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Chapter One

Always a care kid.

Sam White’s anger increased with every step he took towards his next lesson. Not only had he been caught smoking at lunchtime he had also been held down by his so-called mates and his face, shirt and school tie covered in marker pen. He walked into his science lesson ready to explode. Sam made it to the end of the last bench, ignoring the whispers and giggles coming from the other pupils. He sat down and rubbed his hand through his unwashed bleach blond hair trying to calm his volatile thoughts.  
The smell of this morning’s chemistry experiments hung in the air and added to the general stink he met each time he walked into this room. Sam hated science, like he hated most subjects. He didn’t get them and they didn’t get him. The words on the boards, in books and on the screen floated around in front of his eyes jabbing at his brain so that nothing made any sense except the pain at the back of his eyes and the feeling of utter frustration he experienced in every single class.
The afternoon started with the register. Mr. Smith started speaking about the structure of salt compared to the structure of carbon dioxide and methane. The teacher’s voice got louder in the vain hope that someone in the class wanted to listen and learn. Whispers, exchanged glances and finger swearing all began to happen with increasing frequency. For once, Sam did not join in. Troubled memories of the evening before kept replaying over and over in his head. He turned to stare out through the dirty classroom window. All he saw was a thin and angry fifteen-year-old face looking back. Sapphire blue eyes pleading with him to be away from this room. Looking beyond his moody reflection, he saw two pupils climbing over the fence at the end of the playground, running towards the freedom of the streets wishing he could be with them.

For Sam, time in lessons passed so slowly it seemed to stop.  A You Tube clip played white noise interrupted with the occasional words, elements, compounds blah, blah and blah. It was all too much for him and he could feel his anger coming to the boil. Sam picked up and flung a glass beaker hard against the wall. Pupils dived for cover to avoid the flying glass, protecting their phones before themselves. He got up, walked over to the door, yanked it open, stepped through and slammed it shut. Sam ignored the desperate shouts of the reception staff and walked towards the exit breathing in the fresh air that invited him to explore the rest of the day. Later, Sam found himself wandering around the nearby park. He blocked out the toddler tantrums and their screaming moms as they packed up the remains of their never-ending picnics. It would soon be time to head towards the basketball court cross over the dual carriageway and head towards home.

Sam was a care kid and had spent time in at least five care homes over the last eight or so years. He had also been through a succession of foster families. Beyond that he remembered little. Sometimes, just before sleep there came a final ghost of a memory made up of shining eyes, a beautiful smile and being held tight. 

He had been at his latest place for almost eighteen months. A three-bed care home that had locks on every room and staff that worked shifts and switched off their care as soon as their allotted time was up. Some were alright, the rest were either a bunch of hopeless well-meaning twenty somethings hoping for other career paths or large women in their forties who had a severe mothering complex. As he walked across the wasteland towards the bus stop he heard a familiar voice shouting from behind him,

‘Sammy! Oy Sammy, wait up, you muppet.’

Sam turned and saw Freddie running up behind him. Freddie was one of the few lads that he got on well with and they tended to hang around together, getting up to all sorts of bother. Despite being in at least two other care homes Freddie had been someone he could call a friend in his short mixed-up life.

‘That was funny last night when Karim, Ben and Jamie got beaten up by them old women.’

‘Yeah hilarious,’ replied Sam who wanted to be alone and was not in the mood to stop and chat. All that he wanted to do was sleep.

 ‘I mean women, man. Really old ones at that.’ Freddie added in way of an explanation, ‘maybe they were gangster grannies out to do a bit of mugging.’

‘Err, I don’t think so, but there was something strange about them alright. I have never seen Jamie that frightened before.’ Sam replied and added,

‘Listen, I’ll catch you later or tomorrow even - I need to go back to my place.’

‘Scared the pensioner posse will get you,’ said Freddie grinning. Both boys laughed.

‘No, I have a meeting with my social worker, and I’m already late. She never sees me for weeks on end and them makes last minute appointments and moans when I am late, so I’ll try and see you later.’

Sam offered Freddie a fist bump by way of saying goodbye. He wasn’t going to see his social worker at all, he needed to be on his own. The attack of the ‘killer grannies’ had left him unsettled and the vivid dreams he suffered last night spun around and messed with his mind throughout the day.

‘Boy, they were weird’ he said to himself and headed off to catch the bus.

Sam sat upstairs on the number 42 bus. Looking out of the window from the front seat of the top deck he could see the world he knew laid out before him. Throngs of people rushing here and there. He saw moms holding on for dear life to their young toddlers caring and keeping them safe from harm. Sam saw groups of teens skating, texting, and messing around without an apparent care in the world. Everyone going somewhere and doing something with their lives. He wondered if they were happy, what their homes were like, were they decent, honest homes or were they chaotic and tense?

Sam kept telling himself he was a good person, but struggled with a feeling of always being lost, drifting from one care home to another, bereft of the love of a mother and father. Try as he might he could not remember the two people he desperately wanted to meet the most. Who did he take after? Did he have grandparents, sisters, brothers, cousins? Where did he come from? All these questions were never too far from his thoughts. His roots were shallow struggling to find purchase in the soil of any family history. All he knew was that he was never quite part of anything or anyone. A large square peg of a teenager being forced into a tiny round hole of somebody else’s life.

Any time Sam thought like this it made him sad but also resentful and angry for what he should and could have had. He had always felt different to everyone else. These thoughts crowded out everything, so when a cold and bony hand touched his shoulder shaking him back to reality, he barely heard the frail voice croaking,

‘You have dropped your bus pass young man. There by your bag. It fell out of your pocket.’

Sam flinched and stared up into the eyes of a shriveled old man wearing an oversized black coat and matching flat cap.  Sam instinctively raised his hands to ward off any impending fists. The little old man, surprised by the boy’s reaction, said,

‘Steady on son. I am only trying to be helpful. There is no need to be like that.’

Jumping up from his seat Sam hit the bell to stop the bus. This caused the driver to be a little sharp on the brakes. He pushed past the old man and ran down the stairs and hopped of the bus. Sam looked back and saw he was being stared at by several annoyed passengers who were picking up phones and other items off the floor. Sam grinned to himself, despite feeling miserable and headed towards his latest version of home.





Chapter Two. 

The Attack of the ‘Killer’ Grannies.

It was early evening when Dottie and her two friends, Martha and Lilly were walking back to the Happy View retirement home from the local supermarket. They had lived together as part of a small self-sufficient community group for the last fifteen or so years. Dottie, tall elegant and immaculately dressed in a long black overcoat, complete with matching handbag and a hat sitting on top of her short, cropped greying hair. Around her neck wrapped a twisted golden necklace. At the centre of this lay a dazzling white stone that reflected the fading summer sunlight.
Martha and Lilly dressed in similar long black coats were trotting along beside Dottie carrying two bags of shopping in each hand. All around them there were the happy sounds of children playing and the final noises of rush hour beating in time to the rhythm of the end of a normal working day. Above, a deepening pink sunset, decorated with flecked streaks of golden orange, percolated the early evening sky. The three pensioners were childhood friends and often did not have to say much to each other, having been through so much together in their past. They were very comfortable in each other’s company. Up ahead, Dottie noted, a group of six or so youths lined up across the path shouting obscenities at passing car drivers.

‘This will be interesting Dottie,’ remarked Lilly.

Dottie smiled to herself. Even after all these years in England Lilly’s voice, like Martha’s, still had the sound of their native homeland. The sunlight continued to retreat, and a slight breeze picked up, cooling the warm evening air. The lampposts started to switch on one by one, waking up for their night shift. The sound of children running home evaporated into the darkness as they passed identical rows of semi-detached boxes with a little patch of greenery to the front of each. In Dottie’s mind they were little more than prison cells. All that remained was the distant honking of cars stuck in roadworks and a dog barking at no one in particular.

‘Keep walking and try to ignore them they are only boys after all is said and done,’ said Dottie who did not seem unduly worried.

Martha, as usual, muttered something unrepeatable but Dottie carried on walking. None of the youths moved. Dottie stood and waited for a gap to open up between the boys. Her sharp eyes took in each one of them measuring their limitations. All tall, slim, track suited with baseball caps atop their matching haircuts. No pathway appeared, as a large gob of phlegm landed right on Dottie’s left shoe. Vicious sniggers of laughter began to reverberate back and forth.  Lilly and Martha stood stock still staring, eyeing up the possibilities.

‘Excuse me we would like to get past. You are blocking our way home and we are tired,’ said Dottie staring straight into the dirty brown eyes of the boy who had done the spitting.

‘No,’ snapped the spotty youth. He continued, ‘you cross the road and leave your bags, otherwise we will rearrange that face of yours with these little beauties.’

Dottie saw three sharp blades of differing lengths appear as the youths took a united step closer. Martha and Lilly, with the precision of the old soldiers that they were, moved up to protect Dottie. Still staring into the eyes of the youth Dottie replied,

‘I think you need to move out of the way now,’ and as an afterthought added, ‘it would be better for you all if you did.’

Dottie didn’t need to look as she knew what was going to happen. Lilly and Martha’s bags dropped like iron bars to the pavement. The youths, for a second, seemed to hesitate, not used to defiance but especially defiance from, in their eyes, three rather doddery looking old women. The leader and two others stepped up into Dottie’s personal space. She could smell a mixture of alcohol and cigarettes and detected the underlying tang of body odour. In a flash, two of the boys were laid out unconscious on the pavement. Martha and Lilly returned to their posts beside Dottie eying up the remaining four.  Dottie asked again to be allowed to pass. Not wanting to look weak the smelly breath youth spat straight into Dottie’s face and snarled,

‘Make me.’ Dottie's hand moved so quickly that the youth was still trying to say ‘me’ when her left hand found itself clamped around his neck. His face widened with in surprise, turning in an instant to fear. Spittle began to fall from the side of his mouth, sliding down his chin. Dottie began to apply pressure to his throat. His eyes started to bulge with downright terror. The youth tried to raise his knife, but Dottie squeezed that little bit harder, and it fell to the ground with a clatter. She moved her face in closer so that there was barely a millimetre between them, her voice caressing his left ear,

‘Apologise now or I will squeeze the life out of you. You sad excuse for an arsehole.’

Dottie began to bring her left thumb and index finger together. Sensing his growing panic, she raised her arm forcing the feet of the youth to rise from the ground. He was soon on tiptoe. A tear appeared and fell from his eye competing with the rolls of sweat now tumbling down his face. She could see his face getting more flushed and his breathing becoming almost impossible. He blinked a message of desperate submission.

She released her grip and he fell to his knees gasping, trying to get air into his lungs. The four remaining youths stepped sharpish onto the grass. Dottie, Martha and Lilly walked past, smiles widening across their faces. Dottie turned back and said in the sweetest of voices,

‘Have a pleasant evening gentleman.’

Dottie, Martha and Lilly carried on walking towards Happy View continuing to discuss what they were about to make for their evening meal. As they approached home a neighbour in his garden waved a friendly greeting and the three ladies nodded and smiled at him in unison. Dottie was overheard telling her dearest friends that she was looking forward to having salmon for supper. What the neighbour didn’t hear was the added whisper

‘Well ladies after all these years searching, I cannot believe what I am about to say. We have found our missing boy.’

Martha and Lilly both looked at the necklace around Dottie’s neck. At its centre the pale gem shone a translucent white. Their eyes shone reflecting the brightness of the jewel.





Chapter three.

Happy View Retirement Home.

The crunch of gravel beat in time to three sets of black patent shoes marching towards the front door of the Happy View retirement home. Either side of the gravel pathway Dottie admired the work they had all put into the neatly planted borders. The heady scent of the plants told stories of lavenders verbena, bee blossom, black eyed Susan and hyssops. A marked contrast to the neat rows of mown grass in every house around. Dottie, Lilly and Martha walked around the side of a large 1930’s detached Tudor fronted house, through the back gate and into the garden. They were greeted by twinkling solar lights coming at them from all points. Dottie smiled as she had been nagging for someone to put them out for the last month.
Walking through the kitchen door Dottie saw seven plates set out on the table and a pitcher of clear, iced citrus water waiting to be drunk with their evening meal. Martha and Lilly began to busy themselves putting the battered remains of the shopping away and placing the large salmon into the oven to be cooked and eaten later.

‘Is that you back Dottie?’ came a deep, graveled voice from the depths of the other room. 

‘Who do you think it is?’ called back Lilly.
Dottie saw the question forming in Martha’s eyes and said,
 ‘we will tell the others over supper - not a word for the moment.’
Soon the smell of salmon and roasted vegetables brought the Happy View residents one by one to the kitchen. First to appear was Steele waiting for them to notice he was using only one walking stick. He appeared stooped but could never be mistaken for being weak or frail. He looked up and greeted them with a warm smile, 
‘The replacement knee I think is starting to behave.’

Captain Steele had a smile that lit up any room. He was kind, gentle with large arms and a barrel chest to match. Dottie knew that his appearance could not hide the fact he had been some athlete and soldier in his day. She thought back to the summer tournaments and the adventures they had shared, but that was a world away from their present place in time. She never forgot how he had saved her life all those years ago. Dottie walked over and pulled back the chair so that Captain Steele could sit himself down. Soon Tiernan popped in from the hallway, fading red hair flowing down to his shoulders. He also wore a thick red beard streaked with grey and a sharp beak like nose. His eyes betrayed his overwhelming intellect. There was nothing Tiernan could not turn his hands or mind to.

Soon a very appetising salmon lay before them on the kitchen table nestled on a bed of roasted vegetables picked from their garden. They had been joined at the table by Wolfric and Lando, possessed not only of brotherhood but also in the fact that they were mirror images of each other. Both favoured their dark grey hair cut short and had matching sets of piercing green eyes full of sparkle. The only way you could tell them apart was the fact that Wolfric wore a band of gold on his left index finger and Lan did not. After clearing up and with the coffee pot percolating away, the little group of pensioners sat around the table in contemplative silence each seeking their own thoughts and memories. Dottie broke the silent communion by placing her necklace onto the table surface. She passed her hand over its jewel and waited. The white jewel began to shine and replay a memory of the events from earlier on that evening. The atmosphere intensified and as the silence deepened Tiernan whispered what they were all thinking,

‘So, after all this time, we have found him.’

His eyes lit up with possibilities, mind whirring, formulae being calculated. This was followed by a chorus of ‘where,’ ‘how,’ and ‘when,’ from the others. Dottie raised her hand for silence and retold the events of the trip back from the supermarket.

‘Which one of the boys was he?’ asked Wolfric and Lan, almost in unison.

Lilly piped up,

‘I hope it was not the one I laid out cold or the one doing the spitting - I could have ripped their teeth from their skulls.’

‘Patience Lilith there will, I believe, be plenty of time for teeth pulling,’ said Wolfric.

He was trying not to smile, mainly in anticipation of joining in with the pulling of teeth from the mouths of disrespectful teenagers. Dottie said it was one of the two boys who had stood near the back. She couldn’t be sure which one as they all looked so alike.

‘We need to plan,’ stated Martha in that matter of fact voice she always used when thinking about things that had to be done.

Dottie agreed and asked them all to go away and reflect on the meaning of this evening and meet back in the reading room in 30 minutes. One by one they all left in silence, retreating to places they used for private reflection and meditation. Dottie stayed at the kitchen table both hands caressing a half empty mug of coffee. Ever loyal to her cause and calling, she looked back and saw how her servitude had given her a purpose in life and despite the length of time away from the shores and shelter of the White Isles she stayed true to her vocation. Dottie yearned to return to the repository at the heart of the island where she could study and reflect upon her lore. Dottie remembered well the mantra she pledged to uphold as she was sworn into the Guild of the Ladies of White:

By sunlit day or darkest night,
No evil shall escape my sight,
Beware my power and protect the good.
Forever serve the light.
She placed the necklace with deliberate care back around her neck, closed her eyes and let the warmth of the white jewel smooth her troubled mind. She placed the mug down onto a coaster and raised both hands to her head. She breathed in deeply emptying her mind of all the days' clutter, the training she had first received coming to her like an old friend greeting her after a long journey.

Focusing on her core, Dottie shut her eyes and remembered. She opened them to see a living memory of each of the boys lined up, as if they were ready for inspection. Dottie searched each one and looked deep into their eyes and one by one dismissed them with a swipe of her hand into the night. All that remained was one face, the face of the boy they had lost nearly fifteen years ago. Dottie stood up from the kitchen table and walked towards the reading room. She was the last to arrive.

The reading room at the heart of the house was their way of remembering who they were and why they were such a long way from home. A log fire crackled in the hearth casting deep shadows across the candle lit room. Volumes of books lined up across endless shelves. Each resident had their own chair and place to read and meditate. Dottie sat down and called for order.

‘I know which boy it is,’ she said.

She projected the picture of the boy and he appeared in front of them all, slowly rotating face expressionless and body still. One by one their mouths opened, and eyes widened. After they had all seen him Dottie asked,

‘You all looked into his eyes. Does anyone have any doubt?’

They all agreed that he was the right age, had the look of his father but the build of his mother. Lan said that further proof was needed,
‘What about the birthmark? did you see it?’

‘Yes,’ replied Dottie, ‘just below the right ear. Like his fathers. Small but perfectly formed.’  She added, ‘If it is Samahel then he could be in danger. We must protect the boy. Remember who he is and his place at the very heart of everything that we believe in.’

Their discussions were interrupted by a terrible wailing and screaming coming from upstairs. Dottie scanned the eyes of each of her companions taking in the thoughts of each and said, 

‘Enough for tonight, we will find him over the coming days but first we must attend to the boys’ mother. Come Lilly and Martha, duty calls.’

They walked out of the reading room. Behind them chairs drew closer. Wolfric, Lan, Tiernan and Steele began to talk about their homeland and what it would be like after all this time away and after all that had happened. Outside, a deep summer storm was brewing, adding to the intense atmosphere that had built up over the evening. Whispered conversations were held long into the night.

The White Ladies walked up a set of creaky stairs armed with the tools of care. Lilly carrying a tray with a bowl of hot water. Dottie held a sweet-smelling vial of perfumed oil which had been warmed to maximise the release of a soothing aromatic fragrance. Martha carried towels and a hot herbal tea containing a mild sedative that smelt of lavender and valarian. All three approached the locked door. Dottie knocked once, turned the key and opened the door. The room was dark and the air inside warm and humid. A single candle was burning on a bedside table. The only light source illuminated a bed devoid of the person who should have been in it. Pillows, sheets, and quilts lay scattered on either side. Lilly and Martha placed the tray down on the bedside table whilst Dottie rummaged beneath the sheet on the floor and asked Martha to come and help her lift the bundle of skin and bones with as much reverence and grace that they could muster.

They laid Telania down onto the bed and began their evening ritual of washing and grooming her hair and body. She had once been stunningly beautiful. Dottie looked at the body laid out before them and saw a shadow of her friend and queen. Thin, pallid skin, blond hair fading to grey, sunken cheekbones with deep dark patches beneath each eye and a sheen of dampness hanging all over her frail body. It was if something was eating her from the inside out. She had shining bright blue eyes like those of her son. After administering to Telania’s personal care, Dottie bent over and helped to support her as she drank the cup of herbal tea. Straight away her breathing began to deepen and the muscles in her arms, body and legs began to relax. After a few silent minutes she whispered,

‘My beloved White Ladies I am calmer of mind and body thank you. I had the strangest dream. I dreamt of my son. I felt his presence here in this house but perhaps it was only a dream.’

Her voice tailed off as if she had been interrupted by an intruding thought. She then turned and looked straight at Dottie and said with considerable clarity,

‘Lady Dorothea I can tell from your expression there is news that you wish to share with me.’

Telania indicated that Dottie should sit down on the side of the bed. Dottie stretched forward and held the frail hands of her Queen. Despite the heat in the room, they were stone cold. Telania continued to speak with increasing resonance and strength.

‘You have seen my son; the jewel spoke to you. Tell me all, can it be true after all these years of searching we have found him?’

Telania spoke more with hope than expectation. She had thought her son lost forever and that they would all die, one by one, in a futile search for the boy. Her boy, her son and rightful heir to the throne of Ussex. Dottie, for once unsure how to begin, glanced at Martha and Lilly who stood together at the foot of the bed, heads bowed, hands held together in prayer. Dottie began to recall the episodes and events that had taken place earlier that evening. The queen listened and only when Dottie had finished did, she ask,

‘Can you project an image of my son so I may see him?’

Dottie bowed her head in acknowledgement of the command given to her. She reached up and removed the golden necklace from around her neck and passed her right hand over the white jewel. The image of Telania’s son formed and stood hanging in the air beside the bed.

‘Help me stand so I may see my son properly,’ whispered the queen.

Dottie nodded to Lilly and Martha to help their queen rise from her bed. They held her by each arm and helped her to stand up straight. Even in bare feet Telania stood a fraction taller than Dottie. She walked, with assistance and stood looking at the outline of her son.

Tears sprung into her eyes. She stretched out her left hand and caressed his pale ghost face as he stood emotionless before her. He was almost her height but when she looked into his eyes, Telania pulled her hand away, clamped it over her mouth and started to shake. Tears fell and her whole body began to shiver uncontrollably. Martha and Lilly under Dottie’s instruction placed her down on the bed and encouraged Telania to drink more of the calming tea.  Dottie and the other White Ladies stood in silent prayer whilst their queen drifted off into a restless sleep. Lilly wiped away the tears on her face. The Queen’s breathing once again became shallow and rapid. Her eyes moved with increasing speed behind cloaked eyelids looking for something just beyond her grasp. She was trapped in a feverish nightmare of loss. Dottie placed a thin sheet over Telania and together they went from the room leaving the queen to her restless and troubling dreams. Outside, the sounds of a huge storm could be heard approaching.





Chapter Four

Care kid in a care home.

By the time Sam got back to Glenfield’s Residential Care home his mood had darkened further. He sat in the kitchen playing with the food on his plate. He had become so preoccupied with what he had witnessed that eating was the last thing on his mind. When Sarah flicked ketchup at him it barely registered on his senses.
‘What’s up dopey? You haven’t said a word since you came in,’ said Sarah who was the only other resident at Glenfield’s.

A nervous looking fifteen-year-old of mixed heritage, slim with shining hazel eyes and long brown wavy hair, Sarah often looked hurt and so sad. She never wanted to talk much about why she was in care, but Sam knew that her stepfather had beaten her on a regular basis, often after he had beaten her mom senseless. He also did other unspeakable things when her mom was not in. Those things she would not talk about. Sam lied and said he’d had a bad day at school pulling down his collar to show the marker pen still inked upon his neck.

‘I need to be on my own. Sorry I’m not in the mood to be all sociable like so see you in the morning.’

By way of an apology for being so miserable he turned back and added,

‘Maybe we can bunk off school soon and hang out.’

Sam left the kitchen and headed up the stairs to his room which he locked as soon as he went in. His room was small, bare walled with a bed, table, one chair and a wardrobe. An undersized window looked out onto a diminutive garden with a sorry excuse for a lawn wedged either side of a concrete path. Sam closed the curtains, shut out the world and lay down on his bed.

While Sam struggled to read or write, he was far from stupid. He cared a great deal about the natural world and all of the creatures in it. One of the only useful things the staff at Glenfield’s had done for him was to arrange regular work experience at a local riding stable. He had a strong affinity with horses and, at weekends, would work from dawn till dusk caring for them. He thoroughly enjoyed mucking out, grooming, and riding. Sam adored being with and around such majestic animals. It calmed him down. The horses made him feel safe and they felt safe with him. He often found himself there when he was feeling lost and down.

Sam flicked through the free view TV channels and settled on a documentary about climate change and its impact upon the polar bears in Alaska. Magnificent creatures forced to wait longer and longer for winter ice to appear, cornered on beaches forever hungry. Their long faces reflected Sam’s mood. As the evening progressed the rainclouds grew darker. Sam could feel a storm coming. He could hear the hissing of the wind whipped through the trees and the pelting rain hammering on the roof and window. Sam snuck beneath the quilt and fell asleep searching the gateway to his many dreams and frequent nightmares.

He stood on a hillside surrounded by tall snowcapped mountains, the sky was a clear and a full moon cast its light across forest below. Everything was silent and still. Nothing moved. His heart hammered in his chest. The night turned, everything spun and he found himself falling through a jet-black sky towards the ground. His arms and legs trying to swim against the descent. Lights appeared all around flickering on and off in rapid succession. Sam shut his eyes but remained very awake as he neared the ground. His whole body tensed, and he braced for a crunching impact. Nothing. He opened his eyes looked around and found himself sat at the edge of a dark forest. He saw huge trees bent out of shape. Branches held up praying for relief from their deformity. A screaming voice from the forest said,

‘It comes.’

He sat bolt upright in his bed; his whole body drenched in sweat. Getting up, Sam pulled back the curtains opened the window and looked out. The cool night air felt good on his skin. Sam breathed in and out trying to shake off the terror from his dreams. He did this several times, calming his mind. However, the nightmare ran around his thoughts and refused to leave. Sam looked to the heavens and saw that the storm had cleared but he knew it had not passed. He lay back down and tried to sleep but sleep would not come.

###

Two miles away the storm was at its height and rain hammered down on the derelict church of St Saviour’s. It was a Victorian collection of pollution stained black bricks, long abandoned by any living church member. The decaying structure had fallen to ruin more than fifty years ago. The surrounding graveyard claimed back by nature and home to foxes, rabbits, and other wild creatures. The crumbling steps to the church were at the forgotten end of a long potholed driveway, where the wilderness waged war against the tarmac. Everywhere green shoots forced their way through its sticky black skin. Reclaiming land once lost. On one side of the ruins hung the remains of a decaying, worm riddled door. Within, the roof was a forgotten memory, its insides were open to the elements. Further behind the church in the trees beyond stood the remains of a much older structure. The stonework was reminiscent of a dry-stone wall and covered in arcane symbols and drawings. There was no formal structure only the outline of a lichen and moss-covered granite archway weather beaten but defiant.

The storm beat down with malevolent violence onto the graveyard whipping the surrounding trees into a frenzy, encouraging them to perform a tortured ballet. The noise built up and the trees applauded with increasing anticipation. Beneath the archway a darkness grew and took shape. The dark shadow took form and stepped forth. The air, charged full of static, threw a large flash of lightning down from the sky illuminating the whole of the churchyard. Beneath the archway the demon Dreath stood sniffing the night air. Head darting back and forth, its long tongue tasting the air seeking its prey. It stood there naked. Black flesh rippling with the anticipation of feeding. It’s wings beating with a life of their own. It had a near human face, sharp fangs where teeth should be and two red lidless eyes moving from side to side searching. Leathery skin covered its head and body. Claps of thunder signaled the beginnings of a metamorphosis as Dreath began to take human form. Its wings folded around its entire body and a bright red glow of demon magic signaling the transformation. Stretching and squeezing to fit into his new contours, Dreath walked towards his destination. The demon could smell the scent of fresh meat.  Dreath was hungry and went in search of blood and to seek out the spirit demon, Acheri, sent through the portal in an earlier attempt to seek out information about the queen and her son.

Not long after the demon had left the graveyard a huge hound stepped out from the centre of the archway. He was completely black and heavy of mass and hair. His sharp eyes seeking a way forward as he padded ghostlike out of the graveyard and walked towards the town. The hound became one with the night, a passing shadow that remained hidden from view. The dog also knew where he wanted to go and who he was looking for.





Chapter five.

Demon nightmares and demon dreams.

Telania slept in fits and starts after the White Ladies had left her room. Whilst she rested Lilly slipped in, left some water by her bedside, and relit the scented candle that helped calm the queen’s mind. Outside the storm lashed against the house causing the window frames to rattle. Three loud blasts of thunder brought Telania back to a nervous state of consciousness.
‘They have found my son, my Samahel,’ she said to herself over and over again until she drifted back into a deep disturbing sleep...

A Black void gave way to darker clouds leaking silent rain.  The drizzle in her mind’s eye coloured her nightmare. From this wet blackness images began to form; random shapes morphing into a collage of people and places. She saw her younger self sitting with her son on a park bench. Nothing else could be seen no grass, no trees just a smiling mother and a young boy with piercing blue eyes, a mop of blond hair and a beaming smile. The child watched every move on the face of his smiling mother. No sound did she hear. Everything was silent, even the beating of her heart. All she saw was the child by her side and his smile. The landscape of her nightmare changed and swirling colours sped her towards a hospital bed, her son lying still before her. A subtle rising and falling of the sheets told her he was alive. Her own face and arms she knew were covered in bruises and scratches from the car that had hit her as she crossed the road. Bruises began to pulsate on his beautiful skin. The next scene saw her at a table with a police officer asking silent questions she did not know the answers to. Two stern looking women sat in granite silence making copious notes. She was screaming silent words at the top of her voice,

‘Where is my son what have you done with him.’

The two women were oblivious to her pleas and begging. The officer closed his notebook and the social workers stood up and left. The final piece of her dream focused on a solitary woman carrying her child away. Every emotion stabbed her heart and soul, overwhelming her with anguished memories of loss and regret....

All the while Telania slept a spirit demon hovered above her, as it had done so for many months. Coming each night to gather information, staying just long enough to avoid detection by the White Ladies. The demon fed off her emotions and, in return, drained her of any hope. She had been sowing the seeds of despair waiting for the calling of her master. The demon dismantled any route towards recovery and heightened the queen’s fears and feelings of hopelessness. Acheri smiled knowing she had done her job well.

The demon’s malevolence, over time, had seeped into Telania, tainting the life force of the queen and dampening her spirit and will to live. Acheri spun a web of lies and fed her mistruths. Becoming bolder she started to subvert the queen’s body systems to wage war against itself. The demon spread her malignancy, and, like a canker, it grew and multiplied. Telania began a downwards spiral into despair. Over the past months, the demon had made sure that the queen lost her appetite. She had succumbed to a succession of minor ailments, which ensured she kept losing her balance. The queen endured bouts of crippling insomnia and her body became covered in sores that wept and refused to heal.  Acheri woke up the depression Dottie and her friends had worked so hard to combat. The queen aged before them all and the demon fed upon morsels of information that could prove useful to her master’s cause.

Acheri listened and absorbed every scrap of information as Telania recalled the news about the finding of her son. She even allowed Telania to become lucid and coherent so that she could extract every word and image. The boy had been found. Whilst the queen had been the perfect victim, it was now time to leave. The demon planted the seeds of a terrifying nightmare and in the blackest image revealed her true form and presence to the queen,

‘Remember my face,’ she said.

Telania screamed. Everything went the colour of pitch. Acheri sped through the window and fled into the oncoming storm. Lightening split the night sky and the demon heard the calling of her master. She sped towards a reunion eager to tell all. Acheri felt his presence flooding through her. Dreath was close and calling her to come forth and feed with him. The time for feasting and change was at hand.

###

Dressed in blue jeans, trainers, tea shirt and parka jacket Dreath sat in the bus shelter and sniffed the aftermath of the storm whilst waiting for Acheri to arrive. Breathing in short, rapid gasps he sat and took time to adjust to his new form. He investigated the clear plastic screen that surrounded the shelter and caught a glimpse of his human reflection, one he had used many times in the past. A pale face, shaped jawline and brown shiny eyes stared back. The demon altered the tone of his skin and added a layer of colour to it, complimented with a sneering smile. His master, the demon lord Valdroth had issued him a simple command. Seek the lost land of Albion, gather news from the spirit demon, find the boy and turn him. If that failed render his spirit into a million pieces and ensure he never came back to Ussex. His reward was the promise of power and territory. To rule and subvert. He licked his lips with tingling anticipation, looking forward to spreading fear and pestilence to all around him. The land of Albion had been protected for far too long and now the sight of virgin territories to twist towards the darkness whet Dreath’s appetite for domination and dominion.

Around him the town centre slowed to a crawl. Above him the moon reappeared from behind bruised sodden rain clouds. The moonlight and night sky enhanced his dark beauty as he waited for Acheri and a sacrifice to appear. He needed a human body to host the spirt of Acheri for the next stage of his master’s dark plan. The bell in the clock tower rang signaling the passing of one day and the birth of another. The spirit of Acheri appeared before him and hung translucent in the air. She shimmered in front of her master. Whimpering, quivering and desperate to be part of him. With precise deliberation, Dreath stood up, arms by his sides, hands wide open, fingers spitting red sparks of power from one to another, toying with Acheri, whipping her up to an uncontrollable frenzy. Dreath’s red eyes sparkled with desire. He opened his mouth and breathed in the spirit of the demon and absorbed all that she was and knew.

Knowledge, rapture and anger spread through both Dreath and Acheri in equal measure. Finding the boy would be easy now the mental images he had gained became clear. He had the look of his father and the blue eyes of his mother. The news that his mother was alive, albeit, vastly diminished in stature and power took some of the shine of this new knowledge. The fact that three White Ladies were here dismayed him. He knew they were living on borrowed time as they had been away for far too long. The old soldiers were just relics, ghosts of an ancient army, defeated, long dead and forgotten. Dreath fed Acheri’s spirit to prepare her for a new birth. She drank from the depths of his black soul, quenching her thirst, desperate to please her master.

Their victim got off the last bus just after the first hour of the new day had passed. Lost and homeless. A large black hoodie hung loose on her underfed frame. She lit a cigarette and pondered her next move. She knew if she stayed in the bus shelter she would be moved on by the police. So, she decided to walk towards the park and use the plastic tarpaulin and sticks she had in her backpack to construct a simple shelter. She looked up and smiled, glad it had stopped raining. As she walked into the park she moved past the closed cafe and spotted a small number of vagrants occupying the park benches. Empty bottles and tins of food lying by their sides. Forgotten people bedded down on cardboard and old newspapers or curled up in urine-soaked sleeping bags. She knew a place behind the cafe where she could be safe. A least for tonight.

She turned and walked around the side of the cafe when out of the shadows stepped the demon. He smiled and offered the girl a cigarette.

‘Sorry I don’t talk to strangers,’ she said reaching out to accept the offer of free nicotine.

Looking up she returned her best smile thinking her luck had changed. She knew how these things went. After a further two cigarettes she was completely hooked on the tall, very good-looking stranger who offered her a place to sleep for the night. At first, she refused knowing what she thought he wanted.  He reassured her that she would sleep on her own downstairs whilst he and his mother had their own rooms upstairs. He smiled hinting further promises and reassurances of a warm meal and a hot bath.

‘Why not?’ said the girl as she stood up and picked up her bag, ‘Where is your car?’

Dreath replied that his house was a five-minute walk from here as they set off into the darkness. Neither of them arrived at the home that didn’t exist. Walking through the car park the demon slit the throat of the girl with the snap of his fingers. The look of utter surprise on their faces when this part happened always made Dreath smile. He had lived for countless years and slaughtered thousands of souls gorging on their fears. He grabbed her long, dark greasy hair and pulled her into the trees adjacent to the car park. She tried to scream but choked upon the blood in her mouth. Throwing her to the earth she scrambled, tried to get up and run. Dreath immobilized her with a casual wave of his hand.

‘How easy these creatures are to kill,’ he thought.

Arm by arm and foot by foot she became bound to the earth. Blood red twines of power holding her firm. The girl’s chest moved up and down, panic surging through her body, her heart thumping with fear. She was terrified of what was going to happen. Dreath felt her terror and smiled.

The demon moved closer, scooped up a fingerful of blood and licked it clean. His hand hovered above her beating heart. Slowly, he curled his hand into a fist, whispering words of power. Eyes focused on hers the demon felt her life spirit leave her body.  He stood over her and called forth Acheri who appeared and went to fetch back the life spirit of the dead girl. She held it forth, pulsating in her claws, waiting for what was coming.

Dreath raised both hands and began chanting a binding spell that would merge the two spirits into to one. Demon and human spirit fought a one-sided battle. The spirit of the dead girl was no match for Acheri. They became one. Dreath held the spirit of Acheri in one hand and with the other raised the lifeless body and moved it through the air. Her dead arms hanging wide open waiting and wanting to receive the demon spirit of Acheri. Dreath placed his hands over the chest of the girl and hit it once with a blast of electric power. The girl’s body arched, she breathed, she let out an almighty scream, opened her eyes and smiled up at her master.

‘Welcome my Acheri, my agent of death.’

Dreath embraced her and kissed her. Acheri kissed back licking her lips with the anticipation of what she had become and what she was going to do.





Chapter Six.

Panic at Happy View Retirement Home.

Dottie drifted in a happy, dreamless sea when she felt the presence of a demon. It crawled and rose over her skin. She knew that feeling of fear and loathing within her. She was out of her bed in a flash and placed the necklace around her neck. The white jewel dissipated any residual fear she had felt and her mind became clear and alert. Dottie felt the spirit of the demon somewhere within the house. Lilly and Martha opened their doors almost as quickly and found Dottie. They both knew what was present.
‘Secure and protect the Queen,’ barked Dottie.

All three White Ladies flew up the stairs with a speed that was at odds with their age. Together they hurried down the dimly lit hallway approaching the door of the queen’s room with a strong awareness of what could be lying within.  On Dottie’s command Lilly opened the door. Billowing smoke flew out, choking them. With hands covering their faces Dottie entered first, quick to see the curtains on fire, mirrors smashed and an upturned bed. The stench of demon was everywhere but there was no immediate sign of their queen.

They were joined by Wolfric and Lan who, smelling fire and smoke, had carried two extinguishers with them and were soon dousing the flames trying not to retch at the smell of fresh demon. Trying to squash a growing sense of panic Dottie was relieved to discover the prone body of Telania lying beneath the overturned bed under the mattress. Dottie crouched down and touched the side of her neck. She held her breath and exhaled a deep sigh of relief when she caught the barest flutter of a heartbeat. She was icy cold to the touch and as close to death as you could be. Dottie knew she had minutes left. Orders came in rapid bursts of priority. Lan removed the bed frame. Wolfric carried Telania down to Dottie’s room, laid her on the bed and returned to help with the clear up. All knew how important Telania was to them because if she died, they would never be able to return home. She was needed to help open the portal that would return them.

Dottie asked for her healing pouch. Lilly and Martha removed the soiled and distressed nightshirt from Telania and began to cleanse the skin of all dirt with soothing balms of Jasmin and lavender oil. Dottie, working at speed, laid out the six healing stones on a small slate alter she had brought with her and placed them in order on the wafer-thin black slab. First, tourmaline, then in order orange calcite, rose quartz, azurite, amethyst and opal.

Dottie placed her right hand over each one as Lilly and Martha held both of their hands at each end of the slate. Together they chanted the incantation that would invoke the healing power held within the stones. They repeated the canticle like a rosary. Dottie brought her hands together and down onto the first stone. It began to glow. Dottie repeated this for each of the other stones and soon all six were shining, their eagerness to heal reflected in the intensity of their glow.

Dottie placed each one upon the body of Telania, opal on the skull, amethyst on her forehead, azurite upon her throat, rose quartz on the solar plexus, orange calcite on her naval and tourmaline at the very base of the spine. Dottie watched and waited as the energy from each stone began to spread out, the glow from each stone seeping into Telania’s skin. They merged into a kaleidoscope of colours each battling for supremacy, seeking the root of whatever demon spawn had attacked Telania’s spirit.

Lilly placed fluorite on one side of the queen’s head and Martha placed a stone of turquoise on the other. They too began to glow. A warm purple hue formed spreading evenly over the queens still body. The two stones worked in harmony to withdraw any negative energy, interpret dreams and ward of the influence of evil spirits.

Dottie removed the white gem from her necklace and placed it above the torso of the queen, where it hovered. The other stones, starting with the opal and ending with the tourmaline, sent their individual lights to the white gem which absorbed them. The white gem glowed white hot and fell onto Telania who opened both eyes and screamed. It brought the others rushing through the door.

A single movement of Dottie’s hand stopped them in their tracks as Telania fell back to the bed drenched in sweat but breathing without aid. Her crisis, for now, had passed. Martha asked Tiernan to bring up some hot water and towels and then said that they would all meet in the morning. When Telania had been bathed and robed Lilly and Martha withdrew to their rooms. Dottie remained in prayer with her queen for the remainder of the night.

Dawn came all too soon, and Dottie woke up with a start. She had not meant to fall asleep. She looked up and saw the queen awake and sitting up in bed. Dottie could not believe that the person in the bed was the same one that was so close to death a few hours before. Queen Telania looked radiant. Gone was the sallow complexion and sunken eyes. Her skin was flawless and free from any blemish. The brightness of her smile matching the light in her eyes.

My queen you are, ....’ Dottie spluttered.

‘Awake and free,' replied Telania. She continued, ‘come closer my friend and listen, I require your counsel’.

Telania thanked Dottie for saving her life and bringing her back from a place beyond madness. Dottie could not believe a demon had been amongst them for all this time. She berated herself for not recognising the signs that were there all along. Telania started to speak in a very quiet tone so much so that Dottie had to lean closer to catch the words.

‘Lady Dorothea, the demon has a name. She is called Acheri. That foul creature has violated and abused me. I will never allow that to happen again.’

‘Acheri has been called by her master who is also in the land of Albion. We have been discovered.’  Telania continued with more urgency in her voice, ‘they know what my Samahel looks like and will be hunting him down. Together we must find him and bring him back. Everything depends upon my son. Our way of life, our people our traditions and beliefs and our lands hang in the balance. Our time here is almost at an end, we need to return for we are growing weak and will die here if we wait much longer.’

‘My queen,’ began Dottie, ‘your son does not know of our ways or his calling and the power he possesses. He does not know you his mother, he sees himself as another human, part of this world, not ours. I fear he may not be so easy to convince.’

‘Dottie, my dearest White Lady. I too share your fears and worries about Samahel, I agree that he should have been schooled and trained in the ways of Ussex over the last fifteen years,’ she continued, ‘he should have grown up on the legends of our elders and learned from the finest scholars and teachers. However, for now we have no choice. We must protect him at all costs for all of our futures depend on it.’

Telania swung her legs out of the bed. In Dottie’s eyes she still looked painfully thin, but she could also see a new formed vigour and resilience that had been absent for such a long time.

‘Come we need the council of our friends. Please help me dress. I am beyond hunger and I fear we will have a very busy day. The demons will be setting their plans in motion and so must we.’

Dottie bowed her head, kept her council to herself and followed Telania out of the bedroom and downstairs to the others.





Chapter Seven.

School trip to the monuments.

Sam woke up to the alarm ringing in his ears. Sharp jabs of moodiness poked holes in an awful night of sleep. Snippets of dream memories drifted in and out of his reach. Dark forests, shadowed voices and purple tinged rain all blurred into what would become the root cause of a thumping headache later in the day. Sam’s brain struggled to debug all the information whirling around inside it. He headed to the bathroom to do what he had to do and then went downstairs. Sitting at the kitchen table was Sarah munching on a piece of toast.
‘Looking forward to the trip today?’  she asked as she gulped down a glass of juice.

‘What trip?’ replied Sam struggling to open his eyes.

‘The trip to them standing stone things up on the common. You remember for the geography project.’

Some dim memory registered with Sam about taking photographs. Sarah would then write about them for him to try and copy and hand in. Soon after the  two of them began the walk to school it began to rain. They were soon soaked through, ruining Sarah’s hair and darkening Sam’s mood even further. He could not shake off the feeling that they were being watched. He kept looking over his shoulders and glancing in all directions. All he saw was people on their way to work and parents walking or driving their children to school. Sam became so distracted that Sarah suggested he walked backwards to check for whatever he was looking for.  

Tutor time and first lesson at school passed with mind crunching boredom. However, by ten thirty they were all loading up onto the coach that would take them the ten miles or so to the Wayland Complex. An ancient archeological site nestled on the edge of Wayland Forest. It was made up of a series of interconnecting henges. That, however, was the least important of things on the minds of Sam and the other pupils on the coach.

 Sam sat with Sarah and Freddie in the middle of the coach and watched as Freddie began a series of flirty text messages with the girl five seats down from them. Sam and Sarah were more than a little jealous as they were not allowed smart phones. They had a small ‘brick’ phone each that had no access to the internet or social media. They were told it was for ‘safeguarding’ reasons. Sarah believed it was to publicise their status as ‘looked after kids’, a badge of dishonour to reinforce the shame of their family breakdown. But in the main it singled out the fact that they were different from their friends and peers. As a consequence, their phones were kept well out of sight and only used in public as a last resort.The journey to the complex took thirty minutes or so in a coach of silence. Everyone, pupils and teachers alike, had a phone held before them in prayer to their chosen god of social media. Sam and Sarah stared out of the window and tried to pass the time by playing ‘red car pinch yellow car punch.’ On arrival they all piled off the coach and into the visitor reception jostling for position as far back as they could. Again, Sam had an overwhelming feeling that he was being watched as he stood with the bulk of his class at the back.

After a fifteen minute ‘talk’ about the Wayland Complex they were all let loose to go and explore the site. Sam, Sarah and Freddie made a beeline for the bins behind the cafe to spark up a cigarette and share it between them.

‘Who wants to know about massive stones and flipping grass rings? When will I ever need this information?’ complained a bored Freddie taking a drag from the cigarette.

Sarah, ever the optimist, slapped them both behind the head and said,

‘Look on the bright side you pair of complete idiots, at least we are not in science. We are out in the ‘lovely’ countryside looking at big stones jammed in the ground with the rain beginning to fall again, stuck with a bunch of moron teachers huddled around coffee cups. What’s not to like?’

Freddie replied with the enthusiasm of a corpse,

’Well since you put it like that - lets go look at these bad boys.’

Sam, still feeling he was being watched traipsed along behind the two of them out onto the wet grass.

He looked up to see five large stones arranged in a straight line across a series of two large fields. The smallest of the giant stones was about four metres in height. Each one got taller by about a metre or so to the fifth and tallest one that stood a majestic nine metres tall. Sam, though he would never tell the others, began to wonder how deep they were into the ground, who moved them, how did they move them, why were they there in the first place? He had to admit, at least to himself, they did look impressive. Sam thought he felt something moving to the side of him but saw nothing other than the movement of the hedgerows as a sudden gust of wind threw raindrops from an ever-darkening sky.
As they walked towards the smallest stone, Sam could see that they were not the only school party on site. It looked from the uniforms that there were at least three other schools here, two groups of which were primary aged pupils. These were interspersed with the usual smattering of adults and pensioners. The rain increased in strength and the clouds became darker and more menacing. From behind the third stone Sam noticed a thin, pale and ill looking teenager. Wearing an oversized black hoodie, she stepped out into the crowd of squealing children running for cover from the rain. She moved with purpose towards the cafe. As she passed each child, she touched them and moved on. None of the pupils noticed and soon Sam could not see her either.

Acheri, dressed in the body and black hoodie of the dead girl, did not like the standing stones and had a natural fear of the granite and the ancient power held within them. She appeared fuzzy, as if the rain, dispersed her image and, thanks to her beloved Dreath, felt full of life after the merging of the lifeforce of the human with her own. She became a new demon, an avenging demon, a demon with one purpose, to bring pestilence and disease to whoever she encountered. She moved with skill and precision amongst the children, targeting them and only them. She was a cesspit of viruses, bacteria and microorganisms from this world and beyond, all brewing their toxins within her. Acheri was full to bursting point and was anxious to share her toxic bounty with those around her. Step by step, touch by touch she released the contagions from within her. None saw her move through the throngs of children, planting the seeds of infection and disease. Time would soon show the fruits of her labours and then she would feed, gorging on the fear her pestilential harvest would reap.

The rain clouds passed, and all the pupils departed on different sized coaches and minibuses back to their respective schools. On the coach, Sam asked Freddie and Sarah did they see the ‘strange’ looking girl walking through the crowds of pupils when it was raining earlier. Both said that they hadn’t. The journey back to school was over in a flash but the last lesson of the day did not have the same momentum. Sam, who struggled with the basic grasp of written English, spelling and reading was even more of a loss with French. All he could say about it was that it sounded nice, but he might as well try to interpret the howls of dogs. The end of the school day could not come quick enough.

After school Sam met up with Freddie and Sarah and the three friends made their way to the park to chill. Sam still had that feeling that he was being watched and kept turning around on every noise or shadow that they encountered. They made it to the park armed with fizzy orange, crisps and cigarettes. The sun started to overcome its shyness and make a very welcome appearance. Things were starting to look up. Sitting on the roundabout drinking Sam was still a little subdued when Freddie brought him back to this world with a sharp elbow in the back,

‘Sam look. It’s Jamie and Karim.’

Sarah looked and groaned, ‘why do you to hang about with them two they are nothing but wasters? Total idiots who have nothing better to do with their time than annoy the hell out of people.’

Sam didn’t say anything but watched as they marched across to where they were sitting. They both looked really cheesed off in their matching tracksuits, white trainers, and beanie hats. Jamie, the taller of the two called out,

‘We want a flipping word with you two. You both owe us an apology.’

Freddie, Sam and Sarah stood up and walked in the opposite direction.  Freddie and Sam both knew what they meant by ‘an apology.’ Sarah was a little confused but kept up with the increasing pace of the other two. She shouted at them,

‘Why are we running?’ Freddie said, ‘To keep my good looks.’ 

Sarah laughed and replied, ‘a little roughing up might improve them - just a little mind.’

Sam told them both to shut up and pick up the pace. Freddie looked behind to see both boys carrying a knife in each of their hands. All three started to run, past the swings, over the grass and towards the woodland beyond. The sun really had come back and all three of them were sweating with the effort of escape. They were running as fast as they could towards the safety of the trees. Jamie and Karim were matching them for speed and getting closer. Sarah started to slow down, reaching into her pocket for her asthma inhaler. Sam looked back and he and Freddie slowed down to let Sarah catch up with them. They were almost at the edge of the trees when Freddie tripped and fell. He was up in a flash but by this time Jamie and Karim had caught them up. Before anyone could say anything, Jamie walked up and punched Sarah hard in the stomach, winding her. She fell to the ground struggling to catch her breath.

‘What you do that for? She wasn’t even there. You don’t even know her,’ shouted Sam who reached down to try and help Sarah up. Freddie stood and waited. Sam and Freddie both now stood in front of Sarah giving her time to catch her breath. She was trying not to cry but the punch brought back to her all those repressed emotions that the psychologists had worked hard to repair. She started to cry, but these quickly turned to sobs and them to screams of anger,

‘Leave me alone, don’t touch me,’ she shouted over and over getting increasingly hysterical.  Sam turned towards the threat and with gritted determination said,

‘Do it then, but we will take one of you with us as well.’

Freddie looked over at Sam impressed as he stood his ground. Jamie and Karim both took a step nearer to close the gap. Sam looked at them both and down to the knives they were carrying and holding out in front of them. Everything had gone quiet, even the birds. No one was around to call for help. This was it.

‘You owe us a beating for not helping us against those psycho grannies. Your two other mates are both recovering in hospital from a chat with my little friend here.’  Jamie flashed the knife towards Freddie, slicing through the sleeve of his blazer. The three of them stood there terrified.

Over Jamie’s shoulder Sam noticed what looked like a small black pony running towards them. As it got closer Sam saw that it was not a pony but the biggest dog he had ever seen in his life. It ran at full pelt, heading straight towards Jamie and Karim. Sam saw the thick black fur, getting bigger and bigger, brown eyes focused, mouth open wide, teeth baring, massive paws eating up the ground. With one muscular leap the dog sailed through the air and landed a vicious head butt that sent Karim flying into the ground. In an instant it had turned and catapulted itself onto Jamie pinning him to the ground. The dog straddled Jamie with one giant paw on each arm and his teeth around his neck. A deep growl coming from the depths of its throat. Sam, Freddie and Sarah stood rooted to the ground spell bound at the sight in front of them. Karim was nowhere to be seem.

‘Get it off me, call your dog off me.’

Freddie bent down to retrieve Jamie’s knife staring hard at him with a look of hatred and threw it into the nearby trees. By way of submission Jamie looked at Sam and said,

‘Please, sorry, please. I am sorry get it off me.’

The dog turned and looked at Sam and as if they could both read each other’s thoughts. The dog stepped off the prone Jamie and stood facing him, ready to remount if needed. Jamie didn’t need a second chance he was up and running like his life depended on it back towards the swings. Freddie looked at both Sam and Sarah and with a face as straight as possible said,

‘He is having a terrible week, first beaten up by grannies and then battered by a dog.’

Sam said nothing and placed his hand into Sarah’s, squeezing it tightly, offering support. He turned back to the dog looking into the eyes of their hero. The dog sat obediently in front of him, panting with its tongue out and wagging its tail. Sam stretched his hand out allowing the dog to sniff it. It began to lick it straight away. Sam crouched down and with both hands, gave the dog a friendly stroke. The dog responded in kind and placed his paw into Sam’s hand and them both paws onto his shoulders. Sam stood upright and was amazed the height of the dog. Sam could feel the immense power rippling beneath the dense jet-black fur. Both Freddie and Sarah began to stroke the huge beast. Sam looked into the dog’s eyes and felt a connection. He couldn’t explain it, but it was there alright. The dog was wearing a black leather collar with a small name tag,

‘Let’s see who you belong to then,’ said Sam.

‘What does it say?’ Sarah asked.

Sam looked at the lettering and could not make head nor tail of the writing. He was about to ask Freddie to read the tag when he rubbed the tag with his thumb and as if a cloud had lifted from his eyes read the words clearly,

‘Jet, your servant and protector. From a friend. Trust the light and believe in the source.’





Chapter Eight.

A trip to Accident and Emergency.

After Jamie had been dispatched by Jet the three friends walked and bantered their way out of the park and into the town. Jet trotted by Sam’s side as if they had been best friends for years. The feeling of being watched had gone. Sam still felt a little weird. This sort of thing did not just happen, being threatened with a knife and then being ‘saved’ by a giant black hound. The scene of Jet wrestling Jamie to the ground was a memory that would last for a very long time. Freddie’s last words as they left to go to their respective homes was to,
‘Go and get a saddle for that thing and ride it home.’

