comes that the throne is retaken, rest assured that the appropriate person will be there to reclaim their birthright.’
The group sat stunned at Zaria’s answer. Up until now Zaria had been very open with the foursome and for her to be so close mouthed about something was a surprise, but Abi decided to try another question. ‘Do the people here know who the member of the Royal Family is?’
Zaria glared at Abi but deigned to answer. ‘No. They do not. A select few know so as to protect the heir to the throne. It is not appropriate that you know. Now, I suggest you let the subject drop as I will answer no more questions about it.’
They sat in silence for a while not sure what to say next. Abi had obviously upset Zaria and none of them wanted to upset her further. It was Sasket who broke the silence. ‘Why don’t I show you around and introduce you all. Everyone knows you’re here and would really like to meet you. If nothing else, it will raise the morale of everyone here.’
‘That’s a good suggestion as we appear to be getting nowhere here and it will give us all a chance to think. I also have things that I need to see to.’ Zaria rose gracefully from her seat and went out of a door on the other side of the room.
Everyone stared after her amazed at her abrupt dismissal of them. Sasket noted their astonishment and chuckled. ‘Don’t mind her. She has a lot on her plate and leading this group takes a lot of energy. She’ll get over it. Now, shall I show you around?’ He stood and held out his hand to Abi to assist her rising. She smiled and gently refused it getting up from the table without help. Sasket shrugged and led them out the door into the corridor to commence the tour.
The corridor they were currently in was deserted and there were no other doors in this section. ‘This corridor leads to Zaria’s private chambers only,’ Sasket explained. ‘As the leader of our group she deserves some privacy. It also allows to her to do anything she needs to without interference from the others who live here. We’ll start our tour with the main social area.’ Sasket led them all down the corridor which ended in a large wooden door. Sasket opened it and as he went through a guard on the other side jumped back to allow everyone through.
‘Don’t take any risks about Zaria’s privacy do you?’ Randall asked with a sardonic smile. ‘She’s not the member of the Royal Family who wants the throne back, is she?’
Sasket stopped and turned round so abruptly that Abi nearly walked into him. He steadied her before answering Randall. ‘She is our leader and she protects us all and provides us with the lifestyle that we now have. She deserves to have some privacy.’ With that, and before Randall could ask any more, Sasket turned back round and led them off at a very fast pace. They were almost jogging to keep up. It was with some relief that after a short journey down a maze of tunnels he slowed down as they reached a large entrance to another chamber. The group walked through and found themselves in a cavern that had to be as large as the Great Hall. However, whilst the hall was relatively quiet and empty, this cave was a hive of activity, full of people going about their daily tasks.
‘This is the what we call the main cavern and this is where the majority of our daily tasks occur,’ Sasket told them. ‘As you can see at one end we have the kitchens where anyone who lives here can come and help themselves to something to eat.’
They turned to look where Sasket had gestured and saw a number of hearth’s cut into the wall of the cave. All of them were lit and had something cooking on them, either roasting some meat, or had pots full of something bubbling over them. There were also some smaller ovens at the back, that appeared to be for bread. In front of all this were tables where the cooks could prepare food and then there was a large seating area for those wanting something to eat.
‘Does everyone come and eat here?’ James asked.
‘Not everyone,’ Sasket shook his head. ‘Each living accommodation, which I will show you later, has its own hearth and the occupants can cook their own food. People generally come here for their midday meal, if they’re working or if they’ve been out all day and are too tired to cook for themselves. Most people take turns in helping out in the kitchen area, even if it’s only washing dishes. Anyway, if you turn round you’ll see that there are other activities carried out here. As this cave is large it’s our main working area, as well as kitchen and dining area.’
All four of them had a good look around the room and saw what Sasket meant. There were small workshops around the edge of the cavern with various professions hard at work in them. They ranged from a blacksmith, to a wood carver and turner, to an armourer and a seamstress. It seemed that anything anyone could possibly want was manufactured here.
‘We are completely self sufficient,’ Sasket told them proudly. ‘Anything we need, we make, and we get our raw materials from the land around us. It can be a risky business obtaining them sometimes, but we survive!’
‘How do you mean a risky business?’ Abi asked.
Sasket regarded Abi sadly before answering. ‘Whilst we live very deep in the forest where few people dare to venture, we often have to go further a field to obtain what we require. The Baron has his armies patrolling as much land as possible and if one of our raiding parties runs into them, it’s highly unlikely that any of them will return to us. If a group doesn’t come back then we assume that they have been killed and we hold the necessary ceremony and add them to the list of the dead.’
Abi gasped and gazed at Sasket in shock. ‘Surely you don’t mean that. You can’t just abandon your own people!’ she cried.
‘It’s how we do things here. I’m sorry if it upsets you, but we go about life differently. We have learnt over the years that the Baron rarely takes prisoners. He prefers to have traitors, as he calls us, killed. To send anyone out after a missing group is to sentence them to death as well, and we don’t risk lives unnecessarily.’ Sasket turned away, obviously unable to meet Abi’s gaze. Abi felt a hand touch hers, and looked to see that James had taken it. She leaned into him slightly and felt him put his arm around her shoulder in support.
Steve and Randall looked equally uncomfortable at finding out about this harsh reality of the world they were now in and were desperately looking around them for a change of subject. ‘Why don’t you show us a bit more of this place?’ requested Steve. ‘We’ve seen where you work, how about where you all live?’
‘Of course, this way.’ Sasket appeared grateful for the distraction and started to lead them through the main cavern and as the group went through, people were regarding them with a great deal of interest but not one of them stopped what they were doing and came over to speak to them.
‘Sasket,’ called James. ‘Why is no one coming over to us? I thought you said that people wanted to meet us? Surely they’re not afraid of us.’
Sasket paused and turned round to face us. ‘No. They aren’t afraid of you,’ he replied slowly. ‘They’re more afraid of what you represent. I know I said that everyone wanted to meet you, but I was stretching the truth a bit. I thought it would make you more comfortable about looking around. They know now that the time is at hand when we will have to fight for our cause and that frightens them a little. It’s also why they’re all working so hard. We are going to need a great deal before we can mount our attack. Give them time and they’ll eventually come to you.’ Sasket turned and was about to lead them through one of the many smaller exits from the main cavern when a young boy came running up to them.
‘Sasket, Sasket!’ the boy cried. ‘Zaria sent me to find you. She says that you and the people you are with have to go to the Great Hall. Now!’
Sasket ruffled the boys hair and laughed when he tried to duck away. ‘Thanks for letting us know. Go back to Zaria and tell her that I’ll bring our guests along shortly.’
‘No, Zaria says you have to come now! It’s urgent. Theldon’s here!’
Randall, James, Steve and Abi exchanged looks, but before they could say anything Sasket was off at a fast pace and they had no choice but to follow. ‘If Theldon’s here then we can’t hang around,’ Sasket called over his shoulder. ‘He can never stay here long and we must find out what he wants.’
Soon Sasket was opening the doors to the Great Hall. Zaria was standing in the centre of the room talking to Theldon, but she turned towards the door as everyone entered. Surprisingly, Theldon didn’t turn and stayed where he was looking at Zaria. He looked different too, less substantial than when Abi had last seen him.
‘Quickly,’ Zaria beckoned them over. ‘You need to come over here and stand with me.’
Not quite sure why they had to go over, nonetheless they went to where Zaria was standing and then turned so that they were ranged beside her, all facing Theldon.
‘Ah, there you are,’ Theldon greeted them. ‘You came very quickly.’
Abi raised her hand to greet him, but his voice stopped her. ’No, you cannot touch me, for I am not really here. I’m just a projection. I’m actually standing in my house but I needed to speak to all of you and this was the quickest way.’
‘Hold on a minute, if you’re standing in your house, which I presume is some miles away and you’re projecting your image all the way to here, how come you can’t stop the Baron by yourself?’ Randall asked. ‘You obviously have powers that others don’t.’
Theldon gave Randall a small smile before replying. ‘You are right, of course. I do have powers that others don’t, but they are very limited. How can I defeat the Baron like this?’ Theldon gestured to his insubstantial image. ‘I can do nothing as I am now, and am actually vulnerable to anyone coming into my house. I am also growing older, and I am not as strong as I once was. That is why we need you and your companions.’
Randall grunted but said nothing and allowed Theldon to continue speaking.
‘I don’t have much time before I run out of the energy to do this, so we must speak quickly. The four of you are doing very well, you got here sooner than I expected, although I gather you were found by Sasket and not the other way round. However you cannot stay here.’
As the four of them protested his words, Theldon raised a hand to silence them. ‘You cannot go on as you are. At the moment you are ill equipped to assist us in your ultimate task. You must leave here and search for the items that will help you and learn the skills that will be necessary if we are to stand any chance of victory.’
‘Hold on a minute,’ Steve protested. ‘Can you give us a clue as to what the items are that we are meant to find and what skills do we need? I mean, we’re more advanced than anyone here.’
Theldon frowned at Steve. ‘Perhaps one of the skills that you need to learn is diplomacy!’ Steve became embarrassed and looked down at his feet avoiding Theldon’s gaze. Theldon turned back to address all of the gathered group. ‘However, his question is valid. There are things that you need to fight and defend yourselves with. These items came into existence at the same time the legends did. They consist of armour and weapons and were created just for the four of you. There is also another item that you must find which is hidden away. I do not even know where, but you must search for it. There are rumours that it doesn’t really exist, but it does and will only reveal itself to the one destined to hold it. However, if none of you are that person you won’t find it and if that turns out to be the case then I will call you back here.’
‘Can you tell us what this mystery item is?’ asked James.
‘No. I’m afraid I cannot,’ Theldon replied.
‘Can’t, or won’t?’ interrupted Randall.
Theldon looked at Randall. ‘You are very belligerent, but that is all to the good and will help you later. However you will just have to leave it that I am unable to tell you.’
‘That’s not exactly what I wanted to hear. How on earth are we meant to search for something when we don’t even know what it looks like? I may be argumentative but you’re just a stubborn old man who talks in riddles!’
‘Randall, leave him alone!’ Abi told him. ‘He’s an old man and doesn’t need you harassing him.’
Theldon chuckled and then turned to Abi obviously not bothered by what Randall had said. ‘I know that you probably think that this is the time I spoke of when I said you would see me again, but you are wrong. That time is still in the future.’
‘When?’ Abi asked him.
‘That I cannot tell you, but rest assured when the time is right we will meet again in the flesh.’
Beside her, Abi could feel Randall building up to have another go at Theldon, so before he could draw breath she elbowed him in the ribs. As he turned to her to protest it gave James the opportunity to ask a question. ‘You said that if the mystery object isn’t to be found by one of us you’ll call us back, but how will you know?’
‘I have been watching you since you arrived here and will continue to do so as you go about the next part of your quest. However, I will be unable to help you as this next part you must do for yourselves.’
‘Are we to go out alone or are we allowed company? It would be so much easier if we were able to take someone with us, who knows the land and the people, and how to make us less conspicuous.’ Abi asked him.
‘You may take as many people with you as you want, but I do advise the less of you there are the better it will be. However, if I follow your thoughts correctly, I approve of where they are going.’ Theldon smiled at Abi. ‘Remember what I told you at my house, follow your heart! After all, it did get you here.’ Theldon then turned his attention back to all four of them. ‘My strength to do this is nearly gone, so I wish you all luck, and hope that I will meet you all again.’
He then bowed to the four of them and vanished.
For a moment everyone just stood looking at one another after Theldon had vanished. It was James who broke the silence. ‘Well, I guess we’d better get going then. It seems we’ve a lot to do.’
‘Do we have to?’ Randall asked. ‘I’m quite comfortable here and there’s nothing that says we have to do what Theldon tells us to.’
‘So do you just plan to stay here and do nothing then?’ Steve asked him. ‘If we do what Theldon says we must, then we might actually stand a chance of leaving here and getting back home. Or had you forgotten that?’
‘No, I hadn’t forgotten. I miss my family and want nothing more than to return to them.’ Randall paused, then went on. ‘I just thought that if we did nothing we might get sent back as we’d then be useless to everyone here.’
There was a brief silence before Steve answered. ‘I’m sorry Randall. Of course you miss your family, forget I said anything.’
There was another uncomfortable silence and then James spoke. ‘I do think we have to go out and find these objects. Whilst the thought of staying here and getting sent back is appealing, I have a feeling that if we tried that Theldon would quickly find a way to get us to do what he wants. I don’t think that he’d just send us back. I’m not even sure if he’s capable! I’m guessing that the legends that speak of us mention these items that Theldon just told us about. Right Zaria?’
‘Yes, you’re right,’ she replied. ‘Part of the stories mention weapons that were forged from metals we have never seen that are intended for the champions. The stories go onto say that the items were hidden to prevent them from falling into the wrong hands, but when the time comes and the champions appear, they will find them.’
‘No more clues than that?’ Steve asked. ‘Like somewhere we can start looking?’
Zaria shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not, all I know is that they exist.’ She turned to Sasket. ‘Do you have any ideas?’
‘There’s something that I remember my Grandfather telling me. About an armourer who through the generations guarded a secret. Though that’s all I know, but I guess it’s a start.’ Sasket shrugged.
‘Great,’ Abi announced. ‘Because you’re coming with us.’
‘What!’
‘You can’t be serious.’
‘Absolutely not!’
‘No way!’
Abi sighed and waited for them all to subside before she spoke again. ‘In case you weren’t listening, Theldon said that we didn’t have to do this alone. He also said that he approved of what I was thinking, and at the time I was thinking that Sasket should come with us.’
Steve, James and Randall regarded Abi for a moment contemplating what she had said. Eventually Randall flung his arms up in the air. ‘Fine!’ he said. ‘Sasket comes too. I guess he can’t do any harm, at least not now that he knows we’re not the enemy.’
Sasket flushed slightly and inclined his head towards Randall. ‘My deepest apologies for the way I treated you. But you can see for yourself that I had to be careful.’
‘Zaria knew who we were instantly. Shouldn’t you have too, considering that you appear to be her right hand man?’ Randall rebuked him.
Sasket went even redder but before he could say anything further Abi interrupted. ‘Randall, leave it! He’s apologised and that should be enough for you. What more do you want? Blood?’
Randall considered this, then replied. ‘Well, now you come to mention it …’
Abi turned and glared at him and getting the point, Randall shut up.
Apart from her initial protest, Zaria had remained silent throughout. Now she decided to speak up. ‘I don’t care Randall, if you do think that he is good enough to come with you, I will not allow him to go. I need him here. You can take someone else to guide you, I won’t have Sasket risked!’
They all turned to look at her, shocked by her refusal. But Sasket wasn’t going to let her dictate to him. He turned to her, defiance on his face. ‘You can’t stop me Zaria. Abi has requested that I join them, and the others have agreed. Theldon also approved! Besides which, I know something that should assist them in their search.’
‘But you can’t go. It’s far too dangerous. It will be stupidity if you go, you could get killed!’
‘I could get killed every time that I leave these caves and go on raids, but that doesn’t seem to bother you!’
‘This is different. We now know that we’re on the brink of war, and going about with these four is going to make you a prime target.’ Zaria was on the verge of tears as she tried to prevent Sasket from his course of action.
Sasket stepped close to her and held her by the arms. ‘It’ll be alright. Brougan can do just as well in my place. I promise that I’ll be careful but I have to go. I can help these people, I know that I can!’ He then leaned forward and kissed Zaria gently on the cheek. ‘Now I have to go and pack some items for us all before we leave in the morning.’ He let Zaria go and walked slowly from the room. Zaria stood there looking after him, and two tears ran down her cheeks.
Abi went up to Zaria and placed her hand on Zaria’s arm. ‘He’ll come back, we all will.’ Abi told her softly.
Zaria gave Abi a shaky smile before replying. ‘Yes, I’m sure you’re right. I have to believe that, don’t I?’ Before Abi could answer she walked from the Great Hall, to the small door that led to her private chambers.
* * *
That night was spent quietly. The foursome had all been given rooms with a central area for them to sit in. They talked quietly amongst themselves about what lay ahead of them and tried to ignore the sense of danger that seemed to loom over them. They didn’t talk for long before deciding to retire for the night. Each of them was lost in their own thoughts.
They all rose early the next day, not because they were eager to be out and about, but because they were all nervous. Sasket and Zaria had woken early too, and Sasket was ready when they were to leave. Everyone else seemed to still be asleep as they hoisted the packs that Sasket had prepared the previous night onto their shoulders and said their goodbyes to Zaria. They then left the cave system and went out into the forest, which at this early hour was still shrouded in mist.
Sasket took them through the forest for some time, leading a pack horse laden with supplies. None of them was paying much attention to where he was taking them until James decided to ask Sasket. ‘Where are we going exactly?’
The others surfaced from their thoughts and regarded Sasket. They were all curious as to his answer. ‘We’re going to a local village, where the armourer that I spoke of lives. If we keep at the pace we have been going we should be there before nightfall. We’ll sleep in the local tavern and then speak with the armourer in the morning.’
‘We’ve got to walk all day before we reach this village?’ Randall looked disgusted.
Abi couldn’t help giggling, and as she patted him on the arm she teased him lightly. ‘Well if you’re really lucky Sasket might let you stop for lunch.’
‘We’d better be stopping for lunch!’ James exclaimed. ‘There’s no way I’m going walking all day without stopping for food.’
Smiling Sasket replied. ‘I do intend to stop for lunch about midday. However, as that’s sometime away, I suggest we carry on for now.’ Sasket turned and carried on walking, then called back over his shoulder. ‘However James, if you do get a bit hungry before then, look in the belt pouch that you’re wearing and you’ll find a few snacks to keep you going.’
James immediately opened the pouch at his waist and exclaimed happily at what he found in there. Extracting what looked like a pastry, he began munching it before walking on after Sasket. Still laughing and shaking her head Abi followed with Randall and Steve bringing up the rear.
As they walked Sasket told them more about Trelyssia and the people who lived there, especially those who lived in the caves. ‘The ones who live there are the ones most at risk. The Baron has a list of people whom he calls traitors that is well circulated amongst his defensive forces. Any person on that list unlucky enough to run into his armies is instantly killed no questions asked. We know who’s on it and immediately offer those people residence in the caves. Most people take us up on the offer.’
‘What happens to those who don’t?’ asked Steve.
Sasket paused before replying. ‘They are usually found dead a few days later.’ Seeing their sad faces Sasket went on. ‘But don’t worry so much. No one these days says no, so it hasn’t happened in a long time.’
‘But how come the caves are so safe? I know you protect the location of them, but surely some other people on the outside must know they exist. Or someone could just stumble upon them.’ James looked confused.
‘It is a risk we run.’ Sasket admitted. ‘There are people who support our cause who don’t live with us who know the location. However, if we feel there’s any risk of them being captured they join us at our base. As for someone stumbling across them, it’s highly unlikely. The caves are in the densest, darkest part of the forest where few venture. Due to the nature of the times we live in, only a fool would wander off the major routes through the Great Forest. Why do you think so far we haven’t come across anyone else?’
None of them had even thought about it, but now that Sasket had mentioned it, the lack of other travellers was glaringly obvious. However, they were still in a very dense section of the forest and the path they were following was little more than a deer track.
As the sun reached its zenith they stopped and settled down for lunch. It was just dry rations washed down with water in the skins that had been provided for them but it was better than nothing. They didn’t stop for long, and as Sasket led them on they realised that the trees were beginning to thin out. As the sky became clearer and easier to see, Sasket stopped them. ‘We’re nearly at one of the major routes through here. It will lead us to the village we’re going to, but it will also have more people on it, and almost certainly the Baron’s forces. Because of this we can no longer talk about the caves, the people in them, or what you are doing here. Is that clear?’
They all nodded in agreement. ‘Good.’ Sasket went on. ‘Because your lives could depend on what you say. If an armed guard stops and talks to us, be respectful, don’t answer back and just try to answer their questions.’
At this point they all turned and looked at Randall. ‘What?!’ he exclaimed. As everyone continued to look at him he subsided and with a deep sigh went on. ‘Fine! I’ll do my best to hold my tongue and not start any arguments. OK?’
Sasket raised his eyebrows. ‘It’ll do I guess. Come on lets get going if want to get to the village before it gets dark.’
Luckily for the group, there were very few people about and whilst for the first time they saw those who worked for the Baron none of them stopped the five of them and they arrived in the village just as the sun was setting. It was almost identical in style to the one where Theldon lived apart from the fact that it was bigger. There were many more houses and more streets as well. Unlike when they had arrived in Theldon’s village they now blended in and attracted no attention.
Sasket stopped outside a building on what appeared to be the main street. There was a badly drawn sign of a bunch of grapes hanging outside it and from the sounds and smells coming from inside it was fairly obvious that this was the local tavern.
Sasket turned to look at Abi. ‘Before we go in there’s something you need to know. Women are only allowed in certain areas in here. You can’t come into the main bar, and after eating you will be expected to go up to the bedroom whilst we drink in the bar.’
‘What?!’ Abi exclaimed. ‘How backward is that? What if I want a drink?’
‘I really wouldn’t advise it, Abi. You’re going to have to behave as if all this is natural to you. After all, you don’t want to blow our cover do you?’ Sasket implored.
Abi stood seething silently at the restrictions being placed upon her. ‘I don’t have much choice do I?’ she eventually said between gritted teeth. ‘But I warn you now, if you start treating me constantly like I’m inferior because I’m a woman, I swear you’ll regret it!’
Sasket threw his arms up in defence. ‘Wouldn’t even dream of it,’ he reassured her. Beside him, Randall, James and Steve were trying to stifle their laughter and failing miserably.
Abi turned to glare at them. ‘The same goes for you three as well!’
They stopped laughing with some effort before James made a grandiose gesture to her. ‘After you,’ he said and held the door open, still grinning. Abi swept in with the all the superiority she could muster but soon stopped when she realised she wasn’t sure where she should go. Sasket quickly stepped in front of her and led the way, leaving the horse tied outside.
The evening progressed much as Sasket had described. Abi ate with them all in a common room, a basic meal consisting of some roasted meat with a variety of vegetables. After that she went up to the room that Sasket had arranged and paid for whilst the others proceeded into the bar to sample the local ale. It was some hours later before they eventually came upstairs and went to bed too.
Abi got her revenge the following morning. It turned out the local ale was quite potent and there were some very sore heads which she took full advantage of. She was bright, cheerful and loud which severely annoyed them and she would have continued if Randall hadn’t turned her threat of the previous night back on her if she didn’t shut up.
Around mid morning Randall, James and Steve were just about capable of holding a normal conversation so Sasket revealed what they were going to do. ‘The armourer is a short distance from here down a side street. We’ll go in and hopefully be able to speak to whoever’s in charge. I don’t know who it is these days. We’re going to have to take a risk and reveal who we are, but I’m sure that it’s the right thing to do’
‘Is this armourer not on our side?’ Abi queried.
Sasket shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘We’re just going to have to hope he is. There is one other thing I need to say.’ Sasket looked uncomfortable and wouldn’t meet Abi’s gaze. ‘You’re going to have to stay here. A woman in an armourers is not allowed. If you go in you’ll attract the attention of everyone here.’
Abi looked back at Sasket, barely containing her frustration. ‘You know, if we do succeed in our plans, there needs to be a few changes around here. Starting with how women are treated!’
‘Absolutely,’ Sasket quickly agreed. ‘But in the mean time, why don’t you go and pack our belongings and see to the horse, so that when we return, we’ll be all ready to leave.’
Abi made a sound of disgust in the back of her throat but did as Sasket asked.
Sasket watched her leave the room ‘I’m beginning to realise why she’s referred to in the legends as the Fiery Woman. I hope I never offend her!’ He turned back to the others. ‘Shall we go?’
They all agreed and rose from the table that they had been sitting at. Sasket led them out of the tavern, back down the main road and then down a side street that had quite a few different shops along it. However, the armourers was obvious. It didn’t have a front like the other places, it opened directly onto the street and the armourers could be seen dressed in leather aprons working away. The sound of metal ringing against metal filled the air as did the smell of molten metal.
Sasket drew himself up and crossed over the road. ‘I wish to see the proprietor of this establishment,’ he proclaimed. ‘I have an important commission for him.’
One of the workers stopped what they were doing and came over. ‘That’ll be Caston that you’ll be wanting. That’s ‘im over there.’ The man pointed to a very large, well muscled man working at an anvil. ‘If I was you I’d wait ‘til he’s finished. He don’t like being interrupted!’
Sasket gestured for James, Randall and Steve to join him, before settling down to wait. It wasn’t long before Caston finished with the sword that he was working on. Once he’d added it to the pile of others he had already done, he came over to where Sasket was waiting, ‘I heard you say that you had a commission for me? What is it?’
Sasket started talking about a large order of armour and swords, but as he talked he raised his hand to his chest and then positioned himself in such a way so that only Caston would be able to see what he was doing. Sasket slowly revealed the amulet that he wore and as he did so Caston’s eyes widened. He stopped Sasket in mid flow. ‘It sounds like you have a large order, sir. Why don’t we step into my office to discuss it and you may bring your companions with you.’
Caston led them all through to the back of the forge where a door led through to a spacious office. There was a large desk strewn with papers and various seating surrounding it. ‘Sit, please,’ Caston said as he took the seat behind the desk. Everyone sat down before Caston spoke again. ‘So the time has come at last has it?’ As Sasket nodded Caston spoke to him. ‘But you need to be careful who you show that medallion to. It could get you killed.’
‘I know,’ Sasket replied. ‘But it was the only way I could think of to be able to speak to you in private. You know why we’re here?’
‘Yes, I do. I had hoped that it would be in my lifetime that the words of the legends would come to pass, but I was beginning to give up hope and was about to pass on the secrets to my son. But now that won’t be necessary.’ His eyes turned to Randall, James and Steve. ‘I see you’ve brought the Giant, the Rodent and the Strategist with you. Where’s the Fiery Woman?’
‘Back at the tavern. I didn’t dare bring her here. We can’t attract too much attention.’
‘No, you most certainly can’t. I would have liked to have met her though.’
‘Don’t be so sure,’ Randall told Caston. ‘She’s a bit upset at the moment at being left behind and is a bit of a handful at the moment. I’m sure we’re going to pay for this when we return to her.’
Caston laughed. ‘She sound’s like she’s all the legends say she is then! Anyway, enough of this. You’ve come to find out about the armour and weapons that have been made for you and I can help you there. My family has been guarding the secret for some time and it is an honour to be the one to tell you where to go. They are hidden in the depths of the Great Forest …’
‘Not again!’ groaned Steve. ‘Is everything secret in the middle of the damn forest? Isn’t there anyone with enough imagination to think of somewhere else for a change?’
Caston, startled at being interrupted, shrugged. ‘It is a good place. Everyone around here is afraid of going wandering through the trees, and believe me, where you’ve got to go, there’s not a chance anyone else will have been there or found what you’re looking for!’
‘You’ve been there?’ asked Steve. ‘Have you seen it all?’
‘I have been there, but I haven’t seen the items. I don’t know how to get to them but I guess that you’ll find a way.’ Seeing the confused looks Caston went on. ‘Let me explain. The pieces were made a long time ago by the greatest armourer of the time. He was called Kerfel and he was a distant ancestor of mine. A magician came to him one night with the metal that was to be turned into armour and weapons and told him what was required. He then told Kerfel he had to take them into the forest and he would be met there. Kerfel complied and made what was requested. Once he was done, late one night he took them all into the forest to a clearing. In the middle of the clearing stood the same magician with three others, much like him. Kerfel was told to place all that he had brought with him in the centre of the clearing. Once he had, the four magicians formed a circle around them. They began chanting and before Kerfel’s eyes a tree began to grow around and above the pile. When it was finished there was a massive oak tree and the items where nowhere to be seen. It appeared that the tree grew over them. I have been out there myself and can see no sign of them.’
‘So we’re looking for buried treasure are we?’ Steve asked.
‘I don’t know,’ Caston replied. ‘I just know where you have to go. How you get to them is up to you.’ Caston rose then and went to a shelf behind his desk. He pulled a large book down and carefully opened it. From inside he withdrew a folded piece of parchment. He then spread it across his desk and revealed a map. ‘This map will show you where to go.’ He then pointed at it. ‘This is the clearing and here is the village. The forest that you will have to travel through is very dense and there aren’t really any paths. You’ll probably need to hack a path through.’ He then folded it back up and passed the map to Sasket.
‘Thank you,’ Sasket said. ‘You’ve been very helpful.’
‘It was my duty, and that of my family,’ Caston replied. He then turned to Randall, James and Steve and bowed to them. ‘I have completed the task that I was charged with. However, please feel free to call on me whenever you think that you might have need. Your cause is just and I will provide any additional help that you require of me.’ Caston then gestured towards the door. As he opened it to let them all out he started a different conversation. ‘I will draw up an estimate for what your order will cost you and see that you get it in the next few days. I hope that we will be doing business shortly.’ As they all filed past him on their way out he shook hands with them all. Randall was the last out and as Caston shook his hand he leaned towards him. ‘Give my regards to the Fiery Woman,’ he whispered. ‘Let her know that I was disappointed not to meet her.’
‘Of course I will, and who knows, one day you might get to meet her,’ Randall replied.
Caston’s grip on Randall’s hand tightened causing him to wince in pain. ‘Oh, I hope so! I would like that very much.’
Randall extracted his hand from Caston’s with a bemused expression on his face. He was curious as to what had been said about Abi to provoke this reaction in Caston and he made a mental note to ask Sasket at a later date. He rejoined the others and they made their way back to the tavern and Abi to tell her what had been said and where they must now go from here.
Abi was waiting in the room they had hired with all the packs surrounding her ready to go when the others returned. She was still feeling aggrieved that she had had to be left behind and when they did return she couldn’t help herself. ‘Oh, so you’ve come back to collect the little woman have you? Well, I’ve been very obedient and done everything you asked and we can go when you’re ready to.’ The sarcasm literally dripped from her words as the men entered the room.
Whilst the others looked uncomfortable at Abi’s words, Randall looked at her in amusement and said, ‘I can’t imagine why Caston wanted to meet you. If he saw you now he’d run in the other direction!’
Randall’s reply got Abi’s back up as she replied. ‘Who the hell is Caston? A secret friend of yours?’
‘He’s the armourer who’s told us where we need to be going now. He was quite a good man, you’d have liked him if you’d been allowed to come with us,’ Randall goaded Abi. ‘But of course you weren’t!’
Randall seemed to determined to wind Abi up and she couldn’t stop herself responding to him. ‘Your ego just can’t get any bigger can it? You think you’re so big just because you got to find out where we go next whilst I had to sit here and wait for you. Well just remember, it’s Sasket who got us here and I bet it was Sasket who actually got the information we needed, wasn’t it?’
Abi could see she’d hit a weak spot as Randall’s jaw tightened in anger. He took a step towards her and raised his hand, finger pointing, but before he could say anything, James stepped between them. ‘I think that’s enough don’t you? Randall, stop trying to wind Abi up and Abi, I know you’re pissed off at having to remain behind, but you had to for the safety of all of us.’
Randall and Abi, having been stopped short in their argument continued to glare at each other for a moment, but with James standing between them it wasn’t easy. James was facing Abi as though he wanted her attention and so she broke eye contact with Randall and turned to look at him. All at once her anger disappeared as she looked into his eyes. Whilst right now she wanted nothing more than to get Randall into trouble, she realised that she didn’t want James to get hurt in any way, which he almost certainly would have if she’d gone with them to the armourers. She sighed. ‘You’re right of course James, it was the correct thing to do.’ Abi then turned back to Randall. ‘But you didn’t have to be so nasty about it!’
Randall just laughed and turned away. Abi could feel her anger rising again and was getting ready to have another go at him, when James positioned himself squarely in front of her and placed his hands on her shoulders. ‘Leave it,’ he said gently. Once again as Abi looked at him she felt her anger disappear, this time to be replaced with confusion. How could James, who she barely knew, have such a powerful effect on her? No one that she knew had been able to stop her before when her temper was aroused, but it seemed that James could stop her in her tracks with a single look.
James dropped his hands from Abi’s shoulders and turned to the others. ‘Now that we know where we’re going shall we make a move?’
They all nodded their agreement and began gathering their things. They quickly sorted themselves out and left the tavern. They continued through the village on the main street and followed it back into the trees. Randall and Abi were being careful to avoid one another. He was walking ahead with Sasket who was again leading the horse, whilst Abi was with James, and Steve trailed behind
Once Abi had judged that they were far enough from the village for them not to be inadvertently heard by anyone she turned to James to speak to him. ‘So, are you actually going to tell me what happened this morning and where we’re actually going?’
‘I’m sorry!’ James was immediately apologetic. ‘I forgot that you don’t know what happened. Although, if you hadn’t been so grumpy when we got back, we’d have told you then and there!’
Abi ducked her head slightly in embarrassment. Her temper had always gotten her into trouble and it seemed that it would be no different here either.
James chuckled at her discomfiture. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he told her. ‘After all, you are known as the Fiery Woman here. You might as well live up to it!’ As Abi smiled at his words, James proceeded to fill her in on what had happened.
They had been walking for a while when Sasket called a halt to their progress. He was staring at the map in his hands and frowning slightly. ‘I’m not too certain of this map,’ he told the others. ‘Can you all just wait here for a moment whilst I go on ahead a bit and check out where we should be going?’
The four of them agreed and as Sasket wandered ahead off up the track, they all took their packs off and grouped themselves around them. Steve, feeling thirsty after last nights drinking, took a flask out from his pack and began to drink from it.
‘So,’ Randall began. ‘Why do we think that our friend here is known as the Rodent in Trelyssia?’ Randall turned and pointed to Steve.
‘Leave off!’ Steve exclaimed. ‘I’m not in the mood for any of your wind ups.’
‘Well, there’s got to be a reason’ Randall countered.
‘It’s easy!’ James replied. ‘It’s like I said earlier, he’s a rat!.’
‘Oh no, not a rat.’ Abi suppressed a shudder. ‘They’re evil animals!’
‘So you’d prefer it if he was a different type of rodent would you?’ Randall asked Abi.
‘Perhaps,’ Abi pondered for a moment. ‘How about a mouse. They’re much cuter.’
Before Randall or James could respond, Steve interrupted. ‘I think that’s enough talk about rodents. Let’s just leave it shall we?’ He then directed his gaze at Abi. ‘A mouse? Really! I think I preferred James’s idea of a rat.’ Steve shook his head and then took another long drink from the flask that he was holding.
At this point Sasket returned and when he saw what Steve was doing a look of horror crossed his face. ‘No! Stop! Don’t drink that!’
Randall, sensing Sasket’s horror called out, ‘Steve! Stop what you’re doing!’
As Randall cried out, Sasket gave a strangled cry and put his head in his hands. ‘Oh no!’ he said softly. ‘What have I done?’
James and Abi caught in the middle of this looked about in confusion. James’s attention was on Sasket and his appearance of complete desolation. However, what was happening to Steve had caught Abi’s eye.
At first, he seemed alright, and as confused as Abi was. But gradually a change seemed to be happening to him. He was getting smaller. Not only that, but his facial features were changing. His nose was becoming more pointed, and his eyes were becoming smaller and more beady. As he got smaller, his clothes overwhelmed him, and soon there just appeared to be a pile of clothes in the middle of the road and Steve was nowhere to be seen.
Randall, James and Abi stared in horror for a moment before Randall reacted. He grabbed Sasket and pinned him up against a nearby tree. ‘What have you done!’ he yelled. ‘What’s happened to Steve? If anything bad has happened to him, you’d better start praying now, because there’s not going to be much left of you by the time I’ve finished!’
Randall had Sasket pinned so tight that he could barely breath, let alone talk, but he just managed to gasp a few words out. ‘Look amongst the clothes.’
Randall continued to hold Sasket up against the tree, so James and Abi poked cautiously amongst Steve’s clothes. As Abi lifted part of his top a small, white mouse came running out.
‘Stop him,’ Sasket croaked.
Without stopping to think Abi moved quickly and prevented the mouse from running off into the trees and picked him up. Now that Abi had the mouse she turned questioningly to Sasket.
Randall turned slightly to have a look at the mouse Abi was holding. ’That’s what was in the pile of clothes?’ he asked.
She nodded silently.
‘Nothing else?’
James, who had by now thoroughly explored the pile of Steve’s clothes, shook his head.
A look of horror crossed Randall’s face as he turned back to Sasket. ‘You have some explaining to do. But first, is that mouse that Abi is holding Steve?’
Abi gasped as Randall said this and turned to Sasket in disbelief, sure that he would deny it. But she was shocked when he nodded his head.
Randall tightened his hold on Sasket as his anger increased. ‘What kind of enchantment is this and how do we get Steve back? You’d better be able to give me answers!’
Sasket tried to talk but by now Randall’s grip on him was so tight that he couldn’t get any words out.
‘Let him down,’ Abi told Randall. ‘We need answers and Sasket has to be allowed to talk to give those answers.’
Randall turned to look at Abi. ‘I’m not letting him go. He might run off and then what’ll we do?’
‘I didn’t say let him go, I said let him down. Just enough so that he can freely talk.’ Abi then turned to Sasket. ‘I want to find out what he has to say for himself, and then you can do what you want with him.’
Randall seemed satisfied with Abi’s reply and did as she requested but Sasket looked at her in horror. Up until now Abi had been the only one of the four of them who had completely trusted Sasket and for her to turn against him now shocked him.
‘Abi, it wasn’t meant to happen,’ he implored. ‘Please believe me! It was an accident.’
‘So tell us how to get Steve back.’ James was standing beside Abi, absently stroking the mouse whilst glaring at Sasket.
Sasket swallowed nervously before replying. ‘There’s nothing you can do …’
At these words Randall pulled Sasket forward slightly before slamming him back against the tree. Sasket cried out in pain. ‘Abi, James, stop him,’ he begged them.
James and Abi looked at one another. Abi shrugged slightly and then looked away, leaving James to make a decision. He stood silently for a moment. ‘Randall, don’t hurt him. Let him give us an explanation, starting with exactly what happened.’
Randall looked like he was about to protest but realising that right now Sasket was needed in one piece, he relented and released his grip slightly.
‘Thank you,’ Sasket said to James. ‘What Steve drank was a very rare potion that allows the drinker to assume another form. The way the form is dictated is that the drinker constructs an image of what they want to become in their mind. The potion then allows the transformation to happen. It can happen accidentally by just briefly thinking about something else. Where you all talking about mice whilst Steve was drinking from the flask?
‘Yes, Abi did mention a mouse whilst Steve was drinking the potion. But you are not going to put the blame for this on her!’ Randall snarled.
‘No, not at all. Wouldn’t dream of it,’ Sasket replied hastily. ‘But you can’t just get him back. You have to wait for the potion to wear off.’
‘How long will that take?’ James asked.
‘That depends on how much he drank. The more he drank, the longer it will take.’ Sasket spread his hands helplessly.
‘Why did you have it?’ Abi asked.
‘Abraya gave it to me. She thought we might need it. It was never intended for any of you to drink it. It must have got into Steve’s pack by mistake. If anyone was to use it, it was me as I have some experience with it.’
There was a thoughtful silence whilst the three of them absorbed what Sasket had told them. It seemed that they’d get Steve back in his usual form, but who knew how long that would take.
‘When you’ve taken it, how long has it taken you to become human again?’ James queried.
‘Well, I’ve only ever taken a small mouthful and the effect lasts for about an hour to an hour and a half. I don’t know how much Steve drank but it could last a couple of days.’
‘Days!’ Randall exclaimed. ‘We can’t leave him like that, for that long’
Sasket attempted to shrug which wasn’t easy with Randall still pinning him to the tree. ‘There really is nothing we can do. There isn’t anything that can undo it. It’s just a waiting game I’m afraid.’
Abi wasn’t holding on to Steve tightly but he started to struggle in her hands, so she released him and let him run up her arm, until he stopped on her shoulder. Abi reached up to steady him, the last thing they needed was for him to fall off, when unbidden, several images flashed through her mind. Sasket’s medallion, the symbol on the doors of the Great Hall and the carvings on the four poster bed. With out stopping to think she blurted out, ‘it’s made from the plant that is the symbol of your group isn’t it.’
Sasket turned to Abi in astonishment. ‘How can you know that? It’s a closely kept secret what’s in it.’
Realising she might have made a mistake she shrugged, nearly unbalancing Steve, but Randall was intrigued. ‘Tell us more,’ he requested.
‘The plant that Abi referred to is known as The Heart of Trelyssia Rose. It used to grow prolifically around here, but has become scarcer and can hardly be found now. It’s thought that it’s closely linked to the royal family and will bloom all over the land again when the true heir resumes the throne. Everyone knows of it’s healing properties, that’s what was in the drink I gave you at the caves Abi. But few know that it can also be used for various potions.’
Randall regarded Sasket for a moment then let him go and turned his attention to more important matters. ‘What are we going to do with Steve until he changes back. He can’t just sit on Abi’s shoulder.’
‘I know, I nearly threw him off just now.’ Abi paused to think and suddenly hit on an idea. She reached up and took Steve off her shoulder and passed him to Randall. ‘Here, you hold him for a minute. Don’t drop him!’
As Randall took him Abi opened the leather pouch that was on the belt she was wearing and began to empty it, passing the contents to James. ‘Here, split everything between you and Randall’ she told James. Once the pouch was empty Abi turned back to Randall. ‘Give him back to me and I can carry him.’ She reached out to take Steve back but Randall seemed reluctant to let him go. ‘You know, I could get used to him like this. He’s much cuter, handily pocket sized and he doesn’t answer back. Ouch!!’ Randall snatched one of his hands away from where he had been holding Steve and shook it vigorously. ‘He bit me! Look, I’m even bleeding!’
James and Abi looked, barely able to suppress their laughter. ‘Can you blame him?’ Abi said to Randall. ‘You were insulting him. Now give him back to me.’ Randall passed the mouse back to Abi and she placed Steve in the now empty pouch and lightly fastened the top.
‘Right, now we’re more or less sorted we’d better be making a move if we’re going to find the buried treasure.’ Randall turned round to Sasket who was standing a little way from Randall, James and Abi, unsure of how they were going to treat him. ‘You can still come with us,’ Randall told Sasket. ‘You know your way round better than the rest of us, but I’ll be watching you every step of the way. Now, lead on.’
Sasket reluctantly resumed the lead and the others fell in behind him. They carried on like this until it was time to stop for something to eat. As they settled down Abi opened the pouch and let Steve out. Once again he ran up her arm and stopped on her shoulder. As they ate, she broke off small pieces and passed them up to Steve to eat. James and Randall were intrigued by the mouse on Abi’s shoulder.
‘How can be sure that it’s really Steve?’ James asked.
‘How about the fact that he bit Randall?’ Abi replied.
James laughed. ‘Yeah, that’s enough to convince me. He’s probably been wanting to bite Randall for years.’
‘It’s not funny!’ Randall protested. ‘It really hurt. Who knows what disease he might have passed onto me as well. I could have rabies for all you know. I might be about to die a horrible and painful death.’
Abi shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. He didn’t have rabies before he was a mouse so it’s unlikely that he will now.’
‘Hey, if Randall does die of rabies, then we’ll know for definite that it’s not Steve.’ James turned to peer at Randall. ‘How are you feeling? Any pain anywhere, feeling nauseous, got a headache?’
‘Stop it!’ Randall retorted. ‘But just so you know, I do actually have a headache.’
‘Oh God, I really shouldn’t have asked.’ James groaned and turned to Abi. ‘It won’t be long before he’s really convinced that he has got rabies and he’ll delight in telling us about each new symptom that he thinks he’s getting!’
Abi smiled. ‘However amusing this is, it’s not helping us decide if this really is Steve.’ She held up her hand to where the mouse sat. ‘Come here,’ Abi said softly. To everyone’s amazement the mouse immediately jumped into her hand. Abi raised him up so that he was on eye level. ‘If you really are Steve, I want you to run back up my arm, along my shoulders and down the other arm until you’re back in my other hand.’ James and Randall looked at Abi like she was insane, but she was prepared to try. Abi held out both her arms flat, and quick as a flash the mouse did as she had asked and was soon sat in her other hand. ‘Well, I think that proves that. Hello Steve.’ Abi gently stroked him, then placed him back in the pouch. ‘Time for us to be moving on,’ Abi said, getting to her feet.
They gathered their things and carried on with Sasket still leading and Randall, James and Abi trailing behind. The way was now starting to get more difficult. They had turned off the main track some time ago and were now travelling through much denser undergrowth and trees. The path was almost non existent and Sasket was having to hack a path through for them all and was struggling to get the horse through. The trees were so dense that they couldn’t see the sky and it was much darker to the point where they could barely see. For the next several hours they made slow progress. Eventually Sasket stopped and turned to the others. He had hardly spoken since Steve had been turned into a mouse, and James, Randall and Abi hadn’t felt inclined to speak to him.
‘According to the map that Caston gave us there’s a small clearing coming up. It’s getting late and I suggest it as an ideal place to stop and make our camp for the night.’ Sasket waited for them to consider his proposal.
‘Let me see the map,’ Randall requested. Sasket passed it to him and James and Abi gathered round Randall to look at the map and see where the clearing was. After Sasket pointed out where they were, they could see that they weren’t far from the clearing. It was also the last place they would be able to stop before they got to where the oak tree was. Randall folded the map back up and passed it back to Sasket. ‘Fine, looks good to us. Lead on.’
A short while later they were making camp for the night in the clearing. As they got everything out, James, Randall and Abi realised that Sasket had brought two tents with him. ‘Why have we got two tents when we can all just pile into the one?’ Randall asked. ‘It’ll also be quicker if we only have to erect one tent.’
Sasket looked up from where he was making a fire. ‘One is for Abi to sleep in, and other is for the rest of us. A lady shouldn’t be made to sleep with a group of men.’
‘Abi doesn’t mind, she did it the first night we were here!’ Randall protested.
‘Yeah, but I didn’t exactly have a choice in the matter! We did only have one tent, remember?’ Abi reminded Randall.
‘So you do mind? I’m sorry, I thought you were ok with all of us just piling in together. It was certainly warmer!’ Randall looked at Abi with a faint expression of surprise.
Abi smiled. ‘Yes, it was quite cosy wasn’t it! But no, I don’t actually mind about sharing, so…
‘There is one tent for Abi, and the other for the rest of us!’ Sasket interrupted them. ‘That’s how it will be!’
Randall and Abi turned and regarded Sasket with surprise. Since Randall’s rough treatment of him, Sasket had been very subdued, so for him to interrupt and lay down the law surprised them.
‘We don’t have to do as you say,’ Randall answered back.
‘It’s not a case of doing what I say, it’s doing what’s right,’ Sasket retaliated.
James turned to Randall. ‘Sasket is correct. Abi should have space of her own. It’s not fair to make her bed down with us.’
Randall sighed. ‘I guess there‘s some truth in that, but I do hate letting Sasket know that he’s right!’
‘Don’t I get a say in this?’ Abi protested. ‘After all I am the one everyone is discussing like I’m not even here!’
Randall groaned slightly and rolled his eyes. ‘Please don’t start now, Abi. I’m getting tired! Let’s just do it Sasket’s way, for a bit of peace if nothing else!’
‘Fine!’ Abi agreed. ‘But I won’t be alone, because I’m taking Steve in with me tonight!’
James and Randall laughed but Sasket didn’t look happy. ‘What if he turns back overnight?’
‘I’ll just cross that bridge if I come to it,’ Abi replied before walking off and settling her things in the tent reserved specifically for her.
They prepared a hot meal which was eaten around the fire. Not being sure of what they could give Steve, Abi continued feeding him pieces of bread and pastry, which he seemed happy with. As things were still strained between them all it wasn’t long before it was decided to call it a night. Abi had made a small nest in the corner of her tent for Steve out of some spare items of clothing and she placed him in this now. ‘You can sleep here tonight,’ Abi told him. ‘I know mice are meant to be nocturnal, but if you could try and remain quiet through the night that would be great.’ She gave him a gentle stoke before settling down for the night.
Abi was woken in the morning by a ticklish feeling on her face. She reached up to brush whatever it was away and her hand connected with something soft and furry. Before she could stop herself she sat up abruptly and cried out. Abi looked down and saw a small, white mouse running for cover. ‘Oh god!’ she groaned. ‘I forgot I was sharing with a mouse.’ However it was too late. The others had heard her cry and James was soon at the entrance to her tent. ‘What’s wrong?! What’s happened? Are you alright?’ James’s concern for Abi was apparent.
‘James, I’m so sorry!’ Abi replied sheepishly. ‘Steve woke me up and I’d temporarily forgotten that he was a mouse!’
‘So when you found something small and furry in your tent you panicked?’ James asked, faintly amused.
‘Something like that,’ Abi agreed. ‘But now I’ve got to find him. When I cried out, he ran off. Steve, were are you?’ she called out.
Abi caught a movement out of the corner of her eye and spotted the mouse cowering in the corner. She went over to pick him up. ‘I’m sorry,’ she told him as she gently stroked him. ‘I’d forgotten what had happened to you.’
James joined Abi in stroking the mouse. ‘You poor thing,’ he said. ‘Still stuck as a mouse.’ James then looked at Abi. ‘Hopefully it won’t be for much longer.’ Then James left and went back to his own tent to sort himself out for the day ahead.