So along with the usual farewell round of fist bumps they all set off for food and eventual sleep. As they approached Glenfield’s Sarah asked Sam what he was going to do about Jet. Sam was adamant that the dog was coming in and staying in his room. Sarah wasn’t so sure he would get away with this.

‘What are you going to feed it,’ asked Sarah.

Sam hadn’t thought of this and suggested a chip supper as a means of a constructive suggestion. Sarah was not so sure but liked the idea of chips. Jet had no opinions on the matter he just sat and had a good scratch to pass the time whilst they made their mind up. It turned out that Jet liked chips and scoffed down a whole portion together with the remains of a battered sausage and then went around licking the fingers of both Sam and Sarah. The evening sky darkened, as they walked up the path to the front door, casting deep swathes of shadow across the front garden. Sam looked down and struggled to see Jet as he was almost as one with the shadows.

‘Do you think if I asked him, he would wait outside until it was dark and then I could sneak out and get him?’ asked Sam more in hope than expectation.

Noticing that Sarah looked distant and a little disorientated. She did not reply. Jet turned and lay down beneath the hedgerow in the front garden. The bright light from the hallway shone through the glass frame of the front door on them both. Sam asked Sarah if she was feeling alright seeing she had become unsteady on her feet. A sheen of sweat smeared her forehead. As the door opened, Sarah lost her balance and fell forward on to all fours and threw up the contents of her stomach all over the hallway and collapsed on the floor. Sam called for help, worried for his friend. He turned her over trying to ignore the putrid smell of sick and held her until one of the care staff appeared.

‘Has she been drinking Sam?’ Kellie asked.

She was one of the better care staff on shift that night. Sam said that other than fizzy pop and some chips that was all she had. Kellie was small, thin with tied back blond hair and glasses which made her look no older than some of the year 13 pupils at Sam’s school. She bent over and touched Sarah’s head. She was burning up.

‘Let’s get her upstairs and cleaned up. Thanks for looking out for her Sam. I know you have a soft spot for her.’

Sam blushed and helped carry Sarah up the stairs and into her room. Sarah came around, lucid for a moment and asked for some water. Sam went and fetched a glass and returned. On his way back downstairs, he peered out the front door to see where Jet was. He could see nothing, and just for a split second he wondered if he had imagined it all, when two eyes appeared like lamps shining in the darkness.  He closed the door and went up to his room, the smell of sickness hung rotting in the hallway. Later that evening Sam crept down the stairs opened the door and, in a loud whisper, called for Jet who padded silently into the hallway, up the stairs and into Sam’s room.

After making Jet comfortable he went down to Sarah’s room and poked his head around the door whispering to Kellie to see if she was alright.

‘She is asleep but has a very high temperature. She will not be going to school tomorrow.’

Sam looked at Sarah’s flushed face and noted, perhaps for the first time, how young she looked. He also felt a flush of anger surge through him remembering what had happened to Sarah and he made a vow to always look out for her no matter what. He felt helpless. She was beginning to struggle with her breathing and he saw the beginnings of tiny, purple hewed spots starting to appear on her arms and face. Kellie saw the concern on Sam’s face and walked over placing her hand on his shoulder,

‘She will be fine. If she gets any worse, we will get her as fast we can to the out of hours clinic.’

Sam muttered a quiet thanks and walked back to his room to try and sleep.

After a restless night, Sam was woken by the noise of sirens. He looked down at Jet who lay at the foot of his bed wide awake. The dog nodded his head as if he were giving a morning greeting. Sam dressed and went downstairs. Sarah’s room was open but all he saw was an empty bed. Worried, he went to find Kellie who said that she had gotten worse in the middle of the night and was taken to the local Accident and Emergency unit and was kept in for observations. Kellie also said that many people were there all with children showing similar symptoms. Some of the younger children looked very ill. Hospital staff were rushed off their feet.

Sam managed to sneak Jet out without being noticed. The dog, despite his size, was quite adept at not being seen. The pair of them set of for school. Along the way Sam continued to hear lots of sirens and saw flashing blue lights coming from both ambulances and police cars. He was worrying increasingly about Sarah. He made it to the park to take a short cut to school and was wondering what to do about Jet when his brick phone rang. Surprised by this he scrambled around searching in the depths of his school bag and answered. It was Kellie,

‘Where are you?’

‘Just on my way through the park on my way to school,’ replied Sam.

‘Well, you can turn around and come back. Your school rang. It is closed for the day because of the high levels of sickness. Seems like all the children in the town have been taken down with this bug, whatever it is. Do you feel sick Sam?’ asked a concerned Kellie.

Sam said that he felt fine and would come back in a little while. He felt scared and more than a little worried for Sarah. He also thought about Freddie and wondered if he was okay. He began to make his way through the park and towards the main road trying to enjoy the early morning sunshine.

Just before he left the park Sam was approached by two police officers who asked where he should be. He explained that he was on his way to school when he had a call from his care home saying it was closed. He was going to see if his friend were alright and then, after he walked the dog, would go back to Glenfield's.

‘Are you sure it’s a dog?’ remarked one of the officers.

‘He is really friendly aren’t you Jet?’ piped up Sam seeing the look of concern on the officer’s faces.

Jet obliged and walked over to be stroked by the two of them. They were put at ease by all the head nods and paw shakes.

‘You need to go back home as the whole town is being put on a temporary lockdown due to all the kids being taken ill. The hospital is full to bursting,’ said one of the officers as they stood up, ‘also you might want to consider a muzzle for your dog before we have to tell you to get one.’

Sam agreed eager to be away from the law. He said bye to the officers before they changed their minds. Back at Glenfield’s Sam sat in the kitchen watching the TV with the rest of the staff on shift. Kellie had gone home worn out from lack of sleep but also worried about her younger sister who was only twelve. The TV screen showed police roadblocks on all the main routes into to the town and until further notice all schools were closed. There were talks of a town wide curfew after seven in the evening and the army being called in under emergency powers to help support police patrols.

The images on the screen changed to a helicopter shot flying over the local hospital with the breaking news scrolling across the screen that children had begun to die. Six children, all aged under eight had died, despite the best efforts of doctors and hospital staff. The news reporter outside the hospital was interviewing the Chief Medical Officer, the local police inspector and a government minister who had come up from London to reassure the town folk and the wider general public. There were sensationalist stories of the Plague and Ebola spreading uncontrollably that the health minister firmly quashed as scare mongering. A local opposition MP tried to score political points by blaming this on all the cutting of NHS budgets.

Sam was about to get up and walk out from the kitchen when he noticed a face in the gathering crowd behind the people being interviewed. It was the pale, pasty, ill looking girl he had seen on his school trip. She was still wearing the same overlarge black hoodie. Sam looked again more closely and watched as she turned to one side and vanish. No one around her took the slightest bit of notice.





Chapter nine.

A town in lockdown.

Over breakfast Telania and the other residents watched TV. The news spoke about the unknown illness sweeping through the town. The next few days saw the number of sick children rise.  News reports showed fleets of ambulances moving all adult patients to hospitals outside the exclusion zone to free up beds for the sick children. Over half of the town’s children aged fifteen and under were infected. The cause of the outbreak still remained unknown and the news media, national and now international, were camped outside the main hospital calling on an endless stream of medical experts to talk to camera and present various theories on the causes of the mysterious infection. The minister for health was at pains to stress that all children aged eighteen and younger were to be quarantined. All children had to remain apart from each other and stay at home. As no adults were apparently susceptible to the illness, the curfew was lifted to allow them free movement within the town, but they were not allowed to leave the exclusion zone in case the outbreak spread wider.
Tiernan was the last to arrive for the meeting in the reading room, he sat down and shared the news that the number of children now dead had risen to twenty,

‘It is the very young that appear to be most vulnerable,’ he said.

Telania sat in silence with her head bowed. Lilly stated,

‘We need proof that this sickness is demon caused. Therefore, we return to the same question, how are we going to get near that hospital and take a look at one of those children? We cannot just turn up and ask.’

‘We have to try.’  Telania said voicing what everyone was thinking. She continued, ‘we must find Samahel. We know that he will be free of infection, but he will be vulnerable to attack both physical and emotional. He will never have encountered any sort of demon. This makes him as vulnerable as every other child, it vital we find him.’

Wolfric said,

‘It will be difficult with all children that are not infected confined in their own homes. We are able to move as we wish within the town but other than knocking on every door our options remain limited.’

Dottie placed her hands together and called order as the group had begun to talk across each other, all offering opinions, suggestions, and counter suggestions.

‘Shall we split our workload? Lilly, Tiernan and I will work on accessing the hospital. Martha, Lan and Wolfric will continue to find news on Samahel.’

‘What about me?’  Telania asked more in hope than expectation.

Dottie was still marveling at how fast the queen had come back from the point of death in little over three days. She looked the same healthy, elderly age as all of them and very much as if she wanted to resume being in charge. Dottie smiled, reminding her that she was still recuperating and needed to save her strength for the journey back and for future battles to come. Captain Steele would also remain as he was still in the final stages of recovery from his knee surgery. Dottie asked her to monitor all news channels for anything that may prove useful.

###

Sam lay in his bed staring at the ceiling. The sun came beaming through the small window and he began to sweat. He looked down at Jet who lay forlornly beside him panting in sympathy. They both needed to get out into the fresh air and move around. A knock on the door brought Sam out from his stupor. Jet played along and rolled down between the bed and the floor.

‘Who is it?’

‘It’s me.’  Kellie replied, ‘can you come down for your lunch because we need to bring you to the hospital this later this afternoon?’

Sam began to panic thinking something had happened to Sarah. He leapt off the bed and opened the door. Kellie stood there and before Sam could ask said that there had been no change in Sarah’s condition. The office had just received a phone call to instruct the staff that any children not infected should mask up and make their way to the hospital for a series of medical tests this afternoon. Sam’s appointment was scheduled for three thirty.

‘By the way I don’t know if you have noticed but there is a huge hairy hound underneath your bed.’  Kellie said with a wide grin on her face.

‘I don’t know what you are talking about,’ said Sam unsure whether to smile or not.

‘It’s okay. We have known for days. It is nice to see you happy because we know you were worried about Sarah. The dog seemed to take your mind off her. What have you called it?’

‘Jet. Come here boy.’

Jet squeezed out from beneath the bed and trotted over and let Kellie give him a huge fuss. Relieved to not have to sneak around Sam asked if he could call Freddie from the office phone and ask how he was doing.

‘After we feed you and your giant friend here,’ said Kellie, going all mushy whilst giving Jet a massive back scratch.

With lunch finished Sam phoned Freddie but ended up speaking with his mom who said that he was in the car on the way to the hospital for his medical assessment and that he would try and get him to call later. Within the hour Sam began the journey to the Westland Community hospital for his appointment. As he sat in the back seat with Jet, Sam could see how empty the town centre had become. Some shops were open, but the majority were closed. He counted three adults during the entire car journey.

After they settled Jet down on a blanket, with a large bowl of water, some food and the car window open enough for air to circulate they began walking through the car park. The summer sun felt cold and distant as he walked with Kellie towards the reception area to join what he guessed would be a long, socially distanced queue to be seen and assessed.

Sam looked back to see a forlorn Jet staring out of the window at Sam watching every step he took. All around, the press and TV news crews were desperate to get an interview with a disease-free child for the early evening news. Some families and children were more than happy to grasp the limelight but others, including Sam, did not. They walked by ignoring the throng of questions and interview requests. After they made it to main entrance and gave their details, they were handed face masks by staff, wearing full P.P.E. and joined the snaking queue of people waiting to get to the area where they could sit down. Hospital security staff ensured they kept well apart from each other and would not let children make physical contact with another. This was becoming difficult for very young children and many parents were becoming exasperated trying to keep siblings apart. A large handwritten sign informed them that there would be at least an hour wait. Kellie got out her book and settled in for the duration.

###

An excited Telania was shouting down the phone,

‘Dottie. He is at the hospital.’ 

‘Stop shouting I can hear you. Are you sure? How did you know?’ asked Dottie a little more irritated that she realized.

‘I know my son when I see him, Dorothea. He walked past the screen on the TV and besides, it is now all over the news that the children who are free from infection must attend the local hospital for inspection. The healers are taking their blood to see if they are inert, no wrong word, what’s the word they used’, Telania paused drew breath and said,

‘Immune that’s the word. Yes, immune to the infection.’ 

Dottie thanked Telania for the news and shared it with the others. She called Martha and asked them to return to Happy View and began gathering supplies for the journey home. Martha asked if they needed help but Dottie was adamant that preparation for the return needed to start as soon as possible. On the way to the hospital Dottie reflected on how circumstance had brought her so far from home.

As a young girl she dreamed of adventure. When she was chosen as an apprentice, she travelled to the White Isles to begin her training. She left behind her mother and father to farm their tiny strip of land near the central plains of Ussex. Dottie excelled in her studies of the White Arts and graduated from her training a full three years ahead of her fellow initiates. She was a natural athlete, horse rider, scholar and soldier. There was not a runner, rider, or fighter of either sex that she could not beat. None except perhaps Dynian, the weapons master. Great things were expected of her and she soon gained the attention of Crowle, the royal mage, chancellor and advisor to the royal family. Dottie served the light and knew that through servitude, living a good and decent life she would be at one with the source in this world and beyond. She began to serve the king and queen and soon became a loyal and trusted confidant to King Tealon and his Queen. Tiernan broke Dottie’s silence with a question,

‘What do we do when we see him?’

Dottie pulled her coat closer to her body and replied, ‘Not sure yet, let’s see how this all pans out, I have a strong feeling that we will not be the only ones searching for the boy. Be vigilant.’

###

In the depths of the hospital, Dreath and Acheri stood beside the dead in the mortuary. The coolness of the room added to the taste of death hanging in the atmosphere. Clinical, clean, and silent. Two long tables occupied the centre of the room. On top of one lay a body covered in a white sheet. A little treat for later. Surrounding the tables were two rows of drawers each containing the bodies of the recently passed.

Both demons stood unseen observing the rituals of how the humans dealt with the bodies of their deceased. Measuring, cleaning, cutting open, taking blood, writing descriptions with occasional visits from family members wailing and dropping tears in their loss and sadness. It was the perfect place for them both to feed, manipulate and plot. Even when the living entered, Dreath or Acheri could not be seen unless they chose it to be. Soon the boy would be here within this building and then he would be theirs to control and subvert to their master’s goal.





Chapter ten.

Rescue mission.

It was not long before Sam was tearing his hair out with boredom. Waiting was not one of his strong points and after fifteen minutes of queuing Sam began pacing up and down desperate to be outside. Kellie looked up from her book, pulled down her face mask and suggested that he went to check on Jet and try and get him some water and give him a quick walk.  Glad to be out of the queue and back out in the open Sam dragged his heels to stretch out his freedom for as long as he could. He walked back to the car enjoying the calmness washing over him. As he got closer, Jet started to bark in greeting. Sam opened the rear passenger door and let Jet out. He could see that the dog needed to do what all dogs needed to do and took Jet onto a patch of grass near the car park. Jet found a large tree and let nature take its course. Sam looked up and saw a succession of fast-moving clouds that blocked out the sun and cast a blanket of dullness on an already underwhelming day.
After a brief walk around the car park Sam lead Jet back to the car. Jet stopped, pricked his ears up and moved his head in all directions. He began to sniff the air and then started to growl, a deep warning sound coming from the back of his throat. Sam looked around but could see nothing but the press and TV crews in the distance and the occasional parent and child returning to their cars. The air temperature began to fall. A feeling of dread washed over Sam forcing him to search for anything out of the ordinary. Three rows down in the car park he spotted an emaciated looking girl wearing an over large black hoodie. She stared straight at him. A glazed expression hung on her face. Jet stepped in front of Sam, hackles rising. Sam recognised her as the girl he saw from the school field trip and the girl he had caught a glimpse of on the television.

He looked again. She had not moved an inch. Her eyes were bearing down hard on him, almost as if she were trying to see right through him. Sam called over to her and asked was she alright and did she need any help. No answer came. Jet’s growl became louder, more urgent and protective. The girl took a single step towards Sam causing Jet to bark and howl as loud as he could. This attracted the attention of others walking to their cars. One couple began to walk towards the noise. Sam looked down at Jet and tried to calm him down. When he looked up and back to where the girl stood, she was gone. He looked all around but she was nowhere to been seen. Jet, sensing danger had passed and walked back with a puzzled Sam to Kellie’s car. Again, he thought,

‘Why does all this weird stuff always happen to me?’

When Sam got back to Kellie she was still sitting. Beside her stood Freddie nursing a small plaster on his arm where a sample of blood had been taken. After an exchange of verbal abuse, Freddie regaled them with gruesome tales of what the nurse had done to him, causing them both to sit down on opposite sides of the corridor laughing. Both promised to behave as Kellie went off to pay a visit to the toilet and grab a coffee from the machine. Once out of sight, Sam turned to Freddie and said that they were going to find Sarah and check on her. Sam was ready to go that second, but Freddie suggested hanging on so that Kellie wouldn’t grow too suspicious at their absence. On her return, Kellie was more than happy for the two of them to go down to the cafeteria and get a drink and something to eat. Sam was still at least an hour away from being seen. Kellie reminded them to keep apart from each other and to wear their masks.

Sam and Freddie made it to the cafeteria both got a sugar loaded energy drink, a bag of crisps and then stood looking at the floorplan trying to work out the best way to the wards. To Sam the words on the floorplan meant nothing. Freddie soon got his hospital geography head on and worked out that the quickest way to all the wards was via the lift. The children’s ward was located on the ground floor but because of the high number of very sick children Sarah could have been on any of the three other floors. The lifts were guarded by two police officers standing there with a look of boredom etched on their faces. Sam and Freddie managed to find the stairwell at the far end of the main corridor and began the slow climb up to the third floor doing their best to be quiet. Their plan was simple start at the top and work their way down.

###

In the cafeteria two elderly women and an elderly man shuffled out of their seats and made their way to the same stairwell as Sam and Freddie. They began to make their way step by step upwards.

###

In the mortuary Acheri hung in midair motionless. Terrified as pain coursed through her. Her breathing came in deep gasps full of fear. Seething with anger Dreath screamed,

‘I told you to bring the boy to me.’

‘Master I couldn’t, he is beyond influence. His mind is closed to me. Please. I beg your forgiveness. I will not fail you again,' whispered a desperate Acheri. Her body oozing pain.

She fell to the floor with a thud as Dreath released her from her torture. She stood up wiping tears of blood with the back of her hand. The demon saw her pain, fed from it and smiled as he multiplied it a thousand-fold.  Acheri writhed in complete agony. He stood over her and spoke with utter calmness,

‘See you get that boy to me here. Today. It will go ill for you otherwise.’

Returning to human form he turned and left the mortuary seeking to feed from those near to death. The white coat and stethoscope of the dead doctor lying in one of the mortuary drawers fitted his style to perfection.

###

Dottie suggested that each of them take a floor to search for Samahel. She headed up to the second floor, she saw Lilly and Tiernan heading along to their respective corridors. They still could not agree the best way to approach Samahel. Dottie was sure an opportunity would present itself and it was up to them to recognise it and take it. Whenever it happened it would be a difficult conversation.

###
Walking along the top corridor of the hospital Sam noticed how clean the walls and floor were. The smell of disinfectant hung heavily in the air. Freddie started to retch as the taste caught the back of his throat.

‘Shush. Keep it down we don’t want to attract attention,’ whispered Sam.

They both began to look through the doors of the many smaller bays and wards that lead off the main thoroughfare. Inside they were aware of how silent it was and beyond the empty reception desk individual beds were sealed within plastic barriers within which lay a child lying still. Monitors beeped rhythmically performing their lifesaving symphony as children hovered between life and death.

Sam looked around and knew that they had been mistaken and should not have come here. It felt somehow disrespectful.  Within the ward dozens of doctors and nurses wearing biohazard suits were busy checking charts and taking readings, hoping to analyse the illness into submission. It would be impossible to find Sarah in this way for as soon as they went in, they would be found out. So far, they were lucky in that they had not been noticed. They could not expect to hide behind their luck for much longer. Freddie had the bright idea to look for a patient list on the empty reception desk. There were none but above the desk was a whiteboard with the name of each patient written on it.

‘Gotcha!  All we need to do is to look in from the corridor and find her name,' said Freddie with a big grin on his face.

‘Great but we have three floors of wards to check so let’s get a move on,’ replied Sam, more determined than ever to find Sarah.

###

Dottie’s shoes made no noise as she glided down the corridor on the third floor of the hospital and observed the comings and goings within each ward. She knew that whatever was causing the mass sickness was demon made. She could smell the infection and could feel it crawl all over her. She tried to enter one of the closed wards to get a closer look but was thwarted by staff going about their duties. Dottie saw that each child was enclosed within a sealed bed to prevent the spread of infection. What the medical staff did not understand was that the infection was caught from direct contact with a demon and not through contact between the children. It was obvious to her that the demonic sickness was designed to cause panic amongst the town people. At the same time circumstances had it that other children not yet infected would be drawn to the hospital for checks and therefore encounter the source of infection, namely the demon herself

Sam and Freddie found Sarah in a small ward at the end of the corridor on the first floor. She was one person alone in a ward with three other empty beds. Sam and Freddie stared through the window at Sarah lying still on her back. Sam thought she looked close to death. Even though he had never seen what close to death looked like. He had never felt so utterly helpless. Freddie usually one for a joke, couldn’t think of anything to say and just placed his hand on Sam’s shoulder and squeezed. They were both so caught up in watching Sarah and willing her to open her eyes that they did not hear three sets of footsteps walk up behind them. A well-spoken but soothing voice spoke,

‘I can save her if you let me.’

Sam and Freddie turned to see three pensioners standing not two steps from them. Freddie blurted out,

‘Its two of the gangster grannies and the other one is out of costume.’

Tiernan looked puzzled and Sam, ignoring Freddie, replied,

‘Why do you want to and why should we trust you?’

Tiernan unsure of protocol looked at Dottie and said,

‘How do we address him?’

Dottie ignored him by showing him how,

‘Sam, and this is Freddie if I am not mistaken, I know we met last time under rather unfortunate circumstances. I hope you realise from that sorry episode that we are not to be mistaken for the weak, feeble or absent minded. With your permission I would like to save your friend. She is close to death. I can save her. I know what causes her illness.’

‘What do you mean with my permission?’ said Sam, ‘all I have to do is yell at the top of my voice and the security and the police will be all over you. You will never harm my friends.’

‘I have no intention of harming your friends or you for that matter. There is more to our meeting that you need to know. Circumstances as they are point to an urgent need to save your friend lying in that bed. She is getting closer to death and torment. We are wasting precious time talking. I am asking you to trust me,’ said Dottie she added with a softer tone, ‘more than one life is at stake here.’

Sam looked at Freddie hoping for any sort of inspiration. He was left with the choice of either yelling for security or following through with this hare-brained idea. Sam looked at Sarah lying there and nodded giving silent permission for events to unfold. Lilly stepped up to the door of the ward and knocked. The door opened and a stern looking nurse hissed,

‘You should not be here it is a restricted area.’

With a heavy accent Lilly asked where the toilet was and started to babble and become disorientated. She fell on to the door forcing the nurse to step back and catch her. Lilly was up in a flash touched the nurse on the neck who then fell to the floor unconscious. Lilly muttered an apology and stepped aside as Dottie and Tiernan entered the ward followed by Sam and Freddie. Dottie asked Tiernan and Lilly to lend a hand in removing the plastic seal that lay between the girl the outside world.

‘Sam, what is your friends name?’

‘Sarah and can you really help her?’

Unforeseen hope grew inside Sam as Dottie replied,

‘I think so I just need to get my healing stones out and prepare.’

‘What! I knew you were just batty old women,’ shouted Sam.

‘You can’t cure her with shiny rocks. Leave her alone. Don’t touch her.’

Sam pushed Dottie out of the way to try and stop her from harming Sarah. Tiernan grabbed Sam. His grip felt like iron and Sam could not move. Panic began to set in and Sam yelled,

‘Run Freddie. Get help.’

Freddie found that he could not move a muscle. Lilly filled the doorway to the ward in a way that said, ‘don’t even think of it.’ Tiernan turned to Sam and said,

‘Trust her, she is the best healer of all of us. She is one with the light and the light of healing shines in her.’

An image of Jet appeared in Sam’s mind, trust the light was written on Jet’s name tag and Sam trusted Jet. He looked into Dottie’s eyes and said in a nervous voice,

‘Please help her. She is all I have.’

‘Not quite all,' replied Lilly, ‘don’t forget your handsome friend here.’

Freddie chancing a little humour replied,

‘Why do you always leave me with the ugly one?’

‘Enough. I need silence and your eyes. By healing the child, we will attract some very unwanted visitors. We need to leave as soon as we are able. So be prepared.’

Dottie turned and gave Sarah her full attention. Sam swallowed hoping that he had made the right choice to trust these strangers. Dottie placed the necklace around Sarah’s neck, put her hand over the girl’s heart, bent down and whispered,

‘Sarah, walk back along the path you have travelled. I will guide you and keep you safe. Trust the light.’

Nothing happened. Sam tried to speak when suddenly he could see the white gem begin to pulsate with light. Sarah’s chest began to rise and fall as she fought to pull clean air into her choked lungs. Dottie bent closer asking Sarah to follow the light. Sweat formed all over her body flushed with the heat dissipating from her. The white light intensified, and it was difficult to look straight at it. Sam glanced at Freddie and saw that he was mesmerised by the events unfolding in front of him. Nothing could tear his eyes away from Sarah.

Dottie removed a small black stone from her bag and placed it over Sarah’s heart. She bent down and spoke into Sarah’s ear whispering to her to fight through the darkness and return. Sarah began to writhe. Dottie asked Lilly and Teirnan to hold her arms and legs. The white gem began to draw out the sickness from Sarah’s body. All over her body,  sweat turned to a black and foul-smelling slime. The demon induced infection oozed out of her. The slime started to move towards the black stone allowing itself to be absorbed. When the last drop of infection was gone Dottie removed the black stone and placed it within a glass vial and sealed it with the heat from the white gem. Sarah began to come around. She pulled open her eyes, looked and could see a blurry Sam. In a quiet voice she said,

‘Thank you.’

Near to tears Sam just nodded. He reached over and held her hand. Dottie said,

‘We need to go as soon as she comes around a little more. What I have just done will attract more than just the medical staff.’

Dottie turned to Sarah and asked if she could walk. Sarah ignored her and tried to get her bearings. She now saw two elderly women and an old man. Further back she saw a shocked Freddie still coming to terms with what he had just witnessed.

‘Sam what happened to me?’ asked Sarah just able to speak.

Sam looked at her and tried to give a reassuring smile but, fighting the urgency to leave, he wanted to make sure that Sarah was able to get up and move about. Sam tried to explain who the ‘olds’ with him were. He kept reassuring Sarah that it was them that helped her recover not the doctors. He knew that they really did have to leave and soon. However, he was not sure as to the real reason why.

Dottie and Lilly helped Sarah dress whilst the others waited outside in the corridor and kept watch. The six of them left the ward and began to walk towards the stairwell. They were almost there when a loud bang behind them stopped them in their tracks. At the far end of the corridor stood the girl with the oversized black hoodie. With quiet steps she edged towards them.

‘That is the girl I told you about on the field trip. She appeared on the TV and in the car park today,’ said Sam to Freddie and Sarah.

‘That is no human girl.’ Tiernan replied.

The stench of death, decay and demon filled the corridor making Sarah and Freddie heave and cover their mouths and nostrils. The smell, a combination of vomit and rotten eggs amongst other vile things, was soon overpowering them. Tiernan, Lilly and Dottie stood in front of the others with Dottie in the centre.

‘Step no nearer demon,' said Dottie.

The girl in the black hooded top smiled as she looked straight at Sam. She began to hiss and spit out words in a language Sam had never heard. She appeared to struggle to control the vocal cords of the once human girl. Mastering her throat, the demon began to make sense,

‘You have taken something of mine and I wish it to be given back to me. My master desires this. You will hand the boy over.’

An ornately carved staff appeared in Lilly’s hand and a long thin blade appeared in Tiernan’s. Dottie spoke in hushed words to those behind her,

‘When I say go Sam, run with Sarah and Freddie. Get as far away from this corridor as you can. Stay close to the hospital. We will find you with this.’

She handed Sam a small blue stone. Dottie took the staff from Lilly and walked towards the demon. A wheezing sound clawed free from the girl’s mouth. The demon struggled to contain her full might within the fragile human form.

‘You do not frighten me Acheri, deliverer of pestilence. I name you. Come show your true self.  Leave the empty vessel you occupy. Release these children from their torment. You will not harm them further.’

The girl in the hoodie began to change. Her skin became thin and stretched as if her insides wanted to be on the outside. She stood up and arched her back as far as it would go. She held her arms out wide. A mist began to appear at her feet and rose, enveloping her entire body. The girl’s body began to burn. As the flames grew higher and hotter the skin of the dead girl melted away and the form within it grew and took shape. All around them the sound of children howling could be heard.

Sam, Sarah and Freddie watched in absolute horror as the demon Acheri stood before them towering over them. Red leathery wings beating in time to the howls of the children behind her. Dottie, Lilly and Teirnan stood their ground their faces set with grim determination.

‘Sam you must go we will find you,’ insisted Dottie.

She and her two comrades walked towards Acheri. Halfway down the stairs every alarm bell in the hospital burst into life. People started to move at speed and in all directions and the stairs and corridors became packed with people trying to leave. Doctors and nurses scurrying back and forth, porters and police ushering everyone out of the main hospital building towards designated fire assembly points. Sam stopped and started to go back up the stairs. Freddie yelled,

‘What do you think you are doing? You heard her we are to leave now.’

Sarah took the opportunity to catch her breath and added,

‘Please Sam. I’m frightened. I want to go. We will see them ‘olds’ in a short while.’

Sam had to see what was happening and replied that he would be just a couple of seconds. He ran back up the stairs two at a time trying not to bump into people coming in the opposite direction. Sam got to the top and peered his head around the corner. The corridor was empty. A hand grabbed him by the shoulders and spun him around,

‘I thought I told you to leave.’

Sam looked at Dottie and down the stairs towards Lilly and Teirnan standing by Freddie and Sarah.

‘What did you do to that thing?’ asked Sam, ‘and why were those sick children howling and screaming?’

Dottie said that now wasn’t the time for explanations,

‘We must move and get you out of harm’s way and hidden from Acheri and her master.’

‘You mean there are more of them demon things?’

‘Just one and he wants just you,' replied Dottie.

The stairs overcrowded with the sounds of panic swept them all along and out onto the main concourse. The TV news crews had a field day. The police were struggling to keep everyone in check and where they should be. Outside Sam, Freddie and Sarah along with Dottie and the others walked through the crowded car park towards Kellie’s car. Sam opened the back-passenger door to let out Jet. The huge hound walked straight past Sam and stood in front of Dottie and appeared to bow his head. Perplexed by this Sam looked at Dottie and said that the dog’s name was Jet. The dog sat there with his tongue hanging in anticipation.

Teirnan also looked puzzled and asked, no one in particular, how Sam happened to be the owner of a battle hound. Dottie placed her hand on top of Jet’s head, stroking his black fur, looked at Sam and said,

‘We need to go where we can talk. We have a great deal to tell you and there is a lot you need to understand.’

Screams could soon be heard over the masses of people in the hospital car parks. Many of the people started to rush back towards the hospital entrance. As the crowds spread out Sam could see sick children marching together, howling and screaming, like a demented football crowd. All of them were wearing hospital gowns and oblivious to everything around them. Their eyes were fixed and tinged with the colour of blood. Their gait awkward as if they were not fully in control of their limbs. Lilly looked at Dottie and Tiernan and said,

‘We have to go back. Look. Up on the roof. There she is. The demon spawn orchestrating her brood. Come on Dottie. We must do something. Those poor children.’

Dottie was caught in the mighty grip of a dilemma. Stay and slay the demon or run, having found Samahel, and reunite him with his mother. The life of one against the needs of many.  Neither choice was an easy one to make.

###

Dreath stood behind Acheri on the hospital roof pleased with the chaos and death below. He chose to be confined to the mortal body of the doctor and found, for the moment, this suited his purposes. This world would be his and he was going to rule. It would be easy pickings as humans here were so easy to manipulate. A cold smile spread across his face. That, for now, would have to wait. His main objective was to stop the return of the boy and that objective was not yet met. The boy remained at large and the group of former foes guarding the boy seemed to have a little more about them than he thought possible after such a long time away. Telania was not amongst them so logically, she must be at or on her way to the portal planning for a return to her homeland.

As the commander of a legion of demons this prospect angered him. If they succeeded in returning this could put on hold his dominion over this world. Here he was powerful but not invincible. Dreath weighed up his enemies. Dorothea, mistress of healing an old adversary. He also knew that he could have to contend with the Queen of Ussex. Although weak, she may still be a formidable foe. Plans needed to be made. He dispatched Acheri to the churchyard to make the passage to the portal as difficult as possible. He would join her later to stop any return to the land of his master. A return, after all this time of an exiled queen and her heir, could signal a period of rebellion that could undo the work his master had strived for centuries to plan and mere decades to achieve.





Chapter eleven.

An incident at the local hospital.

A cool evening breeze blew away any remaining cloud cover. Yet even a beautiful golden sunset could not cover the terrible scenes at the hospital. A number of the children went crazy, falling out of their beds, attacking the hospital staff and trying to reach the car park. Then, as if a switch had been flicked, the infected children stopped and had fallen unconscious where they had stood. Some children fell from great heights as they had tried to follow the others from their wards on the upper floors and mezzanine levels. Older, stronger children had smashed windows up on the third floor and jumped or fell in their effort to be part of the demon induced chaos. There were many broken limbs and other injuries caused by impact.
Screams of terror could be heard coming from hysterical parents and on lookers as they rushed to help the stricken children. Hospital staff, police, other bystanders, TV crews and press hurried to help the fallen children, carrying them back into the hospital on anything they could find. Some parents just sat there crying, cradling their still children in their arms.  Lilly pointed out that Acheri was no longer on the roof and suggested that the children had been released from her command as they no longer suited her current purpose.

The solution to Dottie’s problem was partially resolved when she saw Martha, Wolfric and Lan emerge from the milling crowds. Sam, Sarah and Freddie stood with Jet near to Kellie’s car a little unsure as to what was going to happen. They had witnessed so much that they were starting to do what all teenagers do in times of stress, namely smoke and mess around. Beneath their bravado ran an undercurrent of unresolved fear.

Sam could see that the newcomers and the other ‘olds’ knew each other well. He saw it in the smiles and nods as they greeted each other. Sam could see Dottie looking at him. She nodded her head towards him and smiled, more in hope than anything. Dottie walked across with the others and introduced them to Sam and his friends. Martha walked over to Sam and said,

‘How pleased I am to meet you sir. I am called Martha and these two are Wolfric and Lan.’

Towering above them all, the ageing twins nodded stiffly in Sam’s direction but did not say anything. Sam was a little surprised at being called sir but took it politely because Martha was ‘foreign’ and maybe had used the wrong word. Freddie being a little braver, looked at Wolfric and Lan and asked,

‘Why weren’t you here earlier we could have done with a bit of muscle.’

Sam gave Freddie a thump on the arm and told him to stop being an idiot. Sarah just gave him a filthy look. Freddie half protested,

‘What did I say? I only said what we were all was thinking.’

Even Jet gave him a look only a dog could. Sam turned to Dottie and asked,

‘What is going to happen now? We need to find Kellie and go back to Glenfield’s and drop Freddie off on the way. Sarah is looking very tired and needs to rest.’

Dottie thought for a moment and said,

‘Sam you are in still in considerable danger from that demon and her master. They are here for you and to stop you from becoming who you were meant to be. They will do one of two things, either they will turn you into one of their own or they will wipe you off the face of this world. We cannot leave you to face that alone. Besides, we are here to protect you, just as Jet is. Though how a battle hound came to be here is becoming another puzzle I cannot resolve just yet. We are here to guide and protect you. You have our service and our hearts.’

‘But why me?’ A nervous Sam asked and continued ‘what’s so special about me? I am just a nobody who no one cares about.’

Dottie said,

‘Every life has a worth. You make your life worthless or worthwhile through the choices you make. Your actions and deeds make you who you are, not the situations that you find yourself in. Circumstances change in life but the way you behave towards them is determined by you and you alone. Sam you are a good, decent person. You have been robbed of the love of your parents, yet despite this you have people who care for you.’

Dottie glanced at Freddie and Sarah who both were looking at the ground a little embarrassed. One by one Dottie, Lilly, Martha, Tiernan, Wolfric and Lan stood facing Sam and as one, raised their right arm and placed a clenched fist over their hearts and bowed their heads. Sam started to feel more than a little uncomfortable with this and began to look for a way to escape, to get away from all the attention being thrust upon him. This was not what he was used to. Getting the wrong attention or no attention was easier to cope with, but not this. This was seriously weird. Freddie and Sarah both laughed at how serious the ‘olds’ were. However, Sarah stopped laughing when she saw that look on Sam’s face that told her he could not cope with all the focus being on him. She turned to Dottie and said,

‘What do you mean you are here to protect Sam. We are just care kids, no one looks out for us, all we have is each other. We have been let down all our lives by people who were supposed to care for us and look out for us. Time after time we have been ignored, disappointed or forgotten about, especially by the people who were supposed to love us. You know our moms and dads.’

Sarah’s anger grew, her voice rising.

‘They are the ones who we should trust. Where are they? At least I know where mine are - one locked up the other drugged up. But Sam here he doesn’t know who his parents are at all. They are a complete mystery to him. I hear him at night, crying for them, talking to them in his sleep. He doesn’t know them, who they are or where they are from. Are they good people, decent, honest, kind and gentle or are they like mine a complete and utter waste of flipping space?’

It had all got too much for her and she burst into uncontrollable sobs and buried her head into Sam’s shoulder. Freddie stood there rooted to the spot unsure how to respond. He felt so lucky to have parents who did care and were there for him.

Dottie looked at Sarah, liking what she had just heard. She spoke from her heart and told the truth. There was something about the girl that reminded her of herself when she was younger. The fact still remained that they could not stay here. Events, for good or ill were coming to a head. Dottie turned and spoke in whispers with Martha, Wolfric and Lan. She found out that Telania and Steele had made their way to St Saviours to guard and watch the portal. Dottie made it clear to the others that Sam was not to know his relationship to Telania just yet. Wolfric pointed out that protective wards were set up all over Happy View.

The growing darkness of the evening was punctuated by full moon hung low on the skyline. Sam looked down and saw its reflection in large patch of red blood congealing in the warm evening air. A blood red moon stared back and cast shadows of doubt across Sam’s over worked mind. They needed to return Sarah and Freddie to their respective homes safely and then begin, with Sam, their own long journey home to their past to face a very uncertain future.

The car park was now almost empty and they all stood waiting for decisions to be made. Sam turned around and could see Kellie walking across the car park, her arm in a sling and a bloodied bandage across her head. She was waving and calling Sam’s name. Sam waved back and shouted to hurry up as they were starving. He also wanted to introduce her to Dottie and her friends. As Kellie got closer Jet began to growl. Dottie and the others parted as she walked up. As soon as she was close enough Kellie lunged towards Sam screaming a language no human vocal cords could utter. Jet jumped up at her bearing a huge set of slavering teeth.

Sam saw this whole scene play out in ultra-slow motion before him. Jet leaping, Kellie lunging, Sarah screaming, Dottie and the others moving trying to protect everyone. Kellie’s left arm transformed into razor sharp claws. These reached out with frightening speed for his neck. However, in between the process of moving back and Jet jumping, the demon missed him but ended up slicing open Freddie’s shoulder. He fell screaming to the ground trying to stop the blood from flowing.

Moments of chaos ensued. Jet pinned the demon-controlled Kellie to the ground, but a blast of power threw the battle hound back giving her enough time to make her escape. Dottie recovered first and set about stemming the flow of blood coming from Freddie’s wound. Applying pressure to his wound slowed down the blood loss but he needed immediate medical attention. Dottie continued to apply pressure as Wolfric lifted the boy into his arms and began to carry him with Dottie towards the hospital. Sam and a tearful Sarah followed behind. Lan and Teirnan checked Jet out who appeared unaffected by the experience. ‘Kellie’ was nowhere to be seen.

Dottie, Sam and Sarah waited for Freddie’s mom and dad to arrive. He was stable after the intervention of medical staff and would be fine with a short stay in hospital, some stitches and lots of rest. In time, he would have an interesting tale to tell about the scar on his back and shoulder. Dottie made sure his wounds were not demon infected. Freddie’s mom became hysterical when she saw him and blamed Sam for what happened. She needed a lot of calming down by the nurses and Freddie’s dad and then burst into tears apologising to Sam for her behaviour. She turned and gave him a massive hug and kiss, making a mess of his already messy hair. Dottie was able to tell the police and Freddie’s parents that she was walking from the hospital when she saw two assailants, whose descriptions were not that dissimilar to Jamie and Karim running away from the car park. Before they left Sam took a final look at Freddie lying sedated in a small cubicle. He bent down and whispered into his ear,

‘Thanks for being my best friend. Take care and see you soon. That thing will pay for what it did to you. I promise to see you very soon.’

Sam turned his back and wiped a tear from his eye. In the car park when everyone had regrouped Wolfric said,

‘We need to go and we need to go now. The others will be waiting and worrying.’

‘What others?’ said Sam he continued, ‘how many of you are there?’

‘Just two more.’ said Dottie careful not to mention Telania and her connection to Sam. She continued, ‘We need to head towards St Saviours’ to meet up with them. Sam and Sarah, we would like you to come with us just so we can keep an eye on you both and make sure you do not come to any harm. We will then get you both home safe.’

Dottie felt a little guilty in telling the white lie but could not think of another way that they could all stay together. But she did promise some food on route. Sarah and Sam agreed having not eaten for some time. They all set off from the hospital trying to come to terms with the events of the day. 

Sam, Sarah and the ‘olds’ walked towards St Saviours'. Even though it was early summer, the night became unseasonably cool. The recent wet weather lived up to its predictable good run of form and rain clouds gathered again covering up any trace of moonlight. Random clouds began to throw drops of rain down upon them. Lan, who was not the most talkative looked up at the heavens and announced to the group,

‘Fantastic, just what we need, another downpour.’

It was late into the evening when the group approached the broken gates to the long-abandoned church. Sam withdrew into himself and did not like where they appeared to be heading to. He said that he and Sarah would not be going in there to meet anyone. He took Sarah by the arm and began to walk off. Dottie called him back and made another excuse for the reason to enter the abandoned ruin. She said their friends inside were in a warm and sheltered environment carrying out research on old churches for a local historical society and the role the graveyards played in protecting rare plants and local wildlife. All the other ‘olds’ raised their eyebrows but held their tongues. Sam was still unsure and was about to argue as much when Jet began to walk through the gates of the church and set off walking up the remains of the crumbling driveway. Despite calling him back Jet carried on knowing Sam would follow.

The rain became more persistent, and everyone was getting soaked. Sam and Sarah followed them into the unoccupied church grounds. The night closed in around them and covered their movements. Nothing but the percussion of the falling rain and the leaves rustling in the trees could be heard. Sarah spoke in whispers,

‘I really don’t like this Sam. What are we doing here?’

Sam tried to reassure her that they would be alright as they were with people who could keep them safe and protect them,

‘I trust Jet and he seems to trust these ‘olds’ so, for the moment, I am hedging my bets and staying with them. I do not want to meet anymore of those demon things now or in the future. They all seem to have some experience in dealing with them. So, for now we stay. But if I say go, we go. Agreed?’

Sam saw Sarah nodding, raindrops falling from her nose. As the group approached the church a flash of lighting lit up the whole churchyard. A loud bang of thunder welcomed them. A second bolt of lightning illuminated the entrance to the church. They all saw large elderly male slumped across the entrance. A pool of blood gathering beneath his feet. Wolfric, Lan and Tiernan ran to their stricken captain and leader, trying to help him. Dottie, Martha and Lilly stood protecting Sam and Sarah. In their hands each had a long silver tipped staff. Dottie looked but could not see Telania anywhere. All around them came hideous squeals of mocking laughter.





Chapter Twelve.

Homeward bound.

The pounding rain grew in its ferocity as Wolfric, Lan and Tiernan laid down their captain just inside the Church doorway and stood back to allow Dottie room to work on their fallen friend. The crumbling walls gave some protection from the elements, but the roar of the storm made talking difficult. Emotions ran high amongst the ‘olds’. Hollow squeals of laughter continued to ride on the wind competing with the noise of the rain that continued to hammer everything into the ground.
To protect Sam and Sarah from the weather they were put into the corner behind everyone. Dottie looked down at the captain and could see that he had fought with all every part of his body. His knuckles were red raw, his face a mass of cuts and bruises. One eye was completely shut, his replacement knee was bent in a position it was never designed to be in. The blood loss was irreplaceable. Dottie knew that he should not be alive. However, the Captain’s spirit was so dominant that he clung to life through sheer stubbornness. Memories of previous adventures flooded her mind and she pushed aside her tears to focus on trying to save Captain Steele’s life, as he had once saved hers. Dottie and the two other White Ladies did their best, but it was futile and beyond hope. The best they could do was ease his pain and support him to the very end.

Sam had never met Captain Steele. He was struggling to manage his own feelings and seeing the ‘olds’ care for their friend in his final moments stirred more painful memories of loss and longing. When he was younger, he would explain that his parents had been killed in an accident and now seeing this he was starting to experience that loss all over again. He had never seen such love before and it increased his longing for the love he had missed throughout his short life. Sarah held his hand but kept her thoughts to herself. Steele tried to speak but lacked the strength to do so. Martha and Lilly knelt stroking his battered face.

He fought for every breath and Dottie bent down and placed her ear close to Steele’s lips. He whispered something that only Dottie could hear. She turned to Sam and motioned for him to come closer. Puzzled, Sam stretched across and sat by Dottie,

‘Captain Steele this is Samahel.’

Sam tried to raise a smile, but he could not be sure that Steele could even see him. Some instinct told him to place his hand in Steele’s. He felt a life slipping away. Steele tried to speak but it was such an effort. Sam lent into him to try and hear above the storm. As he got closer, he heard Steele speak in ragged, staccato bursts,

‘Save our people I beg you...demon comes, save...Telania...moth......’

The captain took his last breath as the peals of demon laughter reverberated off the walls of St Saviours' and tears fell for the loss of a fallen friend.

Many passions ran back and forth amongst the group of pensioners. Anger emanated from Wolfric and Lan. Tears and disappointment from Tiernan but most of all sadness at the loss of life from the White Ladies. Sarah held Sam’s hand wondering how on earth they got mixed up in all this. Martha looked around with bloodshot eyes and somehow found the strength to speak, 

‘We have to go home now before others die Dorothea.’

‘I am not going anywhere until I get some answers,' said Sam his voice rising in anger, ‘you can all go where you like but we are not moving an inch until someone explains what is flipping going on.’

Dottie tuned and looked at Sam and Sarah,

‘Now is not the time for explanations. They can wait until we are safe.’

She was about to add that they were all in considerable danger when a voice from the broken doorway said,

‘He has a right to know who he is Dorothea. After all it because of him that we are all here.’

Everyone turned and saw Telania and Jet standing in the battered doorway of the church. Both were soaking wet and covered in mud. Sam looked at Telania and thought that she looked every inch a warrior queen, albeit a rather old looking one, with a sword in one hand, star frosted epaulets on both arms and a silver rimmed shield in the other. Her blond hair was soaked and stuck to her face. Jet was wearing some sort of amour head plate with a breastplate to match. This made him look even more huge and terrifying. Dottie and the others turned and as one, bowed with an arm raised and fist clenched over their hearts. Just like they had done to Sam.

‘Who are you then,’ said Sam ‘and why is my dog wearing armour?’

Telania was about to speak when the walls around them burst apart, shattered from bolts of red power. Dottie could feel the force of the demon rising. This was not just Acheri it was also her master come to play.

‘Out now,’ barked Dottie and Telania in unison. Dottie continued,

‘We are threatened. Protect the boy and girl. Everyone outside now where we can defend ourselves. This is the battle we knew would come at the end of everything. Prepare. We need to get to the portal and the safety of home. Come Sam, trust me one more time I beg you,’ cried Dottie.

Once again Sam puzzled over how fast the group moved considering they were a collection of pensioners. Though he was now coming around to the theory that, just perhaps, they were something a little more about them than just your typical ‘olds’. The treacherous surface made running difficult. They stumbled numerous times as they scrambled forward. Wolfric, Lan and Teirnan could be seen clearing a pathway through the debris of the storm. Bolts of red power shot out from the darkness, each one aimed at Sam. Jets body armour took a number of direct hits, but he kept fighting like the others to keep the demon power at bay. Up ahead they saw Acheri blocking their way to a stone archway. Behind the fleeing group Dreath stood, still in human form, red power blazing from his hand whilst all around the demon storm raged. They were trapped.

The little group stood exhausted and more than a little frustrated. They were so close to the portal.  Sam asked a very simple question at this point,

‘What is a portal and why do we need to get to it?’

Dottie said in reply,

‘For now, all you need to know that it is our escape route to safety. It is a simple passage to somewhere else.’

Not quite satisfied with that answer Sam asked how they were going to get to the portal.  Dottie replied,

‘Working on it currently.’ 

Sam looked around and began to see how precarious their situation was. Before them stood a demon and behind them stood an even more dangerous one. A vicious storm pounded down around them.  Dreath spoke, cutting through the noise with ease,

‘Hand over the boy and the queen. The rest of you may go, free and without resistance. You can even return unchallenged. You have my word.’

The demon appeared to offer negotiation. Dreath continued, ‘choose quickly as my generosity is wearing thin. The offer will not be made twice.’

Telania stepped forward from the group. Dreath produced coils of red power that wrapped about his hands. A bolt of red light shot past each side of the group and into the surrounding graveyard, touching upon the gravestones of the dead. Dreath held his arms aloft barking words of unspeakable spells and dark power.  Dottie and the others looked concerned and struggled to see a way out. The grind of rocks and earth being moved could be heard above the storm. From the base of each grave a red fog appeared and meandered towards the little group lapping at their feet and rising upwards. Sarah looked across the graveyard. She screamed in terror as she saw the remains of the dead shuffling towards them.

The mocking laughter of Dreath tormented the group. The others held their ground ready to fight to the last. The red mist rose and soared above their heads, as if a switch were flicked the army of the bones and skin lurched forward to attack them. Dreath commanded the dead to overwhelm the little group in one final assault. All the group were fighting for their lives, pushing back the dead with their bare hands. The scene was one of complete carnage and confusion. All of them were taking a serious beating.

‘Enough.’

The red mist dissipated, bones fell to the ground and the pensioners looked across at Dreath who held a bleeding Sam in his grip. Sarah screamed and the group began to move as one towards the demon. Dreath spoke with such malice it stopped the group in their tracks,

‘One more step and he dies right here, right now. I will tear him limb from limb and feed him to the worms. You will obey me.’

The demon elongated a finger into the shape of a claw and stroked it across Sam’s exposed neck. Telania stepped forward and spoke with all the authority she could muster,

‘Put the boy down now. You will not harm him and you will release him into my care.’

The demon looked at her as he pushed a razor-sharp claw through Sam’s shoulder, twisting it with precision, to maximise the pain flooding through him. Sam fell screaming to the floor, writhing in agony. A burning pain surging through him, cooking him from the inside out. Through the pain he looked over at Telania as he thought for a second, he had heard the words ‘my son.’

‘Come get him then bitch. Queen of nothing, this brat is the heir to nothing, you have no dominion over Ussex. It belongs to my master to do with what he pleases. Why do I waste my time talking to lesser beings? Come then, take him if you dare. This ends now.’

Dreath used his claws like a surgeon, slicing with consummate skill. With rapid, swift incisions he sliced through Sam’s clothing lacerating his back. Sam’s agony reflected in Sarah’s screams, Dreath grinned, enjoying the cries of pain that came from the fallen boy. Telania stepped forward and raised her shield and sword,

‘Dottie be ready I don’t know if I can fight him for long. I will engage and distract. You need to get Samahel back before I capitulate. The strength I have left will be tested and it still may not be enough.’

Telania felt alive, enraptured even. For the first time in many years, she had a purpose. The raw anger at all she had suffered flooded through her body. Now, at last, she had a cause worth living and fighting for. Her first born, her beloved Samahel. She relived the flight into exile, the loss of her son, the years spent blaming herself for his loss. All the decent people of Ussex enslaved to a tyrant. Telania’s anger boiled over as she stepped towards Dreath. She saw Sam lying wracked with pain and blood pooling all around him. Just behind Telania stood Dottie. To her left stood Lilly and to her right Martha. Each held a staff and as one, placed a white gem into a notch just below the silver capped top. Telania said, ‘now.’

The three of them brought the tips of silver together and touched the shield. It glowed with fierce intensity. It shone with a light so white and pure that before long it was too strong to be looked at. Telania turned shining a beam of white power at Dreath. The purity of the white light blinded the demon and he was forced to cover his eyes. The white beam scorched the ground, drawing a white line into the earth between Dreath and Sam. A pure white wall of power now separated Sam and the demon. Telania screamed,

‘Now jet. Fetch Sam.’

The battle hound ran, covering the ground in a couple of strides. With his huge teeth he began to pull Sam towards Wolfric who hauled him up. The white shield stopped Dreath from touching Sam and he could not move forward.