After a quick breakfast they struck camp and continued on their way, with Sasket leading and Steve safely ensconced in the pouch on Abi’s belt. They knew that they weren’t far away from their goal and they were all eager to get to their destination. However the path they had been following the previous day had practically disappeared and they were now having to try and hack their way through the undergrowth. It was very slow going, especially trying to get the pack horse through, but they couldn’t abandon the animal and all their supplies in the middle of the forest.
They were starting to get frustrated and annoyed with one another for no reason when James called out. ‘Look! The trees are thinning out and I can see the sky a little bit.’
They all looked up and realised James was right, they were getting closer. In fact, they were nearly there. They renewed their efforts to reach their destination and a short while later they were standing in the clearing. It was empty apart from the oak tree in the middle. It was massive. If they had all joined hands and tried to stretch round its trunk the hands of the people on either end wouldn’t have met. It was truly an awesome sight and they were all mesmerised by it.
It was James who broke into everyone’s thoughts. ‘Shall we have something to eat and then see how we get to what it’s hiding.’
It didn’t seem a bad idea so they ate and sat regarding the tree. It seemed impenetrable and none of them could come up with any ideas as to how they were going to get under it.
‘We could start digging close to the base of its roots and see what we find,’ suggested Randall. ‘After all, Caston did say that this tree grew over the weapons and armour.’
‘Go on then,’ said James. ‘Start digging and if looks like you’re on to something I’ll join you!’
Randall gave James a filthy look but got up and went to fetch the spade that Sasket had thought to bring along. He marched up to the tree and attempted to plunge the spade down into the earth. However, nothing happened. The spade didn’t penetrate the ground at all. Randall tried again, but got the same result. He tried in various places round the tree but couldn’t make a mark in the ground. Eventually he threw the spade down in frustration. ‘Right, that was useless. Who’s next for a bright idea. James? Abi?’
James shrugged. ‘Don’t look at me. I don’t have a clue about looking for buried treasure. Abi, got any ideas?’
Abi rose to her feet and went over to the tree. She wasn’t at all sure how they could get under or even into the middle of the oak tree so that they could retrieve their armour and weapons. She placed one hand on the trunk and began to walk round it keeping the contact with one hand. Steve was once again perched on Abi’s shoulder and he seemed as intrigued by the tree as she was. About half way round Abi stopped but still with her hand on the trunk. She didn’t have a clue what she was going to do. Then she felt the mouse move down her arm. Where she had stopped, her hand was just below a small hole and it seemed that Steve was heading straight for this hole. Before Abi could react, the mouse had run straight down her arm and into the tree. ‘No!’ Abi cried out. ‘Steve, come back!’
James and Randall came running at Abi’s cry. ‘What’s happened? Where’s Steve?’ Randall questioned Abi.
‘I’m sorry., Abi replied. ‘I didn’t realise what he was going to do until it was too late. He’s inside the tree.’
James and Randall both looked horrified. They were failing miserably to get to the items that Theldon said that they must, and now they had lost Steve. It didn’t seem that things could get any worse, but of course they did. They began to feel a slight tremor beneath their feet which got stronger.
‘Earthquake!’ James cried. He grabbed Abi’s hand and pulled her after him to the edge of the clearing. Randall ran after them. Sasket had also run away from the middle of the clearing and now they all turned and looked back at the oak tree in the centre of the glade so they were able to see the tree reveal its secrets. A split appeared right down the centre of the trunk from top to bottom. Then, very slowly, the two sides of the tree began to open outwards revealing a hollow centre to the tree. The gap got wider and wider, and then everything went still and into the gap stepped Steve, but back in his human form.
They all stood stunned for a moment and then Randall decided to make a comment. ‘Nice attire, Steve. That cloth really suits you!’
Steve flushed and then looked down at what he had wrapped himself in. ‘Yeah, laugh all you want, but I am naked under this. So if you could get me some clothes I’d appreciate it!’
Abi had to suppress her laughter as she did as Steve asked. As she handed him some clothes to put on, she gave him a brief hug. ‘It’s good to have you back again,’ she told him softly.
Steve smiled gently back at Abi before replying. ‘It’s good to be back again. But thanks for looking after me whilst I was, er, incapacitated!’ He then took the clothes from Abi and disappeared back inside the tree. When he reappeared fully dressed he beckoned everyone over to him. ‘Right, are you guys going to come with me and see what goodies are hidden inside?’
‘You bet!’ stated Randall and they all went forward to where Steve was standing, to see what was to be found in the depths of the tree.
James, Randall, Steve and Abi found themselves in a massive hollow chamber that was completely empty. The inside was just one large area and when they looked up they couldn’t see anything. It was so large and gloomy inside that the roof was shrouded in darkness.
‘So, Steve. What have we got in here?’ Randall asked.
‘I haven’t really looked,’ Steve replied. ‘After I crawled in here, I ran down to the base as I felt myself becoming human again. I found this cloth and wrapped it round myself, then I saw a glow coming from where you guys came in. I went over pressed my hand to the area and the tree split open. So, I don’t really know.’ Steve shrugged.
‘What was it like being a mouse?’ James was regarding Steve curiously.
Steve looked at James and gave a small shudder. ‘I really wouldn’t recommend it. Being that small I felt I was going to be attacked by something and eaten. Also, whilst I was still me, I was sort of the mouse as well, and I felt what a mouse would feel.’
‘What, you mean you wanted to find a wheel and run round aimlessly on it?’ Randall interrupted.
‘No, you pillock!’ was Steve’s response. ‘Just that I should be hiding during the day, and searching for food at night. That sort of thing.’
Randall looked at Steve suggestively. ‘It can’t have been all that bad. After all you had Abi carry you around all the time you were a mouse and you got to share a tent with her. Alone!’
Steve reddened slightly and scratched the back of his head. ‘I was just a mouse mate. You’ve got to remember that!’
Abi was smiling and about to say something when she looked across at James and caught a strange expression on his face. It appeared to be a mixture of hatred and jealousy. She was puzzled by this and felt a distraction was in order so she turned and began walking across the large empty area. ‘Well, we can’t just stand around here all day. We…’
‘Abi! Stop!’ Steve interrupted her.
‘What?’ She turned to face him confused about what she had done for Steve to cry out and stop her.
‘Just walk back towards me, and everyone remain silent,’ Steve requested.
Abi was puzzled by Steve’s instructions but did as he asked. As she walked back to join them she was listening quite hard and because of this caught the change in sound that Steve must have done.
‘There!’ Steve cried. ‘Did you hear that?’ he asked them all.
‘Yes!’ was the emphatic reply from the others. Abi was wearing short boots with a slight heel and as she had crossed the space the sound of her footsteps had changed from walking on solid ground to something hollow underneath.
‘It’s hollow. There must be another room below this one. Let’s look and see if we can find our way into it.’ James made the first move and was on his knees brushing the dirt away. The rest of them joined him and it wasn’t long before they had cleared all the debris away and revealed a wooden trapdoor. After a struggle it was opened and the four of them leaned down and looked into the space below but apart from the beginnings of a ladder, they could see nothing in the darkness.
‘We need some light,’ was Randall’s rather obvious statement. ‘I suppose we’d better see if Sasket has anything that we can use.’ Randall didn’t look very happy about having to ask anything of Sasket. Whilst they had been in here, Sasket had remained outside on the edge of the clearing, not even venturing towards the tree.
‘Randall, wait.’ Steve laid a hand on Randall’s arm to prevent him getting up. ‘Before you do go and speak to him, you need to think about how you treated him, all of you.’ Steve looked round to take in James and Abi in his disapproval. ‘You weren’t very nice to him, and Randall, what on earth did you think you were doing, pinning him up against a tree?!’ Steve looked at him with an expression of amazement.
Randall had the grace to look slightly embarrassed as did James and Abi. ‘We didn’t know what had happened to you and it looked like it was Sasket’s fault.’ Randall tried to justify his actions. ‘He might be on our side but it’s the four of us first and foremost. We have to look out for each other. I was just doing what I thought best at the time.’
Steve dropped his hand from Randall’s arm. ‘Fair enough I suppose. But you might want to think about apologising to him.’ Steve shrugged, leaving the decision up to Randall, and got up. ‘Let’s go and get some light!’
They went out and over to where Sasket was waiting for them. He seemed dismayed to see them empty handed. ‘Did you not find anything within the tree?’ he asked them.
‘Not yet,’ James replied. ‘But we think we know where it all is. We just need some light. Do you have anything?’
Sasket nodded and opened one of the packs on the horse. He withdrew some flint and tinder. ‘Go and get some thick branches. We’ll make torches out of them and then they’ll light your way.’
They did as he asked and it wasn’t long before they had all the light they needed and they headed back to the tree. As they reached the entrance Randall turned back to where Sasket was still standing. ‘Aren’t you coming with us? It’s alright you know, I’m not going to attack you again, and, er, I’m sorry I did the first time.’
Sasket smiled at Randall’s apology. ‘It’s alright,’ he said. ‘You were upset over what had happened to your friend. But that’s not the reason I’m not coming with you. This is a sacred place, and whatever is inside is just intended for the four of you. I’m only your guide to get you here.’
‘Well, if you’re sure…’
‘I’m sure!’
Randall turned round and joined the others where they were waiting at the entrance for him. As he reached them, they turned and went inside. Then, with the help of the torches they descended into the chamber below. It wasn’t as large as the area above, but it was impressive in how it was made. The ceiling and walls of the space had been created by the roots of the mighty oak that towered above them. They had all knotted and twisted together, making a completely solid, impenetrable cavern, which explained how come Randall had been unable to dig his way in.
However it was what was in the centre of this area that attracted and held their attention. Three mannequins stood side by side each dressed in armour, with swords and short daggers attached to belts around the waist. Then there were shields at the feet of them, each one with a different emblem emblazoned upon them.
From the symbols on the shield it was east to tell which set of armour belonged to whom. On Randall’s, there was a picture of a very large man, The Giant. On Steve’s there was a mouse, The Rodent. James had a complex geometric design in black and white on his, symbolising The Strategist.
Each man went over to their own armour to admire it whilst Abi sat back on the bottom rung of the ladder and watched. There was nothing else in the underground chamber and she began to wonder why she was there.
It was James who was the first to speak. ‘Well it all looks very nice, but I hope I’m not expected to wear it. I’m not fighting anyone!’
‘Maybe it’s intended for defence,’ Abi called from where she sat.
‘I didn’t think of that! You could be right.’ James seemed pleased that Abi had come up with another reason for the necessity of him wearing armour and carrying a sword, but somewhere in the back of Abi’s mind she had the feeling that James was going to end up in the thick of the action, as would Steve and Randall.
‘I’m not sure it’s up to much. It weighs hardly anything!’ Randall had lifted the breastplate of the armour off his mannequin and was holding it with ease.
‘Tell you what, I’ll test it,’ Steve said eagerly.
‘Not on you I hope,’ was Abi’s horrified response.
Steve looked faintly disappointed as he replied. ‘How about on the mannequin then?’ Before anyone could stop him he had taken his sword from its scabbard and swung it with all his strength at the mannequin. It rocked from the force of the blow but remained upright. Steve peered at the area he had struck and then cried out with glee. ‘Not so much as a scratch! It’s really amazing.’
Now that it had been tested, they were all eager to take their items and were quickly stripping the mannequins ready to take everything out to where Sasket waited for them.
Suddenly James stopped what he was doing. ‘Hold on a minute. What about Abi?’
‘What about her?’ Randall replied, most of his attention still on his own items.
‘You really aren’t that observant are you? There are only three sets of weapons and armour here. Clearly intended for us blokes. But there’s nothing here for Abi, is there?’
Randall and Steve also stopped and turned to look at Abi.
‘Women don’t wear armour though do they?’ Abi said in response. ‘Don’t forget that here women seem to be treated as being inferior. It is a bit odd though that’s there’s nothing here for me.’
Randall began looking around to see if he could spot anything hidden anywhere. Eventually he gave up and looked back at Abi and shrugged slightly.
‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said breezily. ‘I’m sure that there’s an explanation. Let’s get all of your things up to Sasket.’ Abi rose and went to help gather the various items.
Soon they were climbing back up and out into the fresh air. James was the last one to exit from the underground cavern and as he came out from the centre of the tree, the two parts that had opened to let them all in closed behind him. Once they were closed again there was no hint of a join where they had opened.
Sasket came over to admire what they had found and Randall, James and Steve proudly displayed their new items. Sasket then turned to Abi and as he saw that she was empty handed a slight frown crossed his face. ‘What about you?’ he asked her. ‘What was in there for you?’
‘There wasn’t anything,’ Abi replied, lightly shrugging. ‘Obviously I’m not intended to do anything where I might need to defend myself.’
As she said this a strange expression crossed Sasket’s face, like he was upset. He then turned, going to where Randall and Steve stood. ‘We’d better be getting back now that you’ve found your items.’
‘Wait a minute,’ Abi called out. ‘Why did you look so sad just now?’
‘It was nothing Abi, forget about it.’ Sasket continued walking away.
‘No. You know something and you’re not telling me. I want to know what you’re hiding from me.’ As Abi said this she went over to Sasket and grabbed his arm, turning him so that he had to face her. James had followed Abi and was standing behind her.
Sasket shook his head and his gaze passed from Abi to James, and once again a look of infinite sadness crossed his face. He ducked his head, sighed and then looked up again. ‘Abi,’ he began softly. ‘It really is best if I don’t tell you. Besides, what I’ve heard might not be true.’
‘But the fact that I’ve come out of that tree and I have nothing to defend myself with, makes you think that it is.’ Abi stated.
At this point Randall decided to intervene. ‘Leave it, Abi! He doesn’t want to say and I don’t think that he’s going to. Don’t start an argument now. Why don’t you help gather up everything so that we can leave here.’
Abi gathered herself up to protest but felt James’s hand on her shoulder. ‘Come on, it’s probably best that we do move on from here.’ With that James led Abi away from Sasket.
Randall and Steve watched for a moment before Steve turned to Sasket. ‘This is all about what happens between the Fiery Woman and the Strategist isn’t it? Something bad is going to happen and the fact that Abi’s empty handed has just confirmed it hasn’t it?’
Sasket nodded his head slowly. ‘But please do not ask me any more on the matter. It cannot be prevented so there is no point discussing it.’ He turned and walked away to gather his belongings. Randall and Steve regarded one another silently and despite the warmth of the day, both of them felt a sudden chill and had to suppress a shiver.
A short while later, they had managed to organise themselves, and all the extra things that they had had to arrange on the pack horse and were ready to go. James, Randall, Steve and Abi started heading towards the path that they had used to enter the clearing when Sasket called out. ‘Actually, it’s this way.’ He pointed to a different track going in almost the opposite direction. ‘We’ll get back quicker if we take a different route.’
The four of them turned and followed Sasket. Once again the undergrowth was dense, protecting the secrets of the clearing, and they had to hack their way through. However, this time it seemed easier and they were soon following a clearer path that led to a junction with a broad track. Sasket immediately turned left onto the track and Abi, who was next in line after him followed, but as she did so she felt a curious pull to the right and stopped dead. Randall, who hadn’t been paying any attention walked straight into the back of Abi.
‘Abi!’ Randall cried out. ‘If you’re suddenly going to stop like that you could at least tell me!’
‘Well, you should have been looking where you were going or not been walking so close behind!’ Abi snapped back.
‘Oh, pardon me!’ was Randall’s sarcastic reply.
But Abi refused to rise to the bait this time and just gave Randall a withering look instead before turning to Sasket. ‘Shouldn’t we be going right?’ she asked him.
‘No. Going left takes us directly back to the caves.’ Sasket gave Abi an odd look.
‘But wouldn’t it be an easier track if we went right?’ Abi persisted.
‘Er, Abi, just in case you hadn’t noticed, Sasket is the one who lives here. I’m sure that he knows where he’s going,’ James interrupted.
‘I do know that James. However, I do have a good sense of direction and it’s telling me right.’ Abi looked at Sasket as she said this trying to get him to understand the compulsion she had to go in the other direction.
Sasket continued looking at Abi for a while before he went on. ‘In a way, Abi is correct. The way that she wants to go is an easier but longer route.’
‘I’m all for easier,’ Randall proclaimed. ‘Let’s go right!’
Abi sighed gently with relief. She was going to be able to go in the direction that she wanted without having to explain why. It would have been difficult trying to tell them all, when she didn’t really know herself why. She just knew that she had to go right.
They carried on for a while on the track talking aimlessly amongst themselves. They passed several crossroads off the path, but continued going straight on. However, at one junction that Sasket walked straight past, Abi stopped again. She was being pulled once more in a different direction, this time to the left. ‘Sasket,’ Abi called out. ‘Don’t we want to go this way?’ She indicated the path to the left.
Sasket turned round and looked like he was about to protest but something in Abi’s face changed his mind as he replied. ‘Oh, yes. Sorry. I wasn’t paying attention.’ He came back to where Abi stood and turned down the path she wanted to take. The others looked confused, but didn’t protest and followed Sasket and Abi.
This happened a couple more times, Sasket going past turnings and Abi stopping him and getting him to go in a different direction. Abi was sure that someone was going to say something soon and when she re-directed Sasket for the third time, Randall protested.
‘That’s it! Everyone stop. I want an explanation for what the hell is going on here. Abi, you can’t possibly know where you’re going. So Sasket, why do you let her keep taking us in a different way to what you want to go?!’
Sasket didn’t know what to say and neither did Abi. Abi knew it was going to sound stupid, the fact that she was following a gut feeling. But that’s what was happening.
‘Come on’ Randall persisted. ‘One of you is going to tell me what’s going on here. I’m not taking another step until either one of you spills the beans.’
Again, his request was met with silence. As the silence went on, James decided to try and get an answer, but he directed his question to Abi. ‘Look at me Abi,’ he requested. As she did he went on. ‘Why are you taking us off in a different direction?’
For some reason Abi couldn’t avoid James’s gaze and so she had to answer him. ‘I have to,’ she told him. ‘There’s something out there that I have to get to.’
‘Oh great!’ Randall interrupted before James could say anything. ‘We’re wandering round in the depths of a forest, with no real clue, all because you think there’s something out there for you. How stupid can this get?’
‘It’s not stupid!’ Abi yelled back at him. ‘There is something. I have to find it and it’s guiding me in the right direction which is down this path!’
‘Do you know how ridiculous you sound?’ exclaimed Randall. ‘This is complete nonsense. Sasket, ignore anything that Abi says from now on and take us back to the caves.’ Randall then turned to Abi then. ‘As for you, you’re going to follow along behind with me. I’ll make sure that you actually come with us.’ He reached out to take hold of Abi’s arm and pull her along beside him, but before he could take hold, she ducked out of his reach and ran down the path that she wanted to take.
‘Oh, well done Randall, that’s blown it!’ Steve said with disgust. ‘Well handled, I don’t think. We’d better go after her, we can’t let her run around on her own.’ Steve then turned and also ran down the path Abi had taken. James and Sasket quickly followed, with Randall reluctantly bringing up the rear.
Abi ran on, determined to carry on towards whatever it was that was calling to her. She also didn’t want Randall to try and stop her, so she knew she had to keep running to keep ahead of him. Abi could hear the footsteps of the others behind her and occasional calls for her to stop but she continued her headlong rush, until she could barely breath and eventually had to slow down to a walk.
Steve was the first to catch up with Abi after she slowed. He was as out of breath as she was but he still had the energy to grab Abi’s arm and pull her to a complete stop. They both stood regaining their breath whilst they waited for the others to catch up. As Sasket, James and Randall joined them, at first there was just the sound of them all breathing heavily after their long run, but eventually they all had the breath to talk and it was Randall who spoke first.
‘What do you think you were doing running off like that and making us all run after you!’ he yelled at Abi. ‘Or have you forgotten your promise to me to not go so far away from us?’
Abi was momentarily stunned. She had completely forgotten the promise she had made to Randall not to wander off. It felt like it was a lifetime ago, instead of a few days. However, her anger soon got the better of her as she replied. ‘I don’t care about some stupid promise I made! I have to do this, and I’m going to whether you like it or not!’
‘What, and drag us all along in your wake? I suppose you don’t care either that you might be placing every single one of us in danger.’ Randall was getting just as angry.
‘I’m not placing us in danger!’ Abi yelled back at him.
‘How can you possibly know that?!’
‘I just do.’ Abi’s response was less than convincing. ‘No matter how much you yell at me or protest, I’m still going to go the way I want to. You can either leave me to it, or come along too. It’s up to you.’
‘Enough!’ James’s cry was loud enough to stop Randall and Abi in the height of their argument. ‘Abi, we’re not going to leave you on your own, but whatever it is that you’re doing is incomprehensible to the rest of us. I think we should call it a day and head back.’
‘Actually,’ Steve interjected. ‘It’s beginning to get dark. We won’t be going anywhere tonight. We need to find somewhere we can settle for the night.’
They all looked around and realised that Steve was right. So, forestalling any more arguing, they began to look round for a suitable place. Luckily they found a patch just large enough for them to light a fire and set the tents up not that far away. Despite the tension in the air they quickly set everything up and were soon gathered round the fire eating their evening meal.
Abi had said nothing further to anyone. James had tried to talk to her but had soon given up when she failed to respond to him and left Abi to it. She finished eating as quickly as she could and made for her tent, thankful that tonight she wouldn’t have to share. Abi lay on her back listening to the sounds around her, waiting. She knew she wasn’t that far from whatever it was she had to go and find. As soon as the coast was clear she was going to leave the camp and go on her own way.
It didn’t take long for the others to retire, but Abi knew she had to wait until they were sleeping. It seemed to take ages but eventually all sounds ceased apart from the nocturnal ones of the forest. Abi got up very quietly and left the tent. There was a full moon and she stood for a while taking in the beauty of her surroundings. Everything was bleached of colour, but somehow the scenery was more beautiful. Abi quickly headed off in the direction she knew she needed to go in when a voice stopped her.
‘Where do you think you’re going?’
Abi turned and saw that James was standing not that far away. He had obviously seen her leave the tent and waited to see what she was going to do. Abi contemplated lying, saying that she just needed to relieve herself, but she knew she could never lie to James. ‘I’m going to find whatever it is that’s calling to me,’ she told him, lifting her chin defiantly.
‘Oh Abi,’ he sighed. ‘It’s really not a good idea. I know that this a strange world and that bizarre things happen here, but do you honestly believe that there’s something dictating to you what you have to do?’ He came to stand in front of Abi, blocking her way.
‘Yes, James. I do believe I have to do this,’ Abi replied softly.
James lifted his hands and placed them on Abi’s arms, gazing down at her. In the moonlight his features were sharper than usual and there was something about him that was taking Abi’s breath away. ‘Please, don’t do this,’ James implored. ‘I’m worried that something bad will happen to you.’
Abi could see that James was sincere in his worry and it nearly brought her to tears. ‘Please don’t try and stop me,’ she whispered. ‘Let me go and find out the truth.’
James sighed softly. ‘I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.’ Abi was about to protest when he went on. ‘At least not alone.’ He raised a hand and brushed it against Abi’s cheek. ‘I can’t let anything happen to you, so I’m coming with you.’ He smiled softly down at Abi and she smiled back. He then reached down and took her hand. ‘Now, which way are we going?’
Abi turned and led him away through the undergrowth. They walked side by side, still holding hands, their thighs occasionally brushing against each others. Abi was still feeling the pull of whatever was calling to her, but it was almost overwhelmed by what she was feeling for James. Where they touched, electricity seemed to be flowing through her. There was a definite spark between the two of them, and as Abi stole occasional glances at James, she knew he felt the same. They didn’t talk as they walked and they didn’t hurry either. Abi knew that she was close to her destination but it felt like she had all the time in the world and she wanted to share this feeling for James for as long as possible.
Eventually they came to a lake. The moonlight was shimmering on the water, illuminating the shoreline. All that could be heard was the soft ripple of waves against the small gravel beach, and in the distance the sound of a waterfall. ‘I hope we’re not going for a swim,’ James whispered in Abi’s ear. ‘It looks a bit cold.’
Abi laughed softly and gently squeezed James’s hand. ‘Don’t worry, we’re not. We’re going to walk round the edge until we get to the other end, by the waterfall.’
James smiled back at her and they continued their way round the lake once again in companionable silence. They seemed to reach the lake end and the waterfall far too quickly and Abi was sure that James was as disappointed as she was that their moonlit walk seemed to be over.
‘Now what?’ he asked.
Abi reluctantly took her hand from his and walked to the cliff beside the waterfall. She placed both hands on the stone, palms spread flat against it. She knew she was looking for an entrance in, she could feel the call incredibly strongly now and knew that whatever it was, was just behind the rock. Abi walked along, her hands still in contact with the cliff, until she felt a serious of depressions. There were four in total, spaced so that you would have to use both hands, fully spread to apply pressure to all four at once. Abi pressed her fingers into the depressions and was rewarded when a rectangular section of the wall opened slowly inwards.
Abi turned back to face James. An expression of fear was on his face and she went quickly to him to try and reassure him. She took both of his hands in hers and gazed into his eyes. ‘Come on. It’ll be alright,’ she said softly.
James shook his head. ‘No, I can’t come with you.’
Abi was astounded. ‘But I thought we were doing this together.’
‘I can’t come with you, because I believe I’m not meant to,’ was his soft reply. ‘Whatever this is, I know that you have to do this alone and that I’ve come as far with you as I can.’
Whilst Abi wanted him to come into the cave with her deep down she knew that he was right. This was her task that she had to complete on her own.
James raised Abi’s hands up to his lips and kissed them both gently. ‘Before you go in there, there’s something I have to tell you. I’m terribly afraid that you won’t come back out and I can’t let you go without you knowing how I feel about you.’
‘Oh, James,’ was Abi’s soft response.
He raised a finger and placed it on her lips. ‘Shhh, woman. Let me speak.’ James paused and appeared to gather himself together before he went on. ‘I know that we haven’t known each other for long, but in that time we’ve hardly been apart. I’ve watched you and looked out for you since we met and I believe I know you as well as I can. I also know how I feel about you. I love you, Abi.’
Abi gave a soft gasp, but before she could say anything he again silenced her with his finger on her lips. He then lifted his finger away, and bent his head towards hers. The first touch of his lips on Abi’s was soft and gentle, but filled with passion. He broke the contact and looked down at her to see her reaction. All Abi could do was gaze back at him, but she knew that her newfound feeling of love for him was in her eyes and he could see that. He smiled and bent his head again. This time the kiss was stronger, more urgent. They melted into one another, tried to seek more from the contact between them. Abi parted her lips and they explored one another’s mouths. James’s hold on her tightened and Abi gratefully gave herself up to his embrace.
Eventually, they broke the contact of their lips but still remained in each other’s embrace. Abi could have stayed in James’s arms all night, but James slowly pulled away from her. ‘Whilst I would like this to continue, you have a task to complete.’ He tucked a few stray curls back behind her ears and gently brushed her cheek. They stood with the only contact between them where they held hands. There were tears running down Abi’s cheeks as she looked back at James. ‘Go on, go!’ He dropped one of her hands and led her to the entrance in the cliff. Abi took a step forwards still holding his hand, wanting him to come with her, but he let his hand drop. ‘I’ll be here waiting for you. Please return to me.’
Tears were choking Abi’s throat as she looked back at him. ‘I will come back, because I love you too.’
James stayed where he was but blew Abi a kiss. There were tears in his eyes and he looked bereft as he watched her turn and go into the dark entrance. He then settled himself down by the cliff trying to make himself comfortable for his lonely vigil hoping against hope that Abi would be alright.
The way wasn’t dark for long. Abi had only gone a short way down the passage when she realised there was a soft glow that appeared to emanate from the walls. Whilst it wasn’t a bright light, it was enough for her to see where she was going. She walked hesitantly with one hand on the wall to guide her way. She wanted to see what was at the end of the tunnel, but part of her was still with James, where he sat waiting for her. Close to the entrance as Abi was, she wanted to ignore what was drawing her on, and return to James. However, the more strides she took, the more whatever was pulling her deeper in dominated her thoughts, and soon all feelings of running back to James had disappeared.
Abi walked along for some time, following the winding passageway wondering when she would finally reach the end, when she noticed that ahead of her looked much brighter. She picked up her pace to hurry towards the source of the light. As she got there, the light was so bright she had to shield her eyes. Abi couldn’t see what was creating such brilliance. However, almost as if whatever was dazzling Abi was aware that the brightness was too much for her, it dimmed to a more acceptable level and she was able to see what was in the chamber ahead of her.
There was a stone altar rising from the rock of the floor. The altar was covered in carvings, mostly just intricate patterns, but amongst them Abi recognized the plant, the Heart of Trelyssia Rose. Unusually though, there was no sign of the crown that she had seen intertwined with it elsewhere.
On top of the altar was a plinth, and this was where the light source was coming from. As Abi approached, the light surrounding it dimmed even more, until it was just a glow and she was able to see what was there. A silver amulet lay there on a silver chain and depicted upon it, once again, was the rose. But like the altar, it only had the rose on it, there was no crown shown with it. This is what had drawn Abi here, but for some reason she was loath to touch it. It had been well hidden and she had the feeling that it was somehow a source of power. Who was she to take it?
Abi stood pondering this for some time. She wasn’t originally from this place, and yet here she was, standing in front of an altar about to take something that seemed like a sacred item. As she stood there, an echo of Theldon’s words came back to Abi. Words that she had forgotten in helping the guys find their weaponry. Something about an item that would only reveal itself to the one destined to hold it. Well, here she was. She had followed its call, opened the chamber and come into its presence. It must be hers for the taking.
Taking a deep breath Abi lifted her right hand slowly and held it over the amulet. A curious tingling developed in the palm of her hand, almost as if the amulet was alive. As she lowered her hand the tingling became more intense until it was travelling up her whole arm. Abi was afraid, terrified of what would happen when she touched it, but she knew she couldn’t stop herself. She placed her hand on the amulet.
At once Abi cried out as a shock ran through her whole body. It was like she had been electrocuted and she collapsed by the side of the altar. As Abi had absorbed the shock her hand had closed on the amulet and she was now gripping it, unable to let it go. She lay there gasping for breath, struggling with the amulet, wanting to drop it. But it seemed intent on possessing the whole of her.
Eventually, its grip on her lessened and she was able to sit up and catch her breath. The amulet still tingled in her hand but much more gently now. Abi sat there examining it but there didn’t seem to be anything special about it. Just a plain silver circle with the rose on the front. Then Abi turned it over and looked at the back. On it was written one word. Abi. Whilst it was a fairly common name back home, she had a feeling that there wasn’t anyone else with the same name as her in Trelyssia. Abi couldn’t have had more incontrovertible proof that she was the one destined to wear the amulet.
Abi sighed. She didn’t know what it meant to have it. She could feel that there was an immense power in it, and that it had somehow chosen her to be the one to wear it. There was nothing that she could do about it, so she placed the chain around her neck and tucked the amulet under her clothing. It was time to leave here and return to James who would still be waiting for her.
James! At the thought of him Abi got to her feet and ran out of the chamber and down the passage. In all the time she had been in here she hadn’t once thought of James and she felt guilty. Now all she wanted was to be back with him and to feel his reassurance that everything was going to be alright.
As Abi neared the exit she slowed down. She didn’t want to alarm James, so she walked slowly out. He had been sitting to one side of the entrance but at her footsteps he had stood up and was now facing the entrance. At the sight of him, Abi smiled and quickened her pace. He held out his arms and she gratefully went forward into them. As she exited the cliff, the entranceway closed behind her and she knew that she would never go back in there.
‘You’ve been gone for hours I was worried’ James cried out. ‘But at least you came back to me.’ James continued softly, holding Abi tightly as though to reassure himself that she was really there. He then pulled himself away from her and held her at arms length. ‘Are you alright? What happened? You look different.’ A slight frown appeared on James’s face.
‘Good different, I hope!’ Abi smiled up at him. ‘I’m fine now, but I did have a slightly hairy moment!’
Concern crossed James’s face. ‘You’re not hurt are you?’ he asked anxiously.
‘No. I’m not hurt, I …’ Abi shrugged, unable to go on. For some reason, although she wanted to tell James everything that had happened she was reluctant to, and she had the feeling that it was the amulet preventing her from saying anything.
‘It’s alright. It doesn’t matter.’ James pulled Abi back into his embrace and she rested her head on his shoulder as he stoked her hair. ‘Whatever happened in there, I’m sure that you’ll be able to tell me in your own time.’
They stood holding one another for some time, until eventually James pulled away. He kissed Abi softly then took her hand and began to lead her back the way that they had come. ‘Come on, it’s getting light. We’d better be getting back before we’re missed.’
Abi nodded her agreement and they walked back, once again side by side and holding hands.
As James and Abi returned to where the camp had been set up they were relieved to find that everyone was still asleep. The sun had risen as they had walked back and they had stopped to admire the beauty of it. As they were in the beginning of their relationship, they had wanted to explore it, just the two of them. But neither of them were under any illusion that they would be able to hide the relationship from Steve and Randall. As soon as Steve and Randall saw them, they would realise that James and Abi were now together.
James and Abi quickly and quietly began preparing breakfast, sure that it wouldn’t be long before the others woke. They stole quick kisses as they moved about, and made any excuse to be able to touch one another. Eventually their movements roused the sleepers and soon Steve was standing in front of the tent stretching and yawning. He looked at James and Abi and realised they’d been up for a while. ‘You two are up early aren’t you?’ he asked. He was still too sleepy to question anything else.
‘Couldn’t sleep,’ Abi replied, to which James gently laughed.
‘Fair enough,’ Steve said. ‘Can I have breakfast?’
‘Help yourself,’ James answered. ‘I’ll go and rouse Randall and Sasket.’
Steve came and sat himself down next to Abi. ‘You seem chirpier today.’
‘Yeah, I am,’ Abi replied a broad smile spreading across her face as she thought of James.
‘Does that mean you won’t be arguing with Randall today?’ Steve asked cautiously.
Before Abi could reply Randall came out of the tent demanding breakfast. He saw that it was all laid out and sat himself opposite Abi before tucking in. Abi could feel Steve tense beside her, as though he expected her and Randall to pick up where they had left off the previous night.
‘Right, plan of action today is to head back to the caves with no diversions,’ Randall announced looking directly at Abi.
‘Fine with me,’ Abi replied. ‘It’ll be good to get back, I’m a bit fed up with camping.’
Randall’s jaw dropped. ‘What, that’s it? No arguing?’
‘Nope. I don’t feel like arguing today.’ Abi gave Randall a smile which broadened as James came towards them with Sasket in tow. James settled himself on the other side of Abi, and Sasket next to Randall. James looked at Randall and saw the expression on his face. ‘What’s up with you?’ he asked.
Randall turned to him. ‘Abi has decided not to argue with me, believe it or not. She’s agreed that we’re going back to the caves without any stops on the way. I think something must have happened overnight and this isn’t the Abi we know, it’s some substitute. It wouldn’t surprise me with all the weird stuff that seems to happen round here.’
‘I agree that it’s unlike Abi not to want to argue with you. But I’m sure that this is the same Abi that started out with us, all that time ago.’ James turned to smile gently at Abi, a smile which she returned.
Steve had been looking on silently but as he watched the interplay between James and Abi a dawning realisation came over him. ‘Oh my God!’ he cried. ‘You two have got it together haven’t you?!’
‘What!’ was Randall’s startled exclamation. ‘Abi and James? Really?’
James and Abi laughed before James replied. ‘I did think it would take you all longer to work it out, but yes, it’s true. Abi and I are a couple.’ He then leaned forwards and kissed Abi.
‘No wonder she’s in a better mood this morning. I gather this happened last night?’ Randall was clearly amused at the news.
James looked embarrassed. ‘Not like that Randall. After all we haven’t known one another long.’
‘Whatever you say James.’ Randall looked suggestively at the two of them.
‘Leave it, Randall,’ Steve said. He then turned to James. ‘Congratulations mate. You’ll be good together.’ He then rose and started to gather everything together. ‘Come on. We’d better be going.’
With everyone in a much brighter mood that morning the clearing up was done quicker than usual and they were soon all set to return.
‘Sasket, do you actually know where we are and how to get back after the merry chase Abi led us on yesterday?’ Randall asked him.
‘Yes, I do know where we are and actually, we’re not that far away. We should be back by midmorning.’ Sasket shouldered his pack and began leading the way. The others all fell in behind him, James and Abi walking together and enduring the good natured teasing from Randall and Steve. The only person who hadn’t seemed pleased about their relationship was Sasket. The strange, sad expression had come over his face again. He had quickly covered it but not before Abi had caught it. Her curiosity over what he knew was growing but she realised there was no point in pushing him on the issue.
Sasket was true to his word and a few hours later they were back at the caves. This time as the group arrived they were greeted by various people. Not effusively, but people nodded and smiled at them as they passed through on their way to Zaria’s apartments. Word had reached her that they were back and she was waiting for them.
‘You’re back! I’m so glad.’ Zaria cried as they entered. She rushed up to Sasket and gave him a hug before turning to the rest of them and giving them a warm welcome. ‘Come and sit down, you must be quite tired from your travels. James and Abi, you especially look worn out.’
James and Abi exchanged looks. Their lack of sleep the previous night was beginning to tell on Abi and she was grateful to sit down. James was in a similar state. Zaria had provided food and drink and they tucked in as between them all they told her what had happened. When they got to the part about their finds within the old oak tree she insisted on seeing everything.
‘Wow,’ she said after examining all of the armour. ‘I’ve never seen anything like these. It’s amazing that something so light, could provide enough protection.’
‘Believe me it does,’ Abi replied. ‘Steve insisted on testing it.’
‘On himself?!’ Zaria looked startled.
‘No,’ James laughed. ‘We managed to stop him from that. Just!’
Zaria returned to examining everything. ‘These pieces were made by a master craftsman. You’re very lucky to have them. You should look after them.’ She reluctantly left the items and sat back down at the table. ‘Anyway, lets hear the rest of what happened.’
They went on to tell her how they had left the tree and the chase Abi had led them all on.
‘Actually Abi, I’m still curious about that and how you suddenly stopped and agreed to come back here. It doesn’t seem right.’ Randall’s look was quizzical.
Abi hesitated, still reluctant to talk about the amulet she was now wearing. She was constantly aware of it. It seemed to vibrate slightly where it lay on her chest, and was strangely warm. There was no escaping the fact that her life was now very securely tied in with it.
‘Well,’ Abi eventually said. ‘I actually completed what I had to last night.’
‘What!’ Both Randall and Steve exclaimed.
‘You went wandering around by yourself at night?’ Steve continued. ‘How could you? Your recklessness is going to get you killed if you’re not careful!’
‘Oh relax,’ Abi said exasperated by his and Randall’s response. ‘Do I look like I got hurt?’
Before either of them could reply James intervened. ‘Beside which, she didn’t go alone. I went with her.’ He paused before he went on. ‘It was quite a nice moonlit night for a stroll!’ With that he grinned saucily at Abi.
‘Hold on, hold on’ Randall said. ‘I’m confused. You two went for a moonlit walk, during which time Abi managed to do whatever it was she needed to, and then the two of you got it together?’
‘More or less,’ Abi replied,’ but the other way round.’ Seeing Randall’s look of confusion Abi explained further. ‘James and I “got it together” as you put it first, then I completed my task.’
‘What was it? What did you do or find?’ Steve asked.
Again Abi felt an enormous reluctance to say anything and this time she could feel the amulet, where it lay on her chest growing warmer. It didn’t want her to reveal its presence and its power over her was strong enough to stop Abi. ‘I can’t really tell you. Let’s just leave it that I did what was needed and now we can all move on.’
Randall and Steve began to protest, when Zaria raised a hand to silence them. ‘It’s probably best that we just leave it as Abi requested. If she doesn’t want to tell us, I’m sure she has her reasons.’
Abi smiled gratefully at Zaria. Not being able to tell anyone was hard, especially as more than anything she wanted to tell James. Keeping it a secret from him was going to be very hard indeed.
‘Anyway,’ Zaria went on. ‘Now I’ve heard your news, I need to tell you mine. We’ve had some good fortune. The Baron is getting married!’
The group all looked at her in confusion. ‘How is that good, exactly?’ Randall asked.
‘Forgive me,’ Zaria replied. ‘I forget that you aren’t familiar with our ways and our customs. A wedding is a very social affair, especially when someone of great importance is involved. On the day that the Baron marries, everyone in the area will be invited. The city will be freely open to everyone. Also with all the festivities, guards will be very much lowered.’
‘Leaving him open and vulnerable to attack,’ Steve finished for her.
‘Exactly! Also, there will be people moving all over the district which will make it easier for us to move into position.’
‘So we’re going to attack him in a city?’ Randall questioned. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to fight him on an open battlefield?’
‘It probably would be better but we must make the most of the opportunity that this represents.’
‘What’s the city like?’ Steve asked.
Zaria began to describe it when Sasket interrupted. ‘It would be much better if they could see it. You could then work out the lie of the land and help us plan the attack better.’
‘Are you sure?’ Zaria asked slightly alarmed. ‘Wandering around in the forest is one thing. Taking them to the city is something else entirely. The level of danger will be much higher.’
‘I agree, but as long as we’re careful there shouldn’t be a problem. But I guess it’s up to these guys.’ Sasket turned to look at everyone.
The four of them shared looks amongst each other before Randall responded. ‘Are you sure that if we’re careful we’ll be alright?’
Sasket nodded.
‘Well, it makes good sense. I think that we should go. James, Steve, you in?’
Steve leapt at the chance. ‘Of course I’m going to go! Just try and stop me.’
James shook his head and rolled his eyes at Steve’s eager response. ‘I’d better come along, if only to keep you put of trouble’ he told Steve who just grinned back at him.
‘Hold on, what about me? Don’t I get to come?’ Abi protested.
‘No.’ Randall was adamant. ‘I’m not putting you in a dangerous position. You can stay here and assist Zaria in anything she needs help with.’
Abi was about to protest when James leapt to her defence. ‘Randall, we started this as a foursome, and I think that we should continue this, together. She won’t be in any more danger than the rest of us, will she, Sasket?’
Sasket shook his head. ’No. She’ll be fine with all of us. No one will think it too unusual that we have a woman travelling with us.’
‘Wait a minute, just because you two are now a couple it doesn’t mean that the pair of you can’t be separated, if only briefly,’ Randall still didn’t want Abi to come along.
‘That’s not the reason I want her with us. I just think that she deserves to come. She’s as much a part of this as you and Steve are.’
Steve backed up his friend. ‘James is right. Abi should be allowed to come with us.’ He then turned to her. ‘That is, if she wants to.’
Abi nodded eagerly.
‘That’s settled then. All four of us will go.’ James turned to smile at Abi, pleased that she would be with him, but it was a decision that he would later come to bitterly regret.
‘Now that the decision has been made, I suggest that you wait until tomorrow. You can get to the city and back in a day, so there’s no point in leaving now. Take the rest of the day to relax. Feel free to look around wherever you want. If you’ll excuse me there are things that I need to do.’ Zaria rose gracefully from the table and exited the room.
‘I don’t know about looking around, but a wash would be good. Can you show us where we can get clean?’ Steve requested of Sasket.
‘Of course I was going myself. Do you all want to come?’
‘Sounds like a good idea to me,’ Abi said. ‘Are you going to come?’ she asked James. He nodded and Randall rose as well to go with them.
There were separate areas for men and women and mercifully the female one was empty of anyone, so Abi would be able to bathe in peace. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t have enjoyed the opportunity to be with James, but she still felt the need to hide the amulet from him, and everyone else too.
They were all waiting for her as she emerged from the bathing area. ‘At last,’ cried Randall. ‘We were beginning to think that you had drowned. James here was gearing himself up to play the hero and dash in and rescue you!’
James grinned. ‘Ignore him! He’s just trying to make trouble.’ He pulled Abi into his arms gave her a lingering kiss.
‘Oh do put her down, James,’ Randall responded to the kiss. ‘The pair of you have got all the time in the world to get to know one another better!’
Steve and James laughed at this and Abi was about to but she had caught the expression on Sasket’s face and once again it was clouded with sorrow. She began to feel apprehensive and clung more tightly to James. He misinterpreted her actions as a response to Randall. ‘Relax!’ he said in her ear. ‘I don’t intend to let you go.’ To prove his point he bent to kiss Abi again and this time it was deeper and more passionate and left her in no doubt of his feelings towards her. The apprehension that she had felt totally disappeared.
‘If you two have quite finished with one another shall we make our way back?’ Steve raised one eyebrow questioningly.
James released Abi taking her hand, and they all exited from the bathing rooms. Sasket opted to take them back on a different route so that they could see more of where he lived. As they approached one corridor they could hear the tap of metal on stone. As they approached they could see someone with a hammer and chisel engraving something on the wall.
‘Making the place look prettier?’ Steve asked.
‘No. I’m afraid not.’ Sasket’s expression was sombre. ‘This corridor contains a memorial known as the Wall of the Dead. Anyone who dies for our cause has their name added here so that they are never forgotten. Turson here, is adding a name, so someone has recently died.’
They all regarded the wall silently. Sasket began walking along the corridor which seemed to go on forever. There were so many names there, so many deaths. James sensed Abi’s sadness and put his arm round her shoulders knowing that she needed comfort. When he had reached the end Sasket turned to face them. ‘I’m sure you would rather not have seen that, but it was important. I think you needed to see the truth of why you are, and what you are here to prevent. If you are successful in what you are brought here to do then there will no longer be a need for this wall, and none of them will have died in vain.’
As Sasket led them back through the tunnels to their rooms they were all silent, reflecting upon what Sasket had told them. When they reached their chambers Sasket bade them good night. ‘It’s getting late, I suggest that you eat in your rooms tonight, I‘ll arrange for something to be brought to you. I’ll come and fetch you in the morning when we’re ready to go.’ He then disappeared up the corridor, out of sight.
The four of them entered the suite and settled themselves in the central seating area. Randall and Steve opting for chairs whilst Abi went and sat on a sofa. James sat next to her and then pulled her into his arms so that she was leaning up against him.
‘That wall brings it all home a bit, doesn’t it?’ Steve asked of no one in particular.
‘Hmm,’ James responded, clearly at a loss for words.
‘I don’t think any of us really realised the danger of us being here.’ Randall paused thoughtfully. ‘I mean, nothing bad has happened to any of us…’
‘Hey, excuse me!’ interrupted Steve. ‘I don’t think being turned into a hamster was a good thing!’
‘That’s not what I meant!’ Randall turned to Steve. ‘None of us have been hurt or even come close to it.’
‘I don’t know.’ James shook his head. ‘When we emerged from that tent and we were surrounded I seriously thought we were going to be dead meat.’ James began to laugh and Randall and Steve joined in.
‘I wonder who they were,’ Abi’s words cut across the laughter.
‘What do you mean, sweetie? Who are you talking about?’ James questioned her.
Abi tilted her head to look at him. ‘The name that was being added. I just wondered who they were, what they were doing when … when they… died.’
Everyone was immediately sombre again. James smoothed Abi’s hair back and said softly, ‘don’t think about it, it’ll only upset you. You didn’t know them and whilst we’re now all involved in this at the moment, I think it’s something you should put to the back of your mind.’ He bent his head and kissed Abi softly on the cheek. She sank back into him and he tightened his embrace realising that she wanted comfort.
For the rest of the evening Abi said very little. The men largely talked around her sensing that her thoughts were elsewhere. She was quite content to just sit on the sofa curled up in James’s arms. It felt the safest place in the world and that as long as he was here nothing bad would ever happen. Abi relaxed and was soon lightly dozing.
‘Abi, hello! Anyone there?’ Randall was calling across to her.
Abi shook herself and sat up slightly straighter. ‘I’m sorry Randall, what did you say?’ She stifled a yawn.
Randall laughed. ‘I wasn’t saying anything, just trying to get your attention. You look knackered. Perhaps you should go to bed.’
Abi sleepily agreed and rose to her feet. James quickly followed and taking her hand led her towards one of the bedrooms. Randall and Steve cheekily telling them to enjoy their night and not to make too much noise to their retreating backs.
As James closed the door to their room, Abi went over to the bed, threw back the covers and sat down. She gave a huge yawn. ‘I’m just going to lie down for a second,’ she told James. But almost as soon as she lay down she was asleep. James stood watching her for a moment, before gently lifting the bed covers and tucking them around Abi. He then gently and quietly got in the other side of the bed and turned out the lamp, putting his arms around her, before he too, fell asleep.
Abi woke the next morning to find that James was already awake and had been watching her, waiting for her to wake up too. ‘You looked so peaceful sleeping that I didn’t want to wake you’ he murmured softly. He smiled and then leaned in to kiss her. Abi kissed him back and the passion rose between them. But before they could do anything more there was a loud bang on the door.
‘Wakey, wakey lovebirds!’ Randall’s voice came from the other side. ‘Sasket’s nearly ready to go. Time to get up.’
Abi groaned and James swore softly. Abi gave a big sigh and reluctantly threw back the covers. ‘Come on we’d better get up.’ James rose and they both got themselves washed and dressed, though it took longer than usual as they were constantly stopping to kiss one another. Eventually they opened the door and joined Randall and Steve.
‘About time too! Come on, Sasket’s waiting.’ Randall rose and went out of the door. The rest of them quickly followed him. Sasket was waiting for them outside and he led them to the main cave entrance. Brougan was there and as Sasket entered he came over to the group. ‘I’ve got the travel rations you asked for,’ he said. ‘Are you ready to go?’
Sasket saw the surprise on the faces of James, Steve, Randall and Abi and turned to them to explain. ‘Brougan is coming with us in case we run into difficulties…’
‘But I thought you said it would be alright,’ Randall interrupted him.
‘It’s just a precaution. If we do run into anything then it would be best if we split up. Randall and Steve, you’ll go with Brougan. James and Abi, you’ll be with me. Is that clear?’
They all nodded.
‘Right, remember, we’re going into the heart of this land, where the Baron holds a lot of power. It means we’ll see a lot of people who are loyal to him, so we have to act as if we are too. If possible leave all the talking to myself and Brougan. Also, Abi, please try and remember that as a woman you are expected to be subservient and not talk unless spoken to.’ Sasket looked at Abi to make sure she understood.’
‘I’ll try to remember. I’m sure James will be on hand to remind me.’ Abi grinned cheekily at James, and he smiled back.
‘That’s another thing,’ Sasket began hesitantly. ‘It would be better if the two of you acted a lot less like a couple. It will attract less attention to us, because it would be better if Abi appeared to be a servant or relative.’
James started to protest but then seeing Sasket’s look he subsided. ‘Fine, we’ll do as you ask. I suppose it’s for the best. Shall we be going?’
They set out, through the narrow paths of the surrounding forest, but quickly joined a very broad track. ‘This leads directly to the city.’ Sasket told the rest of the group. ‘We’ll need to keep to the edge as people riding horses and taking goods to market by cart also use this way. We don’t want to be flattened!’
Sasket led on with Brougan and everyone else fell in behind them. Soon they found out just how busy the track was. Everyone seemed to be out and about on it, and everyone was going the same way, into they city, not away. The crowds were getting on Abi’s nerves. For a long while now, apart from when they were in the caves, it had just been the four of them with Sasket as a guide. The closeness of so many people was unnerving and she longed to hold James’s hand, but knew she couldn’t.
The further they went, the more evidence there was of armed guards. They were incredibly frequent, but it seemed the main function was to keep the peace. Abi kept her eyes down as they went past each armed patrol but they appeared to show no interest in the group.
Abi was beginning to regret ever wanting to come on this trip when up ahead Sasket stopped, went to the side of the track and beckoned them all over to him. ‘We’re not going to go into the city. The best thing is to see it from a fairly high vantage point so that you can see the lie of the land. However, this is the risky bit. The patrols don’t like anyone leaving the highway, so we need to be as quiet as possible. Now, follow me as quickly as you can.’ He then dived off into the undergrowth. Brougan gestured for the others to go after Sasket and then he brought up the rear.
There were no tracks through where Sasket was leading them, so they stumbled through the undergrowth, but thankfully not for long. Sasket led them out onto a broad plateau that overlooked the city. It lay in a fertile valley and was larger than anyone had expected. It was completely walled and sat on the banks of the river. In the very centre was a fortress that rose above all the other buildings within the walls. They stood for a while dumbstruck at the sight before them.
‘You want us to attack that?’ Randall was incredulous.
‘That’s the plan,’ Sasket replied. ‘Now, you can see what we’re going to be up against. It’s not going to be easy.’
‘That’s an understatement!’ Steve shot back at him. ‘I think the words you were looking for are, it’s going to be virtually impossible!’
Sasket shook his head. ‘No it’s not, we have a plan. You see…’
‘Shhh!’ interrupted Brougan. ‘I thought I heard something.’
They all fell silent, almost holding their breaths as they listened. Sure enough there was a rustling in the undergrowth, but before anyone could react a patrol of four men emerged.
‘Everyone stay where they are!’ the patrol leader commanded.
They all froze on the spot.
‘Now then, perhaps you’d like to explain what you are doing out here off the highway.’
Sasket came to the front and bowed low. ‘Forgive us noble sire. We live in a small village and this is the first time we have come to the great city. We wanted to have a look before we entered the gates.’
‘I see,’ replied the patrol leader. ‘What are you going to do in the city? You can’t be trading, as I see you have nothing with you.’
Brougan decided to enter the conversation and he too bowed before speaking. ‘We have had a run of luck recently and have come to the city to spend the fruits of our labour.’
The leader regarded them all thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Bit of a mixed bunch aren’t you? You can’t all be here to spend money, especially not the woman.
Abi’s breath quickened as the man’s attention turned to her, but she remembered Sasket’s advice and kept her eyes on the ground, not saying anything.
Sasket quickly glanced at Abi to check that she was holding the right demeanour before replying. ‘We are all cousins and we run a family business. We brought the woman with us, mainly to keep her quiet. She does go on and sometimes it’s easier to give in than listen to her arguing!’
Abi nearly choked at Sasket’s words. However she managed to control herself but she was determined that Sasket would pay later.
‘Fair enough. If you’ve been so lucky lately, I’m sure you won’t mind spreading your luck.’
‘Of course not,’ Sasket replied instantly before reaching for his belt pouch and handing over a few coins.
The patrol leader examined the bribe. ‘That’s all the luck that you’ve got? I could arrest you for being out here you know.’
Sasket sensing the danger they were in began to back away. ‘I can spare nothing more,’ he protested.
‘Fine, then you’re under arrest! Guards, seize them!’ The patrol drew their weapons and came towards them.
‘Split up and run!’ Sasket yelled.
Needing no further persuasion they all turned and ran. Brougan, Randall and Steve headed one way, whilst Sasket led James and Abi in a different direction.
Running through the undergrowth was difficult and Abi was barely able to keep up but the sense of pursuit kept driving her forwards. However, the ground was uneven and at one point she stumbled. Abi managed to keep going but James and Sasket were now some distance ahead and the patrol was gaining on her. She turned to look over her shoulder to see how close they were and as she did her foot caught a tree root and she fell. Abi screamed, hoping James would run back to help her. But before any assistance could come, all four men of the patrol surrounded her.
* * *
James had never run so fast in his life. Ordinarily he never ran, but fear for his life had changed things. It was a while before he was aware of the fact that he couldn’t hear Abi’s footsteps behind him. He turned to look and then stopped dead when he couldn’t see her.
‘Sasket, stop!’ he cried out.
Sasket stopped and turned. ‘What is it?’
‘I can’t see Abi. We’ve got to find her. We can’t let her get her caught.’
‘No!’ Sasket replied. ‘We have to keep going. It’s the way we do things here, remember. We cannot risk ourselves to save someone else.’
James was appalled. ‘They’re your rules not mine. I’m going back.’ But before he could take a step a scream echoed through the trees.
James gasped. ‘That was Abi, I know it was.’ He turned to face Sasket. ‘We have to go back and help her. She’s in trouble.’
Sasket grabbed James by the arms to prevent him moving. ‘We cannot! If we go back, we’ll just be placing ourselves in danger. The two of us are no match against one of the Baron’s patrols.’
Before either one of them could say any more a second scream ripped through the forest, this time however it was abruptly cut off before it reached its conclusion.
James had spun round to face the direction the scream had come from breaking Sasket’s hold on him. He was about to run off but the sudden breaking off of the cry stopped him and his face drained of all colour. He turned back to Sasket.
Sasket regarded him for a moment before saying softly, ‘it’s too late. There really is nothing we can do now. Come on, we have to leave here before they find us too.’
James, numb with shock at what the nature of the second scream meant had happened to Abi, allowed Sasket to gently lead him away. He was hardly aware of being guided through the trees and of Sasket picking up the pace. They no longer ran but they needed to move quickly. He was totally unaware of what was around him and it was with some surprise that a short time later Sasket said, ‘we’re back. We’d better find the others and tell them what happened.’
He looked up and saw that they were standing at the cave entrance. He went in behind Sasket and followed him through the tunnels. He realised that Sasket was taking him to Zaria’s private rooms. They reached the door and Sasket knocked gently before entering first.
‘You made it!’ Steve cried immediately upon seeing James. ‘We were worried, you’ve taken some time to get back.’ Steve went towards his friend to greet him and then looked behind James. ‘Where’s Abi? Gone to freshen up has she? Didn’t think the pair of you could be separated!’ He gave James a saucy wink, but became puzzled at the lack of response. ‘James?’
‘Steve, leave it!’ Randall rose from where he had been sitting and came across to where they were standing. He had seen Sasket’s expression as he had come into the room and he could see that James was much paler than usual and looked like he was in shock. Randall felt apprehension building up inside him. Something bad had occurred, he was sure of it. ‘James, what’s happened?’ he asked softly.
James looked at Randall and Steve standing before him waiting for him to explain what had happened, where Abi was. He broke eye contact and let his gaze wander round the room. He took in Sasket standing with his head bowed, Zaria next to him. She looked up when she felt James’s gaze on her and a look of sympathy and understanding crossed her face. James couldn’t bear it and allowed his gaze to travel further round. Eventually, they came back to rest on the faces of his friends, Randall and Steve, waiting silently for his explanation. He gave a sigh. How could he say the words? To say them was to make events real. If he could avoid it, then maybe it hadn’t really happened. He half turned towards the door as if expecting Abi to come in after him, with the smile on her face that was especially for him, and him alone. He shook his head. That wasn’t going to happen, he knew that. He turned back, swallowed against the tears that were building in his throat and uttered the words that would change his life forever.
‘Abi’s dead.’
Randall and Steve looked at James in horror. ‘What on earth do you mean?’ Randall questioned. ‘She can’t be dead. It’s not possible.’ He shook his head in confusion.
‘You’ve got to be mistaken,’ Steve said. ‘How do you know that she’s … dead?’ Steve struggled to get the word out.
James was so numb with shock that he could only stare back at his friends. He had only just been able to tell them that Abi was dead. He was beyond being able to form the words that would tell them all the exact details of what had happened. Zaria came over to him, took his hand and gently led him to a seat, urging him to sit down. Once he was settled Zaria turned to Sasket. ‘As you were there as well, why don’t you give us the details.’
Sasket came and sat with James. Steve and Randall came over to join them. Sasket quickly and with little emotion in his voice told them what had happened. ‘So you see,’ he concluded. ‘There was nothing we could do. We should be merciful that it was a swift ending for her.’
‘Merciful!’ Randall spat the word out. ‘You left her to be murdered! How could you?’
‘He did the right thing,’ Zaria jumped in before Sasket could defend himself. ‘It’s the rule we apply here, and if Sasket and James had gone back to help Abi, they would now be dead too.’
‘Forgive me,’ Sasket begged. ‘I did what I could to save James. Abi was already lost to us when we realised that she had somehow been left behind.’
‘Hold on a minute though. How do we know that she hasn’t been captured?’ Steve questioned desperate to try and hold on to some glimmer of hope that meant Abi was still alive. If only to be able to give James some reassurance.
Sasket turned to him. ‘I wish with all my heart that I could give you the comfort of thinking that she’s a prisoner, but I can’t. Because we ran, effectively resisting arrest, it immediately meant that the penalty if any of us was caught was death. It’s the way the Baron operates. In a way, Abi was lucky that they instantly killed her. Usually, patrols like to have a bit of fun with women before they kill them.’
A strangled cry came from James. He was sat with his head buried in his hands, and Sasket’s words had clearly upset him. Zaria immediately tried to comfort him, but James was resisting her efforts to try and hold him. The only arms he wanted round him were Abi’s.
‘Brougan, go to Abraya. Tell her what has happened and get her to bring something for James.’ Zaria turned to Randall and Steve. ‘There’s not a lot that can be done, but Abraya can probably give him something to relax him.
Steve nodded in response. He was devastated by the loss of Abi and he could only imagine what private hell James must be going through right now. He had only liked Abi as a friend, but James had been much closer to her, albeit briefly. He wished there was something he could do, but there wasn’t and he felt utterly helpless. He looked across at Randall who was sitting opposite him and could see that he felt the same.
They waited in silence for Abraya. No one knew what to say to one another. They were all lost in their own pain, James worst of all. Thankfully Abraya came quickly, bearing a bag. She took one look at James, grabbed a glass from the table and swiftly placed some herbs from her bag in it. She added water from the jug on the table and mixed them together. She then went to James and tried to get him to drink it. It was a struggle, but eventually he accepted the glass and knocked back its contents in one. Almost instantly he appeared to relax and Abraya got him to his feet and led him over to a sofa where she bade him to lie down. James did as she asked, and very quickly his whole body seemed to relax and go limp.
‘It’s alright,’ Abraya said as Steve and Randall started forward as if to check James was alright. ‘He’s only asleep. I gave him a very powerful relaxant and he’ll now sleep for several hours. However, I can do nothing to ease his grief. You must help him find a way when he wakes.’ She then picked up her bag and left the room.
During all this Randall had been reviewing events in his mind. Not just the recent upsetting ones, but back from when they had first arrived in Trelyssia. Putting all the pieces of the puzzle together he now had a question for Zaria. ‘You knew didn’t you? That Abi was going to die. That’s why you’re so sure that she’s not alive isn’t it?’
Zaria sighed softly before replying. ‘The simple answer to your question Randall is yes. I did know, as did Sasket. We just didn’t know when or where. It wasn’t until Sasket and James came in here that I knew that it had happened.’
‘Could it have been prevented?’ Randall asked.
Zaria shook her head. ‘The legends that exist about you tell that the Strategist and the Fiery Woman will fall deeply in love with one another. They go on to say that they will only share this love for a short time, because the Fiery Woman will be killed and the Strategist will be consumed by grief over the loss of her. When I realised yesterday that they had discovered their love for one another, I knew that Abi’s remaining time with us would be short. That somehow she would die.’ Tears filled Zaria’s eyes as she finished.
‘Just because that’s what’s been said, it didn’t necessarily mean that those events had to happen.’ Steve got up and began to pace the floor in his agitation. ‘You should have told us. If we had known from the very beginning we could have protected her. James could still have fallen for her, but we could have prevented her death!’
‘How would you have stopped it?’ Zaria asked. ‘Would you have prevented her going out with you?’
‘Yes!’ Steve turned to Randall. ‘We could have left her here with Zaria whilst we did all the dangerous stuff. Couldn’t we?’
Randall shook his head slowly. ‘Do you really think that we could have left her out of everything that we’ve done so far. Don’t you remember how angry she was when we had to leave her behind to go and see the armourer?’
Steve smiled gently at the memory, but it quickly faded as his gaze turned to rest on James. ‘What are we going to do about James. How can we help him?’
‘I guess all we can do is be there for him.’ Randall looked at James where he lay sleeping and his thoughts turned to Abi . He had had several arguments with her and there had been times when he had wished that she wasn’t with them. But despite all that, he had liked her. She hadn’t deserved to die here, in this strange land. He allowed the tears that had been threatening since James had announced the news to flow down his cheeks. He would have to deal with his own grief now as when James woke he would need to be strong for him.
Steve saw that Randall was upset and he went over to him to try and offer some comfort. However, there was none. A young woman that had been through a lot with them was dead, and Steve too began to feel his grief rise within him and before he knew it, tears were flowing down his cheeks as well.
Zaria slipped quietly from the room gesturing for Sasket to come with her. This was a private grief between the three of them which she knew that she could not intrude on. They had to see their way through it together. As she turned to close the door behind her, she saw that Randall and Steve had turned to one another to try and assuage the pain that they felt. She knew that when James woke they would do the same for him too, but it would be a lot harder for James.
Randall and Steve didn’t want to leave James alone so whilst he slept they stayed with him. As it began to grow dark, they decided that one of them should stay awake whilst the other slept. This way, when James did wake up, there would be someone there to comfort him.
The hours dragged by. Steve was pacing round the room, trying to keep himself awake, when he heard James stirring. Instantly, Steve went over to him so that he was there as James woke. James opened his eyes sleepily and smiled when he saw Steve. He then slowly sat up, Steve watching him anxiously.
James yawned, stretched and rubbed his eyes, before focusing once more on Steve. ‘I’ve just had the most awful nightmare! I dreamt that Abi had been killed. How ridiculous is that?’ James looked about him. ‘Hold on. Where are we, and more to the point, where’s Abi?’
Steve’s eyes had filled with tears as James had spoken. To tell him it wasn’t a nightmare was going to be like James learning all over again that Abi was dead. Steve took a breath, placed a hand on James’s shoulder and very softly told James the truth. ‘Mate, it wasn’t a dream. Abi really is dead.’
James looked at Steve for a while searching his face for a different answer to the one Steve had given him, but he knew no other answer would be forthcoming. Everything came back to him, running through the trees, losing Abi, and her last cry. It had happened. He had been there and seen it. He dropped his head into his hands as grief once more overwhelmed him. He felt like a piece of himself was missing. He could feel Steve trying to comfort him, but right now that wasn’t what he wanted. He stood abruptly, shaking Steve from him and strode towards the door.
‘James, where are you going?’ Steve asked.
‘I’m going back to our rooms. The ones we shared together.’ With that James swept out of the door.
Steve swore and went to where Randall lay sleeping. ‘Wake up!’ he called, roughly shaking Randall. ‘We’ve got to go after James.’ Seeing Randall wake up he then also turned and ran out of the door.
Randall groggily got up and, slowly processing what Steve had said to him, he too left Zaria’s rooms and followed the others back to the suite of rooms they had been allocated.
Steve caught James swiftly and walked beside him through the deserted corridors. They quickly reached the door to the guest suite they‘d been staying in. Here, James hesitated. He wanted to go in, to where he had spent time with Abi, but he was also afraid.
‘James, you don’t have to go in there. We can go back to Zaria’s rooms and stay there for the night.’ Steve tried to lead James away.
‘No!’ James cried out. ‘I want to be as close to her as I can be, and that means in here.’ He put his hand to the door, and swung it open, taking a few strides into the room. Steve followed, as did Randall who had caught them up. James looked slowly round and his eye fell on the sofa. It had only been the previous night that he had sat there with Abi curled up in his arms, but now it almost seemed like it had been in another lifetime. Steve and Randall watched silently and helplessly as James slowly walked over and sat down. He picked up one of the cushions and held it to his face, remembering how Abi had piled them all up round the pair of them so they would be as comfortable as possible. Shakily he got up and went towards one of the bedrooms, the one he had shared with Abi.
‘James …’ Steve began before Randall stopped him. Steve looked at him questioningly. Randall just shook his head. James’s grief was so raw right now that he knew there was nothing either of them could do for him. They stood and watched as James entered the bedroom and softly closed the door behind him.
Once inside, James leant back against the door. His eyes were drawn to the bed in the centre of the room. The bedclothes were still rumpled from where they had slept together. He closed his eyes and relived the previous night, their last night together. He had been looking forward to spending the night with Abi, but she had been so tired. He remembered tucking her in, she had looked so innocent and childlike as she had slept. He had wrapped his arms round her, holding her tight, and then he too had fallen asleep.
A sad smile came to his lips as his thoughts moved onto the morning. Had it only been this morning? Less then twenty four hours ago. He had woken first and lain for some time watching her sleep, loathe to wake her, but also wanting to disturb her, and watch her wake up and realise that he was with her, that they were together. But in the end he had let her rest and now he regretted the lost opportunity, to have spent more time with her. To come to know her as intimately as it was possible to. Now he never would.
Eventually, he moved away from the door and took hesitant steps towards the bed. He walked over to the side that Abi had slept in and sat down gently. For a while he just sat there, imagining how Abi had looked in that bed. Then he slowly pulled back the covers and slipped in between them. They were cold, and how he longed for the comfort of Abi’s warmth. He slowly lay back and rested his head on the pillow, and it was here, that at last he found something tangible of her. He could still smell the scent of her here. He lifted his head and pulled the pillow closer to him. He wrapped his arms round it and buried his face in it, desperate to get one last contact with Abi. He turned onto his side, hugging the pillow tightly and curled up defensively round it. He lay there for some time imagining everything that could have been between them, all the opportunities he had lost. His grief was building up, but he couldn’t allow himself to give into it. Clamping down tightly on his tears he eventually drifted off and dreamt of Abi and of better times.
* * *
Randall and Steve found him still asleep and curled round the pillow late in the morning. They gently woke him and between them they got him up, and ready for the day ahead. By now, James had buried his feelings deep down, but he was unable to function fully. He felt like a vital organ was missing, or a limb. He went round in a complete daze, just letting everything happen, and taking no interest in his surroundings. He went wherever Randall and Steve led him. He sat where they did, walked where they did and just generally allowed them to guide him around.
This continued for several days and eventually concern for James’s well being led to a discussion between Randall and Zaria. Steve had taken James off for a wash and a shave.
‘I can’t stand to watch him like this,’ Randall began.
‘It’s hard,’ Zaria agreed. ‘But don’t you feel that you have to let him deal with this in his own way?’
Randall shook his head. ‘Ordinarily I’d probably agree, but circumstances are different here.’
‘How?’
‘This is a different world, with a different set of rules and way of life. It’s also dangerous here, and with him how he is, anything could happen to him. We can’t afford to lose him as well!’
‘Are you sure that’s the real reason for your concern about him?’ Zaria questioned.
Randall opened his mouth to say that of course it was when he caught Zaria’s eye. As he looked at her, he realised that he couldn’t lie to her. He shook his head. ‘No, that’s not it. It’s just …’ Randall hesitated. ‘For so long now, it’s always been the three of us, me, Steve and James. We’ve known one another for so long that we all know our roles in the group…’ Randall stopped, unable to go on.
‘And now, with James acting like this, the boundaries have changed and you’re no longer certain of how to go on?’ Zaria finished for him.
Randall nodded. ‘I want the old James back. The bloke that I know, who’s always safe and sensible, that I can argue with, tease about his sense of style.’
‘Whilst that would be good for you, what about him? Are you really thinking about his wellbeing?’
‘Yes!’ replied Randall adamantly. ‘The way he is, he isn’t taking any care of himself, he doesn’t eat unless you force something on him. I’m fairly certain that he’s not sleeping. I even tried to tell him that it wasn’t his fault, that Abi’s death was inevitable the moment she set foot here, but I don’t think he heard me. It’s like he’s given up, and doesn’t want to go any more.’ Randall paused once more, contemplating what he had just said. ‘Oh no! That’s it, isn’t it? He wants to die! He thinks he can be with Abi again if he’s dead too.’ Randall’s shock at this thought had him rising to his feet as though to find James and prevent him from a dire course of action.
‘Sit down, Randall!’ Zaria commanded him. Once Randall had complied she went on. ‘He’s not actively seeking death. Possibly a part of him might think that it’s a good idea, but the very essence of who he is means that he won’t actually kill himself. Right now I think that’s he lost, and needs to find his way. He’s stuck in limbo, unable to grieve, but also unable to move on and until he can do that he’s not going to change back into the old James that you know.’
‘So what can we do?’ Randall asked.
Zaria sighed. ‘I don’t think that there’s anything that we can do. At first, I thought that between you and Steve you would be able to help him find a way through. But I think I underestimated the depth of feeling that he had, still has even, for Abi. We have to wait for him to find the way for himself. Something will spark it off, but what, who knows?’ Zaria shrugged helplessly.
‘So we just sit and wait and hope? That’s it?’
Zaria nodded. There wasn’t anything else to say. It really was just a waiting game.
* * *
Steve and Randall continued to look after James as best they could. However both of them were finding it wearing. Spending time with someone who had no interest in the world around them was very frustrating. It had got to the point where only one of them would be with James, whilst the other had a break. In between looking after James, they were trying to help Sasket and Zaria come up with a plan of action for the day of the Baron’s marriage. The date was fast approaching and they needed to work everything out.
Steve was in the council room early one morning with Sasket and Zaria when Randall walked in alone. Randall looked startled on seeing Steve. ‘Aren’t you meant to be with James?’ he asked.
Steve shook his head. ‘No. It’s meant to be your turn now. Are you saying that you’ve lost him?’
‘No. I haven’t lost him! He’s just…, not with me, right now.’
Steve looked like he was about to lose his temper with Randall but thought better of it. ‘We’d better go and find him!’ He headed for the door, Randall in tow.
‘Wait!’ Zaria called out. ‘Maybe you should stay here and give him some time by himself.’
‘Are you serious?’ Steve asked incredulous. ‘Anything could happen to him!’
‘Actually, it won’t. He can’t leave here without someone knowing, and whilst this network of caves is vast, he can’t come to any harm. There’s always someone around, or nearby, who can help.’
‘That does make some sense,’ Randall agreed. ‘Maybe he does need some time out. It might help him get his head round things if he’s left alone.’
Steve hesitated, looking from Zaria to Randall. ‘Fine. But I’m not going to leave him all day. If there’s no sign of him by lunchtime, we’re going looking for him.’
‘Fair enough,’ said Zaria. ‘In the meantime shall we go on with our plans?’ She gestured to the huge table in the centre of the room, which was covered in maps, and had a model of the Baron’s stronghold in the centre of it. Steve and Randall nodded in agreement and joined her by the table.
* * *
James glanced over his shoulder and gave a sigh of relief. No one was following him, he had managed to give both Randall and Steve the slip. It wasn’t that he was ungrateful for their concern over him, but he needed space. He couldn’t think while he was being constantly crowded by them. He had tried to work his way through things at night, but contrary to what Randall thought he was asleep every night almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.
However, he wasn’t sleeping soundly. He was constantly being plagued by nightmares. Whilst they all differed in how they began, they all ended the same. He and Abi becoming separated and her being attacked. Every time she was begging for his help, but he was turning his back on her and leaving her to die. He woke up each time drenched in sweat and angry with himself for not helping her. He might be able to avoid his feelings of guilt during the day, but there was no escape at night.
James paused in his thoughts and suddenly took notice of his surroundings. He didn’t have a clue where he was. He had just been wandering aimlessly amongst the labyrinth of tunnels. He shrugged contemplatively. If he didn’t know where he was then it was unlikely that anyone would find him, which would give him the time and space that he needed to sort everything out in his head. He noticed that the walls of the tunnel he was in had formed a natural ledge wide enough to sit on, so, rather than continue wandering around he decided to stop and rest.
He settled himself down, leaned back, rested his head against the wall and closed his eyes. Immediately images of Abi filled his head, but instead of blocking them out like he had been, he allowed them to come. He remembered how she had looked when he had first seen her, standing by the edge of the track in the forest wondering which way to go. He smiled as the memory returned. At the time she had looked so lost and uncertain of herself. But that initial impression of her had soon changed, and he had found that she was actually a strongly independent person, with a mind of her own. She was unlike any other woman that had interested him, and he had been surprised by his growing feelings for her.
More images filled his head. Abi laughing with him over Randall thinking he had rabies, how gently she had taken care of Steve when he had been turned into a hamster. He remembered how angry he had felt when he thought that Sasket and Zaria had poisoned her. It was at that moment he had started caring about her. But he hadn’t fallen in love with her until later. That had happened at the tavern when they had returned from the armourers and she had been so angry with them all. She had been totally unguarded at that moment and had shown her true self, and he had been stunned by the strength and the beauty of her. Her anger had so consumed her that he had understood why she was referred to as the Fiery Woman but it had also made her appear so vividly alive. As he had stepped between her and Randall, and gently stopped her, all he had wanted to do was take her in his arms and kiss her. But he hadn’t. He didn’t know how she felt about him and he hadn’t wanted to do anything that might have made her push him away. So he had bided his time and had been rewarded the night she had completed her mystery task. How he longed for that night again. The feel of her hand in his, of being in total harmony with her. Tears sprang to his eyes, but he angrily brushed them away. He couldn’t break down now. He had to get to the conclusion of his thoughts or he would never be able to move on.
He opened his eyes, and for a moment he stopped his thoughts of Abi, and focused on the wall opposite him. He knew that to work through everything properly he was going to have to go all the way to the end. To the day she had died. Once again tears came to his eyes and his breath caught in his throat at the thought of Abi’s death. But he couldn’t do that yet. He clamped down on his grief, his throat beginning to hurt at the effort involved in not crying. Eventually he got himself back under control and once more he closed his eyes and allowed himself to think about her last day alive.
The day before, Randall had tried to stop Abi coming with them but he had overruled him and dragged her along. He remembered saying that he had wanted her along because she had a right to be there, that they were all in this together. But he had lied. The only reason that he had wanted Abi with them was because he hadn’t wanted to be apart from her. But now, they were separated forever. He banished that thought instantly and moved on in his mind.
He saw her standing next to him, on the plateau. She had done exactly as Sasket had asked and been a meek, dutiful woman. The complete opposite to how she actually was! Then Sasket was commanding them all to run. She had turned to him and tried to grab his hand as they had run off, but she had missed. If only he had reached out to her and caught her hand, he could have pulled her along with them. He shook his head. There was no use in thinking of what could have been. He couldn’t change anything now.
As his thoughts progressed he remembered the stab of fear that he had felt when he had realised she wasn’t with him, followed by absolute terror when he had heard her scream. That scream was haunting his nightmares now. That one, and the one that had followed, that had signified the end of her life. He should have fought Sasket harder, gone back to her. He might have been hurt, or not got there in time, but at least he would have known that he had tried to save her.
James opened his eyes again and looked once more at the wall opposite. He had gone through all the events in his head and now he had to do the hardest part. He took a deep breath and confronted everything that he felt and as he did, he knew that he had no right to cry over Abi. He had led her into danger and failed to protect her. It was his fault that she had died, and he would have to live with that thought for the rest of his life.
His heart was heavy as he stood and prepared to find his way back to the others. But now his mind was clearer and he was able to move on. All apart from one small nagging thought in the back of his mind. Something that Randall had said a couple of days ago. He hadn’t been paying much attention, but it was something about Abi’s death being inevitable and there was nothing that he could have done about it. He shook his head and dismissed the thought. Randall was wrong. He was responsible. He had finally admitted it to himself and was now able to deal with that fact.
James continued wandering along the corridors, uncertain of where he was going but sure that he would find his way back. He had been walking for some time not paying much attention to where he was when he suddenly looked up and at the walls of the tunnel he was in. Unlike the others, they had been carved, and as James peered closer at them, he realised that they were names. He suddenly remembered being here before with Sasket, Abi and the others. This was the corridor that contained the Wall of the Dead. Everyone’s names were carved here, those who had died fighting for the cause.
James’s breath caught in his throat and he stopped dead. Did he dare go the full length of the corridor, to its end where the most recent names would be? He stood still for a long time before slowly placing one foot in front of the other and continuing on. Eventually he could see the end of the list of names, but not clearly enough to see what they said. He put one hand on the corridor wall, closed his eyes and walked slowly forwards. When he judged he was in the right place, he turned to face the wall, but he couldn’t bring himself to open his eyes.
As he stood there, what Randall had told him came back to him. According to legend, Abi’s death had been predicted since before she even arrived here. Maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t his fault. He hardly dared believe that there had been nothing that he could have done to prevent her dying. But as he stood there in the deserted corridor, he could have sworn he could hear voices, the voices of everyone who had died before her whispering that it hadn’t been his fault. The whisper became a roar in his head, and finally he realised that he had been wrong, he couldn’t have stopped the armed guards killing her. Immediately the voices stopped and in the sudden silence he opened his eyes and there, in front of him, carved into the wall at the bottom of a long list, were three letters.
Abi.
Trembling, he reached out a hand to touch the carving, to trace her name. Seeing it there made it all real.
‘Abi, I’m so sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I love you and always will.’
He took his fingers away from the wall, gently kissed them and placed them back on her name, tears running down his cheeks. She was gone and he would never see her again. Finally he gave into his grief. Great sobs began to wrack his body as he shrank into himself. He wrapped his arms round himself and sank to his knees. He cried out her name over and over, missing her so much. His cries and sobs echoed round him. They travelled through the corridors, down the tunnels continuing to resound through the caverns. The whole cave network reverberated with his grief and it was like the very earth itself was crying along with James. Abi may be dead, but she would not be forgotten.
After what seemed like hours, James’s grief subsided enough for him to be able to to on his feet. He stood looking at Abi’s name.
‘Your death won’t have been in vain,’ he told her. ‘I will avenge your death if it’s the last thing that I do. I promise!’
With that, he turned and went to find the others, determined in his resolve to help in any way he could to defeat the Baron
Randall and Steve were still involved in planning the attack on the Baron when the echoes of James’s grieving reached them. All conversation stopped as they looked up. At first everyone in the room was startled, unable to work out what they were hearing. It took them a moment, but soon they realised that what they were hearing was Abi’s name being repeated over and over. Randall and Steve exchanged looks, then headed for the door.
‘Where are you going?’ Zaria asked.
‘That sound is James. He needs us, so we’re going to find him.’ Steve opened the door, intent on locating James.
Zaria went over to him and put her hand on the door, effectively stopping Steve and Randall from leaving the room. ‘He’s finally grieving. Let him go through the whole process, and when he’s ready, he’ll come and find you.’
‘But he needs us now!’ was Steve’s frustrated reply. ‘Come on Randall, lets go.’ Steve tried to push past Zaria, but Randall pulled him back. ‘We’ve got to go to him.’ Steve objected
Randall shook his head. ‘I think Zaria’s right. In all the time that we’ve been with him, he hasn’t shown any emotion at all. Now that he’s alone, he’s given in to everything that he’s been feeling these last few days. We should leave him until he wants our company again. It’s obviously what he wanted.’
Steve stood at the door clearly indecisive. James was a close friend and he wanted to offer him the help that he thought James needed. However, Randall was making a lot of sense. Steve stepped back from the door, back towards the conference table. ‘You’re right,’ he sighed. ‘Let’s wait for him to come to us. In the meantime, I guess we should continue with our plans.’
However, no one was able to concentrate on the matter in hand. Randall and Steve were thinking about James, and as they were so distracted the others were finding it hard to do anything. Eventually Sasket called a break. ‘We’re not getting anywhere. Let’s stop and have something to eat and drink and then, when everyone’s feeling more like working, we’ll come back’ He then turned to Randall and Steve. ‘It might be an idea if you return to your rooms. James is more likely to go there to find you. I’ll arrange to have food and drink brought to you.’
Randall and Steve agreed and walked slowly back to where James could find them. The echoes of his grief had subsided, but every now and then, if they listened hard enough, they could just catch a whisper of the name Abi still reverberating softly through the tunnels. Back in their rooms they settled down to wait.
‘So, do you think that’s it now? He’s given in to his grief, so he’ll be able to put her behind him, and he’ll be back to his old self again.’ Steve questioned Randall.
‘I think that you’re underestimating him, of his feelings for Abi. I think we’re still going to need to give him time.’
Steve looked at Randall thoughtfully. ‘I guess you’re right. I didn’t understand the feelings between the two of them, but they did go deep, didn’t they? Although, you do know that they never actually slept together don’t you?’
‘No!’ Randall was astonished. ‘But they went to bed together, here. Are you sure?’
Steve nodded. ‘James told me himself. I was trying to tease him about it but he was getting all defensive, until he confessed that nothing had actually happened. Apparently Abi was so shattered that she just went to sleep.’
Randall sat back, contemplating what Steve had just told him. At first it didn’t make sense. He had seen how in love with each other they were, and it was only natural that they should want to consummate the relationship. But as he thought through it, he knew that what Richard had told him would be true. James cared for Abi, and had only wanted the best for her. If she had wanted to sleep, he would have let her, putting what he wanted second to her needs. He sighed. ‘Poor James! To fall in love with someone, have them die and not even manage to …’ Randall paused. Normally he would have finished that sentence with ease, but because Abi was dead it seemed somehow wrong to think of her like that. Instead he went off at a tangent. ‘I don’t think that I could cope with that. I’d go completely to pieces!’
‘So would I,’ Steve agreed with him. ‘Let’s hope that isn’t what has just happened to James.’
The two of them exchanged looks, but were now at a loss for words. The subject was a painful one, and neither of them wanted to carry on talking about it, but could think of nothing else to say either, so they settled down in silence to await James’s return.
Neither of them were sure how long they waited, but it seemed like forever before the door opened and James came into the room. Randall and Steve leapt to their feet but stayed where they were, unsure how to react to James’s presence.
James sensed their uncertainty and smiled hesitantly at them. ‘Sit down,’ he told them. ‘It’s alright, I’m feeling more human now.’
As Randall and Steve sat, he came over and joined them, seating himself next to Steve. He knew he needed to talk to them, he could see that both of them were waiting expectantly to hear him out. He took a breath. ‘You’ll probably be quite pleased to hear that I’ve worked my way through my emotions and I’ve been able to grieve for Abi.’ As he said her name, tears once again sprang to his eyes, but instead of stopping them he allowed them to come. ‘I guess I still am.’ He smiled ruefully through the tears.
Steve smiled back and placed his hand on James’s shoulder. ‘It’s alright mate. We know how you felt about Abi. We’re just glad that you’ve managed to find some peace at last.’ Randall nodded his head in agreement.
‘I’ll never forget her, and I believe that I will always love her even though our time together was so short.’ James told his two friends. ‘Whilst I’m determined now to move forwards from this, there’s probably going to be the occasional moment when I’m going to feel a bit overwhelmed.’
‘That’s fair enough,’ Randall told him. ‘Neither of us expect you to forget her. I know that I won’t! Always arguing with me!’ Randall shook his head.
James laughed then, and both Randall and Steve breathed a sigh of relief. To hear him laugh meant so much.
‘So,’ Randall went on. ‘How do you feel now?’
‘Actually, ‘ James replied. ‘I’m feeling really hungry. Is there any food in here?’
Both Steve and Randall smiled. This was much more like the James that they knew.
‘I’ll go and find something for you.’ Randall got up and left the room.
Steve turned to James. He still had a shadow of doubt about his friend. ‘Are you sure you’re alright now?’ he queried.
James looked down at his hands in his lap, and began kneading them together. He had had a feeling that Steve would push him further than Randall about how he actually was. Finally he looked up and faced Steve. ‘To be honest, I’m not entirely sure. No one that I’ve ever loved like this has died before, so I’m not sure how I should be reacting. You’re just going to have to bear with me.
Steve nodded his head. Whilst James had started the healing process, the veneer over the wound was still very thin. It would take time for it to be completely healed.
The rest of that day passed gently for the three of them. Everyone was leaving them alone so that they could re establish the bonds of friendship between them. It was almost like old times, as they chatted, and occasionally laughed and joked, but Steve could see that James wasn’t completely with them yet. There were times when he would fall silent, and it was obvious he was thinking of Abi. Strangely enough there were moments in their conversation when a silence would fall, and they would suddenly realise that they were waiting for Abi to fill in the gap. It was going to take time for all of them to get over her death.
It was almost with regret that James finally stood up and stretched and announced that he was going to bed. He had enjoyed the evening with his friends and it had helped take the edge off his pain. However, he was tired and needed to sleep, so he headed for his room, the one he has shared with Abi.
‘James’ Steve called after him. ‘Are you sure that’s where you want to sleep tonight?’ James had confessed to them both that he had been having nightmares, and Steve was worried that if he had them again tonight, it might undo everything that had happened today. ‘We could swap rooms, or you could even sleep in the spare one.’
James smiled back at Steve. ‘No thanks, mate. I’m going to sleep in here again tonight.’ With that he turned and entered his room, closing the door firmly behind him. He was slightly afraid that nightmares might plague him again tonight, but he had a feeling that he had now banished them. He curled up under the covers and settled himself down, and once more his grief caught him as he placed his hand on the side of the bed where Abi would have slept if she had still been here. He let his tears flow once more, and cried himself gently to sleep. And this time, instead of reliving the last moments of her life, he dreamt of her as she had been in the first few days that he had known her. In the morning he woke feeling refreshed and happier. Another layer of veneer had been added over the wound of his pain.
* * *
After the three men had breakfasted they made their way to the council chamber. Although James had been there before with them he hadn’t paid any attention to what had been said and what was going on around him. So the first thing that would have to be done was to bring James up to speed.
There were several others in the room, besides the three of them, Zaria, Sasket and Brougan. The most trusted and respected of the rebel cause were also included in the discussions. The most important of them all was the Master of Arms, Marldon. As it would be his task to make sure everyone was organised before and on the day of the battle, his input was vital. He saw as the three of them entered, that James was much more aware of everything, and so Marldon decided to start this meeting by reviewing how far they had got with their plans. Everyone took a seat around the table and he stood at the head, waiting for silence so he could begin.
‘Firstly, I would like to begin by welcoming James here today,’ Marldon began. ‘I know that you’ve been with us before, but now that you’re more like your old self I’m sure that you will now be able to contribute to our discussions.’
James reddened slightly, but inclined his head accepting Marldon’s greeting. Steve and Randall had told him how, due to the way the caves echoed, everyone who had been in them had heard him grieving. It was slightly embarrassing to know that everyone had heard him breakdown in his grief over Abi, but there was nothing he could do about it, so he just accepted it.
Marldon went on. ‘The best way to start today, is a refresher of how far we have got in our planning. As you all know the day of the wedding isn’t far off, so we need to move swiftly. Our first task is to get everyone in the right place. Luckily, the Baron has decided that it will be a day of national celebration to which everyone in the kingdom has been invited. Designated areas outside of the city walls have been set up as camp sites so that people from far and wide can come and celebrate. Our difficulty comes in making sure that the right people are in the right place. Zaria, I believe that you were organising something there.’
‘That’s right,’ Zaria agreed. ‘We have had a stroke of good fortune there. One of our spies has been put in charge of organising the sites, and where everyone can pitch their tents. This means that we will be able to control who goes where. As everyone has been invited, and is expected to be present, we can ensure that the old, and the young are right at the back and away from all the action. Our fighting force can all be grouped together towards the front and closest to the city walls, ready to spring into action.’
‘But how exactly is that going to happen? Your spy can’t be everywhere at once.’ Randall questioned.
‘No, you’re quite right, Randall. However he has introduced a ticket system that designates where everyone can go. He has managed to get that plan through to us, so we will know who needs what ticket, for where they should be.’
‘Good going, Zaria,’ Marldon praised her. ‘The most difficult thing we are now trying to work out is weaponry. The Baron isn’t stupid and doesn’t want everyone there fully armed and ready to attack. We have found out that everyone attending will be searched and weaponry confiscated. Sasket, have you managed to find out any more?’
‘Yes. I’ve been on a scouting mission, which has been fairly successful. When I arrived at the city I could see that they were marking out the areas where the camp sites will be. Due to the fact that they are expecting so many to attend the areas are vast and that’s what is good for us. Several of them back right into the trees and as a result are not properly fenced off. It would be no problem for us to go through the woods and supply weapons through that route.’ Sasket paused before going on. ‘It will take a lot of us but I think that only the most skilled of us should be involved in that part. There are certain to be patrols in those areas which will have to be dodged, or neutralised.’
‘That’s good news. I was expecting it to be much harder than that. Now to move on to how we plan to attack.’ Marldon moved away from the table and turned to study a map on the wall. ‘Unfortunately, our cavalry section is going to be next to useless as we are going to have to fight in the streets. However, we have a large and highly skilled segment of infantry so we are going to mostly rely on them.’ Marldon turned back to face everyone. ‘Our first task is to eliminate the sentries. Amongst each group there will be people whose task this is. Their aim is to get this completed by dawn on the day of the wedding. Next, we will need to secure the gates. Zaria, I will need you to make sure that the right people will be stationed in the correct place.’
Zaria nodded her agreement.
‘Once we have secured the gates, that is when our main attack will start. There are four entrances into the city and we need to time it so that all four are stormed at the same time. A signal will be required from each point and only once the fourth and final signal is seen will the attack commence. Then it will be just a case of fighting our way towards the citadel and the Baron.’
‘It sound like we’re relying on an awful lot of luck for this to work. I take it the main idea is to kill the Baron?’ James asked.
‘Yes. Getting rid of the Baron is the plan, and I know that it must sound like we aren’t totally prepared, but this is the best that we can come up with. Unless of course, you have any other suggestions?’ Marldon gestured to James to take the floor.
James stood and went to look at the maps before returning to the table and studying the model of the city which stood in the centre. ‘Is the wedding taking place in the Citadel, or somewhere else in the city?’ he asked.
‘It will take place in the Great Hall of the Citadel,’ Zaria told him.
‘I take it that there are going to be guests to witness the occasion?’
‘Yes, but it will be invitation only. Invited nobles from the surrounding towns and people that he completely trusts only. He will also have his main guard with him.’
James paused thoughtfully. ‘What we need is to be on the inside before the fighting breaks out. If the Baron sees what’s happening in the streets, he’s just going to close down the Citadel and wait until it’s all over, before seeking retribution on the people who started it. At the moment, as I see it, this plan of yours will only fail.’ James turned to Randall and Steve. ‘I’m surprised that the two of you thought it was a good plan!’
They both looked a little embarrassed before Steve replied. ‘Well to be honest mate, this sort of thing isn’t really my forte. It’s much more your sort of thing, so I guess we’ve just been waiting for you to be able to help us.’ Randall nodded in agreement.
Silence fell around the table. They had all been working on the plan for some time, and had been fairly confident that it was a good one. However, with what James had just said their confidence was shaken.
‘We need to have someone inside, so we can flush the Baron out of his safe place and get him into the centre of the action,’ James went on. ‘Is there any way, apart from the obvious entrances, to get inside?’
‘None that we know of,’ Brougan told him. ‘There isn’t much chance of getting anyone new inside either. At this late stage of things only trusted servants will be allowed to be working in the Citadel on the day of the wedding.’
James was thoughtful and studying the clay model of the Citadel intensely. ‘The Citadel is standing on a mound. Is it hollow, or made of rock?’
‘I know what you’re thinking but it’s solid rock,’ Sasket replied. ‘Well, apart from the dungeons that are carved out of the hillock.’
‘I didn’t think the Baron kept prisoners,’ Randall queried.
‘He does keep quite a few actually. More for amusement purposes than anything else. The dungeons are arranged on many levels. No one’s really sure how deep they go and how many there really are.’ Sasket paused. ‘They could go farther down than we think and below street level.’
‘So there could be a possible way in then,’ James pressed Sasket on the issue.
‘The possibility is so remote, that we can’t rely on it. We need to have plans that have a realistic chance of succeeding.’
Marldon decided to interrupt at this point. ‘James, if somehow we could get someone, or even a group of people inside, how were you planning on flushing the Baron out?’
‘The simplest way possible,’ James replied. ‘Fire!’
There were shocked gasps from round the table. Not one of them had thought about setting fire to the Citadel. Even though it was the centre of the Baron’s power, before that, it was where the Royal family had lived and ruled. To destroy it was tantamount to sacrilege.
‘You can’t!’ Zaria gasped, the others nodding their agreement. ‘It’s the very centre of our existence.’
‘I thought this cave network was,’ James responded.
‘It is now, but only because that’s what we’ve been forced to do.’ Zaria was still horrified at the thought of destroying the city.
‘At the end of day, it’s just bricks and mortar and can be rebuilt. Or, you can leave it half destroyed, and once you’re back in power it can remain as a symbol of what happens to those who try to usurp it.’ James could still sense the resistance to his idea from everyone in the room, so he turned to his friends for assistance. ‘What do you two think?’ he asked them.
‘You really should think about it,’ Randall urged the others sat round the table. ‘The idea is to defeat the Baron and get the throne back. It doesn’t actually matter where that throne is. It could be here as you’ve already got this place established as a power base.’
Steve broke in. ‘And at the moment people just associate the city with the Baron and everything that goes with his rule. In other words, everything that’s wrong and evil in this place. If it does get destroyed, then you establish a new order here. That you won’t stand for what the Baron represents. It will also send out a clear signal to those who are on his side that the Baron’s rule is over!’
Marldon was the first to recover from the shock of what James was proposing. ‘How would this plan work if we chose to use it?’
‘We would use fire to flush the Baron out. The major problem at the moment is that you’re going to be fighting in narrow and cramped streets. It would be much better if we could get him out in the open. How I see it working is things would start pretty much how you have them outlined, by taking out all the sentries. But then, we torch the Citadel, and gradually, the city so that we chase him out onto our choice of battlefield, where we’ll be waiting to annihilate him!’ James finished with relish.
‘Steady on,’ Steve told him. ‘You’re meant to the gentle, quiet one. You usually get me out of scrapes with words, not fighting!’
James was about to explain himself, but Marldon got there first. ‘We have gone too far for words to have any effect on the situation. James’s plan does have merit.’
‘You can’t be serious!’ Zaria protested. ‘You cannot destroy the city, it means too much!’
‘It might to you Zaria, who holds on very firmly to the old ways and ideas. But James is right. Most people these days see the city as evil. We’ve already resigned ourselves to human casualties in this battle.’ Here Marldon respectfully inclined his head towards James who had to fight back sudden tears at this reminder of his loss. ‘Why not sacrifice a city as well? It costs us less then sacrificing people. The battle would be more on our terms then, and we might be able to minimise the loss of life.’
Sasket reached over and took Zaria’s hand. ‘It makes sense. Surely you can see that?’
Zaria looked round the table. ‘Is everyone here in agreement that torching the city would be our best course of action?’
Slowly, everyone nodded.
Zaria sighed deeply. ‘Very well, then. Let’s change our plans to this new one, and organise ourselves as thoroughly as we can.’ She turned to James. ‘As we’ve established that we can’t get into the Citadel, how do you propose we do this?’
James pondered for a moment. ‘Will we have free access to the city, and right up to the Citadel walls?’
‘It could be arranged,’ Sasket told him.
‘Great! Now, do you have any explosives?’