‘You are weak Telania you always were.' screamed Dreath.

The demon furious with himself that he had fallen for such a simple trick shot bolt after bolt of power at the white shield that separated them. It held for a few moments longer before it shattered into an explosive rainbow of red and white sparks. It held long enough for Sam to be back with the group. Telania spoke her voice full of authority,

‘This is where we make our move otherwise, we will die here. Go now’, she commanded.

The group turned and ran through a renewed attack of demon power, driving rain and the walking dead. Acheri spat red blasts of power, trying to orchestrate all the creatures of the graveyard around her trying to please her master. Dottie and Telania threw down a further two lines of pure white energy and they began to run in a makeshift diamond formation. Telania at the head, Lilly and Martha behind followed by Wolfric, Lan and Teirnan. Sarah ran for her life staying close to the middle of the group. Sam, seriously injured, was carried by Teirnan and was drifting in and out of consciousness, a thin red trail of blood followed in his wake. Dottie brought up the rear watching Dreath waiting for him to make a move.

In front of Telania Jet ran straight at Acheri who blocked their way to the portal. With a mighty leap Jet flattened Acheri to the ground. The White Ladies leapt through the air with age defying grace and struck down with tremendous force into the fallen body of Acheri. Jet ripped at her throat as Telania rammed her sword into the heart of the Demon cutting its life force. Acheri died on the spot. Her body evaporating into the red fog. The demon was no more. The way to the portal was clear.

Anger surged through Dreath and he burst out of his human host revealing his true form. He towered over everything, red leathery wings orchestrating the lightning that punctuated the night. His quarry was almost free. Dreath pounded the little group with relentless blasts of red power. Wet earth exploded with debris. Tree, earth, rock and root flew everywhere. Telania’s shield held on getting weaker by the second. Lan had taken a vicious cut to his right leg. Wolfric fell to the ground hit by a large shard of bone that embedded itself in his right shoulder. He turned to his queen and yelled,

‘Open that damn portal. We’re being battered here.’

Telania, in her element, told him to stop moaning and fight like a mad fool. The white shield held as Telania turned and summoned the portal to life. The little group fought inch by inch towards their route to safety.  Dreath threw everything at them. He was desperate. Still the shield held but Telania was almost spent, the demon was almost upon them.

Around the granite archway the air began to shimmer. The group stepped as one into the portal and moved beyond the shimmering. One by one their images disappeared and they slipped between places. Dreath exploded in anger and sent shards of red fury towards the portal. Everything in graveyard paid the price for his failure. Soon the whole of humanity would pay a similar price.





Chapter Thirteen.

Arrival.

Shivering beneath two thin blankets Sam tried to engage his brain. He had no memory of going through the portal or how long he had been unconscious from his injuries. He had no idea where in the world they were. Lying still he could hear movement all around him. Sam opened his eyes and tried to focus but all he could see was a cold whiteness. The smell of smoke hinted that there may have been a fire but there was little warmth to be had. Trying not to cause himself any pain, Sam rolled over. He spotted a large dark shape nearby and the blurry picture focused into the shape of Jet. The battle hound got up shook a layer of snow from his fur and walked over to Sam and sat down right beside him offering warmth and comfort.
‘Good to be with you again boy.’ Sam said as he reached out with his left hand to stroke Jet but let out a yelp of pain as his wounds protested to the sudden movement.

‘Shan’t do that again,’ he said.

Sam tried but failed to sit up. Jet let out a low bark and Sarah ran over, throwing her arms around him sticking a quick peck upon his cheek.

‘Get off me,’ said Sam blushing, ‘help me so I can sit up.’

Sam could feel the icy cold air penetrate deeper into his lungs and he tried to gain a clearer view of his surroundings. He forced a half smile on to his face, to allay the concern written all over Sarah’s. Sam looked around and could see that they were in a deep incline in a cliff wall. You couldn’t really call it a cave, but it offered a roof. Either side of the roof were assembled many branches that offered the illusion of shelter and protection from the bitter cold weather. It looked as if the camp was being broken up as some of the branches were lying rolled up ready to be moved. He turned to Sarah as if to ask where on earth they were when Dottie walked over and smiled at him,

‘How are you feeling?’

Sam looked up at Dottie and thought that she looked much younger than he remembered, still Dottie but somehow different. Puzzled he replied, ‘Sore but fine - I think.’

‘You lost a lot of blood and for the past days we have been holed up here each recovering in our own way.’

Sam looked around and saw that Wolfric, Lan and Teirnan were busy taking apart the shelter. Lilly, Martha and Telania were nowhere to be seen.

‘The others are out hunting and will be back soon. We will be moving on later today so rest and recover your strength. You will need it.’

Dottie turned and moved out of the shelter leaving Sam and Sarah together.

‘Where are we Sarah?’

‘If you can believe it, we are in the northern wilderness just outside the borders of the kingdom of Ussex.’

‘What? I thought we were in Wales,’ said Sam.

‘What happened to us?’

Sarah looked at Sam and recalled the final moments in the churchyard and how they had gone through the portal. All of them were exhausted. He remembered Captain Steele lying there dead and those terrifying demons blasting red fire at them. She said,

‘Going through that portal was weird. Almost as if we were being pulled apart - just for a second or two - stretched like an elastic band and then sprung back into shape. I opened my eyes and found us all scrabbling on an icy plateau in the middle of a snowstorm. Telania did something to the portal to stop others coming through and we made our way down from the plateau. They built this shelter and then we all collapsed exhausted. Wolfric carried you every step of the way. Once the shelter was set up Dottie used them stone things on you to stop any infection and seal the wounds on your shoulder and back.’

Dottie walked back and handed Sam a warm drink and told him to make the most of it as it would likely be the last one for a while. Supplies were running low and they were at least half a week away from the nearest place that you could call civilisation. As Dottie walked away Sam called her back and asked if she was okay and thanked her for saving him. Dottie smiled and placed her hand on his brow to check he wasn’t feverish.

‘You are recovering well but you are still weak. That’s why Telania and the others have gone hunting. We need to get some nourishment into you so we can move on.’

‘Where are we moving on to Dottie? I don’t know where I am or even who I am anymore,’ Sam replied.

Dottie sat down beside Sam and began to explain where they were.

‘You are not in your world we are in ours. We are outside the kingdom of Ussex in the Northern Territories. We came through a portal to a place far away to give us enough time to reach a place of safety. However, using the portal will have not gone unnoticed by those who would not want you or Telania anywhere near Ussex. We will be sought after, tracked and hunted down. We need to keep on the move and avoid any large town where there is a garrison or militia.’

‘Why am I so important?’ Sam asked and said, ‘I am nobody, just a care kid who no one wants or gives a second thought about.’

Dottie reached over and held Sam’s hands. 

‘Sam you are the most important person here. You are the reason Captain Steele died, the reason we fought those demons and the reason those demons came after you. Telania is your sworn protector. She is the Queen of Ussex, you are first in line to inherit the kingdom. It is through you that we can defeat the great evil that has spread across our land. It is through you that peace and prosperity can once again flourish.’

Sam looked at Dottie and burst out laughing.

‘Are you telling me that I am some sort of prince? Next you will be telling me that Telania is my mother.’

Dottie stared hard at him and continued,

‘Work the logic Sam. Have you ever wondered about your parents? Who they were, what where they like? Did you ever feel in all this time that you never really fitted in, had no roots or family history? You are a young man who has, through sheer good luck grown into a half decent young adult. In my opinion, this is because of the qualities you have inherited from your parents and your ancestors. You never got on back there because you were never from there. You were always out of place in the world we came from. Yes, you could speak their language and play those silly computer games. I imagine that each day you struggled with understanding their writings, ways, and culture? You were never meant to be there this long. We were only supposed to be there a couple of years, maybe three at the most and then return with a queen and her son. A talisman to set our people free.’

‘Hold up there a moment. You’re telling me that you all knew me when I was a baby, you knew my mother and that I am some sort of royalty?’

Sam was getting more annoyed with what he was hearing. Dottie looked at Sam and told him in a firm voice,

‘You are the key. Everything you have lost over the past fifteen years we can try to give you back. We cannot make up for the absent time but believe me Sam we will give our lives for you. We will help you every step of the way to make up for those lost years. Don’t forget you have a mother who loves you, who never stopped looking for you. She has fought demons for you. You are also the only son of Tealon, one of the most courageous kings of Ussex. You are the next in a long line of kings who, for the past one thousand years, ruled this land and its peoples. Like it or not Sam, you matter to a great deal to the people of this land.’

Dottie stopped, sensing that all this was too much for Sam to take in. She said that they could talk more later and if he had any questions then she would do her best to answer them.  Sam rolled over, turning away from Dottie so she could not see how mixed up he felt. She got up, walked away leaving Sam to wrestle with his thoughts. Jet settled down by his side offering him all the warmth he could give. Sam’s mind overflowed with conflicting thoughts he didn’t understand and questions he needed answers to. He could not process or cope with everything that happened in recent days. All he ever wanted was a mother and father. Someone who loved him for who he is, who would accept him and forgive him when he got things wrong or said and did the wrong things. Was this in his grasp now? He felt he had gone from a no one to having all his dreams handed to him on a plate and then more added on top. Inside he dared not to hope because hope always brought disappointment. Sam looked over at Sarah and watched her try and coax more heat out of the dying embers in the fire pit. He wondered how she was feeling. After all she had also ended up here, another victim of circumstance, transplanted from everything familiar to being just another avatar in some online fantasy game.

The cold morning gave way to a bleak afternoon and they sat together shivering, immersed in a blanket of impenetrable icy fog. The sun was out there somewhere but it had accepted defeat to winters mighty grip. The small group huddled around a fire that struggled to share its heat. Sam and Sarah shared Jet between them. A large warm and furry hot water bottle. The cold did not appear to bother the battle hound who took his current surroundings with stoicism. Sam, Sarah and Jet were all dozing when Martha appeared out of the fog. Wolfric asked where the others were. Martha stooped down towards the fire trying to revive the numbness in her hands. She looked up and recounted the capture and dispatching of a mountain goat but more importantly the finding of a trapper shack about four miles east of where they were. That’s where Telania and Lilly were setting up a more permanent base for everyone to recuperate and where they needed to reach before dark.

###
Otto Vonn stood at the window staring out on a black courtyard covered in afternoon shadow. His citadel, named Craig Mawr, sat high upon a large mound of earth with views all around. He was a large man whose stature and presence were second to none. A strong man with an iron personality whom no one crossed. Only his hands and fingers with their large bones streaked with arthritis, betrayed his age. Sharp dark brown eyes were always observing. He never missed anything. He had a vicious temper that few dared to test. He ruled alone, had no children and did not crave the need to be close to anyone but himself.

Vonn was a consummate military strategist and had over the past forty years transformed the Eastern lands and its inhabitants into a machine tasked with one mission, namely, to fight wars and win them. Every aspect of life in the Eastern realm was geared to supporting a vast army. Children were born and bred to fight, or they were bred to support. Vast guilds of farmers, blacksmiths, cartographers, spies, and magic weavers were organised into a cohesive whole with one purpose. To rule over others.

Vonn did not sit or want to sit on the throne of Ussex. He wanted compete dominion over the Western kingdom, subjugating its peoples, enslaving them and purging the lands of Ussex from all ties to their ruling family. Vonn had united the eastern and central lands. He led, not as a king, but as an absolute ruler. He hated royalty and the way they ruled, how they passed decrees and laws or bestowed gifts on the less worthy. Why should he pass laws when people should do as they were told? He wanted to erase all memory of the kingdom of Ussex and cast it into the rivers of history to be washed away and forgotten. Vonn ruled by telling. He never asked he only took. Advice came from one person and his name was Otto Vonn.

He stared at the captured throne of Ussex. It was a trophy taken from a fallen nation that had stood gathering dust ever since his forces had ransacked Kingscastle. He would have had the thing destroyed but for two reasons. Firstly, it was a constant reminder of what he had achieved; secondly, the white Alari stars embedded into the throne indicated the presence of the complete ruling family of Ussex. They had not shone from the moment he had taken control of the kingdom. Tonight, they sparkled with life. They jabbed at Vonn’s eyes piercing them in defiance. It meant that Dreath had not succeeded in his task and Telania and a potential heir had returned. The slightest of coughs from behind Vonn broke his attention.

‘You summoned me,’ said a high-pitched voice that belonged to Oridian, advisor and mage to Vonn.

Oridian waved his arms in front of him and bowed, his tall, thin frame overexaggerating the effect.  Vonn gestured towards the empty throne and asked for an explanation. He continued, his voice laced with anger,

‘I left this small task in your hands and this is how you repay me.’ 

Oridian’s mind whirled with reasons none of which added up to any worthwhile excuse. He held his hands up offering a feeble apology.

‘I do not need apologies. That meddlesome bitch of a queen is back and she has brought along a snotty brat of an heir. Failure is not accepted here you know that Oridian.  You have till daybreak to come up with a way back into my favour. Go now. Leave me to think.’

Oridian slid away his mind whirring with problems but with few obvious solutions. Either way he would not sleep tonight. He looked back seeing the full moon casting its light on Vonn’s outline creating a deformed black shadow across the throne of Ussex.





Chapter fourteen

Trapper Shack.

The small group completed the last mile to the trapper shack battling through an icy darkness saturated with fog. Sam shivered as the surrounding temperature dropped with the setting of the sun. They were trying to keep together and wrapped up as best they could against the cold. They trudged on, frozen to the core. Sam had walked most of the way unaided but needed the support of Lan to help him the last half a mile or so. Martha led the group with complete confidence negotiating their path through the dense winter woodland as if she were on her way home from work. As they approached Sam smelt the food before he saw the simple wooden shelter loom out of the foggy darkness in front of them.
They were greeted by Lilly and Telania who herded them into a warm room, with a roaring fire and nourishing meal of roast mountain goat and mixed herbs. Rest, food, conversation and sleep followed. Sam lay beneath layers of blankets watching Telania place enough firewood on the fire to last them through a bitterly cold night. He smiled at her and she returned the gesture hesitantly. There will be time to talk to her soon thought Sam as he fell into a deep dreamless sleep.

The morning brought no respite from the cold. A blizzard released its fury onto the world and showed no signs of stopping any time soon. Sam stood on the wooden porch wrapped in a large blanket and saw little to determine the true features of the landscape around him. Large trees heavy with snow were being buffeted and blown from side to side by a northerly wind that produced vast plumes of white icy clouds. It was morning but the sun was far away, busy elsewhere. Sam sort of worked out that they were somewhere on the high slopes of a range of snowcapped peaks. He wondered were they really in another world?

Cold soon got the better of Sam and he wandered back into the warm shack. Martha, Lilly and Lan were busy preparing small travel packs each made up of different essential items. Strips of dried meat flavoured with herbs and water pouches lay in neat piles on the floor. The long branches were already stacked up and bundled by the door. In the trapper shack they had found kindling, small cooking pots and some large waterproof animal hides that, with a little creative sewing by Tiernan, would make suitable covering for a shelter. Sarah walked over to Sam carrying a hot cup of tea or rather some pine needles soaking in a cup of hot water. She looked quite at home and relaxed. Together they sat down by the fire, cupping their drinks in their hands. Sam asked how she was doing. Sarah replied,

‘Fine. It’s still kind of weird but for the first time ever I feel safe, surrounded by people who I can learn from and look up to. These are good people Sam. I have never had that feeling before in my entire life. Where we were is already a lifetime away. I don’t miss being sad, abused or picked on. My nan said to me once that around every corner is an opportunity and it is up to you to take it or leave it. This is my chance and I am going to take it with both hands.’

Sam smiled and held her hand offering reassurance, glad that she was adapting to their new surroundings. He wasn’t so confident himself and doubts and questions flew through his mind. Sarah looked at Sam and whispered,

‘Have you noticed that the ‘olds’ don’t appear to be that old after all. Look at them. They are not young adults, but I would not put any of them past forty. What has happened to them?’

‘I was wondering that myself. They had more wrinkles when I first saw them with Freddie. It must be all the fresh air.’

Sarah wasn’t convinced about the fresh air theory and suggested that it was something they had drunk, or maybe it was a secret youth stone that Dottie had in one of her pouches. This caused Sam and Sarah both to crease up with laughter. Dottie came over and asked what was so funny. Sam looked up at her and asked if she and the others had swallowed any ‘purple stones of youth.’ Sarah dug Sam in the ribs with her elbow, pretended to clear her throat and asked,

‘Dottie, Sam and I were both wondering why you all look forty years younger than you did a week ago?’

Dottie smiled laughing with them. She sat down cross legged and answered,

‘I wondered when you would notice and am surprised that you did not ask sooner. The answer is very simple. When we first came through the portal Telania was heavily pregnant with her child. That would happen to be you Sam just in case you still have not worked it out. We were only supposed to stay long enough for you to be born. Then we would return to begin the fight to retake our lands and kingdom. With regret, you were both involved in a car accident where you were hurt enough to go to hospital. Telania did not have any paperwork or speak proper English. She could not prove that she was your mother. They assumed she was an illegal immigrant, and you were taken into care by the local authorities. We stayed to find you. It drove your mother mad with grief and anger.’ She continued,

‘But to go back to your original question, over fifteen years we all aged, more than we should have, I think it was because we are not from that world that our bodies reacted in that way to all the pollution and the way of life that had no real belief in anything good. That is why time started running out for us. We had to return home because our bodies would have given up. Here we are back in our world and readjusting to the rhythm of the seasons. The source of all light and goodness looks after us all. It was also important that you too Sam were brought back because once you had turned sixteen you would never have been able to return through the portal and survive to fulfil your destiny and live your life.’

Sam pondered all this and asked, ‘How do I fulfil a destiny that I know nothing about? How do I know that the other people are not the good guys and that you were all exiled because what you did was wrong or evil?’

‘That is a really good question deserving of a really good answer. Sam, you must forgive me, I have matters to attend to, but you need to be educated in our history and that history is the story of you, your parents and your ancestors. For now, we need to prepare to travel a long way. We are in a huge land that in many ways is like Albion, sorry I mean England, but is also very different.’

Dottie stood up and walked over to the others and began to speak with them leaving Sam frustrated with even more questions and insufficient answers. Sarah left him to his thoughts and went also to join in the preparations for travel, happy to be part of a family.

The weather showed no signs of giving up anytime soon. Dottie called it and said that no travel would take place today as the weather had become too extreme. Sam pushed his black mood to one side and joined with Wolfric, Tiernan and Lan in clearing the snow piled up on the not too well cladded wooden roof. As they cleared the snow Sam could almost feel the roof of the trapper shack thank them having been relieved of a great burden. When they entered back into the single wooden room Sam walked into a wall of silence. Telania and Dottie sat together staring at anything but each other. Lilly and Martha were busy showing Sarah how to insulate her clothes with fur from the spare sleeping materials.

Minutes later, Sarah brought over a hot drink for each of them. Sam was last to receive his with Sarah nodding at him furiously to talk with her outside. After a short delay, the penny finally dropped and he walked out onto the porch with Sarah. The snow was still falling but the wind had dropped to a dull roar. Sarah turned to Sam and said,

‘You will not believe what I have just witnessed.’

‘Huh’, said Sam.

He was tired after all the snow clearing. The pain in his left shoulder reminded him that it had been injured and needed a rest. Sarah said,

‘Listen up. I have just overheard Dottie and Telania, sorry Queen Mom to you, arguing. It got to the point where Martha had to remind Dottie of her place and this upset them both even more. It’s cold out here but it is even colder inside that shack.’

‘What were they arguing about?’, asked Sam with more than a little interest.

‘You of course.’

‘Me.’

‘Yes you.’ 

Sarah continued, her words bursting out at a million miles an hour.

‘Telania questioned why they could not travel today. After all she is desperate for any news from Ussex. Dottie argued back saying that you were not yet ready to travel and that the weather was too severe for all of them to travel safely.’ Sarah took a deep breath and continued, ‘Telania countered this with, “he looks fine to me, it’s only a snowstorm and they had travelled and fought in worse.” Dottie told her straight that she needed to talk to you on her own. That you had questions about her and the situation that you were both in. Telania got even more annoyed at this point and told Dottie that if he, meaning you, had any questions all he had to do is ask. Dottie, correctly in my opinion, said that you did not know how to approach her and that she, as the adult, should make the first move.’

Sam was stunned by this revelation and asked what happened after that.

‘They both looked as if they were about to smack each other when Lilly dropped a pot of boiling water all over the fire. This gave them both an opportunity to step back and distract themselves and think about what they had said to each other. That’s when you walked in and the wall of frosty silence was complete.’

Later, as the day wore on and the cold intensified, Telania called everyone together to discuss their current situation and try to put together a plan to move forward. Whilst they were relatively safe and out of sight they could not continue just to sit and do nothing. Telania explained that she was desperate for news, good or bad, from Ussex and one way or another they had to move on to find out. She also apologised to Dottie in front of everyone for her poor behaviour. Dottie nodded in acknowledgement but remained quiet. Sarah asked if someone could explain where they were as both she and Sam were struggling to get their bearings.

Tiernan stood up and spread some cold ashes from the fire evenly over the floor of the shack. With a stick he drew an outline of a land mass and began to populate it with important features such as mountain ranges, rivers, major towns, forests, and places. He showed them roughly where they were and suggested that the nearest place where news could be gathered would be a small town called Malyss situated on the very edge of the Shadow Forest. Sam then asked,

‘Does anyone else know that we are here?’

Dottie looked at Telania and replied,

‘I suspect that our return to Ussex would not have gone unnoticed. There are only three working portals present in the entire land, one in the grounds of Kingscastle in our homeland, the other in the Craig Mawr in the Eastern homeland of Otto Vonn and the other, the one we came through, way up to the North and outside Ussex. There were others but they have been lost over time. It would have been foolish to try and return to the one in Ussex as we would not have known what we were arriving back to. With the northern portal we have bought ourselves a little time to weight up our options, find refuge and seek out friends and allies.’

Telania then added,

‘The enemy will know we are back. They will be dispatching a force to capture us. I am also hoping others, who are more friendly towards us, will also have noticed our return. But as to where they are and how many of them there are, I do not know. That is what I am desperate to find out. Until I have all the information at hand, we cannot plan a way forward. Our people, the Alari, know only our ways and will not easily cope with the rule of others. We have been gone nearly two decades. I fear for our people and our way of life. I wish, above all, to support them all. We have to find a way.’

Sarah asked, ‘Who would want to enslave a whole race of people and why?’

Martha joined in and said that it was within all humans to either do good or to be evil in nature.

‘Just look at the history of where you have come from, Take Hitler for example, out of a nations’ defeat in the First World War, he rose upon a wave of national resentment that allowed the Nazi party to rise to power. They almost wiped out six million members of the Jewish people. Why did they do that you may ask. I believe because they could. Evil was left to fester and grow unchallenged. Look at the dominance of Stalin who killed his way to power. Why? because he could but also because he wanted to. There are many examples from your history to support this idea of good and evil battling for supremacy. We are all believers in the source, the light, the goodness in the world. We want only what is best for our people. There will always be hope in goodness and we are good people.’

Dottie put the last of the cut wood on the fire and sent out Wolfric and Lan to chop more so they would have warmth and light for the remainder of the night. Despite a few grumbles they both trudged out into the early evening gloom pulling their cloaks tightly around them as they closed the draughty door behind them.  Sam was still trying to get a grip on everything that had happened. The more that he tried to make sense of things the more complicated and nonsensical they became. He was so engrossed in this pattern of thinking he did not notice Lilly come and sit quietly at his side.

‘What is it you say in English, “a penny for your thoughts?’’

Sam looked up at Lilly and asked, ‘Are we the good guys?’ 

Lilly replied,

‘What does your heart tell you?’

Sam sighed and hoped that they were, he added,

‘How come I am so important in all of this for you to risk everything for me and...’

Sam hesitated at this point not sure whether to say Telania or mom. Lilly smiled and said,

‘Say whatever you feel comfortable with at this precise moment. We are bound by royal protocol but in these strange days we also are tested in the way that we speak to our Queen. At the moment we are blinded by ignorance of the situation in our homeland, we do not know who our allies are or where our strengths are to retaliate against the oppression laid upon all of our people.’

‘Who is our enemy?’

‘Otto Vonn. Leader of the Eastern Alliance. A cruel and heartless man. He is quick to torture, maim and kill. Vonn made a pact with a demon lord called Valdroth. His is an ancient evil that has stalked our world from the beginnings of our time here. We were also betrayed by the mage Oridian. A trusted confident and advisor. It was he who lowered the defenses to let through the demons. On false advice our armies were split when the main attack on our homeland came. We had little chance and had to save our queen. Your father sacrificed himself to save you both. We are a peaceful nation, but we know how to defend ourselves and our way of life. We cherish all living things. Sam you should see the majestic western lands, its rivers and lakes. All full of vibrant living creatures, verdant forests and pastures. The source inspires us to care for its beauty. Vonn wants to destroy and control and that cannot be right. But we believe that the demon lord Valdroth is the true enemy of all.’

Sam, still trying to understand how he was a member of a royal family asked Lilly about his ancestry.

‘You are descended from a great leader in your world named Alfred. He was the person who began to unite the kingdoms of Albion. His granddaughter, Aelfwyn, had many dealings with the legendary White knights of Albion. It was these brave warriors who showed her the portal to this world. For a time, she was able to come and go as she wished. Many decent people were free to move and settle here. Aelfwyn named this land Ussex in honour of Alfred of Wessex, her grandfather. The movement between worlds became more difficult after Aelfwyn's death. Feudal barons and warlords came and settled in lands far to the east. From these the ways and culture of Vonn evolved. There have always been tensions, wars even, between our two peoples. But it was your grandfather who brokered the Forever agreement. Borders and territories were drawn up that both sides agreed to. If each kept to themselves then the other would not attack or encroach. Regular dialogue and summits were encouraged between the two lands so that future misunderstandings would lead to trade rather than conflict.’

Sam’s lesson from Lilly was interrupted by Wolfric and Lan bringing in chopped firewood and dropping it in front of them. Wolfric barked, more than a little tired and cold,

‘Sorry to interrupt your cozy little chat but could you start to bank up the fire and stock up the rest so that we do not freeze to death. The wind from the north has picked up again and we have another busy day ahead of us.’

Sam and Lilly jumped up to help and sort out the remaining wood. As they were doing this Telania came over to offer her help. Lilly stepped back to leave mother and son to work together in silence. Sam offered Telania a piece of wood to stack. Their hands touched and Sam said,

‘I don’t know what to call you but it’s okay if you don’t want to talk yet. All this must be strange for you too.’

Telania held his hand and squeezed it, smiling at Sam.

‘Thank you, Sam, I am really sorry for the way I have been with you. You see you remind me so much of your father. You are a constant reminder of how much I miss him. Your eyes, your smile even the way you push back that messy blond hair. We just need time to get to know each other and we have the rest of our lives for that.’

The evening became colder and everyone began to settle down for another chilly, but safe, night of sleep. Sam lay still, coaxing warmth out of his blankets. The truth about his parents ran wild in his mind and drove him far from sleep. He struggled to recall all that the others had told his about his ancestry and kept thinking he is not royal or descended from historical figures he had never heard of. The thought that he may have to become involved in some sort of freedom fight terrified him to the core. 

‘I am just a care kid,’ he kept saying to himself until he drifted off into an uneasy sleep.





Chapter fifteen

Rotten to the core.

Oridian left the throne furious when he found out that the plan to send Dreath through the portal had not worked out as he had intended. He walked down a passageway back to his quarters, sandals slapping the cold stone floor. It was nearing midnight as he turned the handle and let himself into a small kitchen. He drank from a large flagon of red wine to refresh and calm his overactive mind, awash with questions, partial answers but little in the way of solutions. Sitting by the window he struggled to catch his breath. His gaze fell on the light falling from the quarter moon and in that moment tried to give his mind and body the time to self-regulate.
Oridian reflected upon his lot. His humble origins, his talent for magic, mathematics and logic brought him to the attention of Crowle, head of the Guild of Mages. He enrolled from a young age and soon outperforming others much older than his peers. Crowle, saw his ambition and eagerness to please. But this was often at the expense of friendship and empathy for others. He was not liked by the other apprentices. He had a liking for practical jokes that went a little too far, often bordering on the side of humiliation. However, there was no disguising his talent as a mage and magic wielder. After a forced graduation he found himself apprenticed to Crowle. Being close to the throne of Ussex flattered his desire to gather value and self-importance.

Oridian did not have a talent for patience. He felt that something better should be there waiting for him. He was attracted to the darker side of the source and it was this innate curiosity for knowing more that brought him to the attention of the demon Valdroth and then Otto Vonn. Careful manipulation and bribery over several years nurtured Oridian’s talent for spy craft. So much so that he became a vital source of information from within the kingdom of Ussex. There were always two sides to Oridian, the loyal servant of Crowle who was eager to please his betters but also the cruel, manipulative side that wanted to be their equal and see him standing there in place of them. It was this side that the demon lord nurtured and indulged.  Oridian became a willing participant in the eventual downfall of the kingdom of Ussex.

Over time, Oridian planted the seeds of misinformation in the minds of Crowle and the royal household. Slights of information, subtle manipulations of facts, hints of danger and over exaggerations of potential threats from the Eastern realms. These all lead to a final solution that Otto Vonn executed fifteen years previously. The false invasion on three fronts through the southern deserts, by sea across the Bay of Ussex and by land. This resulted in the armies of Ussex to be spread too thinly. However, the real threat came at night, from the air where ten thousand heavily armed winged battle demons, each capable of carrying a demon soldier flew and landed near Kingscastle. A token defense force decimated, leaving the royal palace under siege.

The royal family were quite safe within their castle, under the protection of the White Ladies and royal guard. Kingscastle had long been protected with wards and spells. Oridian appeared eager to support this final defense to buy time for the armies to return. All of this was turned on its head by a single act of betrayal. Oridian undid the protective wards and allowed Vonn and an elite battle group of demons to enter the castle. 

Oridian remembered the thrill of killing Crowle and the look of surprise and betrayal behind his eyes as the life departed his body. However, he also remembered the anger and rage he felt when he found that Telania and a small protectorate group had escaped through the portal in the grounds of the royal castle. In one of his last acts, the king had ensured that the portal mechanism was sufficiently damaged to be of no use to man or demon. Oridian stood at the side of Otto Vonn in the throne room as the demon commander threw down the body of Tealon at the foot of Vonn.

During the past fifteen years Oridian had used his talent to carry out the wishes of Otto Vonn. He over saw the enslavement of the remaining Alarian people, their mass transportation to the Iron lands where they became fodder to work within mines, factories, and farmlands. The removal of children and their incarceration in enforced ‘repatriation schools.’ The total removal of all aspects of Alarian culture, buildings, books of history, learning, lore and artefacts so that the indoctrination of a new breed of Alarian slaves could commence. The hunting down of any remaining free citizens was left to an elite squad of soldiers and demons.

Yet, there remained a series of nagging doubts that threatened to ruin everything he had strived and worked for. A marauding band of Alarian outlaws roamed the Shadow Forest and the central plains. The spiritual leader of the White Ladies, Ariana the enchantress lead numerous incursions against the alliance. Now the return of Telania and her son added to the already high stress levels Oridian experienced. It was as if everything was slipping out of his grasp. He knew what would happen to him if Vonn lost patience. Oridian had been awake most of the night and still no clearer about a workable strategy as the sun rose to begin a new day. He lay down in his chamber and tried to rest but no sleep would touch him that day or for many days to come. Behind all of this the twisted face of his true master, the demon lord Valdroth toyed with his mind.

###

Sam looked up yawning and shivering with cold. A weak morning sun shone down on the trapper shack. From the porch Sam and Sarah could see how high some of the peaks were. Wolfric told them that they were called the White Peaks and that they stood at the very heart of the northern region. They would have many miles to go until they reached Malyss. It would be a journey that would take them the best part of three days. The small group set out shortly after mid-morning. Tiernan had rigged a simple transport sled that could be pulled by Jet. This allowed for the convenient storage of their food, water, firewood, and cooking gear. The first stage was to get further down the steep foothills. Banks of deep snow made for a trying and difficult day. Progress slowed and by noon the little group had moved only a little more than half a mile. However, with brute strength and determination they managed to make better progress through the afternoon.

Sam trudged on placing one foot in front of the other. He felt very much like the twelfth man on a team of ten. All around him everyone was pushing, pulling and digging. Yet his mind kept flooding with negative thoughts and feelings. He didn’t deserve all these good people. Could he really be a person of royal decent on a quest to save a kingdom from the clutches of evil and at the same time find his family? This was something you read in a book or watched on the Sci-Fi channel. Sam was so caught up with these thoughts he did not see Jet stop causing him to walk straight into the back of the sled. Sarah burst out laughing, as did Wolfric and Lan. They were all silenced by a withering look from Dottie. Sam dredging up a sheepish grin and an apologetic bow to the sled, tried to make light of some very troubling thoughts. In the past when he felt like this he would disappear and be on his own, coming to terms with how he felt in his own time and on his own way. Here there was nowhere to go other than to retreat into himself.

They found themselves high above above another snow filled valley at the end of which was a large lake. At the far end of which lay the town of Malyss, bordering the northern tip of the Shadow Forest. All around they were surrounded by majestic white peaks and snow topped trees. The late afternoon sun reflected on the surface of the icy lake far below them. The alpine forest, a verdant green and white wonderland, would be able to provide them with shelter from the bitter cold that would come when the sun went down. The rest of the descent turned out to be easy and as they entered the edge of the forest Dottie went and had a quiet word with Sam,

‘I know you are finding this all very strange and you must have a great number of unanswered questions about your parents, where we are and why we are doing all of this. I get the impression that you would very much like to run away from all of this and be on your own.’

Sam nodded but didn’t reply, inside he knew Dottie was very close to the truth.

‘Dottie it is really hard to accept all this. When I fall asleep, I keep thinking I will wake up back in my bed in the care home and all of this was just a bad dream. I knew when Lilly and Martha flattened Jamie and Karim that evening that I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

‘Have you ever thought that you were in the right place at just the right time? No one knows what the future holds for them. All you can do is learn from your past and work on your today to make your tomorrow better. What’s done is done. You make your own future by not being afraid of it. If I can offer you a piece of advice then it would be to keep moving, face your future, make mistakes and don’t be upset when things go wrong. That is how we learn. Everyone who is good and great in our world started out just like you. Full of doubt and hesitancy. But they endured, they learnt to accept failure, embrace it even. Above all, they didn’t give up at the first hurdle placed in front of them. What I am trying to say Sam is that it is up to you. We all know your potential; your heritage and we have all seen what a decent and caring person you are. We are here for you, but we cannot ever be you and make decisions for you.’

Sam smiled but kept his thoughts to himself. As they travelled further into the afternoon he reflected on these words. Dottie was right in one respect, he had to keep moving forward. Right now, he felt that he had no control over his future and that he was just another rock being carried, a burden, useless and unnecessary. He was contributing little and afraid to talk about how he felt to anyone. He knew that much was expected of him, a nation would hold its breath on his actions. Sam was certain that he was not, nor would ever be, up to that level of responsibility.  These same thoughts kept on whirring around his head for the rest of the journey. Sam looked up and watched the sun sinking behind the trees plunging the deepening twilight into near darkness. He pulled his hood up over his head as a barrier to the cold that began to bite hard at his resilience.

Soon the crackle of dry wood burning and the smell of pine grabbed his senses and pulled Sam towards rest. Everyone helped in setting up a shelter for the night. At the bottom of the sled a large flat stone served as a platform on which to light a fire, prepare a large pot of pine tea and warm a simple stew. The sled on the outside of the fire provided some cover for Jet, who was looking in dire need of more that strips of dried meat.  During the evening Sam thought more about what Dottie had said to him and before turning in for the night spoke to Sarah who urged him to do exactly that - move forward.

‘Remember what my Nan said to me,’ said Sarah as she settled down to try and grab some semblance of sleep. Telania came over and sat by Sam, she asked how he was coping and if there was anything she could do for him. Sam asked,

‘Is it a long way to the town that we need to get to? Will we be able to get food and warmer clothes?’

‘We will be travelling on foot for another couple of days, providing the weather holds out. As we descend to lower altitudes it will warm up, not by much but just enough for us to hunt and make speedier progress. I fear Jet will be gnawing on tree stumps before long. Malyss will have some of the items and answers we need. I hope to purchase a wagon and horses for us to move more like the people who live in this region. We do not want to draw any unwanted attention to our journey south. I can see you are tired but, with your permission, I will come to you each evening and you may ask me anything you think is important to help your understanding of things.’

‘Thank you I would like that very much’, said Sam looking into the dancing flames of the fire as they began to draw him towards the door to his dreams and beyond to much needed sleep.

Telania stood up and began to add more wood to the fire to keep the cold at bay. As she turned from the fire and walked over to fetch her blankets Dottie whispered,

‘That was well said my Queen.’

Telania said nothing but rested her hand on the shoulder of her friend glad she had made amends with them both.  





Chapter Sixteen. 

The Enchantress.

Sam woke up with a start, the cold air stinging his lungs with every breath. It was pitch black and the dawn was still slumbering. It took a few moments to adjust and wake up. Looking around Sam could see the dancing shadows of Wolfric, Lilly and Martha piling more wood to the fire. Beyond, Jet stood alert staring into the forest trying to decipher shadows and looking out for danger. Tiernan told Sam and Sarah to dress so that they would be ready to move as soon as dawn broke. Sarah asked,
‘What is going on and why is everyone up?’

‘Not sure but we think a pack of mountain wolves have picked up our scent. They are fearsome creatures who can track their prey for forever and a day. Stay here but be ready as we could be departing at very short notice.’

‘How large is a mountain wolf?’ asked Sarah. Sam thought of animals the size of the wolves of Alaska and Northern Europe and suggested this, trying to be helpful.

‘Not so,’ said Lan, overhearing their conversation.

‘Think about the size of Jet and them add another half a foot in height and seventy to a hundred pounds heavier. Their thick brown and green fur, the perfect camouflage for the alpine forests. In the winter it turns a mottled grey to aid their survival. They are clever hunters and perfect killing machines. When cornered their prey is attacked from all sides. Exhausted animals often just fall to the ground and submit to the inevitable.’

‘How many wolves could be in a pack?’ asked Sam.

‘That depends on a size of the lead male and how many mates he attracts. They are deadly hunters and we are very unfortunate to run into them. Even when dawn rises, they will not give up. They will follow at distance and attack when they see their opportunity. I fear we will sleep little this night.’

Sarah and Sam sat close together sharing a blanket trying to keep warm. All seemed quiet. The sense of waiting for something to happen flooded the night and tired as they both were neither could sleep. Jet paced around the camp, guarding its boundary never straying far from Sam’s side. As dawn approached Jet growled. The group watched as twelve sets of yellow eyes lit up the night. Everyone held their breath and waited. Then another set of eyes emerged from the dark night, but these were a deep ice blue and they were moving towards them.

The eyes were beautiful to behold and held everyone’s attention. Features coalesced to form the shape of a pure white fox that sauntered into the camp. The little fox bowed its head towards the queen. Telania responded in kind. The blue eyes stared hard holding the queen’s attention. No words were heard but plenty seemed to be communicated in those moments. Sam looked beyond at twelve pairs of yellow eyes rooted to their individual spots. No one spoke.

The white fox shimmered. Sam began to see a change in her form. The brightness intensified and before them stood an image of woman dressed in white. Tall, slim, long golden hair cascading around her shoulders. She was the most beautiful being Sam had ever seen. He was transfixed and could not move. He could see everyone’s reaction to her presence. Wolfric, Lan and Teirnan bent down on one knee and bowed their heads. Lilly and Martha held their hand outstretched, as if in prayer. Dottie stood next to the queen. Her eyes distant, as if recalling a memory from long ago. For the first time Sam saw Telania as more than his mother as she stood and welcomed the ghostly apparition before her. Even Jet sat and paid full attention, his big eyes staring and ears alert. The image flickered before them. The lady smiled and bowed before them all. She looked at Telania and in a soft lyrical voice said,

‘My queen welcome back. I am sorry that I could not come in person. I am expending a great deal of energy to communicate this way with you. You are all in great danger. Vonn knows you have returned. The Alarian star burns brightly upon the throne of Ussex. A force has set out to capture you. Beware the beast for Ashen Cross is charged with this task. Seek refuge with our friends in the Shadow Forest. When you meet him, seek guidance from Flyford. He is young but will guide your son and show him the way to the Well of Souls. This journey he must undertake before the end of mid-autumn. You have a small window so use it to your advantage.’

‘Ariana it is so good to see you again and looking so well. Where can we find you?’ Asked Telania.

‘I cannot reveal that to you. Oridian has become highly skilled in the more obscure aspects of the source, including tracking images such as you see before you. Seek the shelter of the Shadow Forest. Go at speed, travel safe and be at peace.’

Telania replied, ‘May I introduce you to my son, Samahel.’

The enchantress turned and stared at Sam. He tried to speak but only managed a slim smile. He could not help staring at her.

‘Is he simple minded?’ asked Ariana. She continued, ‘I remember his father at this age had much more about him. Why is he dressed in such strange clothes?’

Feeling a little insulted Sam started to speak but was interrupted by Telania who said,

‘He has been on a difficult journey and has been lost to us for many years. He is my son, and I would ask you treat him as such.’

The strengthening dawn seemed to interfere and refract the image before them. The pure white breaking down into a cascade of colours. Soon the picture was gone, and the little group left alone. Sam looked up to see twelve fully grown mountain wolves turn and walk back into the forest. The biggest one stopped, turned back and appeared to bow its head in Sam’s direction. Sam, taken by complete surprise, bowed his head back in acknowledgment. A shiver went down Sam’s spine after Ariana disappeared. There was something beyond her beauty that did not seem real. If anything, she seemed anything but human, an apparition, alive but cold and untouchable.

‘What has just happened?’ he asked and continued, almost talking to himself, ’Did I just witness that. It’s almost like watching a film.’

After much discussion and debate the group set off on the rest of their journey down the mountain. They made good progress and soon they came upon a simple trail that lead them down through the mountain forest and towards the foothills. Sam felt the cold lessen, still nipping him but enough to be able to travel in comfort. Wolfric and Lan were both impressed with the size of the mountain wolves and the fact that they did not want to attack. Dottie explained to Sam and Sarah that Ariana was the last enchantress of the forest, a direct descendent from the white sorceresses that roamed Mercia and Wessex more than a millennia ago. She continued,  

'The enchantress also gives support, care and protection to all living things. The magic of the source glows brightly within her. The source is now weakened because of Vonn and Oridian’s meddling and an increasing demonic threat from the demon lord, Valdroth. That balance needs redressing.'

As the sun began to set on the end of another day of travelling, the weary group broke through the forest and out into the open. Ahead of them further than the eye could see was an open expanse of water named Crystal Lake. It was too late for any further travel, so camp was set up just inside the tree line where they could remain unseen. They all needed a good night’s sleep after the events of the previous night. True to her word Telania came and sat with Sam and asked how he was coping. Sam talked about how weird it was seeing a ghost like apparition appear in front of them.

‘Is Ariana a sort of a witch? Can’t she fight this Oridian? Why didn’t she come in person? And why did she think I was a bit thick?’

Telania smiled,

‘Did you not notice the guard of honour that just her image came with? Believe me Sam those mountain wolves would have killed each one of us, Jet included, if they had decided to attack. Ariana is our dearest friend and advisor. She is the spiritual leader of the White Ladies. Even Dottie is a mere amateur compared to Ariana and the enchantress would have no qualms in telling her so. I think you got off lightly when she asked if you were a little dim. She is the goddess of all living creatures. The source runs deep within her and has done so for a thousand years. The first time I saw her I nearly fainted with the shock of her speaking to me. The mountain wolves see their escort as a great honour. Did you see that one of the mountain wolves bowed to you and did you notice that we were being tracked by them throughout the day?’

Sam acknowledged that the one wolf did seem to sort of nod in his direction. Feeling more relaxed in her company, Sam asked her two questions.

‘What is the Well of Souls? And why must I go there before mid-autumn?’

Telania smiled back at Sam, she too was feeling a little less tense around her son,

‘The Well of Souls is a place where all heirs to the  throne of Ussex are immersed as a mark of authority and legitimacy to rule. The waters are said to allow the source to be more accessible to the rightful heirs of Ussex. It allows you to use some of the sources’ magic and channel it through certain artefacts, such as healing stones, shields and swords for example. You need to be there by mid-autumn as that is the point of your sixteenth birthday. Any later and you forgo your birthright.’

‘What happens if I am late or I do not want to be submerged in some magical water?’ Asked Sam concerned that he was being driven along a certain path that he had little choice over. Telania, remaining calm replied,

It is just a rite of passage, every royal child of Ussex has done this. It does not mean you do not have a choice. It means you are able to have a choice and that is, in my opinion, important for you.’

Rainclouds gathered, deepening the gloom and soon bullet size drops of rain began to fall onto the campsite as they continued their talk with each other.

‘So, you are saying that I have a choice in what I do and the actions that I take?’

‘Of course, you do,’ said Telania, with a slight wobble in her voice as if she sensed that Sam had verged into territory that she was not yet ready to talk about.  The queen was thankful for the rain as the two of them scurried towards the shelter. The thunderstorm intensified as they all settled down and made themselves as comfortable as they could. They all faced a long damp sleepless night.

###

Otto Vonn stood still in his private chambers. He observed the many people scurrying around him carrying papers, food, and wine. His interest lay in none of these things. His passion focused upon order. Everything in its place so that he could exercise his control over each thing, whether that was people, places, food distribution, military strategy, mining quotas, training of soldiers, doling out discipline or brainwashing the children of a population he hated with a passion. Vonn knew how near to the total capitulation of the Alarian nation he had come. He had them right where he wanted them to be. Yet a feeling of annoyance welled inside as he continued to wait for Oridian to arrive. He had given the mage enough time to think and now he demanded answers.

Oridian arrived a few moments later and bowed as he walked through the door and into the sparse room on the ground floor of Craig Mawr that Vonn called ‘home’. A fire burned in the hearth and a table laid out with two jugs, one of wine, the other of water. Vonn did not drink spirits. There were no chairs. Vonn spoke three simple words,

‘Leave us alone.’

The swift sounds of feet upon stone saw the room emptied in seconds leaving Oridian standing opposite him, eying up the jug full of wine.

‘Well? You have had enough time to think. Speak and be careful with your words. I am in no mood for procrastination. Be warned Mage I will have you flayed to the bone.’

Nerves triggered a coughing fit that allowed Oridian to look across at Vonn and assess how much wriggle room there was to be had. He reached for the wine and poured a glass and drank it down in one gulp. He breathed once and began.

‘We have to eliminate the potential threat of Telania, her son and all their associates. I have already dispatched an elite squad of demon riders to the northern white peaks. They left this morning at first light. We will capture the woman, the boy and kill the rest. Ashen Cross leads them. They will be at the northern portal within two days. Telania and the others will be travelling by foot in a land they know almost nothing about. They will stand out. Ashen Cross will see this task done.’

Vonn’s stern face masked his thoughts. Without giving Oridian the pleasure of knowing he had done something right, he dismissed him and asked him to update him the moment any news of their capture was confirmed. Oridian bowed and left Vonn’s chambers. He stepped out into the early afternoon sunshine, breathed a huge sigh of relief, and went in search of copious amounts of wine.

Oridian stumbled back in his chambers having first supervised a disciplinary meeting at one of the ‘schools’ holding over two hundred Alarian children. The school was a place that used brutal means to indoctrinate the children into forgetting the culture and values of Ussex.  There were more institutions like this, all about the same size in and around the main citadel. The first, and largest, ‘school’ still operated in Kingscastle. They were terrible places. The children were kept in cells, fed minimal rations, and forced to endure endless hard labour. They were fed lessons of indoctrination, false histories of their past and celebrating the eastern realms and the righteousness of their leader Otto Vonn.  Speaking was banned. Discipline very physical. Maintained through a system of age-related groups, military teams and hard manual labour. Oridian took great pleasure in manipulating the pain receptors in the minds of offenders that were put forward to the disciplinary committee. Most offenders would only appear once. If there was a second time, then they were disposed of and never seen again.

Oridian sat consuming even more wine, thinking about the time he had gained from sending the demon riders after Telania and the others. He felt a warmness coming from a black crystal secreted beneath his robes. He closed his eyes and wondered if his day was going to get any worse. Oridian placed the crystal on the table. He stood back and waited. He wasn’t looking forward to what was about to happen. A red light began to pulsate. It increased and filled the space before Oridian. Deep within an image began to take form. Outwardly human in shape but as far from human as could be. Covered in scales from head to foot, two horns broke from its forehead, teeth sharpened to fine points and a tail that ended in a snakelike rattle and seemed to have a life of its own. Oridian stood transfixed, staring at the image before him. Two fiery jet back eyes fixed on the mage.

‘W-welcome m-my l-lord Valdroth. H-H-How may I be of service,’ stuttered a terrified Oridian. The demon stood before him and said,

‘Where is my soul payment?’

‘Where is Dreath my loyal servant?’

‘Why are the Alarian stars glowing again?’

With each question Oridian felt a flood of pain surge through his body. By the third question he was writing on the floor in agony. The image walked towards him, raised his clawed hands and squeezed them together. Oridian folded in half. He began to levitate towards the demon so that Lord Valdroth could inject even more pain into him. His brain was on fire. Oridian tried to scream but his mouth remained closed. The demon spoke again. Each word laced with violence,

‘I demand answers. Now.’

Valdroth pulled the information he wanted from the mind of Oridian. The demon lord left Oridian hanging upside down in midair, blood running from his eyes, ears and nose. The image floated across and bent down close to Oridian. A ghostlike claw passed though the skull of the mage. Oridian’s eyes widened at the implications of failure. The pact he made with Lord Valdroth for his powers and position came at a price and he would pay that price in full. He fell to the floor and felt the demon withdrawing from his mind. The final message was a simple one,

‘Do not fail or you will see me in my true form. You have two cycles of the moon.’

Oridian lay on the floor in a pool of blood, vomit, and other fluids. He was glad to be alive but terrified to continue living.                          





Chapter Seventeen.

Dances with Wolves.

The journey to Malyss took another weary day and a half. They followed the outline and contours of Crystal Lake and kept as near to the tree line as possible. Sam and the others trudged through weather that couldn’t make its mind up between cold bright sun, murky freezing fog or heavy deluges of sleety rain. The trees of the forest were large and easy to walk around. Their evergreen canopy dripped a constant supply of water that added to the misery of their journey. They did not see any signs of life, human or demon. The waters of the lake were free of solid ice and was able to provide them with some fish and fresh water to supplement there still meagre rations. Sam and Sarah kept pace with the others but said little to each other. They both struggled to deal with altitude, climate and what they were about to face. Over another sparse lunch sprinkled with even less conversation Sarah asked,
‘When we get to this place Dottie can we get some decent shoes or boots. These trainers are not keeping us dry or warm.’

‘It is on the list along with many other things so our travel can them be easier,’ replied Dottie wiping the rain that streamed down her face. Even Jet the most optimistic battle hound on the planet looked downtrodden with water dripping from his dense black overcoat. Sam turned and asked,

‘What will we see in this place we are heading to? Are we taking risks going there not knowing what we are heading into?’

‘It’s a risk worth taking. We know where we want to go to after Malyss. The town itself is merely a small trading post used by trappers, travelers, wanderers, and outlaws. Twenty odd years ago I could say with certainly that you did not want to go into that place on your own or without protection. I am imagining that same rule applies today.’

‘What will we do for money I don’t expect they take pound coins or credit cards,’ said Sarah. This made Sam laugh for the first time in days. The rest of the group also laughed at this joining in with the joke.

Telania said that they were not without the means to pay for what they needed and they would have to be careful not to draw attention to any mass purchases as it would be foolish to buy it all in one go and from just one person. This would attract the wrong sort of attention.

‘Who oversees the town?’ asked Sam. Wolfric, who did not say much at the best of times replied,

‘No one is really in charge. There is a sort of unwritten code that any traders who earn money by providing what is needed can operate within an unofficial degree of self-regulation.’

Sam and Sarah both looked a little confused and uttered a collective, “huh”. Lan piped up,

‘What my little brother means is that if you trade well, you stay well. If you try to cheat, lie, or steal you will never leave Malyss alive. The Shadow Forest is large enough to hide an army of bodies.’

Later the next evening they found the first signs of habitation. A fishing dock with a small number of wooden buildings. They were empty but there were signs of recent use, so the group faded back into the trees and sought a place to camp for the night.

After another cold night the morning the sun shone with a touch of warmth for the first time. Sam walked to the edge of the trees and saw a vast lake before him. The still water reflected the blue of the sky.  The occasional buzzing of hardy insects fighting over a meal of rotten fish guts the only sound. Sam felt as if he was the only person alive.

Suddenly he felt a presence behind him. Panicking inside he turned to come face to face with two huge mountain wolves. They stood before him and looked straight into his eyes. Behind them Jet appeared, hackles raised and growling. He looked half their size but stood his ground. The mountain wolves did not move but turned away from Sam and faced Jet. Sam felt as if the wolves were testing Jet and his resolve. Jet stopped growling and stood staring up at his two larger cousins. Sam did not know what to do. He was afraid to call for help in case he attracted attention or attracted one or both mountain wolves.

Jet put one of his paws forward and uttered a series of barks unlike any Sam had heard before. The bigger of the wolves made a chattering growling sound deep in its throat. This exchange of grunts, growls and barking continued back and forth. The two wolves separated, and Jet walked through the space between them and went over to stand by Sam’s side. Jet barked. Both wolves sat and stared at a slightly bemused Sam. Something told Sam he was not in danger. He thought back to the one who had nodded to him around the campfire. He held out his hand and they walked across allowing Sam to place his hands on each of their heads. The two giant wolves lay down and rolled over in an act of clear submission. He turned to Jet and stroked him as well so that he did not feel left out.

Both wolves allowed Sam to fuss them and he soon was enjoying this. Jet sat to one side waiting for it all to finish. As Sam started to withdraw both his hands the wolves brought their large jaws down hard on each of Sam’s wrists and held him in a tight grip. Sam tried to pull away. The two wolves increased the pressure on their holds so that his could not move. He looked to Jet, but he just continued to sit there washing his paws as if this was just a part of another ordinary day.

Sam slowed his breathing down and tried not to panic. He knew that if they wanted to, they could rip him apart in seconds. This was something different. He tried to stand upright, but the wolves would not let him. Sam just lay down. Hoping that he had made the right choice and was not just offering himself as a breakfast snack.

Sam lay there and thought if anyone happened to walk by, they would be greeted by the bizarre sight of a teenage boy straddled by two huge mountain wolves. He looked into the eyes of both wolves. They were a beautiful deep brown flecked with streaks of gold. They drew Sam in and he could not look away. Both wolves bit down harder on Sam’s wrists applying equal pressure but not enough to draw blood. He lay on the ground mesmerised. Sam closed his eyes and, in his mind, visualised a dark mountain woodland. He could smell their scent and taste the mustiness of the pack in his mouth. All he had to do was reach out and feel them. He was one with them. He knew their given names, Fenrir, the leader of the pack and Lola, his mate and alpha female. He learned that they were charged to protect the enchantress with their lives.

After a time, Sam felt the pressure being released and he opened his eyes. Both wolves were nowhere to be seen. Jet stood up, walked over and began to lick Sam’s face. He looked around but he could see no trace of their presence. This made Sam feel sad. He made his way back to the camp to help with getting ready for the day ahead. He said nothing about what had happened.

The weather had changed from horrible to worse by the time they reached the end of the lake. There they found a small track that lead to a wider track which after a few more dreary miles of featureless land lead them to within sight of Malyss. They were accompanied every step of the way by a biting wind, laced with shards of icy sleet.  Signs of other humans could be seen. They had already passed a number of carts, drawn by an assortment of mules, oxen and horses. None spoke to them. Hoods down over their faces to blend in with the bleak landscape that surrounded them.

‘We go in as a group,’ said Telania she added, ‘we split up into teams and acquire what we need. We leave in the morning at first light. Sam and Sarah, you stay close to Dottie, Lilly and Martha. They will protect you if needed. Wolfric, Lan and I will secure our transport out. Tiernan, you know what you need to do.’ Tiernan nodded.

‘What if someone recognises us or something,’ said Sarah.

Dottie smiled suggesting that news of their arrival should not have reached here just yet. With luck, they could go about their business without drawing too much attention. She insisted that Sam and Sarah not to speak to anyone. As they approached the one entrance to Malyss Sam could see that they had to get into line with all the other travelers. Up ahead Sam saw a set of huge wooden doors that opened in the middle. Thick dark grey stone walls moved away from the wooden gates for fifty feet or more on either side. The walls ended in two turrets that rose into the air. The stone walls continued and sealed themselves into the steep mound that loomed over Malyss and protected it from the forest beyond. Between both turrets Sam could see armed guards walking, watching the queue of arrivals below.

Sam covered his mouth and nose. The stink of animals and people in front of them almost made him wretch. Looking around he could see wagons and pack horses loaded down with the tools, sacks, furs and produce that the traders would use to barter and exchange for things they needed. Some just looked miserable sat on their horses and waited their turn to enter. Grim, weapon laden people of the north come to gather and do what they needed to do. Some gave cautious head nods or salutes to people they recognised. Sam and the others moved forward in line. Sam felt his nerves firing as he could see heavy looking men were asking each individual or group their purpose in town. Weapons were not handed in, which was just as well as their group was armed with weapons seen and unseen. Telania carried her staff as did Dottie and the other White Ladies.

As they reached the checkpoint the rain began to fall with such a fury that the guards passing through as many people as they could before the gates were locked. Wolfric and Telania stepped from the group and towards the rain sodden guard.

‘State your business,’ he said without looking up.

Wolfric replied, ‘trade, food and purchase of transport so we can journey through the Shadow Forest.’

‘How many in your party?’

‘Nine.’

At this point the guard looked up but had to look up further to meet Wolfric’s eyes. Casting his eyes further he looked over at the others. Noting the collection blond hair, red hair and pale skin before him. His eyes settled on Sam and Sarah. Jet stood alert waiting for any danger. The tone of the guard changed and he went on speaking. This time a little louder so others could hear,

‘Don’t get many Alarian’s these days passing through these parts. Where did you come from?’

‘North of the crystal lake. We have a small set of trapper shacks we operate our hunting from. We have come to trade, as we have done for the past few years.’

The guard looked up and saw his superior nod.

‘Welcome to Malyss be sure not to outstay your welcome.’

Telania and Wolfric led the rest of the group through the large wooden doors and into a large anti chamber lit by burning oil lamps sat into hewn the bare rock. Beyond was a long dark tunnel that lead into the town itself. As they passed through a runner on the rampart above ran at top speed to spread the news that a group of Alarian’s had passed in to Malyss and they were to be watched at all times.

###

Eighty miles to the north Ashen Cross and his squad of demons had arrived at the northern portal. He saw the damage to the portal and added it to his report. They picked up a trail that lead forward towards a distant trapper shack. They could be no more than a day or so ahead. His master would be most pleased. Ashen Cross mounted his battle demon and took to the winter air. There was no time to admire the commanding views. Behind him twenty other demon flyers ascended into the sky. This would be easy work. Get the boy and his mother. Kill the rest and anything that got in the way. Those were his commands and Ashen Cross followed orders to the letter.





Chapter eighteen.

A town called Malyss.

Sam and the others emerged through the long tunnel and out into a large square. All around he could see a small number of rundown single-story dwellings offering what looked like a mix of private homes and locked warehouses full of small businesses and secrets. A wide wooden pathway wound all around the square and crisscrossed it so that people did not have to walk in the sodden, filth covered ground. In the centre, a large selection of vendors were all trying to sell a variety of food, drink, clothing, furs, weapons and ironmongery. The whole town was surrounded and fortified by tall fences built from the wood of the surrounding forest. They were at least twenty-foot-high and very thick. In each corner a small tower stood, connected by a narrow wooden walkway. Behind the fence loomed the dark presence of the Shadow Forest standing in defiance, casting an angry darkness across the square trying to reclaim the land that had been stolen from it.
Sam and Sarah had not seen so many people for a while and the sights and smells of people and animals all crammed into one place was more than a little disorientating.

‘Look at these poor people,’ Sarah said, ‘they all look so miserable. Their faces are creased and old before their time.’

Sam looked just as horrified and said in reply,

‘It looks as if they are drowning with the struggle to survive through each day. How do they do it?’

Dottie asked them to hold the questions for a little while and placed them both in the centre of their little group. Wolfric, Lan and Jet formed a phalanx allowing them to move forward. They headed towards one of the street vendors selling cooked food. The smell of the cooked food danced on their senses drawing them towards sustenance. An old woman sold bowls of meat stew, fragranced with herbs. All of them, without even talking, agreed that they needed something warm and nourishing inside them. No one asked what type of meat the stew contained. For the price of ten silver pennies, they were eating a bowlful each along with a thick slice of bread. This was the first proper cooked food they had eaten in nearly four days. They stood in a circle eating in silence. Even Jet earned a bowl which he consumed with five enormous licks. The meal and silence ended seconds later. They could all have eaten another two or three bowls each. Wiping her mouth, Telania called them together reminding each of them of the tasks required of them. Sarah turned and said to the queen,

‘There are no young people here. No children. All the adults look your age and older,’ observed Sarah.

Telania complimented her saying that she had a keen eye for detail and thanked her for bringing this to her attention. Sarah smiled, perhaps for the first time in days, pleased with the positive affirmation. Although why many parents would choose to bring up their young in such a place didn’t puzzle Sarah for long.

‘We are being watched,’ said Wolfric. He continued, ‘behind us one hundred paces back are two sets of eyes and they are coordinated by the thin, ill looking man on the watch tower to our left. Whatever we do, we do it and get out of here at first light.’

Dottie said,

‘It is to be expected. Look around, how many Alarian faces do you see? We are somewhat of a novelty. The news of our arrival will flow like water. Expect to be challenged.’  Dottie continued, ‘Wolfric, take Lan with you. Tiernan, take Martha. You know what we need. We will all meet by the far exit as soon as we have everything. If there is a problem, use the blue stone and we will know.’

Wolfric and Lan headed off to find a blacksmith to enquire about the purchase of a wagon and something to pull it. Dottie, Telania, Lilly, Sam and Sarah went shopping for food to get them through the forest. It would be a least ten days journey to get to the other side of the Shadow Forest. Flour, grains, cheese, dried meats, candles, boots, blankets, cloaks, fire lighting equipment, dry biscuits, a simple stove and a lamp and lamp oil were all high on the things to acquire. As they moved through the crowded market Sam noticed a similar pattern of conversation emerge.

‘Alarian?’

‘We don’t see many of you in these parts.’

‘You need what?’

‘That will cost you double.’

The word spread that a group of Alarians were in town and had money. The conversation repeated itself around the square and the rumour of wealth multiplied with every mouthful of gossip.

They all met up later as the sun was trying to set in a purple clouded sky. Wolfric had paid double for a covered wagon and two horses. It would be a tight squeeze, but no one would have to walk. They were almost finished loading the back of the wagon with their supplies when Tiernan and Martha returned with the most important item on their list, news.

‘We are being watched for a very specific reason,’ said Teirnan.

‘There will be an attempt on our group. A demon battle squad will be here within the day. We need to leave as soon as we can. We cannot wait for tomorrow.’

‘But the forest is full of danger,’ said Lilly. 

‘I know what I would rather face,’ said Dottie. ‘Let’s go now tonight before they shut that rear gate otherwise we maybe fatally delayed. We do not want to engage a battle group. That would indeed be problematic.’

As they finished loading, a group of men marched towards them carrying, pikes, swords and crossbows. They were followed by a large crowd of interested onlookers.

‘Telania. We have visitors,’ said Lilly.  

Sam thought that she and Martha both looked pleased with this, as if they were looking forward to a confrontation that had not happened. A large, thick set, man with a scarred face stepped forward holding a pike staff. He spoke,

‘Alarians who speaks for you?’

Wolfric 1ecognized him as the blacksmith who sold him the wagon.

‘You and your money are not welcome in this burh. State your purpose.’

Dottie stepped forward and faced the man asking the questions.

‘We are passing through and needed supplies. Your burh is the only one around for miles. We do not wish for any trouble and will be happy to leave right now,’ Dottie added, ‘with your permission that is.’

Sam and Sarah watched from within the wagon feeling the tension rising as the crowd had become silent. Jet sat beside them as if he had seen it all before. The blacksmith shouted so that he could be heard by the growing crowd,

‘Always so high and mighty with their heirs and graces these Alarians. Where are your armies now? You are not even a people. Otto Vonn and the Eastern armies have seen to that. So, if you don’t mind, we will take our supplies back and the rest of whatever money you have stashed about you. There is a demon battle group about to drop on us and we need to give them a present and I see two wrapped up on that wagon. They will welcome that bonus. As you will see children are a rare and very saleable commodity.’

Dottie again insisted that she did not want any trouble and nothing was ever solved by violence. Sam noted the cool, calm way that Dottie spoke, reminding him of the very first time that he had encountered her. He watched with increasing fascination at the unfolding events.  The leader of the militia grew angry at being spoken to like a sullen child. The crowd encouraged him to respond with cursing and insults.  He took a step up to Dottie and pushed her back with his pikestaff. The crowd behind him cheered loudly in support. Dottie, as calm as ever said in a clear voice,

‘If you do that again I will be forced to defend myself.’

The militia and the gathering crowd burst into raucous laughter. This was too much for the blacksmith who, with the cunning of a tree stump, swung his pike straight at Dottie’s neck. Dottie took a step back, ducked and with lightning speed, swept her foot out upending the smithy who landed on the ground in a heap. The tip of the pikestaff rammed roughly into his throat.

‘Stay there if you value your worthless hide,’ said Dottie.

Behind her Wolfric and Lan revealed two swords glinting in the fading sunlight, their sharpness urging to be tested. Lilly and Martha planted a staff into the ground either side of Jet. Telania stood by the side of the wagon to be near Sam and Sarah. Dottie placed her foot on the smithy and pressed the pike with a little more vigour into the smithy’s neck. She spoke with a commanding voice to the gathering, but now very silent, crowd,

‘Yes, we are Alarian and proud to be. But have a care. If you wish to take us on that is your choice. But rest assured we will defend ourselves. You do not know with who you are threatening. I am Lady Dorothea, and I am one of the exalted within the guild of White Ladies of Ussex. Behind me are the ladies Lilith and Martha. Allow me to demonstrate.’

A murmur went through the crowd. The White Ladies were a name from legend. Feared and respected even in an outpost like Malyss.

The crowd stared and waited. Lilly and Martha pointed each staff at either end of the prone smithy. A glowing silver line formed around the body lying beneath Dottie’s foot. It shimmered for a moment and sank into the muddy ground. Dottie clicked her fingers and the ground beneath the smithy turned to liquid. He sunk like a stone into the mud and disappeared. Sam and Sarah, along with the rest of the mob gave out a gasp of surprise. Dottie reached down and pulled the gasping head out above the muddy liquid. As she did this the ground re-solidified trapping the poor smithy by the neck. To add insult Jet walked over the smithy’s head, sniffed it and placed his giant paw on top of it. This brought a huge burst of laughter from the crowd releasing the tension that had heightened during the previous minutes.

Sam and Sarah both felt relieved. Then the crowd parted and six men walked towards Dottie. Lilly and Martha stepped up and stood either side of Dottie. Wolfric, Lan and Tiernan stood with Telania. Taking a defensive stance, they waited with patience and ready to intervene if needed. Their priority as members of the royal guard was to protect the queen and her family. Sam called Jet back to the wagon and he jumped up and wedged himself between himself and Sarah. Near to Dottie’s left foot the muddy head of the blacksmith spoke,

‘Get me out of this and we can try to negotiate. You won’t leave here alive if you do not. We have the numerical advantage. We have survived for hundreds of years and whilst you may think we are outlaws and murderers. We have a code that we all work within. This is no different. So, allow me the dignity of speaking to you face to face so we can begin again.’

Dottie clicked her fingers and the ground returned to brown liquid out of which clambered a soggy and humiliated blacksmith. Sitting on the wagon Telania explained to Sam and Sarah they had just seen a simple trick that the White Ladies used to perform as part of a wider series of tests and trials to ascertain a certain level of skill. The  blacksmith began to speak.

‘In order for you to leave you will engage in combat with our chosen fighters,’ the blacksmith gestured with his head in the direction of the six men standing to the left of him,

‘If you win then you may leave minus any coinage you have.’

‘So, we can leave afterwards and without hindrance,’ asked Dottie.

‘Yes. There is one further condition. You must fight fair and not use any sort of magic. You can only use your staff for fighting.’

‘That is understood,’ replied Dottie, ‘ladies are we agreed?’

Martha and Lilly both nodded eager to smash a few thick heads.

‘When do we start?’ asked Lilly, who by this time was on the balls of her feet ready to pounce on the nearest combatant.

‘We are not fighting women,’ said one of the men.

‘You will fight who you are told.’ Snapped the blacksmith in anger.

With a lot of herding and marshalling the crowds of people were moved back. A simple fighting area was created in minutes with ropes and wooden stakes. Telania and the others watched perched high on top of their wagon. In the middle of the arena stood the blacksmith, acting as ‘referee’. To his left stood six burly fighters and to his right the three White Ladies. They were all surrounded by a baying crowd that had by now whipped itself up with betting, boozing and excitement. The smithy called order.

‘No knives, swords, magic or crossbows. You may use your staff as a weapon only. After this there is only one rule. Last team standing wins.’

The crowd roared with anticipation. Dottie turned and spoke in a whisper to Lilly and Martha,

‘Together we serve the source. We only fight to defend ourselves. We fight as one. They will rush at us like bulls on heat. Yes, they are bigger, but we have and always will have more intellect and battle skills than everyone in the town put together. Remember your training and watch each other’s backs. Good luck ladies.’

As one they turned to face their foes. Dottie, Lilly, and Martha were tall but had to look up to meet the eyes of their would-be attackers. Dottie glanced over to seeking out the queen and saw her standing with Sam and Sarah on top of the wagon seats. Dottie nodded in deference and turned her focus to the job ahead.

Sam looked up to Telania and asked,

‘Are you sure we can win this? Just look at the size of those men. They are massive.’

Telania, resting her hand on his shoulder smiled at Sam and said,

‘We have nothing to worry about. Trust me.’

Sam wasn’t so sure that Telania’s confidence should be that absolute. Sam looked over and watched the  blacksmith raise his hand. The crowd hushed waiting for the violence to start. Sam could hear the wind blowing through the trees. Everyone held their breath. The blacksmith’s hand hung still waiting for the moment to fall. His hand and the rest of him fell to the ground in a crumpled heap.

A cross bolt had flown from the sky, splitting the blacksmith’s head in two. The crowd gasped. They all looked up, above them circled a demon battle squad readying themselves to land. At their lead sat Ashen Cross maneuvering the reigns of his demon with consummate skill. He pointed to the wagon and the people on it, indicating that was their target. The crowd dispersed in an instant leaving a confused group of men in the arena. The White Ladies made a beeline for the wagon. They had to leave now and hope the forest would protect them.

The wagon set off as Dottie, Lilly and Martha bundled themselves onto the back. Sam and Sarah were ushered with more than a little force into the centre of the wagon. Jet had transformed into a battle hound complete with battle armour. Wolfric and Lan drove the wagon at speed towards the back gate. This was closed and locked for the evening. At the back of the wagon Dottie, Lilly and Martha positioned themselves at the rear with Teirnan who was adding some sort of oily liquid to each of the arrow heads for his crossbow. Telania sat on the left horse urging him on. Her hair blowing behind her as they gained speed. She had her one hand on the horse’s mane and in her other was her staff. They were almost there.

One by one Ashen Cross and the other fighters dropped out of the sky and into the arena. They took aim at anything that moved. Bodies fell were they stood. Three of the beasts’ men set fire to the nearest buildings. Ashen Cross ordered six of his warriors to engage and capture the wagon.  As they got closer, Tiernan waited for Dottie to give the command to fire,

‘If you are not too busy, now would be good time Tiernan,’ said Dottie.

Tiernan fired three arrows in rapid succession, followed by one heavier arrow. Each one found their target. Dottie, Lilly and Martha released a shining white light from the tip of each staff, aimed it at the ground where it increased in intensity and merged into one bright line of power. A silver wall of flame shot up causing the demon soldiers to swerve to avoid it. The heavier arrow carried on in a rising straight line towards the battle demon that Ashen Cross straddled. It hit the battle demon between the eyes. Ashen Cross jumped from the winged demon as it fell to the ground. He landed on the floor with both feet planted. He ordered the whole squad into the fray. There was mass slaughter all around. The townsfolk ran in all directions, desperate to escape the slaughter. On the lead horse Telania pointed her staff at the bolted door and yelled at the top of her voice,

‘For Ussex!’

A streak of pure white power rammed into the centre of the gate. Where it exploded. Shards of wood and splinters flew everywhere. The wagon flew through the gap and into the forest. Dottie and the other white Ladies used their skills to uproot a dozen or so trees to block the path behind them. Tiernan had them blazing within seconds. From the wagon Jet leaped and ran ahead of the horses leading them in the dark so that they would not lose the road. Wolfric, Lan and Telania gave the horses their heads and let them run free, giving flight to their fear of battle and fire. They left behind an inferno. The screams of those poor people could be heard above the roaring flames.  Malyss had now become a place that used to exist. Ashen Cross gave freedom to his soldier’s fury. No one would survive. The whole town had paid a heavy price for the escape of the Alarians. Soon the cries of terror fell silent.





Chapter nineteen. 

The Shadow Forest.

After the escape, the first wave of bloodletting began.  Ashen Cross took out his fury on everyone and everything around him. All who were left alive were herded into the central square where he made them all kneel before him.
‘You are pathetic, sniveling fools. Do you think I will let you live? Too long have we ignored this cesspit and let you fester here unchallenged. This is the price you will all pay for defying the natural order.’ 

Ashen Cross gripped the throat of the person nearest to him and squeezed with all his strength. Any life left in the man left departed long before the beast had finished with his body. He beat the poor creature to an unrecognizable pulp and then did the same to ten other inhabitants until his fury was sated. The citizens of Malyss cowered in horror as the battle squad set fire to each of the buildings. The winged demons hopped, hovered and harangued the remaining survivors, feeding from their abject terror. Their wings beating, eager to feed. One by one the soldiers returned and stood waiting for orders. Five had been killed by the traitor queen and her followers. There would be vengeance for this. Ashen Cross tuned to his winged beasts and gave a simple instruction, gesturing with his open hand,

‘Feast.’

He ordered his soldiers to remove the burnt trees outside the exit and be prepared to leave within the hour. The beast took his staff and stepped on and over the remains of the dead. As he moved towards the road that lead into the Shadow Forest Ashen Cross stood alone, blocking out the might of the Shadow Forest, closed his eyes and planted his staff into the ground. He received an immediate response from Oridian. With his mind Ashen Cross could communicate through the power sealed in his staff.  He could well imagine the mage sitting in his quarters fidgeting for news.

‘Our quarry is in the Shadow Forest and we are about to set out after them. We have slaughtered many traitors and left no one alive. We will have them within two days and then we can present them as a gift to Lord Vonn. All will be well rewarded.’

Oridian, angry that the beast had failed to capture the Alarians, impressed upon the flickering image of Ashen Cross the urgency of his mission,

‘Vonn does not tolerate failure. You need to get them before they reach any additional support. Few know of their return. However, if any news of their return gets out, we could be having to put down a widespread rebellion and that would be most inconvenient for both of us. Do I make myself clear Ashen? Find the queen, capture the son, kill the rest in any way you see fit and complete your mission.’

‘I understand,’ said Ashen Cross.

He released his hand from the staff and turned to survey the carnage. The screams had stopped and all that could be heard was the crackling of burning wood and the chomping, slavering sounds of his battle demons eating. The remainder of his soldiers sat waiting by the side of the road for the order to mount up.  Ashen Cross turned to his soldiers and congratulated them on their victory. As a unit they all stood up and saluted their leader. Each one was an emotionless killing machine, battle hardened but never battle weary.

###

Jet lead the wagon deep into the Shadow Forest keeping ahead of the terrified horses. They travelled a dozen or so miles before tiredness and exhaustion brought them to a halt. Inside the wagon Sam, Sarah, the White Ladies, Tiernan and all their supplies had been thrown from side to side. Even though the wagon had stopped all felt as if they were still moving. Sam closed his eyes and almost lost his balance. He overheard Dottie and Telania agreeing that they should leave the road and rest up until first light. They were unsure how many miles from Malyss they had travelled but needed time for the horses to recuperate.

Wolfric and Lan set out in the darkness to try and find a place where they could shelter away from the eyes of danger and put some semblance of order to the back of the wagon. It was not long before Wolfric reappeared and said that there was clearing a mile or so further on where they could pull in. With reluctance the two horses set one hoof in front of the other. Soon after they found Lan sitting by the side of the road with a small lamp to guide them to a nearby clearing.

The space was just big enough for the wagon to be hidden and the horses corralled. Sam peering out of the wagon could see nothing but darkness. As his eyes slowly adjusted, he saw the black shape of huge tree trunks reaching tall into the night sky. Above he saw large branches interlinking with each other. This added to the oppressive atmosphere. It made the air seem devoid of oxygen and breathing more difficult. Beside the wagon, Wolfric and Lan saw to the exhausted horses, washing them, feeding them, and corralling them to keep them safe.

Dottie asked Lilly and Martha to set up some simple wards that would alert them to anything that came from the road. Telania was busy building the portable stove so that warmth could be had as well as some cooked food. Sam and Sarah asked if they could help, eager to be useful. Dottie asked them to empty the rest of the supplies from the wagon and put them back in some sort of order. Sam, glad to be occupied felt very unsure about everything. As Sarah passed down small sacks of grain, he asked her what she thought about today’s events and if what they had just witnessed had made her feel a little uneasy. Sarah threw down another grain sack and said,

‘I honestly don’t know how I feel. It is all too much to take in. I cannot believe the stuff that Telania and Dottie can do with just the click of their fingers. It feels as if we are stuck in the middle of level fifty of Warcraft and we have lost the controller. Dottie and Telania have all the cheat modes.’

Sam nodded and added,

‘Me too I feel out of my depth and not in control. What we have witnessed and gone through over the past weeks would put anyone in therapy for a long time. But who can we talk to? There are not many counsellors or psychologists in the area. I know that Telania gave birth to me, but the mother son relationship is still in its early days. I have way more questions than I have answers.’

Between them they continued to talk bringing a measure of calmness to the situation they found themselves in. By the time they had finished the wagon had been emptied and reloaded in a semblance of order. Tiernan had rigged up a simple shelter on the side of the wagon and fashioned some very simple platforms so that when the adults slept, they were raised off the cold ground. Tiernan impressed Sam with the way he could turn his hand to make practically anything. After a warm meal Telania called for a discussion about the events that had happened,

‘Sam and Sarah, you must have some questions about what happened earlier. I know that I would. Sam asked the most direct question he could think of,

‘Who was that man and what were those flying things?’

Dottie looked at Telania and with a nod of permission answered,

‘The leader of the battle squadron is a man called Ashen Cross. He is one of Otto Vonn’s elite generals. An infamous assassin, murderer and the man they turn to in order to capture their most feared opponents. The ‘flying things’ you referred to are called Battle demons. They can fly vast distances, whilst carrying a single soldier. Their endurance is legendary and they can also be trained to fight, attack, harry, maim or kill anything they are asked too. Each soldier is linked to a battle demon and they pair up until one or both are killed. A formidable foe but they can be beaten if you know how.’

‘Do you know how?’ jumped in Sarah, her mind racing away with questions.

‘You saw just how earlier on. With the right equipment, training, and courage, they can be brought down,’ replied Dottie.

Sam then asked, ‘What do we do now?’

Telania reminded them that Ariana said that there were allies and friends within the Shadow Forest and now they were here it would be their task to set out and find them, whilst avoiding the attack squad that would be hunting them down and trying to follow their trail.

‘But if we stick to the road with the wagon won’t there be a greater chance that we will be caught?’ said Sam. Telania continued,

‘There is more than the one road through the forest. It is such a vast place. One advantage we have is that those flying demons will not be able to see through the dense foliage. It is not called the Shadow Forest for nothing. The second advantage we have is that there are living things in this forest that are not friends to demons and their like. This place is home to creatures of magic, animals that are different to anything you have ever seen. It is a place of refuge and has been used so for centuries.'

Sam, again not wanting to labour the point, asked,

‘How will we find who we are looking for if we don’t know who they are? How will we know if they are friendly or not?’

Telania smiled as she said,

‘Ariana said that our allies would also seek us out. Our presence in the Shadow Forest will become known. There is magic in this place. It is close to the source and only those who believe in the magic of the source can live here and we are especially close to the source.’

Telania gestured around the fire to Dottie, Lilly and Martha. They in turn bowed their heads and placed their right hand over their heart. Together all three said,

‘We are one with the light. We are one with the source.’

Wolfric, Lan and Tiernan bowed their heads in respectful silence. Telania left everyone to their own thoughts for a couple of moments and then suggested,

‘We need to sleep. In the morning we seek our friends and allies. Sam and Sarah, can I have a quick word before you turn in please?’

As the others retired to their sleeping areas, Telania moved closer to Sam and Sarah and spoke quietly to them both,

‘I can see that you both have many more questions. You must be confused and horrified at what you have seen, not just from the soldiers, but from the White Ladies and myself. What you witnessed in Malyss is a mere taste of what we can do. The people of Ussex have suffered through no fault of their own at the hands of Otto Vonn and the Eastern armies. We were, no we are, a peaceful nation and we believe in family, truth and caring for others. We respect life and all living things. Everything has a place and together we are stronger than if we are separate. Our peoples are scattered, enslaved, tortured, treated like vermin and I will not rest until the throne of Ussex is restored and our people are free to rebuild their lives, reunite their families, grieve for their dead, comfort their loved ones and look to their leaders to give them hope. I wish more than anything else that you want to be part of this great cause.’

‘But a month ago we were just two care kids, the bottom of the pile, ignored by many and not really trusted to have any sort of future,’ said Sam. He went on, ‘I know now it wasn’t your fault that I ended up in the care system, but the fact is that I did. It has shaped me, in many ways damaged me and I am not the Sam who shares that burning desire to right the wrongs of a nation. If you want to know the truth, I am scared. Plain and simple, too scared to understand, too frightened to go on or go back. I do not know who I am anymore. I know I should be part of this great quest, but I am terrified to let everyone down. The truth is I don’t know if I am capable of doing what you ask of me.’

Sam became overwrought as all the repressed emotions of the past weeks were coming to test his resilience. Sarah looked to Telania to offer comfort and support but in a moment of clarity, just saw a boy and his mom. She slipped her arm from Sam’s and without a word climbed into the back of the wagon and left them both by the fire, hoping that love would be enough for them both.





Chapter twenty.

Many meetings.

Later, after Sam had gone to sleep, Telania and Dottie sat down by the fire to talk. An emotional Telania thanked Dottie for being right and for being the calm voice of reason.
‘My Queen you have nothing to thank me for. All I am, and always will be, is your loyal subject and advisor.’

‘You are more than that Dorothea. You are my friend and a stronger friend all the more for telling me when I am being stupid and wrong. I know now what I have missed all these years and what Sam has also missed. I wish above all Tealon could have seem him. He reminds me so much of his father.’

‘There is an inner strength in Sam that we should not underestimate. He is wracked with questions about who he is. He is afraid because he does not understand his true potential, but he is loyal. Look at his friendship with Sarah. She is here by accident and is coping, perhaps better than Sam is. She has been through so much. There is anger, sorrow and regret buried deep in her. Yet she has turned them into a platform from which she makes decisions that are wise beyond her years. She would make a solid apprentice for the guild.’

Telania looked at Dottie laughing.

‘Dottie, what are you planning?’

‘Nothing, but I am seriously considering giving her some form of simple training, both in combat and the lore of the White Ladies. I think she has both the temperament and physical attributes. Which specialism she would take I am unsure of. But I am happy to start with her potential and see where that leads.’

Dottie and Telania spoke at length about the rest of the journey, debating the final outcomes and permutations. Everything depended on finding their allies and devising a plan to combat the combined might of Eastern and demon alliance and reclaim the throne of Ussex. Telania made it clear that some of these aims were medium- and long-term goals but in the immediate days ahead she was insistent,

‘We secure our safety, find whoever in the Shadow Forest can help us and then find clear passage to the Well of Souls. I hope that this will make a difference to Sam. He has to be there and immersed before his sixteenth birthday.’

‘He will be changed because of this,’ replied Dottie.

‘The Well of Souls affects each person in a different way. It all depends upon the individual, but I agree, it will change him. Until he steps out from the sacred waters, we do not know how the source will influence his thinking, his courage or his abilities. He may not have any abilities, for example, his great grandfather had very poor use of the creative side of the source. Yet he turned out to be one of the longest reigning kings of Ussex, remembered for his acts of kindness, charity and welfare.’

A mist laden dawn greeted Sam and Sarah who were the last to emerge from the back of the wagon. They were both drawn by the smell of freshly made pancakes cooking on the fire and what appeared to be a form of coffee brewing in a nearby pot. Sam sat down by Wolfric and put a hand through his hair trying to control it and stop it from trying to contort itself. He was soon filling his face with pancakes. Between mouthfuls he looked up but could not see the sky. The canopy of branches did a perfect job of blocking the light out. The surrounding trees were huge and grew straight up. No branches appeared for at least twenty feet or so. They would be impossible to climb, which was a pity as Sam had a fondness for tree climbing. He tried peering through the forest but found looking at the mass of trunks very disorientating. He looked up at Wolfric and asked,

‘How do we find our way.’

Wolfric looked down and said that the road that they would follow would eventually split.

‘We follow the left fork and then each time we reach a junction we take the left fork. We want to aim for the heart of the forest.”

‘But won’t those demons and the soldiers do the same thing?’

‘Maybe,’ said Wolfric. ‘However, the Shadow Forest has a habit of protecting those close to the source and confusing those with, shall we say, a lack of true belief.’

After breakfast, everyone played a part in breaking camp. Sam asked if he could get the horses ready. He needed to feel the familiar security of working with the two horses. He walked over and fed them some hay and oats. He found out that they did not have names, so, decided to ‘talk’ to them and try and assign names to them both. He groomed them, plaited their tails, picked out their hooves and helped harness them to the wagon. In that process, just by using his voice, Sam began to gain their trust and bond with them. They were both some sort of Cob, black with a white blaze. He would have said a Welsh Cob, but they were far from Wales. He could see the intelligence in their eyes. He knew this could be his comfort role in the group at the moment. Caring for the horses and seeing to their needs relaxed him and allowed him time to think. The names would come to him, they always did.

It was not long before they were back on the road and heading deeper into the Shadow Forest. As they travelled Sam heard few sounds other than the horse’s hooves and the occasional screech of some type of bird. He thought it strange that a forest of this size had few creatures. Approaching midday, Sam could see no improvement in the light quality. If anything, it became even duller. Everything became a blend of green, brown, and black.  The light had a sepia like quality that Sam found odd and unsettling. They saw no sign of pursuit as they approached the first clear fork in the path before them. Lan steered the wagon to the left and followed an even smaller road. Sam saw that it was not really a road, it was a track. The fork came even sooner and again, Lan steered left. The constant turning of the wagon left Sam bewildered, all he could see around him was the dense trees that stood tall in random communion trying to reach the light. He could feel them bearing down on him, threatening to crush his spirit. After a break for food and to rest the horses, they set out again, each time taking the left turning. Sam and Sarah were bored stiff with the journey. They couldn’t even play red car pinch, yellow car punch. Sam smiled recalling their last school trip together. He wondered how Freddie was doing and if he had recovered.

Dottie called a halt as they had passed a suitable clearing where they could set up camp for the night. Sam saw to the horses, whilst Lilly and Martha set up the protective wards. They were soon all sat by the fire enjoying a simple cooked meal of bacon and greens, all welcoming the silent bonds of companionship. After everything was cleared away Sam asked if he could take Jet for a short walk. He wanted to check on the horses and see that they had everything they needed for the night.

‘Stay within the boundary of the clearing Sam,’ said Martha, ‘otherwise you may set the wards off.’

Sam agreed to be careful and started off with Jet to have some dog and horse time. He asked if Sarah wanted to come but she was sitting with Dottie and said that she could do with a girly chat and would come and see him later. So he set off around the perimeter of the clearing, calling into the corral to give each horse some hay and a quick groom. Sam didn’t notice Jet stand up and walk off into the surrounding trees. When he had finished, he looked around and could not see Jet anywhere. Puzzled, he walked the perimeter of the camp and then went back to check that he had not wandered back to the main group. Sam went back to the corral and started whistling for Jet and calling his name. He did this for about ten minutes or so when he could see the two horses were starting to become a little on edge, sensing that something was coming from the forest.

Sam set to calming them down. Speaking to them in soothing, hushed tones and stroking them. Sam also started to think he heard noises coming from the forest. Listening with more care he could hear someone or something coming towards the corral. Jet emerged from the black depths of the tree line. He walked towards Sam and waited for Sam to fuss him. He knelt and gave Jet’s huge head a huge scratch. Relieved that Jet was here and safe they got up to return to the fire, but Jet would not go.

‘Come on Jet,’ instructed Sam.

Jet walked back to the tree line and stared into the darkness. Frustrated and tired Sam walked over and called Jet to him. Jet ignored him so Sam asked once more.  Again, the dog ignored the instruction and stared into the impenetrable blackness of the night. He then let out three sharp, low toned barks. From the forest emerged, Fenrir and Lola. The two mountain wolves walked straight over to Sam, bowed their heads, and looked deep into Sam’s surprised, but pleased, eyes. What was even more startling was the emergence from the forest of not one but two people.

Standing side by side they could not have been more contrasting in their features. Sam sensed he was not in danger. He trusted Jet, Fenrir, and Lola. It appeared that the two mountain wolves had come with, or even guided, these two strangers. The smallest of the two that spoke first. He was not much older than Sam, about the same height, dressed in the colours of the forest with a bow and arrow slung around his left shoulder and a satchel bag slung over the other. Dark, unruly hair contrasted the boyishness of his clean shaven face, bright green eyes and he was the bearer of the biggest smile. He bowed low and said,

‘My prince, my name is Flyford, we are here to act as your guides. Please could you direct us to our Queen so we can pay our respects. We come with important messages.’

Taken aback with the directness of the boy and the use of the term, ‘prince’ Sam didn’t say anything. He was still looking at the other person. Rather he was looking up. He was looking at the tallest man he had ever seen. Flyford smiled reading the look of amazement on Sam’s face. He estimated he was at least ten-feet tall and built as if he could hold up mountains. He was dressed in a giant pair of leather boots, trousers, and a leather waistcoat and in his hand he held a wooden staff and had a huge leather satchel slung over his shoulder. His skin was weather beaten, but he did not look old. He looked as if he was part of the landscape, one with the earth and the environment. His brown hair was tied back into a long ponytail. His jawline was set and his blue eyes were big enough for Sam to be drawn in.

‘This is Bark, my companion and true friend and yes I think you have noticed, judging from the wideness of your mouth, that he is rather tall. This is because he is one of the Nephilites, a race of giants that have walked the land for thousands of years. He says he is a prince amongst his people. I am not sure about that though. Their home is beyond the northern wilderness. They were here before the Alarians walked through the portals over a millennia ago.’ Bark bowed as low as he could but did not speak a single word.

‘How come you did not set off the wards and alarms?’ asked Sam, ‘and how do I know that you are not tracking us for the enemy?’

‘We are not your enemy Prince Samahel. You have the bearing of your father, the King. The enchantress asked us to seek you out and guide you to safety.’

The lightness of the way Flyford conducted both his voice and his body encouraged Sam to relax. Bark looked down at Flyford and spoke with his eyes.

‘My prince, Bark would very much like to approach the two horses, with your permission of course.’

Sam nodded and Bark took a single stride to be by the sides of the two animals. He took each horse’s head into his giant hands and stared deep into their eyes. Both horses remained calm and stress free. Bark turned back towards Flyford and stared.

‘Bark says that you do not know the names of the creatures who pull your wagon. He says that the horses have told their names to Bark and they are named, Starlight and Moonlight, or just plain Star and Moon.’

‘Why doesn’t Bark speak and how can you understand him when he stares at you,’ asked Sam.

Flyford, told him that Bark was a mute,

‘He had his tongue cut out when he was a young boy. However, that is a story for another time. We understand each other because our minds can communicate with each other. It is a skill I have.’

Sam asked Flyford and Bark to follow him back to the campfire. Fenrir and Lola took their leave and merged back into the shadows. As they walked back towards the campfire, Lilly, Martha and Wolfric, Lan and Teirnan were up on their feet armed and ready to protect the Queen. Sam put up his hands and smiled, trying to show that he was not in danger and these two were not enemies. Sam announced,

‘This is Flyford and this is Bark and they come bearing messages for my mo., or rather Queen Telania.’

‘Thank you, Sam,’ said Telania, she continued, ‘please come and join us around the fire and take some warm food and something to drink. You must be tired from your journey. We are not in the throne room and we are not full of formalities. We have not reclaimed Ussex just yet, so we will keep things very simple and then we all know where we stand with each other.’

‘And don’t call me prince again,’ piped up Sam, ‘it’s just Sam.’

Flyford introduced himself and Bark to everyone. Telania returned the greeting and introduced each person sitting around the fire. Flyford began to speak to the whole group,

‘Please, call me Fly, Flyford is a little formal if we are all going to be on first name terms. The news of your return is filtering through to the displaced peoples of Ussex. Ariana has protected those few Alarians that she can and seen that messages have been sent out. She is also the custodian of the artefacts, cultural facets and histories of the Alarian nation. She also saved the histories and lore from the White Isles. From the earliest writings of Alfred, his daughter Althelread and her daughter Alfweyn, she has drawn, people, creatures and plants to her forest and created a haven that she protects with her use of the source. Vonn knows this but has not yet found out where it is. Even I do not know where it is. But she remains loyal to you and the return to the rule of law handed down by the source and upheld through the throne of Ussex.’ Fly continued,

‘I have been instructed to guide you to the heart of the Shadow Forest. There we have a small force, the remnants of some of the Alarian army, some of the royal guard and household. We have created a refuge from which we make our people safe from the eastern armies. The Shadow Forest has become our home. It protects us and provides us with resources and is big enough for us to operate on some small strikes against the enemy. Vonn has tried to find us, but the source protects us, and we have not been found so far. But there is rumour that a large attack force is beginning to be assembled at the garrison on the borders of the western territories.

Since you have been gone our ability to counteract the overwhelming forces of Otto Vonn have been hampered by defeat, after costly defeat. Each time they just seem to know what will happen and when it will happen. There are too few of us to challenge them on the battlefield. They are too numerous, have endless battle demons and they hold two key advantages; firstly, they have enslaved a large swathe of the Alarian people to serve the eastern armies, in the slave mines of the Iron hills, the associated weapons factories and the production of food on the slave farms. Secondly, they have taken thousands of Alarian children and kept them incarcerated in what they call ‘schools.’, separated from their parents. But they are nothing more than institutions designed to indoctrinate our children into the ways of the Eastern nations, and they are beyond cruel.’

The mood around the fire deepened and every one of them reflected on the news that Fly had just delivered. Telania thanked Fly and asked to be left to consider the news and allow some time for private reflection. She stood up and walked to the edge of the clearing and sat down cross legged. Dottie organised the rest of the camp so that they could accommodate the new arrivals. Sam watched as Teirnan set to constructing a cot that could contain the long legs of Bark. He could see Dottie walking over to talk with Telania as the rest settled down for the night alone with their own thoughts.





Chapter twenty-one.

A shadow on the heart.

Otto Vonn sat in a chair by the fire waiting for Oridian to arrive. Through the open balcony doors he could see the sun setting on an early autumn day, his demeanor mirrored the coolness of the evening air. He noticed increasingly how the cold affected both his arthritic hands and his mood. In his youth nothing stopped his ambition but today he wished nothing more than for his finger joints to stop crunching every time he moved them. It was not yet at the end of the tenth month of the year and the extreme weather had still to arrive. Vonn hands and joints remembered the pain they went through during the previous winter. The longer he waited for the mage, the more the return of Telania and her son played on his mind. Their presence would legitimise any uprising. His dominion over Ussex was secure but still fragile. He knew it would take the slightest rumour of her return to make things difficult. However, such was his hatred of the Ussex throne and everything it stood for, he would commit all his resources to preventing it from happening.
A knock on the door brought Oridian sweeping into the room, bright and breezy and full of grand gestures. Bowing low he uttered sweet, sycophantic nothings in a manner that Vonn found repulsive. If he could find a way of wiping the mage from the face of the land then he would, but he knew that the mage, even after all these years of his petulant excesses, had his uses. There was no doubting his talents for dark magic. His mind razor sharp and his logic faultless. His ability to merge demon and human souls together was a skill beyond value. It was his template that allowed the battle demons to be created. Failure after failure lead to the joy of success when the mage succeeded in merging human and demon spirit to create the ultimate soldier. Vonn found his creepy ways distasteful. Trying too hard to please, going the extra league to irritate. Some of his personal tastes and excesses were best not discussed in polite company.

‘Lord Vonn,’ began Oridian, ‘I bring great news.’

‘Tell me the cow is caught and her brat of a calf is dead. That is the only news I want to hear.’

Oridian swallowed and continued,

‘Alas my news is not that yet, but we know where they are and where they are heading. As we speak Ashen Cross is pursuing them deep into the Shadow Forest. They are heading for the outlaws that have harried our forces over the past few years. We now have them in our sights. I hope I have not overstepped the mark by deploying three legions of soldiers and battle demons to the Shadow Forest.’

‘Yes, you have overstepped your mark. Military strategy is not one of your remits. You are a talented magician Oridian, but you are overconfident in what you presume I will think of matters.’

‘Shall I counter the order my Lord Vonn? After all I do not wish to do anything without your express wishes and consent. The legions are, for the moment, still garrisoned.’

Weary and tired of this sorry excuse of a person Vonn commanded,

‘Show me the maps of the area.’

With a wave of his hands Oridian projected a scaled three-dimensional image of the Shadow Forest and its surroundings. He pointed out where Malyss was on the map, the location of Ashen Cross and his battle squad and the road through the forest from north to south and various other natural features and landmarks. Vonn asked where the outlaws were located. Oridian explained that they were always on the move and did not stay in one place for too long. He highlighted their last two locations on the map and marked where their forces had been attacked over the past year.’

‘Where is the hidden valley, the home of the enchantress Ariana?’

‘That location we have not found out, despite our best efforts. We do know that she has contacted them because traces of her magic were detected near the northern portal.’

Vonn studied the map without interruption. He needed to think. He would not admit it to Oridian but the planned movement of three legions of soldiers was just what he would have done.

‘Dispatch the legions, but send them south, east and west of the forest. Then, uprooting every single tree if they must, find them and kill them. I want Telania and her son bound and gagged at my feet before the month is out. Crush any remaining rebels or resistance you find along the way. Are my wishes clear mage? Do not deviate from my orders. You are not as important to me as you may think. Now leave me.’

Oridian turned and left the room keeping his emotions masked and his thoughts to himself. There will be time set aside soon for Vonn to become a footnote in history. He returned as fast as he could to his quarters and waited for his summoning. Another difficult encounter was awaiting him and this one he was terrified of.

As midnight approached Oridian felt the now familiar heat from the black crystal. He removed it from his robes and waited. A sheen of wetness formed on his brow and his nerves danced with fear. A portal opened and the demon lord stepped out, his physical presence overwhelmed the last of the mages fragile resiliance.

‘My lord Valdroth,’ began Oridian.

A sharp look from the demon lord silenced the mage. He bowed his head waiting for the pain to begin. The anticipation of violence was too much to bear, he could smell the fear upon his own body. He tried to speak but his mouth refused. The mage froze before the demon lord. The word ‘kneel’ formed in his mind. He complied in an instant. Helpless he knelt before the demon. He had nothing. He waited and endured the silence that followed. Images flowed into his mind’s eye but no pain, just yet. Pictures forced their way at great speed inside the mind of Oridian. From deep grey fog came the face of Ariana the enchantress. Around her the images of the queen and her son appeared. These switched and he was stood before the Well of Souls. Then Lady Dorothea appeared at its edge and the boy broke the surface of the water and smiled at her. Demon eyes bore into Oridian. He looked away unable to bear the white-hot pain that surged through him. He was unsure whether this pain came from Valdroth or from the boy. He looked deeper into the demon vision and with widening eyes saw for the first time, the Well of Souls. In a flash of insight, he knew its location. What a fool he had been. In a maelstrom of merging colours a disorientated Oridian opened his eyes and found himself before Lord Valdroth in the flesh. Then the pain really began.

‘If that event happens, you will die a thousand deaths. You have the location of the Well of Souls. Use that knowledge. Ariana is weak and needs these Alarians as allies. She cannot even stand before my image and live. She is trying to play a clever game, as she has down the centuries, but this is the final game that she loses and I win. I lost her once but never again. Once she and the boy are dealt with I can move forth and set foot upon my land and claim the kingdom she stole from me in a time gone by. There are no more portals that she can escape through and my dominion over this land will be complete, here and in world beyond. There are no more places to hide.’

Oridian tried to speak and ask questions but the demon lord would not allow it. Enduring the pain, the mage again tried to speak. Gasping for every breath, with every nerve firing bolts of agony throughout his body his mind formed two questions.

Valdroth raised up the mage and released him from a great height. Oridian put out his hands to try and break his fall, a futile gesture born more out of instinct than common sense. He did not hit the floor but rather was spun around so that he was completely disorientated. He was about to be sick. Valdroth spoke in simple words,

‘She suspects, she is always trying to outsmart my every move. But this time it will be I who has the upper hand. When you wake up, I will provide you with the dark power to complete the tasks that have been set for you. Do this and your reward will be great. You know the penalty for failure. Be gone mage.’

He said the word ‘mage’ as if he was coughing up bile. Oridian fell from consciousness into a black void from which he knew there may be no return.

###
Sam woke up in a black mood. He had strange dreams. He hated these as they affected both his mood and his manners. Sarah arrived with some breakfast and a hot drink.

‘What’s wrong with your face? Asked Sarah, grinning, happy to poke the bear with a stick, ‘bad dreams again?’

‘Sorry. You know me too well. How did you guess?’ Said Sam.

‘Well having been with you at Glenfield’s for over a year. I get to see the good side of you and the moody side. What was this nightmare about?’

‘It’s hard to describe but I think I saw my father sitting in a tiny room, chained to a rocky floor. There was a violent edge to how I felt. Giant electrical thunderstorms fed my dreams pushing different images to the front of my mind. I saw hundreds of demons clawing towards water. From within my nightmare, I screamed and then an image of the enchantress smiling at me. She was calling to me, but I could not answer. She kept calling and then turned away I felt as if I had let her down.’

‘Yes, you are officially weird. Knew it from the day we met and now you have just confirmed it.’

Both started to chuckle, Sam was so glad Sarah was here by his side as she grounded him and reminded him that there was a normal life out there, somewhere at least. As Sam was dressing, he heard a commotion outside the wagon. He poked his head outside and saw everyone packing as fast as they could. He looked up to see Lilly and Martha walking back from the edge of the clearing. Something was not right. Sam threw the rest of his clothes on and jumped from the wagon. He nearly  landed on Dottie who was heading towards Lilly and Martha.

‘Sorry,’ said Sam, ‘what’s wrong?’

‘The wards have been activated. Someone or something has set them off. Lilly and Martha have been to check them. I need to hear their report. In the meantime, assume we need to move. So, I would ensure you have anything you need packed and about your person, then would you go and help settle the two horses, they will be needed. The wagon may have to be abandoned.’

Sam climbed back into the wagon and looked around. In that moment he realised that his most prized possessions, his family and friends, were all outside packing up at lightning speed. He smiled at the irony of it. He must be the only fifteen-year-old not scrabbling around for a smartphone, tablet and Bluetooth headphones, essential items for any self-respecting teenager. What he valued most moved around outside, these people, his mom and Sarah. Unexpected emotion swept over him and he had to take a moment or two to compose himself before going outside and over to Star and Moon. He helped Wolfric and Lan adjust both horses so that they could carry essential items only. Dottie called them all together to discuss what had happened.

‘The wards were set off at first light.’

Dottie could see Sam and Sarah were both about to ask questions. She held both her hands up and continued,

‘One of Lilly’s crystals detected the disturbance. They have been six battle demons spotted flying above us. So, we need to make our way on foot into the forest and from there Fly and Bark will navigate a route to safety. We move with caution; those battle demons have acute hearing and can follow a scent for miles. The demon riders are heavily armed so we may have to fight out way out of this one. Sam and Sarah, be warned, you may have to run if the need arises.’

Sam and Sarah both nodded in unison. Sam looked at Sarah and the worry in her face mirrored his own. He did not want to encounter those creatures ever again. The memories of the slaughter of those poor people in Malyss came flooding back to him. It made him shudder just thinking about it. Dottie looked to Fly to offer further insight into their potential escape route. Fly, standing a little ahead of Telania said,

‘We are about two miles away from a point where we can evade those creatures and the demon soldiers that they carry. The route is quite straight, but we do have a small river crossing to make. There will be a point where we may have to split up if we are to avoid capture or worse.’

‘What do you mean we have to split up?’ said Sam in a louder voice than he expected, ‘we are staying together and that is it. I have come too far to lose people now. We are stronger and safer together.’

Telania placed her hand on Sam’s shoulder, calming him down saying that splitting up would be for a few moments as it would allow for swifter travel for some, but it would also confuse our enemy and divide their forces. Sam nodded accepting the greater understanding of these matters that everyone around him had. If anything, it made him even more frightened. Dottie resumed tactics and announced,

‘Ten minutes and then we move. Tiernan and Lilly you know what to do with the wagon.’ They both nodded and walked over and began to rummage in one of the packs they had with them. Sam watched them place five crystals underneath the carriage. He had an idea what they were put there for so didn’t see the need to ask. What did surprise him was that Dottie asked him to lead the horses with Sarah.

‘I have watched and have been very impressed with your handling of them. Good job Sam. Everyone ready? Fly and I will lead, Wolfric, Lan and Bark will take up the rear, everyone else feel free to walk in any order you choose to. Together we can make the final push to safety. Fly, if you don’t mind, we will take your lead.’

Fly smiled and set off into the Shadow Forest. As he moved Sam noticed that he held out each arm so that his hand contacted the trees. What is he doing that for wondered Sam? Then thought nothing of it and he joined Sarah leading each horse into the heart of the Shadow Forest. As he followed those in front of him, the sunlight vanished, and everything became dull. The air felt hot and dead. A sheen of sweat encased his whole body. No wonder there are no animals scurrying about. As Sam walked, he thought again about the dream he had last night. Somehow there was a message or meaning there, each time he tried to come up with an interpretation it fell apart. In his heart though, Sam knew the dream could be important if only he could figure it out. His thoughts were interrupted by a violent explosion.