‘I see where you’re going with this,’ Marldon told him. ‘We would probably need a great deal for what you have planned but we should be able to supply your needs.’
Steve openly laughed and rubbed his hands together in glee. ‘Blowing stuff up, I love it!
James gave him a quelling look and Steve quickly settled down again. ‘The best way to do this is the night before, place explosives where we need them. Then, if we could create highly flammable areas around the city, we can force the Baron to take the path we want through the city and come onto the battle ground where we want him to. The safest way we’re going to have to set the explosives off is to have people in the city. Is that going to be possible?’
Sasket nodded.
James paused for a moment as an idea came to mind that might make setting off the explosives easier. ‘Just a thought,’ he went on, ‘but will Theldon be on hand to provide any assistance?’
A hush descended on the room and several people looked at one another as though anxious to avoid James’s gaze and therefore answering his question.
It was Zaria who broke the silence. ‘We don’t actually know where he is.’
‘I might have known it,’ Randall responded. ‘As soon as it looks like there’s going to be any action, he does a disappearing act. God forbid he gets his own hands dirty!’
Zaria directed her gaze towards Randall. ‘Actually, we’re very worried about him. The circumstances of his disappearance are highly suspicious. His house is empty, and the contents have been ransacked. Every item of furniture has been destroyed and there’s no sign of him. We have no idea where he is, or even if he’s alright.’
Randall looked at Zaria horrified. He had only been joking. ‘I’m sorry,’ Randall said. ‘I didn’t realise that he was in any danger. I thought he could look after himself, even though he’s getting on a bit!’
‘It’s alright.’ Zaria accepted Randall’s apology. ‘You weren’t to know as we deliberately kept it from you. We thought that you had enough to worry about as it is, without concerning yourselves about someone else. There’s really nothing we can do about him, so shall we get on with organising our plans?’
James nodded and picked up where he had left off. ‘It will be highly dangerous for those who light the explosives, and we can’t guarantee that they will survive.’ James told Sasket.
‘I understand, and I’ll make sure that those who are chosen also know the risks,’ Sasket reassured him.
‘Why can’t we have archers with flaming arrows do it?’ Randall asked.
‘The distances involved are enormous,’ Brougan answered. ‘The degree of accuracy required is too great. We can’t afford to miss. However, we would be able to light the flammable areas that way. Accuracy is less important there.’
James nodded. ‘Once we’ve flushed the Baron out, it’ll be down to you, Marldon to devise the battle plan for the actual fighting.’ He sat back down in his chair.
Marldon rose. ‘Thank you for that, James. ‘Your plan makes more sense than what we originally came up with. We’ll make sure that it’s foolproof, and then we’ll proceed. I suggest we now take a break.’
Agreement came from everyone in the room, and people got up, stretched and started talking amongst themselves. Steve, Randall and James formed a small group in the corner.
‘So, when did you get so bloodthirsty?’ Steve asked James.
‘I’m not!’ he replied.
‘You are!’ Randall told him. ‘Just now when you were explaining everything, you were positively relishing the fact of open warfare.’
James regarded his friends for a while, unsure of how they were going to react when he told them of what he intended. ‘I won’t say that I am bloodthirsty. However, I have promised that I will avenge Abi’s death, and if that means that I have to kill the Baron with my own two hands, then so be it!’ James then stood and leaving Randall and Steve staring after him in shocked silence, he exited the room
Abi stopped screaming. In the blink of an eye, everything had changed. As she sat up and looked around her, she could see that she was no longer in the forest. Instead, she was in a neatly kept garden, sitting on a lawn, which was surrounded by tall bushes, which screened off much of what was beyond. At the bottom of the garden was a thatched cottage. Abi got slowly to her feet wondering what to do, and more importantly, where the others were. The thought ran through her mind that perhaps she was dead, after all the guards had been set to kill her. But if that was the case, this was a strange afterlife. She decided to head towards the door of the cottage and see if anyone was around. She certainly hadn’t been noticed so far.
Abi went up to the door and knocked on it. She stood for a while before knocking again as no-one came. Again there was no answer, so she pressed the latch on the door, and it swung open easily. ‘Hello!’ she called into the darkness, blinking to adjust her eyes to the dimness of the interior. There was no response so she wandered further in. She called out again, but received no answer. Abi had decided to go back out and wait in the garden or possibly find her way out of there, when a voice from behind stopped her.
‘We meet again, at last!’
Abi knew that voice and as she swung round to speak to the person who had addressed her, a grin spread across her face. ‘Theldon! Thank heaven you’re here. It’s great to see you!’
Theldon smiled back. ‘It’s good to see you too. Now, shall we go and sit down and have something to drink?’
‘Oh, Theldon, I wish I could, but I can’t,’ Abi said regretfully. ‘I’m grateful to you for somehow saving me and bringing me here, but you have to send me back. The others will be worried about me, especially James.’
Theldon made no reply and instead he brushed past her. He went along the hallway and into one of the rooms. Abi followed him and found herself in a kitchen, where he was about to put the kettle on. ‘Theldon. Did you not hear me?’ Abi grabbed his arm and swung him round to face her. ‘You have to send me back. Now!’
Theldon gently disentangled himself from Abi’s grasp and continued to make some tea. ‘You’d better sit down’, he told her. ‘This is going to take a while.’
Realising that she would get no further until she had done what Theldon asked, Abi took a seat at the table and watched him finish making the tea. He brought it over to where she sat and settled himself opposite her. ‘Right, firstly I cannot send you back…’
‘What?!’ Abi’s startled exclamation interrupted him. ‘But you have to.’
Theldon frowned at her. ‘I don’t have to do anything, young lady! But the reason I cannot send you back is not because I don’t want to. It’s because I don’t have the power to do that.’
‘Fine!’ Abi rose from the table. ‘I’ll just have to find my own back then.’ She turned to march from the room but found her way blocked by Theldon. She gave an exasperated sigh. ‘I do wish you wouldn’t do that!’
Theldon grinned at her discomfiture. ‘I really do think it’s best if you sit down, drink your tea and listen to what I have to tell you.’ He took Abi’s arm and gently guided her back to her seat, and sat her down.
‘The second matter that I need to clear up is that I did not rescue you and bring you here.’
Abi stared at him in stunned amazement. ‘But then, how did I get here?’
‘In a way, you brought yourself here.’
‘What?! You aren’t making any sense.’ Abi sat shaking her head wondering if old age and senility had finally caught up with Theldon.
‘Allow me to explain…’
‘Please do!’ she interrupted sarcastically.
That earned her a frown from Theldon. ‘If you would keep quiet and just listen, we’d get to what I need to tell you quicker!’
Abi apologised and he went on. ‘When I said that you brought yourself here I didn’t mean that you did it consciously. When you realised that your life was in danger, the thought that formed in your mind was to get to a safe location. You didn’t specify an exact one, so you ended up here.’ Theldon paused.
‘But you still haven’t explained how.’
‘You are now the wearer of the amulet which bears an engraving of Heart of Trelyssia Rose on it are you not?’
Abi gasped. ‘How do you know that?’
‘I was the one who told you to search for it, remember? Unlike everyone else, I knew that your sole purpose in coming here was to find it, and use it to end the Baron’s rule. Your identity has been kept a secret known only to one person of each generation.’
‘But why?’ Abi questioned.
‘Because of the four of you that arrived here, it is only you, using the amulet that can actually bring an end to all of this and bring order back to Trelyssia. You had to be protected because if the Baron had known of this, your life would have been in danger from the very moment you arrived here. He would have been sure to have found you by now and killed you.’ Theldon paused, regarding Abi gravely.
‘But, if I’m the important one,’ Abi began hesitantly. ‘Why are the others here?’
‘They are as necessary to this battle as you are. Whilst you will deliver the end to this, they are responsible for the means to the end. They will create the necessary situation which will allow you to confront the Baron and use the amulet.’
‘Confront him!’ Abi exclaimed. ‘You mean I’m going to have to fight him?’
‘Yes. Only you as the wearer of the amulet will have the power to defeat him. It is not going to take strength to complete this task. It is going to take intelligence and correct knowledge of what the amulet will enable you to do. You have already discovered it can transport you to a safe place.’
Abi looked at Theldon for a while, taking in what he had said. ‘So, if the amulet brought me here it can take me back. Well, it was nice seeing you again, but I really need to get back before everyone starts worrying.’ Abi got to her feet and closed her eyes. She concentrated on the caves, on the rooms that she had shared with the others and especially thought of James. She then began to fervently wish to be back with him and hoped that this was how the amulet would work. She opened her eyes and found herself still in the kitchen of the cottage with Theldon. She gritted her teeth before asking Theldon, ‘so, how does this thing actually work?’
Theldon chuckled before answering. ‘Not in the way that you want it to!’ At Abi’s glare, he stopped laughing, became serious and gestured for her to sit down. ‘You were brought here for another reason than to save your life. No one from the outside world can find this place, because the only way to get here is to use magic. The amulet has a certain level of sentience, but not how you or I would understand it. It knows that you are currently unable to use it so it brought you here to me. This is the only safe place where you can be educated in the use of it in the whole of the kingdom.’
‘So I have to stay here?’ As Theldon nodded Abi went on. ‘When are the others going to arrive?’
Theldon looked at her for a moment before replying. ‘They aren’t coming. Only people who are able to use magic can come here. You and your companions are to be separated and will remain so until the day that you confront the Baron.
Tears filled Abi’s eyes as she looked at Theldon. ‘But what about James? We’ve only just discovered we love each other. To part us now is cruel! Can I least speak to him somehow, like you did when you contacted us in the Great Hall back at the caves?’
‘No. You do not yet have the necessary skills to be able to do that.’
‘But you do! You can contact them.’
‘I’m afraid I can’t. It isn’t allowed.’
Abi stared at him incredulous. ‘What do you mean not allowed? I have to get a message back. They probably don’t know what’s happened to me. They could even think I’m dead!’
‘That is exactly what they do think, and what they have to remain thinking until you have completed your training.’
Abi stared at Theldon in amazement, temporarily lost for words.
‘I’m sorry,’ he told her. ‘I know it seems harsh to let someone you care about believe the worst about you. But it is necessary.’
‘No!’ Abi cried. ‘I won’t let James think I’m dead. It’ll tear him apart. If I can’t get back instantly using the amulet, I’ll just have to use my own two legs!’ Abi got up from the table and fled from the kitchen, down the hallway and back into the garden. Here she paused and looked around. She noticed a path leading out and past the bushes into the surrounding trees. She gathered herself together and sprinted along hoping that Theldon wouldn’t suddenly appear in front of her and stop her headlong rush. Luckily however it seemed that he had decided to let her run. Abi followed the path dodging low tree branches. Even though she was running as fast as she could, she placed her feet carefully, determined that she wouldn’t trip this time.
It was becoming harder to breath and Abi’s legs were beginning to ache when she saw the trees thinning out in front of her. Thinking she must be reaching a main track she pulled herself together to run just a bit further, and burst out from the trees into the open. Here she stopped in her tracks amazed. Abi had run for ages but all that she had succeeded in doing was a large circle, because she found herself once more in the garden of the cottage.
Abi didn’t stop to wait and see if Theldon was still around. She turned round and went back into the trees. This time however she didn’t run. She was determined not to make the same mistake twice so she opted for a fast walk instead. She didn’t rush headlong, but paid attention to the direction she was going, and instead of following the path, she chose to make her own way through the trees, relying on her sense of direction to lead her in a straight line away from the cottage.
It seemed to take less time to reach a clearer patch of trees and Abi pushed through eagerly, certain that this time she had taken the right track. However, as she stepped through, she found herself once more back in the cottage garden. Abi was incredulous, but her determination to get out of here was increasing. This time, she selected a different point to leave the garden by, even though this meant picking up scratches from the bushes as she passed them.
Abi was fairly certain that it would be third time lucky, as this time she thought to leave a trail behind her of the way she had come. She deliberately broke the branches of various trees in such a way that it couldn’t be missed as she made her way, confident that all the time she was putting more distance between the cottage and herself. This time as the trees became thinner, Abi was confident that she had got away as she could see no evidence of broken branches ahead of her, they were all behind.
Abi strode through the trees, and was overwhelmed by dismay when she saw she was back in the cottage garden. This time Theldon was stood in the centre of the lawn waiting for her. He looked at Abi sorrowfully before he spoke. ‘It’s no use. The power of the amulet will keep you here until it’s ready to let you go.’
Tears filled Abi’s eyes, as the import of what Theldon had said sank in. She would not see James, or Randall and Steve again, until she was allowed to. Her heart ached with what the three of them, especially James, must be going through right now. To be deliberately misled into thinking she was dead must be tearing them apart. Her anguish for James overwhelmed her and the tears became great sobs as she sank to her knees on the grass and wept for him. Abi knew that James was going to go to through a rough time back at the caves, whilst she was at the cottage, safe from harm and unable to contact him.
Night fell before Abi was able to dry her tears and go back inside the cottage, where she assumed Theldon was waiting for her. She went through to the kitchen where a hot meal had been laid out on the table and Theldon was sat waiting for her. Abi sat opposite him and began to pick listlessly at the food. She looked up and asked the question that had been burning in her mind. ‘Why do they have to think I’m dead. Why can’t they know that I’m safe?’
‘Why didn’t you tell them you had found the amulet?’ Theldon countered.
‘Because the amulet wouldn’t let me,’ she whispered.
Theldon nodded. ‘The amulet that you wear has the power to influence its surroundings. From it came the legends that you have been told about by Zaria and Sasket. It was the amulet that created the fiction that you were going to die.’
Abi paused reflectively. ‘Well, I suppose that does explain Sasket’s attitude towards me, and why he kept giving me those mournful looks. I presume that both Zaria and Sasket knew before my arrival about my supposed death?’
‘Yes they did. They even knew an approximate time scale of when you were supposed to die.’
‘Great! They knew when and didn’t even try to stop it. Some friends!’
‘You mustn’t be harsh on them.’ Theldon admonished Abi. ‘They have both been brought up to believe that everything in those stories is absolute and will come to pass. They didn’t try and stop it because they thought that there was absolutely nothing they could do.’
‘But you knew,’ Abi protested.
‘Right now I am the only person besides yourself who knows different and that is how it will remain until the time is right.’
Abi sighed softly finally accepting her fate. There was nothing she could do to change events so she might as well get on with it. She squared her shoulders before addressing Theldon. ‘So when does my training begin? I assume that you are going to be the one to educate me in using this thing.’ She waved at the amulet where it had slipped from her clothes and now lay in plain sight on her chest.
Theldon smiled gently at Abi. ‘I suggest that you finish your meal and then get a good nights rest. Tomorrow is soon enough to start, and you are going to need all the strength and energy you can muster to start your training!’
‘Before I do go and get some sleep there’s something that I want to know.’ Abi wasn’t about to let Theldon have everything his own way.
Theldon sighed before replying. ‘You’re not exactly an obedient person are you, especially for a woman! What do they do teach you where you come from?’
Abi stifled her laughter. ‘Back on Earth, we’re taught to be independent and we have freedom of speech. Women are equal to men and don’t have to suppress who and what they are. If all a woman wants is to be married and have children then that’s fine. But equally, if she wants to have an education and career that’s allowed too. We have the freedom to make our own choices in life.’
Theldon regarded her gravely for a moment. ‘It certainly sounds like a very different way of life. If you are successful in your quest then you will have a lot to teach us. We are all so used to how things are now that we are going to have to been shown how to change.’
‘Even the heir to the throne?’ Abi was trying to subtly lead the conversation in the direction that she wanted it to go.
‘Yes, even the heir. The Baron’s rule has gone on so long that even the rebel cause have forgotten what it was like to live in a democracy, with freedom to choose!’
Theldon’s reply hadn’t given Abi what she was trying to find out, so she decided the best course of action was to ask him direct as she was certain that he would know. ‘Who is the heir to the throne? Seeing as how I’m supposed to be one of the ones to restore them to their birthright, I think I should know!’
‘I am not going to tell you that, as I’m not allowed.’ As Abi groaned in protest, Theldon held up a hand to silence her. ‘However,’ he went on. ‘You are not a complete idiot. If you think about it, I’m sure you will find that you already know who it is! Now, I think we have done enough talking for one day and tomorrow will be a long hard day for you. So eat and rest!’
Abi knew she wasn‘t going to get any more out of Theldon., so she finished the food that Theldon had prepared before he showed her to the room that was to be hers for the duration of her stay. As she lay curled up under the sheets of the double bed, she began to think about what Theldon had said about the heir, that she would know who it was. Abi pondered this for some time, thinking of everyone that she had met and suddenly a smile came to her face. She knew without a doubt who it was, and she also knew that once restored to the throne of Trelyssia they would make an excellent monarch. Her thoughts turned to Randall and how he would react when he found out. She wasn’t sure that he would agree with her on the suitability of them. The grin that had come to her face faded as her thoughts automatically turned to James. She wished with all her heart that he was there beside her, and she couldn’t help crying herself to sleep.
* * *
By the end of the following day Abi was heartily wishing that she had never come across the amulet, and was supposed to be learning to master it. Theldon had started trying to educate her in how to use it as soon as she had finished her last mouthful of breakfast. He had carried on ruthlessly, only pausing for lunch. However, they had got precisely nowhere. Abi was now standing in the centre of the garden trying to use the amulet to make a pebble rise and come into her outstretched hand. She groaned in frustration as once again, despite the effort she was putting into it, nothing happened.
‘Can we call it a day?’ Abi asked. ‘I’m tired and we’re getting nowhere. I swear this bloody thing hates me!’ She took the chain from round her neck and held the amulet in her hand. It seemed to warm to her touch and once again she could feel a faint vibration in it. In the growing dusk a slight glow appeared to emanate from it similar to the glow it had had when Abi had entered the cave to retrieve it, but much softer.
Theldon came over to Abi’s side and looked closely at it. ‘It doesn’t hate you,’ he told her. ‘Otherwise it would never have allowed you to find it.’ At Abi’s rather mocking look he went on. ‘Here, allow me to demonstrate.’ He took the amulet from her hand and immediately it stopped glowing. ‘How does it feel when you hold it?’ he asked Abi.
When she told him of the warmth, and how it almost seemed alive he nodded. ‘That’s how it should be. You see, when I take hold of it, it’s just like an ordinary piece of metal in my hand, cold and dead.’
Abi took the amulet back and almost at once she had a feeling from it as though it was pleased to be back with her.
‘See, it responds to you,’ Theldon said. ‘You have to learn to respond in kind.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, that’s enough for today. Let’s go and get something to eat.’
Abi’s training continued for a couple of days but with no success. It seemed no matter how hard Abi tried or what method she used, accessing the power within the amulet was a complete mystery to her. She knew that Theldon’s frustration with her and her inability to do anything was growing, so they had taken some time out and Abi was now curled up on her side on the bed in her room. She was absently twisting the amulet on its chain as she lay there thinking of James, when she noticed something odd on the other side of the room where there was a large mirror.
She sat up still holding the amulet, peering across in the growing darkness. There seemed to be shadows deep within the glass. Abi got up and went for a closer look. The shadows stopped swirling and started to form an image. As she watched, it grew clearer until the image focused and Abi realised she was looking at James. She was stunned and just stood there for a moment. Then she reached out both hands towards him, and as she did so the image vanished. A stab of disappointment ran through her. She once again reached for the amulet on its chain and James’s image appeared again in the mirror. This time she didn’t reach for him, but stood there watching. There was no sound, but she didn’t need any. Just to see him was enough. He had changed in the few days since Abi had last seen him. He looked older and tired and she could see that Steve, who was with him, was having to help him.
‘Oh, James,’ Abi whispered. ‘I’m not dead. If only you could see that.’ She couldn’t help but cry for him. It seemed so cruel, what he was going through and she had no idea how she was going to be able to make it up to him when they met again.
Abi let her hand fall from the amulet and once again the image disappeared. It was then, that she realised she had been using the amulet to see James. But she still wasn’t sure exactly how she had managed it. It seemed that the amulet had allowed her to do something that she had really wanted. Maybe that was the key to using it. Really wanting it to achieve something. Abi went to bed thinking about this and determined to try out her idea in the morning.
Abi woke feeling eager to prove to herself and to Theldon that she could now command the amulet, so she dressed quickly and joined Theldon for breakfast. She was rushing eating, wanting to start their training session, when Abi realised that she didn’t need to wait for Theldon to start her off on the days task. An impish grin came to her face as she realised she could prove to Theldon that she now knew what she was doing. He was drinking from a mug whilst waiting for her to finish eating, and Abi felt that the best thing for her to do was an immediate demonstration. She stopped eating, put one hand on the amulet and focused all her attention on removing the mug from Theldon’s hand and placing it in her own. Quick as a flash, the amulet responded, growing warmer in her hand, and suddenly, Abi had Theldon’s mug.
‘What the…?!’ Theldon spluttered, clearly lost for words at what had just happened.
Abi laughed out loud and had to place the mug on the table for fear of dropping it. ‘I’ve got your mug next to me,’ she told him.
He looked at her in amazement then his eyes fell on the amulet. ‘You can use it?’ he asked.
‘Looks like it.’ Abi still couldn’t wipe the grin off her face, knowing that for once she had got the upper hand on Theldon.
He looked at her solemnly for a moment. ‘Well, it still remains to be seen how much control over it you actually have. But now that you have finally worked out how to use it, we can move on in your lessons. I suggest you finish eating then join me in the garden, to find out what you can and can’t do!’ Theldon then got up and left the kitchen.
Abi smiled ruefully to herself. Trust Theldon to be able to put her back in her place! Still, he was right. She didn’t yet know what she could and couldn’t achieve and they would need to find out before she had to face the Baron. Abi quickly finished her breakfast and went to join him.
Over the next few days Theldon pushed Abi to the limits of what she was able to achieve with the amulet, and most of the time she was able to do what he requested first time. He also gave her free rein to see what she could accomplish by herself. Abi soon learned that the main thing she could use it for was to change the environment around her. There was no use trying to do anything with water if there wasn’t any in the vicinity. She also couldn’t summon thunderstorms or anything like that. Abi also learnt the bigger the task she wanted to achieve, or the greater the distance involved the more energy it seemed to take, and sometimes she would feel very tired after doing something. She did soon discover the ability of what Theldon called translocation, moving herself from one area to another, and much to his disgust, became more adept at it than he was.
‘It’s only because you’ve got that amulet to help you’ he told her after Abi had gone from one side of the boundaries of the cottage grounds, right to the other, then very cheekily, managed to bring him after her. He was still feeling put out that she had managed to move him as well as herself. ‘I have to use my own steam.’
Abi decided to pacify him, after all they were together constantly. ‘You’re right. I wouldn’t be able to do it at all if I didn’t have it. You are also getting on, so I guess you must be running out of energy!’ she couldn’t help adding impertinently.
‘There’s no need to be rude!’ he admonished her. ‘You would do better to remember that I am much older than you, and also wiser. You should be listening to me child, instead of trying to go one better than me.’
Abi bit down on her suddenly rising temper. Theldon was often lecturing her on respect and his calling her a child was a sure-fire way to wind her up. ‘I do wish you’d stop calling me a child. I’m not one, and haven’t been for a long time!’
‘You are a child to me, especially when you pull these silly pranks. I am also a lot older than you, so with our difference in ages, that makes you closer to a child than an adult!’ Theldon was also starting to get angry.
‘Just how old are you?’ Abi questioned him.
‘Not that it’s any of your business,’ he snapped, ‘but I’m one hundred and seventeen.’
Abi gazed at him open mouthed.
‘I thought that might quieten you, and hopefully you will be more respectful in the future. Now I suggest that you use the rest of the day to practice more, and develop some refinement!’ He then turned and marched back into the cottage.
Abi went over and sat on a bench in the garden. Almost all of her lessons had taken place out here as it gave her more room, and as to start with, she was a bit random in how she did things, it had turned out to be the safer option. Idly as she sat there she used the amulet to pick up various things such as stones and leaves, and then put them back again. Abi’s accuracy was certainly much improved now and she was very confident in her use of the amulet. She could even use it to direct the path of a fire. That ability had scared her at first, but she was coming to grow to like that one. Abi smiled as she looked at some of the intricate patterns she had burned in the grass of the lawn, then a thought began to form in her mind. If she could control the environment, could she encourage the grass to grow again where it had been burnt? Abi shrugged, and thought there was no harm in trying. She began to focus on what she wanted to achieve and on the amulet, and sure enough before her very eyes, seedlings began to grow amongst the small burnt area she was looking at. Abi extended her focus, including every burnt patch, and very soon the lawn was covered again with lush green grass and all evidence of burning had been completely removed.
This was a totally new facet of what Abi could now accomplish and she was keen to explore it. She looked around and her eyes rested on the bushes that surrounded the entire area. She had noticed that even though it was summer, and they should be in flower, not a single one was. Abi had loved flowers since she was a child, but not just pretty ones, she loved scented flowers, and had always liked the summer when the garden was in full bloom with a variety of flowers. She was suddenly eager to find out what variety of plants grew here. She had just grown grass, why not bring the surrounding bushes into flower?
Abi paused and thought about it. This was going to be a big task to accomplish, but she was prepared to try, and to make things more interesting she was going to try to bring all the bushes into bloom at once. Abi took a deep breath, and took hold of the amulet. She had stopped doing this as she had discovered that she didn’t need to, as long as she also focused on it as well as the task she wanted to accomplish. However, for this, she felt she was going to need all the help she could get.
Abi stood and looked at the bushes surrounding her, and began to imagine them flowering. At first nothing happened, and she was going to give up, but a small movement caught her eye and she peered closer and saw a bud beginning to form. Buoyed up with joy by her success, she concentrated even harder, and soon the bush in front of her was covered with buds and as she glanced around she could see that they all were. Then all at once, they burst into flower. A pale pink rose emerged that had a deeper pink centre. They also had a heavenly scent that could be smelt as soon as the petals opened. Abi gazed in wonderment around her at all the flowers. Every bush had turned out to be the same variety, but that didn’t stop it being a gorgeous display. Abi dropped her hand from the amulet and instead of feeling drained like she had expected, she felt elated.
Abi was unsure of how long she stood there, but she was suddenly aware of Theldon standing in front of her. He turned to look at the roses and then back at her. Then, much to her astonishment and consternation he dropped to his knees in front of her.
‘Theldon! What on earth are you doing?’ Abi tried to pull him up onto his feet but he was resisting her efforts.
‘Forgive me!’ he cried. ‘I have not been respectful of you, when I should have been. You are truly the person who can save us, but I have not believed that until this very moment. Despite what the legends said.’
Abi stared down at him in confusion. ‘You’re not making any sense. Please, get off your knees and explain what you mean.’
Theldon looked up at her and slowly got to his feet. ‘Perhaps we should sit down.’ He gestured to the bench that Abi had been sitting on and they made their way over to it.
‘Right,’ Abi said settling herself. ‘Now that we’re comfortable, perhaps you can explain yourself.’
Theldon appeared to be uncomfortable but began to speak. ‘All my life I have known of the stories, of yourself and your companions, and that your arrival would mean that the day to attempt to defeat the Baron would be at hand. I wished that it would happen during my life, not least because I knew that I would have a big part in it. But…’ Theldon’s voice trailed off.
‘But what?’ Abi asked.
He looked up at her and for some reason embarrassment filled his features. ‘The day that we met for the first time, I had my doubts. Not just about you, but about all of you.’ Again he stopped as though afraid to go on.
‘What doubts?’ Abi pressed him.
Theldon was silent for a long time whilst Abi patiently waited, sensing that she couldn’t push him on the matter. Eventually he went on. ‘I doubted the ability of the four of you to complete the tasks that had been set for you. I knew, as soon as I saw you all that you were the ones that the legends referred to. You stood out as being very different, you certainly fulfilled the role of being “strangers”!’
Abi smiled at the memory. When they had all arrived here, they had stood out like a sore thumb. Now however, they blended much more into the scenery, and had become more like the people who lived here. Not totally, but enough to now go largely unnoticed. She gestured for Theldon to go on.
‘The four of you are just so different from anyone else I had met. You also didn’t really seem to care too much about what was going on here. The three men, I wasn’t too concerned about, but when I saw you, my first thought was that we were doomed!’
‘Thanks!’ Abi replied sarcastically.
‘Oh dear, now I’ve upset you!’ Theldon started wringing his hands in dismay.
‘No! You haven’t!’ Abi placed her hands on his to calm him, and offer reassurance. ‘Now please, tell me why you suddenly think things have changed.’
Theldon sighed before going on. ‘You have never appeared as someone who had the strength to be able to go against the Baron. I know that you can argue and be temperamental, but there always seemed to be something missing. Almost as if, if it came to it and you were in a tough situation, you would turn and run rather than face anything head on.’
Abi thought about how she had acted in the time that she had been here. ‘But haven’t my actions since changed that? After all, I did complete the most important task I’ve had so far. I found the amulet!’
Theldon nodded. ‘Yes, I was beginning to have hopes for you, until you arrived here.’
‘How did that change things?’
‘All you wanted to do was leave here, get back to your companions, and it took you so long to master the powers of the amulet. It was almost as if the amulet no longer wanted to be in your hands, and I was really worried.’
‘I do still want to leave here,’ Abi told Theldon softly. ‘My heart belongs to James, and I know that I won’t be happy until I’m back with him again. I’m sure to you, what’s going on out there in the big wide world is more important, but to me James means more than anything else.’ A tear ran down her cheek and Abi angrily brushed it away.
Theldon reached over and held her hand. ‘I do understand how you feel,’ he told her. ‘All I can do is reassure you that you will see him again. In the flesh as well, not just through your mirror.’
Abi flushed guiltily. She’d had no idea that Theldon knew about how she was spying on James. A change in subject was called for. ‘You still haven’t told me why you sank to your knees in front of me and asked for my forgiveness.’
Theldon smiled. ‘I would have thought that you would have worked it out by now, but no matter. The reason I now think that you are more than a match for the Baron, is because of what you have just done with the amulet, bringing the roses in this garden into flower.’
Abi looked at Theldon uncertainly. It hadn’t seemed that impossible a task compared to the things that Theldon had been asking her to do. She looked away from him and at the surrounding flowers, and absently plucked one, bringing it up to her nose to inhale it’s heavenly scent. Thoughts of James filled her head, then strangely she thought of Steve, and when he’d been a hamster and of when she’d hurt her hip. Suddenly it dawned on her. These weren’t ordinary roses that filled this garden. ‘The Heart of Trelyssia Rose, she cried out. ‘That’s what these bushes are.’ Abi turned back to Theldon seeking confirmation.
He smiled and nodded back at her. ‘You’re right. These are the flowers that are the very symbol of our once great nation. The fact that you have managed to bring them into flower shows that you are the right person for the job, and the amulet knew what it was doing when it picked you.’
‘But couldn’t you have done it?’ Abi asked him. ‘After all, you did something similar the other night, with those lilies.’ Abi was remembering dinner the previous evening when she and Theldon had decided to challenge each other into greater feats of magic. Theldon’s last and biggest attempt had been to get some lilies that were only just in bud to burst into flower.
‘The lilies were easy,’ Theldon told Abi. ‘They already had buds so any fool could have done that. These roses however are special. They haven’t flowered once since the first Baron took control all those years ago! When you consider that by the very nature of things they should have flowered every year, regardless of outside influences, it is very interesting that when you asked them to flower, they did. It is a very clear sign that the day is coming, and that you are the one that will be the key figure in resolving the current situation in Trelyssia.’
Abi stared at him, slightly open mouthed. She had had no idea when she’d managed to get the bushes to come into flower that it would be such a significant act. Secluded from everything here at the cottage, it had been fairly easy to convince herself that nothing major was going to happen. That there wasn’t going to be a battle, and everyone’s lives weren’t going to be put at risk. But now, reality was starting to intrude.
‘Come,’ Theldon stood up and reached for Abi’s hand. ‘I think that you’ve done enough for one day. Let’s go in and have something to eat.’
Abi stood and allowed Theldon to lead her back inside. She was slightly numb from the days events and needed to think her way through things. Abi ate quickly and then retired to her room. Theldon made no protest as though he knew that she needed some space. She sat cross legged in the centre of her bed and forced herself to think about what was going to happen. She was going to come face to face with the current Baron and nothing that she could do would prevent that. The thought of facing him, and perhaps of having to kill him was frightening, and she began to wonder if she was up to the task, even though Theldon seemed to think she was.
As had happened frequently over the past few days when Abi was feeling low or just wanted reassurance her thoughts turned to James. Almost at once the mirror on the wall clouded over, and then cleared to show James. Abi smiled as his image filled the mirror. It might not be the best way to have any level of contact with him, but it was the only way that she had.
As Abi continued to watch James she stopped smiling and a slight frown crossed her face. James looked different. She got off the bed and crossed the room to look more closely. Over the last few days, James had looked as though he wasn’t aware of his surroundings. He had appeared to be in a world of his own, but now he looked like he was actively taking part in conversation around him. Not for the first time, Abi heartily wished that there was sound as well, so that she could hear him. She pondered for a while what had changed him and suddenly it dawned on her. He had accepted her supposed death.
A feeling of horror filled Abi as the implications of this struck her. For him to have accepted it meant that he was moving on, possibly he was no longer in love with her. Abi abruptly cancelled the image in the mirror, then turned and flung herself face down on the bed and began to cry. Even though she had cried several times since arriving at the cottage, her tears had been nothing to the storm that now consumed her. James was putting her behind him, and her heart felt like it was shattering into thousands of pieces as Abi’s certainty of his love for her began to fade. The cruelty of their separation struck her anew and even though Theldon had said that she would see him again, Abi was sure that their relationship was now irrevocably damaged because of the enforced subterfuge.
That night Abi cried herself to sleep and when she woke the next morning, she felt as tired as she had the previous evening. She also had a splitting headache, and felt as though the best thing to do, was for her to go back to bed. However, Theldon thought differently. He roused Abi from her bed and made sure that she joined him in the kitchen for breakfast. Abi was mechanically eating a bowl of cereal, and absently gazing out of the window, when she suddenly realised she was seeing something that was totally unexpected.
‘Theldon,’ Abi began slowly. ‘Did you know that there’s a horse in the garden, and that it’s eating the lawn?’
Theldon turned to look. ‘Ah, yes. I’ve been expecting him.’
Abi regarded him blankly. ‘You have? Any particular reason why, or did you just fancy a new pet?’
Theldon laughed softly. ‘Whilst I have been waiting for him to arrive, he’s not here for me, he’s here for you. Now, I suggest that you finish eating and then go out and get to know him a bit better.’
Because Abi was still feeling so tired and her headache hadn’t eased she was determined to argue with Theldon this morning. ‘Why would a horse just turn up here for me? The last thing I need is to be responsible for an animal that’s as awkward to look after as a horse.’
Theldon sighed and rolled his eyes. He hated it when Abi was being difficult, but this morning she felt she had every right to be. ‘Firstly, the Baron will almost certainly be mounted when you meet him and we don’t want him to have an unfair advantage when the two of you meet. Secondly, he’s not an ordinary horse, after all he has just turned up here out of the blue! I’ll think you’ll find he’ll look after himself. Now go outside and greet him!’ Theldon made shooing gestures towards the door.
Abi sighed. She couldn’t argue with Theldon, much as she wanted to, because what he said made sense. If the Baron had a horse, then she would have to have one too. Abi reached for an apple from the bowl on the table and carefully cut it into quarters. If she was going to have to get to know this horse, she might as well start on the right foot with some bribery.
As Abi went out into the garden the horse stopped grazing and turned to look at her but didn’t approach. He stretched his head towards Abi, realising she had a treat for him, but still he didn’t move. It was as though he realised Abi wasn’t that sure of him and he was waiting for a signal from her that he could approach.
Abi held out one of the apple pieces in her outstretched hand and softly called the horse. He walked over slowly and gently took the apple with his velvet soft lips. Abi fed him each bit and as he took the last, she stepped in closer and began stroking his neck. He was one of the most gorgeous horses that she had ever seen. His coat was white, but such a brilliant shade that it almost hurt to look at him in the morning sunshine. His mane and tail were also white and very glossy. His tail was so long it nearly touched the ground and his mane flowed down one side of his neck, whilst his forelock was that long, it almost impeded his vision. Whilst he was a large and muscular horse, when he had walked towards Abi, his steps were so light and delicate, it was as if his hoofs were barely in contact with the ground.
Abi continued stroking him for a while, moving around him to familiarise herself with every part of him and allowing him to get used to her. As she reached his head again, he moved off and went to stand next to the low wall that went round the garden. He stopped and looked at Abi, turned to look at his back and then back at Abi.
Theldon, who had followed Abi out to see how she would get on with her new mount decided to intervene when he saw that she was just standing there with a look of confusion on her face. ‘I think he wants you to get on him so that he can take you for a ride.’
‘What! I can’t! I don’t know how!’
‘He’ll teach you, and you can always use the amulet to help you.’ Theldon was gently pushing Abi towards the horse.
‘But I can’t get on him without a saddle and bridle. I’ll fall off and I won’t be able to steer him in the right direction.’ Abi was determined to find excuses not to get on this animal.
‘To start with, you won’t need to guide him as he’ll be taking you out. And if you do fall off, I’m sure he’ll stop so that you can get back on again.’
Abi realised that she wasn’t going to get out of this, so she went over to the wall, stood on it and clumsily got herself onto the horses back.
‘There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? Now enjoy your ride.’ As Theldon said that the horse moved off, mercifully at a walk and went off into the surrounding trees. Abi grabbed a chunk of mane and gripped as hard as she could with her legs, but after a short while she found it wasn’t necessary. The horse had a long easy stride that was incredibly smooth and she was moving easily with him. Just as Abi realised that, he decided to move on into trot. She immediately wrapped her legs tightly around him again, finding that trot was not at all easy to ride, but eventually she began to relax and found it wasn’t so bad after all.
Abi had no idea where they going, the horse just seemed to go wherever he wanted, all she had to do was hang on. He seemed to go between walk and trot whenever he wanted to, almost as if he was testing her to see if she could stay on when he changed pace. That wasn’t too much of a problem. What was, was when he did a sudden change of direction, and invariably Abi would slide off of him. But, like Theldon had said, he would stop and wait for her to get up, and then help find a place where she could remount him. Abi had fallen off several times before she saw with relief that they were back at the cottage. Abi slid off him, and before she could think of what he might need after their ride, he went off and drank from the pond, before settling down to graze again.
‘That wasn’t as difficult as you thought, was it?’ Theldon asked as Abi went back into the cottage.
‘Well, apart from all the bruises I picked up, I guess I’ll live,’ Abi replied sarcastically.
Theldon passed her a glass. ‘Here, drink this. It’ll help ease any discomfort you might have as you’re not used to riding.’
Abi took the glass and sniffed its contents. At once she knew that it had been made from the roses now blooming in the garden. As she had already had one experience of its healing properties, she drank it at once.
‘Now, I think that you should practice your use of the amulet. You need to be completely sure of your use of it.’
That was how the next few days progressed. In the morning Abi would go out riding, as the horse would always be in the garden waiting for her. Mercifully she improved quite quickly and was soon able to ride him at a canter. As her skill with him progressed they seemed to roam further a field from the cottage and Abi began to wonder if she could use him to ride away from there and back to the caves. Although she hardly allowed herself to think of James, and she now never used the mirror to spy upon him, she still ached to be back with him. However, Abi was soon to learn that whilst the horse was prepared to accept some guidance from her in their morning travels, if she tried to point him completely away from the cottage and kick him into a gallop he wouldn’t have any of it. He was a stallion through and through, so if she tried to do something he didn’t want to, he would either rear or buck, and Abi would fall off, so she soon gave up on that idea.
Abi’s afternoons where devoted to using the amulet, not that she really needed to practice any more. She could move any object around her and divert the course of anything Theldon decided to throw at her. She could also use it to control fire and water and could even use it to augment her hearing and vision. She could see the tiniest mark on a wall a long distance away, and she could hear Theldon, even if he was whispering, no matter where he was in the cottage or garden. Her use of it had become so instinctive that she no longer even thought about it. It was like the amulet was just an extension of her, it had become so much a part of who she was. Abi knew that she was as proficient as she could get, so she also realised that the time must be coming when she would have to confront the Baron.
Abi was trying not to think of this one evening when she was curled up in front of the fire after a long day. The horse had attempted to throw her several times that morning, but luckily she had stayed on. Then in the afternoon, Theldon had seemed determined to try her to the absolute limit, attempting to catch her off guard. He had thrown several objects at Abi at once whilst also trying to distract her with fire. However she had dealt with it all quite easily, but now Abi was tired. She was drowsing, and contemplating going to bed, when she suddenly noticed there was a door next to the fireplace that hadn’t been there earlier.
Abi roused herself enough to question Theldon. ‘Am I seeing things or is there a new door in this room?’
Theldon looked at her and then to where her gaze directed him, the new door. ‘No, you’re not seeing things. That’s a new door.’ He didn’t seem at all bothered by this phenomenon.
‘Do you know what’s through it?’
He shrugged. ‘If you’re so interested, why don’t you go and have a look.’
As by now Abi’s curiosity was fully aroused she got to her feet and went over to the door, noting that it had been beautifully carved with images of the Heart of Trelyssia Rose. She turned the handle and opened the door, and gazed in amazement at what was in the room, flooded by memories of a similar occasion. In the middle of the room stood a mannequin, and on it was a suit of chain mail, with a full length cloak attached to its shoulders by two brooches. Belted around the waist was a sword.
‘Did you think you would be sent into battle with no protection?’ Theldon had come up behind Abi whilst she was absorbing the sight before her.
‘But why wasn’t it with the others?’ Abi asked him.
‘There was no need for it to be there. It was known that you would come here and it was easier to have your set here rather than with the others. Besides which , it also helped to enforce the idea that you were going to die.’
‘You say its for protection, but I notice that there’s no shield, like the others had. Also, they had armour, whilst I’ve only got chain mail.’
Theldon smiled. ‘After today’s practice you actually think that you need a shield?’ As Abi smiled back at him he went on. ‘The chain mail is a better option for you. You’ll be able to move easier in it, and again, you don’t need as high a level of protection as the others. The most important item that’s there, for you, is the sword.’
Abi stepped into the room to have a closer look at everything. The cloak was in an emerald green, and the chain mail had the design of the Rose incorporated into it, once again, missing the crown that Abi had seen integrated with it elsewhere. She reached out for the sword. The scabbard was engraved with foliage and the pommel of the sword was the Rose in full bloom. Abi withdrew it from its scabbard, and the soft whisper of its removal sent shivers down her spine. It glinted in the available light and illuminated writing down its blade. Fortitude Will Overcome All Obstacles and Justice Will Prevail!. She could feel it respond to her as she read the words, almost like the amulet had, but much gentler. As Abi stood there with it in her hand, she knew that it was with this sword, and this alone that she would be able to destroy the Baron. The amulet was only a way to get her into a position where she would be able to use the sword.
Apprehension filled Abi. By having this revealed to her tonight, she knew that it was just a matter of days before the Baron and Abi would meet. She could hardly bear it. James was totally lost to her now, so she couldn’t turn to him for help or guidance or even reassurance. She was about to face the most difficult task of her life, and she was going to have to do it totally alone. Standing there faced with all this Abi was paralysed with fear. How could she do what was so clearly expected of her?
Randall sat down on one of the chairs that were lined up round the walls of the cavern and leaned his head back. He was exhausted. He was, at that moment, in the training grounds trying to learn how to defend himself with the sword and shield that he had picked up under the old oak tree. He wasn’t used to such intense physical exercise as he was currently being put through and almost every part of him ached. He was in his late thirties, far from fit and not in the best of physical health either. He was beginning to wonder what he was actually doing here. As his thoughts began to wander and he dwelled on his inadequacies, he remembered when Marldon had first brought the three of them into the training areas. It had been the day after James had revised the plans that they were going to use to defeat the Baron. Marldon had arrived early in the morning at their quarters to speak to them all.
‘I just wanted to check something with you all,’ Marldon told them after they had invited him in.
‘What’s that?’ Randall gestured for Marldon to go on.
‘All of you are going to be on the battle ground, and probably in the thick of things, and as Master of Arms, I need to know that you are all capable, if not of fighting, at least of defending yourselves.’
‘That makes sense,’ James told him. ‘So you want to see what we can do. When were you thinking of?’
‘No time like the present! I’ll take you to our training grounds where you can practice. Also, that’s where all your weaponry is being stored.’ Marldon got up and disappeared out the door. James, Randall and Steve had had no choice but to follow him.
The training grounds were a series of caves deep within the complex of caverns. Around the walls were stored everything that might possibly be needed, from wooden swords to practice with, to real ones. There was padding for those less proficient in using weapons, and for the more advanced, full suits of armour. Bows and arrows and a variety of targets also adorned the walls. As it was still early in the morning the grounds were deserted and their footsteps echoed in the silence.
‘Why are the grounds inside?’ Steve questioned Marldon. ‘Surely it would make more sense to be outdoors. I mean, the echoes alone when there are lots of people in here must be dreadful.’
Marldon smiled ruefully. ‘We would much prefer to be able to practice outside. The additional room to practice manoeuvres would be a blessing, but like almost everything around here, we can’t risk being seen. Now, who’s going first?’
Marldon went over to the pile of wooden swords and selected two. ‘As I just want to see what you can do, and I don’t want to risk injuring any of you, we’ll just use these today.’ Steve had stepped forward as Marldon was selecting the swords, so now Marldon tossed one to him which Steve caught neatly and Marldon gestured him to the centre of the cavern they were in.
James and Randall settled themselves down to watch on the few available chairs. Almost as soon as Steve had taken his place, Marldon had attacked. Steve had barely had time to raise his sword to defend himself. Marldon gave him a thorough workout, mainly attacking, but occasionally allowing Steve the opportunity to attack him. When Marldon had seen enough he called a halt. ‘Not bad,’ he told Steve. ‘Now, pass the sword onto James, and we’ll see what he can do.’
Steve, with a big grin on his face went over to where James was sitting and passed him the wooden sword. ‘Have fun, mate.’ He gave James a whack on the shoulder as he got up to go to where Marldon was waiting for him. James gave Steve a filthy look to which Steve laughed wickedly.
‘Enjoy yourself, did you?’ Randall asked sarcastically.
‘You bet!’ was Steve’s enthusiastic response. ‘I haven’t had that much fun in ages.’
Randall regarded Steve with astonishment. ‘You’re mad,’ he told him.
Steve just gave Randall a devilish grin, before turning his attention to James.
Marldon was taking James through the same moves that he had with Steve. However, James wasn’t doing quite as well. Marldon’s sword caught him several times, and James winced with pain when that happened. When Marldon was satisfied that he had seen enough he called a halt, and gestured for Randall to come forward and take James’s place.
Randall got up reluctantly. He wasn’t looking forward to this. James handed him the sword as they passed and wished him luck. Randall took it, not even too sure how to hold it. He gave up trying to work it out and held it how he thought best. He had hardly got his grip secure before Marldon was coming at him with his own sword. As a result, Marldon was able to knock the sword flying from his hand. Randall was allowed to pick it up before Marldon attacked again. Throughout the session, whilst he didn’t drop his weapon again, he didn’t do very well. He felt Marldon catch him several times, and when Marldon gestured for him to attack, rather than defend himself, Randall really hadn’t had a clue and had just launched himself at Marldon with the sword raised over his head. Randall was immensely relieved when Marldon called a halt and allowed him to sit back with the others.
Marldon came over and stood before the three of them. ‘Well,’ he began. ‘We’ve got quite a range of ability here, and to be honest I think the best course is for the three of you to be tutored separately as you are all at different levels.’
Steve sniggered slightly at Marldon’s words. ‘That’s a very polite way to put it.’
Marldon directed a stern gaze at Steve. ‘You will note that I think that all three of you need further education on how to use a sword. Whilst you, Steve, are clearly the best of the three of you, you really are the best of a bad lot!’
Steve had the grace to look embarrassed at Marldon’s words, whilst James protested mildly. Randall said nothing, knowing that what Marldon said was completely true. None of them were brilliant.
‘Steve and James,’ Marldon went on. ‘As you seem to have some basic idea of what you are doing I’m going to pass you on to a couple of my deputies. As long as you listen to them and take on board what they are trying to teach you, you will progress quickly. Randall…’
‘Yes, alright!’ Randall interrupted. ‘I know that I’m totally useless, and that I need to have special tuition. There’s no need to rub it in.’
‘I wasn’t going to,’ Marldon responded at his mildest. ‘All I was going to say was that I will undertake your training myself. I wouldn’t call it special tuition, because believe me, by the time I’ve finished with you, you’re going to be good.’
‘Why are you doing this?’ James asked.
‘Like I said earlier, I need to know that you can at least defend yourselves. I don’t know what your roles in all this are exactly. It might be that you won’t do any fighting at all, but as I can’t guarantee that, you must be able to use the weapons that have been provided for you. As Master of Arms I am ultimately responsible for ensuring that everyone who is out on the battlefield knows what they are doing. You are all my responsibility and I would be neglecting my duties if I didn’t make sure your skills were at least adequate!’
Randall paused in his reflections. Since that early morning they had all had to practice for several hours each day. He had been grateful that the initial session with Marldon had been in private, but they weren’t any longer. His lessons had been conducted in the openness of the training grounds which were a free access area for everyone who resided within the cave network. At first he had been very embarrassed and next to useless, but once he had gotten over the publicity of his education and focused on what Marldon was telling him, he had found what a good teacher Marldon was. Progress had been initially slow for despite the fact that Randall easily had the height and reach over Marldon, he had no technique and he had sensed Marldon’s despair. Randall had even tried using a bow and arrow as opposed to a sword, but he had barely been able to draw the lowest poundage bow in the arsenal. However, there was light at the end of the tunnel, he was getting better and today Marldon had allowed him to use his proper sword for the first time. The weight of it had initially astonished Randall, and he had been very clumsy with it to start with. Just before taking this break though he had actually adjusted to using it and Marldon had been praising him.
Randall gave a huge sigh. He just wanted the session to be over, to go back to their quarters and go to sleep. He looked round at everyone else who was using the grounds and his eye fell on his two friends. Steve had taken to the training with relish, and now as Randall watched he could see how much better Steve was. It wasn’t that surprising though. Steve had always been up for a fight, ever since Randall had first got to know him, and being trained to attack someone and win, was right up his street. The surprise was James. Randall turned to look at him. If he hadn’t known that James had been a complete beginner just a few days ago, he would have assumed that James had been doing this all his life. He was parrying the stokes of his partner with ease, and then turning to attack, forcing his opponent back.
Randall narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. He was worried about James. Of the three of them James had always been the pacifist, much more likely to break up a fight than start one and seeing James being almost as ferocious as Steve was scary. Randall was certain this change was down to Abi’s death and he couldn’t forget James’s words about killing the Baron with his bare hands if he had to. It was such a change in character that Randall knew that he would have to watch James carefully from now on.
Marldon came over and sat himself next to Randall. ‘Shall we call it a day?’
Randall nodded with relief. ‘Yes, please. I know I’m only just starting to get the hang of the real sword, but I really do think that I should quit whilst I’m ahead.’
Marldon smiled sympathetically. ‘There’s no point in continuing when you’re tired and aching, it won’t get us anywhere.’ Marldon cocked his head and regarded Randall for a moment. ‘I think you should go and see Abraya, she should be able to help.’
‘How?’ Randall questioned.
‘Well, you know that Abraya is our healer. She’ll be able to give you a salve to ease the ache. She might even give you a massage. I’ll get someone to show you to her quarters.’ Marldon turned and gestured towards one of the young boys who were always hanging round the grounds, waiting until they were oldenough to be allowed to join in. ‘Turick, take Randall to Abraya’s will you?’
‘Will you teach me to use a sword if I do?’ Turick asked him.
‘When you’re old enough! Now go and do as I ask.’
Turick sighed before turning to Randall. ‘It’s not far, come on.’
Randall got up and stretched with difficulty. Muscles that he didn’t even realise that he had were protesting their overuse. He then stiffly followed Turick from the grounds. True to Turick’s word, Abraya wasn’t that far away from the grounds. As Randall entered, she looked up at him.
‘Well, you do look like you are in need of my services. Turick, run along now and close the door after you.’ Abraya rose from where she had been sitting and came over to Randall. ‘I think you’ve been overdoing it a bit haven’t you?’
‘I’m not really used to all this,’ Randall confessed woefully.
‘I’m sure you’re not, but I can help you to feel better. Now, take your top off and if you could lie face down for me, I’ll get to work.’ Abraya gestured to the bench that was in the centre of the room and clearly used for all her treatments.
Randall didn’t need any further encouragement. Abraya was a petite, blond, young woman, with a great sense of humour. Randall had liked her from the moment he had first seen her. He was soon lying down enjoying her massage skills. ‘That feels so good. You’re really great at this.’
‘Thanks. My mum taught me before she died. She used to be the cave healer, and it was only natural that I succeeded her.’
‘She must have been a good teacher!’ Randall paused before asking, ‘Do you miss her?’
‘Of course I do. You always miss those you love when they’re not with you any more.’
Randall was silent, contemplating Abraya’s words. She was right, you did miss those who weren’t with you. His thoughts dwelled on his wife and children. He missed them so much. ‘I don’t even really know what I’m doing here instead of being with my family.’
‘You have a task to complete here, and then I’m sure you’ll be reunited.’ Abraya told him.
‘What?!’ Randall had been so lost in his thoughts of his family that he hadn’t realised that he spoken out loud.
‘You were brought here to help us out, and you must be the right person for the job, or someone else would have been selected.’
‘But what for?! I mean look at what’s happened since we arrived. Steve found us the weaponry that we need and which he seems to be bloody fantastic at using! James came up with a plan which appears to be much more workable than the crap that was the original idea. Abi …’ Here Randall paused. ‘Actually, I’m not sure what Abi did. She can’t have been brought here just to die, could she?’
‘No, of course not! Abi brought you here safely to us, remember? The way Sasket tells it, if it hadn’t been for her quick thinking, he’d have killed the four of you on the spot!’
‘Christ, you’re right! I’d forgotten that, it seems like it was so long ago. And, I guess there was that mystery task of hers that she completed the night she and James realised their true feelings for one another. But that still doesn’t explain why I’m here! It’s not like I’ve done a lot, apart from moan and complain.’
‘You’ve supported the others in their tasks.’
Randall snorted derisively. ‘Anyone could have done that!’
Abraya finished giving Randall his massage and told him to sit up and put his shirt back on. Now that he was sitting, she could look him in the eye and give him the reassurance he needed. ‘Maybe you haven’t done what it was you were brought here to do yet. The battle hasn’t even started, so there’s still time.’ Abraya placed one hand on Randall’s shoulder. ‘Whatever it is, I’m sure that you’re more than up to it. Don’t lose faith in yourself.’
Randall looked at Abraya, into her deep blue eyes, and knew that she was genuine in her belief. ‘Perhaps you’re right,’ Randall said slowly. ‘You’ve certainly given me something to think about!’
‘I hope I’ve made you feel better too!’ Abraya smiled up at him as Randall stood to place his shirt back on.
Randall paused in doing up the buttons on his shirt and flexed his muscles experimentally. There was no sign of any aches at all. ‘You have! Thanks a lot.’
‘You’re welcome, anytime you need some relief, my door’s open.’ Abraya told Randall, hoping he understood the deeper meaning to her words. ‘But for now, you’re all done. So get out of here and let me help someone else!’
Laughing, Randall let himself out of her rooms, and made his way down the corridor, back to the suite he was staying in, feeling a lot happier in himself.
* * *
Steve was enjoying himself far more than he had in a long time. He had always wanted to learn to fight with a sword and now that he was being trained by a professional, he was relishing every moment.
‘Watch it! We’re only supposed to be practising, not trying to kill one another!’ The man that Steve was sparring with hastily ducked away from one of Steve’s strikes
‘Oops! Sorry, Payter. I guess that I got a bit carried away.’ Steve apologised.
‘Hmmm. Imagining me as the Baron ,were you?’ Payter replied thoughtfully.
‘Well, it is him that we’re supposed to kill isn’t it?’
‘That depends on Marldon,’ Payter told Steve. ‘It’s up to him whereabouts you’re placed in the battle and at the moment he hasn’t actually made up his mind about what the three of you are going to do.’
Steve looked at him astonished. ‘But surely we’ll be fighting at the front along with everyone else. We were brought here to end the Baron’s rule, that’s what all the prophecies say, don’t they?’
Payter sheathed the sword that he had been using and gestured for Steve to do the same. ‘Let’s go and sit down, you don’t really need any more practice and we can talk easier if we aren’t in the middle of everything.’
Steve followed him over to the seats lining the grounds. ‘So, go on. Tell me why Marldon’s hesitating in using us.’ Steve paused reflectively. ‘Well, in Randall’s case it’s obvious!’
Payter paused for a while before replying, trying to select his words carefully. ‘Well, it’s like this. The prophecies don’t actually say how all this is going to end.’
‘And…’ Steve prompted him when he stopped.
‘And, because of this Marldon seems to think that you’re not actually going to be on the front line.’
‘What!’ Steve exploded. ‘But what about the armour and weapons that were made for us? And why is he going to so much trouble to make sure that we know how to use everything?’
‘Marldon knows that he can’t personally protect everyone, so he does the next best thing. He makes sure that anyone who might be in the slightest bit of danger will at least be able defend themselves, and that’s what this is about for you, James and Randall.’
‘Defence! I can do more than that, I can fight, and I will! I’m sure that’s what I’m here for and I’ll tell Marldon myself.’ Steve looked about him. ‘Where is he, shouldn’t he be training Randall?’
‘Teaching Randall to defend himself isn’t the only thing that he’s doing right now. Don’t forget, he’s overseeing all the troop movements and making sure that everyone’s in place. He doesn’t just stay here, although I’m fairly certain that he’d prefer to.’
‘Fine! Then I’m going to look for him!’ Steve removed the scabbard containing his sword and the padding that he had been wearing for protection. He threw them angrily to the floor and then stalked from the grounds.
Steve’s anger carried him for a long way round the network of tunnels which were a lot emptier now that everyone was being moved to the various camp sites, before he realised that he didn’t have a clue where he was going. Marldon could be anywhere amongst all the various caverns. There was no guarantee that he would be able to find him. Steve growled in frustration and clenched his fists by his sides. What was the point in being taught to fight if he wasn’t going to be allowed to use his newfound skills?
He turned, and to vent his frustration, he kicked the wall, and then suddenly realised whereabouts he was. He unclenched his fists as a word on the wall stared back at him, reminding him of the reality of the situation that he was in. He breathed out slowly, forcing himself to relax, his eyes never leaving the wall and the name that was there. Abi.
He had avoided this corridor deliberately, not wanting to see her name carved on the wall making the fact of her death absolute. He knew James had been down here, and came here frequently, but up until now, he couldn’t bear it. However, now that he was here it was making him face the truth of what was about to happen. He was going to go to war. Whilst he could use a sword and shield, anything could happen. Abi was proof of that. He began to see the sense of what Marldon was organising. It probably would be best if he stayed out of the way, towards the back. After all, he didn’t have a death wish. The last of his anger drained from him, and he determined to be much more compliant. Sighing he turned round and headed back towards the chambers he was sharing with Randall and James.
* * *
James dipped the point of his sword signalling that he needed a break and instantly his sparring partner stopped his attack and allowed James to have a breather.
‘You’re coming on very well,’ Juston told him. ‘You were defending yourself really well just then, I wasn’t able to score a hit on you once! Well done.’
James smiled ruefully. ‘That’s all very well being able to defend myself, but I want to be able to attack and actually get somewhere! I hardly ever manage to get through your defences.’
‘That’s because I’ve been very well taught by Marldon. If it makes you feel any better, any time that I spar with Marldon he annihilates me!’
James laughed softly. ‘But that’s not going to help me. I need to know that if I attack I’m actually going to get somewhere and not just waste my time and end up with someone having to come to my aid… or worse.’
Juston regarded James thoughtfully for a moment. Like everyone else in the caves he knew that James and Abi had been very close and that the death of Abi had hit James very hard. He had been on the training grounds when James had finally given in to his grief. Everyone had stopped what they were doing and had listened in amazement. The memory of those eerie cries still sent shivers along Juston’s spine. As he looked at James he began to wonder what he was up to. A sneaking suspicion came into the back of his mind that James intended to have a very active part in the forthcoming battle. Still, it wasn’t up to him to decide what James should and shouldn’t do. Marldon had only told him to ensure that James could defend himself, but if he wanted to learn to be able to attack and win, why not teach him? Juston made his decision. ‘Right, let’s swap then so that you’re on the attack, and I have to defend, I’ll see what you’re capable of and then we’ll go from there. How does that sound?’
‘Bloody marvellous!’ James responded. He settled himself into an attacking position and waited for Juston to get ready before launching himself at him. Juston allowed him to attack several times before calling for James to stop.
‘I’ve seen what you can do and where you’re going wrong. Now, let me show you how you can correct your mistakes.’
The rest of the session passed with Juston demonstrating moves and having James copy them. It wasn’t until Juston was completely happy that James was following his moves precisely that he finally allowed James to fight with him again. This time it went a lot better. James’s technique had improved enormously and he was giving Juston a tough time. Just before Juston called time, James actually managed a few hits.
‘That’s much better,’ Juston congratulated James. ‘Carry on like that, and on the day you’ll be fine. The Baron’s men may be big and strong, but they’re woefully lacking in technique, which makes them a much easier target than anyone here. Well done, let’s call it a day.’ Juston wandered off to take off his armour and replace his sword. James did as well, placing his weaponry carefully away before leaving the grounds.
James didn’t go straight back to the rooms he was sharing with Randall and Steve. Instead he went off in the opposite direction until he came to the Wall of the Dead. He came here once a day by himself, just to talk to Abi. It was odd, he mused to himself, that it was here of all places he came to share his thoughts with her. However it was the only area where there was a permanent memorial to her, so in its way it was right. If it had been back at home it would be no different to going to the cemetery and talking to a headstone.
James arrived in front of her name and for a moment just stood there looking at it. He had managed to reconcile himself to her death and he no longer felt the total aching loss that had initially overwhelmed him. However, that didn’t mean that he didn’t still miss her and wish with every bone of his body that she was still here with him.
‘Oh, Abi,’ he sighed softly. ‘You’re missing so much. The biggest part of it all, and I’m sure that you’d be good, and would be able to give Steve a run for his money. Although I’m not sure that Marldon would approve. Whilst he’s a bit less strict when it comes to the role of women here, I think that you would have given him a few grey hairs!’ James allowed himself a chuckle at the thought of Abi and Marldon encountering one another. Abi’s feistiness would certainly have shocked Marldon, but eventually she would have got her own way and would have had Marldon wrapped round her little finger.
‘Still,’ James went on. ‘I’m getting a lot better. You should have seen me today, I managed to give Juston a run for his money. I wonder if I could take on Steve tomorrow?’ James paused thoughtfully. ‘But that’s not what this is all about. This is about revenge and making sure that the Baron pays for what happened to you.’ A hard edge entered James’s voice. ‘You’ll be pleased to know that everything’s going well, and when the time comes I won’t fail you. I’m more than prepared now to meet the Baron head on, and kill him! Or at least attempt to. I am going to do my very best to make it up to you. I know it’s a bit late in the day, but this is my vow to you. I will avenge your death or die in the attempt.’ James’s voice rang out in the corridor, but this time there was no one to hear it.
The anger in James had risen as he had talked to Abi and he now stood bolt upright, his arms by his sides with his fists clenched and his chin jutting out determinedly. He forced himself to relax. Now wasn’t the time for this, he needed to save it for the battle as he knew it would be his pent up anger that would carry him forward to complete his promise. He turned his thoughts to Abi, and the evening that they had discovered their love for one another, and as he imagined her that night, a soft smile came to his face and he calmed down. He once again focused his gaze on her name and decided that he had said enough for the day and it was time to say goodbye. ‘I love you,’ he said softly, ‘and I hope that one day we will be reunited.’ He raised his fingers to his lips and kissed them before touching them to the carving of her name. ‘Goodnight, I’ll speak to you tomorrow.’ He turned away, feeling a stillness come over him, almost as though Abi has been listening and approved of what he was going to do. He headed back to the suite his resolve to avenge Abi stiffening.
‘There you are! We were about to send a search party for you. Your sense of direction really is abysmal!’ Randall was sat on the sofa, and had clearly been waiting for James to put in an appearance. Especially as not only Steve was there but Sasket, Zaria and Marldon too. ‘Honestly, it really is a wonder that you can make your way anywhere round here and actually reach your destination.’
‘I manage just fine, thank you,’ James retorted. ‘And as I didn’t know that you were all waiting for me, I wasn’t aware that I had to hurry straight here.’ James wandered over and sat in a chair next to Steve.
‘Been to say hello to Abi have you?’ Steve asked.
James just nodded. He knew that neither Steve or Randall understood the compulsion he had to speak to her every day, but they wouldn’t argue with him about it, they merely accepted it. He decided to change the subject. ‘So, to what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?’ he asked Marldon.
‘It’s not exactly pleasurable,’ Marldon replied. ‘As you’ve probably noticed most people have already left here to get to the city and be in place for the battle. Most of the people left will be leaving tonight, as will I, to supervise the final placing.’
‘That just leaves us,’ Randall finished for him.
Marldon nodded and was about to go on, when his attention was suddenly diverted to something just behind Randall and he uttered a startled oath. Everyone turned to look, and there, standing in the suite, was Theldon.
‘Theldon! Where have you been? We’ve been worried about you.’ Zaria cried out but made no move to go over to where Theldon stood.
‘I’m sorry. I was sure that you would be concerned, but I had to leave suddenly and this is the first opportunity that I have had to make contact with you.’
Randall had noticed Zaria’s lack of physical greeting of Theldon and examined where Theldon was standing thoroughly. ‘You’re not really here are you?’ he asked him. ‘You’re doing that projection thing again, aren’t you?’ Randall made a sound of disgust.
‘Yes, I am. It is the only way that I can speak to you and I needed to before the battle commences.’
‘I know that your time is usually short when you do this’ Sasket told him. ‘What was it that you needed to say?’
‘It wasn’t a lot, really,’ Theldon paused thoughtfully. ‘I just wanted to reassure you that I hadn’t disappeared. I have been watching events and you appear to be proceeding very well.
Everything appears to be going according to plan.’
‘You obviously haven’t heard about Abi, then.’ James was so used to the fact that almost everyone had known instantly about her death that he was shocked that Theldon appeared oblivious to the fact.
Theldon’s face became very solemn as he turned to where James sat. ‘I had heard, and like Zaria and Sasket, I knew in advance. I would like to offer my sincerest condolences, you must be terribly upset.’
James just nodded silently.
Theldon’s expression changed, almost as though he was trying to convey some message to James through his eyes alone. ‘Chin up, James!’ he told him. ‘I’m sure that everything will work out. Sometimes we can see no rhyme or reason as to why events happen, but sometimes they must for the greater good! If you look at the bigger picture, I’m sure that you’ll agree.’
James’s expression hardened. ‘There is nothing that can make me think Abi’s death was for some greater purpose. It wasn’t!’ James turned away from Theldon, before his anger got the better of him.
Theldon sighed softly. He had hoped that James would be able to hear the message underneath his words but he clearly wasn’t ready. He would see in time. ‘I just have one more thing to tell you before I must go. I will be on the battle field. You might not see me, but I will be there. Take some comfort from the fact that I have been, and will continue to do everything I can to aid you.’ Theldon then bowed before vanishing.
‘Well, it’s good to know that he’s alright,’ Sasket said turning to Zaria.
‘Yes. That is good news,’ Zaria replied. ‘Just when we needed some.’
‘Yes, anyway,’ Marldon interrupted. ‘Back to the matter in hand. The three of you will be leaving here to join the camp tomorrow. We’re leaving your departure right to the last moment as you are still slightly conspicuous. Zaria and Sasket will accompany you and I will be there to meet you when you arrive, and then bring you up to speed on what’s happening. I suggest you get a good night’s sleep tonight, as you probably won’t get much more of a chance before the battle.’ Marldon rose and bade them all goodnight, before exiting the room. Zaria and Sasket followed also wishing them goodnight.
The three men sat in silence. Events were beginning to come to a head. The main purpose for them being brought here was about to take place, but were they ready for such a large challenge?
Now that Abi had the armour and sword, Theldon insisted that she get used to them. This meant that when she took the horse out she would wear them and also when she was practising with the amulet. Theldon’s theory was that if Abi was used to wearing it, when it came to fighting the Baron, she wouldn’t even notice the weight or feel of them, and Abi supposed that he was right. However, time was running out and she only had a couple of days before it was time to leave the cottage. Luckily it had been designed with her in mind so she didn’t need lots of time to get used to it. Almost as soon as she put it on the first morning to ride the horse it felt as natural to her as her normal clothes. What Abi struggled with was the sword.
‘No, no, no, no, no!’ Theldon cried. ‘You’re still getting it all wrong. You’re using far too much energy with each stroke and you’re also making your movements too large. Now, let’s try again.’
Wearily Abi did as Theldon asked and went to attack him with the sword. Theldon had turned out to be adept at sword fighting and was doing his best to impart his skills to Abi, but she was failing miserably. Once again, as Abi sparred with Theldon, he was able to get in under her sword arm and score what would have been a fatal hit if they had been fighting for real. Theldon groaned as once again he won, and, suddenly infuriated Abi threw her own sword down and stormed off to sit on the bench in the garden.
‘That’s it, I’ve had enough,’ Abi proclaimed as she sat with her arms crossed. ‘I can’t get used to the bloody thing so I might as well not bother.’
Theldon came over and stood in front of her, concern written across his face. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked gently. ‘I didn’t expect you to be so bad at this.’
‘Gee, thanks for the words of encouragement!’ Abi hurled the sarcastic words at him.
‘There’s no need to get all fiery with me,’ Theldon gently reprimanded her. ‘You need to save that for when you meet the Baron.’
Abi made a huffing sound, but otherwise didn’t respond. She was still feeling angry, and at the moment was unwilling to let go of her temper, but she also knew that Theldon didn’t deserve to be the target for it.
Theldon moved to sit next to Abi. ‘Come on, tell me what it is that’s bothering you.’
‘Bothering me!’ Abi exploded, the force of her words pushing her to her feet. She turned to stand in front of Theldon, towering over him with her fists clenched. ‘Let’s see, in a short while, I have to leave here, go to a battle, watch my friends and the man I love fight and possibly die, wait for the right moment and then kill a man I have never met, and have no personal grudge against. Nope. I don’t think there’s anything bothering me at all. I mean, it’s not like I have anything to worry about, is there?’
The words lay heavy in the air between them. Theldon sat watching Abi, unsure of what to say to her and Abi’s anger prevented her from saying anything more to him, for fear of what she might say next. Realising that she was going to get nowhere, Abi turned and stormed off into the cottage. She fled through the rooms until she reached her own. Abi burst in, slammed the door behind her, and flung herself down heavily on the bed, where she suddenly burst into tears. It was all just getting to be too much for her.
It was some time later before Abi finally emerged from her room. She was no longer feeling angry, but there was still a turmoil of emotions within her, churning to the point where she didn’t know if she was coming or going. Abi went into the kitchen, and found Theldon there about to pour out some tea. Once he had, he handed her one of the mugs and gestured for her to sit down at the table.
‘I’m sorry for my earlier outburst,’ Abi whispered, staring at the mug between her hands, unable to meet his gaze. Theldon didn’t reply and as the silence dragged on, Abi forced herself to look up and what she saw in his eyes wasn’t anger, like she had feared, but sympathy and understanding.
Seeing that he now had Abi’s full attention, Theldon spoke. ‘I do understand, you know. All this is going to be very hard for you. You haven’t spoken very much about where you come from, but from what you have said, it appears to be very different. It’s obvious that the thought of killing someone is repugnant to you, but it is what you were brought here to do. I don’t know how you were chosen to complete this task, but I do know that the choice was correct. You will find it within you to finish your quest. Have faith in yourself and your abilities.’
‘But what about the fact I appear to be useless at handling a sword? That can’t be right, considering that it’s with the sword that I’m meant to do the deed.’ Abi wasn’t yet prepared to accept Theldon’s reassurances.
Theldon sighed. ‘I have to admit, that I’m stumped on that one. It is true that the sword you carry is the only instrument that will bring about the end that we desire, but…’ Theldon shrugged and spread his hands helplessly.’
‘Oh, great!’ Abi groaned. ‘Things just can’t get any better can they?’ She pushed the mug she had been drinking from away, folded her arms on the table and dropped her head onto them, feeling total despair. After a while, knowing that this wasn’t getting her anywhere, she raised her head and looked across at Theldon. ‘I guess I’ll just have to get some more practice in.’
‘I’m afraid it’s too late for that,’ Theldon told Abi. ‘We leave here in the morning to make our way to the battle grounds. We have a way to travel and need to make sure that we are in the right place as the day after tomorrow the battle begins.’
Abi stared back at Theldon in horror. Of course she knew that she was going to have to leave the cottage soon, but to find out exactly when, and for it to be so soon, brought reality crashing in on Abi.
‘As tonight is your last night here,’ Theldon went on. ‘I suggest that you make the most of the peace and tranquillity here, as tomorrow and the day after will be incredibly chaotic. Try and make sure that you get a good nights rest, as tomorrow night we will be camping.’ Theldon then picked up his mug from the table and left Abi to her own devices.
Abi was at a loss to know what to do with this unexpected free time, but she eventually decided that she didn’t want to remain within the cottage, and that some fresh air and exercise would do her good. The horse was grazing as usual on the lawn, and as Abi passed him she gave him a pat. Usually he just looked up and then returned to his grazing, but this time, as Abi moved past him he followed her, keeping his head by her shoulder. At first Abi was startled, he had never shown this level of affinity for her before, but she knew she would be grateful for his company as she wandered so she dropped back slightly, and placed her hand on his neck, and like this, side by side they went into the surrounding woods. It was growing dark before Abi returned to the cottage, but the time out, and the presence of the horse had allowed a level of calm to descend on her. In the garden she bade the horse good night, then she entered the cottage and went to her room. Abi collapsed on the bed, and before she knew it, she was fast asleep.
Abi woke the next morning with the first rays of the sun, which were shining in through the window. For a moment, she forgot where she was and allowed herself the luxury of waking slowly, and having a stretch. As she became more alert, the memories of the previous night’s conversation with Theldon returned, and she buried her head under the covers, as though to shut out what was to come. After a while she realised that this was a fruitless exercise and reluctantly Abi threw back the bed covers and got up.
She found Theldon in the kitchen having breakfast. Abi attempted to have something to eat and drink, but found she was feeling too tense to swallow anything. She gazed out of the window, and noticed that grazing alongside her horse was another. It was fairly non descript chestnut, and beside the brilliant white, muscular stallion, he looked tiny and insignificant. Abi turned to Theldon. ‘I’m guessing the second horse is for you?’
‘You guessed correctly’ he replied. ‘I wasn’t going to be walking whilst you rode. I am a lot older than you, remember.’
A small smile sprang to Abi’s lips and she couldn’t help wondering if it would be one of her last. She shook her head, as if to dispel the image from her mind and turned her attention back to the horses. ‘Aren’t we going to be a bit conspicuous today? After all, my horse is hardly one that just fades into the background.’
‘We’ll be fine,’ Theldon reassured Abi. ‘We will get to our destination unmolested. After all, I do know for a fact that you and the Baron will meet in battle.’
Abi suppressed the shiver that those words produced and decided some action was what she needed to distract her. ‘I’m going to go and sort my things out. Make sure I have everything that I need’ she told Theldon.
Theldon nodded. ‘Don’t take too long, I want to be leaving shortly. And after all, it’s not like you’re going to need lots of things.’
Abi’s mind shied away from the implications of what Theldon had just said, sure that he didn’t actually mean that she wouldn’t be needing anything ever again. She hurriedly gathered some essentials, before rejoining Theldon in the garden. As Abi closed the door of the cottage behind her, she felt a pang of regret. Deep down she knew that she would never return, and although in her time here she had worked hard learning new ways, she had enjoyed being here. The cottage exuded a level of peace and tranquillity that over time Abi had absorbed and now she was going to struggle to hold on to that as she re-entered the world.
Abi went over to the horses where Theldon was, and arranged the packs that she was carrying on her horse’s back. Due to the fact that he didn’t have any tack, it was difficult to see how they were going to stay on him, but she just had to trust that he would balance himself enough for her not to lose them. They mounted, and then with a final backward glance, they made their way into the trees. The fear that was inside Abi began to grow. She was about to deliberately fight and with a bit of luck, kill someone. Abi was terrified.
* * *
The suite of rooms allocated to Randall, James and Steve were dominated by a heavy silence. It was morning and the three of them were packing various items ready to leave for the camp. None of them had slept well the previous night. It was all starting to become too real for them. Randall looked round, trying to see if there was anything he was leaving that he might need, but as nothing here was really his, he couldn’t see anything, Their armour and weapons had already gone ahead of them last night. It had been decided to use the most secret of the supply lines to get them through, as it was deemed they were irreplaceable, unlike all the other weaponry that was to be used.
One of the lines had been discovered, but as Sasket had said when he broke the news, it was almost to be expected as it was the most exposed and risky one of them all. The men who had been moving the weapons had all been killed by the Baron’s patrol that had discovered them. The patrol had then gone into the camp along where the supply line had come out, and anyone discovered near that point with any sort of weapon had also been killed. It had been a huge blow to the rebel cause, but as everyone had known the uprising couldn’t possibly happen without some loss of life, the people who had died had been honoured in the usual way, and then everyone had moved on. The plans still had to be implemented, and everyone was aware that these deaths would be the first of many.
A knock on the door startled all of them out of their private reveries.
‘Come in. It’s open,’ Randall called out.
The door opened to reveal Sasket. He took a quick look round the room, saw their packs and nodded to himself. ‘Are you ready to go?’
James heaved a huge sigh. ‘As ready as we’ll ever be!’ Despite the promise that he had made to Abi, he was feeling incredibly apprehensive and was beginning to doubt his ability to carry out his vow to her.
‘I’ll second that,’ Steve said. ‘Randall, what about you?’
Randall looked around once more. ‘I think I’ve got everything that I’m going to want. I mean, it’s just one night’s camping and a bit of sword practice in the morning, after what promises to be a rather spectacular pyrotechnic display. What could I possibly need for that, that I don’t already have?!’
Randall’s attempt at humour only brought small smiles to those around him. Sasket’s smile was gentle as he replied. ‘We’d better get going then. We want to get you guys settled before we proceed with our plans.’ He turned and went out of the main room. The others paused for a small moment before shouldering their packs and following. The door closed solidly behind them, and they couldn’t help wondering if they would ever come back here again. With heavy hearts and minds they followed Sasket to the exit of the caverns where Zaria was waiting for them.
‘Cheer up!’ she said as soon as she saw the three of them. ‘This is a wedding that you’re meant to be going to. They’re supposed to be joyful occasions.’
‘I thought the whole purpose of this was to stop the wedding’ Randall argued.
‘It is’ Zaria replied patiently. ‘But we need to retain a pretence of being happy for the Baron, or we’ll get pulled over by one of the patrols that are about, and possibly detained. We can’t have that happen, as the bulk of this plan is yours and we need you to implement it. So smile!’
‘Actually, the plan is James’s not mine!’ Randall was feeling very argumentative.
‘Oh, will you stop splitting hairs, man!’ Steve intervened, his exasperation with Randall showing. ‘We’re all in this together, and that means helping one another out, and getting James where he needs to be, so just do as Zaria asks!’
Randall just shrugged, but his demeanour lightened slightly. Whilst he wasn’t smiling, it was a definite improvement, and should be passable to the guards.
‘Looks like we’re ready,’ Sasket told Zaria. ‘I think we should make a move.’
Zaria nodded, picked up the pack at her feet and headed out of the caves. The others followed her lead and they were soon heading through the trees and to the main track that would take them to the city. Once they reached this track, it was packed with others heading in the same direction. It seemed that everyone who could was heading towards the city. Whether it was the prospect of free food and drink, or they had answered the call to fight, no one was really sure, but the lands around the city walls were certainly going to be packed.
It seemed no time at all before they were joining a long queue, to hand over their documents and then be directed to where they would be allowed to pitch their tents. Randall could feel the tension rising in him as Sasket handed over a sheaf of papers to the armed guard. He knew that they had to be forgeries, and as the guard peered at the documents, and then looked up at the group of them, Randall felt sure that they had been exposed as traitors and was readying himself to run. Although, there were so many people crowded around them, he wouldn’t have anywhere to run to. However, the guard handed the papers back to Sasket without making a protest. He then proceeded to give them directions to their pitch.
‘See the large green tent up on the slope?’ the guard asked. At Sasket’s nod, he went on. ‘You need to go past it, keeping it to your left, and going straight. Once you find a clear patch, you can stop and camp there. But make sure you keep everything in line and don’t use any extra space. We’ve got a lot of people to fit in here!’ The guards attention then moved on to the group behind them. They were clearly dismissed and expected to get on, and go to their allocated camping area.
Not wanting to attract any untoward attention, they quickly followed the directions that they had been given. When they arrived at the next clear bit of ground, another guard appeared, also armed and proceeded to recite to them the rules and regulations of staying here. Once he had rattled it all off, he then conducted a search of their packs, even though this had been done at the main entrance. Once the guard had satisfied himself that they were honourable citizens he moved onto the next group who were coming along.
The five of them worked quickly, and soon their tent was pitched. No one was allowed a fire so it was cold rations they settled down to as they discussed what would happen next in hushed voices.
‘We can’t do a lot really until Marldon finds us,’ Sasket commented.
‘How’s he going to find us amongst all of this?’ Steve questioned gesturing to the packed tents around them.
‘He knows roughly where we are. Also you might have noticed that our tent’s a slightly different colour to all those around us, so he’ll be able to spot us quite easily.’
Steve looked at their tent and then those around them. Most of the ones surrounding were a dirty white. Theirs was also an off white, but unlike those around them, this was the tents proper colour, not just what they had been allowed to come over the years. It wasn’t a big enough difference to stand out, but it was enough to be noticed if you were looking for it.
‘So, it’s alright to move around? No one minds if you go visiting other tents?’ James was worried that too much movement from them, could get them all in trouble.
‘Oh, no,’ Zaria affirmed. ‘Now that we’re within the compound, we can move about as much as we like. The difficulty is going to be getting into the city.’
‘Great!’ Randall exclaimed. ‘Now you tell us. The one place that we need to go and it’s going to be difficult!’
‘Shhh!’ Sasket made urgent quietening gestures. ‘Whilst for the main we are surrounded by those who are on our side, we don’t know for certain who might be listening, so please, try and keep it down!’
Randall subsided and in a much quieter voice went on. ‘But it is a valid point. How are we going to get in and do what we have to? The whole plan pivots on the success of blowing the Citadel up!’
‘We know,’ Zaria replied. ‘Marldon has a plan, I’m sure, so we just need to wait until he arrives.’
The five of then chatted amongst themselves anxiously waiting for Marldon to come and find them, for until he arrived there was nothing they could do but sit and wait. Several hours passed before they finally saw him climbing the slope towards them.
‘Sorry about the delay,’ he apologised as he reached them. ‘Been a few problems, but they’re sorted now and we can get on with everything. James, are you ready?’
James nodded. ‘Ready when you are,’ he confirmed. Now that he was here, he was feeling slightly less apprehensive and he felt that some action would relieve him of the rest of it.
‘Excellent!’ Marldon rubbed his hands together, before leaning in and lowering his voice. ‘We’ve put the gunpowder in wine barrels, as a disguise. We plan to take them in to the city and say that they are a wedding gift. The Baron is a greedy man, and he will have told the guards on the gate to let any gifts through. As the barrels will be heavy and loaded on a cart, they’ll wave us through rather than take the “wine” off of us. Once inside the city, we’ll be able to pass unnoticed. Most of his guards are out here keeping the peace right now. The ones who are inside the city are going to be getting too drunk to notice what we’re up to!’
‘Sounds good to me, let’s go.’ James got to his feet and then turned to look at Steve. ‘You coming?’
‘Just try and stop me!’ Steve was like an eager little boy. ‘If you think I’m going to let you have all the fun, you’re much mistaken!’
Sasket had also risen to his feet and clearly intended to go with them. James turned to look at Randall. ‘Are you coming as well?’
‘I don’t think so. Someone needs to stay with Zaria.’ Randall remained resolutely sitting, James and Steve could get themselves into enough trouble on their own without his help.
‘Suit yourself.’ James shrugged and marched off down the slope with Marldon beside him, showing him the way and Steve and Sasket following. Randall stood to watch them as they receded into the distance. When they got lost in the crowds he allowed his attention to wander and take in the scene around him. The campsites were well back from the city walls, which meant there was a lot of clear level ground surrounding the city. His eyes were drawn to the large double wooden gates of the main city entrance, which were at the moment standing open. It was through these that they were hoping to force the Baron and his army, and tomorrow the tranquil area would become a battleground teeming with destruction.
He sighed deeply. He didn’t really want any part of this. He had been dragged here and forced into this, but he knew that Steve and James would, once the battle started, try to be right in the thick of things, and he knew that he would do almost anything to help them out. If they were in danger, he would do his utmost to get them out of it. He felt a hand on his arm and turned to see Zaria standing next to him.
‘It will go according to plan,’ she told him. ‘Have a little faith and believe in the prophecies. After all they brought you here, and everything so far has happened how it should.’
‘Including Abi?’ Randall questioned.
Zaria flushed slightly. ‘It couldn’t be helped,’ she said softly. ‘The battle will happen tomorrow, and by the time the sun sets on another day we will know if we have won or not.’
‘And if we don’t win?’
‘Then we will all die.’
A shiver went through Randall at Zaria’s words. Her calm acceptance of the fact that this time tomorrow they could all be dead was frightening. He turned once more to look at the city. The sun was beginning to set, and it highlighted the red walls of the Citadel. The shadows were lengthening and a stillness was beginning to settle over the camp. As Randall stood there, watching the sun disappear behind the horizon in a blaze of colour, he couldn’t help but think how beautiful everything looked tonight. The irony was not lost on him as he thought how the scene would look tomorrow at this time. Today beauty and tranquillity. Tomorrow, ruin and turmoil.
* * *
Theldon and Abi had arrived at the very edge of the camp site outside the city in the early afternoon the day before the battle. At first Abi thought that Theldon had intended for them to join the others but he had headed off at an angle to where a small mound with trees on top rose above the camp, but away and to one side of it.
‘I know you want to join your friends, but the time isn’t yet right for that. If everything goes according to plan then you will be reunited tomorrow.’ Theldon told Abi.
Abi was almost glad that she wouldn’t be reunited with Randall, James and Steve today. So much had happened, and the fact that they believed she was dead was going to be very difficult to explain. But there was one large part of her that still rebelled at the enforced separation. Abi had thought that she had managed to put her feelings for James to one side. After all, it did appear that he had gotten over her very quickly, but she knew that she still loved him, and her heart just craved to be with him. To be in his arms once again, and to feel his lips on hers. Abi stifled a sigh and followed Theldon.
Their route to the hillock was circuitous and far enough away from the camp that no one noticed them. Despite the fact that Abi was on a pristine white horse that seemed to glow, and made her feel very conspicuous, not a single person glanced in their direction. The amulet was at work again.
They got to the top of the hillock, where Theldon and Abi dismounted. Whilst Theldon started getting ready and putting up the tent, Abi went to the edge of the mound to take a look at what was around her.
‘Careful!’ Theldon called out. ‘We don’t want to attract any attention.’
‘I’ll be alright,’ Abi replied without even turning around. She was fully aware that the amulet would conceal her and that she could probably take a walk right through the camp below without a single person noticing her. However, as she didn’t want to be seen, she stopped by the edge of the trees and, using them as a shield, she carefully peered out. The sight that greeted her took her breath away. Below Abi tents spread out in all directions and people scurried to and fro. It looked like there must be thousands gathered here, ready to fight against the Baron in the morning.
Abi sighed deeply. Below her in that seething mass, she knew that Steve, Randall and James would be there, but where? She was on the verge of turning away, when she remembered that she could use the amulet to enhance her sight. Abi quickly zoomed in on the activity below, but even now, it seemed an impossible task to locate three people amongst the many that were down there. However, she wasn’t going to give up and methodically swept her eyes back and forth on the scene beneath her, and eventually Abi’s patience was rewarded. Her breath caught in her throat as she watched. They were sat in front of a tent, talking with Zaria and Sasket. Abi couldn’t make out what they were saying, but seeing them was enough. She had only seen James through the mirror, and now at last she was seeing him in the flesh. Abi longed to be back with him, even though, as he sat talking to his friends, he seemed perfectly content, not missing her in the slightest. She turned away and went back to Theldon.
He took one look at Abi’s face and sighed in exasperation. ‘You’ve located them amongst the crowd down there I take it?’
Abi only nodded, not trusting herself to speak.
Theldon came over and placed his hands on her arms. ‘You have to stop this,’ he told Abi. ‘You were separated for a reason. You have a mammoth task to complete and you need to be focussed on that, not what’s going on with your companions. They have their own objectives that don’t concern you!’
‘I thought you said that they would create the situation that would mean the Baron and I can challenge one another?’ Abi goaded him.
‘Yes, that much is true’ he replied. ‘But you only need to make sure that you are ready at the right time to finish this! I’m sure that they’re down there planning what they need to do, not moping around thinking about you. They have more pressing matters to consider, as do you!’
Theldon’s words hit Abi like a shower of icy cold water. As she stood staring at him speechless, she realised that he was more than likely right. The guys had had plenty of time, to move on and forget about her. She had to do the same. Abi hardened her heart against what she was feeling, finally refusing to let anything get between her and her ultimate task. She wriggled out of Theldon’s grasp and turned back in the direction of the camp. But this time, Abi ignored the camp and focused her attention on the city and the dominance of the Citadel within the walls. ‘I’m coming for you Baron,’ she said softly. ‘The prophecies are all culminating in this moment. Tomorrow you and I will meet and everything will be decided!’ The resolve Abi felt stiffened her entire self and as she turned back to Theldon his expression changed to one of awe.
‘You are more than worthy for the final step of the quest you have been pursuing,’ he told Abi. ‘Tomorrow, the hopes and dreams of the rightful heir and their followers will be realised.’
A grin spread across Abi’s face. ‘Steady on! Remember, I’m still struggling to come to grips with my sword. Still,’ Abi shrugged. ‘I’m sure everything will work out.’
Theldon smiled back at her. I’m sure it will too!’
‘Unless everything goes horrendously pear shaped of course!’ Abi was determined to have the last word and she chuckled as Theldon struggled to understand what she had said. Slang was not something he could comprehend, but she wasn’t going to explain herself. She walked past him and finished setting up the camp in a much better frame of mind than she had been.
Because they were deep amongst the trees and the amulet was, to some extent, concealing their presence, they built a small fire and had something hot to eat. Abi was surprised at how hungry she was and wolfed down a large portion of the stew that Theldon had prepared.
‘That’s it, get it down you,’ he nodded approvingly. ‘You’ll need the energy that will give you tomorrow and I doubt that you’re going to be wanting breakfast in the morning!’
Abi just smiled, feeling too replete to start an argument with him. She lay back and gazed up at the stars. Whilst they were completely different to the ones back at home, over her time in Trelyssia she had become used to them and was able to recognize several constellations. Looking up at them now, Abi felt tiny and the thought of what she had to do paled into insignificance against the enormity of what was out there. A level of calm descended and she decided that there was nothing more she could do now to prepare herself, so she got up and made her way into the tent. Abi quickly settled under the bedding Theldon had brought, and before she knew it, she was sound asleep.
James and Steve eagerly followed Marldon down to where a horse and cart were waiting for them to drive into the city. Steve was excited as he was finally going to be getting some action. Things were really progressing now and his level of adrenalin was getting so high it needed an outlet. This excursion into the city to plant the gunpowder was the perfect opportunity to release some of the tension he was feeling and to actually do something.
James was no less eager than Steve to get on into the city and begin with their plans but he was keen for different reasons. This marked the start of everything, the beginning of the battle against the Baron, and for James that was what this was all about. The Baron was at the heart of everything that was wrong here, but it was more than that. This was also about his promise to Abi, to avenge her death. If everything went according to plan, then tomorrow, he would fulfil his vow. That was why he was going to personally help place the gunpowder. He wanted nothing to go wrong. This plan had to work. He straightened his shoulders, and a resolute calm came over him as he went through in his mind what had to be done.
As they arrived by the side of the cart containing the barrels, Marldon turned to them. ‘Right, from here there’s no going back. Are you both sure about this?’
‘Absolutely!’ Steve exclaimed, a grin spreading across his face.
Marldon suppressed a sigh. He had a feeling that Steve was going to cause him problems if he didn’t find a way to contain him somehow. He turned to James. ‘What about you?’
James just nodded his agreement. Marldon smiled back. That was more like it. He appreciated James’s calmness and his sensible approach to matters. He just wished that James could pass some of that onto Steve. ‘Ok. As we’re all agreed on this, we’d better get going. Sasket, you’d better go in the back, in case they want to have a close look a the barrels. Steve, you sit in there with him and James can go in the front with me.’
There were no arguments to Marldon’s directions and everyone quickly got into position. Marldon picked up the reins once they were all settled, gave them a shake, and the horse started forward to the great wooden gates that marked the main entrance. Even though the sun was now setting, the gates remained open to allow well wishers in and out. However, the gates would be shut later that night, so they would have to be quick if the four of them were going to make it out that night.
No one was surprised when, as they the drew up outside the gates, the guards signalled them to halt. Marldon immediately pulled up as he didn’t want to cause any trouble or do anything that would mark them out as anything other than delivery men.
‘What is your business in the city?’ the guard on the gate asked.
‘We have brought a gift, to celebrate this wondrous occasion of the Baron’s marriage to his beautiful bride,’ Marldon proclaimed.
‘What is the nature of your gift?’ the guard asked. He was clearly not going to let them in until he was satisfied that there was no threat from them.
‘Several barrels of the best wine in the region. It is of such a fine quality, that they only deserve to be drunk on such an event as this.’
‘Is that so?’ An expression of boredom crossed the guard’s face. He had probably been hearing things like this all day.
‘Try some if you don’t believe me.’ Marldon offered the man a wine skin that he had beside him.
The guard hesitated before stretching out his hand and taking the offering. He uncorked the skin, and sniffed cautiously at the contents. A look of surprise crossed his face as the aroma clearly pleased him. He carefully wiped the top, before taking a small sip. The taste appeared to satisfy him and he immediately took a much bigger mouthful. ‘That is good! Possibly the best wine I’ve ever tasted.’ He made to hand the skin back to Marldon with a show of reluctance.
‘Why don’t you keep it,’ Marldon suggested with a saucy wink. ‘I’m sure that manning the gate is thirsty work.’
‘Yes, my throat is quite dry,’ the guard agreed and tucked the skin away out of sight. He then went along the side of the cart to see how much they were carrying. He noticed Steve and Sasket in the back. ‘Quite a few of you aren’t there?’
‘It’s getting late, and we thought it would be quicker if we used our own manpower to unload. I’m sure that everyone is so busy preparing for tomorrow that they won’t be able to give us a hand.’
‘Good thinking.’ The guard was beginning to lose interest, especially as there were others behind them that still needed vetting. ‘Take your goods round to the back of the Citadel,’ he told them. ‘Someone will be able to show you were you can take your offerings.’ With that he waved them through the gates and turned his attention to the next group.
James forced himself to relax. All during the brief interview he had been so tense. They couldn’t have afforded to have been discovered at that point, and he was grateful for Marldon’s foresight in having brought a skin with him containing some high quality wine. It had definitely been because of that, they had got through the gates.
‘We’ll make our way to the Citadel as that’s the way we’re expected to go, and luckily for us, it’s where we want to be anyway!’ Marldon skilfully steered the cart through the very narrow streets. They were so narrow that all James needed to do was stretch out a hand to be able to touch the buildings on either side.
The Citadel was in the very centre of the city and towered over everything. It wasn’t hard to find their way towards it, as it dominated the area. ‘No building is allowed to be more than three stories high’ Marldon explained. ‘That means that the Citadel can be seen from wherever you are within these walls.’
‘And from outside I would think,’ Steve exclaimed, leaning forwards from the back to make sure that he was heard.
‘Not as much. You see, the walls are very high. The city was designed to withstand a siege, with the walls being the first line of defence, and the Citadel the second, so the walls are quite high. You must have seen that as we entered.’ Marldon turned to look at Steve.
Steve reddened slightly. ‘I wasn’t paying that much attention as we came in,’ he confessed. ‘I was thinking more about getting in here and…’
‘Shhh!’ Marldon admonished him. ‘We can’t have people overhear. Remember in the city, most of the people that you will see will be on the side of the Baron. We have to be very careful until we leave here.’ Marldon turned his attention back to where he was going. He took a brief furtive look around, before turning down a side street. ‘The men that have volunteered to help us are meeting us down here’ he explained. ‘Hopefully everything is alright and they’ll be here or we’ll have to revise our plans!’
Marldon pulled the horse to a stop and issued a low whistle. A head popped put of a nearby window and then quickly disappeared again. Suddenly, a little further along the street, a large wooden gate began to open. Marldon urged the horse forwards again and steered him through the opening. As soon as the cart was fully through, the gate was closed behind them. They had pulled into the yard of a house, and as they stopped a man came out and greeted Marldon.
‘Welcome! We have been expecting you. Our workforce is gathered and ready to go. Unless,’ the man hesitated before going on. ‘Perhaps you and your companions require refreshment first.’
‘No. Thank you, Tomak. Time is short and we have lots to do.’ Marldon jumped down from the seat of the cart. ‘Lets get the gunpowder off and then we can start!’
‘Get if off?’ James questioned. ’But how are we going to get it to where we want?’
‘Although most of the Baron’s forces have got the night off, there will be some patrols about. To be less conspicuous, we’re going to put a barrel into each of the hand carts that we have, and then split up and place them where we want them.’
‘Sounds good to me! Shall we get going?’ Steve, still in the back of the cart was beginning to prepare to take the barrels off. His enthusiasm was getting the better of him though, and he was manhandling the barrel he had selected roughly.