‘I see they found the wagon then,' said Wolfric matter-of-factly.

The group moved at speed following Fly even deeper into the forest.





Chapter twenty-two.                                                            

A race to safety.

As they went deeper into the forest Sam thought about how reliant they all were on Fly knowing the correct route. His hands felt the skittishness that surged through both horses. The smell of burning wood, the increased heat of their surroundings and their exertions from running at a pace all combined to make the two horses nervous and on the edge of bolting. Sarah found it hard to lead Star. Sam started to try and help her understand what he had learnt about horse behaviour. Anything that they felt threatened by would make them run. Nothing would stop them from this. If you were in the way then you were just as likely to be trampled into the ground, regardless of whether the horse was a wild stallion,or the family nag used over a weekend for fun rides.
True to his word Fly found the river they needed to cross. It cut its way through the forest like a snake. Sam could see it was not very deep, but the water flew by at a rate of knots. Fly called a halt announcing that this was the best a place to cross. It would be too deep and too fast in other places. He continued talking about how vulnerable to attack from both behind them and above them they could be. However, he made the call and said,

‘We cross now. Place the two horses in the middle and fan out on either side. On my mark.’

Sam and Sarah did their best to calm both horses. Their coats were wet with perspiration, flared nostrils sucking air and their eyes wide and fixed. Sam wasn’t sure he could smell their fear or his. He knew that both animals were so close to just losing it and making it impossible to hold on to them. He turned to Sarah and said,

‘If I say let go, just drop the reins and allow them to run. It is in their nature. We do not want them to hurt themselves or any of us. Jet. Stay close.’

Jet had been hanging back and backtracking to see if he could pick up the scent of any battle demons. He trotted up to Sam and waded into the water ahead of the two horses. He seemed perfectly at ease in the water as on land.

Sarah smiled and in a slip of a moment squeezed Sam’s outstretched hand. Their eyes met and both knew they were as okay as they could be under the circumstances. Sam led them into the water. He felt the coldness of the water swish past his ankles. After the oppressive atmosphere of the dense forest, it felt cool and refreshing. Sam took a moment to look around, taken in by the natural beauty of the riverbank. Too busy to stop and admire the view he refocused on the task at hand. They were joined in the water by the rest of the group, the queen to his left and Dottie to Sarah’s right. Bark stayed behind on the bank to check if any of their pursuers were close by. They walked across the river and Sam felt the current tugging him in another direction. With just a few strides Bark caught up with them and placed himself just behind the two horses.

As they approached the halfway point the water came up to Sam’s waist and he could see the point on the other bank where they would climb out. They were almost there. Sam did not see where the pulse of red light came from. It hit Tiernan, propelling him forward into the water screaming in agony. A second blast hit the water in front of them, sending cascades of water washing over the whole group. The horses had enough and took their opportunity to bolt, at full speed towards the bank and the safety of the trees.

Disorientated Sam and Sarah felt themselves being hoisted by Bark, one in each of his mighty hands. He reached back and threw Sam and Sarah through the air and they landed in a heap just before the tree line on the other side of the river. They were both up in an instant. Jet bounded back in the water to help the others who were scrambling towards the bank and the safety of the forest beyond. Bark, last to leave the water carried Tiernan. On the far side of the bank Sam could make out three soldiers firing rapid bursts of red power. They were poor shots, but the constant spray of water made it difficult to check for injuries.

Dottie, Lilly and Martha coordinated the power within their staffs and together with Telania’s battle shield raised an effective safety barrier to enable them all to scramble into the forest. Dottie aimed a small white crystal towards the other bank and with her staff and skill as a thrower she pitched the crystal high into the air. It fell towards the ground and she shot a single blast of white light towards it. The two energy sources met in their air above the soldiers and exploded. When the smoke cleared the three demon soldiers were buried under a barrage of tree trunks. Sam then heard a high-pitched swooshing noise from above. He looked up watching three battle demons flying like bullets down towards them. Sam tried to shout a warning to the others. They were just out of the water when a battle demon swooped snatching Lan clean out of the water.

Sarah screamed as three battle demons soared back into the sky with one carrying a struggling Lan beneath its thick leather underbelly. Sam looked to the sky and saw Lan trying to swing around fighting for his life. Wolfric looked up towards his twin and watched the scene above him unfold, his face a picture of utter helplessness. Lan, who by this time, had his knife in his hand was hacking and stabbing the thick hide of the battle demon. With an almighty effort he managed to penetrate its hide and hot black foul-smelling blood began to spurt out.

Lan never gave up. He hacked one of the claws clean off and hung from the other claw. The battle demon screamed. Its rider powerless to do anything other than steer. As the other two battle demons rose from below Lan leapt and fell through the sky and landed upon the soldier below him. His blade gliding into the soldiers back. He threw the soldier from the saddle leaving him straddling the battle demon trying to control it. He pulled hard on the reins trying to slow the creature down and direct him towards the ground.

Sam could see the battle demon had lost all elements of self-control and that Lan was struggling to manage the angry beast. It was a matter of time before he would have to jump. As they passed over the river, Sam heard Wolfric shout,

‘Now brother!’

Lan let go and fell towards the water. Sam hoping that it was deep enough to prevent any lasting damage. Lan entered the water with a loud slap and disappeared beneath the surface. Sam and the others felt the impact as Lan hit the water. As his head and arms bobbed above the surface, the fast-flowing current carried him away. All of them turned and stared at Wolfric. A sharp set of orders from Telania refocused the group,
‘Wolfric find your brother.  Lilly, Bark help him. Bring Lan back to safety. Leave now and take Jet with you. Fly, does Bark know where we are heading and how to get there?’

‘Yes,’ replied a subdued Fly who turned and looked at Bark. After a few moments Bark nodded and then, following Jet’s lead set out towards the place where Lan fell. Wolfric and a worried Lilly followed, unsure as to what they would find. Sam looked to see Dottie and Martha treating Tiernan’s wounds. He was unconscious and covered in several nasty looking burns. His right arm was in a terrible state. Dottie had managed to stop the blood loss but feared that he could lose his arm.

‘Fly we have to get to safety. Tiernan has taken a heavy hit and we have only just managed to escape with our lives. How close are we to where you need to get to?’

‘Just up ahead, half a mile to the northeast How are we going to manage Tiernan?’

‘We carry him,’ said Telania with an edge of steel to her voice, ‘start building a stretcher with six handles, we will manage. He has to pull through this and we will bring him home. Martha watch the opposite bank. We need to work fast.’

Twenty minutes or so later a semi unconscious Tiernan was being carried through the forest by Telania and Fly at the front, Martha and Dottie at the rear and Sam and Sarah carrying a handle either side in the middle.  They arrived at their destination shattered. They all heard the sounds of pursuit surrounding them. In a forest full of large trees, the one standing before them dwarfed them all. Sam could not see the top of it and he had to stop looking up as he almost toppled over. Sarah said what everyone was thinking,

‘That is one big tree,’ she gasped. Sarah turned to Sam and asked if he had seen a bigger one.

‘Not recently,’ came a breathless reply. He was still gawping up, trying to see where the top was. Telania asked Fly what was going to happen now, where we are being met or had we further to travel.

‘We need to journey a little further, but we need to climb first before we can move more towards our destination and rest.’

‘You mean we have to climb this monster of a tree?’ said Sam. He had just managed to help carry Teirnan on a stretcher with five other people.

‘How the flipping hell are we going to get Tiernan up a tree when he is in this state?’

Fly tilted his head to one side and looking at Sam replied,

‘I never said anything about climbing up the tree.’

Sam and Sarah looked bemused and said, ‘huh?’ Fly, trying very hard not to sound too condescending added,

‘Patience little ones. All will become clear in a few moments. We just need to catch our breath and then we can carry on.’

The giant Yew  the surrounding trees and its canopy cast a mighty shadow over the surrounding forest. Sam could not even imagine trying to wrap his arms around the trunk. He felt quite small and very unimportant standing in its presence. Sarah thumped him on the arm,

‘Stop dolly daydreaming and look.’

Fly had walked up to the tree and around its massive girth. He did this half a dozen times or so and then stopped. He placed both of his slight hands into a deep crevice in the bark and began to pull with both his hands. He turned and looked back at his audience,

‘My queen if you and Dottie would be so kind as to give me a little help. I would be most grateful.’

Telania and the White lady stepped forward and placed their hands into the same crevice. Together they pulled a large section of the bark back. Sam could see wooden hinges hidden in one side of the tree trunk. Sam peered into a black nothing. Fly waved his hand just inside the darkness and a pale-yellow light flickered into life. Fly carried out the same movement lower down near the floor and another on the other side. Soon out of the darkness the outline of a single step appeared cut deep into the floor and beyond that another appeared and then another. 

Between the six of them they managed to manoeuvre Tiernan on his stretcher through the opening. They lumbered down twenty flights of steps. As they stopped to draw breath, Martha used her staff to lighten up the passageway before them. Fly and Telania returned up the stairs and resealed the entrance to the tunnel. The damp, cold air wrapped around them all. Sam could see that Tiernan struggling and in great pain. The shock from the trauma he had received had plastered his face in a cold damp sweat. Dottie used a stone from her healing pouch and sent Teirnan into a deep sleep. Martha layered her jacket over him, trying to keep his body warm. Sam and Sarah stood there hoping that carrying the stretcher would warm up them up. Telania asked again how much further they had to travel. Fly suggested a mile or so to their destination. She pressed him further on what was at their journeys end.

‘Safety, food, warm beds, friends and loyal subjects. What could be more welcoming?’ said Fly.

Sam sensed Fly’s eagerness to continue on. Each one of them went to their stretcher positions and lifted. Fly and Telania lead them down the long, straight tunnel. The passageway, icy cold as it was, had been well constructed. Sam could see roots from the trees above poking through at intervals. The floor hid congealed pools of dank, black water. The thick wooden beams that held up the earth above their heads looked strong enough to last an age. As they passed each wooden post a small light would go out and the next one would light up, easing their journey towards its final end.

All of them stopped at intervals to rest their aching muscles and catch their breath. Sam and Sarah were worn out with the relentless physical exertion but Telania, Dottie and Martha looked as if they had just been out for a gentle walk in the park. Telania led by example, she did not go all queenly and let others do the work for her. She mucked in. Sam caught her eye and smiled. She returned that smile, grinning with pride at her son. With one final push they reached the end of the passageway and arrived at another set of stairs that descended further into the depths of the earth. Sam wondered if they were on their way to safety or heading towards the centre of the earth.

If anything, this set of stairs plunged them into even colder temperatures and Sam could see ice patches glinting on the sides of the wooden beams as they passed. He felt the icy needles of frost catch in the back of his throat with every breath he took. This decent sapped the last remaining strength out of Sam. Sarah looked dead on her feet but Telania never gave up. She kept encouraging them to breathe as one. Step by agonising step she pushed them on. She allowed a short stop for Dottie to check on Tiernan and then encouraged them to push beyond their limits along the end of the passage ahead. They all noticed that as they carried on towards the end of this shorter passageway it was becoming steeper.

‘How much further?’ gasped Sam.

‘We are almost there. Look can you see the darkness fading,’ said Fly an exhausted smile breaking across his face. Ahead Sam saw a dozen or so men and women running towards them. When they reached them all twelve stopped and bowed to their queen.

Telania spoke with authority,

‘Get this soldier to the healers. Now.’

Around them one of the women snapped her fingers and the group sprang into action picking up Teirnan and his stretcher and running at full speed back towards sanctuary. Exhausted the rest followed carrying each other as best they could towards safety. Emerging from darkness into the fading light of autumn caused Sam and the others in the group to blink and try and shade their eyes. Sam disorientated from their journey struggled to focus on anything that resembled a landscape. All he heard was lots of people rushing around. He could sense the smell of woodland, fresh air and food rushing to overload his senses. He crashed to the ground exhausted.





Chapter Twenty-three.     

Temporary respite.

Sam felt Sarah pushing his shoulders trying to wake him up, but his mind refused the request.
‘Sam wake up, wake up. They are back, Wolfric and the others. Sam wake up.’

She began to flick his ears over and over. One eye opened and shut again. Sarah tried another tactic,
‘So, you don’t want to know about how they found Lan then? Ok I will see you later.’

She got up to walk away and was almost at the door when he gave in and called out,

‘You win. Where are they then?’

Sarah turned back and with a sly smile creeping across her face left with just one parting word, ‘asleep.’ She turned and walked away grinning.

Still only half-awake, the memory of the demon rider carrying Lan towards the heavens and his fall towards the river popped uninvited into Sam’s head. Soon after a tsunami of memories came flooding back to crowd his waking brain. Freddie lying in the hospital, Captain Steele dying in the churchyard, their escape through the portal, the slaughter of the innocent inhabitants of Malyss, the extensive injuries to Tiernan’s arm, the cold relentless exhaustion of carrying his friend, the darkness and uncertainty of their journey and the loss of Star and Moon. He felt as if his head were about to burst. With great reluctance he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and wondered how he had got here into this room. The last thing he remembered was walking from the passageway and into the light. Other odd questions sprung to mind,

‘Why am I in a bed of all things?’

‘Why am I wearing a nightdress?’

‘Who put it on and where are my clothes?’

Wide awake now Sam stood up. Every single muscle fibre in his body screamed in protest. He sat back down on the bed to stop himself from falling back. The muscle pain began to recede. A casual glance saw a set of clothes folded on the table, forest-coloured trousers, black boots, and a cream collarless long-sleeved shirt. He dressed slowly, making sure not to antagonize his aching muscles. Sam ran his hands through his hair. It was getting long and wild but somehow it felt right, in keeping with his mood. Another thought drifted uninvited into his head,

‘Why am I clean and more importantly, who cleaned me?’

Someone had even shaved his face of the three hairs that sprouted from his chin. A loud knock on the door snapped Sam back to the morning.

‘Yes, who is it?’

‘May we come in my prince,’ came the reply.

Before he could answer, Jet bounded into the room jumping up at Sam, knocking him back onto the bed licking him and demanding a huge fuss. Fly followed and bowed. Somewhere from behind Jet’s dark bulk Sam told him not to call him that. He may have been Telania’s son and heir to the throne of Ussex, but he was not going to be bowed to by someone he considered a friend. In the short time he had known Fly he felt he could trust him and tell him anything.

‘Sam then,’ he said, ‘as I had a little free time this morning, I thought you would like a look around. The queen is still resting, and Dorothea and the other White ladies are helping in the infirmary with Tiernan and Lan.’

‘Do you know how they got Lan back?’ asked Sam more than a little curious to know.

‘I think Wolfric and Martha found Jet dragging him from the water. The hound discovered him clinging to a large branch over hanging the river. He has broken his ankle. But other than being cold and wet he will make a full recovery. He is tough, brave and in my opinion, a little foolish to have taken on that battle demon. In a short while we can find Sarah and if you wish, you can be shown around together. There is quite a large community hidden in broad daylight right under the noses of our enemies. The forest offering up a refuge that we have adapted over many years of exile. Some of the younger children have known no other place and call this home.’

‘So, there are children here then?’ said Sam, interrupting Fly.

‘Yes a few, birthed by some of the younger inhabitants. The overwhelming majority of children and young adults are imprisoned in the schools at Craig Mawr,’

‘How do you know about this and what is it like inside these places?’

‘Every now and again there are escapes and we gather information about the children and the conditions inside. Sam they are brutal. The poor children are treated like vermin. They are not even allowed to speak. Most of the time they are locked up in their cells, packed in together in rooms that are too small. Disease and death are common.  Choosing death is an option and seen, by some, as a blessed relief. Sam I was one of the children there and I know I considered death as my only way out. The abuse is relentless, physical, mental and worse.’

Fly’s mind appeared to go to a dark place as he opened his shirt and took it off. He turned around and Sam saw a back covered in long deep scars, healed burns and patches of skin that looked as if they would never fully heal.

‘Oridian took great pleasure in giving me these. You see I was not a good student.’

‘Fly I am so sorry I did not know. How did you escape? And why has no one tried to help the children and get them out.?’

‘My escape is a story for another time. There have been many attempts to try and save the children, but all have failed. Vonn and Oridian know that the parents of the children work as slaves so that their children can survive. They too are suffering daily beatings, murders and worse. Their lives are considered cheap, but they suffer to keep their children alive. The mines, weapons factories, farms that drive the Eastern Alliance war machine and occupation forces are all slave run. The children and their parents are trapped. Each yearning for the other but helpless to reach out to each other. Any scent or hint of unrest from the slave mines or the schools then they pay a terrible price. Those of us who are ‘free’ fight to harry and annoy their regime, but we need a talisman to unify and fight back. That is why the Queens return, with you, is so important. Your presence is vital and we hope after your immersion into the sacred waters we can begin to see a way back.’

Sam felt that pressure rising inside him again. The thought of everyone looking to him to try and make a change. He struggled to imagine helping just one person. How on earth could he help a larger group or a whole nation of people? The thought terrified the life out of him. It was a feeling he was not used to. Sam could not be sure he ever would be. He just getting used to seeing Telania as his mom. The thought of being used as a catalyst for an uprising filled him with dread. As they left his room. His thoughts were clouded by a growing burden of expectation.

Sam, Fly and Jet stepped down from a small porch and onto a large, paved passageway.

‘Welcome to Peopleton,’ said Fly with pride.

‘The Eastern Alliance and the demons believe that we are semi nomadic. Truth be told in the early days we were. We lived from hand to mouth surviving on what we could forage and scavenge. We moved just to survive and to stay a day or two ahead of the hunting packs. This place has sprung up only in the last three years or so. We were desperate for some sort of place to call home, a place of permanency.’

Sam shaded his eyes from the bright sunlight and could see the track stretched far ahead. He saw an intersection where another similar pathway crossed at right angles. There were many single and even some double story buildings, arranged to the left-hand side of the wooden walkways. Further ahead he could see large areas were given over to food growing and livestock management. There were lots of people involved in farming, herding and the manufacture of a million items needed to make a very small town run smoothly. Fly pointed out to Sam a blacksmith, a fletcher and numerous wood turners. Many people were out working and gathering in the fields as it was harvest time. As well as the homes and farms Sam also spied a sick room, school and a large stable. He turned to Fly and asked,

‘How come a place this big and established has not been found? You did not see the slaughter of the people of Malyss. It was horrible.’

Fly smiled and said, ‘look upwards. We are inside a large and very deep collapsed ancient volcano. Can you see the three steep sides covered in tall, dense trees? Amongst the trees are placed thin mirrors to reflect away any prying eyes. There are also several large wards placed upon us by Ariana. She does all she can to keep us safe and well hidden. It requires a constant flow of magic from the source. We few Alarians are truly blessed with her protection.’

Sam stood and tried to take in everything in one panoramic sweep of his eyes. The colour and hues of the leaf canopy ran from verdant green through to hints of red and orange, reflecting the autumn season. It was a place of wonder and beauty. High up on one side of the hill a huge waterfall cascaded down crashing into a deep pool that fed into a large river that wound around the edge of the village. He was perplexed as to how all of this was still hidden, despite the mirrors and wards.

They were standing near the school when Jet started to nudge and buffet Sam’s right hand. He looked down. Jet looked as excited as Sam had ever seen him. He knew it would take a bomb to overexcite the most placid dog he had ever come across. Jet started to pull at Sam’s trousers trying to guide him in a certain direction.  As Sam crouched down to give Jet some fuss and attention Jet gave a single loud bark. From behind he could sense the presence of something approaching. He turned and watched two similar battle hounds, approaching from the direction of the school. Both dogs were as black as pitch, one the same size as Jet, the other just bigger. Jet looked up. Sam released him and he walked over to greet them. bowing his head, he allowed them to sniff and fuss Jet. Sam looked at Fly to try and get an explanation. Fly smiled.

‘They are Jet’s parents. Fully trained Battle hounds. Trained by none other than Dynian, the weapons master who is a man of legend as you will soon see. Their names are Neah and Kroll. They are formidable opponents to face and have tracked down and dispatched countless demons saving many lives in the process.’

‘Fly, do you know how Jet came to me back in my world?’

‘He was sent to protect you. We were not strong enough to go to you. You already had your mother and the White Ladies and the others. What we did not realise that you were ‘lost’ to them. We knew that a minor demon and then Dreath, a demon commander, had passed through the portal to your world so, it was decided by Ariana and Dynian to send Jet. Dynian and I opened the northern portal under Ariana’s instruction and sent Jet through and here you are.’

‘But how did Jet know how to find me? He did not know what I looked like or where I lived?’

‘That part was quite easy. You look so much like your father and your scent would be similar. Also, Jet is possessed of an intelligence unsurpassed in battle hounds. He was destined to find you and protect you.’

Sam looked at Jet, almost asking if he could approach his parents and say thanks. Kroll and Neah walked up to Sam. Kroll’s head was halfway up Sam’s chest. Sam saw in his eyes the same fierceness, discipline and kindness that was in Jets eyes. As Sam was fussing them all the two older hounds heard a sound beyond human hearing and they turned and trotted off back the way they came. Jet stayed but Sam could see that he wanted to go with them.

‘Go on then Jet,’ The dog bounded after his parents as fast as he could.

‘Time for a little breakfast?’

‘How did you guess?’ said Sam and together they walked towards the kitchens.

After a breakfast of creamy oats and honey Sam and Fly sat together, both happy to be in the others’ company. Moments later Sarah walked in, saw them both and waved.

‘So, lazy bones, out of bed then?’ said Sarah. She continued,

‘We are all required to be in the hall later today. There is some meeting or something we need to go to. In the meantime, Dottie is going to show me some of her kickass moves. So, see you later boys.’

A giggling Sarah turned and ran from the kitchen. Sam smiled at Fly and said that he would like to wander around on his own for a little while, to gather his thoughts.  Fly did not mind in the least and grabbing some freshly baked bread rolls, headed off through the doors and into the warm autumnal morning.

Sam stayed in his seat, glad to have his own company and be able to stop and really think about everything that had happened to him over the past weeks. His care home, school and other life were in the past and he was sad to think that he would not see Freddie again for a long time, perhaps never. That unannounced thought snuck into his thinking and would not leave. Did he really want to be here, in this place, with these people?

What did the future hold for him? Sure, his mother had expectations that he would be the son and heir and after period of time, training, and tuition, inherit the throne of Ussex. Did he want all of that? These doubts plagued his every thought. What if he did not want all this and wanted to go back through the portal? Was there any way that Telania could just be his mother and not a queen at the same time?

Sam went outside blinking in the bright late morning sun. The warmth of the day irritated Sam’s skin, nudging his thoughts to a darker place. To try and cheer himself up he set out on a walk to try and clear his head and sooth his dark thoughts. After a while he found himself at the edge of the town near to the waterfall and the deep pool into which it fell. Surrounded by such natural beauty he stopped and just stared as white tipped streaks of water cascaded into the pool below. He saw the sunlight reflecting in ripples of yellow, tinged with flashes of green leaf. The surface, always on the move, was refreshed by the fall of silver water from the mountain side above. Sam now felt the sun warming the back of his neck and sat down by the side of the pool. He leant back resting against a large oak mesmerised at the wondrous scene before him.  The pool seemed to be willing him to step in and be refreshed.

Sam stood and walked over to the water’s edge. The temptation to jump in and cool down became irresistible. He could see the bottom through the clear sparkling water. As if to encourage Sam, the surrounding air began to feel even warmer. Sam removed his shirt and took off his boots and he dived into the water, surfaced and gasped for breath. The water was icy cold and jangled his whole body. It felt so good that his teeth rattled.

Sam’s senses burst into life. The coldness, scraped away at his skin and made him smile. He dived towards the bottom of the pool, opened his eyes and looked around. The clarity of the water was striking. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed something golden and glinting in the dispersed rays of sunlight. Sam used his arms to pull himself towards this object of interest and reached out his hand. Grabbing both sand and the golden object he pulled upwards and tried to make for the surface but the object was stuck fast. Sam rose, grabbed a lungful of air, and dived again. Grabbing the chain in both hands he pulled. Nothing. Sam started to move the earth and sand around the chain to reveal more. On the end of the chain was a golden piece of metal within which was set a white jewel. The chain had been tied in a knot around a metal hoop. Sam rose for air once more and set out, determined to release the object from its watery grave. After five or six further dives, he was able to loosen and unwrap the chain so that it could loop underneath itself. The chain pulled free and Sam swam to the surface with his prize gripped in his hand. He clambered out of the pool, breathless and sat back against the knarled remains of a large tree.

The amulet in his hands was beautiful. He could see a white jewel set in gold surrounded by intricate patterns and strange symbols. The chain was made of the same pale gold metal. He placed it over his head and it rested upon his chest. He would never be the same again.





Chapter twenty-four.

The Silent Place.

Sam’s body became rooted to the ground. The golden amulet weighing him down leaving him unable to move. Even if he wanted to get up, he would not have been able to. His head spun and he felt breathless and lightheaded. He tried to anchor his vision on a fixed point on the other side of the pool. He held tight, squeezing his hands into the earth trying to remain on a level surface. Sam’s face became covered in sweat and his chest started working overtime to try and force air into his lungs. His eyes began to detect movement, not of people or creatures but the very air around him. The trees, rocks and mountainside all joined in. The movement increased and he felt the ground beneath him rise and carry him forward. Projecting him so fast that all the colours of the pool and surrounding forests around him merged into a flash of white. Terrified, Sam clung on for dear life. He found it harder and harder to breathe and soon his eyes became heavy and he could not hold them open any longer.
After a time, Sam regained some semblance of awareness and tried to open his eyes. At first nothing made any sense. Everything looked dull and grey. His senses were suppressed and slow to engage. He felt nothing. Neither warmth nor cold. Sam became aware of his breathing, but he did not register the feeling or hear his own breath, the fogginess reflecting the way his brain felt. Swirling clouds dissipated and he saw before him a slate grey pathway leading into the mists ahead. Where he could be he did not know. There was little in the way of landmarks to try and orientate himself. The pathway lead straight into the dense mist ahead. The fog thickened behind him and edged him forward along the path. As he walked, more of the path appeared before him and disappeared as quickly behind him. Sam had no sense of place or time. He did not know if was awake, dreaming or dead. The gradient of the path began to increase and he rose into the mist.

The swirling vapours of fog start to thin and reveal more of his surroundings. He looked up and there before him he saw a steep hill surrounded by grey clouds and an even greyer backdrop. He could see the pathway move and curve around the contours of the hillside guiding him towards the summit. Up ahead stood a solitary figure, shrouded in grey. Sam stopped and looked harder but saw no real features other than the long grey cloak. Again, the mist tried to move him forward towards whoever was standing there. Sam stepped up and stood before the covered figure He looked for a response a recognition to his presence. Nothing. Up close now Sam stared into the place where a face should be. It was masked, hidden from the living. Darkness shaped into human form. No face, no eyes, no skin or bone. A dark form standing before him.

‘Are you a ghost?’ Sam whispered more than a little frightened.

He looked again to the black void where eyes should be, trying to see beyond the darkness. Sam’s mind trying hard to make some sort of sense of a scene he did not comprehend.  With slow, deliberate movements, the shrouded shape moved its arm towards the amulet hanging around Sam’s neck. From within its folds crept out a skeletal arm, attached to which was a bony hand wrapped in skin, blackened and aged with the ravages of time. A finger pointed to the jewel at the centre of the amulet and then caressed it with the barest of touches. The jewel flared for a moment, bringing a light to brighten up a wretched place. It then reduced to a dull glow swirling within the boundaries of the crystal.

Sam looked again into the faceless void only this time saw his own eyes reflecting back at him, sapphire blue blazing with life. The headless shroud tilted its head to one side and with its arm, gestured Sam onwards. He took a step forward then another. Sam looked back and saw the grey shapeless figure fading into the mists and disappearing. Sam carried on, one step after another and there ahead stood another shrouded figure waiting. The same events followed. Sam looked and stared as a bony hand stretched out and touched the amulet, the jewel flared, died back down and he moved on following the contour of the hill. This process repeated itself a dozen or more times. Sam lost count. Each time he moved further up the hill towards the top. Each one of the shrouded figures adding an intensity to the feelings within the amulet. Sam felt this power build up after each successive touch. The jewel was getting brighter each time. A growing contrast to the surrounding grey misery. Sam thought he could see the top of the hill although it was difficult to see where the top of the hill ended and the dark grey clouds above began. He moved on to another waiting figure, standing statuesque, a patient marker towards a destination he did not know and a future he was terrified of.

The next figure, still shrouded in the same grey sack cloth, did something different. Instead of touching the amulet with its finger the extended arm revealed a sword that had the same white jewel embedded into its hilt. Its skeletal hand gripping tight, almost reluctant to give up its prize. The jewel in the amulet ‘called’ to its sister by releasing a bolt of white power that brought it back to life and sent a blazing streak of power through the sword blade. The hand that held the sword reformed flesh and blood and held forth the blade demanding that Sam took it.

Sam placed his hand on the handle of the sword, briefly touching the warm skin. It was good to feel the warmth of living flesh. However, as soon as he took the sword in his hand the other returned to its previous state of decomposition. Sam moved on determined now to see this through to the end. With the amulet pulsing on his chest and sword in hand he moved forward and upwards. At last, Sam crested the summit and saw a seated figure. No grey shroud could be seen as he walked towards what appeared to be the final figure in the grey dull netherworld

The figure sat completely still, cross legged and naked apart from a loin cloth with hands resting on each knee. It was a man, his head was bowed in reflective contemplation. Sam gripped the sword tighter and walked over to stand in front of the silent stranger.

‘Please Samahel sit across from me for I do not have much time to linger in this place.’

Sam complied and sat across from the man. Not knowing what to do with the sword he placed it across his knees and waited. The head of the man rose and Sam found himself looking into the eyes of his father. He knew straight away and his heart soared with joy. He wanted to leap up and hug him. Sensing that this could happen, Tealon smiled and raised is left hand.

‘Patience my son. I too have longed for this day to see you through my own eyes. You must not touch me in this form for it would mean my death.’

‘But where on earth are we and who or what were those grey things?’ asked Sam. Breathless he continued, ‘I cannot believe this, I have so many questions for you. Mom, I mean, Telania thinks you died years ago. She misses you more than anything.’

Tealon smiled regret etched upon his face, his mind stole a moment to remember to another time.

‘Trust your mother Samahel. She is far stronger than she knows. Where are we you asked? We are not on earth. We are in the place between life and death. Those grey things as you call them are the spirits of our ancestors. They each have their own unique bond with the source and have been summoned to pass on their stories to you. Twelve generations of unbroken Alarian rule.’ Tealon continued,

‘I am alive, for now, trapped in the depths of Craig Mawr. My spirit can travel here for short periods. It is a gift given to me by the source. This gives me respite and allows for Ariana to feed my spirit and strengthen my resolve not to give up, not to die, to put up with the abuse and torture inflected upon me by the demons that guard me and make each day a living hell. Back there I do not look like this. Age, time and torture have left me scarred in my body and mind. Here in this place, I am given spiritual sustenance to endure, determined not to give in. I am, in my own way, a symbol of Alarian resolve. Though regrettably, no one knows. But I endure my son and here is my plea. I need your help to rescue me, for then we can reclaim our home and save our people.’

‘But how, I am not a great warrior? I am scared and unsure what to do. Dottie, Wolfric, mom and the others all seem to know what to do. I have been lost from mom for the last fifteen years. I know precious little of Ussex and its ways and traditions. I cannot even pick up a sword and point the right end at someone. I just want to run away and hide. I cannot live up to everyones expectations.’

Tealon looked into his son’s eyes and asked a simple, but direct, question,

‘What do you want most in your life?’

‘A family, my mom and dad together, guiding me, helping me, showing me how to learn, how to grow, how to be kind, good and decent. I want to help people.’

‘Then we are agreed on one guiding principle. Together we love and together we are stronger for the sake of others. Save me Samahel and together we can save our people. Telania and Ariana can get you to Craig Mawr. But it is you and only you that can wield the sword and the amulet. These mighty artifacts are sentient, alive. They now only respond to you and their power will increase as your confidence in them grows. Together they will give you, amongst many other traits, the power of invisibility and the strength to cut through anything. The ability to heal both land and people. They are a mighty gift not often given to all Alarian rulers. They are given in times of great need. The last to wield them were the twin rulers, Aferbon and Galadin. You are the thirteenth. You are a directly descended from Alfred of Albion. The amulet will also allow you to create portals of your own. Ariana can teach you the skill you need for this.’

‘But who will believe you are alive? When I tell them, they will think I am stark raving mad.’

‘Be strong my child. You are a true descendant of Alfred, a mighty wielder of the power of Albion, of Mercia and of Ussex. He was a merciful king, a unifier of peoples, fair and just. A true believer in the source as a power for good. Alfred was a clever leader and warrior and knew his limitations. His courage lay in knowing when to fight and when to talk. His daughter, Ethelfaed too was a powerful negotiator and looked to educate her people so that they could lead good and just lives. She believed strongly in the source. It was this belief instilled in her daughter that led them to finding a way here to the land that became Ussex. Over the years it became a place of refuge for those true believers in the source.

If anyone doubts you or our conversation, especially Telania, remind her of the smell of violets on a mid-summer morning. That is something that connects our love and is something only we know. That will convince her and then will she act. Samahel my time is growing short here and I must return to the confines of my prison and all the pain that it brings. I will endure and wait for you.’

‘But I was supposed to go to the Well of Souls, wherever that is and be sort of half drowned in it.’

‘Where do you think you found the amulet,’ said Tealon. Sam looked and saw that the figure before him start to shimmer and then begin to fade.

As the spirit of Tealon faded, Sam began to panic and cried out, ‘Wait. Please, how do I get back. I am lost.’ With one final effort, Tealon, whispered,

‘Sleep and then open your eyes. Until we meet again, you have my love and blessing. Kiss you mother for me.’

With that Sam was left alone, contemplating the enormity of task before him. Alone again in the grey place between places Sam never felt so lonely. He looked down and saw the amulet blazing white hot on his chest. Each time he picked up the sword the jewel blazed and he felt a strength surge through him, almost like a jolt of lightning. He saw no more of his spiritual relatives. After all the fuss everyone had made about the ‘sacred’ Well of Souls’ he had stumbled across it by accident. He thought to himself that he was glad it happened this way, rather than in front of a large gawping crowd of strangers. Sam sat and waited for sleep and as he did a strange thought crossed his mind, what if it wasn’t a coincidence he went into the scared water. A small feeling of manipulation seeped through him. However, this was tempered by the realisation of what he had just gone on before and who he had just spoken to. Sleep eventually took control of his body and when he awoke, he was sat beside the same tree, looking at the same the pool. Time had barely moved on.

Around his neck the amulet sat resting on his chest, to his right he saw a sword with a jewel buried in its hilt. Sam put his shirt back on, covering the amulet and went back to his room, avoiding any other and lay the sword beneath the blankets in his bed. He left the Well of Souls without looking back glad he would not have to go through some sort of formal ceremonial baptism. No time at all seemed to have passed on his journey to the spirit world. He sat on the side of the bed waiting to be summoned. Sam knew for once what needed to be done and that he would be the one to do it.





Chapter twenty-five.



Queen’s counsel.

Shards of late autumn sun cast a collection of dancing shadows across the woodland surrounding the 
Well of Souls as Oridian and two other demons materialised from behind the waterfall that cascaded into the clear water below. They stood close to the edge of the pool that Sam had emerged from not three hours earlier.  Oridian stared through cold barren eyes. He knew that he had arrived too late to stop the boy reclaiming the magical artefacts.  Lord Valdroth would by now have found this out. This thought terrified him. Fear grabbed his mind twisting it in knots. With little left other than a direct assault on the Alarian stronghold he could not think of another strategy that would allow him to carry out his masters’ wishes. He needed time to think. Oridian and the two demons retreated and waited deep within the shadowed folds of the forest.
###
The entire population of Peopleton gathered outside the square to listen to their returning queen. Sam saw the crowd waiting for an explanation of her intent and what steps would be put in place to return them to their homeland. At the appointed time a bell rang calling for order. Sam sat beside his mom and watched as she stood and waited. The sounds of the townsfolk washed away to silence. Breathing in, Sam could see how nervous his mom was. She gathered as much regal eloquence as she could by clasping her hands tightly together in front of her body. Sam tried to smile at her but she was focused on speaking to the loyal crowd and missed the gesture,

‘I want to express my undying gratitude to all the inhabitants of Peopleton. Ussex is alive and well in this place. You have suffered years of torment and sadness, yet the true spirit of the nation of Ussex is strong. You have endured, fought back and lived the lives of true Alarian heroes. Thinking of others, caring for the land and holding onto the threads of our way of life. I have returned to lead us forward, to reclaim what was lost and remove the cancer that is eating our homeland from within. I believe in Ussex and I believe in you and together we will prevail.’

As one every person placed their hand on their hearts and shouted, ‘

‘For Ussex!’

Sam saw the look of relief on his mom’s face. He saw her fighting back tears whilst waiting for everyone to be quiet. She announced, loud enough for the gathering crowd, that Ariana would be with them later in the meeting. This sent a further ripple of excitement through the gathered crowd for the enchantress had never made herself present in Peopleton, even though she maintained the wards protecting the small town from the world outside. Sam could see how much the support of her subjects meant to her.

‘Before any decisions about future actions are made, we must be able to command all the issues, facts and information - good or bad - that we can. Go about your everyday business, happy in the knowledge that great changes are about to take place and that together we are stronger and together we can and will, make a difference.’

A thunderous round of applause ran through the crowd. One by one they returned to their homes and duties. Those that remained gathered in the meeting room and Telania set about pulling every morsel of information from the bones of those who mattered.

Sam and Sarah took seats near to Dottie and tried to follow the many trails of information flowing back and forth across the room. Sam made sure the amulet and sword were hidden out of sight beneath his shirt and cloak. Jet sat at Sam’s feet, a solid comfortable presence in a place of changing news. Along with Sarah he concentrated hard, trying to piece together the whereabouts of Vonn’s armies, the appalling conditions within the prison schools and slave mines. This dire situation could not continue much longer and something had to be done. Sam could see the concerned look on his mom’s face and smiled at her again trying to offer reassurance. Dottie reported that Tiernan and Lan were both making progress and would make a full recovery in time. Fly went into further graphic detail about the conditions within the prison schools and put forward a strong case that a rescue mission of any sort must be considered a priority.

Wolfric, Bark and Fly laid out a large map of Peopleton and its place in the Shadow Forest. They pointed out the positions of three legions of soldiers closing in on them. A battalion of demon riders had also been spotted. Wolfric, as taciturn and matter of fact as ever, recounted that they only had one hundred trained soldiers who were once parts of the regular militia of Ussex plus one hundred trained men and women, chosen from the population of Peopleton. They had been trained, ready to defend their homes.  Wolfric pointed out the obvious. They were and always will be outnumbered and it would be suicide to commit to a head on assault. Wolfric argued that a whole new set of tactics were needed. Telania spoke up above the growing clamour,

‘There must be another way to attack the enemy. Fly, whilst I am acutely aware of the tragic situation our children find themselves in a full-scale rescue mission is out of the question. We simply do not have the resources for such a quest. However, we must do something that strikes a blow against Vonn and all that he stands for.’

Both Sam and Telania could see the crestfallen look on Fly’s young face. She added,

‘Fly we will do something. You have my word as your Queen.’

The door to the meeting room opened and in walked the most imposing physical presence Sam had ever seen. He whispered to Sarah,

‘He looks like he is carved out of rock. Look at the size of him.’

Dynian, the weapons master stood six foot seven tall. His head shaved and his chin sported a black goatee beard, twisted into a small tail which added to his presence. Across his deeply muscled back were the biggest two broadswords Sam had ever seen. Admittedly he had not seen many in his life, but these were very impressive. He walked with supreme confidence and with a lightness that belied his huge size. He moved like a cat, ready to spring on any unsuspected creature at any moment of the day or night.  On either side of him walked the battle hounds Kroll and Neah, marching in perfect unison. As he came before Telania he stopped, bowed and with a voice as deep as his chest said,

‘My Queen your return has not come too soon and as I always have; I give to you my life and my service.’

In one fluid motion his hands gripped the hilt of both broad swords, swung them diagonally across his shoulders and brought them down before the queen as he knelt on his left knee.

‘Dynian it is so good to see you again after all these years. You do not seem to age. Life it seems is treating you well despite our precarious circumstances. Please step forward.’

The weapons master stood up and walked towards the queen returning his swords to their position on his shoulders. Telania held out her hands and took hold of his. She smiled with genuine warmth, greeting an old friend. She looked up to see a single tear fall from his dark brown eyes. She wiped it away with a gentle touch. She spoke so only he could hear,

‘I have missed you and your council so much. I see in your eyes that you blame yourself for that night many years ago, the night of exile. But I do not. I know Tealon would not either. We were all victims of Oridian’s deception and trickery. Come, we need to eat and I need to reintroduce you to some old friends and, my son, Samahel.’

Dynian bowed and gave a smile but behind that smile simmered shame and a burning desire for revenge. Telania, clearly delighted to have the weapons master by her side once more reunited him with Wolfric. His salute was filled with undying respect. Beside Wolfric, Dottie, Lilly, and Martha saluted and curtsied to their former battle mentor and teacher.

‘Lady Dorothea it is so good to see you again. Thank you for protecting my Queen.’

Dottie smiled and without thought or hesitation embraced Dynian surprising the weapons master with a public show of affection. There was a quick and knowing glance between Lilly and Martha. They too were delighted to be again in the presence of greatness. At last, the queen brought Dynian before her son and introduced him and Sarah to the great man. Dynian went down on one knee and lowered his head,

‘My prince. You too have my sword to defend you.’ Overcome with emotion his deep voice quivered, ‘you have the look of your father in his youth if I am not overstepping my position in saying so.’

Sam, for once did not object to being called ‘my prince’ but rather, held out his hand and shook the surprised weapons master hand vigorously. Sam, being as ‘princely’ as he could for a care-kid pointed out that,

‘It is good to meet you having heard so much about you from mom and Dottie.’

Looking slightly bemused with the way Sam spoke, Dynian bowed and looked to a smiling Telania for an explanation,

‘Yes, he does look like his father but has not had the regular upbringing of an heir to the throne of Ussex. Please relax we are in unusual times and places and we are not at Kingscastle. We are just one people facing a real threat to our survival and way of life so, drink, eat and rest. We are in desperate need your thoughts and advice.’

The sun set golden, satisfied with its days’work and moved to begin its daily toil elsewhere. Sam was becoming more worried with the revelations that he would soon bring to the proceedings. He had not told a single soul and the burden of news of the magnitude he was about to deliver was making him agitated and very distracted.

‘What is up with you?’ remarked Sarah, ‘you are like a kid I knew who was so hyperactive he was tied down to a bed each night and medicated.’

‘Just excited to see this Ariana person and not just as a cold fuzzy image hovering over a cold fire,’ said Sam trying to cover up the worry his announcement would bring, especially to his mom. Sam could not wait for her arrival as he knew that she knew his father was alive. He did not want to make any pronouncement without her being there. Although he knew that it would be a shock it would also have massive implications for the outcome of what they were trying to accomplish.

It had gone dark when Ariana materialised before them. The air shimmered and refracted the surrounding firelight and there she stood before them accompanied by the two giant mountain wolves, Fenrir and Lola. Everyone just stood and stared as she walked towards Telania. The whole room bowed low in her presence offering her true deference and respect. Even Jet, Kroll and Neah lowered their heads as she passed. She stopped before the queen and smiled,

‘Queen Telania, may I say welcome home?’ Her voice, soft and light had a lyrical quality to it. She wore a long white dress, tied at the waist with a golden thread and around her shoulders a royal blue cloak lined with soft brown fur. Her golden hair, fair and shimmering in the light fell to her shoulders and added to her beauty. A wide and perfect smile together with sea blue eyes took in all before her. Sam thought she looked even more stunning that she had before and could not stop staring. Yet despite her beauty he saw a thin veneer of coldness as she walked towards the queen. Sarah had to elbow Sam in the side and she muttered into his ear,

‘Stop staring, your tongue is hanging out. Okay I agree she is a bit of a looker, but what do you expect of someone who is over a thousand years old.’

‘Huh?’ said a rather flummoxed Sam.

‘Quit your drooling and just listen she is about to speak.’

Ariana turned and stood before them, Telania, Dynian, the white ladies, Wolfric, Fly and Bark as well as a further dozen or so key members of the ruling council of Peopleton. They all waited with anticipation. Flanked by Fenrir and Lola she began to speak,

‘I come to you in your hour of need. The decisions we make will affect thousands of lives over the coming weeks and months. It will affect each one of you as well and in ways that you will not expect. I do not predict the future but know this, if we do not act now then we will lose everything we hold dear. The forces of evil are gathering. The unworldly alliance of Otto Vonn and Valdroth is eroding the will of the Alarian people and tearing the very fabric of our lore and wellbeing. The source is being attacked as never before and without us all working together then we will be overcome. We cannot dither and wait for things to go our way. We are outnumbered, out resourced and for the past decade and a half out thought and manipulated to an end not of our own choosing. There are revelations tonight that will be heard for the first time. Some will come from an unexpected source. Decisions that you were thinking of making need to be reconsidered in light of this.’

Not a sound was heard in the room as Ariana spoke, the daughter of the earth mother, Hertha, sent a message as clear as anything.

‘Valdroth and I have sparred together through the millennia, even before we came through the portals to Ussex. Across the lands of Mercia, Wessex and in the darkest places throughout the land of Albion.  We have fought, won and lost through the ages. A constant battle between right, wrong and good and evil. Let me tell you this. He has never been stronger. That fool, Oridian tipped the scales in his favour. His treachery knows no bounds. The unholy marriage of the magic of the source blended with the unnatural demonic power has created creatures that are worse than evil. We must act now. This is our time to make a stand. I stand before you willing to sacrifice my very being to thwart the demon lord. If he wins, if he beats us then it is not only this world that is threatened. Already he is planting seeds of malevolence and corruption within the land of Albion. He has to be stopped and stopped right here in this good land of Ussex. Otherwise, the future will be as black as a never-ending winters’ night.’

The mood of the gathered Alarians turned quiet and somber. Reflecting on what they once had, what they had now and what they could still lose. Each was quiet, lost in their own thoughts. Fenrir approached Sam and nudged him on the side of his leg. Sam smiled and leant across to fuss the massive mountain wolf. As he did a voice formed in his mind, Ariana spoke hurriedly,

‘Forgive my hurried opinion of you when we last met. You have accomplished a great deed. Do not speak of your father in this place there are ears currently present that are not entirely loyal to the cause of the queen. Save your news for a place with only those loyal to your mother. Do you understand? I know the potential of magic that you now possess and that we can use to our advantage. We will speak together behind very secure doors and wards tonight. I am so pleased you have spoken to your father. I know what it means to you and what it will mean to your mother. Be strong.’

Sam sat rooted to the chair in shock at the invasion of his mind. How has she the power to do this? All he managed to do was nod and smile as he continued stroking the grey and brown fur of Fenrir. Lola padded across to demand a share of Sam’s attention. Sam kept thinking about how his mom and Dottie would react. As the evening wore on the discussion became more fractured and muddied. Some favouring a rescue attempt of children from the prisons. Others arguing that it would be best to remain hidden until such time numbers were large enough to attempt more direct action. Even more discussion centred around the provision of food and supplies for the coming winter months.

Tiredness meant that a further meeting was arranged for the morning. Everyone began to return back to their homes and, if they were lucky their families. Sam was unable to relax and walked back towards the small living area by their rooms having agreed to have a private supper with his mom and Ariana. They were to be joined by Dynian, Dottie and Wolfric. Lilly and Martha returning first to the small sickbay to look after the recovering Lan and Teirnan.

###

Oridian sat alone, just outside Peopleton wrestling with his thoughts. He had the means of entry and knew what he had to get. Both artefacts that he had tried to collect from the Well of Souls were now in the possession of a boy who could ruin everything. He had no choice but to try and retrieve them. To do this he would need support. He waited, cold and miserable in the dark for Ashen Cross. More than one death could be achieved this night and with every key player of the note within the confines of this rebel town it was an opportunity too good to miss. There was a clear and definite chance to strike a final blow and snuff out a rebellion before it had even started. A cold smile began to form as he saw the potential to ingratiate himself further with Vonn and his true master, Lord Valdroth. Already contact had been made with their spy within the town, someone loyal to Vonn, a willing servant of darkness. The dark mage worked through every scenario and every permutation that the coming night could bring. He visualised the blood of the Alarians flowing and that, for once, did bring a warm glow to his ice-cold heart.





Chapter twenty-six.

A journey into darkness.

After a quick supper of warm broth, cold meats, cheese, bread and what Sam suspected could be cider the little group sat in chairs around an open fire pit. The smell of beef broth and wood smoke offered an interesting aroma, one that Sam found very relaxing. Dynian and Wolfric stood apart from those sitting and were engrossed in battle plans, tactics and how they were going to combat the might of Vonn’s legions. Throughout supper Sam kept glancing across to the enchantress who, with the consummate skill of a practiced politician, smiled and ignored him. During a pause in the conversation Telania turned to Ariana and asked,
‘How are the preparations for Sam’s immersion into the Sacred waters? Is that not one of the reasons you have come to us at this hour.’

‘Sam swam in the Well of Souls this afternoon.’ replied Ariana, ‘as you can see, he is alive, well and very much his own person.’

Stunned silence greeted this revelation. Every single face in the room turned and looked at Sam who sat in the chair wriggling with embarrassment. He offered a weak smile to the eyes that stared at him. Before Sam had a chance to speak Ariana stood up and put her finger up to her lips signaling compete silence. All complied in a heartbeat. She closed her eyes and began to raise both her arms. She held her hands before her and spoke in a language strange and arcane. The air in the room became warm and a little hazy, as if the very atoms in the air had thickened. She glanced at Fenrir and Lola. They stood to attention and went to sit by the door. Jet woke up and together with Neah and Kroll sat alert, waiting. Ariana opened her eyes and Sam noticed that they were no longer sea blue but a beautiful emerald green.

‘Thank you all. We can now speak freely without fear of our conversation being overheard.’ She continued, ‘there is a word called serendipity that the people of Albion use for happy accidents, good fortune or a consequence that has many unseen positive benefits. Sam, can you tell everyone where you were today as the sun shone straight above us.’

‘I felt hot after looking around, so I went for a swim in that pool near the waterfall. It was warm and I needed to cool down. Did I break some ancient law of Ussex or something?’

‘No none that I can think of. Now tell everyone the rest if you would be so kind.’

Sam cleared his throat. This was it. The moment of revelation.

‘I swam in the clear water; it was cool and refreshing. I glanced down and saw the glint of a shiny looking object. It was a necklace with a dull jewel at the centre of it. After a few tugs, I freed it and sat back out of the water and put the necklace around my neck. Shall I continue?’

‘Please do,’ said the enchantress.

‘I then had the strangest dream. I was on a foggy pathway walking around a grey hill. I met dead people shrouded in grey. Each one touched the jewel and it flamed brightly. Each time it got touched the light grew stronger. The last but one grey thing gave me a sword with the same type of jewel. Both jewels sort of ‘talked’ to each other and the sword blazed white, in unison with the necklace. As I walked further, I then met another man, not dead, but one I knew. We then sat and talked. He told me that the grey dead things were my ancestors and that he begged me to bring him home. It was Tealon, my father. He is alive. Mom, Dad is alive.’

Telania burst into floods of uncontrollable tears and had to be comforted by Dottie. She glanced over at Sam her eyes angry and accusing. He knew no one believed him,

‘I am telling the truth. I would not make that up. I don’t think I am able to make anything up like that. The whole experience was trippy and it has messed with my head all day.’

Ariana silenced the assembled with a slight raise of the hand. She spoke with an icy edge to her soft voice,

‘The boy speaks the truth. Think with a clear head my queen. Dorothea, you should know where he has been. Would you like to share your lore and our history?’

Dottie stood up, her mind thinking with more clarity, bowed deeply to a still tearful Telania and Ariana. She turned, smiled and offered an apology to Sam.

‘If I am correct Sam journeyed to the place between worlds. The place of waiting and enduring. If he did meet his ancestors, then he may have been given two items.’

A growing look of wonder grew on Dottie’s face. Her voice trembled with implications,

‘The Amulet of the Guardians and the Sword of Remorse. Fabled artifacts of powerful magic, not seen in Ussex for over a thousand years. Sam, do you have these? Are you able to show these items and do you have them in a safe place?’

‘I have them here with me,’ said Sam relieved to have spoken that which had laid heavy on his heart.

He fumbled by the side of his feet, drew back his cloak and lifted the sword from within its folds laying it on the table before them. He then took the amulet out from beneath his shirt and let it rest on his chest for them all to see. Dynian walked to the table and with a tremble to his voice, asked Sam’s permission to hold the sword. Sam nodded wondering what was so special about it. Dynian took the sword up into his mighty hands and studied it with the reverence and majesty that it deserved. With his deep voice he said,

‘You do not know what this is. This is indeed a fearsome weapon. Legend tells that he who controls the sword and amulet cannot be defeated. This is a gift from the source and from those whose spirit hold Ussex dear to their hearts. Even in death, legends have come once more to walk beside us.’

Sam could see them all getting a little lost in past myths and said,

‘That’s good because I have not got a clue what to do with them. My father told me to ask you Ariana because he said that you would know.’

The enchantress nodded, stepped towards Sam and with the lightest of touches evoked the magic in the amulet. The dull white jewel shone fiercely.