‘Careful!’ James cried out, appalled at Steve’s treatment of the cargo. ‘It’s not actually wine in there you know. Do you want to kill us all, before we manage to accomplish anything?’
‘Sorry,’ Steve apologised. ‘But the fuses aren’t in these yet are they?’
‘No’ Tomak replied. ‘We plan to put those in later, but it will only take a spark to set them off, don’t forget.’
Several other men had by this time gathered in the yard, and with their careful assistance, the load was soon off the cart and where they were wanted.
‘Right, it’s time to take these out of here, Marldon told the group. ‘We’ll need to split into groups and leave here separately. The last thing we want is to draw attention to what we’re doing. James, you’ll come with me, and Steve, you go with Sasket. Everyone knows where to place their barrel, and once they’re in place, James and I will come round and check that every one is in the best possible place. Everyone know what they’re doing?’
There were nods all round, so Tomak opened the door that was within the gate and went out with his hand cart and accompanied by another man. At regular intervals the different pairs went through the door and out into the streets until only James and Marldon were left. Finally Marldon turned to James. ‘It’s our turn, shall we go?’
James nodded and between the pair of them they pushed their cart out of the gate and into the deserted street.
‘Try not to look so furtive,’ Marldon told James. ‘Remember, we’re out on legitimate business, taking wine to the Citadel for tomorrow’s celebration.’
James tried to relax and keep that thought in his mind as he followed Marldon’s directions down the maze of streets. The Citadel loomed above them the whole time and James could hardly believe that due to a plan that he had come up with, this building was going to be destroyed. It was an impressive structure and looked so solid that James was beginning to doubt that their plan would work. However, as James and Marldon got up to the walls of the Citadel, James could see that it was an old building that hadn’t been looked after. The parapets were crumbling away and there were cracks running down the walls.
Marldon allowed James to look for a while, taking it all in before trying to usher him along. ‘No, wait,’ James told him. ‘I think here would be a good place to for our barrel.’
‘But we’ve picked a place further along. It’s better spaced with the others so that when they go off, hopefully together, the destruction will happen in similar measure all the way round.’
James shook his head. ‘That not quite what we need. The barrels need to placed at the weakest points of the Citadel. We need to cause enough panic in the Baron that he exits here as fast as he can. While spacing might be good, preventing a place where the Baron can hide is what we want to do. What we need is to cause as much damage as possible. See here,’ James pointed to where he wanted to place the gunpowder. ‘There’s a crack in the wall that runs right down to the ground. That means at this point there’s already a weakness, so when the barrel explodes, that whole section of wall should collapse with it, and that’s what we’re after!’ James finished emphatically, his eyes shining as he explained to Marldon what was needed.
Marldon looked at James for a while before looking at where he wanted to put the explosive. His eyes travelled upwards, following the crack which he saw went all the way up to the top, to the parapet where there was already a chunk of masonry missing. He began to nod slowly. ‘You’re right,’ he told James. ‘Let’s place ours here, and then we’d better quickly go round and check the positioning of the others.’
James and Marldon had soon placed the barrel so it was as inconspicuous as possible. There was a slight niche just to one side of the damage in the Citadel’s wall into which they placed it. They then surrounded it with foliage to cover it. Luckily the land round the Citadel was unkempt and large bushy weeds grew all around the base of its walls. James stood back to survey their handiwork and nodded with satisfaction before turning to Marldon. ‘We just need to place the fuse in it now, have you got it with you?’
Marldon shook his head. ‘We didn’t want to risk any accidents before we’re ready so the fuses will only be put into place shortly before they’re lit.’
‘Good thinking. Shall we go and check the other placements?’
Marldon nodded his agreement and they quickly skirted around the walls of the Citadel. Most of them, James was fine with. Whilst the Citadel was in disrepair, not all areas were badly damaged and they just had to hope that when the gunpowder went off, as much destruction would happen as possible to persuade the Baron that staying inside was not a good idea.
After moving a few of them, James was finally satisfied, so he and Marldon began to head back to Tomak’s house. The other would be waiting for them and probably worrying about the length of time they had taken. But before they could get very far, a voice called out after them.
‘What are you doing here at this time?!’
It was by now full dark and not a time for wandering around the streets of the city. James froze in his tracks, so Marldon took decisive action. ‘Act drunk,’ he whispered to James. He then turned to face the armed guard behind him and raised his voice. ‘I am sorry! My friend here got a bit carried away tonight with celebrating and I’m trying to get him home. But as you can see, he’s a large man and difficult to control.’ James obligingly staggered against Marldon who struggled to catch him.
The guard looked disgusted with what he assumed was James’s level of drunkenness. ‘Be as quick as you can getting him to his bed’ he told Marldon. ‘The last thing we need is some drunken oaf making everything look bad, the night before the Baron’s wedding.’ When they hesitated the guard made large shooing gestures with his arms. ‘Go on, be off with you! Get away from the Citadel and back to your bed and stay there until you’re sober again!’ The guard seemed incredibly anxious for them to be out of the area, so James lessened his drunken act slightly and allowed Marldon to steer him until they were out of the line of vision of the guard.
James straightened and readjusted his clothing. ‘Phew, that was close!’
‘Too close!’ Marldon agreed. ‘I thought for a moment we’d had it.’
James smiled wryly. ‘Yeah, but at least you didn’t totally freeze and got us out of there. I was useless!’
‘No, you weren’t,’ Marldon disagreed. ‘You did a great job acting drunk. Get a lot of practice do you?’ A sly grin spread across his face. James grinned back and the shared humour lightened the tension that they’d both been feeling. ‘Come on,’ Marldon went on, ‘we really are running out of time now. We’d better get back to the house and find the others.’
A few minutes later they were re-entering the yard of Tomak’s house. ‘You made it!’ Steve greeted them. ‘We were beginning to get worried. I wanted to look for you, but Sasket wouldn’t let me!’ A look of disgust crossed his face as he glanced across at Sasket.
‘Well, as you can see we’re fine, so you needn’t have worried.’ James replied.
Marldon could sense an argument brewing between James and Steve so decided to head it off. ‘James and I checked the placements of the other barrels and we moved a few of them.’ Marldon raised his voice above the protests of the others. ‘We didn’t move any of them far, so you’ll be able to easily locate them. Hopefully the new places will provide more damage and speed our plans well on their way.’
The grumbles subsided and Marldon turned to Tomak, a serious expression on his face. ‘May I just say on behalf of everyone involved in our cause that we are deeply grateful for the sacrifice you are making. Your bravery will not be forgotten!’ Marldon bowed low to Tomak and his friends, then solemnly embraced them all one by one. Sasket, who was standing beside Marldon, did the same.
James and Steve watched with dawning realisation. This group, led by Tomak, were the ones who, in the morning, would light the fuses on the gunpowder then ensure that the city was set alight in such a way that the Baron would have no option but to come out of the main gates. These men were willingly giving up their lives, so that tomorrow, a battle could take place.
James cleared his throat against the lump that was forming there. ‘I would just like to add my thanks to Marldon’s. I don’t know if you were aware that I came up with the plan that you are going to carry out.’ James spread his hands helplessly before going on. ‘I didn’t realise at first that you were going to have to risk your lives to carry it out, and your willingness to make such a sacrifice humbles me.’
Tomak came and stood in front of James and placed his hands on James’s shoulders. ‘It’s a good plan, don’t worry about that. We are all sure it will work, and we also believe that we will not be the only ones to die tomorrow. We have just chosen a different way to meet our maker. Everything is in place, so now it is up to you and your companions to complete what you came here to do. Don’t fail us, and make our sacrifice worthless. That’s all we ask of you.’ Tomak then pulled James into an embrace, before releasing him, and embracing Steve. ‘Now go! You need to be outside the city walls and they will be shutting the gates soon!’
James, Sasket, Marldon and Steve scrambled into place in the cart whilst the gates were opened. Marldon expertly steered the cart out into the street.
‘Good luck and farewell!’ Tomak called after them. ‘It was an honour to have met you!’
The yard gates closed behind them and an air of seriousness descended over them. To meet the people who were willing to die the following day for the rebel cause had deeply shocked James and Steve. The gravity of the situation that they were in was becoming ever more obvious. They remained silent as they approached the main gates. They were still open, and as they were leaving the city, they weren’t stopped. Marldon quickly steered the cart back to where they had found it and handed the care of the horse over to its owner.
‘I guess this is goodnight,’ Marldon said. ‘I need to get back and give the battle plans a final polish.’ Marldon paused for a long time before continuing. ‘Whatever happens tomorrow, I want to say thank you for everything you have done here. We were beginning to think that this day would never come. Of course, it could all go wrong, but hopefully our plans will work and we will triumph and we will all see one another again.’ Marldon paused again before turning to Sasket. ‘You know what to do tomorrow?’
‘Everything is in place,’ Sasket replied.
‘Good! Well I’ll be off now.’ Marldon took a few steps before turning and looking back at them. ‘Tell Randall I’m glad to have met him too, and pass on my gratitude that he is here alongside you, taking part in all of this.’
We will,’ Steve promised.
Marldon turned back and walked away again, disappearing into the night. The three of them watched for a while before turning and heading back up the slope to where their tent was pitched. There was silence between them all as they contemplated what was about to happen. In a matter of hours this whole area would be a battleground, with people badly wounded and dying, and even the dead littered across the grass. That much was inevitable. But would they be amongst the dead and wounded or would they survive and prevail? At this point no one knew and the outcome could go either way. They would all just have to wait to see what tomorrow would bring.
It was still dark, but on the horizon there was a glimmer of light. A new day was soon going to begin. The ghostly silhouette of an owl floating on silent wings went unnoticed by the multitudes below. It banked round over the Citadel, then folded its wings to settle on one of the walls. Far below it, movement caught the eye of the owl, and it swivelled its head to get a better look. For a moment the attention of the owl was focussed on what was happening, but soon, realising that it wasn’t prey below, it lost interest. The affairs of men were nothing to do with him. The owl preened a few of his feathers, was still for a moment, then suddenly lifted off again on his silent wings. It soared on, over the city walls and out over the grass beyond. It was clear for a way, but the owl could see no prey there, so it flew on, but was frustrated by what it found. Instead of rolling grasslands ideal for hunting, the entire area was covered with foreign objects. The owl hooted in frustration, but it went unnoticed by those below, except for one man, who looked up, saw the owl and dismissed it, returning to his own thoughts. The owl flew on, to another place where he had hunted well in the past. A small knoll on the edge of the grassy area, just before the forest, with a few trees on top where he settled to take stock of the area. Again he was frustrated, for even here there was evidence of humans where there shouldn’t be. There were less here, only a small tent and less outward sign of the human presence, but the owl knew that even this small camp would mean no hunting for him here. He decided to give up for the night and flew off again into the lightening sky and towards the great forest to roost for the day. It had been slim pickings for him, and as he settled himself to sleep, he could only hope that things would be better the following night. Little did the owl know that due to events about to happen, his hunting the next night would be far more successful.
* * *
Randall, unable to sleep, was standing outside of the tent and gazing towards the city. It was still so dark that he could barely see it. It was just a darker mass in the already dark night, but as Randall watched he knew it wouldn’t be long before he would see more clearly. He glanced over to the east, where the sky was beginning to lighten. It was only a matter of hours now before the battle would begin. Far above him an owl hooted and for some reason sent shivers down Randall’s spine. He glanced up, acknowledging that it was nothing more sinister than an owl, before letting his gaze rest once more upon the Citadel. He sighed deeply. It was no use standing there and wishing things were different. He was here, about to join in a fight and he needed to make sure that he was prepared. Randall turned and went back into the tent. As he entered James stirred and opened his eyes a crack. Upon seeing Randall up and about, he sat up. ‘Is it time?’ he asked.
‘Not far off,’ Randall replied. ‘The sky to the east is getting lighter so I’m sure it won’t be long before the camp guards get taken out.’
James was silent for a moment. Even now, when the battle was so close, he wasn’t feeling much fear. He was still resolved to face the Baron himself. James looked round and saw the sleeping forms of Steve, Zaria and Sasket. ‘Should we wake them? After all, Zaria and Sasket probably need to prepare more than we do.’
‘I’m not sure,’ Randall shrugged. ‘I couldn’t see that anyone else was up just now, but a little extra time to get prepared can’t hurt.’
James regarded Randall shrewdly for a moment. ‘Have you slept at all tonight?’
‘With your snoring, no chance!’ Randall retorted.
‘That’s the reason is it? Not because your afraid, then?’ James taunted.
Randall was about to reply, but their raised voices had disturbed the other sleepers in the tent.
‘Wassup?’ Steve asked sleepily turning onto his back and rubbing his eyes. His hair was tousled and as he stifled a yawn, he ran his hands through it as though trying to make it look tidier.
‘You need to get up and start getting ready,’ Randall told him.
As realisation dawned, that today was what they had all been striving towards, Steve shot up, elbowing Sasket in the process.
‘Get off!’ Sasket cried out, instinctively whipping out a short knife and wielding it in Steve’s direction.
‘Watch what you’re doing with that!’ Steve exclaimed. ‘You’ll kill me if you’re not careful.’
‘Sorry,’ replied Sasket. ‘I forgot where I was for a moment.’
‘Well, remember now and try to be a bit quieter,’ Zaria admonished. In all the commotion she had been woken and was now on her feet and heading to the tent entrance. ‘I don’t think anyone else is about yet, and the last thing we need to do is disturb everyone and get the guards’ attention.’ Zaria cautiously peered out of the tent. ‘Hmm. It’s still a little early to be doing much.’ She dropped the tent flap and turned to face the others. ‘However, as we’re up we might as well have something to eat.’
She went over to where they were keeping their food and got out some bread and cheese. ‘You might as well try and eat something,’ she said upon seeing their faces at the mention of food. ‘I know that you’re all nervous, but you’ll need your strength later.’
Reluctantly, Randall, James and Steve took the rations that Zaria handed out and attempted to eat. James and Randall only managed a few mouthfuls, but Steve was soon tucking in with relish. ‘What!’ he exclaimed upon seeing Randall’s look. ‘I’m hungry, and I’m just doing as Zaria said to.’
Randall just shook his head and turned away, looking towards the tent flap. He just wanted to know what was happening outside and when the action would begin. Part of him didn’t want the battle to happen but a much larger part just wanted to get it over and done with.
It seemed like ages before Sasket went to look out of the tent. He stood outside for a while before turning back to the others. ‘We might as well start to get ready. It won’t be long now. I just saw a couple of the assassins crossing the camp to take out the guards. The ones inside the city will be doing the same shortly.’
Apart from a few groans and expletives they were silent as they prepared. The armour wasn’t easy to get on and they had to help each other out, sometimes hurting one another in the process. But despite their inexperience they were soon all ready. James, Randall and Steve stood together looking professional in their armour with their swords by their sides. Zaria and Sasket, were attired differently, in thick leather trousers with chain mail shirts and helmets. Sasket carried a sword, whereas Zaria had a longbow. Sasket would be fighting on the front line with James, Randall and Steve. Zaria would be towards the back with the other archers, but in case she was attacked she wore a short sword at her side.
‘Well, I guess this is it,’ Randall commented. ‘The final battle!’
‘Yes it is, and in case I don’t get the chance later, I just want to say thanks.’ Sasket held out his hand to Randall, who grasped it instantly. Steve and James quickly followed suit, and even Zaria joined in. They were now standing in a circle their hands linking them all together in the centre.
‘It’s not us you need to thank,’ Steve told Sasket. ‘I think you’d have got to this point by yourselves.’
Sasket grinned back. ‘But because of you, we got here quicker!’
Before anyone else could say anything, the interior of the tent was suddenly lit by a bright flash from outside. The group quickly dropped hands and glanced uneasily at one another.
‘The first signal,’ Sasket murmured. ‘Three more and then we’ll need to get in position.’
Silence once again reigned as they all turned to face the entrance and await the next few signals. They didn’t have to wait for long, as they came in quick succession. Once the fourth and final signal had pierced the slowly lightening sky, Sasket led them out. The five of them stood for a moment looking at their ultimate goal. On impulse, they quickly hugged one another, before Zaria went off to join the other archers and the men went down to the front line to become part of the infantry. People were emerging from all over and soon everyone was assembled with the camp at their backs, facing the walls of the city and the double gates through which the Baron was expected to appear with his army. The archers were at the rear, with the cavalry on the flanks. Between all of them was the infantry, and it was in this group that Randall, James and Steve stood side by side and waited. They didn’t look at one another, as all eyes were fastened on the gates and anticipation began to build.
As the sun finally crested the horizon to the east, Zaria took a special arrow from her quiver and lit it from the torch that was being held for her. She notched it to her bowstring and then pulled it back as far as it would go. She aimed upwards and then let the string go. The burning arrow shot high into the sky and soared over everyone’s heads in a graceful arc. The final signal that everything was in place had been issued. It was time.
Inside the city, Tomak and his friends saw the burning arrow and went into action. Those with fuses ran off to detonate their assigned barrel of gunpowder, whilst the archers quickly spread out ready to set fire to the specially selected areas of the city to drive the Baron in the right direction.
The army outside waited anxiously, hoping that everything was about to go according to plan. A deafening roar suddenly split the air. The first barrel had exploded and it was soon followed by the others. All eyes were on the rising Citadel, waiting to see what would happen. At first, it seemed that everything had gone wrong as the Citadel appeared to be able to withstand the onslaught, but slowly, one of the outer walls began to crumble, and this set off a chain reaction. Soon, large parts of masonry were falling off. The waiting army began to cheer. Randall and Steve who were standing either side of James buffeted him on either shoulder, nearly knocking him over. Phase one had worked. Now they had to see if phase two would.
The sound of hoof beats and running feet, as well as shouts and cries of alarm reached those waiting outside the walls. Smoke began to rise from within and the confidence of the waiting army grew. As the sounds got louder, approaching the still closed main gates of the city, the commanders of the rebel cause ordered everyone to prepare. As one, swords were drawn from sheaths, axes were wielded, and archers strung their bows and readied their arrows. What had just been a patiently waiting group of people had just turned into a deadly army ready to attack.
All eyes were fastened on the gates, and as pandemonium broke out within the city, the gates began to open. The Baron’s mounted guard was first out, with the Baron at the centre of the group. At first, they were so intent on getting out of the city they didn’t realise what was waiting for them. It was the Baron who noticed and cried for everyone to stop. They all pulled their horses up short and gazed in horror at what was confronting them, but not for long. They were trained killers and after their initial hesitation they drew their weapons readying to attack. The army behind them fleeing on foot had more time to prepare and they already had their weapons drawn.
The leaders of the rebel cause had waited long enough. ‘Attack!’ The cry went up along the massed ranks of their army and as they were suddenly released, everyone sprang forward eagerly, including Randall, James and Steve. In the heat of the moment all fear was forgotten. Adrenalin surged through the body creating its own crescendo and driving everyone towards their goal. A red mist descended and the only thought was to win the battle.
The force of the attacking army, who with the advantage of surprise and they fact that they were charging downhill, drove the Baron’s army up against the walls of the city, effectively cornering them. To the two watchers up on the hillock, it looked as though the battle was going to be short and easily won. But appearances can be deceptive. Especially appearances from afar.
* * *
The morning seemed to arrive far too quickly for Abi. As Theldon shook her awake she could swear that she had only just gone to bed. Abi groaned as Theldon dragged the blankets back and the cold morning air hit her. ‘You have to get up,’ Theldon told Abi. ‘If you don’t, you won’t be ready in time, and that would be disastrous. Get ready and I’ll see you outside.’
Abi sat up and nodded slowly. Today was the day. There were only two possible options for how this day was going to end. She was either going to kill the Baron and free the people of Trelyssia from a life of oppression, or she was going to fail miserably in the quest she had been brought here to complete and she was going to die, along with practically everyone who was on the side of the rebel cause.
Abi struggled to pull about her the calmness that she had felt the previous night. Feeling at a total loss, she got up and looked around. Theldon had laid out what Abi was to wear today. The stiff leather trousers, the long, chain mail shirt, and the emerald green cloak. She pulled herself together and slowly got dressed trying to mentally prepare herself as she donned each item. Finally Abi was fully dressed. She shook her hair back, grasped it with both hands and quickly tied it in a ponytail. Lastly, she picked up the sword in its scabbard and fastened its belt around her waist. She took a deep breath and then pulled back the tent flap and stepped out to greet Theldon.
He regarded her solemnly for a moment. ‘Yes,’ he nodded. ‘You almost certainly look the part, apart from one small detail.’ He quickly closed the gap between them, reached up and pulled out the ribbon that had been holding Abi’s hair back.
‘Hey!’ Abi cried, clutching at her loose hair. ‘What did you do that for?’
‘You are called the Fiery Woman, and whilst in the main that refers to your temperament, it also refers to the fact that you are a redhead. By having your hair loose it shows much more clearly who you are, and we want the Baron to recognise you as soon as he sets eyes on you!’
‘Really?’ Abi was dubious. ‘Wouldn’t it be easier to sort of, sneak up on him?’
‘No,’ Theldon shook his head. ‘He will be too protected for you to do that. Once he sees you and knows you for what you are, he will come to you and the fight will truly begin.’
Before Abi could reply the dark sky was suddenly illuminated.
‘The first signal!’ Theldon cried. ‘Quick, you haven’t much time. Get mounted!’
Abi called her horse who had been calmly grazing nearby. With an ease of practice for which she was suddenly grateful, she mounted and settled herself on him. Abi made sure that the sword hung down loosely by her left side, and the cloak was draped over the horses rump, not hindering her. As she sat there, Abi suddenly knew what Theldon meant when he said that she looked the part. Theldon was walking away, and Abi quickly nudged the horse forward to follow him. He stopped at the edge of the tree line. ‘We’ll stay here,’ he said. ‘When it’s time, we’ll join the battle.’
‘When will that be?’
Theldon looked up at Abi with an enigmatic smile. ‘You’ll know.’
Abi shook her head, still not on board with the way this world operated, and nudged her horse further forward until they were beside Theldon. As she reached him, Abi felt the amulet grow warm, and suddenly she was locked in position unable to move, only able to watch what was happening below and she realised that she would know when it was time. When the amulet released Abi, allowed her forward, that was when the Baron and Abi would finally meet. Until then all she could do was watch the progress of the battle below.
Locked in stasis, Abi saw the other signals from round the city walls, and heard the explosions from within the city. Then, from her vantage point above the action, she watched, as if in slow motion, the walls of the Citadel slowly crumble and begin to fall. As they went down, flames began springing up around the city, leaving only one clear path from the Citadel to the main gates in the city walls. The army waiting outside seemed to tense, and as Abi saw people fleeing from the Citadel to what they thought was safety, she could see the army outside gearing itself up to attack. The gates were flung open and the Baron’s army poured out. Abi could almost sense their astonishment as they saw the army waiting outside.
For a single moment there seemed to be no movement, or sound as the two sides regarded one another. Then, there was an explosion of noise as the attack command was given and the rebel force surged forward as one, driving the Baron and his army up against the walls. From where Abi sat, it looked like it was all going to be over very quickly.
* * *
Steve had leapt forward as the command to attack had been given and sprang into action, leaving behind Randall and James. He was eager to put his skills to the test, and as Marldon had placed the three of them a few rows back he knew that he would have to push his way through to get anywhere near the enemy. He held his sword carefully, so as not to harm those around him, as at the moment he was still surrounded by those on the same side as him. Everyone was so tightly packed round him, he was beginning to feel frustrated. He wasn’t as muscular as the other fighters and he was finding it hard to push others aside to get to the front. But he could use his wiry stature to his advantage.
In front of him, two people parted slightly and he took this opportunity to duck under and squeeze between them. He got through and excitement began to surge again, as he could see that he was closer to the action. He just needed to duck through another couple of rows and he’d be right in the thick of things.
As he pushed and ducked under swinging arms, Steve was getting further and further from his two friends. He could just vaguely hear Randall calling his name, but he was now so caught up in his goal of getting to the front and fighting, it was barely registering on his consciousness that Randall wanted him to come back.
He ducked between another two people and then suddenly found himself in a space and only a few feet away was the opposing army. A huge grin crossed his face as he realised he was now exactly where he wanted to be, but before he could take stock of his surroundings he felt a blow to his left hand side. Whirling around, he saw a man wearing armour and wielding a broad sword. The sword was raised and swinging round to take another blow at Steve. Reacting instinctively and with no time to think, he raised his shield, and instead of the sword connecting with him, it bounced off the shield. Steve staggered slightly under the force of the blow. He hadn’t been properly prepared for it, but as he saw his opponent taking another swing at him, the lessons that he had learnt in the training grounds came back to him. He adjusted his stance so that as the broad sword once more hit his shield, it wasn’t a direct hit and the blow just glanced off. Steve had been waiting for the sword to bounce off his shield, and as it did so he dropped his shield arm slightly, twisted and brought his own sword round, fast and low, trying to get under his attackers defence. It worked, and Steve’s sword hit the enemy with full force across his side. The man staggered back, surprised by the impact and Steve took advantage of this to aim another blow. His opponent, caught off guard, raised his sword to defend himself, as he had no shield a fraction too late and once again Steve’s aim hit home. His confidence rose as he realised he could take this man.
The next few blows all came from Steve. He was gradually driving the man back, pushing him up against other battling couples, and giving him no space to run. Not all of his strikes hit home, but he was on the attack and the armoured man was having to defend himself with as much skill as he could muster. Steve’s opponent was unused to having anyone fight back, so his defence was woefully lacking in expertise, and Steve was finding that his blows were striking more and more frequently. Steve sensed the man was tiring, and pressed forward his advantage with a series of vicious strikes. He drove his adversary back and as he did the man stumbled and Steve saw his opening. With all his strength he swung his sword and aimed at the other man’s head. Steve’s sword connected with the unprotected skull of his attacker and as it did, the man crumpled in a heap before Steve. For a moment the man stared up at Steve who was unable to move. Surprise seemed to register in the man’s eyes, but surprise at what no one would ever know, for as Steve stood over his conquered rival, the light faded from the man’s eyes, his facial muscles slackened and his head dropped to one side as the last breath left the man’s body.
The adrenalin surge that had been driving Steve on lessened, as he simply stood there, sword and shield hanging limply from his hands. He just stared in disbelief at the dead man. He, Steve, had just killed another human being. Suddenly he felt like he wanted no more part of this. He had always known that people would die today, but he had never realised that he would be responsible for any of those deaths. He had thought that he might injure a few people, but kill? Steve shook his head. No, he had not reckoned on that at all. He felt sick at what he had just done, but before he could do anything, out of the corner of his eye, he saw someone rushing towards him, weapon raised. Again, instinct took over, and the sick feeling disappeared. Adrenalin once more coursed through his veins, and he spun to meet this second attacker, and fend them off. The dead man was forgotten as once again Steve fought to defend himself. He would do everything in his power to not be killed, and if meant that he would have to kill someone else, then so be it. He would have to deal with the consequences later.
* * *
When the command had been given to attack, James hadn’t moved. He had watched Steve dive forward and seen his eagerness but James was rooted to the spot. It wasn’t because he didn’t want to join in the fight, like Steve. It was just that he had another goal. From the moment the Baron had ridden through the front gates of the city, James had been transfixed by him. It was hard to tell what he was really like as he was mounted on a horse and wearing chain mail. His head however wasn’t protected and James could see a cruel sneer on the face of the Baron. His dislike for the man intensified and he took a tighter grip on his sword. He continued staring at the Baron trying to work out how he was going to get closer to him and carry out his plan. The army of the Baron knew their job well, and their cavalry had surrounded him, fighting off all attackers.
As James watched, the Baron’s face changed from the sneer to a supercilious expression and a smug grin began to cross his face. James looked around him to see what had caused the change in the Baron. The battle didn’t seem to be going too badly. Already there were people lying on the battle ground. Whether they were dead or dying, or just wounded James didn’t know, but it didn’t appear that there were more of his side lying there than the Baron’s.
As James continued to stand and watch, trying to make up his mind what course of action to take, the Baron swung his gaze round and for a brief moment his cold blue eyes met James‘s soft brown ones. Then he turned away, clearly dismissing him, regarding him as unimportant, just like he had with the rest of the rebel army.
James felt his anger towards the Baron rise in him and he started forward, intent on getting into a position where he could attack the Baron. The thought running through his mind was that this was the man ultimately responsible for putting him through hell. If it wasn’t for the Baron, Abi would be here with him now, by his side. Unbidden, an image of her smiling face sprang up in his mind. The thought of her slowed him in his tracks as a lump came to his throat. He wanted to exact his revenge on the Baron, but as he thought of Abi, instead of a deeper resolve welling up inside him like it had over the last few days and when he had made his promise to her, it just brought sadness.
James loosened his grip on his sword and began to back away to the edge of the army. He knew that he wasn’t a fighting man and the more he thought of Abi, the more he realised that this wasn’t what she would have wanted. She had known him as a gentle person, prepared to help out his friends, but not to the extent where someone would get injured. Over the last few days he had gradually turned into another being. James bowed his head in shame. If Abi could see him now, he thought, she’d probably be disgusted. He was no longer the man she had fallen in love with. He had turned into some unfeeling monster.
As he stood towards the rear of the army, the deafening cries of attack going on around him, he was secluded away from it all, in his own world, where the only things that existed where him and Abi. All the moments that they had shared were filling his head, and he finally began to realise why their relationship had worked so well. She had been the strong, fiery, temperamental one, whilst he had been the gentle, more caring one, putting the brakes on her when she got out of hand, but never restricting her to the point where she was smothered by him. They were opposites, but they had also complimented one another perfectly, giving freely of themselves, what the other had lacked. They were strong individually in their own ways, but as a pair they had had more than double the strength.
James straightened up and looked around him, his earlier goal now forgotten. He was going to do what Abi would have expected of him. He would locate Randall and Steve amongst the other fighters and help them in any way he could. He gazed about himself trying to find them. Randall was off to his right, but like James he wasn’t fighting. He was standing back watching the scene play out before him. James turned his attention to finding Steve. As James was slightly up the slope, it wasn’t too hard to spot Steve, but when he did, a feeling of horror ran through him. Steve was right in the thick of it all, and it looked like he was being attacked from all sides. James took a stronger grip on his sword and shield, and keeping his eyes firmly on the spot where Steve was, he started forward.
However, reaching Steve wasn’t that simple. To start with, most of the people around him were engaged in their own battles, so he had been able to get some way forward fairly quickly. Now that he was more or less in the centre of things though, he was finding it much harder to go the way that he wanted to. He knew that his fighting skills weren’t brilliant, so he was trying to dodge out of the way of most of the people round him, but he realised that he was being taken further from where he wanted to be. He reached a small clear patch in the middle of the raging battle and took stock of where he was. Now that he was on the level, he could no longer look over everyone and see where Steve was. James growled in frustration. He would just have to take an approximate guess of where Steve was and head that way.
As he moved forward again, one of the Baron’s men noticed that James was on his own, not fighting anyone. Thinking that James would be any easy target, the man ran towards James his sword raised. At the last moment James saw him coming and tried to get out of the way but his attacker was having none of it. The man was young and full of energy and eager to dispatch of James and then find another target. James however, was not going to let him have it all his own way. Whilst he had learned to attack, James felt his better option was to go on the defensive, and maybe his adversary would weary of him.
James very carefully orchestrated his defence. Letting the man get an occasional blow, but being careful of where and how hard he would allow him to hit. Every now and then, he would back off a little. Unfortunately, James’s tactics didn’t seem to be working as the young man just tried to attack more and more, determined to win this battle. James’s attention was solely on his attacker, he didn’t dare take his eyes off him in case he got a lucky hit. So it came as a complete surprise when, as he was backing off, his retreat was suddenly halted by a solid obstacle.
Even though it would leave his back vulnerable, he turned round to see what he had backed into. James stared in puzzlement for a moment as he was confronted by something dark brown in colour and covered in hair. He was so close to whatever it was that he couldn’t make it out, so he raised his eyes and looked upwards and as he did so, he realised that he had backed into a horse.
Every moment he stared he expected to feel a blow to his back, but none was forthcoming. As James’s gaze travelled on, to take in the horse’s rider, he suddenly realised why the young man had stopped his attack. The man sat astride the horse was the Baron.
For a moment James gazed directly into the cold, pale blue eyes of the man who was responsible for this battle. As James stood there, transfixed by the Baron’s gaze a look of relish came over the face of the Baron. This was the last thing that James saw, as the Baron, sword already in his hand, swung it round quickly in a graceful arc. The Baron put all of his strength behind the sword, determined to wipe out this rebel in a single blow, and as the mighty blade connected with James’s body the Baron knew that his aim had been true. James crumpled into a heap beside the feet of the Baron’s horse and lay there unmoving. The Baron smiled at his success and then moved on, James already forgotten as he selected his next target.
Randall was afraid. As the leaders had urged everyone forward to attack Randall, had tried not to go with them. He had seen Steve leap forward brandishing his sword and called after him to come back, but his cries appeared to fall on deaf ears. He had also seen that James was standing still and tried to do the same. Despite Randall’s size though, those who were surrounding him were so eager to join in the affray that Randall got swept along with them. He was now separated from his friends, and on his own trying to defend himself. He knew that his sword skills were not that good and the last thing that he actually wanted to do was test how bad they were. The one thought that was currently uppermost in his mind was that he didn’t want to die.
He tried his hardest to remain amongst his own army. He figured that if he stayed surrounded by those on his own side, then he wouldn’t get attacked and then have to put his sword skills to the test. To start with, this plan worked well. He was able to stay backed off from the main fighting, and he wasn’t having to do anything. As the battle progressed though, everyone round him began to spread out and despite his best efforts Randall found himself alone and vulnerable.
As he looked a round him, he saw that everyone appeared to be engaged in fighting, meaning that he could carefully get away and find somewhere safer to be. He slowly began to back away, aiming to get back up the slope, all the time trying to locate James and Steve amongst the crowds.
‘Going somewhere?’ a voice came from Randall’s left.
He swung round to see who had spoken and felt alarm spread through him as he was confronted by the speaker. A large, muscular man stood in front of him, holding an axe, ready to swing it. The man’s features were coarse, and he was unshaven. As the man grinned at Randall he revealed very few teeth in his mouth, and those that were left were rotten. As Randall regarded him he was reminded of images of Neanderthal man. Randall almost expected him to grunt rather than talk.
Randall continued backing off, loath to get involved with this evil looking person. He was fairly certain that if he were to engage in a fight with him, he would come off the worst. The battle hardy man however, clearly wanted to add Randall to his list of conquests and as Randall backed off, he followed.
‘Don’t run away,’ the ugly man coaxed in a poor approximation of a light, encouraging voice. ‘You and I need to settle things between us.’
‘I don’t think so,’ Randall replied, hoping to stall him with conversation. ‘You see, I don’t know you, we’ve never met. I definitely would remember a face like yours!’
‘We don’t need to have met. I know that you’re the enemy and that’s enough for me.’ Bored with the conversation, the man raised his axe higher and charged towards Randall.
Randall barely had time to think, but distantly he heard Marldon’s voice in his head, reminding him of everything he had learned back at the caves. He settled himself into a position in which he would be able to take the force of the blow the axe wielder was about to deliver, and at the same time he readied himself to strike back. As the axe bounced off his shield, Randall swung his sword and grinned to himself as the blow connected with his attacker. His success was short lived though, as Randall’s attack had just bounced off his opponent and not slowed him at all. Before Randall could react the axe was swung round at him again, and this time Randall was ill prepared and it him in the midriff, winding him.
As Randall went down on one knee, trying to recover his breath, one thought was going through his mind. This is it. This is how I’m going to die. Randall prepared himself for the blow that would end his life, but at the last moment, instead of cowering, he decided he would look up and confront whatever was coming.
He raised his eyes and saw the axe man preparing for his final blow, a look of triumph on his face. But as Randall watched, the expression changed to one of shock, and his grip on the axe relaxed causing it to drop to the ground. Randall watched, stunned, as in slow motion, the large man fell face forwards, narrowly missing Randall as he landed with a thud. The reason for the man’s fall was immediately apparent. Protruding from between his shoulder blades was a knife, which had struck a killing blow.
Still in shock, Randall watched as someone came over and pulled the knife out from the back of the fallen man and carefully wiped it clean on the grass.
‘That was a close one, you need to be more careful!’ Sasket grinned down at Randall and then offered him a hand to help him up. ‘Perhaps you’ll be better off out of the main action,’ Sasket tactfully suggested.
‘Perhaps,’ Randall agreed shakily, getting to his feet, grateful for Sasket’s assistance. ‘By the way, thanks for that,’ Randall gestured towards the dead man.
‘Don’t mention it,’ A broad grin stretched across Sasket’s face. He was clearly enjoying himself. He then spun round and dived once more into the centre of the action.
Randall decided to take Sasket’s suggestion as more of an order, and before anyone else could decide that he was an easy target, he turned and quickly went back up the slope to the edge of the field where the tents were pitched. Already, there was a stream of casualties coming in from the battle ground, seeking first aid for their wounds.
Randall turned away from the sight of the wounded people leaving trails of blood in their wake. He knew that not everyone who was making their way here was going to survive, and some of those who did, would wish that they hadn’t.
Later on, they would no doubt become a real concern, and one where, possibly, he could help. But right now there were only two things on Randall’s mind. Or more precisely, two people, James and Steve. The slope was giving him enough of a vantage point to see over the fighting armies and his height gave him that little extra he needed to be able to see clearly.
Trying to spot his two friends wouldn’t be difficult, the armour that they all wore was distinctive compared to everyone else’s. He quickly picked out Steve, but as soon as he spotted him, Randall saw that he would be unable to give him any help. Steve was surrounded, right in the thick of things. To even get to him, Randall would have to battle through a vast amount of people, and he knew that his skills were not good enough to be able to get through. He couldn’t guarantee that Sasket would be around to help him again, or anyone else for that matter. To help Steve would be a death sentence for Randall, and as hard as it was, Randall knew that he would have to leave Steve to it and hope for the best.
Regretfully, Randall turned away from the sight of Steve battling away in the midst of the action and searched for James instead, hoping that he would be able to assist him. It took longer for Randall to locate him, because he had been looking amongst the fighters below, but when he finally spotted James, he saw that he was on the edge of all the action. Like him, James appeared to be searching the crowds for his mates. Suddenly, Randall saw James dart forward, and it was with a sick heart that Randall realised that James had spotted Steve and was going to try and help him.
‘No! James! Come back!’ Randall called, knowing it was fruitless, that James would never hear him, but needing to try.
For a while, Randall remained still, trying to decide on a course of action. Should he go and help, even though he had already proven that he wasn’t very good, and was more likely to be a hindrance than a help? Or should he stay out of it and leave his two closest friends to it?
Before Randall could make up his mind, the actions of those below overtook him, and he ended up standing by helplessly as events unfolded.
From his vantage point he saw James being taken in another direction than he wanted to go, and saw someone from the Baron’s army attack James. He could do nothing to help, knowing that the distance he needed to travel to reach James was too great and it would all be over before he could get there. He realised before James did, that the direction he was going in was taking him straight into the path of the Baron. Time seemed to almost stand still as he saw James collide with the Baron’s horse and then the Baron swing his sword round, aiming it at James. In mounting horror, Randall watched the sword hit James, and then his friend collapsed to the ground.
A single word was ripped from Randall’s throat as he watched. ‘James!’ Randall clutched his head in his hands, unable to tear his eyes away from the horrific scene. He silently willed James to get up, to prove that the hit wasn’t a mortal one, but there was no movement. There was an absolute stillness about James, and deep down Randall knew that the Baron had just killed his friend, but his brain was refusing to accept it.
Slowly he began to pull himself together, and he moved woodenly towards where James was lying to see if there was anything that he could do. He kept his eyes focussed on where James had fallen, determined not to loose sight of him, but something distracted him, something just on the edge of his vision.
He turned to get a better look, and what he saw made him stop in astonishment.
‘I’m in shock,’ he told himself. ‘This can’t be real. I’m imagining things.’
What had stopped Randall in his tracks was an image that was so startling he wasn’t the only one to stop and stare in wonder. From a hill, a short distance away, an iridescent white horse had come galloping from the trees, its long mane and tail streaming behind it. On the horse’s back was a young woman, dressed in chain mail, an emerald green cloak rippling in the wind of the horse’s passage. She brandished a large sword in her hand and her flame coloured curls tumbled loose, whipping out behind her, a bright contrast to the whiteness of her mount.
‘But this can’t possibly be,’ Randall whispered as he realised what it was he was seeing. ‘Abi’s dead.’
* * *
Sitting on her horse, just watching the battle below her and not being able to do anything was incredibly hard for Abi. At first she railed against the restriction that had been placed on her. Before, the amulet had always done what she had wanted it to, but now it seemed that it had an agenda of its own, and no amount of imploring on her account was going to change anything.
‘Be still,’ Theldon told Abi impatiently. ‘Your time will come.’
‘My time is now,’ Abi disagreed. ‘I should be down there helping.’
‘Not yet!’ Theldon emphasised the two words separately, through what sounded like gritted teeth. His level of irritation was rising.
‘Well, if I can’t help out right now, you should go down there and give all the help that you’re able to. With your magical skill, you’re probably a better fighter than anyone else in the rebel army.’
Theldon turned to look at Abi, and for the first time that she had known him a look of intense anger was on his face. ‘Believe me, if I didn’t have to be here, baby sitting you, I would be down with the rest of the army. You have just three friends down there, I know almost everyone who’s fighting on our side today. People that I have known for years are going to die. I’m going to lose close friends and all you can do is sit there and complain!’ Theldon turned away from Abi, too angry to say anymore.
‘Theldon, I’m sorry,’ Abi began softly, thoroughly rebuked by Theldon’s words. ‘I don’t need baby sitting anymore. If you want to go and help, go! I’ll be fine.’
For what seemed like ages Theldon kept his back to Abi. Then she saw his shoulders relaxing and slowly he turned to face her, and no longer was there a look of anger on his face. ‘No, I can’t leave you. You’re kind to say that I can, but I have known for years what my task in all this would be. I have accepted the fact that I would be your teacher, and that it would mean taking a step back from everything. Your need is greater than theirs, and I will stay with you until the final moments.’
Abi smiled down at Theldon, the harmony that had nearly always existed between them was restored, and in the peace she turned her attention to what was happening on the battle field.
Whilst the amulet wouldn’t let Abi use it to free herself of its restraint, it did still allow her to enhance her vision so that she could clearly watch what was happening. Abi supposed that this was so that when she was finally able to enter the battle, she would know where she was going. So, to that end, Abi focussed on the main gates, and easily located her nemesis as he came through them. The Baron.
He was sat astride a dark bay horse who was similar in stature to Abi’s. However, whilst hers exuding an air of placidity, the Baron’s had a menacing look about it. You could see the whites of the horse’s eyes and its mouth was flecked with foam. Abi’s eyes turned to studying the Baron. It was hard to tell what he was like, but the expression on his face told her more than anything anyone could ever have said to Abi about him. There was a hardness about his face that suggested he had never felt love or compassion in his life. His eyes were deep set, and gave the appearance of being hooded. For a split second, it seemed like their eyes met, even though Abi knew he couldn’t possibly see her. However in that brief moment, Abi had seen only hatred in his eyes and an eagerness for the bloodshed that was happening around him.
Abi turned away, sickened by what she had seen. She didn’t know if it was her impression, or what the amulet was trying to tell her, but she had sensed a level of evilness that she wanted to distance herself from, but knew that she couldn’t. To try and find some balance Abi decided it was time to look for James, Randall and Steve amongst all the action.
It didn’t take Abi long to locate them. In their distinctive amour they stood out from all those around them. They were standing together, James in the middle and she couldn’t help but smile as she saw them. They were together, ready to help one another out, and Abi was incredibly proud of them. She knew that she had come a long way since her arrival here, but they had too. As the command to attack was given, Abi saw Steve dive forward, Randall get swept to one side and James manage to stay still.
At first the battle seemed to be going very well. As the rebel army had surged forward, they had pinned the Baron’s forces against the walls of the city. It almost looked as though it would be over quickly, but there is no stronger fighter that a person who has been cornered and is now fighting for their life. Soon the Baron’s men turned the tide of the struggle as they began to fight back.
Abi was torn as to who to watch in the fight and didn’t know who to keep her eye on as they got separated. As a compromise she kept changing who she was watching, trying to keep tabs on all three, but as they had been divided, it was a hopeless task. As it was Steve who got engaged in a fight first, it was him, for the moment, that Abi concentrated on.
Her heart was in her mouth, as at first it seemed that he was hopelessly overwhelmed But as he began to claw his way back, Abi started murmuring words of advice, even though she knew that he couldn’t hear her. When he won his skirmish Abi breathed a sigh of relief, and turned her attention to finding the others.
Abi found Randall first and as she realised how badly he was outmatched in his battle, she fought the restrictions of the amulet even harder. All she wanted to do was try and help, but she was completely unable to. A large part of her wanted to turn away, but a morbid fascination kept Abi’s eyes on the action. As she saw Randall go down on one knee she was certain she was about to watch his death, and tears were beginning to form, but then she saw Sasket in the background and watched him throw something. Then Randall’s attacker fell to the ground. Sasket had saved Randall.
‘Thank you, Sasket,’ Abi whispered softly. Theldon heard her and without looking up, placed his hand on her leg, the only part of her he could comfortably reach. Abi was grateful for even this small gesture, as the emotions of watching the fight and being unable to do anything were incredibly draining.
Abi focused once more on the action, and this time looked for James. It took some time, because she had started amongst the battling hoards, but he wasn’t there. He was on the edge of the field, his sword and shield held very loosely in his hands. Abi relaxed as she found him. The man she loved was not in danger, and it looked like he wasn’t going to be. She had wondered if he would actually join in the battle, as she had always sensed in him a gentleness and compassion that would make him next to useless in a fight. His way was to win with words, not with fists. As Abi watched him, she smiled, her love for him spreading throughout her and bringing her a peace she wouldn’t have thought possible with the chaos surrounding her.
However, as Abi watched, she felt a pang of fear, for suddenly James was heading towards the action, and it took her a moment to work out what he was doing. She scanned ahead of him and saw Steve surrounded by the Baron’s men and Abi knew that James was going to help his best friend. Whilst she could wish for him to stay where he was, Abi knew that it would be wrong of her to want James to not help Steve. If he didn’t go to Steve’s aid he wouldn’t be the man she had fallen in love with.
‘Be careful,’ Abi said softly. ‘I want you to be in one piece at the end of this when we are reunited.’ Theldon’s hand tightened on Abi’s leg, as though to offer her comfort. She sighed and watched James go forward directly into the fighting masses.
The peace she had felt was beginning to evaporate as she kept focussed on James. Abi could see that he was being forced into a direction he didn’t want to go in, and suddenly he was being attacked. Abi held her breath, hoping James would be alright, but as she realised that James wasn’t fighting back, but trying to draw his opponent away, she relaxed again. Until Abi realised where James was going. Straight into the path of the Baron.
Abi could only look on in horror as James collided with the horse, and she saw the Baron’s sword begin to swing round to connect with James. Abi watched James fall to the ground and lie still. For several heartbeats she just stared at him, unable to believe what she had just seen.
‘James!’ Abi cried his name as loud as she possibly could and as she did so, Abi felt the restrictions placed upon her disappear. She kicked her heels hard into her horses flanks and he sprang forward. Abi pulled the sword from its sheath and held it aloft. Her focus was completely on the Baron as she galloped down the hillside, determined to make him pay for what he had just done.
* * *
Steve had switched all his emotion off as he continued to fight in the midst of the battle. If he had allowed himself to feel anything he knew that it would have been the end of him. He couldn’t think about what he was doing, the lives that he was taking, the people he was maiming. This hadn’t been his cause to begin with, but he was here now, and he knew that he was fighting on the right side. He had heard everything the Baron and his ancestors had done, and it was time to bring a stop to it.
He was beginning to tire. He had always been fit, but this level of intense warfare was taking its toll on him. He needed a breather, but he was surrounded and had no choice but to battle on. He swung his sword left, right and centre, trying desperately to fight his way out of the group he was in, but his thrusts were becoming erratic and it was beginning to look like a lost cause.
Dimly though, Steve became aware that there were less of the Baron’s army around him, and as he looked up, struggling to focus, he saw that he had been helped by some of the rebel cause. They had seen that he was in trouble and had come to his assistance. With their help, the group that he had been battling was no more, and he was able to take a much longed for, and needed, rest.
Finding himself in a niche in the city wall, he took the time to bring his breathing back to normal so that he could join in once more and do all that he could. It took a while, but eventually he felt less tired. His arms and legs weren’t trembling as much, so he pushed himself away from the wall, intending to join the affray once more.
He had only taken a few strides when he suddenly stopped in his tracks. Not because someone was attacking him, but by a sight that left him cold. His legs were trembling again as he walked hesitantly forward, towards the body lying in the grass that had caught his attention.
The armour that he, Randall and James were wearing was distinctive in its design, and this is what Steve had seen. He knew, as soon as he had spotted the fallen form that it was either James or Randall, but it wasn’t until he got alongside that he knew that it was James.
Steve dropped his sword and shield, his hands suddenly lifeless as he sank to his knees beside his fallen friend, who was lying face down in the grass.
‘James, it’s me,’ he said as he reached out to touch James’s shoulder. ‘You’ve got to get up, then we can get you some help.’