‘The sword and amulet have not been seen since the day my mother gave her life to save Ussex. The first true rulers of Ussex the twins Aferbon and Galadin were the first and last users of these precious artifacts. They are your direct ancestors Sam. You met them today in the grey place of waiting. Pick up the sword.’

Sam bent down and placed the sword into his left hand. Both the sword and the amulet were set ablaze. White power coating the blade and the amulet shone lighting up the whole room. Sam felt the power coursing through him. But he did not know what to do and began to panic,

‘What is this? How to I control it? How do I turn the bloody thing off?’

With a wave of the enchantresses hand the power subsided. Through all this Telania sat in silence. Shocked to the core. She turned to Sam and asked,

‘Describe this Tealon to me. Do not leave a single detail out.’

Sam began to describe an older version of himself to his mother.

‘I am not lying mom. I can see that you do not believe me.’

‘Sam I am struggling to deal with your truth. Tealon was killed in battle defending us so we could go through the portal. On the night of our journey into exile it was Tealon who gave his life for our survival. He was surrounded by enemy forces. Demons overran the castle. He had taken many wounds. Tealon could not have lived. I saw him fall as we entered the portal. You must have made a mistake Sam. I am not angry with you. You have just stirred up some very painful emotions that I had buried as my way of dealing with the terrible loss.’

Sam reflected for a moment, choosing his words with care,

‘Tealon, my father, your husband and our king told me you might not believe me so he told me something that he said only you would know. I do not want to say this out loud so may I whisper it to you so only you can hear?’ he added with the barest of sounds, ‘Please mom.’

Telania nodded and Sam walked towards her. The whole room watched but no one else in the room mattered. His mom flinched as he took her hands in his. Sam bent forward and whispered into her ear,

‘He told me to remind you of the smell of violets on a mid-summers morning.’

Sam then kissed his mom on the cheek and Sam said loud enough for everyone to hear,

‘That is from my dad.’

Telania could not stop crying but this time they were tears of joy. She hugged Sam, thanked him and she apologised for doubting him. This was joyous news that everyone in the room shared and felt part of. Telania composed herself and called for a more serious discussion on their plans. The news left everyone reeling with implications and a new sense of hope filled the room.

‘We will not be chased from place to place. This is our homeland, and we will reclaim it together. Now I want to hear all options, silly or impractical as they may seem. Dynian, can you begin.’

The weapons master cleared his throat and emboldened by the presence of the magical weapons that he had only ever read about, shared the very sobering fact that they were but two hundred against three legions of Vonn’s demon riders and soldiers,

‘It would be suicide to face them head on. However, Wolfric has been telling me of a tactic he has devised, learnt from the many wars the people of Albion have taken part in. By subdividing our soldiers and militia into ten mobile forces of twenty we can be in many places at once. We know the Shadow Forest well; it is our home. We can use this knowledge to harry and attack in a strike and hide type of combat. We can do this wherever Vonn’s legions are. We can disrupt food supplies, weapons transportation and set up a myriad of ambushes. We then start to build a tactical advantage because we can operate as separate teams every hour of the day. We will become shadow warriors, an invisible force to be reckoned with. We can use our network of tunnels, wards and speed to frustrate and demoralise our enemy. We can keep them pinned down here and distracted from elsewhere for as long as we can.’

Telania smiled, it was good to see her weapons master being in control and taking charge. Sam, trying to calm his own emotions, asked if he could speak. Telania smiled and gestured for him to continue. With nerves and emotions raw Sam began,

‘My dad asked if I could rescue him. He said that he did not have much time left and that he had changed greatly because of his imprisonment in some place called Craig Mawr. He said I could use the sword and the amulet to somehow get him out of his prison. He said that the enchantress would show me how and together we can get there and get him out. I want to do this. I cannot bear the thought that my father is being tortured and abused. I want him back and I want us to be a family. That has been my dream for such a long time. My carers used to call it a forever family. But I am worried that I do not have the skills needed to do this and that we could be walking into a trap.’

Everyone listened as Ariana spoke in response to Sam’s request,

‘It would be a great feat to extract Tealon from under the very noses of Vonn and Valdroth. Sam, you do have the skill. What you lack is confidence. We need to be very careful here. Many lives, not just the kings are at stake. None outside this room know this and we must use it to our advantage. We need to keep Vonn’s legions pinned down here in the forest and keep enemy eyes focused on us. We need some short successes now. The source itself wants to defeat Valdroth and his dark magic. The forest will fight. The creatures of this good land will fight for us. Sam, you need to spend some time learning how to access the source and tap into its resources. That learning will start tonight. From this moment on only the people in this room will have knowledge of the sword and amulet. This knowledge is not to be shared with anyone else, even the other white Ladies or Lan and Teirnan for the moment. I believe there is a traitor close to the heart of Peopleton and this knowledge and news of any rescue attempt must not leak out.’

Telania looked to Ariana to seeking an answer to Sam’s request. Ariana nodded in silent agreement. The queen turned to those present and said,

‘Does anyone disagree that we plan to rescue our king and bring him home from torture and banishment?’

She took a deep sweeping look into the eyes before her. Everyone nodded in agreement. Sam looked at Sarah and smiled. Sarah nodded her approval and then began to speak with Dottie about furthering her own basic training. Sam looked around at everyone who were talking discussing and formulating strategies. For a moment he felt at a slight loss, but he was through putting himself down and belittling himself. For once, he felt as if he was in control of his life. It was dangerous, exciting and full of unknown consequences. However, there was one thing he was sure of. He had something to fight for. A family and a place to call home.

As the evening’s discussions were ending, it was agreed that Telania, Sam, Ariana and Dottie would leave at dawn to rescue Tealon from Craig Mawr. They would not be going alone as Fenrir, Lola and Jet would also accompany them. Dynian, with Wolfric’s input outlined a basic strategy to keep Vonn’s legions pinned down along the edges of Shadow Forest. Sarah asked what she was to do. She did not want to be separated from Sam. She was nearly in tears as Dottie explained to her why she could not go. When they returned, she was expected to have mastered basic lore and weapons craft that she will have been taught by Lilly and Martha. Each said their good nights and walked as a group back towards their beds. Ariana asked for Sam, Dottie and Telania to stay behind. When the door closed behind them, she turned to them and said that they were leaving straight away,

‘There will be an attack before the night is through. If we wait till dawn, then we will be delayed. We cannot wait for that to happen, Tealon is failing. His physical being is not as strong as his spirit. He needs our aid if not he will not see out the week.’

‘We cannot leave. Who will let them know?’ said Sam. Ariana spoke to young prince,

‘They have been forewarned. Dynian knows. The attack will be met and repelled. It is not a strong force. I do know that they come for one purpose only and that is an attempt to capture or kill you Sam. So, we leave now.’

Telania and Dottie placed a supportive hand on each of Sam’s shoulders as Ariana placed her hands upon the stone walls of the refectory and started to sketch out runes and strange symbols with her fingers. She did this many times, as she did the walls appeared to shimmer and become translucent. Where there was once stone now stood a black space. She stepped through with the two mountain wolves following. The enchantress just vanished and became one with the velvet darkness. Sam stood there with his mouth open wide, stunned once more at what he had just seen. Not sure what to do he turned to Telania who told him to step through with Jet after she and Dottie had. With a deep breath and even deeper swallow he stepped into the black void. It felt to Sam that he was walking downwards into an even blacker darkness. He began to panic a little and reached out to stop himself from falling. His hand found Jet's back and he worked them towards his head. Sam felt reassured at the battle hound’s presence, but no sooner had he found Jet he stepped from darkness into bright sunlight and smelt the warmth of summer.

###

A thick mist from the Shadow Forest covered its sleeping residents as Ashen Cross and Oridian lead the remainder of their demon soldiers and battle demons into Peopleton. The mage used his dark magic to mask their footsteps. He also used his magic to hide the fact that inside he was terrified. A thin veneer covering up his weaknesses but one that would also give them an initial element of surprise. In the dark light before dawn they set out to capture the boy and his mother. They were met, as arranged by their informant who told them the exact location of Telania and Sam. The demon soldiers followed Ashen Cross into the heart of the township. They were silent, moving with intensity and purpose. Three demon soldiers turned towards the stables and at the appointed time would set fire to them and then blend into the Shadow Forest before rejoining their leader.

Thanks to Ariana’s prescience of events, Dynian, Wolfric, Lilly and Martha were tracking their every move. Fifty members of the newly formed shadow warriors were placed in two groups by the main buildings and around the main square. The first demon soldier arrived at the stables and placed dry scrub and fire bundles by the wooden doors. The fires were lit by a red bolt of power from the soldiers as they mounted their demons and set off into the Shadow Forest to wait. Inside the stables the grooms and herders were waiting to release the horses and lead them to safety away from the danger of the rising flames. Others waited, armed with bellowed water pumps to put out the fires and minimise any damage.

A sudden flash of red signaled Oridian and Ashen Cross to move towards the main square in an attempt to kill or capture their quarry. As they approached the place where Telania had spoken earlier, Martha and Lilly sent up two white pulses of light that lit up the whole square. Night became day. Dynian stood before them alone both broadswords drawn and ready. The demon soldiers knew no fear and on the command of Ashen Cross, charged the weapons master. The enemy attackers released their demon riders and they too came screaming and clawing towards Dynian, who stood his ground ready. Around the edge of the square the trained militia drew their swords, axes and cudgels and set out to fight for their home. The demon soldiers, well trained and well-armed, engaged the militia with a ferocity that saw two of the town’s defenders killed in an instant. Wolfric led the first group into battle. Using his sword and club he brained the first demon soldier he could reach with a savage blow to the side of his head. Around him the other defenders were tackling the others, gaining confidence with every blow struck.

Martha and Lilly, enjoying the thrill of battle once more began to pick off the demon riders one by one. The creatures were so strong they overpowered any defender that got too close. A single bite to the head ended the life of one brave shadow warrior. Using their staff and skill with the stones, Lilly and Martha bore pulses of white light down upon their eyes. Neah and Kroll in full battle armour, took down each one and dispatched them. One by one the demons were cornered, attacked and ended.  Ashen Cross looked to find Oridian, hoping to use his dark magic to come to their aid. The mage was nowhere to be seen. Fighting back his anger he vowed that if he got out of this alive then the cowardly mage would die at his hands. With a renewed purpose Ashen Cross entered the fight. He began to pick off the nearest defenders to him. Dynian sought him out. Even though the demon soldiers fought with fierce loyalty to protect their captain they had never encountered the weapon master before and could not get near him. With a blur of sweeping sword strokes and battle moves the weapons master was untouchable. The beast stood alone before Dynian. The remaining defenders, Lilly, Martha and Wolfric stood behind their mentor.

‘Drop your weapons,’ said Dynian.

‘I do not think so. I have no intention of being taken prisoner. My master will wipe this nest of Alarian scum from the face of this earth. I will die now, happy in that knowledge. I will not give up my weapons because I will never surrender.’

Ashen Cross spat on to the earth before Dynian’s feet. With a savage flash of speed, the head of the beast fell to the floor.

‘As you wish,’ said the weapons master.

He turned and walked from the square followed by Kroll and Neah. Wolfric, Lilly and Martha organised the remaining defenders and tasked them with clearing the carnage lying before them.





 Chapter Twenty-seven.

Betrayal.

Sarah tried to wake up, but the splitting headache pounding the inside of her skull told her otherwise. Struggling to remember, she tried to move but found the effort too much, so she tried keping still in order to recall recent events. Even this hurt her head, forcing a relapse back into a throbbing state of disturbed sleep. Flashes of terror haunted Sarah’s nightmares, she glimpsed scenes of demons and running down long endless corridors to escape an unknown terror that she knew was following. This cycle of waking up and falling back into a stupor continued for what seemed several days. She hung on to vague memories of shadowed figures dancing around the periphery of lucidity, recalling the foul taste of liquids being forced into her and her hair being ‘pulled’ and ‘tugged’. Freezing temperatures and a fever stopped her from fully waking up and remembering the events that happened after the last time she had seen Sam.
It was pitch black when she woke up and remembered. She recalled the screams and cursing of fighting and the crack and snap of burning timber falling. Disorientated she walked out and saw chaos, stables aflame, frightened horses whinnying in terror. Strangers were trying to put out fires and organise a rearguard action to combat invading demon soldiers. A voice, sort of familiar but faceless encouraged her to run after Sam into the safety of Shadow Forest. Around her were more strangers running without care. The voice urged her to seek the sanctuary of the trees. She ran frightened and alone, hoping to find a recognisable face but she became lost amongst the branches and shadows. Disorientated and cut off from help she tried to pick out a route back and ran straight into a demon rider, towering over her, black leather skin oscillating with violence. Sarah let out a scream, but it was cut short with a powerful backhand that knocked her senseless.

###
‘She is awake, look her eyes are open,’ said the mouse like voice in the darkness. A higher, second voice agreed, younger sounding but maybe a touch more confident,

‘Tell her to stop crying, they will punish us if she doesn’t.’

Sarah could not see where the voices were coming from but sensed they were unused to speech. Sarah heard the struggle in their throats to form words. As if the muscles that formed the vocal cords were unsure of their purpose. Sarah opened her mouth to speak but days of unconsciousness and not drinking left her throat dry and her words parched. A small and grubby hand held a damp rag and squeezed. Black water dripped onto Sarah’s cracked lips. Her tongue sought out the moisture and after a while Sarah tried to speak again, this time a sentence formed,

'My name is Sarah. Where am I?’

High above, Sarah could see a thin shaft of the light penetrate the gloom of the tiny chamber that she found herself in. Out of the darkness stepped forward two wretched children, each wearing dirty sackcloth over their bodies. Both were thin, emaciated with badly cropped hair and their skin a dirty shade of unwashed. They were sisters. Their eyes shared the same shade of green, edged with the black lines of malnourishment and reflections of a lost childhood. She had seen that same look in her own eyes many times. Their arms and legs were crisscrossed with belt marks and burns. Sarah was shocked to the core. She had never seen two children so spiritless and dejected as the two before her. Again, she repeated,

‘My name is Sarah. Where am I?’

‘Why does she have a name?’ whispered the younger of the two sisters.

‘Only the watchers have names.’

Sarah’s mind fought to hold down the panic growing within her and asked who the watchers were. Both sisters looked at each other and then the youngest looked at Sarah and said,

‘This is our home; this part of our home is our space to sleep. The watchers watch us and tell us what to do, they punish us when we get things wrong. They punish us when we get things right as well. They wake us up, beat us if we speak outside of our space, they tell us where to go, when to eat and when to sleep.’

Sarah was horrified, ‘Where are your parents?’

‘What are parents?’ replied the older girl. Sarah tried to rephrase,

‘Your mother and father, the grown-ups who are there to look after you.’

‘There is only us and the watchers. This is our way of life. We have never had parents. When we grow up, we move on to another place.’

Sarah felt as if she had awoken into a living nightmare. She knew very well what it was like not to have a mother or a father. Sarah tried to sit up by swinging her legs off the slab of rock she was lying on. This took a couple of attempts as the rush of blood to her head caused her to become dizzy. By now the sunlight had grown strong enough for her to see the few features of the room. It was hewn out of rock, square with one window high on the wall. Two stuffed sacks lay in a heap on the floor. This was all the two children had to sleep on. The smell was awful. Sarah didn’t fare much better, she too was barefoot and dressed in sackcloth, tied at the waist with rope. She felt a coldness around her neck and reaching up her hands she felt the rough spikes of a shaved head. Trying not to cry again she asked,

‘What is outside of here?’

The smaller of the two sisters looked at her and trying to be helpful said,

‘The light is called the sun and it is the signal to go to work. We have only ever known these walls and what is inside of them. We have never seen beyond them. The watchers will be here very soon with food and then we march to work. When he comes in stand up, do not look at him, bow your head and keep your hands by your sides. Please do not talk because they will not feed us if you do. Our watcher is named Idwal. Never call him by his name because he is cruel.’

The two girls began to wait for the cell door to be opened so that they could start their working day. Sarah found out that the two girls were older than they looked, the taller was about fourteen and the younger, more confident girl was about twelve. Sarah decided to give them both names.

‘I cannot call you big or little girl so you both need a name.’ The prospect of being called something terrified both and they begged her not to do so. They were terrified that Idwal would find out and they would get beaten. Curiosity however, got the better of the younger girl and she asked what names they would have. Sarah thought this through and said that she would think it over and let them know in good time. In the distance the clanging of metal on metal could be heard growing louder.

‘Idwal comes. Stand up straight. Don’t speak to him, don’t look at him,’ hissed the younger of the two sisters, who had more about her than her older sister. The noise of the metal bars being lifted echoed around the cell as the door swung inwards.

‘You. New girl. Look at me now,’ he growled.

Sarah looked up and took in the sight of a watcher. Dressed in a simple black uniform he did not look much older than Sam. Standing silhouetted by a burning lamp Sarah looked at Idwal and saw a thin, scrawny face that had forgotten how to smile. Cold grey eyes stared back at Sarah and she saw from his thin, wiry frame that he was not much better fed than the children he was watching. In an instant Sarah knew that the watchers were also prisoners. Idwal was filthy. Greasy brown hair coupled with grimy unwashed skin and the dirtiest fingernails she had ever seen. Sarah stared back at Idwal, determined not to be intimidated. His left hand snaked up and grabbed her throat. He began to squeeze her neck as he pulled her towards him. Sarah could now smell raw onions on his fetid breath. She continued to stare straight at him. Then he spoke very slowly,

‘If you look at me again, speak to me or do anything I don’t want you to then expect your face to be a different shape. You are less than nothing here. You are here to work till you move on or die whichever comes sooner.’

The two sisters stood in absolute silence, staring with ravenous eyes at the mouldy bread Idwal had thrown at their feet. Sarah continued to stare back at Idwal. She hated bullies and had never let anyone try to intimidate her in the way he was trying to do. Idwal let her go and walked back through the door. Sarah was so tempted to say something but caught the look on the sisters faces and thought better of doing so. When Idwal had left the two sisters grabbed their bread and began to devour it, dipping it in dirty water to soften the hardened crust. Looking at the stale and in places rotten bread Sarah was glad that she had not received any.

‘What happens now?’ Asked Sarah.

‘We wait for the summoning bell to ring then we go to assembly and then we go to morning work.’

The bell rang once, a loud harsh clang commanding all to gather. The sisters and Sarah walked out of their space and into an empty cavernous square. Sarah could see other half-starved children milling out of similar doors in absolute silence. They lined up in rows of dejected misery. They faced the watchers at the front of the cavern. They stood above them on a small, raised platform. Again, Sarah could see there was little natural light, only that given from the tiny square windows high above them. It was bitterly cold and her bare feet were already numb. Sarah began to see how sick some of the children were. Some struggled to stand up straight. Rows of shaved heads, boys and girls, bowing in subjection to their ‘masters’ Above the watchers heads Sarah read two painted messages,

‘Vonn is good,’ underneath this she read two further words, ‘Vonn is just.’

The children stood in silence waiting. The watchers watched and waited. Three lines in front of Sarah a scream ripped from the mouth of a girl as the boy in front of her fell to the hard-slate floor with a sickening thud. Two of the watchers walked towards the fallen boy. One punched the girl hard in the face and the other pulled the unconscious boy out of the line and left him on his side facing the cold dark rock. The girl that had been punched lined up trying not to cry, blood pouring from her left nostril. Anger burned inside Sarah. She knew exactly where she was. In her heart she hoped that Sam was safe, and on his way to rescue his father. Sarah made herself a promise to help these wretched children. Her thoughts were interrupted by another bell ringing. This bell saw the children walk from the assembly point through a large set of doors.

They marched in rows down a damp and dark stone corridor, eyes wide and mouths shut, their journey took minutes. They passed beneath a stone archway and entered a large square room that Sarah later found out was called the bone chamber. She walked into a hot, airless and foul-smelling atmosphere. Along the far wall of the chamber was a long fire pit on top of which were rows of empty metal grills. In front of her were two rows of wooden tables containing piles of animal bones. There were hundreds of them.

Sarah watched as the children arranged themselves into teams of strippers, stackers, walkers, burners, crushers, and packers. Every hour or so a bell would sound and the children rotated positions. Sarah started off as a stripper. The task was revolting, she almost heaved at the smell of the rotten strips of meat left hanging on the bones from where the poor animal had been butchered. Looking around she could see no tools to aid their work all the children used were their bare hands and fingers. However, what was immediately apparent was the deftness with which the children stripped the meat. The desperate amongst them also ate it raw. Tiny, scrawny fingers scooping out marrowbone and pulling the scraps clean off the bone, leaving it white and naked. Some of the meat, clearly rotten, shone a green colour but that did not put off any the children from gaining some form of sustenance. The children worked in complete silence. The watchers, patrolling, walking in time to the beat of their batons.

Gangs of children moved the cleaned and stripped bones to the grills to be cooked over an open fire-pit. Once dry, another gang pulled them off the grill and left them for cooling. Others then smashed the cooked bones with rocks into smaller pieces. Children swept these crushed bones up and put them into large pestles for grounding into a fine powder. Then groups of utterly exhausted children scooped the powdered bone into large grey sacks. Placing them in neat rows to be moved out to the slave farms where they would be used to nourish the ground. Sarah, who considered herself to be quite fit and healthy barely coped with the relentless hard physical labour. There were no toilet breaks or rest breaks and only very short food break where they were given a disgusting watery soup to drink.

She had no idea how these children coped with the tortured hard manual work. Beatings were frequent, sudden and brutal. The children suffered all of this in communal silence. Sarah marched back to her cell with her head down fighting back exhausted tears. A desperate anger knotted in her stomach. She could not hold back for very much longer. Idwal came along and threw three pieces of moldy bread into their cell and locked the door leaving them in freezing darkness. Sarah did not eat but sat herself into a corner, knees scrunched up and her arms wrapped around them. As it became dark, she bowed her head and cried.

Sarah discovered the full brutality of this way of life over the coming days. As far as she could work out, at least one child per day was found dead as a result of either starvation, torture or just sheer exhaustion. She could feel her body becoming ground down with just putting one foot in front of the other. Every breath was a struggle, she knew her asthma had returned as a result of her wretched living conditions. When Idwal threw in the hard bread each morning she too was eating to gain some nourishment and energy to push her body through another day of backbreaking work.

The two girls that she shared a cell with she named Rosie and Tilly. She could see this meant a great deal to them. Each night when they returned to their cell, she would talk to them and use their new names. Sarah told them about Sam, who he was and the care home they lived in. She told them about Telania and Dottie and how they would be battling to rescue the King. An army would be sent to rescue them all and bring them home. Rosie, the younger of the two sisters, was very fond of the stories Sarah told just before they went to sleep. Childhood stories like Little Red Riding Hood, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and especially the ugly duckling. 

Tilly, quieter and more affected by everything she had been through, asked Sarah to give her descriptions of what the outside world looked like. She loved the description of the plant and animal life. Tilly laughed at Sarah’s descriptions of giraffes, penguins, and camels. Sarah, as best as she could, tried to describe a sunset and what snow looked like. What standing in a field of wheat on a mid-summers day with a warm breeze flowing through her hair felt like. This golden time allowed the two girls to ‘escape’ if only for a short time to another place far from the barbarism they were surrounded by. Rosie and Tilly also reminded Sarah of what she needed to fight for. She understood why Telania was so driven to rid Ussex of the inhuman tyranny of Otto Vonn and everything he stood for.

Day nine started in the same way as the previous eight had, cold, dark and miserable with the three girls trying to soften the rock-hard bread. The summoning bell rang and they marched to their allotted assembly point. All around them the watchers patrolled trying to catch out any failings or flaw in their actions. They stood in frozen silence waiting for the bell to signal the walk to work. This morning was a little different as Sarah noticed that there were more watchers patrolling. Some she had not seen before and one or two that looked much older. Behind her a door opened. She could hear a single set of footsteps on the cold rock floor.

All the children, Sarah included kept their faces looking down and their eyes on the bare heels of the child in front of them. Sarah stole a glance and saw the back of the newcomer. He was dressed in black and had his hair combed back. He began to shout at two of the watchers who stood terrified before him. One of them he slapped hard across the face with the back of his hand. None of the children moved a muscle. They stood breathing, trying hard not to be noticed. The two watchers stepped back and walked away as fast as they could. The stranger turned, looked at the assembled children, said nothing and walked away back through the door from which he entered. 

Sarah could barely keep herself still for the face she saw was one that she recognised. One who had helped them in the Shadow Forest. As he passed, Sarah tried to blend in with the other wretches. She did not look up, but she had no need to because the stranger was no stranger to her.





Chapter Twenty-eight.

Rebellion planned.

The shock of seeing Fly stayed with Sarah throughout the rest of the day. All through the morning in the bone chamber her thoughts ran away in all directions. Had Sam been caught as she had been? If so, where was he? Sarah’s thoughts about the inhabitants of Peopleton having their hopes crushed were interrupted with a sharp crack on the back of the neck by one of the watchers,
‘On with it. No slacking or you will not wake up from the next smack on the head, you filthy flea ridden sow.’

Smarting from the blow to her head, Sarah rubbed the back of her neck and started to pick up the pace with her rock to smash the dried bones into pieces. She looked over to Tilly and Rosie and nodded showing that she was okay. They both flashed quick, grim smiles and carried on working. The combination of anger and growing resentment at the inhumane cruelty handed out to these poor children was burning inside of Sarah. She began to think of ways of gaining revenge and delivering a large slice of well-deserved justice to these watchers. Continuing to pound away at the warm bones, she began to think of ways to escape and bring help. Each harebrained scheme came to the same fruitless end. She just did not know what to do. Even if she did escape, she had no idea where to go after. Sarah did not know where here was. She had heard about the prison schools that the Alarian children were held in but really didn’t take much notice as to where they were located. Yet she could not sit by and do nothing.

Sarah carried on crushing or stripping bones. Her final job that day was filling sacks with the finely crushed bone powder. The smell of dead animals would not leave her. She ended up caked in a layer of pale cream coloured dust. Ghost like and dejected she marched back to her cell, but she did begin to wonder where the sacks of bone powder went to. She also began to become more curious as to how she could find out.

Later that evening after Idwal had hurled dry bread and abuse at them Sarah asked Tilly and Rosie if they ever remembered being in any other part of the ‘school’. Rosie said she could not, but Tilly had a vague recollection of large storerooms and stables.

‘I think I remember the smell of horses,’ whispered Tilly with more than a little sadness underpinning her words.

‘Why do you want to know?’ asked Rosie.

‘I was wondering where the sacks of bone powder went to after we spend all day making and packing it. Do you ever get a chance to talk to the other children?’

Tilly and Rosie both shook their heads. Tilly said,

‘Even though we do not speak there are ways that we do share things with the others. Rosie can read lips and we do use little signs to get each other’s attention.’

Excited by this revelation Sarah asked them both if they could try and find out where the sacks go to. Both nodded. They all began the scuttling routine of arranging themselves in the dark before settling down to try and shiver themselves to sleep. The kernel of an idea took root as Sarah tried to keep warm.

###
A heavy mist settled over Peopleton as the town started coming to terms with the dramatic events of the previous day. The victory over Ashen Cross sent the whole town into a frenzy of excitement. The townsfolk also worried that the protective wards had failed to deflect the intention of the enemy. Teams of people were scurrying around to complete repairs to the stables and the small number of dwellings damaged by the soldiers and demons. The bodies of the dead defenders were buried and prayers to the source given by every living soul in Peopleton. The remains of the battle demons were burned in a mass pyre. However, the remains of the demon soldiers were removed beyond the protective wards and left to the will of the Shadow Forest.

Dynian sat in the kitchen waiting to meet with Wolfric, Lilly, Martha, Tiernan and a still recovering Lan. His growing impatience reflected in the loud drumming of his huge fingers on the wooden table in front of him. Many things needed to be shared and many decisions had to be made. Dynian preferred fighting to talking, the role of political leadership sat uneasy with him. His leadership flourished on the battlefield and there were none better than he to lead the line. These were the times that he was happy to allow himself to be a follower, provided the cause was right. This was one of those times when he would be happy deciding as a group. The twins, Wolfric and Lan arrived first. As fighters Dynian knew how good both of them were. Many years ago, he spotted their potential. They were followed by Lilly, Martha and Tiernan. All three wore troubled looks all over their faces. The twenty leaders of each of the Shadow Forest units would be joining them an hour or so later.

Wolfric sat listening to the others. He knew he would be helping to lead, coordinate and cement the tactics that he had devised and shared with Dynian. In his mind various scenarios and outcomes played in a never-ending loop. He was already thinking of the battles to be had after the initial skirmishes had long finished.  His thoughts were interrupted when he heard Dynian say,

‘What do you mean they cannot be found?’

Martha repeated,

‘We have searched the whole of Peopleton, Sarah and Fly are nowhere to be found. We cannot find Bark either. Sarah’s bed was slept in but there were no signs of disturbance. There are many tracks leading into the forest but there are difficult to distinguish from each other. We do not know where Fly or Bark are. They certainly played no part in the fighting last night.’

This news added to frustration surging through Dynian. For a moment he closed his eyes and breathed in. On opening he looked at each one of them and said,
‘The aim of the attack was to capture Sam and kill the Queen. That ambition was not fulfilled. Ariana was prescient to the attack and left with Sam, Telania and Dorothea straight after supper.’
‘Do you think Sarah would have tried to follow Sam, after all the two of them are very close,’ said Lilly.

Dynian thought for a moment and said,

‘No. They were alone and secure when they left. Ariana will be in touch as soon as she can. I will be able to inform her of the losses. She can advise both of us and support the boy. He will take the news badly, I fear. For now, we must begin to plan and move forward. Call in the captains of the shadow warriors. Time and duty call us all.’

The door opened and in walked twenty men, some young, some seasoned warriors. They saluted Dynian in respectful silence and stood waiting for their orders. The weapons master welcomed them all and thanked them for the part they played in last night’s successful engagement with the enemy. Tiernan and Martha laid out a detailed map of the Shadow Forest, clearly identified with the positions of the three legions of Vonn’s soldiers and their demon riders. One legion to the east of Peopleton with the other two approaching the south and west. Dynian asked Wolfric to brief the captains as to their roles.

Wolfric took a deep breath and offered the slightest of nods to Dynian. He stood up to outline the strategy of the campaign.

‘Our aim is not to engage with a full-on attack but to harry and disrupt the enemy. They need to think we are greater in number than we are. The first wave of assaults will take place in the east before the Western and Southern legions reach the forest. Each platoon of shadow warriors will attack the supply trains and vanguard of the eastern legion. The others will focus on a deployment of continual harassment and disruption of their daily routines, especially during the night. We want them exhausted, hungry and with a little potion brewed by our esteemed White Ladies, subject to stomach cramps and unexplained vomiting.’ Wolfric continued,

‘Each platoon will be on active duty for no more than a couple of hours at a time and they will be replaced by a second platoon and so on until each platoon will have had enough rest after their deployment. This plan will only work if we do not fight the enemy head on. Any questions?’

One of the younger platoon commanders, not many years into adulthood, asked,

‘With respect, what will you all be doing and what will we do when the western and southern legions bear down on us? After all they know where we are.’

A number of the other captains nodded in agreement and looked to Dynian for answers. Wolfric smiled, nodded to the weapons master, who asked him to answer.

‘The Ladies Lilith and Martha and I will be out with you in the field. We have one or two further weapons in our arsenal that we will bring to bear when the need arises. We also need to respond when things go awry. Dynian will also fight with each platoon, side by side with you all.’

A surge of excitement went through the platoon commanders. Dynian’s skills were legend and the honour to fight with him was a prize all by itself.

‘We also need to see to the protection of Peopleton. The wards are strong and have been enhanced again by Ariana. Outside of the wards we need to make the terrain as difficult as we can. Here we need every able-bodied citizen of Peopleton to cut trees, dig trenches, pits and traps and to keep food supplies ready and waiting to be shipped to the Shadow warriors. The leadership of this I will give over to Teirnan, one of the best quartermasters you will ever encounter.’

Dynian stood up and thanked Wolfric for sharing the details of this plan. His face a mask of seriousness and earnestness. He found that speaking formally did not sit naturally with him. So, choosing his words with care Dynian closed the meeting,

‘Make no mistake. This is not the way we traditionally engage and fight our enemies; however, we are in strange and difficult times. Therefore, we have to think in ways that are not our own. The western and southern forces are still a week away from the edges of the forest. The Eastern legion are there and ready to penetrate the forest. The trees are both our source of protection and our greatest weapon. We need to hit the eastern legion hard and make them regret they ever set foot on the sacred soil of Ussex. Vonn’s army will pay a heavy price for what they have done to us. Events are happening that, for better or worse, will come to a head. No longer will we be hiding, frightened of our own shadows. For once the light of the shadows shall guide us to victory.’

One by one the platoon captains stood and gave the traditional Alarian salute, right fist clenched across the chest. They walked from the meeting room with a sense of renewed hope and a united cause. Just as the last captain left a messenger arrived and handed Dynian a note. He read it and turned to Wolfric, Lilly, and Martha,

‘Bark has been found, reports say he is close to death and is being brought back in now. He may be our only hope of finding out what happened to Sarah and Fly. Is there any way that you can help or know to communicate with him?’

Martha looked at Lilly who nodded back. She then turned to Dynian and said,

‘If we are quick there may be a way we can see into his memories, but he has to be alive. We must hurry.’

As Dynian, Lilly and Martha entered the sick room they could see Bark laid out across two tables. Two attendants were wiping the dried blood away from his face, arms, and torso. Dynian saw the many deep wounds he had taken. The demons who had attacked him had used considerable force. Deep lacerations covered his entire body. The blood loss was irreplaceable, it was just a matter of time before the end. Martha and Lilly asked Dynian to stay but everyone else in the room was ordered to leave and the door was locked. Lilly and Martha set about preparing themselves for the ordeal that was about to come. Dynian asked what he should do. Lilly asked for his protection,

‘Things will seem strange and you will see and hear many things. There is a chance that we could be threatened so we may need your strength at the end. Be prepared. You will know when you are needed.’

Martha placed a silver necklace around the neck of Bark and then placed three white gemstones on his chest. He was still alive. Lilly saw the faintest cloud of breath on her mirror and felt the erratic thump of a heart nearing its final beat. Lilly whispered.

‘It is his time.’

The white ladies closed their eyes and spoke the sacred words of communing. The room darkened and a chill seeped up from the ground. Lilly called upon the spirit to speak with them before his final journey. Lilly praised the man before them, spoke of his virtues, resilience, and kindness. All the while Martha continued to evoke the spirit to stop and share the sadness of passing. The room turned pitch black. The three white gemstones cast a white light over the body upon which they lay. The room fell silent. All around his still body a shrouded mist began to form. The mist coalesced around the three white gemstones and from it rose the spirit of Bark. A deep voice, devoid of any warmth said,

‘Who summons me from my onward journey for my ancestors are waiting to bear me home?’

Dynian stood open mouthed. He had seen the white Ladies perform many feats of magic but none such as this. Lilly spoke, almost singing in her response,

‘Oh, spirit of my friend. How is it you leave this world so soon? What caused your departure?’

‘My true name is Barkue, prince of the Nephalites, youngest son of the king. My voice was taken by those fiends in the schools and my mind twisted. I tried to save the human girl and this is the price of my kindness,’ a hint of anger rising in his hollow voice.

‘It was he who summoned the demons and their riders to attack me. They took the girl companion of Prince Samahel. I thought he was trying to save her, but he wasn’t. He said I was not meant to see this. I tried to fight but there were too many. She was attacked and bound. I could not help the child.’ Anger escaped once more but this time soured with the sadness of betrayal.

‘Do you know where Sarah is, spirit of Barkue? We very much want to help her.’ Asked Martha quietly.

‘He told them to take her to the school.’

‘Who did?’

‘The person who I thought was my friend.’

‘Fly?’ whispered Lilly and Martha together.

The spirit tore the word, ‘yes,’ from his soul and howled in anger. The spirit began to try and move from the shell of the body lying on the table. The light of the gemstones intensified. Lily and Martha stood still wishing Dottie and Ariana were here.

‘Barkue, noblest of spirits, we thank you. Go to the source, seek out your ancestors. Be at peace,’ said Lilly and Martha in unison.

The spirit before them began to fade away. Lilly and Martha bowed in deep respect whilst Dynian began to breathe once more. The lights of the gemstones went out one by one. Lilly and Martha left the room exhausted. As Dynian turned to leave, he looked back and walked over to stand by Bark. He rested his hands on the huge chest of the dead giant and began to recite a prayer to the source for the safe journey of a departed soldier. He had said this prayer many times in his lifetime. Deep in thought, he opened his eyes and saw those of Bark staring back at him. In a flash, his arm was caught in the vice like grip by the corpse before him,

‘Call my people, seek their aid. You need an army for you are not enough. They will march to avenge me. This if my final gift.’ Bark relaxed his grip and Dynian left the room troubled  by what he had just witnessed.





Chapter Twenty-nine.

Last minute snags

Oridian had spent the best part of two days trying to repair the damage done to the northern portal. He was in many ways an impatient and fickle man, subject to both tantrum and temper but when it came to problem solving, he was unmatched. After the failure to capture Telania and the boy he knew that it would only be a matter of time before Valdroth would look to him for compensation in the form pain and torture. Even death would not satisfy the demon lord. Taking with him a supply of gold and silver he made his way north in a bid to slip away and forge a new future where he could be whatever he chose to be.
The biting northern wind cut through Oridian, pulling reluctant tears from his eyes. He was close to repairing the portal for at least one more journey. He could see what he had to do and with nimble fingers, matched with an ability to see problems in three dimensions, he completed his task. He stood back to admire his work, satisfaction growing within him, swelling his head. Above the noise of the driving gale, he heard the familiar sound of demon wings beating. Looking up he struggled to see them and how many of them were looking for him. With a growing sense of urgency, he summoned the portal to life, it’s shimmering blue light soft and inviting. He stood up, stepped through and thought to put the troubles of Ussex behind him looking ahead to a new life of opportunity and mischief.

###
‘No Sam. Try it again. You are almost there,’ said Ariana.

Sam had spent the morning trying to learn the art of becoming invisible. The sword and the amulet had the power, according to the sorceress, to allow their owner to become one with the matter around them. All that a frustrated Sam had achieved was the ability to shimmer and fade.

‘One more time and then some rest.’ Ariana added, ‘remember to focus on your core, bring the power of the amulet to your heart and draw your power from the sword to achieve what you want to achieve.’

Sam nodded and closed his eyes, trying to ignore the majestic presence of the enchantress. Breathing in, trying to calm his mind, he focused on the amulet, the white jewel at its centre blazing to life on his command. Holding the sword by his side Sam tried to see between the air particles all around him. Nothing happened. He stood there feeling stupid, shards of anger adding to his self-doubt. He pushed them to one side as a shaft of insight grew. He knew what he had to do. Instead of forcing his body to merge with the atoms and molecules around him why not get them to merge with his atoms? Not knowing what to say he began to ‘think’ his way to invisibility. He felt the touch of air on his skin and the atmosphere moving through him seeping into his very core. It was if he were putting up millions of tiny mirrors to the world, through which he could see but could not be seen. Confidence surged through his whole body. He had done it.

‘Well done Sam.’ beamed Ariana. ‘We will have you walking through solid walls in no time.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Very funny,’ replied a grinning Sam, glad to have risen a little in the eyes of the enchantress.

Ariana turned to go a find Dottie and Telania. Sam sat down on the grass exhausted. He still took time to marvel at his surroundings. Sam knew that their friends in Peopeton straddled the border between autumn and winter. Here it was still summer. The oak, ash and maple trees were heavy with leaf. The meadowland lush and green. The air heavy with the fragrances of jasmine and honeysuckle. Every leaf, petal and creature at their best, a tribute to the enchantress from the very land itself. This was Ariana’s private place. A haven to the few she invited in. Her home was a simple cottage in a woodland glade. Although they had only been here for two days all of them felt as if their troubles had been lifted from them. Sam closed his eyes and let himself drift away with Jet basking in the warm sun by his side.

A wet nuzzle on his face brought Sam back from a place of peaceful slumber. Ariana, Telania and Dottie sat by him with a platter of dried cheese, meats, fruit, and chilled water. After eating he fed the leftovers to Jet, Fenrir, and Lola. Sam continued his training with Dottie and Telania, who both tried to school him in basic self defence and sword play. All three of them found this time together rewarding. None more so than Sam and Telania who were growing closer with each passing hour, comfortable in each other’s company as a mother and son should be. Both Telania and Dottie instructed Sam long into the afternoon. He kept asking lots of questions about technique and the best ways to defend himself. Despite the effort he knew he would be no weapons master.

‘If there is any fighting to do leave the attacking to us,’ said Dottie trying to remain positive. ‘All you have to do is master the amulet and sword well enough to remove the King from his place of suffering and torment.’

By late afternoon, the trio walked with tired legs, but with deep happiness towards Ariana’s home where she stood on the veranda waiting for them. She looked troubled and asked them all to sit as she had received news from Dynian. Ariana explained about the attack on Peopleton and potential consequences of this.

‘We won then? That monster who attacked and slaughtered the inhabitants of Malyss is dead? Isn’t that a good thing?' Sam suggested.

‘In some ways yes,’ replied Ariana. ‘It also shows Vonn and Valdroth that we are ready to fight. The shadow warriors have begun their assaults on the Eastern attack force with some considerable success.  Disrupting their supply lines, fouling their food and water supplies, disrupting their routines, setting fire to their camps, rescuing their slaves and generally causing a nuisance to the enemy. All with no loss of life or injury. Wolfric is a master tactician.’

Telania, suspecting that Ariana had not told them everything said,

‘We are all waiting for the ‘but’. I suspect there is more to be told that will not sound so positive. Ariana tell us everything including the bad, otherwise, we cannot plan effectively.’

Ariana nodded at Telania in respect to the queen’s perceptive question and said in her sweet lyrical voice,

‘In situations like this there is always a, ‘but’ she continued, ‘Ashen Cross was allowed into Peopleton. My wards and protective spells were distorted to allow the demon battle group in. Oridian was also present. As unpleasant as he is, he is a master spell weaver and whilst he could never displace or replace my wards, once he was invited in then he could offer protection to any invading group.’

Dottie, who had been silent till this point spoke up,

‘There are few who know of the ways into Peopleton. Whoever brought Oridian and Ashen Cross in must have known them and be close to us. Who betrayed us?’ The anger in Dottie’s voice was palpable,

‘Who was it?’, she insisted.

‘It was Flyford.’

Sam was stunned by this revelation. Dottie and Telania whilst shocked, were less surprised having been betrayed before by those close to them. The queen interrupted before the sorceress began to speak,

‘You knew didn’t you.’

‘I didn’t know outright but yes I had begun to suspect,’ replied Ariana.

‘We left on the night of our final meeting because of this. That attack was not against the good folk of Peopleton. It had one desperate purpose and that was the capture of or the killing of both you, my queen, and your son.’

Telania knew that she was still not telling them everything and pressed her for more. Dottie, whilst listening to see if there were any other interpretations of the news from Dynian, she kept more than one eye on Sam who had grown very quiet. The queen pressed the enchantress for the rest of the update from the weapons master. Over the centuries Ariana had delivered very bad news to countless people from kings, queens and emperors to lowly servants and soldiers. She had learnt that telling the truth, no matter how bad or desperate, is best to be told and not left to fester. That road just leads to lies, half-truths and deception. In a calm voice she added,

‘There are also two pieces of information that you all need to hear. Firstly, Bark is dead and secondly, Sarah is missing believed captured by the demon soldiers.’

This was too much for Sam who stood up and left the room. Jet padded after him. Telania got up to follow him but was urged to sit down by both Ariana and Dottie,

‘Give him a moment. He is stronger than we think he is,’ said Dottie. The queen, angry and distressed by both the betrayal of Fly and the loss of both Bark and Sarah turned to Ariana and asked,

‘Was Bark loyal or did he too betray us?’

‘He was loyal to his last breath,’ replied Ariana. ‘He died trying to stop the demons from taking Sarah. He also gave us the hope that others of his kind will aid our cause but more importantly, he knew where Sarah was going to be taken.’

Dottie worked out that it was the prison school. She demanded to know what steps were being taken to rescue her. It was in this moment that Dottie knew how much she had come to care for the girl. She had been through so much and deserved better than this.

Outside the setting sun brought on a cool, calm, breeze almost in sympathy for Sam’s loss, trying to soothe his troubled soul. It was as if Ariana’s home could feel his pain and tried to heal and put right the evil feelings flooding though him. Jet nuzzled him with a kind, wet nose. Sam rested his hand on Jet’s head and felt the bond of friendship and loyalty. He hugged the massive beast and whispered, almost to himself,

‘What do I do boy? I am torn between my father or Sarah? Which way do I go? Left or right? Forward or backwards? I have never met or known my dad, but he is so important to this place. Sarah has been with me for such a long time. I care for her so much,’ Jet sat still with his doleful eyes staring at Sam.

They both sat in silence, breathing in unison. Sam wrestled with decisions that he could not make alone. He stood up and walked back towards the only three people who could help him decide. As he walked in through the door all three of them turned, each in their own way trying to offer subliminal reassurance. Dottie with fierce loyalty, Ariana with possibilities and his mother with love,

‘Fly showed me the marks on his back where he was tortured in that school. Fly told me that Bark was also in the school. He wanted us to make a serious attempt to rescue those poor wretched children. Why?’ demanded Sam as he looked directly at Ariana.

‘I believe he wanted you to go so that you would be captured, tortured and killed, for you are the last in a line of Ussex royalty that stretches back a thousand years. He was never tortured. There were no marks on his back. It is true that Bark was in the prison school. He was used by Fly to meet his own traitorous purposes. That is to say, the end of you Sam. The demise of everything that all decent Alarian’s stand for. Truth, loyalty, fealty, love, honour and devotion to the source.’ She continued,

‘Bark’s voice was ripped from him and his mind twisted and manipulated in order to see Fly as a loyal friend. This was done to him by Valdroth, the true enemy here. The young Nephalite turned out to be a prince amongst his people. His final wish was for Dynian to contact his kind for he wanted his death to be avenged. He saw this at the end. The mask was lifted and he died with much honour. ‘

Dottie added,

‘The Nephalites are mighty warriors and could be fierce allies to have in battle but their land is hundreds of miles beyond the frozen wilds of the north.’

‘With the blessing of the source we will assist in his request for vengeance,’ said the enchantress.

‘As we speak Dynian has already dispatched Lan and Martha to seek out and find Sarah. Sam, we all need you to be strong. I know you have been through much turmoil in a such a short space of time, but you are tougher than you realise.’

A determined Sam looked at the three women before him. All of them more capable than he ever could be. He just wanted nothing more than to run and hide. However, this is what he had done all his life. Any form of pressure from the care home, a move to a new placement, school, his peers, the police, the loss of his parents, the look people gave him whenever they found out he was in care just served to whittle away at his resilience and self-confidence. At this point in his life, he felt nothing except the affirmation of his potential. This journey had been a ride of both terror and excitement. From the moment Martha and Lilly had laid out Karim and Jamie near the supermarket he felt as if he was being carried along a river in a boat without any paddles. Gradually, without realising it, he had been crafting oars so that the boat he sat in now had purpose, some direction and momentum. He would not give in anymore.

‘I am ready. We get my father. I know the amulet and the sword have a lot more power than I can use. You have shown me what we need to do to extract him from that place. I cannot help Sarah. Even though every bone in my body wants to go find her, and make sure that she is safe. Sitting around here feeling sad and sorry for myself will not get the job done. Too many people are relying on me and I will not let them, or myself down. If I fail, I will fail trying my bloody best. I also know that Lan and Martha will do the same for Sarah.’

Telania and Dottie both sat there beaming with pride. The queen stood up, walked over and gave Sam a huge hug.

‘Get off mom you are embarrassing me in front of the others.’ All of them laughed, releasing the tension that had built up.

‘Together then,’ said Dottie, ‘we do this together. Ariana when do we go?’

‘In the hour before dawn. I will ensure our arrival will go unnoticed. Beneath the citadel in the caves is where we shall find the king. He will be guarded by many demons. Valdroth and Vonn will know we aim to get him, however, they cannot fight what they cannot see. Both are already distracted by the fighting in the Shadow Forest. Yet we cannot underestimate the numerical strength of Vonn and the black sorcery of Valdroth. They would be mighty opponents as individuals but together they are truly formidable.’

Telania insisted on going through the plan. She was worried that it consisted little more than arriving at the caves, entering, Sam extracting Tealon and hopefully everyone getting back in one piece. Ariana asked they placed their trust in the source. She was insistent that what they were doing was the right thing to do. Yes, there would be some hiccups along the way but that should not deter them from trying. Other than Sam they had all been on adventures together and fought side by side. Ariana pointed out how Dottie could almost read the intentions of the queen before they happened. She then turned to Sam and said,

‘When you find your father be prepared to find a man close to death. He will not appear as you saw him. You will need to give him the contents of this vial and get him to wear this necklace. They will sustain him enough until you return here. Sam that is your priority. Also because of this my queen I also require you to remain here to receive your husband. He will need all your strength to see him through and ensure he survives. Otherwise, all of this effort will have been for nothing.’

‘Am I not queen to command that you take me?’ Telania argued. Though in truth she knew that the enchantress was right. If things did go awry, then at least one last surviving royal could act as a talisman and lead on the fight to free Ussex.

‘We will be protected by the source. Even though Sam has barely scratched at the surface of the power of the amulet and sword, it will offer him enough protection to enable the extraction of the king. Jet, Fenrir and Lola will also be with us. We are not going to war; we are rescuing one man. Though if it is a battle they want, then they shall receive one. Now I suggest that we all get some rest. I will awake us when the hour of departure approaches. Sleep now, for good or evil, tomorrow will be a momentous day.’





Chapter Thirty.             

The forest fights back.

At the very tip of the southern end of the Shadow Forest a modest canvas pavilion stood defying a stubborn northerly gale. Around it the southern legion of Vonn’s soldiers began their preparation for the assault on the forest and its rebellious inhabitants. Numerous campfires had sprung up, a reflection of the orderliness demanded by Vonn. One deep fire pit at the centre of ten surrounding tents. The Soldiers busied themselves preparing food, cleaning weapons and seeing to their battle demons corralled behind each group of tents. Over 500 campfires were spread out across the barren plains. Behind the legion came another wave of lesser tents housing all the slaves and support workers. Behind this a never-ending arrival of supply wagons containing food, weapons, water, ale, demon fodder and firewood, all complemented by a small army of blacksmiths, fletchers, ostlers, healers and slaves.
Inside Otto Vonn sat listening to endless reports from his legion commanders. The western and southern legion commanders were ready on arrival to begin their assault on the rebel Alarians. The commander of the eastern legion sat fidgeting in his seat. He was not the bearer of good news and was terrified of the response from Vonn, whose lack of patience was legendary.  Just before the eastern commander began his report Vonn ordered the pavilion to be emptied of lesser ranks. This report was for his ears only.

‘Begin.’

The eastern commander stood up, struggling to breathe and control the shaking in his legs,

‘None of our soldiers have been lost and their demons are intact.’ 

He stuttered, swallowed and then continued,

‘However, we have been the subject of an endless stream of attack from the fighters in the forest, we have lost most our supplies, suffered a constant bombardment of noise, fire and harassment. Our water infected, our food destroyed our chopped wood set alight our blacksmiths and slaves removed.’

‘What do you mean removed,’ asked Vonn a growing edge to his voice added to the chill seeping into the room.

‘They are gone my lord Vonn. Weapons, all of them. They just disappeared into the night.’

The legion commander swallowed again. The sweat was pouring down his back and his heart was doing its best to escape from his chest. Vonn whispered,

‘Where did they go?’ 

‘We think into the forest. Those Alarian scum always made for bad slaves and servants.’

Vonn chose his next question with care. Appearing to keep control of his temper. He pinned the legion commander beneath a hard stare and said,

‘So, what I think you are saying is that our slaves and our weapons are now with the enemy. My soldiers are ill, tired and hungry?’

‘Yes. It would appear that way my lord.’

Vonn then asked,

‘How many of the enemy did it take to combat a legion of five thousand soldiers and bring them to their knees? Can I suggest that you answer this one with great care?’

The menace in his voice grew, forcing the commander into a rushed reply.

‘My lord, for over three days and nights, the legion suffered a stream of endless assaults. None of the guards detected anything. We tried to track them into the forest but found no evidence of any trails. They just vanished. My lord I do not have any evidence of numbers. However, the attacks were constant. They must have large numbers at their disposal.’

The silence in the tent was absolute. He motioned for the legion commanders to sit. The temperature in the pavilion dropped and the breath of the commanders billowed from their nostrils, waiting and wondering what was going to happen. The lamps went out one by one, leaving the tent in near darkness. Outside the working sounds of a small army filtered through. In the far corner of the pavilion a pale red light began to glow. It grew stronger and from within its core emerged the demon lord, Valdroth. The three legion commanders were terrified. Valdroth stood to his full height and snorted in derision at the humans before him and waited.

Vonn turned to Valdroth and stared at him, neither intimidated nor fearful. They looked at each other as equals. He then turned to the Eastern legion commander and said,

‘Look at me.’

The commander of the eastern legion raised his eyes and found an uneasy connection with Vonn.

‘You have disappointed me and I find your existence before me displeasing. For you the meeting over. Remove yourself from my presence.’

The Legion commander stood up to leave.

‘Where are you going? I did not say leave. Even now you cannot follow my commands. Let me make it simple for you. Remove your life from my presence.’

The terrified commander cried,

‘My lord, I did all that I could do.’