There was no response from James. Steve shook James’s shoulder, desperate to elicit a response from him.
‘Come on! This isn’t funny mate. Now get up!’ Fear of how badly James was hurt was making Steve angry. He didn’t want to feel scared because that would mean things were very bad for James. He needed to shut his mind off from the route that it was taking and anger was the best way to do that.
Despite all the advice he had ever heard about not moving injured people, Steve’s need to know what James’s injuries were made him forget all that. He grasped James’s shoulder with both hands and pulled as hard as he could. Due to the armour it was difficult to accomplish, but Steve’s determination prevailed and he managed to get his friend onto his back, and immediately wished that he hadn’t.
James’s eyes were open and gazing skywards. But they were no longer seeing the sky and never would again, for there was nothing there. The spark that had always been in James’s eyes, no matter what he was feeling, was gone.
Steve was transfixed, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. As if for confirmation, his eyes travelled further down his friends face and stopped at his neck. Here was the evidence that he needed that James was no longer alive, for it was here that the Baron’s sword had struck. There was a deep wound in the left side of James’s neck. He hadn’t stood a chance.
‘No,’ Steve breathed. ‘This isn’t right. We’re meant to survive this and go home together, triumphant heroes.’ Steve was at a loss to know what to do. But, needing absolute and final proof that there was no more he could do, he very hesitantly reached out his hand, to the opposite side of James’s neck to feel for a pulse. His hand hovered for a moment unable to touch James, afraid of what it would feel like. But he pulled himself together and placed his hand, feeling for the pulse that would tell him James was still alive.
James’s neck still felt warm, giving Steve hope, but try as he might, and no matter how he adjusted his fingers, he could feel nothing. Not yet ready to give up, he picked up one of James’s arms and tried to find a pulse in his wrist, but again there was nothing.
By now tears were running down Steve’s face. He was beginning to accept the fact that James was dead. He gently laid his friends arm back down, then reached up to James’s face and gently closed his eyes. Like this it appeared that James was just sleeping, and the warring emotions in Steve’s head nearly got the better of him, telling him his friend was still alive. But he knew that wasn’t so and that never again would he talk to, or argue with, or go for a drink with his closest friend.
‘Oh, mate. What am I going to do without you?’ Steve was hardly able to get the words out as his grief for his friend consumed him. Oblivious to the danger he was in amongst the ongoing battle, and not really caring, Steve laid his hand on James’s chest, bowed his head and allowed his tears to flow.
How long Steve stayed like this he didn’t know, but he was suddenly startled out of his reverie by a hand on his shoulder. He jumped, but didn’t turn around. He was still too involved over his feelings for James to care what was going on around him.
‘Steve…’
His name and the familiarity of the voice speaking it, made him look round. He looked up, into Randall’s eyes, and he could see that Randall was as devastated as he was.
‘Is he…?’ Randall swallowed trying to say the word, but completely unable to manage it. His eyes left Steve’s and he looked down at James. As he saw the wound in James’s neck, there was no need for Steve to say anything, the evidence was indisputable.
Randall sank to his knees beside Steve, his hand still on Steve’s shoulder. Steve reached up and placed his hand on Randall’s, and side by side the two of them grieved for their mate.
After a while, Steve stirred. ‘We can’t stay here. We’re still in the middle of a battle.’ But as Steve looked around him he realised that no one in their vicinity was fighting. Bewildered he turned to Randall. ‘Do you know what’s going on?’
Randall nodded slowly and got to his feet, Steve rising also. Randall gestured to where everyone was looking, and Steve strained to look over the heads of the gathered crowds. Eventually he found a gap to look through and what he saw made him gasp. He turned to Randall for confirmation of what he had just seen.
‘It’s true,’ Randall told him. ‘It would appear that Abi isn’t dead. Either that, or ghosts in this world are surprisingly solid.’
‘But what on earth is she doing? She’s going to get herself killed!’ Steve paused thoughtfully. ‘Actually killed this time.’
Randall looked at Steve for a long moment, debating whether to tell Steve what was going on, what he had seen. It wasn’t that he didn’t want Steve to know, it was just he was worried about how he was going to react. He looked down at James lying peacefully at his feet, and decided that Steve had a right to know what had happened. After all, Steve was James’s closest friend.
‘Steve, please promise me that you’ll listen to what I have to tell you. That you won’t go and do anything rash.’
‘Why would I?’ Steve was puzzled, his grief for James meaning that he wasn’t yet thinking straight.
Randall sighed in exasperation. ‘Just promise!’
‘All right, all right! I promise.’
Randall steeled himself before going on. ‘The thing is… Well… I mean…’
‘Randall! Just get on with it will you!’ Steve interrupted, clearly exasperated by Randall’s hesitancy and was beginning to realise that Randall had something very important to tell him.
‘Sorry.’ Randall took a deep breath and tried again. ‘James… well… he was killed by the Baron.’
‘What!’ Steve stared at Randall for a moment before suddenly whirling away and reaching down for his sword which lay where he had dropped it. ‘He’ll pay for this, I’ll see that he does!’
‘Wait! You made me a promise.’ Randall reached out and grabbed Steve by both shoulders forcing him round to look at him.
‘I don’t care about that!’ Steve yelled at Randall. ‘Thanks to that evil man, James is dead. If it weren’t for the Baron, none of us would be here, and we’d all be at home safe and sound. He’s going to pay. I’ll make sure of that.’ Steve twisted and writhed in Randall’s grasp, desperate to get away, but Randall was equally determined that Steve wasn’t going anywhere.
‘No!’ Randall cried out. ‘You’re not going to do anything. I’m not going to lose two friends today.’
Steve stopped struggling as Randall’s words hit home.
‘Now listen to me,’ Randall went on. ‘Abi appeared almost immediately after James had fallen. She appeared from the hillock on the edge of the site, and I think she must have seen what was going on. She galloped down the slope, straight to the Baron, and engaged him in a fight. I’m not completely sure what’s going on, but for some reason I think that this is Abi’s fight. If anyone is going to make the Baron pay for all this, it’s going to be her.’ Randall paused and looked at Steve, to see if what he was saying was sinking in. ‘Putting all the pieces together, I think that everything that has happened whilst we’ve been here was for one purpose. To bring Abi and the Baron together. It’s a battle between the two of them, to the death. Whoever wins will decide how life will be in Trelyssia from now on.’
‘So, if Abi wins, peace and harmony is restored in Trelyssia.’ Steve paused.
‘Exactly,’ Randall confirmed. ‘And if the Baron should win, then destruction shall reign supreme here, and everything that Zaria, Sasket and the others stand for will be lost forever.’
Steve turned to look back in the general direction of where Abi and the Baron where engaged in their deadly battle.
‘We’d better hope that Abi wins then, hadn’t we?’ Steve said. ‘But to be honest I don’t hold out much hope of someone like her winning against someone as evil as the Baron.’
‘I wouldn’t have done either, but I believe events have changed her.’ Randall allowed his gaze to drop until it was resting on the body of James.
Steve followed Randall’s look and suddenly he realised what Randall was getting at. ‘She’s going to avenge him isn’t she? Like you said, she saw what the Baron did and now the incentive for revenge is driving her on to kill the Baron.’
Randall nodded, words no longer necessary. Everything had been explained, they just had to wait for the outcome.
Side by side Randall and Steve stood, with the body of James at their feet. United in their grief, they were like sentinels standing guard over one friend, whilst willing on the other in her epic struggle. Only time would tell if James had died in vain, and whether, if Abi failed, they were all going to join him in death.
As Abi charged down the hill towards the Baron, all she could see was James lying on the ground and the image of him being attacked. Anger consumed her, and the amulet appeared to be mirroring her emotions. Before she might have been dubious about killing the Baron, but after what Abi had just seen him do, all she wanted to do was make him pay.
No longer hidden in the trees and protected by the amulet, Abi was now in full view of both armies. Instead of people blocking her path like she had expected, they all fled before her passage. The Baron looked up to see what all the commotion was, and as he saw Abi a change came over him. At first, a look of shock crossed his face. It seemed that what Theldon had told Abi was right. The Baron had recognised her, but it also seemed that he hadn’t actually expected to see her.
His demeanour changed quickly though, to one of determination. His eyes never left Abi’s as he roughly pulled his horse round until it was facing her and then dug his heels into the horses sides. The horse sprang towards Abi’s and suddenly the two of them were on a collision course. There was no going back now.
As they got close, Abi dodged to one side of the Baron and swung her sword at him. He blocked it easily and then immediately retaliated. She caught his sword on hers, preventing the blow from connecting, but staggered under the force of it. The Baron was immensely strong. The sheer strength of him brought Abi up short and for an instant she felt out of her depth. But that moment vanished quickly as the Baron once more swung his broadsword at her. Abi was a little more prepared this time and instead of taking the blow directly she deflected it, but even from that she felt the power of the Baron.
Abi could tell from the look on the Baron’s face that he was determined that this was going to be a short fight which she would lose. He began a serious of attacks on her, never pausing for an instant, so that all she could do was go on the defensive. Abi had no opportunity to try and attack him, it was taking all her effort to defend herself and not get killed.
During the Baron’s assault on Abi, her horse had been almost second guessing where the Baron was going to aim next and was helping her out by moving out of the way. She had never been so thankful to an animal before, but without him getting her out of the way, Abi had a feeling that one of the Barons strokes would have at least injured her already, if not killed her.
Abi had just charged in here, consumed with anger, but she was beginning to realise that she was going to need something else if she was going to defeat the Baron. There was no way she was going to beat him in a straight one on one fight. The odds were stacked against her. However, she was going to need a break, some time to think about what she was going to do.
As the thought crossed her mind that she needed some time out, Abi’s horse once again came to her rescue. He danced out of reach of a blow on light hooves and then spun around and away from the Baron. He cantered a few strides away before turning and facing the Baron again.
Instead of following them, the Baron stayed where he was and as Abi turned back to him he laughed.
‘So, you are what the rebel army is pinning all their hopes on, are you?’ The Baron could barely speak from laughing.
Abi felt anger rising in her again as she heard his words. Her chin came up and her eyes blazed. ‘Yes, I am! I’m known as the Fiery Woman and I’m here to end your rule!’ Abi hurled out her challenge.
The Baron stopped laughing and regarded Abi seriously for a moment before speaking again. ‘I have heard about you, but I didn’t believe the stories I had heard. However, now that you are here, I see that I have nothing to fear.’
‘Is that so?’ Abi asked him. She was trying to stall him for a moment, whilst her mind searched for a way to defeat him.
‘Look at you!’ the Baron retorted. ‘We’ve only just begun fighting and you’ve already run away. You’ve hardly even tried to attack me. I really don’t think that I have anything to fear here.’
Whilst the Baron spoke, a warm sensation had begun on Abi’s chest and started spreading through her body. The amulet! Abi had forgotten that she wore it and had just been relying on strength and normal battle tactics to fight the Baron. She now knew what she would have to do to ensure the Baron’s defeat. Abi would have to use part of her mind to control the amulet and the other her blade, and try and get the balance right. A smile crossed her face as she realised that she did have the means to win. ‘Don’t be so sure! I have a weapon that you don’t!’
‘What? Women’s intuition?’ the Baron scoffed.
Abi shook her head, the smile still on her face. ‘No. This!’ At that moment she used the amulet to throw a rock which had been lying on the ground at the head of the Baron. He ducked in time, so that it missed, but as it had only been a demonstration of what Abi could do, she wasn’t bothered.
As the Baron saw what Abi was capable of his eyes widened in horror. ‘You’re a sorceress!’ he gasped.
‘You could put it like that,’ Abi replied. Then, feeling a lot more confident about completing her task, Abi urged her horse forward once again to engage the Baron. As she charged towards him, she used the power of the amulet once more to rain objects at him from all sides.
Under such an onslaught, no one could possibly retaliate not even the Baron. At first he backed away from Abi, not even trying to defend himself. However, he quickly realised how desperately he needed to win this fight so he began to deflect some of the items Abi was throwing at him. It wasn’t easy for him, but he was managing to dodge a lot of the missiles.
Whilst it had been a good plan to begin with, Abi could see that it wasn’t getting her anywhere. Yes, the Baron wasn’t able to attack her, but she wasn’t able to attack the Baron much either. Abi was only really distracting him and she was actually having to stay back to ensure her aim and that she didn’t inadvertently become the target. This meant that she wasn’t getting anywhere near him with the sword, which she would have to if this struggle was going to end her way.
Abi paused in what she was doing, and as her attack stopped, the Baron seized his chance. He came at her with both his hands on his sword and she could see desperation in his eyes. He knew that he would have to end this quickly if he was going to stand a chance of winning.
Abi quickly raised her own sword and deflected the two handed blow. This time, she hardly felt the Baron’s sword glance off hers as she had used the amulet’s power to help alter the direction of the blades course. Which gave her an idea.
As the Baron swung round again, instead of using her sword to defend herself, she used only the amulet. Abi focused intently on the Baron’s arm and using everything she could she stopped the blade dead. The Baron looked horrified as suddenly he was unable to move his arm in the direction that he wanted to. Abi grinned at his discomfiture, but then noticed that as her attention had slipped slightly the Baron had moved his arm towards her an inch. Abi concentrated once more, but realised, that whilst this was a useful tool in being able to reposition herself, she wasn’t going to win doing this. It required so much effort on her part that she wasn’t able to attack whilst the Baron was incapacitated.
Reluctantly Abi relaxed a fraction to get herself in a good defensive position, then she let the Baron’s arm go. His swing continued on its original path but Abi was able to dodge it easily as she had been able to move herself out of the way, whilst he had been stopped.
They backed away from one another for a moment as they both needed to reassess the situation. Abi also needed to get some strength back, as her last effort with the amulet had used a lot of her energy.
They circled one another warily. Him, large and malevolent on his dark, muscular horse. Both of them with a wild look to their eye and a callousness to their whole demeanour. Abi, lightly balanced on the back of her gleaming white charger, the pair of them calmly assessing the situation. There couldn’t have been more of a contrast between Abi and the Baron and all that each of them represented.
The Baron made the first move. He quickly came at Abi aiming at first at her right, easy to defend side. Then suddenly, at the last moment switching to try and land the blow on her largely unprotected left side. However, even though his change had been at the last possible moment, Abi had allowed the amulet to guide her sword hand, and her horse once again proved his worth as he spun round to assist Abi in her defence. So instead of the Baron causing damage to her left arm like he had intended, his blade just met hers, and Abi was able to flick his sword point away from her.
The Baron growled in frustration,. He had been certain that he would injure Abi and her ability to defend herself from his severest attack was beginning to anger him.
Abi took advantage of his irritation to attack him herself. This time Abi used the amulet to increase the force behind her blow, but as her distant lessons with Theldon had proved, she wasn’t really sure how to handle her sword in a attack and he parried it fairly easily. Abi could see shock on his face though as he registered the force of her strike. He hadn’t been excepting it, so he swayed slightly in the saddle, but he wasn’t unbalanced enough for Abi to take advantage of the situation.
The clash between them continued for some time. One of them would attempt to strike and injure the other, whilst the attacked party was left to defend themselves. However, neither the Baron or Abi were actually able to hurt one other. They were locked in a struggle that appeared as though neither of them could win. Since Abi had started using the amulet to assist her it was no longer an uneven balance between them with the outcome certain. They were now so evenly matched that no one would be able to predict the outcome. Or even say if one of them would actually be victorious over the other.
* * *
Randall and Steve were watching from the sidelines. Like everyone else in the vicinity of the struggle between the Baron and Abi, they were totally captivated by the spectacle before them. However, for them there was a personal element to it as well. The rebel army that they were part of would all be on Abi’s side, but unlike Randall and Steve, the rebels didn’t care so much about what happened to her. As long as the outcome was what they wanted it didn’t matter to them how it came about. As the two of them watched, they winced at every attack the Baron made, hoping that Abi wasn’t being hurt.
To begin with it had looked hopeless, Abi up against the Baron. Both of them would have said that she was no match and to start with they were correct. They watched in horror as Abi struggled to defend herself, let alone attack. Neither of them really wanted to watch, certain that they were about to witness the death of another friend. But much as they wanted to turn away, a strange compulsion kept them watching.
‘What’s happening? I though Abi was dead!’ A voice in Randall’s ear made him jump. He turned to see Sasket had joined him, Zaria alongside him.
‘So did we,’ replied Randall. ‘Especially after what the pair of you told us!’ Randall couldn’t help but be angry at what he saw as deception on the parts of both Zaria and Sasket.
‘We didn’t know, I swear,’ Zaria implored. ‘All our lives, the legends that we have learned have all said that she would die. When James and Sasket came back, and told us what had happened, it was a reasonable conclusion to make.’
‘What about James!’ Steve was still grief stricken about James’s death.
Zaria and Sasket looked down at where James lay. ‘I’m really sorry,’ Zaria said softly. ‘There was nothing spoken about James dying. But we are in a battle and we all knew that casualties were inevitable.’
‘He shouldn’t even have been fighting. He never fought before we came here.’ Steve’s turbulent emotions had now turned to anger. He gazed down at his friend, the fight between the Baron and Abi temporarily forgotten by all of them.
Randall looked at Steve and wondered if he could tell him the awful truth. That James had died coming to the aid of Steve. He sighed. There wasn’t any point in telling Steve that. He was upset enough as it was that James was dead he didn’t need to make thing any worse. To try and distract himself he turned his attention back to where Abi and the Baron were fighting and what he saw made his jaw drop.
‘What the…?’ Randall was so astounded he couldn’t find any words to convey his amazement at what was happening.
The others all looked up to see what had attracted Randall’s attention. They all saw a myriad of objects being hurled at the Baron, but could not make out where they were coming from.
Sasket was the first to realise what was happening. ‘She’s learned magic!’ he gasped.
‘That’s impossible!’ Zaria responded. ‘You don’t suddenly learn how to use magic. It’s something you’re born with.’
‘Usually,’ Sasket agreed. ‘Or she has found a talisman that enables her to use magic.’
Zaria’s eyes widened as she looked at Sasket. ‘The amulet,’ she breathed.
‘Does it really matter?’ Steve interrupted. ‘It’s fairly obvious she now has a new talent. Lets hope that she knows how to use it well enough to make the Baron pay for what he did to James.’
‘Does Abi know that James is dead?’ Zaria asked Randall softly.
Randall turned to look down at her. ‘She appeared almost immediately after the Baron struck James down, so we’re assuming she knows.’
Tears shone in Zaria’s eyes as she gazed up at Randall. ‘Poor Abi. She must have thought that she and James would be back together, and then this.’ She gestured towards James.
Randall just nodded. He could see the irony of the situation all too well. For James to die just as Abi reappeared back on the scene was too awful for words.
As there was nothing more to say for now, they all turned their attention back to what was happening. Sasket, Zaria and Steve had to strain to see what was happening as a large crowd had now gathered to watch the outcome of this epic struggle. Randall however, due to his height, had no trouble seeing over the heads of everyone to watch the action in front of him.
The four of them could have moved to find a better spot to watch from. The rebel forces would have certainly let the four of them through. However, there was no way that Steve or Randall were going to move from the side of their fallen friend, and Zaria and Sasket felt with all that they owed them that they had to stay as well.
Now that Abi was using magic to help her, things were looking a lot better. It seemed that Abi would now have the upper hand, but as they all watched, mesmerised, they soon realised that it wasn’t the case. Abi was no longer the hugely disadvantaged combatant. But neither was she better than the Baron. It was very clear that they were now watching a battle between two people who were so evenly matched that there was no choosing between them.
‘There’s got to be something that we can do!’ Randall was desperate to try and help in any way he could. ‘If we leave things as they are, they’re not going to get anywhere.’
‘So lets join in!’ Steve reached for his sword and shield, picking them up from where he had dropped them earlier.
‘No!’ Sasket and Zaria cried together, going to restrain Steve.
‘We have to!’ Steve struggled against the pair of them. ‘The Baron has to be defeated. Abi’s doing her best, but it’s just not enough.’ All Steve could think of was that James had to be avenged somehow.
‘I don’t think we can,’ Sasket told Steve. ‘Don’t you think it odd that no one had gone to the aid of the Baron? Usually his personal guard would never have allowed things to go as far as they have. The Baron is in danger, and they’re just watching.’
Steve turned to look around him. Sasket was right. The Baron’s forces were doing what the rebel army was. They were watching the battle, weapons sheathed. Everyone was leaving it for the Baron and Abi to sort this all out between them.
‘But there has to be something we can do. We started all this together, so surely we should end it together.’ Steve was pleading helplessly, knowing deep down that Sasket was right. He turned to look at Randall, perhaps to get some support, but Randall’s attention was very clearly elsewhere.
Like Steve, Randall was thinking that there must be something that he could do to assist, but what? He pursed his lips thoughtfully and turned his attention away from the struggle and to his surroundings instead. As he did so, his eye fell on the bow and quiver of arrows that Zaria had abandoned earlier when she had come over to them. He hadn’t been that good on the training grounds., but what about now, when the stakes were higher?
He turned back to where the Baron and Abi were still desperately trying to seek an advantage over the other and measured the distance with his eye. It wasn’t that far, he had the added bonus of his height, and he wouldn’t be directly interfering really, as he would fire the arrow from where he was standing.
Before he could think about it anymore, he made his decision. Quickly he picked up Zaria’s bow, knocked an arrow on the string and raised it.
‘Randall, no!’ Zaria had seen Randall’s movement out of the corner of her eye. ‘You could miss and hurt Abi!’
But Randall wasn’t listening. Everything seemed to go silent as he drew back the bow and aimed right for the Baron. He knew that it wasn’t going to be an easy shot and he would only have the one chance, but he was ready. He took a deep breath, held it, then released the bow string.
Zaria and Sasket watched the flight of the arrow with horror, whilst Steve stood silently egging it on. Only Randall was calm. He looked on, and it seemed that time had slowed down as the arrow flew silently on towards its destination. A small thud marked the end of its passage, and Randall smiled with satisfaction as he noted that the arrow had hit home and struck the Baron. The Baron stared at the arrow suddenly sprouting from his left arm and it was enough of a shock to him that as his horse skipped underneath him, he fell from the saddle. Abi now had the edge that she so urgently needed.
* * *
Abi was struggling, but she could see that the Baron was too. Now that she had evened up the imbalance between them with her use of the amulet, they had reached a stalemate. Neither of them could gain an advantage over the other and they also appeared to be tiring at the same rate.
Abi was desperately searching every part of her mind for a solution when the miracle she was hoping for occurred. Abi was just taking a swing at the Baron, trying to unbalance him, when an arrow suddenly appeared, embedded in the Baron’s arm. It had managed to hit home, just where there was a small gap in the Baron’s armour. The position in the saddle that he had taken defending himself from Abi, combined with the force of the arrow hitting him, knocked him from the saddle. Abi now had the advantage that was so vital to her if she was going to win.
Quick as a flash Abi used the flat of her blade to hit the Baron’s horse on his quarters and send him away. The Baron had been quick to get to his feet after he had fallen and was now facing Abi, sword ready, waiting for her next move. She towered over the Baron urging her mount forward, certain that now he was on the ground she would have the clear advantage. However, this wasn’t the case.
Abi had the height but she didn’t have the reach to aim at the Baron properly. To make matters worse, the Baron had changed his tactics. He had realised that he wouldn’t be able to get close to Abi without placing himself in danger, so he no longer concentrated on her. He attacked Abi’s horse instead.
Abi tried for a while to stay on, but the Baron was making his strikes hit home. She was able to use the amulet to some extent to deflect some of the blows, but not by enough. Before long her horse was bleeding from his chest and flanks and Abi couldn’t bear the sight. She had formed a strong partnership with her mount and to see him like this was too upsetting. She made a quick decision and swiftly turned the horse away from the Baron towards the edge of their battle area. Abi jumped off him and turned back to face the Baron. There was a grin on his face again as he saw that Abi was on the ground, giving her advantage away.
They walked slowly towards one another to the centre of the circle that had formed around them. Abi held her sword loosely, her eyes never leaving the Baron, waiting for his next move. Although it now appeared they were once again on an even keel, neither of them was that keen to attack the other. This was, after all, a fight to the death, which neither of them wanted to lose.
Eventually, it was the Baron who struck first. To test how Abi moved on the ground he had shifted himself quickly, going for one side of Abi but at the last moment going for her other side, trying to gauge her reactions. Visions of Abi’s sparring sessions with Theldon came back to her as she fought the Baron off. Even with the amulet, she still wasn’t that good and she could see the Baron realise this. To really test her, he attacked again quickly, and this time his sword hit home. It glanced off Abi’s chain mail, so not really causing much harm. But what surprised her was that it had lacked the strength of his earlier attacks. Abi backed off and studied him for a moment and then it dawned on her. The arrow was still embedded in his left arm and it was causing him enough pain that he was unable to use it. His earlier efforts had been two handed. Now he could only use one.
Using this information Abi began to retaliate, aiming mainly for his damaged arm. She began to hit him more frequently and as her confidence in her abilities grew, her swordsmanship improved. Each attack she mounted did more damage, but she wasn’t the only one scoring direct hits. The Baron had aimed several blows at her that had connected and she could feel bruises forming under her chain mail. This fight needed to end quickly before Abi became too tired or hurt to defend herself.
Abi had tried a couple of times earlier on to get the Baron’s sword from his hand using the amulet, but it had been to no avail. She hadn’t been able to concentrate hard enough and he had been very determined not to be parted from his blade. The only way she was going to get him to drop his sword was to physically remove it, so that meant using her own weapon to achieve this.
Abi switched her attack, using both hands on her sword and aiming at his right arm. She hit him a couple of times but not where she needed to. However, for the first time since Abi had seen him, she saw fear in his eyes. Abi pressed home her advantage, driving him backwards until he made a small defensive error. Seeing her opening, she used the amulet to increase the power behind her strike. Abi brought her sword crashing down on his lower arm. The force of her blow made his hand numb, and Abi saw the Baron’s grip loosen. Abi quickly aimed again, this time at his sword and as their blades connected, his nerveless fingers let go and his sword tumbled to the ground.
Abi now had to keep him away from his weapon so she attacked and moved round, positioning herself between the Baron and his sword. He was now totally at her mercy, but she still needed to find a way to deliver the mortal blow that would end all this.
The Baron was running round, trying to dodge Abi and get into a position so that he could regain his sword. Watching him do this, Abi became exasperated. All she wanted was for him to stand still. She was tiring and knew she didn’t have the strength, even using the amulet to stop him in his tracks. But now that he was in fear of his life, Abi was prepared to do something else. Something that would be less taxing and more likely to work.
The battleground was littered with various discarded items, including arrows that had missed their mark. Using the amulet, Abi selected an arrow and levitated it into position between the Baron’s feet. Her hope was that the arrow would trip him, but instead, it broke under the pressure of him trying to run. Abi bit back a sigh of frustration and determined to try again. She looked carefully around her, and saw a shorter, much stouter arrow. This time, she worked quicker, and as she used the amulet to thrust the arrow into position, the Baron’s legs tangled round it, and he fell over.
Abi quickly walked over and stood over the Baron as he rolled over onto his back to look her in the face. She lightly rested the tip of her sword at the base of his exposed throat. But standing over him, lying so defenceless beneath her, Abi now lacked the impulsion to finish it.
‘What are you waiting for?’ the Baron asked Abi. ‘One more strike with your sword is all it’s going to take.’
Abi said nothing, not sure what to do. Earlier she had been completely prepared to kill this man who she had now conquered, but now that the moment had come, she didn’t have the courage to go through with it. Abi stepped back a fraction lifting her sword slightly from his throat. The Baron shifted away a little, but Abi didn’t object, as she was still unsure of how to proceed.
‘You don’t need to kill me. We could end this peacefully. You could take me prisoner instead.’ The Baron attempted to negotiate for his life.
Abi still hesitated, and seeing this, the Baron made a bold and quick move. He got onto his knees, and spread his hands out by his sides, palm upwards, as Abi took a step back.
‘Look, I have nothing that could harm you. You’ve won, fair and square, I admit that. You have a weapon. I don’t. It couldn’t be easier to end this now, by taking me captive.’
There was merit to the Baron’s words, and it was a far more appealing option than killing him. Abi began to lower her sword, to accept his surrender, when suddenly the amulet on her chest grew warm once again and her head was filled with images. They were all unpleasant, and featured people being butchered by armed guards, homes set on fire and the people cast out. There were scenes of torture and other atrocities, too terrible to mention, and Abi realised that the amulet was showing her what this man in front of her had been personally responsible for. Not just him either, but the men who had come before him, right back to when the throne had first been usurped.
Abi was filled with horror and disgust and wanted to make this man pay for his evil deeds. But she still could not bring herself to deliver the final blow. So the amulet showed Abi one last image. It was of James, standing by the Baron’s horse, looking up as the Baron swung his sword, and then James crumpling to the ground. Over and over the amulet played this image in Abi’s head, until she could bear it no more. The only way to stop it was to give the man in front of her the ultimate punishment.
As Abi realised this the replay stopped and she was able to focus on the evil man kneeling before her as though to ask for forgiveness. Abi suddenly knew that he didn’t mean it and anger consumed her as she looked down at the Baron. Her grip on her sword tightened and she brought her left hand round so that she was now holding it with both hands. Adrenalin filled her veins and pounded through her head. The amulet blazed under Abi’s chain mail, until everyone surrounding them could see its light. It consumed Abi and it appeared as a glowing nimbus around her, turning her at last into the true Fiery Woman of the legends.
Abi lifted the sword until it was on a level with the Baron’s neck, and gathering all the power in the amulet she brought the mighty sword round, which also blazed with the amulet’s light. With one easy blow, the sword sliced through the neck of the Baron and beheaded him. It was now over, and the rebel army had won.
* * *
Abi was dimly aware of cheers from all around her, but she couldn’t take anything in. All she could do was stare down at the body of the Baron and the growing pool of blood that was coming from his neck. She had just slain someone and she wasn’t enjoying the sensation of being a killer. The rebel army might be happy, but right now Abi couldn’t share their joy.
She felt a touch on her arm and turned round to find Theldon next to her. ‘Where have you been?’ she asked him.
‘On the sidelines, making sure that no one interrupted your fight with the Baron.’ Theldon smiled gently at Abi.
She thought for a moment before replying. ‘The circle around us. That no one crossed You created that?’
Theldon nodded. ‘I made sure that you had enough clear space and no one could break through.’
A frown crossed Abi’s face. ‘But what about the arrow? How did that get through?’
Theldon grinned wickedly. ‘I was helping you, not the Baron. I wasn’t going to worry about the arrow killing the Baron.’ Theldon paused. ‘Good job it didn’t hit you though.’
Abi smiled weakly back, but as her gaze once more dropped to the Baron’s dismembered body, she felt sick and her smile faded.
‘I think we should leave here,’ Theldon said. ‘After all, there are some people who really want to see you again.’
Abi nodded her agreement. She did want to get back to Steve and Randall, but more than anything else she wanted to find out how James was. Abi looked up and found that she and Theldon were surrounded and it didn’t look like the crowds were going to let them go anywhere. There was only one way they were going to get away. Abi grasped Theldon’s arm, briefly concentrated, and translocated them to where she had last seen James.
They landed inches away from where Randall was stood, who stumbled back, shocked by the sudden appearance of Theldon and Abi. He recovered quickly and once he realised who they were he stepped forward and swept Abi into an embrace.
‘We thought you were dead,’ he whispered against her hair, holding Abi very tightly.
‘I know, I’m sorry’ Abi murmured.
Randall dropped his arms from round her, pushed Abi back slightly and then grasped her shoulders. He gave her a light shake. ‘How could you deceive us like that?’
Theldon grabbed Randall’s arm. ‘Stop! It wasn’t her fault. She didn’t want to lie to you, but it had to be that way.’
Randall stood looking from Abi to Theldon, testing the truth of Theldon’s words. He sighed and pulled Abi back into a hug. ‘I’m sorry. Everything is just a bit fraught at the moment.’
Abi looked up at Randall and asked the one thing she was desperate to know at this point. ‘How’s James?’
Randall’s eyes clouded with sorrow as he stepped to one side and allowed Abi to see what his frame had been blocking. James was lying where she had seen him fall. Steve was kneeling beside him. Sasket and Zaria were standing a little distance away, as if to give them all space. As Randall moved, Steve looked up and by the desolation in his expression Abi knew that she was too late.
‘No!’ Abi gasped.
Randall, for once lost for words, gently took Abi’s hand and led her over to where James lay. She knelt down beside him, opposite Steve, tears running down her face. She hesitantly reached out to touch James’s face, her hand shaking with emotion. But at the last moment, she was unable to complete the gesture. It was like Abi didn’t want to confirm what her eyes were telling her. A lack of response to her touch would bring it all crashing home.
Abi looked up to see Steve watching her. ‘It can’t end like this,’ Abi whispered to him. ‘This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.’
Steve, tears shining in his eyes, knew that he could say nothing to Abi. There were no words that could provide any comfort, and even if there were, he was hurting too much himself to be able to say them.
Abi caught a movement out of the corner of her eye and saw that Theldon had come over to join Zaria and Sasket. All the varying emotions that she had been feeling over the last few hours came bursting out of her at the sight of Theldon. ‘You said we’d be reunited’ she yelled at him. ‘You promised!’
Theldon shrank back from the force of Abi’s rage. ‘I’m sorry,’ he tried to placate her.
‘Sorry!’ Abi was still yelling and the strength of her anger had driven her to her feet. ‘Sorry isn’t going to fix this. We were meant to be together once all this was over.’ Abi gestured around her.
Zaria stepped forward to defend Theldon. ‘No one could have known this would happen, Abi. We were all aware of the risks that this battle entailed. I’m sure that right now you just want to find someone to blame, and Theldon is a convenient target. But it’s not his fault. It’s not anybody’s fault.’
Zaria’s gentle words sank through Abi’s anger and made sense. As always, Zaria was right and Abi could blame no one for what had happened. She turned back to where James lay, looking for all the world like he was asleep. ‘It’s not fair,’ Abi whispered ‘I had to lie to him and now he’ll never know the truth. He had to endure what I’m going through now and he shouldn’t have had to.’
Abi felt like she was being punished for her deception, but as she looked back at Zaria, she knew that she wasn’t. It was something that had just happened and there was nothing anyone could have done to prevent it. She went and knelt back down beside James. ‘I love you James,’ she told him. ‘I’ll never forget you.’
Abi’s eyes roamed over James’s body, drinking in every part of him. She was determined to etch the image of him securely in her mind, to remember him always. As she was doing this Abi noticed a piece of cloth over his neck. It looked so out of place that she reached out to remove it.
‘Abi, don’t!’ Steve reached over and stopped Abi’s hand with his before looking her in the eye. ‘You don’t want to see what’s under there, believe me.’
Abi looked down at James for a moment then back up at Steve. ‘I have to know.’
Steve shook his head, dislodging tears that ran down his cheeks. ‘Don’t make your last memory of him worse that it already is.’ He still held Abi’s hand preventing her from doing anything.
‘Please,’ Abi begged him. ‘Let me see.’
Steve was struggling to decide what was right. What Abi wanted, or what he thought was best. Finally he dropped Abi’s hand and then turned his face away. Freed of its restraint her hand carried on to touch the cloth and slowly Abi removed it. She gasped in shock as she saw the gaping wound it had been covering, but Abi couldn’t tear her eyes away from the sight. James hadn’t stood a chance. Abi had seen enough. Too much. Steve had been right.
Abi went to place the cloth back over the wound, not that she would forget what it had looked like now that she had seen it. As she did so, her hand brushed part of James’s neck and the very end of the deep gash. A tingling shot through Abi’s arm that seemed to come from the amulet. Confused, she looked down at her hand to try and work out what the sensation could mean and struggled to comprehend what she was seeing.
Abi wasn’t completely sure, but it appeared that the sword cut in James’s neck was now shorter. Abi stretched out her hand over the wound, as if to check its size and see if it had shrunk. Hesitantly, Abi touched the very end of the gash again, and felt the tingling sensation once more. This time she watched and saw the two sides of the wound shift over and close together. Abi jerked her hand back with a gasp.
Steve looked up at Abi’s gasp with a sympathetic expression on his face. He clearly thought that Abi’s gasp meant that she was upset at the sight of the wound. ‘Abi… he began.
‘Shhh,’ Abi interrupted him. ‘Just watch.’ Abi wanted to see if she could close the wound in James’s neck, but she needed confirmation of what she was doing, and Steve watching her would provide the proof that she needed.
Shaking, Abi held out her hand and touched the tips of her fingers to one end of the deep cut. The tingling began again, but this time she didn’t pull away. She traced her fingers all the way along the wound and as her fingers passed, it closed up seamlessly, not a trace of where the gash had been showing.
Abi looked up at Steve and could see he was eyeing her warily. ‘What have you done?’
Abi shrugged helplessly as she didn’t know what was happening. Before with the amulet Abi had always instigated everything that it had done. But she knew that this miracle had come from the amulet itself.
Randall had backed off a little way, to give Abi space to grieve over James, but now, as he sensed the change in atmosphere, he came back over. He stood next to where Abi knelt and placed a hand on her shoulder. He gave it a brief squeeze and opened his mouth to say something, when his gaze fell on James. ‘What the …?’ he exclaimed, and dropping to his knees he placed his hand on James’s neck, to where the wound had been. He looked from Steve to Abi in confusion.
‘Don’t look at me,’ Steve told him. ‘She did it.’ He pointed across at Abi.
‘How?’ Randall’s expression was incredulous.
All the restrictions that the amulet had imposed on Abi had now been lifted, so she reached beneath the chain mail and tunic she was wearing and pulled the amulet out into the sunlight. ‘I don’t really know how,’ she told Randall. ‘I just know that the power to do it came from this.’
Steve and Randall silently stared at the amulet, not quite prepared to believe that something as innocent looking as that, could have healed such a bad cut. As if sensing their disbelief, it began to glow in Abi’s hand. Either that, or it was just revelling in the touch of her hand. Steve and Randall drew back slightly, as if afraid.
‘It’s alright,’ Abi reassured them. ‘It’s harmless.’
Randall had been piecing things together and had now worked everything out. ‘Sasket said that you were using magic in your battle with the Baron. Is that how you did it?’ He gestured towards the amulet.
Abi nodded her head slowly, feeling slightly distracted. Zaria, Sasket and Theldon had come closer to see what was going on, but Abi didn’t acknowledge their presence. The amulet was beginning to glow brighter and it was vibrating strongly in her hand, which it hadn’t done since she found it. For some reason, Abi felt compelled to reach out her other hand over James and as she did so, she knew that she needed to place it on his chest.
‘No!’ Theldon cried out trying to prevent what Abi was doing. ‘Stop. It’s too dangerous.’ He reached out to try and stop Abi from touching James, but Steve and Randall blocked him from getting near her.
‘Leave her alone. There’s nothing dangerous in Abi touching James,’ Steve told Theldon. ‘Can’t you see that she’s just upset.’
‘That’s right,’ Randall backed Steve up. ‘Let her do whatever she feels necessary to let her grief out.’
‘It’s not that,’ Theldon desperately tried to tell them. ‘I think she’s going to try and attempt something that just isn’t possible.’ As Steve and Randall stared at Theldon in confusion, Theldon turned his attention to what Abi was doing, but as he looked on, he knew that he would be unable to stop her in what she was about to do.
Abi barely heard what was going on around her. She was too wrapped up in what she was feeling. Right now she was completely in the grip of the amulet’s power and nothing could break it. As her hand touched James’s chest an enormous surge ran down her arm and through into James. The amount of energy coursing through her made her gasp, but she couldn’t pull away. The glowing amulet grew brighter until it was incandescent. Everyone surrounding Abi and James, backed off and had to shield their eyes. Then as suddenly as everything had begun it stopped, and as the energy drained from Abi she fell to one side, feeling completely exhausted.
‘Abi!’ Steve and Randall cried together and leapt forward to her side.
‘I’m alright,’ Abi managed to mumble.
‘You’re not’ Randall disagreed. ‘What happened?’
‘I don’t know.’ Abi struggled to sit up with Steve and Randall assisting her. She was as bewildered as everyone else as to why the amulet had behaved like it did.
They were all stood staring at Abi, who really didn’t know how to reply, so to divert the attention from herself she reached out to James. She placed her hand on the exact spot on James’s chest where it had been when the amulet was active.
For a while there was just silence as the others looked on. Abi could feel nothing and was still at a loss to explain the amulet’s actions. She was about to take her hand away when she felt the barest of movements as though James had just taken a very tiny breath.
Abi looked down and was amazed when she saw James’s chest rise and fall again. ‘Look,’ she cried. ‘He’s breathing! The amulet’s brought him back to us!’
The others all switched their attention from Abi to James with varying levels of disbelief, but this soon turned to amazement as they saw that Abi was right. James was breathing strongly enough now that they could all see the movement with ease.
Abi removed her hand from James’s chest and took his hand in hers whilst stroking his cheek with the other hand. ‘James, wake up,’ she called softly. His eyelids flickered in response, then he gave a huge gasp and his eyes flew open.
He lay there for a moment, adjusting himself to where he was. He took in Randall and Steve beside him and he began to smile, but then his gaze fell on Abi and he looked confused. He turned back towards Steve. ‘Mate, I think I’m seeing things. I can see Abi kneeling beside me. She’s holding my hand.’
A slow grin spread across Steve’s face as he realised that his closest friend was no longer dead. ‘No, you’re not seeing things.’ Steve looked across at Abi. ‘I can see her too.’
James turned his gaze back to Abi. ‘But you’re dead. Everyone knows that. Or have we lost and we’ve all died?’
Abi shook her head slowly and raised his hand to her lips, gently kissing it. ‘No, I’m not dead, and neither is anyone else. My supposed death never happened and I’m so sorry that you thought it had.’
‘But how?’ James was clearly very confused.
‘It’s a long story,’ Abi told him. ‘In fact, we’ve got a lot to tell you.’
‘Never mind that now. I’ve got more important things to do.’ He suddenly sat up and put one arm round Abi, whilst the other went to the back of her head and buried itself in her hair. ‘I never thought I’d do this again,’ he murmured softly.
He gently brought Abi’s face towards his, and there, in the middle of the battlefield, surrounded by death and destruction, they kissed. Despite the horror of the previous few hours and everything they had been through, their love had been renewed and was now even stronger.
They gently parted, now that they both knew for sure that the other was alright. ‘Now young lady,’ James began. ‘I think you’d better tell me everything that you’ve been up to since I last saw you!’
Abi laughed, took his hand in hers and stood pulling him up with her. ‘We’d better find somewhere comfortable then. It’s going to take a while.’ Abi led him off, and the others slowly followed, smiling at the fact that everything now appeared to be alright, and more importantly, that they had just won an epic battle.
Before they could get very far, they were all stopped in their tracks. The rebel army had witnessed Abi’s triumph over the Baron and had wanted to celebrate it with her, but her sudden disappearance had confounded that. Now, however, they had spotted Abi and were unwilling to let her go again.
‘She’s over here.’
‘Our Saviour!’
‘All hail the Lady Abi, who has saved us all.’
The cries and cheers were deafening and went on and on with more people coming over as they realised what was happening. It seemed that everyone there wanted to congratulate Abi on the victory, when all she wanted to do was run and hide from what she had done, and seek comfort from the one place she knew she was guaranteed to get it, James’s arms. The possibilities for getting away from everyone though, were getting more and more remote as the crowds pressed in round them, hands reached out to touch Abi as though she was some good luck charm.
Abi was feeling claustrophobic and was gripping James’s hand so tight that she was sure she must have been hurting him, but she just couldn’t let go. The physical contact between them was all that was keeping Abi from breaking down. Or screaming.
Sensing how uncomfortable Abi was, James decided to do something about it. ‘Enough!’ He bellowed as loud as he possibly could, nearly deafening Abi in the process. She looked up at him in astonishment, amazed at how loud he could be. She could see similar startled looks from Steve and Randall. James grinned down at Abi. enjoying a chance to startle her Then, before anyone could start up again, he continued in a much quieter, but still authoritative tone. ‘Now back off and give Abi some space. She’s had a hard time and needs to come to terms with everything that’s happened.’ As James was still unaware of exactly what had gone on he was hedging slightly but it wasn’t apparent to the crowd that he didn’t know what he was talking about.
Slowly and begrudgingly, everyone began backing off leaving a clear space round the seven of them. It was tempting for Abi to just whisk herself and James out of there, but she knew there was unfinished business here that needed her attention first.
‘You’ve got your clear air like you asked for, now you must heed us.’ A tall skinny man at the front of the crowd addressed Abi directly and at his words the cheers began again.
They waited a while for the cheers to subside before the skinny man spoke to Abi again. ‘You have done what we all wanted. The Baron is dead and his rule is over, but what do we do now? We are free people but we don’t know how to be free. As the Baron Slayer, you must guide us.’
Beside her, Abi heard James’s sharp intake of breath at the words Baron Slayer. He had just put the pieces together of what she had accomplished. However, Abi couldn’t allow herself to be distracted, not just yet. She had to give this gathering the answers they were looking for before she could find the peace and quiet she craved to catch up with James. ‘It is true that I killed the Baron.’ Abi told the crowd. ‘That was my sole purpose in coming here. Now that I have done that, it is up to you, the people, how you proceed from here.’
‘We have no leader, we can’t just do as we please.’ A man somewhere in the group protested Abi’s statement, and soon others were agreeing or shouting out their own opinion. The gathering had descended into chaos again, so Abi gave James a little nudge. He looked down at her, gave a long suffering sigh, and then did as she had silently requested.
‘Silence!’ Once more the strength of his shout had the power to bring quiet to the unsettled mob.
Abi knew that she could have used the amulet to have achieved the same results, but for some reason she felt that the use of magic now would have a very detrimental effect on what she wanted to achieve. Abi spoke into the silence before anyone could say anything. ‘When I first came here, I was told the legends of this place, of the royal family and what had happened to them. I was told these stories by someone you all know and trust. Theldon.’ Abi gestured in his direction, and he inclined his head in acknowledgement. ‘He told myself and my companions the full story of why we were brought here. That we were to defeat the Baron. But that was not the only thing. The purpose of deposing the Baron was so that the rightful heir to the throne could reclaim their birthright.’
At these words there was once again a large protest from the gathered hoards.
‘It’s all a myth.’
‘Everyone knows that they’re just stories.’
‘The royal family are no more!’
This went on for a while, and this time Abi let them carry on until they ran out of things to say. What Abi was about to do required total receptiveness from everyone around her. She couldn’t afford to get this next part wrong. Eventually everyone calmed down enough for Abi to continue.
‘The stories are fact!’ Abi asserted. ‘There is a current living person who is a direct descendant of King Raydon and his Queen, Alissandra.’ Abi shot a discreet glance to her left and received the merest nod of acknowledgement. ‘If I reveal who they are to you all now, will you swear fealty to them?’
This time instead of a protest there was a stunned silence. Abi waited patiently, knowing that she couldn’t rush this. She had to get their total acceptance and if it took the rest of the day, then so be it. Randall and Steve were watching Abi questioningly, clearly wanting to know what she was about to do but thankfully not pushing the issue. James was being just as patient as Abi. He stood next to her, still holding her hand, and just by his presence, Abi’s confidence was bolstered.
A disturbance at the back of the crowd drew Abi’s attention. A large muscular man was pushing his way through everyone towards the front. Despite the protests from those around him he continued barging past until he was stood before Abi. He then dropped to one knee and bowed. ‘My Lady,’ he greeted her.
Embarrassed by his actions Abi tried to get him to his feet. ‘Stand up. There really is no need to bow to me.’
The man got to his feet but proceeded to disagree with Abi. ‘On the contrary. After what you have done for us there is every need.’ He inclined his head politely then turned his attention to the others. ‘James, Randall, Steve. It’s good to see you again.’
The three of them returned his greetings whilst Abi looked on in bewilderment. ‘Is anyone going to introduce me or am I just meant to guess who this is?’ Abi gestured to the muscular man who had a solemn look on his face.
Randall stepped forward a wicked grin on his features. ‘It would be a pleasure to introduce you.’ He turned to the large man. ‘May I have the pleasure of presenting to you the Fiery Woman, more usually known as Abi.’ Randall then turned to Abi and his grin widened. ‘Abi, I would you to meet my imaginary friend, Caston, also know as the smith whose family has guarded the location of the oak tree, which hid our armour, down the generations.’
At Randall’s words a flush came to Abi’s cheeks as she remembered the argument she had had with Randall in the village tavern. Her embarrassment deepened as Caston reached for her hand and gently kissed the back of it. ‘It is indeed a great honour to finally meet the Fiery Woman,’ Caston told Abi, straightening. ‘I had thought that I would never meet you, but it’s good to see that rumours of your demise were greatly exaggerated.’ He then turned away from Abi and faced the rebel army.
‘Friends,’ he proclaimed. ‘This lady is indeed the Fiery Woman of the legends that you all know. She is correct in saying that she is not meant to be the one to take the Baron’s place. The stories that we have all grown up with very clearly state that a member of the royal family survived and their descendant lives on today. I will accept the word of this fine Lady as to who our new ruler is. Will you all join me?’