A small silver tipped dagger appeared before the legion commander. Again, Lord Vonn voiced an absolute order,

‘Pick up the blade.’

The commander sat in silence, stared at the dagger before him coming to terms with his demise. His eyes, wide with fear were reflected in the cold silver of the blade. His left hand inched towards the razor-sharp metal. Despite the cold, sweat began to cascade down his brow. He grabbed at his left hand trying to stop it from picking up the blade. In desperation he kicked the chair back to leave but found that his feet refused his commands. Again, Vonn asked,

‘I said pick up the blade,’ almost as an afterthought he added, ‘slit your own throat because I cannot be bothered.’

The other two legion commanders sat in silence. Both shared a knowing thought that it could have been them if any of their legions had gotten to the Shadow Forest first. They sank back into their chairs trying to make themselves small and unnoticeable. They watched their fellow commander pick up the blade. His left hand held the blade, his right gripped tightly around his left wrist trying to stop the inevitable. Incrementally the blade moved towards his throat. In utter panic he sought the support of his fellow commanders, begging for help. Their eyes however, never met as he drew the blade across his own neck. He could feel a slow trickle of warm blood creep down his neck. Vonn watched, enjoying the power he held over others. The doomed commander took a final look around him, accepting his fate and plunged the knife into his own neck and fell back on his chair. Vonn turned to the Western and Southern commanders and with steel in his voice said,

‘Take him from my presence, do your jobs and you will live. If you fail, make sure that you die on the battlefield.’

The two legion commanders stood up, saluted, picked up their dead colleague and left. Outside Vonn heard them being sick. A thin smile broke across his face as he turned to Valdroth and said,

‘Is everything in place demon?’

Valdroth, snorting at the derogatory way he said ‘demon’ scuttled over on cloven feet and stood before Otto Vonn. Despite mutual collaboration over the past years, they despised the other. Their cooperation was based upon them both winning what they wanted. Valdroth wanted an end to the enchantress and Vonn the complete domination of the whole of Ussex and the cleansing of every Alarian from the face of the earth. Valdroth hissed, his tongue doing battle with the anger surging through him said,

‘Is the Ussex king well-guarded?’

Vonn replied,

‘He is buried beneath sixty feet of rock in a cell bound up with layers of your own dark magic.’

Vonn countered with a question of his own, ‘Where is the mage Oridian, he has not pleased me with his absence?’

Again, the demon lord hissed a response,

‘We have not had the displeasure of that fool’s company for more than five days. He seems to have disappeared right after the failed and in my opinion, desperate attempt to capture the boy and his mother. I cannot detect his spirit at all.’

‘The sniveling coward,’ spat Vonn. ‘If you ever cross paths with him again rip him apart limb by spindly limb. He has very nearly cost us everything. You know the boy is in possession of the Amulet of the Guardians and the Sword of Remorse?’

‘Both deadly weapons and together they make the user almost invincible,’ said Valdroth, ‘alas they are not in the hands of one worthy to use such power. He will be virtually toothless. If they attempt any sort of rescue of the Alarian king, then they will die.’

The demon looked down at Otto Vonn and thought how feeble and frail he appeared. He could snuff out his life in an instant. However, that pleasure could for the moment, wait. There would be time enough, after the elimination of the Alarians, to wipe out every human and open a pathway to his dominion over all living things.

###

Dynian sat watching both the early winter sun slide beyond the horizon and the southern legion make camp. As the folds of darkness increased so did the glow of fire pits. He was impressed with the seamless ease at which Vonn’s soldiers worked as a well drilled team to achieve a task. Camouflaged in the greens and browns of the forest he signaled for Wolfric and Lilly to join him. They crouched beneath a large oak tree on the edge of the Shadow Forest and began to talk, exchanging news and opinion,

‘I fear the eastern legion commander is not long for this world,’ Wolfric said pointing to the man being carried out of the tented pavilion at the centre of the legions’ camp. Dynian laughed at the irony,

‘It would not be the sort of report I would like to deliver to Otto Vonn. Lilly have all the liberated Alarians and their wagons and weapons arrived in Peopleton?’

‘Yes, the last arrived this morning. They want vengeance. Tiernan is hard at work organising accommodation, weapons and people into work forces for the defence of Peopleton. Pits are being dug and disguised, weapons categorized and defences prepared. We have a growing people’s militia force. Our numbers have swelled by another two hundred warriors. They are keen to fight.’ Dynian nodded,

‘We are still outnumbered. Their eagerness to bear arms, whilst admirable, could backfire if their enthusiasm is not held in check. So, I suggest we begin to annoy Vonn and his southern legion and try and gather a few more recruits.’

As the night aged, the temperature dropped. Silk-like threads of mist began to form and rise from the grasslands that swept from the edge of the forest.

‘It is time,’ said the weapons master, ‘my good lady please begin.’

Lilly stood up, held up her staff and whispered a quiet incantation. Her staff began to glow white at the tip. She touched the top of the grasses before her. At once the mist thickened and began to spread out before them. Wolfric motioned to his left and right. Out of the forest emerged sixty shadow warriors standing united in line along the edge of the forest. He signaled for them to move. The mist rose above their heads joining forces with the smoke from the campfires. The shadow warriors walked in silence just behind the leading edge of the fog moving towards the fields of encamped soldiers. The perimeters were guarded, however most of the soldiers were asleep fighting with their dreams, if not their consciences.

Twenty shadows moved towards the slave encampment. As they got nearer, the remaining forty divided into eight groups of five. They each had a task to complete before they merged back into the forest. The fog by now had enveloped the whole camp. The very fact that Vonn’s armies were drilled to make camp in exactly the same way helped the shadow warriors know where to go. Within moments, Dynian and Lilly stood before the first of the slave wagons and woke up the two men snoring loudly in the back. The two men, startled out of their sleep were terrified and tried to shout. Dynian and Lilly were on top of them in an instant clamping their mouths shut,

‘Silence,’ Dynian hissed.

When he said who he was he could see both their eyes widening in surprise and recognition.

‘You can stay and die, or you can come with us on our journey towards freedom and the restoration of our kingdom. What are your names?’

‘I am Reece and this is my brother Hugo. I recognise you from another time weapons master. I am sorry if we appeared frightened, but your sudden appearance caught us unawares. What would you have us do?’

Lilly spoke, her voice laced with compassion at seeing the sorry state these two were in,

‘If you could lead the horses and wagons into the forest and follow the directions of the shadow warriors. They will guide you to safety. You will soon join with other rescued Alarians, safe for the first time in years. Spread the word. The mist will aid your passage into the forest. Urgency, silence and swiftness are needed.’

The brothers scrambled to their feet, pulled their boots on and began to rouse the rest of the wagons in terrified, but excited silence. Within the hour the support wagons and supplies were hidden within the folds of a dense fog. They headed towards the shelter of the Shadow Forest. The rest of the shadow warriors stood still as they waited for the signal to create mayhem and confusion. Some groups had already freed the water and ale from the barrels, doused firewood in burning oils, and made the cattle ready to be released from their pens.

Dynian waited as the last of the freed slaves entered the forest. One by one the shadow warriors retreated until only a handful of the fastest were left to light the fires, release the animals and run back to safety. Wolfric and Lilly both notched three flaming arrows and sent them flying towards the tent of Otto Vonn. This was the agreed sign for the fires to be lit and chaos to begin. The shadow warriors ensured a small stampede of frightened cattle would head into the centre of the camp barging into the corralled battle demons to cause maximum confusion.

Ten shadows retreated to the forest as volley after volley of flaming arrows rained down on a disorientated legion. From the edge of the treeline Lilly conjured a mighty breeze to push the fog away. Joined by Dynian and Wolfric they watched the soldiers trying to find enough water to try and put out the many tents that had caught fire. Many of their water buckets have been replaced with clear burning oils thus ensuring the enemy helped to burn down their own encampment. Within the hour three replacement units of shadow warriors gathered on the far side of the southern legion camp and they began to harass an already disorientated group of soldiers. This continued through the night from different units of shadow warriors from all points around the encampment. 

At the centre of the camp Otto Vonn stood still as he watched his southern legion run around completely clueless. Cold fury burned within him as he ordered a squadron of demon warriors into the sky to try and protect the remainder of the camp. Vonn swore bloody vengeance and he pictured in his mind’s eye just what form it would take.





Chapter Thirty-one.

   Search and rescue.

Sarah woke in semi darkness shivering in the freezing cold. She rolled over and shook Tilly and Rosie awake. Together they sat, shivering, waiting for Idwal to open their cell to begin yet another backbreaking day in the bone room.
‘Tell us again about Sam,’ Tilly said. ‘Is he really going to come and rescue us and the other children?’

Sarah smiled picturing his scruffy blond hair being beaten into submission and his resigned grin anytime he gave up and admitted defeat.

Rosie asked,

‘Is he really a prince?’

‘He is but he didn’t believe it at first. Sam and I were kept away from our parents for a long time. In my case  because my parents were bad, especially my dad who was worse than Idwal. I didn’t mind so much not having them around because I was with Sam and safe. But Sam never knew who his parents were, so he was in many ways more lost than I was. He had no direction, got into trouble a lot and when forced to make any sort of decision, well he just couldn’t and would run away.’

‘What changed for you and Sam?’ Tilly enquired.

‘A slightly strange group of old people. They had been looking for Sam for many years on behalf of his mother. The thing was that they weren’t really old. It’s hard to explain but where we came from just made them look and feel old. When we came back to Ussex they just didn’t appear to be that old after all. It was as if Ussex revived their spirit and youthfulness. Sam had been reunited with his mom, who just happened to be the Queen of Ussex.’

Rosie whispered, ‘what do old people look like? We have never seen one.’

Sarah started to reply when they heard the clank and noise of the watchers opening up the cells. They shifted to their feet and stood in silence. Their hands by their sides, looking down waiting for Idwal to open the cell door and throw rotten bread and verbal abuse at them.

The door to the cell swung open and Idwal stepped in. Sarah thought that he looked particularly dirty this morning, as if he had washed himself in mud and added extra grime just to look good. She could see that he enjoyed the feeling of power he held over them. The looking up and down, the holding up of his frame to try and make himself taller and the meaty greasiness of his smelly breath. It all combined to try and portray an image of superiority. He and the other watchers ruled by fear and intimidation, by handing out brutal consequences for the smallest of mistakes.

He threw down the rock-hard pieces of bread and turned to leave. As he did Tilly sneezed. In a flash Idwal turned back around, grabbed Tilly by the throat, slapped her hard across the side of her head and threw her with such force onto the floor that she passed out.

‘Don’t do that again, you stupid wretch, or you will be for it,’ screamed Idwal.

Sarah could see a look of violence flash across his black eyes and saw that he really got off on this sort of behaviour. It brought back to Sarah all those dark memories of when she was stood in a room with her drunken father and drugged up mother. She vowed then that she would never let that happen to her and she was dammed if this excuse for an almost man was going to do this to her or the girls. She spoke up in a calm and clear voice,

‘You will not do that again Idwal.’

‘How dare you use my name you maggot,’ squealed Idwal.

He reached out to grab Sarah by her neck but found himself grabbing fresh air. In a flash Sarah, remembering a move Dottie had taught her, had him pinned to the floor and she began to punch him hard in the face with both fists. Bottled up emotion and anger flew out of Sarah with each successive thump. Idwal tried to push her off but Sarah had by now grabbed his ears and started to pound his head off the rock floor. Any dignity he had evaporated in an instant. He started to try and call for help. Rosie silenced him with a hard smack on his head from his own baton. His body became still. Rosie stood there shaking and sobbing holding on to Idwal’s baton for support.

‘Is he dead?’ Tilly asked.

Sarah stood victorious over the prone Idwal drawing deep breaths into her asthmatic lungs. He was out cold. The assembly bell rang and they could hear the other children marching out of their cells. As Rosie and Tilly staggered towards the door to join the others Sarah said,

‘Stop. If we go out, then we will die. We have just about committed the worst offence against the watchers. I am not prepared to die just yet. So, we wait and then we will be leaving this wretched place. Quick help me remove his clothes I have an idea. It’s a stupid idea but it’s all I have got.’

Sarah hurried to strip the unconscious Idwal and put his trousers and jacket over her sack clothing. The smell was awful. She didn’t want to guess the places where these black garments had visited. Sarah took the baton from Rosie and told them both to wait by the cell door whilst she looked outside. The assembly bell and the bell summoning the children to work had been silent for a while. Sarah stood in the doorway, breathing in gulps of air to try and calm herself. She moved her head forwards risking a look outside. The hall was now a dark, cavernous space. She motioned to the two girls to follow putting her finger to her lips. Rosie and Tilly nodded. They half ran across the hall and stopped outside the door through which she knew the watchers came in and out of. It was biting cold and the two younger girls were shivering with fear. Sarah smiled at them both to reassure them and pushed open the door.

After she stepped through, they found themselves standing in a long narrow passage at the end of which was flight of stairs. Sarah took each girl’s hand and walked with determination to the end and onwards up the stairs. They slowed nearer the top and Sarah took in the view before her. The stairs opened on the floor of a large wooden storage barn. All around the walls were stacked piles of hessian sacks full of something or other. In the centre were twelve huge wagons also piled with full sacks. At the front were two large barn doors. Sarah gave a quiet thanks to whoever was looking down on them and stepped up into the barn. If anything, the cold grew more intense and they made their way between the wagons. As they approached the first three wagons, they felt the fresh air of the outside whizzing about their bare feet but also heard the dull clang of the assembly bell ringing.

Tilly whispered,

‘It never rings in the day.'

Sarah could see that the two girls were reaching the end of their ability to cope. Tears began to fill in their eyes. Again, remaining calm Sarah said,

‘I will get us out of here believe me. I will not let you down.’

Sarah went up to the barn doors. They were closed from the outside. Behind them the sounds of voices could be heard. Sarah looked in the back of the middle wagon. She climbed up pulled back the covering sheet and started to rearrange the sacks in the middle. With a strength she did not know she possessed, Sarah managed to rearrange the sacks enough to create a space for them to lie flat without being seen. She hauled the two frightened girls up, telling them to lie still and that everything was going to be fine. The sounds of voices became louder. Sarah lay between them and pulled over the sack covering so that they were once again shrouded in darkness.

They lay still, frozen with fear and waited to be either on their way to their freedom or on the way to their deaths. To their surprise the voices that they heard did not sound as if they were looking for them. Someone was giving orders to open the barn doors and attach the horses. They could hear the sounds of whinnying getting louder and the light growing brighter even under the sack cloth hiding them. Sarah felt two people climb up on to the wooden seat. One began to bark instructions saying which horse should be hitched in which order. After a short delay Sarah heard, 

‘Haah!’

The three of them felt the wagon lurch forward and begin to move. They held their breath and hoped beyond hope that they were heading away from their tormentors.

###

Lan and Martha drove a small wagon pulled by two horses through the driving rain. They had left Peopleton a little over two days earlier on mission to find Sarah and ascertain the plight of the children held in the prison schools. They both spoke little but were comforable to be in each other’s company. Lan’s ankle had all but healed and he was happy to test it out on the last part of the journey as this would have to be made on foot. The journey by wagon saw a gradual change in the surrounding landscape. From the protection of the Shadow Forest, across the featureless central plains they were now coming into regions that they both knew well. There were increasing signs of habitation, small hamlets and villages crisscrossed their route. It made them both more than a little melancholic in their mood, regretful of lives lost and the continued suffering of the Alarian race.

Many of the small villages were empty with the houses broken and burnt to the ground and fields left unplanted, lying fallow missing the gifts of care and love given to them by its owners.

‘This is good arable land,’ Lan said.

Martha, nodding in agreement, replied,

‘I spent many a happy day wandering these villages and had many friends in the surrounding townships. This is good earth, strong with life and capable of feeding many. To see it now, empty, lost and uncared for makes me so angry. How many Alarian lives had Vonn sundered? Where are the tenant farmers? Their families torn from the land, their blood spilt and children ripped from their mothers’ love. We have to make a difference here. This is wrong and Vonn has to pay for these atrocities.’

‘Martha, I feel exactly the same. We can and will make a difference. Let us concentrate on finding Sarah. She is strong and very resourceful.’

The rain increased in strength as a howling gale began to blow. The horses, as determined as their drivers to get to a place of safety began to rise up a steady incline in the road ahead. Surrounding them stood a number of craggy limestone outcrops gouged out of the earth from a time when the land was constantly changing. Lan recognised where they were and knew of a safe and dry resting place for the night.

It was dark when Lan pulled the wagon into the small dense copse of Hazel and Hawthorn trees, their leaf canopy long gone until late spring. Behind the tree line a limestone rock face stretched up into darkness, at the base of which was the entrance to small cave, large enough to hold the wagon and corral the two horses when they set out on foot in the morning. It was not long until a small fire cast dancing shadows on the walls of the cave, allowing for them both to eat, drink a warm broth and sleep for the rest of the night. Their dreams they kept to themselves.

Heavy rain made sure that Martha and Lan were both wide awake well before the sun even attempted to rise. By dawn the rain had stopped and, in its place, low cloud formed a thick wet mist. After a warm cup of tea and some dried fruits Lan and Martha worked together to settle the horses into their temporary stables, leaving enough water and hay for them to be sustained for two days. Lan secured a simple gate so that the horses could not escape. They were both tethered to allow a degree of movement. Lan and Martha packed light for the journey on foot. They would be at the main school by nightfall where stealth would be needed to avoid being seen. As they set out Martha placed a ward around the cave entrance to discourage any inquisitive canines or other such creatures.

As they turned and left, they both heard the distinctive creak of heavy wagon wheels and the sounds of horses coming towards them, whinnying in protest. Shrouded in both mist and a touch of illusion Lan and Martha stood and waited. Ahead out of the grey fog emerged the first of a dozen or so covered wagons. Four horses pulling each wagon. Lan could see from the way they plodded that they had been travelling overnight. The lead wagon pulled up and the others began to circle and maneuver each wagon so that it resembled a wheel. The horses were unhitched, groomed, fed and cared for before the drivers began to look towards their own needs.Both Martha and Lan knew that they could not go on until everything was settled or the wagons moved on. No matter how well concealed they were there was no coverage on the road in the direction they needed to go. Lan surmised that if the wagons had stopped here then it was likely they knew about the cave. He whispered to Martha,

‘I am going back to check on the horses and make sure they are secure.’

Martha nodded, she rummaged in her bag and pulled out a small bag of feed.

‘It contains oats, barley, hops and wort. It will keep them calm. Place a small amount in each oat sack. I am going to eavesdrop and see if I can find out where they are going to but more importantly where they have come from.

Martha inched her way forward until she was almost in reach of the first wagon. Through the gloom, she could now see the horses feeding. She could hear snippets of conversation and smelt the frying of meat on an open fire, but she was too far away to hear anything of use.  Whilst the drivers and loaders were busying themselves Martha saw another checking the contents of the wagons. Hooded as this person was there was something familiar about his bearing. He stopped behind the lead wagon, raised his hand with a clenched fist to indicate to others immediate silence. They complied to a man. He turned to the small crowd, raised his finger to his lips and spoke with absolute authority. Martha knew straight away who he was.

‘You can come out now Sarah. We know you are in there. Oh, and by the way bring out the other two at the same time. You know you cannot escape.’

Silence followed. Martha held her breath waiting for a reply. Lan returned and saw Martha transfixed. She raised one finger and pointed. Lan looked and saw Fly standing before the lead wagon. Anger flooded through him seeing the betrayer before him. Martha steadied him with a look and pointed to her ear and eyes. Look and listen. Wait. Be patient.

There was still no movement from within the lead wagon. Fly continued to wait. Again, no movement was detected from behind him then calmly he spoke once more. This time there was an underlying threat,

‘The longer I wait Sarah the more of those wretches will be fed to my demons. You have already caused the deaths of many. Do you want more blood on your hands?’

Still hiding, Sarah’s heart sank when she heard Fly’s voice asking her to step out of the wagon. Tiredness and exhaustion ensured they had slept through the night. Her plan had been to sneak out of the back of the wagon when it was dark and slip away and head in the vague direction of the Shadow Forest. All three of them sat in silence praying that the voice would just go away. Rosie began to cry. Sarah hugged them both and whispered,

‘I am getting out. We are trapped good and proper. When I step out stay behind me. If he thinks I am going to come quietly he is in for a nasty surprise. If you get the chance run. Remember I love you both.’

Tilly and Rosie held on to Sarah even tighter. Here they were safe, cocooned in their nest of sacks. With determined resignation Sarah and the two girls slipped down from their place of refuge and stood on the back stop of the wagon. Fly started to speak once more. However, he did not get the chance as Sarah flew at him with lightning speed, knocking him flying to the ground. She straddled Fly pushing the flat of her hand into his eyes. He yelled out in surprised pain. Beneath Sarah’s palms she had placed handfuls of grain. These she pressed with all her strength into his eyes. Temporarily blinded and humiliated in front of his men he soon felt the sharp blows of Sarah punching him hard in the face.

‘That is for all those poor children. How dare you treat them in that way. You have no right.’

By this time Tilly and Rosie had also jumped off the wagon and they also joined in and started to kick Fly as hard as they could ignoring Sarah’s request to run away. The last thing Sarah did as the girls were pulled off Fly was to gouge a deep scratch down the side of his face leaving it pouring with blood. The wagon drivers stood transfixed, all registered a look somewhere between shock and surprise on their faces. Fly yelled,

‘Don’t just stand their gawping, get her off me and hold them still.’

He scrambled to his feet, half blind, fully embarrassed and ready to kill. One of the men passed him a pitcher of water which Fly accepted and poured it over his face, smarting at the pain as the cold water found its way into the deep scratches on his face. Sarah smiled as she saw the affronted look on his face. That smile faded when she saw the look of absolute hatred staring straight back at her.

Martha and Lan watched with growing pride at Sarah’s brave assault on Fly. They could see Sarah had remembered the basic fight skills she had been taught. They began to formulate a plan to help her and the two girls from their precarious situation. They also wanted to capture Fly so that he would face justice for the crimes that he had committed. However, they also had the small matter of twenty or so drivers to deal with.

‘Tie them to the wheels they are going to die right here right now,’ Fly squealed in desperate anger, sounding more like a petulant child rather than a leader of men.

Exhausted by their escape, lack of food and final battle the girls put up little resistance as they were tied to three separate wagon wheels. Rough hands held and tightly bound Sarah. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Fly walk towards her. He leaned close so that his mouth was hugging her ear. She could feel his stale breath warming her neck,

‘You know he is dead don’t you. Torn apart limb by limb, Sam the boy who won’t be king,’ whispered Fly.

Sarah tried not to show any reaction. She knew he was lying. He had to be. She could see a glint of metal near her neck and hear the two terrified girls screaming beside her. Sarah could also hear the sounds of horses whinnying in fear and the sounds of men trying to calm them down. These sounds were getting louder and more frantic. Something was spooking the horses. One of the drivers came over to Fly and said,

‘The horses sir. There are wolves or something out there. I’ve never seen them this spooked.

Momentarily distracted Fly looked up and into the centre of the wagons. He could see the horses were running trying to find an escape route. What sounded like a large crack of lightening sent them into a terrifying frenzy. They broke through the temporary corral and galloped away.

‘Get after them you fools,’ Fly bellowed. His day, getting worse by the minute. Chaos surrounded him. For a split-second Fly seemed to forget about Sarah and what he was going to do to her. They all saw the white light before they heard the sound of one of the wagons exploding into thousands of pieces. A number of the men fell to the ground and did not move. Fly jumped back in utter surprise, then a second wagon was blown to bits. Looking around for the source of the attack he could see nothing but rain falling from the damp sky. Half of his men were unconscious and the others running wild chasing horses they would never catch. Then through the mist walked Lan and Martha. Fear surged through Fly and he stepped back towards Sarah. Martha pointed her staff at the nearest wagon, and it spontaneously burst into flame as did the one on the opposite side to it.

One of the men tried to rise but with a swift kick from Lan fell back to the ground and did not move. The rain increased its power and fell relentlessly trying to pound every living thing into the ground. Fly was alone.

‘You will pay for this with her life.’ Fly grabbed Sarah by her head and pushed the blade close to her neck.

‘Not a step nearer else she dies.’

Martha planted her staff into the muddy earth as Lan asked him why he had betrayed and let down so many people. Before he could answer he screamed in agony as the blade in his hand glowed white hot. Fly fell to the ground writhing in agony as he tried to cool the raw skin hanging from his palm. Lan walked over, grabbed him up of the floor and hit him hard in the face.

‘That was for Bark. There will be time for questions later.’

Fly fell in a heap to the ground and did not move. Lan turned and smiled at Sarah asking who her two friends were. He crouched down to their level and said in the softest of voices, trying to reassure the two frightened little girls.

‘Let’s get you all out of this terrible weather and into somewhere dry and warm. My name is Lan and this is Martha. We are friends of Sarah.’

Martha untied the ropes and caught Sarah as she collapsed into her arms in tears.

‘Thanks. Is Sam dead? Fly said he was. I didn’t believe him.’ Martha smiled reassuring her that he was very much alive. Sarah gathered up the two frightened girls into her arms,

‘These two are Tilly and Rosie.’ Martha smiled once more and held open her arms and together with Sarah and Lan they walked back towards the cave. They left Fly tied to the wagon with Lan muttering something about collecting him later.

When they had washed the grime from their skin, changed into warm clothes and eaten a small, but nourishing soup Sarah sat with the two girls resting by her side and let them drift off to sleep. Lan, seeing how thin they were, placed a small pillow under their heads and covered them with a warm blanket. Martha turned to Sarah and asked how she was coping. Sarah thought a moment and then said,

‘I am Ok, tired but doing alright. Those poor children deserve better. We have to go back and help them. I am desperate to see Sam again, however I know I am too far away to help him rescue his dad. But I am sure he would want me to try and help those I left behind. It is cruel beyond any words that I have. You have to help me get them out. Children are dying every day. They deserve a chance at life.’

Sarah started to cry, the emotion of her experiences welling up inside of her and spilling out. Martha looked to Lan and saw him wipe away a tear and said,

‘Together. We will set out in the morning. Sleep now Sarah. Martha and I need to think.’

Fly, tied to the wagon, feigned unconsciousness, waiting for his moment to try and escape.





Chapter Thirty-two

Peopleton

An angry winter storm unleashed its fury on the inhabitants of the forest. It raged without respite for two days calling a virtual halt to all shadow warrior missions. The Shadow Forest and surrounding plains were suffocated under a deep blanket of snow. Alarians, demons and humans found themselves confined to whatever shelter they could muster. Nothing moved. Enemies called a halt on battle preparations and servants both free and enslaved did all they could to keep themselves and their betters warm.
Otto Vonn sat by the side of two ornate braziers in his newly crafted pavilion, sipping warm tea and playing multiple games of mental chess. His mind moved pieces, calculating the odds of success and the varying degrees of failure. He had overwhelming forces at his command. His regular militia, a battalion of Valdroth’s demons and two full legions of his own demon soldiers and their battle demons at his disposal.  

Vonn gnawed at the bones of his alliance with the demon lord, the implications of it providing an unwelcome distraction, fogging his every thought. Deep down he knew it was his ambition to overthrow the Alarians that lead to this unholy pact with the living devil. He used the magical craftwork of Oridian to blend human and demon to create the ultimate fighting machines that he had at his disposal today. He knew that Valdroth tolerated him but saw him as a lesser being, yet his demon soldiers crafted by Oridian, were loyal to him and him alone. He was not the least bit interested in the centuries old battle between the light and dark side of the source. All that mattered was the here and now. He was growing more frustrated by the weather and recent setbacks. These just spurred him on to his ultimate goal of wiping the Alarians from the forest and crushing any potential rebellion before it had a chance to take hold.

‘Guard. Here.’ Snapped Vonn.

Two guards stepped efficiently inside the tent, letting a cold blast of icy air inside with them.

‘Fetch me a male Alarian. One of the older ones. Feed him, clean him and bring him to me before the sun sets.’

Vonn dismissed them with a flick of his finger. Alone he turned back to the fire to warm his arthritic hands and wrestle with his thoughts. He was about to play his firsthand.

###
Teirnan along with Wolfric, Lilly and Dynian sat by the great fire in the kitchen, all weary to the bone. None had slept much for a number of days. Teirnan felt cold despite the heat radiating out from the hearth before him. The quartermaster looked up and asked Dynian,

‘When will the evacuation be complete?’

Dynian said,

‘The last of the barges will leave in the morning with the remnants of our people. The wards have protected us from much of the wintery weather and allowed us to move the horses, food supplies and materials down to the waterside and onto the transport barges. Only the original shadow warriors will remain, along with ourselves of course. The snow has been a strong ally,’

Lilly asked,

‘Will they have enough time to barge down the river and on to the White Isles?’

‘We will make sure that they do by making every minute count and to keep Vonn’s eyes fixed on us. It will work,’ Dynian said and then thought to himself, ‘it has to.’

Tiernan began to summarise the defence of Peopleton. The wards were the first line of defence. These were strong enough to hide the people. Beyond, Teirnan had ordered the digging of a large oil-soaked moat, deep and wide enough to trap any enemy warrior within it. After this a ring of dead trees had been sawn and rigged in such a way as to fall on any unsuspecting enemy. The shadow warriors knew each and every rat run leading to and from Peopleton. They knew exactly the way Vonn’s western legion would come. Along this route they had hidden caches of fire powder ready to be set off. Teirnan continued,

‘We need to hold Vonn’s forces near the edge as long as we can. This will buy our people time to make the journey down river to the sea and complete the short journey across to the White Isles. Then with a controlled, gradual retreat we draw them in and make their attack as difficult as possible.’

###
A terrified Alarian called Tyler, found himself being dragged from his covered wagon by two of Vonn’s guards and frog marched towards the central pavilion. He had never been this close to the centre of the legion encampment. Thinking he must have done something awful he started to wail, apologise and cry in fear. One of the guards cuffed him, not too hard, over the back of his head and told him to shut up. Inside the guard tent the old man was told to wash himself, scrub himself clean and to put on the clothes piled up for him on the floor. Growing more confused by the minute the Alarian did as he was requested. Surprise shot across his face when he found the water was hot and there was actual soap to use. Once washed and dressed in clothes that were basic but fresh and clean, he was offered a warm meal and a woolen jacket, both of which he accepted. For Tyler nothing in life was strange anymore and he accepted its twists and turns as part of each passing day.

Feeling rather pleased with himself he sat, thanked the source for his good fortune and waited for whatever fate had decided for him. The same two guards that had plucked him from the slave wagons entered the tent and beckoned for him to follow. Outside the snow continued to fall sideways but with perhaps a little less bite. He was grateful for the woolen jacket as he walked between the two guards. They stopped outside a very grand tent, the biggest that Tyler had ever seen. Two other guards appeared and ushered them inside. The old man was enveloped in a blanket of warmth, light and the sweet smell of roses and dried lavender. Ahead of him he saw another old man sitting by the fire. Tyler stood before Vonn with his head lowered and hands by his side.

‘What is your name?’

‘Tyler sir,’ replied the old man.

‘Do you know who I am?’ Vonn asked.

‘I do not recall seeing you before sir, but if I may be so bold you must be of some import to have a home like this.’

There was something about the look of the man that Vonn admired, an honesty and humbleness that he was not used to. He instructed a guard to fetch Tyler a chair to sit on. Vonn studied the man sitting before him. Thin, semi emaciated, thinning hair and grey stubble tickling his chin. His life would have been hard these past years.

‘My name is Otto Vonn. Have you heard of me now?’ There was neither a hint of malice nor anger in his voice. Tyler nodded, a slight dip in his head. Vonn, he had most certainly heard of. His heart began to quicken as this could not end well.

‘How old are you Alarian?’ Vonn asked.

In a hesitant voice Tyler replied, ‘I have seen seventy summers Lord.’

‘What was your trade?’

‘I was a barrel maker Lord. One of the best. A fully paid-up member of the guild of coopers.’

Vonn nodded feigning interest,

‘I want you to listen. You have every reason to hate me and I understand that hatred. I have torn apart the lives of every Alarian in the realm of Ussex. Why you may ask? Well to put it simply because I can and wanted to and I intend to finish this task over the coming days. Had you heard that Queen Telania has returned, along with the Kings son?’

At this point Tyler looked up surprised, yet heartened by the news, if it were true that is. Vonn continued,

‘At first light I want you to leave the camp and make your way into the Shadow Forest and contact the renegades that have attacked my forces. You will be joined by many of your fellow Alarians and escorted by an honour guard of my finest warriors. I want you and you alone, to give this message to Dynian, the weapons master.’ Vonn continued,

‘I wish to speak under a flag of truce to discuss terms for a peaceful settlement of all outstanding issues.

‘Do you understand what I am asking of you?’

‘Yes sir. How will I let you know what their answer will be?’

‘My guards will deliver your reply. You have my word that you will not be harmed. If you wish to stay with your people in the forest, you also have my word that this will be allowed. Now you have a responsible job to do so you will need more food and a bed for the night. My guards will arrange this to happen. Go.’

Tyler left the pavilion flanked by the guards and returned to his tented room where he saw a bed and more warm food was waiting for him. He was left alone. Tyler sensed that there was more to this than he was being told and felt like a minute counter being moved within an even bigger game. That night he slept beneath warm blankets for the first time in almost fifteen years.

Dawn came with cloudless skies and a cold watery sun trying to cast its rays over a snowy landscape. Vonn stood outside watching and waiting. All around him preparations were being made to clear snow and prepare a pathway fit for marching. Three hundred Alarians were lined up, shivering with the cold morning air. They were flanked at the side and behind by a row of Demons and demon soldiers. The slaves continued to clear the snow as they trampled it into the hard ground. No one spoke but a collective fear bound the slaves together. The order to march was given with a fall of an arm.

As the slaves approached the tree line, they could see a wide pathway had been gouged out before them. Few looked up to see where their journey was heading. Fear seeped out of them with every step. They stopped when they entered a large clearing. All around them trees packed densely together stood watching, a grim audience waiting for a grim task. The silence was oppressive. Standing was worse than marching as the cold seeped with ease into the marrow of their thin bones.

Tyler, who had slept well in his bed of clean sheets and warm blankets was shoved awake by one of the guards who brought him more food and a warm drink,

‘Be dressed and ready as soon as you can,’ one of the guards said.

‘What will be my fate sir?’ Tyler asked.

‘To do as you are told. Your fate, good or bad is your own to worry about.’

With that the guards turned and left.

Tyler left the tent and walked behind three guards. He felt as if he was being brought to his own execution. He could not shake the feeling of dread that now gripped his stomach.  The guards stopped and stepped back, leaving Tyler looking up at Otto Vonn sat astride his armoured horse.

‘Walk with me and I will ride with you on your journey into the forest. Do you remember my message?’

‘Yes lord. Word perfect,’ replied the old man.

‘Good I am pleased. Walk by my side. Will you be able to keep up?’

‘Yes Lord.’

Tyler looked ahead and saw his route trampled into the snow before him.

‘You see your path before you,’ said Vonn, ‘it is but a short journey and we will complete it together.’

Tyler walked in anxious silence, terror growing with each step. As they approached the tree line a flock of crows flew into the sky and began to circle hurling angry insults at whatever was below them. A startled Tyler looked up into cold eyes,

‘Keep walking,’ said Vonn.

For the first time the old man noticed an edge to Otto Vonn’s voice. Tyler complied, breathing in the frigid air as deep into his lungs as he could. Ahead Tyler saw the rows of silent Alarians flanked by a small army of demon warriors. He looked up at Vonn, confused.,

‘My lord what...?’

Vonn silenced him with a raise of his hand,

‘Go forward deliver my message. You have my word that you will not be harmed. Do not speak with anyone.’

‘When and how will I deliver it?’

‘You will know when the time is right. Wait for your opportunity. Go now, be at peace. You have my respect barrel maker.’

Tyler walked forward step by stumbling step. It was the longest journey of his life. The Alarians parted in the centre and he walked in complete silence never looking left or right. He reached the front and stood shivering. A sharp prod from a baton pushed him further ahead of the masses. He could feel everyone’s eyes on his back. He knew the fate of his compatriots was held in the words he was about to deliver. He tried to calm is mind but all he could do was stare at the trees standing in judgement before him.

Otto Vonn sat on his charger and saw the rows of thin emaciated Alarians facing the forest in front of him. He hated every single last one of them. Beside him the snow melted as Lord Valdroth appeared out of the air and stood beside him. Vonn raised his hand. Held it for a second or two and brought it straight down. The slaughter began within seconds.

After the last scream everything was silent and still. A cold wind blew snow from the trees, as if the forest were trying to hide the massacre it had witnessed. A tuneless fanfare blew out calling the rebels to see the glory of Otto Vonn. Tyler stood frozen with terror in a pool of Alarian blood waiting to deliver a message, wishing he had died with his friends.





Chapter Thirty-three.

Sam.

Sam struggled to sleep. His mind going over and over the events and upheaval in his life during the previous months. He always found that his thoughts were more intense and darker in the small hours of a new day. The heat of the night encouraged the crickets and insects to sing as they patrolled outside of his window urging Sam to stay awake. Trying to remain calm he breathed in a single deep breath forcing all the things that could go wrong one by one from his mind. After what seemed and age, he found the steps that brought him down into himself and he slept until dawn returned with a new summer sun.
Breakfast was a brief and cold affair and Sam listened as Ariana went over the events that were about to occur. She shared with them the news that a rescue mission had now set out to find Sarah and that the mass evacuation of Peopleton to the White Isles had almost been completed. Dottie beamed a smile of delight with the news that they were aiming to reach her former home. Sam interrupted and asked,

‘Where are the White Isles?

Dottie asked Ariana if she could reply, the enchantress smiled and nodded her permission,

‘It is a place of safety and for me, full of happy memories; it is the ancient home of the guild to which Martha, Lilly and I are part of. The main island is richly resourced, covered in verdant woodland, have plentiful supplies of fresh water and an abundant source of fish, wild fruits and vegetation. It is also a place that can be easily defended. At its heart is an ancient temple dedicated to the flame of the source and the first home of the enchantress’s mother, the Lady Hertha.’

Sam, knowing that his mom had to stay behind, could see the frustration she felt at this decision from the moment he passed her some bread at breakfast. He knew she understood the reasons, but she was a more capable warrior that he ever would be and waiting around doing nothing would only increase her anxiety. Ariana, a natural reader of the emotions in others said,

‘You will have your moment in battle my queen. For now, be content to welcome back your family. Sam will return, have no doubts about that. You need to be strong and tend to them for they will be needed for greater tests ahead.’

Sam smiled at his mom and tried to offer reassurance that it will be alright. He asked the enchantress how long it would take to complete the rescue,

‘That all depends, firstly, where he is to be found. I am reasonably secure in that knowledge; secondly, how well guarded Tealon is, I know that Vonn will secure this task to his personal guards and Valdroth’s mightiest demons and finally, how fast you find your father and get yourselves out. Dorothea and I will not be with you at this point, but you have our absolute word that you will be defended, protected and given every opportunity to succeed. Fenrir, Lola and Jet are formidable demon slayers, and I am not without resources of my own.’

Ariana continued to explain that the journey to Vonn’s centre of power would be swift but the last mile or so would have to be made on foot so as not to attract any unwanted attention. She passed to Sam a gold necklace with a white jewel at its centre. She also gave him a vial of a viscous amber liquid,

‘This elixir is a blend of life forces. A gift from the source. It will give Tealon strength to endure. It will nourish his body, give strength to his muscles and sharpen his mind. The jewel will be an indicator of remaining strength. I hope the jewel will be shining bright on our return. The sword has the capacity to cut through anything and I mean anything. The amulet will give you the combined tenacity, fortitude and resolve to think and act without compulsion or worry. You are only beginning to unravel the true power that you possess. If you go with what you feel is the right thing to do Sam, no demon will be able to stand against you. Use that clever mind you possess.’

With the final preparations compete Telania stood on the porch and watched as each of them stepped through into the dark passageway created by Ariana. Sam and Jet entered last. At the last moment he turned and glanced back. He saw his mom raise her hand and offer a smile. He tried to place a look of confidence on his face and to nod reassuringly in her direction. He then stepped forward into the blackness. The passage sealed itself to leave the queen shivering despite the warm morning sun.

###
Sam and Jet stepped out of summer and back into a violent winter rainstorm, howling its fury down upon them. Whip cracking streaks of lighting lashed across the sky followed by deafening claps of thunder. Sam and Jet were soaked within seconds. For a moment Sam began to panic. He looked around and could not see Ariana or Dottie. He was surrounded by thick woodland and a dense network of thorn bushes. Dottie stepped out from behind a large gnarly stump of dead wood and beckoned him over. A relieved Sam ran across and found his companions in a deep recess inside the heart of a dead tree. It was big enough to hold three adults, a very wet dog and two indifferent mountain wolves. A pool of rainwater formed around Sam’s boots as he stood shivering with cold. Ariana took pity upon him and with the slightest of whispers a warmth spread through Sam as he evaporated to dryness in seconds.

‘Thank you,’ said a happier Sam. He continued,

‘How far are we from this citadel thing?’

Ariana smiled and said that,

‘It will be a short walk to Craig Mawr to give the citadel its proper name. The hill on which it is situated is an ancient site and it its roots go deep into the earth. It is a place that was made to be held and fortified. From its very heights one can see for ten leagues in every direction.’

‘Will they see us coming?’ whispered Sam, eager to be getting on with the rescue of his father.

‘Valdroth and Vonn will be prepared. What they do not know is the time or manner of our arrival and who or how many will be doing the arriving. They both know that Tealon cannot survive much longer and that he is waiting to be rescued. I can disguise our passage to a degree but many of Valdroth’s demons are also powerful magic wielders and can detect magic that is not of their own creation,’ Ariana continued,

‘Dottie and I will get you near to the dungeons so that you can find your father. It is up to you Sam to get him out to us. We will defend against the demons for as much time as we can give you. We are close to one of the streams that lead from beneath the citadel and that will be our route into the catacombs deep beneath Craig Mawr. If the source is with us, we can all return together. If we have to fight, then the source will need to protect the demons for we shall give them no quarter.’

Dottie placed her arm around Sam’s shoulder as a sign of reassurance and encouragement,

‘You would then see Sam what the White Ladies are made of. Be thankful we are on your side.’

Sam smiled back not reassured or that encouraged. A great deal was depending on him to use the sword and the amulet successfully, with his life and that of his father potentially at stake.

Lola lead them out into the saturated woodland, followed by Ariana, Sam and Jet. Dottie and Fenrir brought up the rearguard. Daylight evaporated in an instant. Other than the occasional flash of lightning they were left walking in a deep and shadowed twilight world of damp forestland that could be overrun with demons. Lola, to her credit, did not place a paw wrong. She led them by the quickest paths towards the sounds of water flowing from the citadel. They followed each other in silence. Nothing around them could be seen or heard, except the sounds of their own breathing as they laboured through the muddy terrain. They found the tributary swollen with winter rainfall flowing in the direction of safety. They turned and followed in the other direction towards the Citadel and whatever fate had decided for them.

They followed a small, but fast flowing stream. Above the late afternoon sun heralded the faintest beginnings of a darker twilight. Up ahead Sam could see an even blacker outline of the citadel as it loomed into view. The ground beneath them began to rise and he could see small lights flickering at different heights to greet the ending of the day. As Lola lead them, they began to lose the path beside the flowing water, and they began to look to descend once more towards the water. Sam could feel the cold penetrating his body and he shivered in anticipation of an even colder night to come. They were soon back beside the stream and followed it right up to the point at which it disappeared beneath the rocks and beneath Craig Mawr.

‘Now what do we do?’ Sam said more to himself than as a direct question.

Ariana gathered them around and began to whisper,

‘Up ahead is the entrance to a passageway that leads straight beneath the citadel. It should not be guarded as such, but we cannot be sure. Fenrir and Lola will act as our guides. But be prepared I am loath to use the source's magic unless I have no choice. The longer we are undetected the more chance Sam has of a successful extraction. Lead on Fenrir.’

The mountain wolf stood tall. His outline sharp against the ever-increasing blackness. With a bow to Ariana he walked with Lola, from their place of hiding and within a few strides, stood before the entrance into the deep hillside. One by one each of them crossed and stood inside a passageway gouged straight out of bare rock. It was even colder inside. The walls glistened with water streaming down their sides. The floor damp and slick with dark green algae and mud. Up ahead the cold drip of water echoed, amplifying Sam’s growing fear of failing. After a long straight passageway, the small group of rescuers descended further into the earth. They walked for what seemed an age when they took a sharp right turn. They entered a chamber big enough to hold a large gathering of people. Large wooden posts stood in rows on one side. Each one of them had chains and manacles attached. Up a head Sam saw a flat space dominated at the far end by a small waterfall that spilled into the depths below.

Ariana walked across towards the waterfall signaling for the rest to follow. Sam plodded with Jet anxious about the task ahead of him and how so much was dependent on his actions and deeds. A film of cold sweat coated his body, soaked into his thoughts and dampened his confidence. Sam, standing near to Dottie, looked ahead and saw the falling water cascading down into the depths of the earth. His eyes, adjusting to the gloom, observed more features, stalactites growing down from the roof and red algae coating the walls. The taste of damp and metal danced on his tongue. Sam also noticed at the side of the cascading water a small incline that appeared to go behind the waterfall.

‘Sam, you need to follow that path. It will lead you to a set of stairs carved out of the rock. Follow them down and there, with luck, you will find the king. Give him the elixir first, then place the necklace around his neck. Be guarded Sam for it may not all seem as it should be. We will remain here to ensure our escape is trouble free. The source be with you Sam. The fate of many now lie upon your young shoulders. Be brave and follow your instinct, listen to what you think is right and act on it. Now go find your father.’

Sam swallowed. Gripping the hilt of the sword for courage, he stepped forward. Whether he was shivering from the cold or because he was terrified, he wasn’t sure.  Dottie, seeing the fear in his eyes gave him a reassuring embrace and whispered,

‘Sam, we believe in you, be the person you want to be. We all care for you and will love and protect you. Even though you go alone you are not. May the source bless and guide you.’

Dottie gave Sam a final hug and he walked off with Jet at his side to face his fate. It was down to him now and he set off on a path at the end of which he was very unsure what to do. Every footstep tore a piece from his fragile resilience. Brave words spoken away from peril did nothing to reassure him as he stepped ever closer to his doom. As he approached the pathway behind the waterfall Sam could see nothing but wet blackness penetrating everywhere. Shivering with cold all he could manage was to put one foot in front of the other. The noise of the water was soon behind him. Ahead was a dark passage. If Jet's eyes had not been so sharp, he would not have been able to see him at all. The blackness was complete. He proceeded by touching the rock wall with one hand and holding on to the collar of Jet's battle armour with the other. After walking on for a few more minutes Jet stopped. One more step and he would have fallen off the first step leading down. He patted Jet in thanks and placed his foot down with care on to the first step. The stairs seem to go on forever stretching down into the very core of the earth. It became even colder. Sam was sure that he was now walking on sheer ice. He was reliant on Jet to keep him steady on his feet.

After what seemed like forever, Sam began to notice a change in the air. He thought he could see below him a red-light pulsing. Confused, he thought that it was his mind playing tricks on him. However, the red light grew stronger as he descended the last few steps. He entered a small chamber. The red light seemed to be emanating from the very rocks themselves as if they were bleeding. As his eyes adjusted, they fell upon a body lying chained to the floor. He had found his father. He ran and knelt down beside the fallen king of Ussex. Years of hidden emotions wrapped in tears began to fall from his face.

Sam reached down and turned over the unconscious form of his father. He did not look like any memory of him that he had from his dream meeting with him. The man before him was old, filthy and covered in burns and sores. Thin patches of hair remained on his scarred head. There was nothing to him but skin and bones. Sam reached down and whispered,

‘I am here dad. I found you I have come to take you home. It’s me Sam. Your son.’

The king tried to suck air deeper into his fragile lungs and he after a couple of seconds he began to stir and tried to open his eyes. Sam remembered the elixir. Pulling out the vial. He held his father’s head as he lifted it to his cracked lips. The first drop caused the king to scream in agony. Confused Sam took the vial away, put the cork back in and put it back in his pocket. His father began to writhe in front of him as if the elixir were burning him from the inside out. Sam began to panic not knowing what to do. His father started to wretch and claw at his own face. Sam stood up. As he did his father arched, almost as if he were trying to break his own back. His eyes glowed red and a hideous scream was torn from his mouth. Dribbling spittle flecked with blood fell from his toothless mouth. Sam was terrified and scrambled back towards Jet who stood protectively in front of Sam.

The body before them shook and began to change. Layers of skin peeled away to reveal the form not of his father but of a monster. Jet did not hesitate he knew what stood before them. A huge, leathery, angry demon, sparks of red power flying from him in all directions. The battle hound attacked leaping for the very throat of the creature before him. Sam came to his senses and brought forth the power of the sword. He stepped forward to help Jet. Annoyed with being tricked, he channeled his anger into the shaft of white light pulsating in his hand. With one thrust he pushed the burning sword in to the heart of the demon, twisting it as he had been shown by his mother. The demon died in an instant as did Sam’s hopes of ever finding his father.

Sam drew breath, the red pulsing light stopped and was replaced with a greenish glow from the rock beneath his feet. The air in front of him shimmered and two more demons appeared, their bulging muscles rippling beneath cracked and leathery skin. Their piercing red glare bore down on Sam who brought the power of the sword forth. Seeing the white power both demons screamed with rage, unhinged jaws opened wide revealing sharp rows of razor-sharp fangs already tinged in red. They began to circle Sam and Jet looking for an opening to attack. All around Sam rang the sound of high-pitched squeals of laughter.

The two demons began to taunt Sam. One of them hissed,

‘You have no place here. You will die and we will watch your father see his only child pass and the line of Ussex will end forever. Here look upon your father for the first and last time.’

Sam and Jet stood firm. He looked beyond the demons and in a recess set into the wall was a man-sized hole into which was manacled the king of Ussex. He was chained at both his feet, wrists and neck. His head hung limp. Sam cried out in shock. The two demons cackled with malicious glee. One turned and with a sharp blast of red power pulled the grip of the iron chain around the king’s neck. The chain tightened around the king. He awoke from his torture. He tried to open his mouth, but no sounds emerged. He was close to death.

Thoughts raced through Sam’s head blocking any clarity of thinking. He could feel the wells of panic pooling inside of him, threatening to pull him down into the depths of failure. An image of white light formed behind his eyes and a lyrical voice spoke,

‘Touch the sword on the breastplate Sam. Remember you can do anything. Be brave and use that brain of yours.’

Ahead of Sam the two demons were circling looking for an opening to attack him. He could feel their red eyes pushing him back. Behind them his father was helpless, holding onto his life by a thread. Sam could see he was drifting in and out of consciousness. He brought the sword nearer to Jet’s breastplate. As the two connected the whole room was bathed in a brilliant white light. The longer the connection went on the stronger the light became. The two demons howled in response to the burning light and the shrill sound of their voices sang together in a chorus of pain. Spurred on Sam thrust forward the sword and willed it to strike down the nearest demon. A bright spike of light bored straight into its red skull. Jet leapt through the air, knocking the demon to the ground as Sam followed up with a sweeping arc that scythed the demon in two. Steaming black blood flowed across the floor, coalescing in a viscous pool. Sam turned to seek the other and was stopped in his tracks.

Sam looked to his father and saw that the second demon held him by the throat, shaking Tealon in front of its body like a shield. The demon’s clawed hand drew the blood of the king. It scented a human near to death. It salivated in anticipation of a feast to come. Without thinking Sam became one with the atmosphere and dissolved from view right in front of the demon. Jet stood his ground and prepared to attack. Growling and baring his teeth the battle hound stepped closer. The demon could not see Sam anywhere, his eyes searching for the boy. Tealon began to choke as the demon began to squeeze the life out of the king. A growl of victory came from its mouth, signaling that the king was close to the end. The demon brought up the exposed neck to his mouth and locked his mouth around the neck of the king. But instead of feasting on his blood, a look of agonising surprise formed on its leathery face as a shaft of white power burst forth from its chest, tearing a gaping hole that silenced its beating heart. The demon fell releasing the king from its death grip. Sam stood over the demon and kicked its body away from his father. The sword cut through his chains and he fell to the floor trying to cradle the still form of the king.

Pushing his emotions aside Sam lifted the vial to the cracked and bloody lips of his father and poured the golden liquid into his mouth. Drop by precious drop it went in until the vial was empty. Sam held the king, stroking his father’s throat to ensure the elixir found its passage onwards. He placed the necklace around the unconscious king’s neck, Sam did not see the jewel give any indication of life or recovery. He tried not to panic. He held his father tight and prayed for a miracle. After a time, Sam began to notice a slight but definite rise and fall of his father’s rib cage. He placed his hand over the king’s chest and felt the strengthening rhythm of a beating heart. For what seemed an age Sam sat there. The colour returning in stages to his fathers ravaged cheeks. The white jewel at the centre of the necklace growing brighter with each passing second. The king’s eyes opened and a boney hand rose to touch the face of his only child.

‘Dad we need to go. We can catch up later. Come on we need to move before more of those creatures find us.’

The king struggled to speak but managed to force out of his mouth, 

‘I understand. Help me to my feet.’

Sam with Jet’s help hauled the King upright and held him steady. Resting his malnourished hand on Jet’s head the king steadied himself. He was not used to standing upright without being shackled. A deep rich voice, quiet, but with feeling said,

‘I see you have not come alone. A battle hound is a formidable ally.’