Whilst Caston had been talking Abi had dropped James’s hand and gone over to Randall. ‘Give me your sword,’ Abi requested
‘What? Why? What’s wrong with your own one?’ Randall demanded.
Abi sighed. ‘Do you have to question everything?’
‘You do,’ Randall responded.
Abi gritted her teeth. ‘Look, if you don’t give it to me, I’ll just take it!’
‘Calm down, I was going to give it to you. I just wanted to know why.’
Abi clamped down on her rising anger and took the sword that Randall offered her over his arm. Of all the swords that the four of them had between them, Randall’s was the most ornate. It had precious stones set in the pommel and the grip was intricately wrought.
‘What are you going to do with that?’ Randall was incredibly inquisitive and Abi could also sense curiosity from Steve and James who were looking on.
Abi glanced up round her, noting that Caston had finished his speech and was waiting for the response from the rest of the rebels. Time was getting short for what she had to do. ‘Gather round, so that you’re shielding me and you’ll be able to watch.’ The three of them instantly moved, screening Abi from the view of the crowd, their eyes intent on the sword in her hands.
Abi held it gently, one hand on the pommel and the other on the tip. She paused and took a deep breath, then using the amulet she began to bend the sword. Before long it had formed a perfect circle, which she then joined seamlessly. Abi then ran her fingers round the blade flattening the sharp edges, so that they would never cut again. She then switched her attention to where the pommel and point had been joined. She needed to flatten it and change it’s shape, so Abi grasped it with both hands, and began moulding it as if it was no more than clay. When she had finished she held a crown in her hands that was a fair replica of the one that was usually intertwined with the rose on the rebels’ symbol.
James, Steve and Randall stared in awed silence at what Abi had just done before Randall spoke. ‘It’s a bit big isn’t it? It’s going to be a necklace rather than a crown!’
Abi looked down at what she held and realised that Randall was right. Unless you had a massive head, the crown would just slip down and hang round the person’s neck. Abi was slightly frustrated as she was beginning to feel very tired, and it would take more of her energy to get it to the correct size, but she knew it had to be done. Focussing on the amulet and the crown between her hands she began to push inwards with her hands, gradually shrinking it.
‘Stop!’ James placed his hand on Abi’s to emphasise his words. ‘I think you’ll find that’s good enough.’
Abi looked at the crown in her hands and mentally assessed its size. She was fairly certain it would fit the head that it was intended for.
‘My Lady!’ Caston was trying to attract Abi’s attention and from the way he addressed her, she was fairly certain this wasn’t the first time that that he had tried to call her over.
‘Here, hold this and don’t let anyone see it!’ Abi thrust the crown at Steve who promptly hid it behind his back.
‘My apologies,’ Abi smiled sweetly at Caston as she walked over to him. ‘There was a matter that I need to discuss with my companions.’
‘Of course,’ Caston once again politely inclined his head toward Abi. She could see that gesture getting annoying if everyone insisted on doing it.
‘Is everyone ready to accept my word as to who the heir of the Trelyssian throne is?’ Abi asked Caston.
‘Yes, my Lady. We have all agreed that your knowledge of who the heir is will be true, that you would not lie to us.’
Abi cringed slightly at his words and hoped that she was about to get it right. She turned back to the mass before her and addressed them. ‘It is time to reveal the true heir to you all. The Royal line has remained hidden all these years to protect it, to make sure that when today came, there would be someone here who would be able to take the throne. But before I tell you, we need a crown so that everyone who meets them will know who they are.’
Abi saw Theldon raise his eyebrows questioningly at her and she gave him a saucy wink. Abi held out her empty hands before her and concentrated on the crown that Steve was now concealing. Suddenly it was in her hands and the crowds drew back in astonishment at her feat. Steve’s face was also a picture as he pulled his hands from behind his back and stared at their emptiness. Abi’s lips twitched in a smile which she quickly suppressed. It wouldn’t do to laugh now. Holding the crown aloft she showed it to the whole mass in front of her. ‘Behold the crown of Trelyssia. It is with this that I shall show you the true heir to the throne.’
Abi lowered the crown and walked over to where Sasket and Zaria were standing. Both of them were staring at Abi in astonishment, before Sasket dropped to his knees in front of her. Abi allowed herself to smile as she lowered the crown onto his head. ‘Arise, King Sasket. You are the genuine heir, finally restored to your birthright. May your rule be long and your judgement wise.’ Abi then bowed before him. She would have curtsied, but the chain mail she was wearing made that very difficult indeed.
As Abi remained bowed, Sasket rose and everyone surrounding them bowed as well, including James, Randall and Steve.
‘Rise!’ Sasket called out. ‘We have much to do here, and the time for obeisance and ceremony is not now. Only once we have cleared up this foul mess we will be able to celebrate our tremendous victory here and pay homage to the four strangers who have enabled us to see this day.’
James and Abi exchanged embarrassed looks with Steve, but Randall seemed to revel in the attention. Abi shook her head, but knowing this was typical of him she decided it would be best to just ignore him for now. Abi turned to Steve. ‘I know that you probably want to talk to James as much as I do, but I think James and I have more to discuss.’
Steve looked at the two of them and smiled wryly. ‘Of course, you two go and do whatever you feel you have to.’
Abi gave Steve a big hug, then took James’s hand. ‘Come on, lets get out of here.’
James smiled at Abi and started to walk off. She stayed where she was stopping him in his tracks and when he turned to Abi in confusion she allowed a devilish grin to cross her face. ‘Not like that, like this.’ Abi used the amulet, and before he could question her, she transported the pair of them to the room that they had occupied in the cave system.
Left behind staring at an empty space, Steve shrugged lightly. ‘I guess I’m just going to have to get used to her disappearing like that,’ he said to himself philosophically . He turned and wandered towards Sasket to see if there was anything to be done, leaving Randall to enjoy the adoration of the crowds.
* * *
As soon as Abi landed James and herself in their old room she turned to him, pulled his head down towards hers and kissed him. The response from James though wasn’t what she had expected. It lacked any intensity and it was almost as though he was returning Abi’s advances automatically. She broke off and stepped back from him. ‘What’s wrong?’ Abi asked him, a slight frown crossing her face. She had imagined their reunion countless times since their separation, but in each scenario James’s reaction had been far more enthusiastic.
James ran his hands through his hair and sighed. He then turned away from Abi before replying. ‘I just don’t think that I can pick up from where we left off.’ He turned back towards her. ‘Don’t forget, I thought you were dead!’
Abi cringed at this reminder of what James had been through. ‘I know, and I’m sorry. But it wasn’t my idea. I would never have made you go through what you have if I’d had any choice in the matter.’ Abi reached towards him, but he stepped back from her.
‘Surely you could have found some way to let me know that you were still alive?’
The tortured expression on James’s face was tearing Abi apart, but she realised that just now, he wouldn’t take any comfort from her. She was going to have to try and reach him with words instead. ‘I tried! Please believe me that I did everything I could to get back to the caves. To you.’ Tears were filling Abi’s eyes as she watched him.
James slowly shook his head. ‘I want to believe you, but how can I?’
‘Because I’d never lie to you!’ Abi cried out, feeling hurt at his lack of faith in her. ‘I don’t understand why you’re being like this. Earlier, on the battlefield, when you opened your eyes and saw me, you couldn’t have been happier. What’s changed?’
James stared at Abi for a moment. ‘I’ve just watched you turn a sword into a crown with no effort at all. Then in a blink of an eye you bring me here.’ James gestured to the room they were now in. ‘Are you trying to tell me that somehow you can accomplish the impossible, but you couldn’t get a simple message through to me, back here?’
Abi didn’t know what to say. Put in the way James just had, it did seem ridiculous that she hadn’t been able to tell him that she was alright. Abi turned and sat on the end of the bed and stared down at her hands in her lap, feeling at a total loss. She just didn’t know how to make things alright between the two of them again.
James continued standing where he was, not making any attempt to come over to her. ‘I believed that you loved me’ James began slowly. ‘But now I doubt that. What you did was cruel. It wasn’t the actions of someone who cared.’
‘How can you say that! I’ve already told you that it wasn’t my idea to deceive you,’ Abi cried, leaping to her feet and turning back to face him. ‘I hated our separation with every fibre of my being! I cried myself to sleep at nights. All I could think of was getting back here to you and being reunited with you. Watching what you were going through tore me apart, knowing that there wasn’t anything I could do to make things better.’
James’s expression turned to one of shock. ‘You were watching me, everything I was going through. You could get that close, and you still couldn’t tell me you were alive?’ James turned and began to stride towards the door.
‘It wasn’t like that!’ Abi called after him. ‘I wasn’t anywhere near the caves when I was watching you. I watched you in a mirror, in a cottage a long way from here.’
James had reached the door and had one hand on the handle. He turned back towards Abi. ‘I can’t understand you anymore. You’re a different person, and I’m not sure how I feel about you now. The Abi I fell in love with has gone.’ He turned back to the door and opened it.
‘Wait!’ Abi called out. ‘Please.’
James hesitated but didn’t turn around.
‘Please don’t go. Don’t leave it like this. I might be able to do things now that I couldn’t before but that doesn’t change the real me. I still love you, James and I’m sure that you still feel the same about me too. You’re just scared and confused by what you’ve seen today.’ Abi stopped, not sure of what else she could do to bring James back to her.
James stood still with his back to Abi but not moving. She could prevent him from leaving by using the amulet, but she needed him to stay because he wanted to.
‘What can I do to make things right?’ Abi asked him softly.
At last James turned back to Abi. ‘There isn’t anything that you can do. The damage is already done. There’s nothing you can say or do that will erase the pain and suffering that I’ve been going through these past couple of weeks.’ He turned back and walked through the door, away from Abi.
Abi sank back down on the bed and whispered to herself. ‘I’ve already done my penance over this. I went to hell and back when James died. Why do I still have to pay?’
Out in the lounge James stopped and turned back to Abi. ‘Did you say something?’
Abi shook her head. ‘It wasn’t important.’
‘But you did say something, didn’t you?’
‘Yes, but it really doesn’t matter now. Just go. That’s what you want isn’t it?’
For some reason James remained standing where he was. He seemed torn by indecision. Not sure whether he wanted to stay and fight for the relationship, or to go and forget it had ever happened. Eventually he spoke. ‘I don’t want to go. But I want the old Abi back, not this… this… sorceress that you’ve become!’
‘I didn’t have any choice in the matter! I was, apparently, destined to do all this before I even set foot in this wretched world. Do you think I actually wanted and enjoy all of this and what I’ve had to do because of it?’ Abi’s anger was beginning to get the better of her.
James strode back into the room. ‘You can’t blame all this on some legends that the people around us believe in.’
‘I’m not. I’m blaming it on this.’ Abi took the amulet on its chain from around her neck and held it dangling in front of James. ‘This is what I found in the cave that night you came with me. It’s this that has been controlling me and prevented me from contacting you.’
James took the amulet from Abi and examined it thoroughly. ‘You make it sound like it’s evil or dangerous.’
Abi took a breath, searching for the right words to try and explain everything. ‘Not exactly. But it does seem to have its own purpose and was just using me to get what it wanted. But what it wanted was the Baron dead, and without it, I would never have achieved that.’
Beside Abi, James stiffened. ‘That’s another thing that’s wrong now. I know that you can get angry, but to kill someone?’ James shook his head. ‘I would never have thought you capable of that.’
Abi turned away from James, fighting the images in her head of the Baron kneeling before her, then her swinging the sword round and beheading him. Once more she felt sick at what she had done. ‘You don’t understand’ Abi whispered. ‘I did what I had to do. What the amulet needed me to do because it couldn’t do it by itself.’
James tossed the amulet onto the bed. ‘I wish you’d never found it that night. It’s just torn us apart.’
‘No it hasn’t, James. You’re doing that now. Yes, the amulet separated us for a while, but it also brought us back together! Without this amulet we wouldn’t even be standing here now.’
‘What on earth do you mean?’ James was looking at Abi in confusion.
Abi bit her lip, not sure how to go on. She was unsure of how much James knew about what had happened to him. So far he had said nothing about it, so she was assuming that he was unaware of the fact that he had died and then been brought back to life. Abi didn’t know what she could say to him.
‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on?’ James questioned.
‘What do you remember about when the Baron attacked you?’ Abi asked him, trying to stall for time.
‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ James questioned.
‘Just answer me, please,’ Abi implored.
James sighed before deciding to answer. ‘I don’t remember very much,’ he confessed. ‘I remember looking into the most evil pair of eyes I’ve ever come across, then an unbelievable pain in my neck…’ James’s hand flew up to the side of his neck where the Baron’s sword had hit home. ‘That’s odd,’ he said slowly. ‘I could have sworn that I’d hurt my neck somehow. In fact, badly enough, that I’m surprised I’m still standing!’
Tears filled Abi’s eyes as she watched James, knowing that now he’d come this far in his thoughts, she was going to have to tell him the full story. ‘You did hurt your neck,’ she told him. ‘Or rather the Baron did. Your neck is where the Baron hit you with his sword.’
James looked at Abi in disbelief. ‘He can’t have,’ he said shaking his head. ‘If that was the case, I’d be dead now.’
Not breaking eye contact with him Abi slowly nodded her head, and watched him pale as the full realisation of what had happened to him sank in. ‘Are you trying to say that I died?’ he asked Abi in a whisper.
Abi went over to him. ‘Yes. The blow was enough to kill you, and fairly quickly, which is why you probably don’t remember anything about it.’
‘But then how…?’ James’s gaze turned to the amulet that was lying on the bed then turned back to Abi. ‘You used that to bring me back?’
‘Yes, but I didn’t realise that I could. After…’ Abi swallowed against the lump in her throat. ‘After I… killed… the Baron, I went straight to you, to where I’d seen you fall.’ The emotions that Abi had felt when kneeling next to James’s body came rushing back, and her tears began to flow, but she knew that she had to finish what she was telling James. ‘I thought I’d lost you! So did Randall and Steve. There didn’t seem to be anything that we could do. But the amulet had other plans and using me it healed you and brought you back to me.’
Silence descended as neither of them knew what to say to one another. Eventually James came out of the stupor he was in. ‘How…, how long was I dead for?’ James asked Abi hesitantly.
Abi shook her head. ‘I’m not really sure,’ she replied. ‘I saw the Baron hit you, and that’s when I broke cover and went to attack him. I can’t really say how long we fought, but it seemed like forever. It wasn’t, but I think you need to be measuring the time in hours, not minutes.’
James looked at Abi open mouthed. ‘But…, that’s not possible!’ he cried. ‘If I was dead for as long as you seem to think that I was, there’s no way I could still be alive now.’
‘Maybe the time was less than I think,’ Abi hedged. ‘But I do know that you must have died shortly after the Baron hit you and I had to fight the Baron before I could get to you. Even then, you weren’t immediately healed. I…’ Abi hesitated, reliving those moments when she thought that she had lost everything because James was dead. ‘You were definitely dead when I reached your side and judging from Steve and Randall’s reactions you had been for some time. They weren’t trying to help you, they were mourning you, as did I’ Abi finished softly.
‘You mourned my death?’ James asked. ‘You went through what I did when I thought that I had lost you?’
Abi just nodded in reply, no longer able to speak because she had given into her emotions and was now crying quite hard.
James came and stood in front of Abi trying to brush away her tears. ‘I can’t get my head round all this. Hey!’ James grabbed Abi’s arms as she stepped away from him. ‘I’m not saying that I don’t believe you, but if you see this from my point of view, you have to realise it’s not something that can easily be absorbed.’ He paused before going on. ‘But one thing I do know right now is that I’m sorry,’ he told Abi. ‘You don’t deserve to have me treating you like this. I didn’t realise what you’d been through too.’
Abi shook her head and tried to stem some of the tears. ‘You don’t have to apologise, you’ve every right to feel the way you do.’
James began to smile. ‘Look at us, what a pair we are! Let’s just forgive and forget shall we?’
Abi began to smile as well, grateful that she had the James she knew and loved back. She reached for him and James pulled her into his arms, before Abi’s head connected with his armour. ‘Ouch!’ she cried pulling back.
‘Perhaps we should get out of what we’re wearing,’ James suggested.
Abi agreed as she was still wearing her chain mail and it was difficult to get close to one another whilst armoured. She went to give James a hand to remove the various parts he was wearing. Soon he was standing in front of her wearing just the protective padding he had had on underneath.
‘Right,’ James grinned at Abi wickedly. ‘Now it’s your turn!’
It took a lot less time to divest Abi of her chain mail, and as soon as she was in just her underwear, James once more pulled Abi into his arms. He bent his head down to her and kissed her, and this time Abi could feel how much he loved her. She returned his kiss with equal vigour and when they finally came up for air she was trembling.
‘You can’t imagine how much I’ve wanted to do that, especially as I thought I’d never be able to do that again,’ James told her.
‘Actually, I think I can,’ Abi disagreed. ‘I’ve been wanting to do it to you just as much.’
‘Let’s see, shall we?’ James challenged, and before Abi could respond, he picked her up in his arms strode over to the bed and deposited her in the middle of it. As Abi lay there watching him, he divested himself of the rest of what he was wearing before climbing onto the bed next to her. ‘I think you’re a little overdressed’ he whispered in Abi’s ear, before expertly removing the rest of her clothes.
He knelt over her and looked down into her eyes. As Abi gazed back up at him, she was overwhelmed by the love she felt for him. She reached up and pulled his head down to hers eager to show him how much she cared about him. His response was quick and eager, and Abi arched her back wanting as much contact between their two bodies as possible.
It had taken them a long time to get to where they were. They had both been through hell, each believing the other dead and that their relationship was over. But somehow the hard times made it all the sweeter now. It was as though after all they had been through they now realised how precious their relationship was to both of them. All they wanted to do was show each other how much they loved one another, which they did in all the varying ways that they could think of, until finally, sated but happy they curled up in each others arms and fell asleep content in the knowledge that never again would they be parted from one another.
At the foot of the bed the amulet lay forgotten, softly glowing and very gently vibrating, so that it was almost humming. It was as though it was very happy with itself and what it had achieved, not just with the Baron, but with the two people it was watching over as well.
The clear up of the Citadel and the surrounding grounds took over a week. After James and Abi returned to the battle ground and surveyed the carnage that was there, they immediately pitched in to help. They worked side by side, helping to remove debris and try to straighten everything up and return the area to normal, James manually, and Abi using the amulet. Theldon also helped using his powers and between him and Abi they managed to speed up the clear up operation for which the people helping out by physically moving everything, were very grateful.
There were so many bodies that there was no opportunity to individually honour everyone who had died on the rebel side. Instead, a mass grave was dug, and once they were certain that they had recovered the bodies of everyone who had been on their side, all work on the site stopped and everyone came to mourn the dead, and give thanks for their contribution to the win. The site would remain a permanent shrine to everyone who had given their lives for what they believed in, with the stone masons working on a suitable monument on which the names could be carved.
With the bodies of the Baron’s army, it was decided that the best thing to do was a funeral pyre. So all of their bodies were taken some distance away and once they were all in place, fuel was added and the mound set light to. It burned for ages, and Abi couldn’t stand the smell. She couldn’t go anywhere near where it was located, not that James would have allowed her to anyway. He was very protective over her now and never let her out of his sight. Far from feeling restricted by this, Abi was grateful for his concern, for every night she was exhausted by her efforts, and only just had the energy to transport the four of them back to their rooms in the caverns each night, and once there, Abi would always give in to her tears which she felt unable to shed during the day.
They continued like this for several days, until one morning when Abi woke up to find that James wasn’t beside her and the room was empty. Panicking she leapt from the bed grabbing a blanket to throw round herself and charged out into the lounge. There she found James quite contently chatting to Steve and Randall.
‘There you are! What do you think you’re doing, leaving me like that,’ Abi yelled at James, angry with him for making her panic.
James stood up and folded Abi into his arms, kissing the top of her head. ‘Hey, it’s alright. I was only out here. But I am sorry for worrying you.’
Abi relaxed into him. ‘That’s alright,’ she murmured against his chest. ‘I was just being silly, I don’t know what’s got into me lately.’ She pulled away from him slightly and looked up into his eyes. ‘I think I’d better get dressed.’
James smiled back. ‘Good idea. I’ll just be out here waiting for you.’ He turned Abi round and gave her a gentle push back towards their room before settling himself down again.
Abi dressed quickly and was soon back in the lounge with the guys. ‘Right,’ she took a deep breath. ‘I guess we’d better be going. Come on, get up and I’ll take you back to the battlefield.’ Abi gestured to them all to stand and join her, but the three of them remained resolutely sitting. ‘What’s going on?’ Abi asked.
‘We’re not going today. We’ve given them a lot of help, and now we need some time out’ Randall told Abi. ‘Take a seat and relax, you deserve it!’
‘But we have to help,’ Abi protested. ‘That’s what we’re here for and there’s still a lot to do’
‘Not at the expense of our sanity,’ Steve disagreed.
‘What do you mean?’ Abi asked.
James stood and pulled Abi onto the sofa next to him. ‘We’re all knackered. But you, especially, are finding this wearing. Everyone needs some time out, and that’s what we’re doing today.’
Abi sat thoughtfully in silence for a while. ‘You do know that I could just take us all back to the city, whether you want to go or not?’ she asked them.
Randall grimaced. ‘We did think you might be capable, but we’re hoping that you’ll listen to common sense and take today off.’
Abi stared at Randall for a while before making her decision. ‘Fine, you win,’ Abi told them. ‘There’s no point taking you guys where you don’t really want to go!’
‘Great,’ was Steve’s response. ‘I’ve been wanting to know everything that’s happened since we parted and I bet you want to know what we got up to.’
‘I’m going to guess that you were making battle plans and learning how to use swords,’ Abi cheekily responded.
‘Well in that case,’ interjected Randall. ‘I’m going to guess that you were learning to use the amulet!’
‘Touché!’ Abi smiled back at Randall. ‘Why don’t you go first?’ She settled herself comfortably on the sofa, curling into James’s arms, listening to the three men tell her exactly what they had been up to. They were thorough and left little out. It wasn’t easy, listening to some of what they had to say, especially when James told Abi about how he had grieved for her. She did have a question about that though.
‘So, is my name still on the Wall of the Dead, or has it been removed now? Because I really would rather it wasn’t there anymore.’
The three men were stunned into silence. ‘I hadn’t even thought about that,’ Randall confessed. ‘We’ll speak to Sasket about it.’
Between the three of them Abi was soon brought up to speed on everything that they has accomplished.
‘Wow,’ Abi said once they had finished. ‘You certainly managed a lot! I just wish I could have been there when you were learning how to use a sword, Randall!’ Abi grinned across at him, before becoming serious again. ‘I wish I could have been here for everything,’ she said quietly.
‘Hey!’ Randall reached across for her hand. ‘You can’t change the past, so don’t dwell on it. What happened, happened.’ He let go of Abi’s hand and sat back. ‘Now, let’s hear your side of things.’
Abi resettled herself into a position to be able to talk to them and regaled the three of them with tales of her time in the cottage with Theldon.
‘I’m surprised that Theldon put up with you for as long as he did!’ James told Abi.
‘Oi, you!’ Abi dug him in the ribs. ‘You’re meant to love me unconditionally, remember?’
‘Doesn’t mean I can’t tell the truth as I see it,’ James jested back.
Abi gave up and carried on with her tale.
‘What happened to your horse?’ Steve asked Abi when she got to the part about the horse suddenly appearing and her learning to ride him.
Abi looked at Steve, startled. ‘You know, I’d forgotten about him! I guess he must have gone back to wherever he came from. I do hope his injuries are healed now.’ Abi frowned thoughtfully before she continued with her tale. She stopped when she reached the point at which she had joined the battle. ‘That’s pretty much it. The rest is history,’ Abi said.
‘To the three of you maybe, but not to me,’ James said in Abi’s ear.
Abi looked up at him questioningly.
‘I was dead at this point remember? I don’t know anything more until I wake up on the battle field and discover that you’re still alive!’ James reached forward to kiss Abi, to soften his words.
‘You want to hear about my fight with the Baron?’ Abi whispered.
‘Yes, every last detail,’ James requested.
Abi realised that James had every right to know what had gone on, so she wet her suddenly dry lips and reached for a glass of water to sooth her parched throat, before going on. To start with it was easy, she could talk about the beginning of her historic fight, but as she went on she was finding it more and more difficult to continue. Eventually she stopped, just where she reached the part where the Baron had been shot with an arrow.
The silence dragged on until Randall decided to say something. ‘Do you know where that arrow came from?’ he asked.
Abi shrugged. ‘One of the rebel archers at a rough guess.’
‘Nope!’ Randall’s face was lit up with glee. ‘I fired it!’
Abi laughed. ‘Yeah, right. You’ve just told me that you can barely handle a sword and now you’re trying to get me to believe that you could pull, aim and fire a bow and arrow?’
‘It’s true,’ Randall asserted. ‘Ask Steve.’
Abi turned disbelievingly to Steve. ‘Is he right?’
‘Much as I hate to say it,’ Steve began. ‘Yes, Randall did shoot that arrow at the Baron.’
Abi turned back to Randall. Then she got up, walked over to him, leant down and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know if I could have won without that arrow.’
For the first time since Abi had known Randall, he looked embarrassed and slowly his cheeks flushed. ‘It was nothing,’ he shrugged.
Abi smiled knowing that it wasn’t nothing, before going to sit back next to James to continue with her tale. She was very hesitant and there were long gaps, but the guys sat patiently and quietly waiting for her to finish. When she got to the part where the Baron was kneeling before her, she just stopped. She couldn’t go on and explain to them why she had killed the Baron. What had turned her into a cold blooded murderer.
‘Well, that’s basically it,’ Abi said and went to get up, but James prevented her, pulling her back down into his arms.
‘That isn’t it,’ he said. ‘What aren’t you telling me? Telling us.’
Abi shook her head. ‘Nothing.’
‘Don’t lie to me, Abi,’ James told her. ‘I can tell when you’re not being honest with me.’
Abi once more shook her head. ‘I can’t tell you. Please don’t make me.’
‘There needs to be no secrets between us if we’re going to have a solid relationship,’ James persisted.
‘No,’ Abi protested and began to struggle in his arms. ‘Let me go!’
James held Abi resolutely, not giving in. ‘No!’ James was very firm. ‘You need to get whatever it is out of your system so that you can move on, instead of coming back here every night and crying. I’m not going to let you run away from this.’
Abi stopped struggling and looked at James in shock as she suddenly realised the real reason they weren’t helping at the battlefield that day. ‘Is this why we’re staying here today, not helping out? Because you all seem to think that there’s something I need to tell you all?’ Abi asked.
James paused before replying. ‘We had to do something, the three of us agreed on that. We’ve been watching something gradually tear you apart and we, well I mainly, wanted to prevent whatever it was before it destroyed you.’
Abi looked over at Randall and Steve who nodded, agreeing with James’s words. ‘We didn’t mean to deceive you,’ Steve affirmed. ‘But we couldn’t think of any other way.’
For a long while Abi was silent contemplating their words whilst James still held her, to prevent her getting away. Suddenly she relaxed, catching James off guard who thought she was going to dive away from him. But instead she curled up closer to him, resting her head on his chest, her face turned away from Randall and Steve. Abi couldn’t look at them or James whilst she finished her tale.
Abi took a deep breath because she knew that once she started she would have to carry on going or the moment to tell them about the final minutes of her battle with the Baron would pass, and she would never again be able to gather the courage to say what had happened. Abi would lock everything inside her, and like James had guessed, the unspoken words would eventually tear her apart.
Abi spoke rapidly, not really listening to what she was saying so she had no idea if she was even making sense. All she could see was the Baron in front of her, yielding to her. The images the amulet had thrown at her, and then her ignoring the Baron’s surrender and killing him. Abi felt guilty and sick. She was repulsed by what she had done and knew she couldn’t look at the others and see that revulsion mirrored in their eyes.
‘So, that’s how it all ended,’ Abi summed up. ‘I’m a murderer. There’s no other word for it.’
James’s arms were still round Abi but no longer preventing her from moving, so she stood up quickly, still avoiding eye contact with the others. Abi wanted to get out of there but James had other ideas.
Before Abi could take a step he quickly grabbed her hand and tried to get her to sit down again. ‘Don’t go yet,’ he requested. ‘You need to hear what we think about what you had to do.’
Abi stood next to him trembling, her head bowed. The last thing that she wanted was to hear their agreement with her opinion of herself, but she knew that even if she managed to avoid them now, eventually they would find her and tell her their thoughts. Abi sat back down on the sofa and stared at her hands that she folded in her lap.
‘Look at me, Abi,’ James gently requested. When Abi didn’t move, he very gently placed his hand under her chin trying to turn her towards him, but she was still resisting. ‘Please look at me,’ James asked her again. ‘I really think it best that you do.’
Abi clenched her jaw against his hand, but she knew that James was right, and slowly she relaxed, allowing him to tilt her head towards his. They were facing one another but she still couldn’t look in his eyes. James sat waiting patiently and eventually Abi gave in and lifted her gaze to his, terrified of what she would see there. But she needn’t have feared, for all she saw was love and compassion in his eyes. ‘You did what you had to,’ James said. ‘You did the right thing.’
‘You would say that,’ Abi disagreed. ‘The Baron did actually kill you, and you’re in a relationship with me, so you have to forgive me.’
James shook his head sadly. ‘If you won’t take my word, ask what Randall and Steve think.’
Slowly, Abi turned and looked at each of them in turn and all she saw in their expressions was sympathy and strangely, understanding.
‘No,’ Abi denied. ‘You’re all wrong. The Baron was surrendering to me. I could have taken him prisoner. I only killed him because…’ the words stuck in Abi’s throat.
‘Because of what?’ Steve asked.
‘Because of what he did to James’ she whispered. ‘Which is why you’re wrong. James is alive now, and the Baron isn’t. I was justifying what I did at the time as a life for a life, but that’s not the case anymore. I’m just a murderer!’
‘No!’ The cry came from all three of them at once, and Abi recoiled from the force of that one word spoken in unison.
Randall came and knelt in front of Abi and took her hands in his. ‘Abi, you are the furthest thing possible from being a murderer. We all know that before you came here you wouldn’t have contemplated doing what you did to the Baron. But things here are different. Look at Steve.’
Abi glanced over at Steve with a look of confusion.
‘I think Randall is referring to the fact that during the battle I did kill several of the Baron’s men myself,’ Steve said. ‘It’s not something I’m proud of, but it was necessary, and I’m learning to live with that.’
‘But that’s different!’ Abi protested. ‘For you it was kill or be killed. You had no choice. I did!’
‘Did you really?’ James asked Abi.
‘Yes, he was giving himself up!’ Abi’s agitation was increasing as the guys seemed to be deliberately missing her point.
Randall was still keeling in front of Abi. ‘Ask yourself this,’ he said. ‘Do you think the Baron was genuinely surrendering to you, or do you think he was just looking for a way out? Be honest.’
‘He was genuine, wasn’t he?’
‘Was he?’ James asked Abi. ‘Think of everything else the amulet showed you before you took the decision to end his life.’
Abi sat in silence for a moment contemplating the other images the amulet had thrown at her, of the evil that the Baron had perpetuated. Slowly, realisation dawned as she looked back up at James. ‘He would never have been a prisoner would he? He would have escaped and just begun again, or not even actually allowed me to take him prisoner.’
James nodded. ‘He was truly evil, there was no possibility of saving or changing him. By killing him, you freed the innocent people of Trelyssia, who can now go on and live their lives in peace and comfort. You did the right thing.’
James put his arms round Abi and pulled her into a tight embrace. Finally, Abi allowed herself to relax into him and turned her head towards Randall and Steve, seeking final confirmation that she had had no choice in what she had done.
‘James is right,’ Randall agreed and Steve was quick to add his reassurances.
Abi glanced up once more at James seeing again only compassion and a deep and abiding love in his eyes, and suddenly the dam that she built around her emotions broke and she finally gave into them. Abi buried her head against James’s chest and felt him wrap his arms tightly round her as sobs wracked her whole body. She was so caught up in a whirlwind of feelings that she wasn’t aware of Randall and Steve leaving, or the fact that James was crying along with her. She cried until there was nothing left inside and then, exhausted by such an outburst she fell asleep in James’s arms.
* * *
The clearing up of the battlegrounds was finally over and they were now all back at the caves, relaxing and wondering what was going to happen next. The Citadel and the surrounding city had been totally destroyed, and it had been decided that it was beyond repair, so the centre of Trelyssia had temporarily become the cave network until a more permanent solution could be arrived at.
They were sitting in Zaria’s quarters idly talking and wondering what was going to happen for them all next. They could think of nothing more that they were needed for in Trelyssia.
‘Perhaps Theldon could send us home,’ Steve suggested.
Randall snorted in derision. ‘I’ve more faith in Abi’s abilities to get us back than his!’
‘Be fair,’ Zaria chided him. ‘He is a lot older and more frail than Abi, and he doesn’t have a powerful talisman to assist him. Anyway,’ she went on. ‘You can’t leave just yet, as there’s the banquet tonight to celebrate our victory, and the four of you are guests of honour.’
Abi groaned softly. The others were looking forward to it, but Abi just couldn’t summon any enthusiasm. Everywhere she went, people were bowing to her or trying to touch her as though she were a good luck omen. As a result she had more or less confined herself to the rooms they occupied in the caves, which were her only sanctuary. There, and here in Zaria’s rooms. Although they now had a king, the people who resided in the caves still accepted Zaria as their leader.
‘It’ll be alright,’ James whispered in Abi’s ear in response to her groan. ‘I’ll be there to look after you.’
Abi smiled gently, but before she could reply the door opened and in came Sasket accompanied by Theldon.
‘At last!’ Sasket came and sat down amongst the group. ‘I don’t know how you ever managed it Zaria. I swear there are not enough hours in the day to see everyone who requests an audience with me!’
Everyone suppressed their grins at his discomfiture as Zaria replied. ‘Well, I did have it easier than you. I only commanded the people who lived here. You have everyone who lives in Trelyssia to look after!’
‘You’re something of a novelty too,’ Abi chipped in. ‘It’s been a long time since the people had a monarch!’
‘Thanks for that, Abi’ Sasket responded dryly. ‘It’s nice to know that you think I’m nothing more than a novelty.’
Abi was about to respond when Randall interjected. ‘You two can leave off for now. I have some questions for Theldon that I’ve wanted answering for some time, but you keep running away from me.’ Randall fixed Theldon with a grim stare.
Theldon sighed as he settled himself at the table. ‘I know you’ve got questions, and I have been avoiding you. But you do have a right to know all the details. Ask away.’
‘Firstly, why the subterfuge around Abi? Surely you could have just taken her away to the cottage and let us know what was going on.’
Theldon winced slightly before answering. ‘It wasn’t my decision to deceive you all, any more than it was Abi’s. It was necessary.’
‘I’m going to need a bit more than that after everything that I went through.’ James told Theldon.
‘I know that you had to endure a lot thinking that Abi had died, but it did drive you forward!’ Theldon asserted. ‘It was only after you thought that she had died that you came up with the battle plan that enabled us to win. Your determination to succeed was constantly fuelled by your desire to avenge her, and that’s why that particular course of action was taken.’
‘It was a cruel way to go about things,’ Abi protested. ‘Surely there was another way.’
‘Maybe. But this plan worked, didn’t it?’
Silence descended as they contemplated what Theldon had said and realised that he was right. It still didn’t make it very fair though.
‘What else did you want to ask?’ Theldon turned back to Randall.
‘Why were you going to prevent Abi from reviving James? After their separation, surely they deserved to be back together, and if Abi was able to bring James back, which she was, why try to stop her?’ Randall was clearly puzzled by Theldon’s actions.
Theldon turned to look at Abi. ‘If Abi had been attempting to it by herself, it would have killed her. No one has the strength to bring back someone from the dead, especially not someone who had been killed some time before the attempt to revive them was made.’
‘So how did she manage it?’ Steve asked.
‘I think Abi can answer that better than I can.’ Theldon turned to look at her.
As all eyes turned to Abi she shrank back slightly from the scrutiny. ‘I didn’t actually do anything,’ Abi told them. ‘It all came from the amulet. It was like I was just the instrument it needed to use to accomplish James’s revival. I did feel that it wanted to reward…, no,’ Abi shook her head. ‘Not reward me. That’s the wrong word. It was like it wanted to make up to me everything it had put me through.’
‘That’s entirely possible,’ Theldon said. ‘Don’t forget that it does have some level of sentience, we’re just not sure how much!’
‘We’ll just to have to accept your word on that one Theldon. I don’t really understand all this supernatural stuff.’ Randall interjected, then went on with another question. ‘Why didn’t you tell us that Sasket was the one who we were going to put back on the throne. Didn’t you think we had a right to know?’
‘I thought you could work it out. Abi did.’ Theldon grinned at Randall.
Randall looked at Abi in disgust before turning back to Theldon. ‘A proper answer, please!’
‘I think I can actually answer that one better,’ Zaria interrupted. ‘It was purely for protection. We couldn’t guarantee that you wouldn’t be captured, and it was a case of if you didn’t know anything then you wouldn’t be able to tell anyone who the heir was.’
‘I suppose I can forgive you for that, then,’ Randall admitted grudgingly, still feeling a little put out that Abi had beaten him in working it out.
‘I have a question,’ Steve said. ‘When are we going back home?’
The four of them turned to Theldon eager to hear his answer.
‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘I didn’t bring you here, so your return will be decided by whatever power it was that brought you to Trelyssia.’ Theldon spread his hands helplessly.
They were silent as they absorbed Theldon’s words. They might be finally enjoying themselves here, but all of them just wanted to go home now.
‘Like I said earlier,’ Zaria said into the silence. ‘You can’t go until we’ve had the banquet that we’re holding in your honour.’ She then turned to Abi. ‘Speaking of which, I think we’d better leave these guys chatting because we need to make you look your best.’
‘We’ve got ages yet,’ Abi protested.
‘Don’t you want to look stunning?’ Zaria asked Abi. ‘After all, everyone who can make it here for the banquet is coming. There’ll be a lot of people watching you.’
Before Abi could say anything James replied. ‘Never mind all the strangers that will be looking at you. I want to see you looking gorgeous,’ he told Abi. ‘I’ve yet to see you all dressed up and looking even more beautiful than you are now.
Abi smiled, then leaned over to kiss James. ‘Fair enough. For you, and only you, I will look as glamorous as it’s possible to be.’ Abi then turned and followed Zaria out of her rooms.
It was a good job that Zaria had insisted they take the amount of time that they did, because she and Abraya seemed determined to give Abi a complete makeover and it was a long while later before they were finally satisfied with Abi’s appearance.
As Abi stood before them for their final inspection they exchanged satisfied nods. ‘James is going to fall in love with you all over again,’ Zaria told her. ‘Now, wait here and James and the others will come and collect you when it’s time.’
‘Try not to ruin how you look,’ Abraya admonished.
‘I won’t,’ Abi promised.
Zaria and Abraya then left Abi to finish getting ready themselves. She paced around the room nervously waiting for James. He had only ever seen her in casual clothes and what she had been given to wear by Zaria, which had all been very practical clothing considering she had spent a lot of her time running about the forest.
Abi stopped in front of the full length mirror and examined her reflection. She was wearing a dress in emerald green with silver thread embroidering the bodice. The skirt of the dress then flared from the waist, falling in soft folds around her ankles. It was sleeveless and low cut , leaving her arms and chest bare, showing off the amulet which she still wore constantly. Abi had no idea where the dress had come from but it was a perfect fit and the colour was just the right accompaniment to her red hair, which had been left loose. It had had a thorough wash and a trim and now gleamed in the candlelight as the curls tumbled down around her shoulders. Abi smiled gently at her refection, hoping that James would like what he saw.
A knock on the door startled Abi out of her reverie. ‘It’s open,’ she called turning to face the door.
‘Does my lady require an escort?’ James joked as he entered, then stopped in his tracks when he saw Abi, gazing at her open mouthed.
‘Is everything alright?’ Abi asked teasingly.
James managed to recover enough to speak. ‘You look amazing,’ he said as he came over to her. His sentiments were echoed by Randall and Steve who had come with him.
‘You don’t look too bad yourself,’ Abi told him. He was dressed in soft black trousers, a pristine white shirt, open at the neck, and over that a jacket, that was identical in colour to Abi’s dress, marking them out as a couple. He had also had his hair trimmed and it now fell silkily around his face and Abi just ached to run her fingers through it.
James took Abi’s hand in his and raised it to his lips to kiss the back of it. Abi trembled at the touch, and all thoughts of attending the banquet vanished from her mind as she thought about what she’d rather be doing.
‘Ahem!’ Randall diverted Abi’s attention and she looked over to where he was standing lightly tapping his foot. ‘We do have somewhere to be getting to, remember?’
James straightened and offered Abi his arm which she immediately accepted. He led her out of the room with Randall and Steve falling in behind them. They walked the short distance to the double doors of the Great Hall which were closed. As they halted Randall and Steve stepped out from behind Abi and James so that they flanked them and they stood as a foursome side by side, ready to enter the hall.
James leaned forward and knocked loudly on the door. They slowly swung open, revealing the interior of the Great Hall. Long tables stretched down the hall and across the top on the dais was another long table with four vacant seats. As the four of them stood for a moment framed by the large doors, everyone got to their feet and turned towards them.
Sasket stood at the end of the hall dressed in formal robes and wearing the crown that Abi had made for him. He was waiting for them to walk down the centre aisle and join him and Zaria, who was standing next to him. ‘Ladies and Gentlemen!’ Sasket’s voice rang out in the silence. ‘I give you the Four Strangers. The Rodent, The Strategist, The Fiery Woman and The Giant. Without these four people we would still be living under the Baron’s rule, instead of being the free people that we are now. I ask you to show your appreciation to our saviours.’
Immediately the crowds packed into the hall began to cheer and applaud, and so it was to this accolade that they entered and walked towards Sasket, the King of Trelyssia. He received the four of them and made sure that they were settled before gesturing for everyone else to take their seats whilst he remained standing.
‘I know that this is meant to be a night of celebration and that’s what everyone here wants to do, so I’ll keep my speech short.’
A chuckle rippled throughout the hall.
‘Today has been a long time in coming. We have had to endure terrible hardship in the years the Barons have ruled over our home. Every single one of us here has been affected in some way and as such are immensely grateful that the Baron is no more. This is a new beginning for all of us, and I am determined that it shall be a much better time than what we have known. Whilst I had always hoped that I would be the one who would reclaim the throne rather than one of my descendants, I have to confess that I am woefully unprepared. I would ask that you all bear with me whilst I get used to my new position within our society.’
Various statements of reassurance echoed through the people sitting at the lower tables.
Sasket smiled and waited for silence before continuing. ‘I know that none of this could have been achieved without the assistance of the four people seated here who have become very dear friends to me. I know that I will miss them when they finally return to their home. However, I want to say that they will always be welcome here should they ever wish to return! I would also like my first official act as your King to be honouring them. As such I accord the four of them the highest honour that it is possible to receive.’ Sasket turned to face the foursome. ‘We haven’t been able to manufacture the actual medal that you should get for this,’ he smiled apologetically. ‘But it will be done, and if you ever do come back, we’ll have them ready and waiting for you!’
Sasket turned back to face the audience. ‘By Royal decree, I declare that the Giant, known as Randall, the Rodent, known as Steve, the Strategist, known as James and the Fiery Woman, known as Abi, are now holders of the Order of the Trelyssian Rose!’
There was a stunned pause, before a voice, which Abi thought was Brougan, called out. ‘Three cheers for our champions!’
As the cheers rang out in the hall, the four friends looked at one another, unsure of what Sasket had just bestowed upon them, but realised it must be quite monumental. As one they stood and as Abi curtsied to the crowd, Randall, James and Steve bowed, accepting their accolade.
After that, the rest of the evening was a blur. There was food and drink aplenty, which they all gratefully tucked into. The party atmosphere got to everyone, and once they had all finished eating, the tables were pushed back to the edge of the hall and a small band appeared and started playing. It wasn’t long before everyone was dancing. James was reluctant to get on the dance floor, so Abi spent most of the night dancing with others. It seemed everyone wanted to have one dance with her, and when she eventually returned to where James was sitting watching the action, and especially Abi, she was exhausted.
‘You look really good out there,’ James told Abi as she sat down next to him. ‘But you are looking a little tired now. Had enough?’ James asked.
Abi leaned her head against James’s shoulder ‘You know what?’ she replied. ‘I think I have.’
‘Shall we get out of here then?’ James asked with a twinkle in his eye.
Abi raised her head and looked at him. ‘Quick way or long way?’ she asked mischievously.
‘Quick way!’
In the blink of an eye Abi transported them back to their room and gently settled the pair of them on the end of the bed.
‘James?’ Abi began.
‘What?’ he asked when she paused.
‘Do you get the feeling that it’s now truly all over?’
‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘Hey, were are you going?’ he asked as Abi got up.
‘To get something to write with and paper,’ Abi told him as she headed over to the bureau.
‘What on earth for?’ he questioned, puzzled as to why she would want to start writing late at night.
Abi quickly wrote on a piece of paper before handing it to James. ‘This is my mobile phone number,’ she told him. ‘It’s the best number to get hold of me on. Put it somewhere safe or try and memorise it.’
James glanced at it before tucking it in a pocket. ‘As you wish, though I don’t see why you’re giving this to me now,’ he said.
Abi shrugged in response. She had a feeling that it was important to give James a means to contact her now, before it was too late. She just didn’t want to get a discussion about her feelings tonight.
James, seeing Abi’s reluctance decided to distract her instead. ‘Shall we go to bed?’ he asked reaching for Abi to pull her down beside him. Abi, grateful for the diversion, succumbed easily to his advances. Before long, the two of them were wrapped in one another’s arms, enjoying the sensation of being together.
* * *
The shrill ring of an alarm clock woke Abi from a deep sleep. She groaned as she turned over and reached out to switch it off before burying her head back under the covers. Seconds later she was sat bolt upright, staring round her in disbelief. Abi was back at home, in her own bedroom. She looked at the vacant side of her bed and a pang of loneliness went through her. No James. The last thing Abi remembered was going to bed with James after the banquet. They must have been sent back overnight and she hadn’t even had the chance to say goodbye to James.
Abi threw back the covers, grabbed her dressing gown and headed downstairs to turn on the TV. She needed to know what date it was, and to try and find a way to explain the fact that she had been absent for as long as she had been. Abi grabbed the remote and settled herself on the sofa switching to a news channel for the latest information. As she accessed the right part to get the date her jaw dropped in amazement. According to what she was looking at, no time had passed at all. Abi couldn’t have been anywhere, because today was the tomorrow she should have woken up to what seemed like another lifetime ago.
Abi sat numb with shock for ages, unable to believe what she was seeing. It couldn’t have been just a dream, it had all seemed too real. What about James and her feelings for him? Abi was sure that they were real. But could everything that she had been through actually have happened?
Abi glanced up at the clock on the wall and realised that if she was going to get into work today she had only ten minutes to get ready. Abi started to make a move, when she realised that the last thing that she wanted to do was work, so instead she grabbed her mobile to ring in and say that she was sick. But before Abi could start dialling it began to ring in her hand making her jump. She looked at the display to see the number was withheld. Abi contemplated not answering but thought it could be important and if it wasn’t she could always hang up.
‘Hello,’ Abi answered wearily.
‘Is that the Fiery Woman’ a voice answered.
‘What?’ Abi was still feeling too out of things to comprehend what was happening.
‘Oh. I do beg your pardon, I must have the wrong number. Sorry!’ A voice that Abi knew so well, sounded very apologetic.
‘Wait,’ Abi cried, as her brain cells began to activate and work out what they had just heard. ‘James?’ she asked incredulous.
‘Yes, hello Abi,’ came the cheery reply. ‘You‘re not being very alert this morning, are you?’
Abi collapsed back on the sofa. ‘I feel out of things,’ she replied. ‘Did our time in Trelyssia and that battle really happen?’ she asked. ‘Have you seen what the date is?’
‘Yes, I’ve seen the date and it does seem rather odd.’ James paused reflectively. ‘However the fact that Randall and Steve have all the same recollections that I do, it seemed implausible that it was a mass dream. I then remembered you giving me your number and I went to see if I had it here, which I did. So, as final proof we decided I should ring the number and see what I got, and I got you.’
‘I’m so glad you called,’ Abi told him. ‘I was thinking it was all a dream and that you and I never happened.’
‘Oh, it definitely did!’ James replied. ‘I think it should continue happening. Can you come and meet me?’
‘Where are you?’ Abi asked him. He proceeded to give her directions to the hotel he was staying in with Randall and Steve. ‘I’ll get there as soon as I can,’ Abi promised.
‘You’d better. I want you here with me now and always!’
‘Well, you’re just going to have to wait until I’ve got some clothes on, and I’ve driven to you. Even driving fast it’s going to take a while!’
‘Be careful driving!’ James admonished. ‘I want you to get here in one piece. The last thing I need is for you to have an accident.’
‘I’ll be careful,’ Abi promised. They said their goodbyes then, and hung up.
As Abi ended the call a big grin crossed her face. It had all happened. The fact that James had just called her was all the proof that she needed. Abi leapt up from the sofa and ran upstairs to get ready to meet James. Her life was about to take a whole new turn, but it was one she was going to enjoy, mainly because she knew that James would be very much involved in her future.
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