‘Yes, he has been with me on this mad journey to find you. We have more companions up ahead. Place your arms around my shoulders and hold on to Jet. He will guide us.’

With each step the king found a new purpose to match Sam’s growing confidence. The elixir working hard to give Tealon the strength he so needed. The white jewel pulsating with life. They moved back and up the stairwell and into the blackness of the passageway. The sound of the waterfall becoming louder with each step. As they approached the larger chamber the king began to walk unaided. It was only then that Sam noticed he was walking barefoot. They stepped out from behind the water fall and were reunited with the others.

Ariana rushed towards the king and placed her hands around his face. She closed her eyes and bowed her head. Moments later the king smiled for the first time in nearly two decades. He looked over and saw Dottie standing with her head bowed, battling to stop tears from falling. Tealon walked to her, royal protocol forgotten he embraced her and held her close. His voice full of emotion as he said,

‘Lady Dorothea. Thank you for bringing my son home.’

‘Tealon, save the reunion hugs for later. We must depart this foul place. We have a nation to save,’ said Ariana. She looked to the mountain wolves to lead. They all set off in line behind Fenrir and Lola. As they left all hell broke loose.





Chapter Thirty-four

The battle in the shadows.

The one hundred remaining shadow warriors stood behind the tree line and watched in utter revulsion as Vonn and Valdroth slaughtered the Alarian slaves. One old man stood in front of the dead. He stood untouched, alive, but broken. Dynian, Wolfric and Lilly stood still. They each understood the message being sent to them. Each wondering how such evil was allowed to walk the face of the earth. How would they survive an onslaught against such overwhelming odds? From the trees Dynian observed Otto Vonn walk unprotected, unarmed and alone towards the old man. He picked his way through the bodies, kicking them out of his way as made his way towards the tree line. As one the hundred stepped out and stood in the cold morning light and waited. Vonn walked past the old man, ignoring his whimpers and stopped. Dynian walked forwards and stood proud before his enemy. Otto Vonn was a tall man but even he had to look up to stare into the barreled chest of the weapons master. The leader of the Eastern Alliance spoke. His voice cold and hard,
‘You look old these days weapons master. You do know that the odds of surviving all of this are not even worth the bother of calculating. Surrender now and we may let you live, or perhaps die without pain or suffering.’

‘We have survived this far. Let us see what the day brings. You may very well be right about the overwhelming odds, but I have never been much for gambling.’

‘Look around you. These are your people dead before you. You will join them before this day is out.’ Vonn goaded.

‘Then at least I shall be in good company,’ replied the weapons master.

‘You should know that we have the boy and his father. His pathetic rescue attempt failed. They will die a rebels' death. Their broken bodies sitting in the public cages to rot, a visible warning to all who dare challenge me.’

‘Enough talking,’ snapped Dynian, ‘Do what you must to do. If we cross paths in the future, you will die. We will not be intimidated by, nor cower before you. You are a man and men die every day. Leave now and do your worst because it pales into nothing compared to our best.’

Vonn began to reply. Dynian held up his hand and ended the parlay with a bow of his head. In an instant he had Vonn by the throat, lifting him clean off the ground and told him to take the opportunity to leave or he too would be a guest amongst the Alarian dead. He threw him hard towards the frosty ground and walked backwards towards the forest. As he did, he motioned for the old man to follow him. Tyler shuffled behind him in his wake and together with the hundred they disappeared into the Shadow Forest.

Otto Vonn scrambled back up to his feet humiliated. He walked back towards the formations of his demon soldiers and Valdroth’s forces who stood staring straight ahead. None dare look as he walked past them. In his encampment he disappeared into his quarters seething with anger at the loss of face, especially in front of his armies. Vonn, so wrapped up in his own dishonour, did not hear the demon lord appear behind him.

‘You pathetic fool,’ the demon hissed. Vonn replied,

‘Leave me. I shall have my revenge on them all. I want a full-scale assault on those who remain in the forest. Burn it all down. None shall survive this day.’

‘Shut up. Human scum. Today I saw the real weakness of your kind. Your petty emotions, squabbling like children and posturing like cockerels around a hen. You do not deserve my loyalty. Once Ariana has met her demise our little arrangement will end. Oridian was a weak fool. You are just deluded and pathetic.’

Valdroth twisted his clawed hand drawing Vonn straight to him. Fear flooded through the Eastern Alliance leader. Blood began to spill from bulging eyes and ears. Stubborn to the last Vonn refused to cry out and he stared with open defiance into the black eyes of the demon lord.

‘At last, we understand each other human. You shall have your day in battle, but it will be me who has the final victory. This place will be mine. This earth, every earth will be mine and you will all obey me.’

The demon released Vonn from his grasp. He fell to the floor clutching at his chest, gasping for air and wiping bloody tears from his face. Valdroth spoke for a final time,

‘Clean yourself up and order the attack.’  He vanished leaving Otto Vonn to come face to face with his own shortcomings.

###
Dynian withdrew the shadow warriors to the safety of their ward protected town. A thin veneer of magic keeping them safe from the mass hordes of the demon alliance. A final meal eaten with friends was their only solace. Gone were the bustling everyday coming and goings of the town folk. All hoped that their comrades and friends would make it to the White Isles. There was still no news from Ariana. All they could do was hope and pray that the source was with them. After a final drink Dynian called for order. As one the hundred became quiet and looked with pride towards the weapons master. The senseless death of their people added to the coldness of the mood in the room. Yet the love and respect they all felt for him tempered some of the coldness. The weapons master started to speak, hesitantly at first but with increasing emotion in his voice,

‘Whilst we have no news to give us hope. All we can do is follow the path set for us. Yes, we are few. Yes, we are outnumbered. Today you are all heroes. For we have one thing they will never have and that is a cause, a belief, a truth that we as a people are not lost. We are not bereft of hope. Soon we fight. This may be our last day, but it will be a day that will long live in the memory. We fight for our past to make our tomorrow a better place. Remember your training and look out for each other.’ Dynian’s voice cracked as he cried,

‘For the king and for Ussex.’

The one hundred shadow warriors stood and saluted Dynian and as one chanted,

‘For the king! For Ussex!’

They gave one loud clap of their hands and broke off into their fighting units to go over long rehearsed plans. Their day would be a long one. Dynian knew many would not survive. He hoped and prayed that the source would be with them one final time as he gave the order to move out.

###
Outside the entrance to the catacombs beneath the citadel stood a ring of twelve demons, red power blazing, ready to blast anything that left the safety of tunnel entrance. Ariana and the others were trapped. Tealon looked to Dottie and asked,

‘My lady hand me a sword. If I am to die today. I will die fighting amongst family and friends.’

The king looked a picture of health. The elixir had worked its way deep into the core of the King of Ussex transforming the man from near death to a fully functioning man in his prime of life. Dottie replied,

‘Sire you are not strong enough to fight. Please allow us, it will be an honour. I have waited fifteen years to fight and none will beat me this day.’

‘Will you all stop being so noble and let me think for goodness sake,’ said Ariana. She turned to Sam and said,

‘Come stand in front of me. On my command bury that sword into the rock beneath your feet. Allow me to channel my magic through you.’

Sam nodded, eager to be of use at last. With a mighty thrust Sam pushed the sword straight into the hard rock beneath his feet. Ariana stood behind him and placed both of her hands on the side of his head. They both disappeared. Fenrir, Lola and Jet stood tall by the king and Dottie. A violent explosion of light lit up the tunnel entrance and the ground shook in anger. Dottie looked at Tealon and said,

‘We leave now.’

They ran from the tunnel. Up ahead Sam ran around swinging the blazing sword like a baton into the fallen demons. Ariana kept the other demons stunned with blasts of piercing white light. Fenrir, Lola, Jet, the king, and Dottie ran the few short steps to be reunited with Sam and Ariana. The enchantress turned and with a majestic sweep of her arms released an earth-shattering blast. A shock wave of power ushered forth, destroying the remaining demons. The earth twisted in agony leaving it torn and broken. The little group turned and ran hoping to make some time to find a safe place to engineer a family reunion. Behind them the sound of a baying pack of demons could be heard. They had to cover a mile or so back to the place where the enchantress had opened up the portal to her home and sanctuary.

As they ran beside the stream the sounds of pursuit grew louder. These sounds were soon joined by a succession of blasts that shook the very earth spraying noise and dirt all over them. Above them flew a squadron of battle demons and their riders threw down bolts of red lighting shattering the trees around them.

‘We need a place to defend and fight,’ barked the king. His natural instinct as a leader and strategist had not faded. Up ahead they ran into a small clearing and were stopped dead in their tracks. Around the perimeter of the clearing stood a ring of red. They had no place left to run. Trapped and surrounded the little group stood together, swords drawn and waited. The red ring of demons stepped as one towards them. Step by step they encircled the king. Sam could see their black eyes bearing down upon them.

‘What do we do?’ Sam whispered. As one Tealon, Dottie and Ariana said,

‘We fight of course.’

Jet, Fenrir, and Lola stood ready, hackles raised and teeth bared, eager to attack. Dottie stood with sword and staff poised to strike. The king stood protectively in front of Sam his hands raised to fight for his son. Ariana stood in majestic silence. Hands clasped making her peace with the coming violence. She looked at Sam and, in his head, he heard her voice,

‘Sam you have the power to end this, but you will need a little help from Fenrir and Lola. Do what you know to be right. No harm shall come to you or your father. Remember your bond. May the source be with you.’

Her hands fell upon the heads of Fenrir and Lola. They sat side by side and allowed themselves a moment of peace, happy to be at her side. Ariana closed her eyes and spoke a language Sam had never heard before. Both mountain wolves stood and walked towards each other, their muzzles touching. Sam saw their eyes transform to a blazing fiery yellow. They howled in unison, parted from each other and began a slow loping run in anticlockwise circles around the defendants. With each turn of the circle, they moved faster and faster. Sam could feel his brain spinning out of control. He was going dizzy trying to see beyond the ever-spinning horizon of fur. Sam wanted to run wild with the wolves. The urge was so strong that the enchantress, Dottie, and his father were being edged to the furthest corners of his mind. Try as he might he could not think about anything other than running with the two wolves.

Sam’s thoughts became basic and wild. He felt the thrill of the chase and the taste of blood wash through his mouth. Sam closed his eyes to try and steady himself but the desire to run and hunt outweighed every other emotion. He felt his heart thumping and the surge of blood pumping. He opened his eyes and saw through fiery yellow eyes. He opened his mouth to speak but could only speak the language of the pack. His amulet blazed yellow and the sword in his hand turned the colour of a blazing sun. Sam ran with the pack free and unfettered. The burden of his human life forgotten. A lyrical howling voice came unbidden into his head. The words were not human but there was no doubting their violent understanding. A voice unknown said,

‘Hunt. Break them to pieces. Use the sword and amulet as one. You are one with the wolf lords. They now have the same strength as you. Use it. Save us. It is all down to you. We are so close to escaping.’

Sam ran towards the ring of demons. He saw their red fire blazing and heard the guttural screams tear from their mouths. Fenrir and Lola rushed to join him. As they approached the encircling demons they ran on and on in concentric circles, gaining speed with every turn. On their inside Dottie and Ariana protected the king within wards that deflected the red power being hurled at them with ever increasing ferocity.  Sam was totally enraptured. The power of the amulet and sword flowing through his body and that of Fenrir and Lola. He sensed rather than saw the two mountain wolves grow in size, the same power flowing through their blood. He thrust the sword out and scythed through the demons at the edge of the ring, cutting them down in pieces. As the demons fell more replaced them. Sam, Fenrir and Lola became a blazing force of nature. Nothing could stop them.

Sam’s heart pounded in his ears. He flew up into the air and with every ounce of strength he came speeding down to the ground, burying his sword to the hilt in the hardened earth. Everything and everyone became still. Sam stood and raised his left hand. One by one the remaining demons flew high into the face of a full moon, hanging low in the night sky. With a twist of his hand the demons stopped in midflight. With a further twist they hurtled once more to the ground smashing into it like thunderous demonic raindrops. Ariana’s voice whispered the language of calm and Sam returned to himself, falling to his knees in exhaustion. Tealon, Jet and Dottie ran towards him with concern written across their faces. Around him Fenrir and Lola paced protecting the boy. No demon moved.

‘Can we go now please? I am hungry,’ Sam croaked as he leaned on his father for support. His legs had become very wobbly and he felt as if he were about to pass out. Even Ariana smiled as they made their way to the exit point and an emotional family reunion.

###
Dynian, Wolfric and Lilly watched as the demon onslaught began. Wave after wave of red power blasting the surface of the Shadow Forest. None broke through the wards of the enchantress and the little group of shadow warriors waited for a pause in the demon attack before stepping out of the tree line and baiting the armies of the enemy to attack. As soon as they were seen they stepped in to cover and moved at lighting speed to another section of the tree line and stepped out once more. To his credit Vonn, the master tactician kept his armies disciplined and in order. Everyone knew their station and their job. As one they stepped forward and moved towards the forest. The aerial bombardment continuing.

The weapons master waited until the enemy entered the forest and ordered the first wave of trees to fall. Many enemy soldiers were crushed. The trees fell like dominoes so that they formed a barrier blocking the oncoming army. A second wave of trees fell behind the main force. Fearing a counterattack, initial confusion gave way to a very calm and organised response. Vonn ordered in a unit of demons who, using dark magic, began to clear a pathway through. Dynian then ordered a series of crossbow attacks on the demons. Poison tipped arrows flew from all directions, hampering the clearing operation. Large numbers of demons died until Valdroth himself created a protective barrier to allow the clearing to continue. So far none of the shadow warriors had been injured. The injuries and fallen amongst the enemy were high but inconsequential.

The death of his soldiers meant nothing to Vonn. He withdrew his forces until a pathway deeper into the forest had been cleared. As the day faded Vonn conceded that the main attack could wait until the morning. News of the escape of the king had reached him and he needed time to think. He smiled as he thought about telling Valdroth about the loss of his demons.

###
Sam stood in the kitchen reflecting on what has happened. He could not put into words the feelings running through him on seeing reunion of his parents on the veranda of the enchantress’s home. What he felt overwhelmed him. Sam knew his parents needed to be alone with their memories. To cry their tears of regret over lost moments that they could never get back and renew their hopes for the future. Yet no matter how hard he tried to occupy his time the thought that he was part of a family, after all these years, kept coming back to haunt his every thought. For years all he had was the hint of her smile as he fell asleep each night, taunting him with its presence, interrupting his dreams and causing his nightmares. Now he felt complete. Trying to be busy he looked and saw that Telania had not been idle in their absence. Weapons ready and supplies packed. The standard of the king unfurled - a blue crown on a white background - ready to be planted on the battlefield. A rallying cry for the shadow warriors and a beacon of hope for a shattered nation.





Chapter Thirty-five.

Return to the front line.

Sam stepped out of the blackness woven by the enchantress to return them all to Peopleton. He had arrived alongside Dottie a few minutes before the arrival of the King and Queen. Dynian, ever a stickler for protocols, bowed and fell to one knee. Sam had forgotten how uncomfortable these shows of deference made him feel. However, he just smiled and thanked the weapons master for all he had done. He soon joined Dottie, Lilly, Wolfric and Tiernan and began to bombard them with questions about Sarah. Jet, Fenrir and Lola made their way to the roaring fire and settled down, resting their heads on massive paws oblivious to where they had been and what they had been a part of.
The news that Sarah was safe and with Martha and Lan filled him with relief. He still could not believe the treachery of Fly and the death of Bark left him very sad. Lilly and Wolfric explained to Sam that Sarah had insisted on going back to try and help the other imprisoned children. Martha and Lan felt that this would be the right thing to do as they could not get back here to Peopleton in time. Lilly said,

‘Sarah has some exceptional depths of resilience; you are blessed Sam to have her as a friend. Dottie was right to give her some basic training. She has used her skills well and is a good decision maker. Lan and Martha were more than happy to follow her. You will be reunited after we reach the White Isles. I am sure the tale of her adventures will be one worth listening to.’

Everyone’s attention now focused on the arrival of Ariana who stepped into the great hall. She looked immaculate. Flowing white silk, braided blonde hair and a dazzling smile showcasing the most perfect teeth. She bowed her head in acknowledgment to them all, flourished her arms and said,

‘Behold. We have guests arriving.’

Tealon and Telania stepped out from the dark expanse and together, hand in hand they returned to Ussex and the remnants of their kingdom. Sam followed suit with everyone else and sank to one knee, right arm stretched across his chest and his head bowed. Tealon smiled and asked them to rise,

‘Thank you, my friends, for your loyalty. Please be seated we have much to discuss.’

Sam looked at his father and wondered again what was in the elixir he had given him. It had transformed him from a haggard man near to death into someone who was a picture of life. He worried that it was an illusion and that his father was nearer to death than he was to full health.

Sam sat and listened as his friends briefed the king about the situation they found themselves in and the overwhelming odds stacked against them.

‘We cannot fight against so much blind hatred and survive,’ stated Wolfric. He continued,

‘If it were not for the wards protecting us, we would have been overrun before now. There are near a thousand of Alarian dead beyond the tree line. Vonn’s vengeance for us daring to challenge him.’

‘And yet,’ Tealon interrupted, ‘you have engaged an overwhelming force, saved thousands of Alarians from abject slavery and hid them from sight. You have organised an escape route to the sanctuary of the White Isles, fought off a horde of demons and three legions of Vonn’s demon half breeds. You have kept the vision of Ussex alive, rescued your king, found my son and reunited my family. You have given Otto Vonn and Valdroth many things to consider. That is some undertaking my brave warriors. So, my question is what do we do now?’

‘Tealon,' interrupted Ariana, ‘you know that you cannot fight. Your vigour and strength are temporary. You need long term restoration and rejuvenation. The elixir is a gift that can be used only once. If you use that up through intense battle, then you will die. It is that simple. Tealon you must not fight.’ Ariana insisted. All the heads in the room nodded in agreement with the enchantress. None more so than Sam and Telania.

‘Who said anything about me fighting enchantress? Nothing in this world would give me more pleasure that to slice the head clean off Otto Vonn and that abomination of a creature he has allied himself with. Yet they do not know I cannot fight and I think we can use that to our advantage. We have to draw them into the forest and use this refuge as a beacon. We will fight them on the forest edge and give them a battle they cannot run away from. We will engage and then enchantress I want you to take down the wards and we will give them a funeral pyre to remember their dead. ‘

Dynian said,

‘What is the kings plan? To run and hide?’

‘That is a plan of sorts weapons master and under the circumstances we face it is very a wise plan, however who said anything about running. None of us here have ever run from battle. We engage and fight. Only once but enough to draw them on. There is more about us than meets their eye. We may be few in numbers, but we are so much more than that. Enchantress, I think, if my history lessons serve me correctly, that there was once a mighty battle fought a long time ago between the armies of demons and the soldiers of the dead, the beasts of the forest and the masters of air and earth. Could you share with us how the demons were defeated?’

‘You have a sharp mind and a long memory Tealon. That’s battle took place a millennia ago when I was a mere child, and my mother walked the paths between two worlds. It is true an army of the dead was summoned but that magic has long since been lost to us and yet,' Ariana paused to gather her thoughts for a moment, ‘we have nearby a large number of Alarian dead whose spirits now roam the forest. I can feel their pain and hear their longing for vengeance. There may indeed be a way. Please, I need to go and think. Sam do not wander far. I may need you.’

Not knowing what to do or say, Sam smiled and held up his hand in acknowledgement of the enchantress as she turned and walked off into the air around them. Sam looked to the great fireplace and saw that Jet sat there alone. Fenrir and Lola were nowhere to be seen. He walked over and sat down beside his sleeping friend. Sam was just happy to be alive and let the ‘olds’ do their talking and planning. He missed Sarah so much and wanted her here to meet his dad. Although pleased to be with his parents he could not shake that feeling on nervousness in his stomach and legs. It was the feeling that he had always got every time when he was about to do something risky, dangerous, or just plain stupid. Trying to ignore how tired he felt Sam rested his back against the warmth of the stone wall surrounding the hearth. He fell fast asleep.

Soft hands shaking his shoulder brought Sam back from his slumber,

‘Sam. Wake up we need to talk together,’ said Telania.

He blinked and realised how empty his stomach felt. Looking around the hall, there was only his mom and dad present. Standing up he patted Jet on the head and walked over towards his parents.

‘Shall we sit?’ said Tealon.

Sam sat, chewing a piece of bread and butter, with his mother and father for the first time and waited for conversation to begin.

‘My son you have done well. I am so proud of you. Your mother has told me a brief outline of your journey back to us. Samahel I am so sorry for the loss of your childhood spent away from those who love you. Your life experiences will have impacted upon you a great deal. I know that you are burdened with unanswered questions. I understand if you are angry with us. When this is all over, we need to spend time together learning about each other. I hear your friend Sarah, is as tough and resourceful as you. I look forward to meeting her and welcoming her to our family.’

Telania interrupted,

‘Sam, your history is a deep and proud one. We want to teach you of this and show you the beauty of Ussex. Our people, just like you, have been bereft of our love and care for as long as you have. They have suffered and we want to heal their wounds, but we have a mighty foe to contend with and the coming days will be full of uncertainty and fear. I know that you must feel a little like a stranger in a strange land’.

Sam did not know whether to laugh, cry or shout out with annoyance. However, he looked at his father and mother smiled at them both and said,

‘Yes, I am angry, confused and unsure of anything that is happening to me. For years I have felt lost and alone, cut off from a real family who cared for me. I have cried for you both, wondering who you are, what you were like. Did I look like you, what I would say to you if I ever found you? It has been so hard being looked after by strangers who are paid to care but not to love. Not knowing my history or who I am made me feel empty inside. As it turns out I am here in a different world with a mom and dad who just happen to be a king and a queen, fighting devils and demons. A world full of magic swords, short cuts through time and worlds, with huge wolves, battle hounds and giants. I am in a world that is cruel and hard. Yet I am surrounded by people who lost me but did not give up on me. Even when I had given up on myself. I may be a prince, but I am still Sam the care home kid who is still confused as he ever was. That has to count for something after all.’

Sam put his head into his hands and sighed. Tealon and Telania both sat there in silence. In a moment only a family could share they both moved closer to Sam and placed their arms around him.

###
Dawn snuck up on the last few residents of Peopleton, drawing them back from their dreams and forcing them to face their reality. Sam woke from troubled dreams that had left him anxious and tense. Jet lay nearby and opened one eye to take in any movement in the direction of food. In an attempt to wake up, Sam paddled handfuls of cold water over his face and head. He shivered as the skin on his back encountered a couple of rogue drops of icy water. He raked his hands through his hair knowing it was getting far too unmanageable to be decent. He dressed at a pace and hurried towards the kitchens. He knew that Jet would be behind him. As he entered, he saw that he was one of the last to arrive. A place was prepared for each and every shadow warrior and their food were served by Tealon, Telania, Dynian, Tiernan, Wolfric and the white ladies. As the warriors ate, the servers helped themselves and sat beckoning Sam to come and join them. Wolfric explained the question that Sam was struggling to ask,

‘This is a traditional meal before battle. The leaders serve those who fight for them. It can be a serious and somber occasion but this morning there is a lot to give thanks for. Many of the Shadow warriors have no memory of Tealon and for them to be this close and served by their king is a high honour indeed. Each one of them believes in Ussex and all that it stands for. They are willing to put their lives on the line for those beliefs. They see before them a king, queen and a prince willing to fight alongside them.’

Sam flashed a thank you for the history lesson smile and was about to join his father when Ariana arrived, along with Fenrir and Lola. Sam thought she looked careworn and worried. This alarmed him as he had always seen her as unflappable and not put off by any situation. She walked straight up to the King and whispered into his ear. Sam saw his father nodding, a shadow of concern flashed across his face. Tealon stood up, raised his hand and waited for silence to settle across the kitchens.

‘The enchantress brings us news that the enemy is on the move. We will meet them at the edge of the Shadow Forest. I know that there are those amongst us who have waited many years to strike a blow for the many injustices levelled at the Kingdom of Ussex. However, we engage to draw the enemy into the forest and then towards the wards which Ariana will remove on our safe return. So, my brave shadow warriors, together we stand. Be brave. Look to the safety and care of your brothers and sisters around you. We will endure and we will prevail. We march towards our future and our freedom.’

Each warrior present stood and saluted the king. Sam watched and saw a single tear fall from his father’s eye. In his mind, the voice of Ariana came unbidden into his head,

‘Sam, I need you. Ussex needs you. When the time is right, you must raise an army of the dead. Only you can do this with the gifts you have been given. The spirits of the Alarian dead will come to you and fight for you. The amulet will give you the capacity to speak with them. The power of the sword is growing within you. Know this, Valdroth fears you Sam. We may be outnumbered but our people, alive and dead, the land and all its resources and beauty demand retribution.’

Sam looked around but could not see Ariana anywhere. He wanted to challenge her about raising the dead and how stupid an idea it sounded. No one can raise the dead, let alone urge them to fight. His eyes glanced from side to side looking for a connection. Dottie came quietly up to him and asked him if he needed guidance. Sam nodded, a silent ‘please’ forming on his lips. Around him the kitchens burst into a frenzy of activity. The king and queen engaged in tactics and strategy with Dynian and the others. Shadow warriors moved with purpose. Dottie spoke to Sam by the hearth,

‘Something troubles you I think.’

‘Ariana has gone too far this time. She has told me to raise the dead back to life. I am not a god. I am just me.’ Sam said panicking. Dottie smiled and looked at Sam. She began to tell him of the great battle fought down through the ages between good and evil,

‘Vonn may have legions at his disposal but Valdroth is the real enemy here. He had tussled and fought with Ariana for generations and her mother long before that. Ariana is the last of her kind and the fate of all our worlds burden her with worry. She knows we stand upon the boundary between defeat and victory. I am going to tell you something now and you need to listen with care. You were meant to have the sword and amulet. Centuries ago, the earth mother, Hertha foretold your birth, the capture of Tealon and the fall of Ussex. Ariana knows that through you everything can begin again. What wasn’t foretold was the time lost in preparing you for these very real events. When you were plain old Sam White. The enchantress was supposed to nurture you and prepare you for all of this over the past fifteen years. She has had a handful of weeks and look at what you have achieved Sam. You do not know how powerful you are and how powerful you can become’.

Sam’s shoulders sagged in weary resignation at his fate.

‘That level of expectation is becoming too much to carry. I am terrified I will let everyone down and fearful of the blame I would see in the eyes of everyone, especially my mom and dad. What would they think of me if I fail?’

‘They will love you regardless just like we all do. They love in you in life and will love you in death. That is our way. We have seen how far you have come Sam. From that snotty track suited lout outside the supermarket to the princely young man I see before me today. You have always wondered who your family were. Now you know. You are special. Many times, I could see you torn in half not believing you were any good. Everyone is afraid at some time in their lives. Fear isn’t something that should paralyse you rather it should spur you on, make you more determined. Believe in yourself Sam. Be strong. You can do this. The enchantress will help you  find the way.’

Sam nodded, more in hope than belief. After all he thought,

 ‘I didn’t know I could make myself disappear, grow bigger, fight with a blazing sword of power, see my dead ancestors or find both my parents.’ He turned to Dottie and looked into her eyes,

‘I will try my best. That is all anyone can do. If I fail, I will fail trying. She cannot ask any more than that. I just hope I am good enough.’

Sam, his parents and Dottie joined the rest of the shadow warriors on the short trek to the edge of the Shadow Forest. There they waited in nervous silence for the coming of Vonn’s legions and Valdroth’s demons. Sam stood in the cold by his father, his breath fogging up the air in front of him. He looked around and began to wonder what the other warriors were thinking. Were they afraid like he was? Did they fear death like he did? Would anyone miss them if they died? To Sam’s eyes they appeared calm, determined and ready to gives up their lives for what they believed in. Again, Sam looked and could not see the enchantress anywhere.

‘I wonder where she gets to?’ Sam thought to himself.

‘I am here with you Sam.’

Sam nearly jumped out of his skin.

‘So even my thoughts are not my own.’

He could hear Ariana giggling in his head.

‘No Sam your thoughts are your own. We can communicate through the power of the amulet haven’t you worked that out yet?’ Ariana continued,

‘Through the amulet you can commune with the recently deceased, with practice you can be in the presence of your ancestors and with a lot of practice move through places, worlds and even time.’

Sam still found it weird listening to somebody talk to him inside his head.

‘What can we do to stop this army? What plan do you have Ariana?’

‘The dead will serve the master or mistress of the amulet. I need you to step back into the forest so that we can talk this through together. Speak with your father and mother and tell them you are with me. Tealon knows how to taunt the enemy and that you will not be there at the start of the battle. Sam this day will be vicious and brutal. Vonn and Valdroth will want to end this. They cannot afford to have any survivors. Together we are going to try and stop that from happening. Hurry now the enemy approaches.’

Sam looked up and in the far distance could see a dark line moving across the plains towards their little group of fighters. A quiet nod from the king saw Dynian walk with the King’s standard and plant it firmly in the ground twenty yards in front of the defending line of shadow warriors. This was followed by two other lesser standards placed each end of their line. Sam walked up and whispered into his father’s ear,

‘I am needed by the enchantress.’

Sam looked into the face of his father and added, ‘please don’t fight. I need you.’

‘I have no intention of going anywhere in the future without my family beside me. Do not worry Samahel, I will take the enchantresses wise words and follow them.’ Tealon said looking with growing pride into his son’s eyes.

‘Go and do what you need to do. You are already impressing me.’

Sam turned and walked towards the tree line and stepped into the shadows looking for the enchantress. Jet, as ever, padded along beside him, a comforting presence in the surrounding chaos. As Sam walked, he couldn’t shake off a feeling of foreboding. Something terrible was going to happen. He shivered as a steady drizzle began to fall making everything sloppy and adding to the cold dampness of the day. Rivulets of water began to stream along leafless branches and pool on the floor beneath them. Sam watched as they congealed together in puddles, making the ground sticky and difficult to walk through. By the time he found the enchantress he was thoroughly sodden and completely miserable.

Ariana sat quietly beneath the bows of an ancient Yew. It’s girth alone told the stories of centuries past.

‘Come sit with me Sam we have much to discuss.’

Sam sat on the wet ground beside the enchantress. Without asking Sam found the water slowly rising from his body and a warmth appeared to be moving upwards from his boots. As usual he smiled in thanks. Jet sat beside him and laid his mighty head on Sam’s lap.

‘So how do I use the amulet to talk to the dead?’ Sam asked.

Ariana smiled and said,

‘You already know for you have been to the place of your ancestors.’

‘But I didn’t speak to them. They stared at me and pointed at my heart. No words were exchanged.’

‘The link is with your heart. The amulet is a link between this world and beyond.’

‘What do I say to them? What shall I ask? Can they speak?  What if they ignore me?‘

‘Things you need to work out for yourself. I need to support the fighting and delay the attack of Valdroth and Vonn. So, I need you to work on your ‘communing with the dead’ speech. We are depending on you. You can do this just like you have done everything else. All you need is a strong dose of self-belief and confidence.’

Ariana stood and left Sam. As she walked away Sam watched her and noticed she was walking bare foot across the muddy expanse leaving no footprints in her wake. Not a drop of rain touched her skin. As she disappeared beyond view Sam looked down at Jet and asked,

‘Why do we always get the fun jobs.’

Self-conscious and feeling more than a little stupid he looked at the trees surrounding him hoping to see ghosts appearing from behind them. Nothing.

‘Hello dead people.’ He whispered more to himself than to his surroundings.

Nothing.

Standing up he began to walk up to various trees willing apparitions to jump out before him.

Nothing.

Becoming frustrated with himself he retreated to the tree that Ariana had sat in, placing himself in the little hollow that she had occupied. His hands fell by his sides he touched the cold earth. Struggling to remain calm Sam closed his eyes and began to breathe and withdraw into himself. At first all he could hear was his own thoughts coursing through his mind. Question after question attacked him, diverting his focus, and distracting him from his purpose. His breathing brought him back to a calm state and each thought began to fall away leaving him with just one thing. His senses began to tune into his environment. He could hear every minute sound, the whispers on the breeze and the movement of branches high above him. He could even feel the mini beasts moving beneath his hands deep in the frost covered ground. Sam breathed and drew more freezing air into his lungs. His heartbeat slowed and time and space stood waiting.

Sam opened his eyes and saw a figure standing in front of him. He had the hew of grey slate. Pale white skin devoid of warmth and dead eyes staring as his mouth hung open. Long brown hair sticking to the sides of taut ice blue cheekbones. Ragged clothes, stiff with death, hung loose on dead bones.

Sam swallowed, nerves jangling. Unsure as to how to proceed he stood up and took a step nearer the man. Sam drew on the power of the sword, reached out and placed the flat of his hand on the chest of the man before him closing his eyes as he did so. He clasped the sword to his own chest and forged a link between life and death.

He opened his eyes once more and saw hundreds of dead people walking towards him. Trying not to panic Sam focused on the power surging through him and called out in silence hoping that the man he touched was his conduit to talk with the dead and ask for their help. In his mind Sam spoke. He confidence growing with every word,

‘Alarians. Your king needs your protection. Our people are threatened. Your death need not count for nothing. I, Prince Samahel, heir of Ussex ask for your protection. By all that is good in this world and beyond we need your help. Go defend your king and queen. They are in great need. The enemies of Ussex approach.’

One by one the dead turned and marched to die all over again. Sam knelt down and sank into the mud, exhausted at the sheer effort of what he had accomplished. Between deep breaths he managed to whisper,

‘Enchantress. The dead are coming.’

‘Well done my prince’ an ethereal voice replied then continued, ‘come we have need of the sword. The dead are not the only things that are nearby. Hurry back to your place at your father’s side.’

Sam ran with already tired legs through the forest, he could hear the sounds of battle ahead of him. He left the safety of the trees slowed down, surveying everything before him. He could see a wave of demons, and half demons running towards the tiny group of defenders. Sam was astounded at the bravery of the Alarians. They stood stock still as a sea of enemies descended upon them. He ran to stand beside his father and mother.

‘Why aren’t we running back to the forest,’ asked a rather out of breath Sam.

His father replied,

‘Watch. We have one or two tricks up our sleeves that will annoy our guests. Remember every second we delay them gives time to our people to be nearer the White Isles. Sam, we have to make a stand. It is not in our nature to run, even in the face of overwhelming odds. All we are doing now is reducing the odds a little in our favour.’

The battle cries of the enemy grew louder and Sam could now start to make out individual faces shouting and screaming. Tealon raised his right hand and held it steady waiting for the frontline to reach within fighting distance. In a flash he brought it down to his side. As he did a sheet of flame shot up creating a white fiery wall that the enemy could doing nothing but run into. The first line of attack vaporised in an instant. However, the impetus of the following fighters broke on the wall of fire like waves. Many of the enemy perished. Screams of agony could be heard all around. The smell of burning flesh began to percolate through the cold icy dampness of winter. The king and queen watched as Dynian, Wolfric, Lilly and Dottie were spaced along the line, weapons readied. The throaty grunts and curses of the demons flew through the air and still the gap between the fighters remained empty.

Sam could see the wall of fire start to diminish and he caught a glimpse of the oncoming terror. The sheer scale and number of fighters that they were facing brought home the fact that they could not win this battle. He caught a glimpse out of the corner of his eye a slight movement. He looked and saw Ariana walk out from the line in front of him. She walked with arms raised and he could see that she was chanting repeatedly. Sam could not hear what she was saying but the air around her seemed to shine and glimmer with every step she took. From behind the Alarian line walked the dead. Tealon raised his hand commanding his warriors to step aside to let them pass. They did so, bowing their heads in respect as they reformed behind them. The dead marched in silent unison. The enemy struck them hard. 

Red demon fire tore into the dead. They fell and rose in an instant. Heads rolled, arms sliced and legs lost. The dead fell then rose. Tealon gave the command to attack. His forces split into two and attacked their enemy. Dynian sprang into action forging a path deep into the enemy lines. Dottie and Lilly fired blast after blast of white power scattering dozens at a time. Still the dead defended, died and did it again. The enemy came on. A never-ending attack. The group of Alarians, living and dead tried to stem its flow. The loss of life within the ranks of Vonn’s legion and Valdroths demon army was vast. For now, the Alarian’s held with fierce determination, fighting for every inch of land and every morsel of time. Ariana asked Sam to step forth and bring the power of the sword into battle. Sam nodded and stepped forward away from the king. The power of the sword already surging through him.





Chapter Thirty-six.

Many endings

Sam’s whole body tingled with nervous expectation. He could feel the power of the sword flooding through him, heightening his senses and making him hyperaware of the unfolding chaos before him. All around him he could hear fear in the shouts and taunts of defenders and attackers alike. He saw a line of shadow warriors fighting in two main groups. Along the leading edge, the dead Alarians were taking the full brunt of the enemy’s assault. They formed a spectral barrier that protected their living compatriots that frustrated and angered the attacking hordes. Hundreds of the enemy lay dead and wounded. Sam spoke with Ariana asking what needed to be done. He still could not escape the fact that he had precious little battle experience. The feeling of utter terror lay heavy upon him. Witnessing all this blood and death threatened to wear away the final shreds of his self-confidence.
‘We need a final push into the heart of the enemy and then a rapid withdrawal back through the forest to Peopleton. We must draw the enemy behind us,’ said Ariana, she continued,

‘One push, with your help, should bring the attackers on to us. Use the power of the sword and place your hand on the nearest dead Alarian. If you keep a link between the amulet and the sword, our trap can be sprung and our race to freedom can begin. But Sam, beware of expending too much energy. You are still learning how to control the power given to you.’

Sam looked around him seeing dying and injured on both sides. One final glance behind him brought him close to tears. From the midst of battle walked Dottie, Lilly, Tiernan, Wolfric and Dynian. Together with Jet, Neah, Kroll, Fenrir and Lola they stood as one behind him, forming a protective semi-circle.  He looked at each one in turn and smiled knowing that they would be with him whatever happened. The lack of faith in his own skills of magic and battle paled away to nothing compared to the ability standing all around him. Further back he could make out the figures of Tealon and Telania, his parents directing the efforts to support the gathering and care of the injured. Ariana stood as if in a trance, behind the royal couple.  Despite the bitter winter weather Sam felt no trace of cold just a nervous determination to see this finished so that he hopefully could get to see Sarah once more and be with his parents. Ariana interrupted his thoughts urging,

‘It has to be now Sam. This moment is yours and yours alone. You are ready. Use power of the sword but remember the dead cannot always come to help the living. Their time, as in life, is short.’

Sam turned towards the nearest dead Alarian, his hands gripping the sword to stop them from shaking. He stretched out his arm and placed his hand on the corpse’s back. The nameless soul turned, looked straight into Sam’s eyes. Knowing what to expect, the dead man bowed his head in thanks of a task about to be completed. Sam could feel the intensity of the swords power increase and surge through him and into the dead Alarian. The dead man, in turn, stretched his hand out and touched his nearest compatriot. In a chain reaction each soul began to shine with a brightness so strong if felt as if the sun itself had descended from the heavens. Friend and foe alike sank under a sea of pure white.

The shadow warriors covered their eyes to stop themselves from being blinded. Sam by this point was oblivious to the world around him, fear and terror forgotten. He was as one with the dead, feeding from their individual emotions, listening to their life stories, sharing both their joys and their tears. Each one gave themselves over to Sam. The power of the sword fed the purity of the light flowing through the dead and the amulet pulsed with the emotions from both Sam and the surrounding souls. They glowed with combined pride and fury for their King and for all the peoples of Ussex. As one they rose from the cold ground, sodden with bloody winter frost and began to hover in the crisp morning air.

Sam rose with them into the sky, raising his hands in prayer to orchestrate the incandescent might of the dead. He pointed the sword towards the enemy and held it out before him. The first of the dead turned and moved towards Sam. Each one approached and took it in turn to be stripped and shredded in an explosion of light energy which the sword drew into itself. The jolt of power surged through him, causing Sam to catch his breath. The second did the same and then the third. A procession of mini supernovas flew towards Sam’s heart. The power of the Alarian souls flooded into him. One by one the shining dead disappeared until none were left. Sam was left alone hanging in the air, arms outstretched, still gripping the sword in his hand. He felt as if he had become one with the sun burning with a fierce energy within him. Sam struggled to contain the energy washing through him. Yet he knew that there was only one way to release it.

Ariana stood by the king and queen and watched as Sam took upon him the power of the dead. Both Tealon and Telania clung onto each other and hoped and prayed that Sam would survive. Tealon turned to the enchantress fearful for his newfound son,

‘Ariana how can he survive this?’

‘Give signal for the retreat and get our warriors back to the safety of the forest. Do not worry about your son. He is tougher than he looks.’

Tealon raised his arm and dropped it to his side. On this signal the shadow warriors left the field of battle under the cover of a blanket of light and ran towards the tree line, covering their eyes as they went.

Ariana spoke once more to Sam,

‘Release it now Sam. Point the sword at the poisonous heart of the demon lord and rid this land of his foul presence. You have the power, it’s time to use it.’

Sparks of raw blue and white energy began to fly out from Sam’s body arcing and dancing in all directions. He could feel the power beginning to overwhelm him straining to be unleashed from its cage. With one final effort he turned and pointed the sword at the hordes of demons and demon hybrids releasing the energy trapped within him. Wherever Sam pointed the sword, funnels of pure white energy flooded out vaporising anything that it touched. Valdroth tried to counter this with blasts of dark magic. Panic gripped him as he saw his demons slaughtered where they stood. He formed the remaining demons into a triangular formation. Each one feeding their red power into a line of one lead demon who then tried to form a counter spell of concentrated red energy. When the red and white forms of magic met the white consumed it.  Sam was lost within the power flowing through his body and he knew himself well enough to know that he could not last much longer. Then, as if a switch had been flicked, the power drained from him and he fell to the ground with a soft thud, landing face down onto the cold earth, still gripping the sword.

Tealon and Telania took their hands from their eyes. The sun had returned to its rightful place and they surveyed the scene of devastation before them. All the shadow warriors were in full retreat to get to the last remaining barge and away to the safety of the While Isles.

Sam lay as if he were dead.  Neither beast nor person moved. The cold winters air reclaiming its place as it blew away the last remains of the heat of battle. Further beyond the remaining demons rose and headed straight towards the little group of Alarians, their instinct to fight still sharp and gathering speed with every step. Ariana emerged from the tree line to see the king and queen running towards danger and she set off after them catching them up and hoping that they would not be overwhelmed by the dark might of the demon. She feared they might not be enough.

Otto Vonn stood with his mouth open, dumbstruck by the show of power coming from one young human. Valdroth hid his dismay behind a mask of anger and aggression, urging his demons to fight to the death. More than two thirds of their combined forces were gone, destroyed through the power of the sword. Their legions and demons utterly consumed, returning to the atoms from which they were made. Valdroth began to lead the last of his demons into battle. Vonn turned, mounted his horse and ordered his remaining troops into battle. He then turned and rode in the opposite direction, skulking away with the remnants of his dignity shredded. There would be another day to fight. Valdroth saw this and with a twist of magic from his clawed hand pulled Otto Vonn from his mount and dragged hm across the hardened ground. Face bloodied and body broken Vonn rose up from the ground and hung in midair before Valdroth.

‘Why do I see the king and his brat on the field of battle?’

Vonn laughed, blood falling from broken teeth. A single savage blow to the head brought an end to the leader of the Eastern Alliance. Valdroth threw his body to the ground. He vowed to avenge his weakness and wipe every human from the face of this earth and beyond. This land would be his. A platform from which he would dominate all before him.

By the time Tealon and Telania reached the prone group of warriors, Dottie and Lilly had regained consciousness and were trying to restore the senses of Dynian and the others. Jet, Fenrir and Lola had already left to protect Sam. Up ahead the demons were getting closer firing blasts of red power in all directions. At the centre of them ran Valdroth tearing ahead of the others and heading straight towards Sam. Dottie and Lilly held out their weapons standing as one with Jet and the two mountain wolves. Out of nowhere Ariana appeared between the two White ladies. She took one look at Sam and said,

‘He is exhausted. Nothing else. He will wake up soon. In the meantime, we need to get him back to the barge. We still may get away with this if luck is on our side.’

The demon lord was almost upon them when Dottie stepped out, flanked by Fenrir and Lola and stood before the rushing enemy. Valdroth raised his sword and as one the demon army stopped. The silence was deafening. The demon lord stepped forward, confidence and arrogance flowing through him in equal measure. He walked towards Dottie producing an immediate defensive reaction from the mountain wolves as they stepped forward alert and aggressive. He stood a short distance from her, staring down at the thin body of Sam. She spoke calmly but with an edge of grim determination to her voice,

‘You will never take him.’

‘We shall see.’

Valdroth looked Dottie up and down.

‘You I remember. I have fond memories of wiping the last few of your kind from my sight. Their blood tasted sweet and satisfying,’ Valdroth hissed. He continued,

‘Where is Ariana. There are words we need to exchange.’

Dottie could see that Valdroth was trying to goad her with insults. Cruel words trying to jab away at her resolve. She smiled letting them wash over her knowing what Ariana had in store for the demon. The enchantress stood up and stepped away from the Sam and walked towards Valdroth. She looked so small, delicate and fragile compared to the demon lords’ vast size.  She rose from the ground, walking on steps invisible, and looked into his black eyes. She stared into a pool of hatred built up over centuries and said in a clear voice,

‘You trapped me once before and I escaped. Once again you have not prevailed demon. Ussex is stronger than you think. Go, leave us, retreat to your lair and lick your wounds. If you stay here, you will die.’

Valdroth laughed,

‘For a second I thought you were telling me I had lost. Look around, you are surrounded by my demons. Your warriors may have escaped, but those who I want to kill are right here before me. I have just to snap my fingers and you will all cease to be.’

Ariana said,

‘Do it then and we shall see who the victor is.’

As the enchantress spoke, she transformed before his very eyes. He stood staring at a single white feather floating towards the winters earth. As soon as the feather touched the ground the earth beneath it started to boil and bubble. It was if the devil himself stirred it from below, forcing out anything living from beneath the ground. Small green shoots began to appear everywhere a demon stood. They grew so fast, becoming thicker, strengthening with every passing second. They grew tall with tendrils and branches latching on to each demon wrapping around their arms and tightening their grip. Many of the demons tried to hack at the lengthening green saplings and vines in an effort to break free. Around their feet the grip was immense. Cutting into to their callused skin and holding them firm.

Valdroth roared with frustration. Barking orders and spewing red magic to try and burn then away from his body. Within minutes a small forest stood surrounding the demons. Each demon was caught in the grip of at least four trees. Valdroth found himself surrounded by giant oaks. Each tree clasping his arms and legs, whilst a mighty sycamore gripped his throat between two claw shaped branches.

Sam travelled back to consciousness from faraway lands, covering the vast oceans and deserts of his mind in an effort to catch up with the image of the enchantress running ahead of him. In his dreams Ariana ran before him urging him to wake up,

‘Hurry Sam there is little time left. He is too strong and will break free, hurry, I beg you.’

Sam swam towards the growing light, fighting to regain consciousness. He opened his eyes and stared into the faces of his parents. Struggling to speak he whispered,

‘Is it over? I don’t think I could do that again for a long time.’

Clambering to his feet. He turned and looked to see himself surrounded by large deciduous trees in full leaf from which hung hundreds of demon shaped fruits. Tealon gave the order to leave and the little group of Alarians turned and ran towards freedom. The weapons master, his queen and Dottie all walked backwards watchful for any sign of resistance from the demon lord and his minions. Sam walked with the support from his father and reached the tree line. Something made him turn around. Looking back he saw Valdroth evaporate into the air with each demon following suit one by one. Dynian and Dottie looked at each other turned to the others,

‘Run! The wards may still be active. Go now for all our lives depend on it. Everyone surround the boy he is at great risk.’

Sam was picked up by a running Dynian who flung him in one fluid motion over his shoulder. Dottie turned to the others with fear in her eyes and said,

‘I cannot talk with the enchantress. We have to get as far away as possible.

The little group ran towards freedom, safety perhaps and a future very much in the balance. 





Chapter Thirty-seven

The last barge.

Sam sat upon the hard wooden deck as they drifted down the River Song towards the coast. Exhaustion had sunk into his bones, and he struggled to think clearly, or make sense of what had happened in the battle with the demon lord. All around him he could see the faces of his family and friends trying to work out if they had actually won a hard-fought battle or had they just been lucky to avoid being killed. Jet lay beside Sam, resting his huge head on his lap seemingly oblivious to world. Above his head a temporary roof kept the falling snow from his head. Each flake reminded Sam of the ashes of the fallen they had left behind. A biting wind blew around them, leaving Sam thankful for the warmth from Jet. He looked over and saw his mom and dad deep in conversation with Dottie and the weapons master. Catching Telania’s eye she smiled and said,
‘Sam come and sit with us there is much to catch up on and discuss. Your opinion is just as important to us. Come sit by your father.’

Sam scuttled over, disturbing Jet in the process and sat down between the king and queen. Tealon smiled at Sam and asked him,

‘I can see you are not quite sure if we have won a great victory or just about managed to extract ourselves from a nasty end. Either way we are here because of the power you wielded on that battlefield. It shocked me to the core to see the power contained within the sword and the amulet and the strength you showed channeling it. What do you think Sam?’

Sam looked around and said,

‘I don’t really know what to think but I am happy never to see that demon, or any other demon, again. They are terrifying. What I want to know is what happens now? When can I see Sarah again and what will happen if that demon lord comes back? I would like to think that he is finished but with Ariana missing I worry we will not be enough if he does make another attack. After all she is the one who stood up to him in the end, not me.’

Sam appreciated the warm hand on his shoulder as Tealon said,

‘Stop doubting yourself. We have achieved many things in such a short space of time. I am also concerned about where Ariana has gotten to. We need to find out the answer to that riddle as soon as possible. We have achieved a great victory, against overwhelming odds, but the final outcome is still to be decided. Otto Vonn and Valdroth did not expect us to put up such fight. However, our homeland is still in enemy hands, our people scattered and enslaved. The confidence of our nation must be rebuilt and that will take time. There will be many other issues to settle before we can declare we are finally at peace and begin to rebuild our lives, homes and futures.’

‘With your permission my king, may I speak?’ asked the weapons master.

Tealon nodded and gestured to Dynian to speak whilst Sam, for once, felt anything but left out or forgotten. The great man spoke,

‘Are you suggesting, my king, that our presence on the White Isles will be temporary in order to recuperate and prepare for future conflict?’

‘Yes, this is only the beginning of our journey to reclaim our lives and homes. We need time to build our forces, find new allies and fathom out how we finally rid our land of that nest of demons. Then there is also the small matter of rebuilding the kingdom and reclaiming what is rightfully ours. Whilst our numbers have swollen in recent days, the rescued Alarians also need time to heal, recuperate and cry tears for their loved ones. Who knows the trauma they have been through and the mental scars they may carry?’

Sam could see the tired look in his father’s eyes and worried that the elixir he had been given was wearing off. He searched for the jewel around his neck and saw, much to his relief, it still shone brightly. The king turned to Dottie and asked,

‘Where do you think the enchantress is Dorothea?’

‘The simple truth of the matter is I do not know. I cannot communicate with her at all. I am mindful of the fact she expended a great deal of her inner magic in the final minutes of conflict. The use of magic has its limits. I hope she is just exhausted and recuperating her strength. You will have noticed that Fenrir and Lola are also nowhere to be seen. We also have the small matter of Sam’s further development of his skills, both magical and physical. We need Ariana to be part of that, I can only do so much.’

Sam, alarmed at the prospect of yet more stuff to cram into his head, added,

‘Don’t forget Sarah and her training.’

‘Have no fear on that Sam. I have great plans for that young lady. I hear she can hold her own in a fight.’

Lilly and Wolfric arrived carrying platters of cheeses, bread and hot sausages for them all. The group all tucked in, eating in weary silence, each contemplating very different futures. Later that evening Sam stood by the front of the barge with Jet and watched the winter sun sink below the horizon. From nowhere Telania and Dottie appeared at his side. They all stood for a moment, each unsure who would speak first. Sam broke the silence by asking,

‘Dottie, Sarah will be alright, won’t she?’

‘Sarah, with the guidance and support of Lan and Martha, is following a difficult path but one she is determined to follow. It will be dangerous; they will not just go in and storm the school and release the children. There are too many of Vonn’s guards about. But rest assured knowing they will do something. I have already spoken with Martha and they are camped out on the edge of Kingscastle. They both know that area well, after all it is their homeland and there is more than one way into the heart of Ussex that will allow them to remain unseen. They also have the small matter of Fly to deal with.’

This news made him worry even more for his friend’s safety. Telania asked Dottie if she could be alone with her son. Dottie smiled and wished them both a restful evening. Telania turned to Sam and said,

‘I am so proud of you Sam; we would not have survived this day without you and your skill with the sword. I just wanted you to know because we must have no secrets between us, that your father and I will be there for you and we wish, more than anything else, to spend some time together over the coming days just being a family. We have much to learn from each other. But, for now think about what you have achieved, we will celebrate our freedom on the shores of the White Isles and plan our future together.’

Sam rested his hand on his mom’s but said little about how he was feeling. The future may seem exciting, full of adventures and challenges but whether he wanted to face them as a prince of Ussex was another matter altogether. It was now, in this moment, he really missed the counsel of his two best friends. He stared into the dark waters of the river thinking about what people would expect from him. Those self-doubts about who and what he was surged through him and wouldn’t go away. Jet nuzzled his hand anxious to be out of the biting cold. Sam smiled and turned to seek a warm place to sleep.

End of book one.
The story concludes in Book 2 of the Chronicles of Ussex – The Book of Albion.
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